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Deciding to write a doctoral dissertation about light was a decision that did not come 

about over night. In fact, it took half my lifetime to ripen. One of my earliest 

memories about lighting recounts a scene of receiving a book at age thirteen from my 

cousins Gilda and Wally, entitled The Magic of Light: The Craft and Career of Jean 

Rosenthal, which kindled my general fascination with theatrical lighting and more 

specifically, the phenomenon of light. It was the first time I read the phrase and 

understood what it meant to ―trip [….] the light fantastik‖ as Milton expresses it in 

L’Allgero. This early event was the catalyst for my lifelong fascination with the 

spectacle and conceptualization of physical light. The educational expedition I would 

undertake several decades later and which took place on two continents, coalesced 

while working an on-again-off-again theatrical engagement on a sunny resort island. 

My appearance in this extravaganza as Misha lasted nine years and took place on a far 

from deserted ―sand bar‖ in the Great South Bay off the coast of Long Island, New 

York with the highly esteemed Fire Island producer, singer, and musical virtuoso Isaac 

Steven Vaughan. The supporting cast of thousands included Andy, Ariel, Bella, Ben, 

Bobby, Cathy, Chuck†, Dennis, Dennis, George, Jacque, Jerry, Jerry, Jim, Kevin, Mac, 

Nelson, Richard†, Rick, Ricky, Robert and Sal.  

At the fantastic speed of 300 kilometres per hour, the 1st class compartment 

on Thalys‘ Amsterdam-Paris Express, in which I chose to write these appreciative 

remarks, seems a world away from New York where I first began my exploration of 

the technologies of light. At night I would work, lighting the dance clubs of New 

York‘s trendy Meatpacking district while working my less glamorous day job at 

Universe Stage Lighting on West 47th Street at the heart of the theatre district in 

Manhattan. During the past twelve years of formal academic training, the world has 

become just a bit smaller to me and the time has now come to thank some of the 

people whom it was my pleasure to meet along the way. 

It is therefore a great satisfaction to take this opportunity to thank at least a 

few of the extraordinary people who accompanied me along this journey of analysis 

and intellectual discovery. Firstly, I would like to thank my promoter Mieke Bal who 

has been a inspiring supervisor throughout the past six years. It was Mieke‘s intriguing 

work which attracted me away from the University of Leicester where I had already 

been accepted as a PhD candidate. While studying for a Master‘s degree in Museum 

Studies, I kept coming across captivating work by Mieke that I found intellectually 

stimulating. While commuting to Nottingham Castle for my MA internship, I 
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engrossed myself in her work while completing Leicester‘s demanding coursework.  It 

was at this late stage when I mustered enough courage to send her a message asking if 

she was interested in supervising my project. After a few emails, she agreed to 

provisionally promote my project. It now approaches completion. I felt from the very 

beginning that, with Mieke as a supervisor, this would be a challenging intellectual 

experience. And so it was. Her critical remarks on my chapter drafts were so insightful; 

so in tune with my work, that no one else, I felt, could get closer to what I was 

struggling to articulate. Through the Theory Seminars she organized and directed, 

Mieke introduced me to new authors, theories and perspectives for which I am 

eternally grateful. Thank you for taking a chance on me and my endeavour. 

Enthusiasm, professionalism and understanding characterized my first 

research leader Hanneke Grootenboer. She asked me questions that improved my 

theoretical and intellectual understanding and helped me sharpen my arguments. The 

four chapters that comprise this study were written with the assistance of her expert 

guidance and tutelage. My second research leader, Esther Peeren, came onto the scene 

at the very moment Hanneke took up a position at Oxford University‘s History of Art 

Department. Esther, whose acquaintance I had made during my early years at the 

Bungehuis was from the beginning personally effervescent, enthusiastic about my 

project and intellectually stimulating. She not only advised me during the writing of 

both the introduction and the conclusion, but she also made the radical suggestion to 

rearrange the chapters. A suggestion I enthusiastically took on board and which 

worked out – I think – rather successfully. 

Without the administrative support provided by Ania Dalecki, Jantine van 

Gogh, Eloe Kingma, and Margreet Vermeulen my project would have been much less 
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during the writing of this study. Somehow, just seeing their smiling faces every week 

gave me the courage to continue when I thought I had nothing more to write. 

I am thankful to Martin Garnett and Claire Wilson of the Imperial War 

Museum who promptly identified the ALARM missile and provided me with the 

technical information needed for my study. I would like to thank David Bryson for 
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Seeing light is a metaphor for seeing the invisible in the visible, or seeing 

things in an intelligible form that holds all that exists together but is itself 

devoid of sensible qualities (3).1 

Cathryn Vasseleu, Textures of Light 

 

 

In this study, my areas of investigation are the art and science of light in a 

museological context. Light can affect human perceptions and emotions, focus our 

attention, create a visual mood and may be used to perform an investigative function. 

It can also be employed as a tool to represent an act, and as a medium. These are the 

cultures of light that I will investigate in this study. The central question I explore in 

this study is how do museums operationalize the agency of light? I hypothesize that 

agents deploy light in such a way that it not only transmits messages that are 

sometimes narrative, but also, in a somewhat coded way, has a formative function. I 

will argue that light is being used in innovative ways as a tool by museum staff, artists 

and other agents to facilitate and guide interpretation. In this study I investigate light 

as a cultural concept from a cultural-analytic perspective. I extend the wider academic 

discussion of light from an artistic medium to an exhibitionary tool, then to the more 

specific uses of light as an investigative tool. I conclude the study with the 

exhibitionary medium of shadow, or the absence of light.  

The two fields of inquiry from which my study and analyses emerge are 

cultural analysis and museum studies. In addition, the methods I follow are 

interdisciplinary and are drawn from related fields of practice such as art history, 

narratology and theatrical lighting theory. I understand the institutional apparatuses 

and technologies of museums from a post-structuralist perspective of relationships 

between power and knowledge. That is, I look closely at the discourse of ―culture‖ 

produced and consumed by a particular subject position, that of the visitor or viewer 

of museum exhibitions. In this introduction, I will set out my motivations and 

strategies for bringing them together in the four chapters that follow. 

                                                      
1 ―The distinction between visible and invisible light, also known as ‗lux‘ and ‗lumen‘, is an ancient and ambiguous one. 
‗Lumen‘ refers to the physical movement of invisible rays of light whose perfect linearity is the essence of illumination 
and requires no organ of sight. [….] On the other hand, ‗lux‘ refers to the phenomenon of light, or light as it is 
experienced in sight, composed of colour, shadow and visible qualities [….]‖ (Vasseleu, n.1, p. 129). 
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What motivated my embarking on this research is the perceived importance 

of underscoring, or spotlighting, so to speak, exhibition lighting. This, in my opinion 

and that of others, is often not addressed early enough during the design process. This 

neglect can, at the very least, be responsible for missed visual and interpretive 

opportunities and, at worst, could lead to degradation and eventual destruction of the 

artworks and artefacts, an effect the practice of exhibition is designed to avoid. I argue 

that light is not an empty medium but full and therefore always in some way invasive 

in the sense that it always guides the interpretation of artworks and displays. I attempt 

to extend the general discussion of light within the museum environment by 

demonstrating different ways in which the tool of light can be deployed in the service 

of the artist, curator, author and most importantly, the viewing public. I will stress the 

meaningfulness of light by discussing several artworks that play with the impossibility 

that light is not invasive, and can serve other goals. 

My second motivation to undertake research in this area stems from my 

interest to investigate the as yet unexplored area of seeing light, as seeing the invisible, 

and what it means for bringing this metaphor into the context of the museum. Light 

holds a special fascination for me because of its physical properties and 

manifestations. I am interested in both its psychological and perceptual affects. That 

is, in the way the phenomenon of light, with all its nuanced radiating facets, affects 

human consciousness. The quality of light of a given situation affects me to a great 

degree. I can feel, that is, have an embodied experience when I am subjected to the 

staged lighting conditions that appear in institutions such as museums. To theorize 

this experience of light I give an account of the concept of light from a 

phenomenological perspective so that we may understand this ubiquitous concept in 

its fullest implications.  

In his Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty develops the concept 

of the body-subject as opposed to René Descartes‘ disembodied subject of the cogito. 

Through perceptible bodily consciousness, the world and the human body are 

intricately intertwined. Merleau-Ponty argues in ―The Intertwining – The Chiasm‖ that 

there is a crossover taking place, constantly, weaving a texture of visibilities and 

invisibilities that both the viewer and the world share through a consciousness of 

―lateral, transversal‖ synergy (141). Merleau-Ponty‘s idea of chiasm is that there is in 

vision, no such thing as us on this side and the object we look at on the other, but 

there is something reciprocal about vision as such: somehow, what we experience as 

―our‖ vision lies at the side of things. This is what he calls the Flesh. Suzanne Cataldi 

argues that ―[i]n the Flesh ontology, the intertwining at the chiasm refers to the 

relation of the two sides of bodily being‖ and that ―the ‗chiasm‘ is not only the ‗bond‘ 
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between perceiving and perceived; between the two sides of ‗Flesh‘ – it is also a 

‗medium of exchange‘ between the self and others‖ (68-69). That is, the site of bodily 

flesh is a permeable boundary through which, as Merleau-Ponty argues, light may be 

sensed. ―It is a knowledge of light which does not come through the laws of 

perception, but through the correspondence between the appearances of things and 

our kinaesthetic unfolding as bodies in a world‖ (1962: 310). In his ―The Thing and 

the Natural World‖ Merleau-Ponty argues that ―the lighting directs my gaze and 

causes me to see the object‖ (310). This ―carnal light,‖ as Cathryn Vasseleu expresses 

it, is ―not a transparent medium with its own clarity. It is the cloth or interlaced fabric 

of an anonymous visibility‖ (45). With all its sensibility, our experience of light comes 

into being, as Merleau-Ponty maintains, ―within the framework of a certain setting in 

relation to the world which is the definition of my body‖ (1962: 303). At the nucleus 

of Merleau-Ponty‘s philosophy is a persistent argument for the foundational role that 

perception plays in understanding the world, as well as engaging with the world. This 

―primacy of perception‖ and his notion of light are particularly relevant for my study 

because light, I will argue, is perceived by the body and affects the way we understand 

and engage with the world.2 My approach differs from his view in that I take light as 

my origination point, whereas Merleau-Ponty positions the body as his point of 

departure. 

The epigraph to this introduction, taken from Vasseleu, brings the distinction 

between visible and invisible light to the fore. On the one hand, invisible light, or lux, 

is the subjective experience of the inner light of our bodies which we understand but 

cannot see. Visible light or lumen is, on the other hand, the physical light our eyes as 

organs respond to and which aids our bodies‘ sight of the external world. This study 

addresses both the subjectivity and physicality of the concept of light. In her book 

Textures of Light, Vasseleu takes up the concept of light from a philosophical/ visual 

studies/ gender studies perspective. She presents a ―genealogy‖ of light rather than a 

history of light: 

A history of light refers to a course of events that can be traced in terms of the 

appearance of light, where light is regarded as the foundation or mythological 

source of these events. A genealogy of light refers to the continuous 

reinscription of light as a natural event, or light‘s origination as an always 

already present ―first light‖. (11) 

                                                      
2 For more on phenomenological perception see Merleau-Ponty‘s The Primacy of Perception. Evanston IL: Northwestern 
University Press, 1964. 
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In this work Vasseleu discusses the controversial role of light in the history of 

philosophy. I would like to emphasize that dealing with this continuous reinscription, 

or the way messages are continually written and re-written with light, is an essential 

part of my project. For this reason I present chapters that engage with both the 

genealogy and the history of light.  

By appropriating the notion of a texture Vasseleu is able to reveal the 

intricacies of the concept of light, which she divides into ―true light‖, ―carnal light‖ 

and ―perverse light‖. A texture is characteristic of something woven into a textile and 

is comprised of a structure that has a surface feel and appearance characterized as 

complex. Vasseleu writes that ―[t]exture is at once cloth, threads, knots, weave, 

detailed surface, material, matrix and frame‖ and uses the metaphor to claim that 

―light is not a transparent medium linking sight and visibility‖ (12). I contend that 

light regarded in this way is not semantically empty but charged with meaning and can 

be sensed through more bodily senses than just sight and its primary organ, the eye. In 

the chapters that follow I bring to the surface cases that demonstrate the 

interconnectedness of lux and lumen with bodily perception and sensations.  

In The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, Tony Bennett identifies three 

subject positions within museums, namely scientists/curators, museum patrons and 

visitors or viewers as I shall call them in this study. Bennett‘s study focuses on 

museums and galleries that were created from the late nineteenth century onwards and 

drew much inspiration from Michel Foucault‘s Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 

Prison. Foucault is of the opinion that disciplinary technologies and forms of 

observation, especially panopticism, render everything visible to an eye of power. He 

argues, that ―one can speak of the formation of a disciplinary society [….] that 

stretches from the enclosed disciplines, a sort of social ‗quarrantine‘, to an indefinitely 

generalisable mechanism of ‗panopticism‘‖ (216). Bennett explores the power that 

saturates the museum‘s specific discourses of culture. He maintains that museums use 

culture as a tool for societal management. For Bennett, ―[t]he space of representation 

constituted in relations between the disciplinary knowledges deployed within the 

exhibitionary complex thus permitted the construction of a temporally organized 

order of things and peoples‖ (79). In speaking of a disciplinary society he 

acknowledges that ―the modality of power in modern societies has proved to be one 

of the more influential aspects of Foucault‘s work‖ (65). A society, for him, ―is one 

not of spectacle, but one of surveillance‖ (64). While Bennett does not specifically 

address light, I use his and Foucault‘s work as a starting point for my investigation of 

the ways in which museums address subjective viewers with light. 
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Light intercedes in a disciplinary discourse. Friedrich Kittler writes in his 

essay ―A Short History of the Spotlight‖ that it was only when ―light direction […] 

advanced from simple illumination to planned illusion‖ that it attracted draconian 

punishment for its private use (77). He continues Foucault‘s idea that ―the blinding 

light of power does not consolidate and transfix the body of society and thus secure 

[it] in the order, rather it is a separating light, that illuminates one side but leaves 

another body of society in the shade or thrusts [it out] into the night‖ (Foucault qtd. 

in Kittler 77). In the museum environment, light as tool is deployed as a disciplinary 

devise in a Foucaultian sense. Rather than enabling all subjective viewers to have the 

same (―consolidating‖) experience, light ―thrusts‖ each individual viewer into a 

trajectory of experience that is unique.  

In order to demonstrate this, I have adopted the approach of cultural analysis, 

a project pioneered by Mieke Bal at the interdisciplinary research institute she co-

founded, the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis. This analytical approach to 

cultural objects differs from both literary and cultural studies. The central arguments 

of cultural analysis are explained in Bal‘s edited volume The Practice of Cultural Analysis: 

Exposing Interdisciplinary Interpretation and her monograph Travelling Concepts in the 

Humanities: A Rough Guide. In the former, Bal explains that the field ―is based on a 

keen awareness of the critic‘s situatedness in the present, the social and cultural 

present from which we look, and look back, at the objects that are always already of 

the past, objects that we take to define our present culture‖ (1). As a critic, in this 

study I investigate the way the theoretical concept of light (and its absence, shadow) 

has been and continues to be deployed in museological contexts from my observant 

position in the present. I argue that the concept of light is interdisciplinary in nature 

and is what Bal calls a ―travelling concept‖ that moves through various disciplines. My 

work here is a trace of some of its travels, which enables me to clarify the different 

meanings the concept has in different disciplines and during various periods of 

history. This is to say the study is self-reflexive. For this reason I refer to myself in the 

first person as a viewer of objects produced in the past and still extant today. The 

Practice of Cultural Analysis was my interdisciplinary gateway to the more specific works 

by Bal that address the social institution of the museum, most specifically Double 

Exposures: The Subject of Cultural Analysis. 

Whether the object on display is a painting, sculpture, costume or an 

installation, decisions must be made on how to illuminate the object(s) that 

communicate a message to the viewer that he can interpret and from which meaning 

can be made. There, I seek to understand how the discursive practices of institutions 

such as museums on the one hand deploy light as a powerful tool to aid interpretation. 
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On the other hand, light can guide and manipulate viewers‘ attention and 

interpretation. This relates to the Foucaultian notion of discipline where the 

movement and control of bodies is affected by the isolating power of light. Foucault 

remarks that ―[b]y the effect of backlighting [….] standing out precisely against the 

light, [….] each actor is alone [….] perfectly individualized and constantly visible‖ 

(200). It is a kind of power that coerces the body by regulating and dividing up its 

movement and the time and space in which it moves. It also disciplines, or restricts 

the vision of the eye as organ by allowing or not allowing sight on the basis of 

predetermined expected viewing patterns related to the physiological workings of the 

eye. Does light make docile bodies or active participants? My different cases will bear 

out that both can be the case. 

In Double Exposures, Bal endeavours to connect the three meanings of the verb 

―‗to expose‘: exposition, exposé, and exposure‖, in her study of museum exhibitions 

(1). Expositions, or setting out on public view, can entail the acts of expounding, 

explanation and/or commentary about artworks on display. It is an attempt by a 

museum staff to lay open a meaning and to explain objects and artefacts in a certain 

way. Exposés are formal systematic public declarations or statements; often exposing 

crimes, scandals or other previously unknown facts or circumstances. In the context 

of museums, exposés can be understood as the public telling or revealing of a story in 

a primarily visual form. Exposure, from a museological perspective could entail 

publicity or the coming into contact with something. Viewers are exposed to artworks, 

that is they come into visual contact with not only material objects on display, but as I 

will demonstrate, also immaterial ―objects‖ such as light fields. I intend to expose the 

ways in which light contributes to and collaborates with a particular type of exposition 

– museum exhibitions.  

One of a museum‘s primary functions is to exhibit, and the way in which 

objects and artefacts are lit contributes to way they are perceived by the viewer. For 

example, light directed from different angles can either obscure or enhance surface 

definition and details such as colour and texture. The choices about the lighting are 

neither purely utilitarian nor arbitrary; instead, they expose the judgement or opinion 

of the curators about an object. By providing light that is not just utilitarian in nature 

agents expose objects, physically and rhetorically, including surface attributes and 

internal qualities. At the same time, they make a pedagogical argument with the effects 

of light for its exposition through the discourse of the museum and interpretation by 

the viewer. In line with Bal‘s work, I suggest that this specific way of exposing objects 

in a museum constitutes a dialogic relationship between various subject positions. 

Light is one of the tools, or mediums, that establish such relationships. 
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This study is multi-textual: it is comprised of an alphanumeric text and a 

plethora of images. The images play an important role by either illustrating my ideas 

or showing the reader examples and artworks referred to in the written text. I would 

like to emphasize that the images illustrate three different modes of lighting. They 

include: (1) lightworks from which light emanates; (2) the illumination of a setting or 

scene and; (3) perspectival light where the viewers‘ point of view is manipulated. In the 

first chapter the images are intended to catch the complexities of the lightworks 

displayed in situ, that is, they show the works installed in a gallery setting illustrating 

the way in which the viewer views the piece. In the second chapter the images of the 

exhibition under analysis are drawn from the exhibition catalogue and do not 

necessarily accurately reflect the specific illumination conditions in the galleries during 

the exhibition. They are, however, meant to show general conditions of illumination. 

For the third chapter, I chose images that show ethnographic artefacts and painted 

works of art under specialized illumination conditions or modes which do accurately 

depict the display‘s lighting effects. These conditions are the actual lighting conditions 

under which the objects were either studied or displayed and illustrate the agency and 

visual transformation which take place under these conditions. In the fourth chapter, 

which includes images of sculpture in situ, the figures show the view of the shadows to 

their best perspectival advantage from a particular viewing position within the gallery, 

where it is possible that the viewer has the same visual experience as the artist or 

curator. 

The study draws on the literature of light from both the humanities and the 

sciences. More specifically, the information I have gathered for my research emanates 

from the fields of art theory and history, cultural theory and analysis, museum studies, 

architecture and social history. In addition to literary theory, the history and theory of 

theatrical lighting also play a key role in my study of contemporary trends in museum 

exhibition lighting. This study situates itself, then, in an interdisciplinary manner 

between the above cited fields in its attempt to spotlight the field of museum 

exhibition lighting. For the specific topic of light, two books specifically lead the way.  

In The Museum Environment, originally published in 1978, Garry Thomson 

discusses light from the perspective of artefact conservation. The first of his two 

sections on light addresses issues of colour rendering, measurement and control of 

radiation and heat, physical laws of light, exposure guidelines and the process of 

seeing in a museum context. He discusses the fact that there is no absolute standard 

for brightness and that the human eye is good ―at detecting that one thing is brighter 

than another when both are near at hand‖ (61). Paramount among his ideas in this 

section is his discussion of visual acuity and colour discrimination. Thomson writes 
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that ―[n]either visual acuity nor colour discrimination are likely to be at their 

maximum however the museum is lit‖, because museums are lit by carefully chosen 

artificial light which limits brightness and excludes particular wavelengths of light, 

unlike objects illuminated by the sun (61). In his second section he explains luminance 

and subjective brightness, lamps and control equipment, the measurement of 

ultraviolet light and photochemical reactions that take place between light and 

exhibited artefacts. After numerous editions and printings, Thomson‘s book continues 

to be the authoritative source for museum lighting and conservation to the present 

day. But what he does not discuss is the subjective qualities of visible light. In 

contradistinction, I try to highlight the subjectiveness of light by studying it through a 

humanities-based discourse analysis, which foregrounds social institutions and 

political practices. 

The other indispensable book in this field that has influenced my analyses is 

the recent Light for Art’s Sake: Lighting for Artworks and Museum Displays, by Christopher 

Cuttle which addresses issues of aesthetics, visual connections and lighting strategies, 

as well as typologies of both artificial and natural light scenarios commonly 

encountered in museum and gallery settings. Although Cuttle‘s book does contain a 

section devoted to the damage to objects, Thomson‘s book is more detailed in this 

respect. Most relevant to the present study is Cuttle‘s chapter on revealing visual 

attributes of museum objects, which primarily addresses lighting paintings and 

sculptures. I supplement Cuttle‘s work by including not only painting and sculpture, 

but also installation works, ethnographic displays and works of art which emit their 

own light. In distinction from Cuttle and Thomson‘s work my study approaches 

exhibition lighting from a subject-oriented perspective as opposed to the objectivity 

that scientific measurements of lighting conditions reveal. In place of numerical 

statistics, the present study brings to light the spectacular characteristics of exhibition 

lighting that evoke human perceptual responses.  

In response to my motivations, I chose to champion, in a museological sense, 

well conceived and designed museum exhibition lighting. Because light is essential to 

vision and vision is an indispensable ingredient for exhibition viewing, I argue that 

light not only has a communicative function but, more importantly, light also has a 

formative function in relation to artworks, and sometimes even as part of the artwork 

itself in the case of lightworks and installation pieces. I critique the unspoken 

assumption that light is somehow ancillary to the artwork. Works of art have need of 

well-considered lighting to facilitate maximum viewer reception as well as adequate lux 

or foot-candles to support human vision. It makes sense, therefore, to devote a study 

such as this to extending the discussion of museum exhibition lighting. In choosing 
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both general and specific cases of exhibition lighting for investigation, I hope to justify 

the choice of cultural objects used in my analysis of light as a theoretical concept.  

In the first chapter my analysis of contemporary lightworks situates the 

theoretical concept of light within the framework of the production of art and its 

relation to art history. I begin my analysis by discussing light as what Bal calls a 

―semantically empty‖ medium, which is, however, capable of affecting the perception 

of the viewer.3 In this chapter I investigate works by artists such as Dan Flavin‘s 

untitled (to Henri Matisse), Joseph Kosuth‘s Neon Electrical Light and James Turrell‘s 

afrum-proto, all of which were constructed in the 1960s. More contemporary lightworks 

I survey are Seth Riskin‘s Blue Light for György Kepes, Ann Veronica Janssens‘ Red, Yellow 

and Blue, Carsten Höller‘s Lichtwand, Olafur Eliasson‘s 360° Room for All Colours and 

Mischa Kuball‘s Private Light/Public Light, all of which, in one way or another, propose 

their own variation on the theme of light. I also analyze installations of Yayoi 

Kusama‘s Dots Obsession: New Century and Ilya Kabakov‘s The Man Who Flew into Space 

from his Apartment. Here, in order to understand the way light can affect the viewer, I 

trace the use of light from an art-historical perspective as an artistic medium from the 

beginning of the twentieth century until the present day in order to lay the foundation 

for discussing light as a narrative tool in the subsequent chapter.  

I examine the intertwinement of narratology and theatrical lighting in the 

second chapter. This chapter investigates the way the effects of light can augment the 

narrative of an exhibition. Rather than examining contemporary art, as in chapter one, 

this chapter takes the illumination of a contemporary exhibition of eighteenth-century 

costumes, furniture and decorative arts, organized in tableaux vivants, as its primary 

object of study. The analysis utilizes Bal‘s narrative theory as set out in her volume 

Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative in order to uncover the ways in which 

light plays a role not only in the individual tableau, but also to bring together into a 

narrative the whole exhibition, which unfolds in a suite of period rooms within the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Understanding how light narrates, or what 

it says to the viewer, prepares the ground for examining more specific uses of light 

within the museum environment.  

The third chapter investigates the specific use of ultraviolet light as an 

investigative tool and atmospheric medium of illumination. After first discussing the 

physical nature of ultraviolet light, this chapter investigates the way three significantly 

different exhibitions use ultraviolet light to expose various attributes of their displayed 

objects. The first exhibition, Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent Collection at the 

                                                      
3 Bal, M. ―Affect as Medium‖. Unpublished manuscript, 2008. 
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University of Richmond Museums in Virginia, explores the way curators have used an 

invisible medium as a pedagogical tool to instruct viewers about the scientific 

principles of mineral fluorescence and, at the same time, expose the hidden aesthetic 

beauty of the natural world. Next, I study how contemporary artist Regine Schumann 

deploys ultraviolet light to create a disconcerting ―landscape‖ of colour and light. The 

third exhibition I analyze is a didactic display and below-the-surface look at a specific 

group of Piet Mondriaan‘s paintings known as the ―Trans-Atlantic group‖. Here, I 

examine the way ultraviolet light is used, non-invasively, to look below the surface of 

paintings in order to uncover the ways in which this particular group of paintings was 

changed by the artist from its beginnings in Europe to its eventual formal completion 

on the North American continent. Finally, in order to articulate an interpretative 

frame of this use of light I examine the notion of the ―boundary object‖, as conceived 

by Susan Star and James Griesemer. I consider the possibility of ultraviolet light as a 

particular kind of boundary object where, through the active agency of light, a 

translation of information between different communities of practice within the 

museum environment takes place.  

The final chapter looks beyond the medium of light to illuminate the ways in 

which shadow is deployed as both an exhibitionary and artistic medium. Here, I 

investigate not only specific types of shadows which appear as darkened shapes on 

surfaces, but also the relative darkness that can communicate a suggestion of 

otherness, or performs a formative function in relation to the artwork. Shadows are 

considered from the standpoint of how they influence our perception. I first discuss 

their theorization by classical writers such as Plato and Leonardo da Vinci through the 

lens of Victor Stoichita and Michael Baxandall. Second, I consider several examples of 

the use of shadow in an exhibitionary environment. I discuss first the shadow cast by 

a fully-weighted ALARM missile displayed in the Imperial War Museum North in 

Manchester. Next, I discuss the way Constantin Brancusi deploys shadow in 

conjunction with his sculpture Prometheus. Thereafter, I return briefly to the work of 

Janssens. And lastly, I discuss the case of Larry Kagan‘s shadow artworks, where 

shadow is a medium necessary for the completion of the artwork. This chapter 

demonstrates how the luminous environment of the exhibition space is not only 

comprised of the effects of light, but that the effects of darkness and shadow also play 

an important exhibitionary role.  The complex and multifaceted operations of light, in 

a museological sense, transcends the disciplinary boundaries between the dissimilar 

types of exhibitionary practices analysed in this study. Light is exposed here as both a 

dynamic tool and a vibrant medium for displays across the exhibitionary spectrum. 
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My material is light, and it is responsive to your seeing. (43) 

James Turrell, Occluded Front 

 

Every perception is hallucinatory because perception has no object. (93) 

Gilles Deleuze, The Fold 

 

Blue Light for György Kepes (2002) (fig. 1.1) is the spectacular laser light artwork by Seth 

Riskin (1963-) that was created and performed for the first time at the Centre for 

Advanced Visual Studies at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in 

Cambridge Massachusetts in 2002. The work is dedicated to Hungarian-born painter, 

educator and art theorist György Kepes (1906-2001) who founded the centre at MIT 

in 1947. The artist created this artwork as an homage to Kepes because his books on 

design were highly influential. But it is his lightwork that reflects on one of the key 

ideas of Kepes, namely his quest for new scientific imagery. Kepes‘ book, Language of 

Vision, predated three other influential texts on the same subject, especially Rudolph 

Arnheim‘s Art and Visual Perception. He was also a protégé and collaborator of Bauhaus 

artist László Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946), who, as I shall point out, can be credited as 

one of the primary driving forces behind the creation of the Light and Space Art 

movement. 

Riskin‘s lightwork is created by the interaction of the artist‘s body with the 

light of a blue laser. Pictured below, we see a human figure inscribed within a circle 

which itself is inscribed within a square; an image eerily reminiscent of Leonardo da 

Vinci‘s (1452-1519) Vitruvian Man (c. 1485). Alternatively, the image could be seen as 

an eye with its pupil outlined by the laser light. It can be understood as a transposition 

from a bodily ―dance‖ to the boundaries of the room in which it is performed. In 

silent, space-defining performance, light effects extend from the artist‘s body with the 

aid of sophisticated electronic equipment. According to the artist‘s statement, he 

wanted to ―become space‖ and ―wanted to bring viewers inside the movement 

experience, into contact with the numerous dimensions of space‖. Light allowed him 

to realize this artistic vision.1 

                                                      
1 See ―Artist Statement‖ available at < http://www.sethriskin.com/setprimary.html>. Accessed 10 Jul. 2007. 
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By including the viewers in the experience of illuminated movement, and, at 

the same time, enabling them to be affected and ―feel‖ the dimensions of the space, 

Riskin was able to fulfil his artistic goal of ―sculpting‖ space. He once said that ―[l]ight 

projected from my body, revealing architecture through expressive body movements, 

enables me to ‗sculpt‘ the spatial perceptions of viewers‖.2 Here, Riskin uses the 

medium of light to sculpt spatial perception. With reference to this work I contend 

that light does not merely illuminate, but actually performs a mediating function 

between the artist, the viewer and the architectural space. This makes light a medium. 

The artist is using what Marshall McLuhan calls a medium as ―an extension of 

ourselves‖, to bridge the spatial gap between viewer and artist with light (7). This artist 

has completely abandoned traditional sculptural media such as wood and stone in 

favour of a newer and more expressive medium – the medium of light. Light 

originating from an unseen source enables the artist to extend his body in a visual 

expression of his artistic motivations and thought processes to, as he calls it, ―sculpt‖ 

the perception of viewers. Light as a primary medium enabled Riskin to fill the space 

between the artist and viewer in a new and awe-inspiring way. 

Light deployed in this manner is not inert and without invested motivations. 

Rather, it is quite active and political in nature. I suggest that light – as a medium – 

acts or performs a process of mediation between viewer, artwork and exhibition space 

that is, somehow, coded. By utilizing various properties and spectral effects of light, 

contemporary artists have found new ways to not only express their aesthetic but also 

to engage the viewer in an immersive viewing experience with an implicitly 

communicative function. 

Light is not a singular medium, nor is it groundbreaking to state that it is a 

medium. Obviously, it exists in various forms, emanating from neon, fluorescent, laser 

and exotic rare-earth sources, to name but a few. Almost from the moment the 

electric light became commercially available, artists have employed the different 

mediums of light. An historical map of artists using elements of light would begin 

recording events around 1915 with the Clavalux, the coloured light organ of Thomas 

Wilfred (1889-1968). In 1930, Hungarian artist László Moholy-Nagy, a collaborator of 

György Kepes, incorporated the medium of light into his sculptural work. In the 

1940s and 1950s neon light was used widely in advertising but was still infrequently 

used by artists.3 This would change in the 1960s when artists such as Bruce Nauman 

(1941-) and Joseph Kosuth (1945-) would begin to use it extensively.  

                                                      
2 Weibel and Jansen. Light Art from Artificial Light, 165. 
3 Elements of neon advertising signs originally made during this period are now being recycled and used to create new 
works of neon art by artist Jeffry Chipless (1952-). 
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Figure 1.1. Seth Riskin. Blue Light for György Kepes, 2002. 
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Light and Space Art, a movement originating in California in the 1960s, defined its art 

by light‘s very experiential existence and physical interaction with the viewer. The 

landscape of this movement reveals concentrations of artists working with light on the 

two coasts of the United States and continental Europe, particularly in Germany and 

the Netherlands, where there is much interest, and many museums including the 

Zentrum für Internationale Lichtkunst in Unna, the Zentrum für Kunst und 

Medientechnologie (ZKM) in Karlsruhe and the Centrum Kunstlicht in de Kunst in 

Eindhoven, whose collections include proportionately large numbers of art objects 

employing light.4 In the 1970s and 80s artists such as Larry Bell (1939-) and Robert 

Irwin (1928-) were also experimenting with the mediating effects of light.  

Contemporary artists using light are as diverse as are the countries from 

where they practice their crafty art. Since the 1990s, in Berlin, Iceland-born Danish 

artist Olafur Eliasson (1967-) has been creating synaesthetic environments and 

installation pieces which use light in relation to natural phenomena, such as the 

famous Weather Project. This 2004 blockbuster exhibit, which filled the cavernous 

Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern museum in London, used mono-frequency yellow 

light in conjunction with theatrical fog and a mirrored ceiling to affect viewers‘ 

perceptions of the space and to question the uses of such spaces in general. At the 

same time, in Darmstad, Helga Griffiths (1949-) deployed ultra-violet light and 

chemo-luminescent liquids in test-tubes and Petri-dishes to expose the nano-world of 

the artist‘s unique genetic code. These diverse lightworks share the deployment of 

light as a medium. Whether it comes in the form of fluorescent tubes as in the work 

of New Yorker Dan Flavin (1933-96), or in neon tubes as in the work of Bruce 

Nauman and Joseph Kosuth, light is a heterogeneous and multi-functional medium. 

More specifically, it is a constellation of mediums comprised of different sources of 

light that illuminate our world in new and thought-provoking ways. From daylight to 

incandescent light to laser light, from light transmitted, refracted and reflected, artists 

of today are probing the boundaries of an age-old medium with fresh bravado.  

In this chapter I will proceed to argue along two lines. The first stems from a 

desire to understand light as a mediating force. The second flows from a desire to 

comprehend the way the force of light affects its viewers, that is, its implication of the 

viewer by an affective force. In this regard, I pursue what Bal has called in her article 

―Affect as Medium‖ the ―effect of affect‖. 

                                                      
4 Eindhoven is a city whose prosperity and world-wide renown can be attributed to the Koninklijke Philips Electronics 
Corporation and its industrial manufacture of products contributing to the advancement of light and lighting 
technology. 
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I first consider light as a medium and the way in which it transmits its artistic 

message. I take McLuhan‘s seminal work Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man as 

a point of departure for my discussion of the formal qualities of light as a medium. I 

will analyse how since the rise of the minimalist aesthetic in the 1960s deployed by 

artists like James Turrell (1943-), Dan Flavin, and Bruce Nauman, contemporary 

artists have used light as their primary medium to convey artistic messages and to 

affect the perception of the viewer. From the 1960s onwards, artists, instead of 

representing light, space, texture and so on, as in previous traditional paintings, now 

present these elements by using light as a medium in order to create a heightened 

sensory awareness. 

Secondly, from a poststructuralist perspective, I consider the way light activates 

and decentres the viewer. By focusing on the viewers‘ experience through what in 

Installation Art: A Critical History Claire Bishop calls ―a particular repertoire of 

concerns‖, I intend to illuminate the ways in which light as a medium affects the 

perceptions of the viewer (8). Through a discussion of several works of twenty-first-

century artists including Olafur Eliasson, Carsten Höller (1961-), Ann Veronica 

Janssens (1956-), Mischa Kuball (1951-) and Yayoi Kusama (1929-), I will argue that 

light is indeed a medium that affects its viewers when it makes its presence known 

through the presence of other mediums such as vaporized mist, liquids, translucent 

fabrics and of course the enclosing walls of the exhibition space within which they are 

installed. I will put Bishop‘s categories of installation art to use in organizing my 

discussion around what she has called the four ―concerns‖: the dream scene, 

heightened perception, mimetic engulfment and activated spectatorship. Specifically, I 

will articulate in detail the role and function of light in these categories and discuss 

more fully the ways in which light is in fact coded. What Bishop does not do, 

however, is specifically focus on light. In my study, I do just that. Hence, rather than 

retracing her footsteps, I try to achieve something new regarding light by employing 

her categories.  

 

Expanding Sculpture 

In ―Sculpture in the Expanded Field‖, Rosalind Krauss redefines the theoretical 

boundaries of artistic sculpture. In 1979, she writes in the journal Artforum that a 

―historical rupture‖ has occurred and that during the previous ten years ―rather 

surprising things have come to be called sculpture‖ (30). In this article she sets out her 

argument for the change or ―rupture‖ in the category of sculpture which she claims 

can be made to become ―almost infinitely malleable‖ (30). This malleability allows 

viewers to consider such objects as ―narrow corridors with TV monitors at the ends; 
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large photographs documenting country hikes; [and] mirrors placed at strange angles 

in ordinary rooms‖ as works of sculpture in an expanded sense. That is, she suggests, 

the category of sculpture can now be said to include not only traditional forms of 

sculpture but also large-scale works such as Robert Smithson‘s (1938-73) Spiral Jetty 

(1970), Alice Aycock‘s (1946-) Maze (1972), and Carl Andre‘s (1935-) Cuts (1967). 

Illustrating her article, these three works indicate the increased possibilities of 

sculpture.  

 

Figure 1.2. Robert Morris. (untitled) mirrored cubes. 1965. 

In the early 1960s, Krauss explains, ―sculpture had entered a categorical no-

man‘s-land: it was what was on or in front of a building that was not the building, or 

what was in the landscape that was not the landscape‖ (36). Robert Morris‘ (untitled) 

Mirrored Cubes (fig. 1.2) illustrates the point that sculpture was now loose in the 

landscape, so to say. The mirrored cubes set in the landscape not only reflected the 

landscape itself in an oddly structured way, but they also reflected the daylight coming 

from above. Seen from further afield, I perceive the cubes to recall traditional 

landscape paintings by virtue of their realist depiction and the way light and colour is 

reflected back at the viewer. Sculpture was no longer confined to existing primarily 
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inside a building. ―Sculpture, it could be said, had ceased being a positivity, and was 

now the category that resulted from the addition of the not-landscape to the not-

architecture,‖ writes Krauss (37).  

With this ―rupture‖ and with sculpture seen in an ―expanded‖ sense, artists 

were now free to use light as a primary and sculptural medium that would stand the 

test of prolonged critical scrutiny. Concerning Krauss‘ conception of sculpture and 

Riskin‘s statement that he ―sculpts‖ with light, I would like to suggest that light needs 

to be further reviewed in order to understand how it expands the sculptural field by 

introducing an evanescing statue that remains a medium. 

The 2005-06 exhibition Light Art from Artificial Light was the largest exhibition 

to showcase light in almost 40 years since the watershed Kunst Licht Kunst exhibition at 

the Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven during 1966.5 In both exhibitions light 

itself was exhibited and understood by the viewers as a medium: that is, it was shown 

and seen as a substance at the disposal of the artist. But what exactly does it mean for 

light to be considered a medium? Can light be both a medium and an art object 

simultaneously? Approximately sixty years earlier, at the opening of the twentieth 

century, technical advancements were sufficient to enable the nineteenth-century 

dream of synaesthesis.6 These sense interactions created congruencies between the 

organs of the eye and ear, and between seemingly disconsonant arts such as music and 

painting. Of particular importance was the transformation of musical tones into 

colours. At this time, abstract films and colour organs were created that urged music 

and painting closer together. ―Aesthetic correspondences‖ (27) existed between visual 

and aural forms, write Weibel and Jansen, especially in the films of James (1921-82) 

and John (1917-95) Whitney, Hans Richter (1888-1976), Oskar Fischinger (1900-67) 

and Viking Eggeling (1880-1925). For example, in 1921 Walter Ruttmann (1887-1941) 

created Lichtspiel Opus 1 which combined abstract visual forms, colours and music. 

As Weibel and Jansen have it, the forerunners of Light Art in the twenty-first 

century are avant-garde films of the 1920s and material painting. At about 1915 with 

Cubism in France and Constructivism in Russia new materials began to be used in 

conjunction with paint, such as wood, rubber and paper products. Shortly thereafter, 

mirror, steel and glass became elements of panel paintings. Thus, as Weibel and 

Jansen point out, ―a genre of material painting emerged that already produced light 

reflections‖ (27). Parallel to these trends artists began to create art objects that 

incorporated real moving parts, which gave rise to Kinetic Art around 1930. During 

                                                      
5 Light Art form Artificial Art. 19 November 2005 - 6 August 2006. ZKM. Curated by Peter Weibel and Gregor Jansen. 
Kunst Licht Kunst. 25 September – 4 December 1966. Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum. Curated by Frank Popper. 
6 Weibel and Jansen Light Art form Artificial Art, 27. 
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the light experiments of the 1920s and 30s a transformation from physical boxes to 

light boxes, and from physical reliefs to light reliefs occurred. Therefore, the works of 

Moholy-Nagy, for example his piece Light Prop for an Electric Stage (Light-Space-

Modulator) (1930) (fig. 1.3), and those of Zdeněk Pešánek (1896-1965) are considered 

the actual basis for the use of light in artworks (27). Art of this genre and period did 

what contemporary artists such as Eliasson do, namely it ―makes space a coordinate 

of movement, compels perception to realize its dynamic nature, theatrically stages this 

realization by means of machinery, and activates the viewer‘s participation beyond the 

mere act of looking‖ (Bal, 2007a, 166). These ―fundamental tenets‖ are still 

fundamental building blocks of Light Art at the advent of the twenty-first century. By 

engaging with new technologies, materials and media such as film and photography – 

artistic forms of light – practitioners developed ―real movement […] and real light‖ 

into what is known today as Light Art. The movement of Light Art began with an 

interest in light as a medium.7 

The noun ―medium‖ literally means in the middle. In his book Keywords, 

Raymond Williams defines the term in three ways. Firstly, medium can be understood 

in ―(i) the old general sense of an intervening or intermediate agency or substance. 

[....]‖ (169). Artistically speaking, this intervening substance, a medium, is a force 

which acts on objects and subjects at a distance through which impressions are 

conveyed to the senses. Furthermore, a medium can also be any liquid substance (such 

as oil, water, albumen) with which pigment is mixed for use in, for instance, painting. 

In this sense light as a medium ―paints‖ surfaces. That is, it is ―applied‖ to objects in 

its immediate vicinity. It can also be understood in ―(ii) the conscious technical sense, 

as in the distinction between print and sound and vision as media‖ (169). In this sense 

the medium of light comes in the form of radiant energy emitted from a visible light 

source. Williams‘ third definition relates to ―(iii) the specialized capitalist sense, in 

which a newspaper or broadcasting service – something that already exists or can be 

planned – is seen as a medium for something else, such as advertising‖ (169). These 

definitions reveal the polysemic possibilities of the word and concept, regarding the 

production of artwork. I would like to suggest that in the context of my study, a 

medium is any raw material, substance or mode of expression used in an artistic or 

creative activity. My definition relates to Williams‘ first definition by equating light 

with an intermediate substance which intervenes between a viewer and object. In the 

case of neon signs for instance, light can be used for advertising purposes. Light is a 

                                                      
7 The label Light and Space Art, in circulation during the 1960s and 1970s, was reduced to the term Light Art, which is 
the movement‘s common label today (Weibel and Jansen 2007: 27). 
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medium for something else, namely the advertising message, when it is shaped into 

letters and used in the construction of a sign. Williams‘ three semantic fields can be 

embedded in McLuhan‘s more general view. 

 

Figure 1.3. László Moholy-Nagy. Light Prop for an Electric Stage (Light-Space-Modulator). 1930. 
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We have seen that Marshall McLuhan famously defines medium as ―any 

extension of ourselves [….]‖. He adds that personal consequences ―result from the 

new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves or by any 

new technology‖ (7). In other words, artists employ a medium like paint to extend 

their creative thought processes and represent them pictorially on canvas, wood or any 

other sort of ground. This results in a transformation of scale: for example, in 

landscape painting painters transfer their artistic vision of landmasses to the much 

smaller picture plane, or surface of the canvas. McLuhan‘s theory is that a medium 

affects the society in which it plays a role not by the content delivered through the 

medium, but by the characteristics of the medium itself. He points to the light bulb as 

a clear demonstration of this concept.  

A light bulb does not have content the way paintings contain pictures or 

newspapers contain stories. ―The electric light is pure information. It is a medium 

without a message [….]‖ (8). The medium of light can be seen as a raw undeveloped 

substance that is given a message by the artist. What colour, type of source, or how it 

should appear in the visual field of the viewer are all matters of content. The creative 

processes of the artist make decisions about the ―content‖ of the medium. For Joseph 

Wright of Derby (1734-97), for example, light illuminates the figural content of his 

painted scene dramatically; it is a conduit through which the artist sends a message to 

the viewer about what is important to look at and contemplate. By creating a sharp 

contrast between the dimly lit peripheral area and the brightly lit centre of his 

paintings, Wright allows light itself to convey information about the scene to the 

viewer.  

Commenting on McLuhan‘s view in this regard, Bal writes that ―a medium is 

a neutral substance‖ and is ―semantically empty‖.8 That is, it carries no semantic 

message. McLuhan notes that ―[t]his fact, characteristic of all media, means that the 

‗content‘ of any medium is always another medium. The content of writing is speech, 

just as the written word is the content of print [….]‖ (8). Therefore, through the 

medium of neon tubes, light can be formed yet again into another medium, the 

written word, which carries the content of the message. This is particularly evident in 

advertising billboards employing neon, beginning in the 1950s. On these large-scale 

roadway and building signs, the medium of light is used to convey a message written 

with words constructed from formed tubes of light. 

In the work of Joseph Kosuth, light as a ―neutral substance‖ is given a 

semantic message by forming it into language units. As one of the early artists using 

                                                      
8 M. Bal, ―Affect as Medium‖. Unpublished manuscript, 2008. 
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light, he created textual installations written with the medium of neon light. The 

tension between the literal and the figural is essential for this work. Literally, Kosuth 

forms words and sentences and even whole poems from singular elements (letters) of 

light. Figuratively, he is sending the content of the words and poems (their meaning) 

to the viewer through the medium of light. In Neon Electrical Light (1966) (fig. 1.4) he 

deploys the medium of light whose ―content‖ according to McLuhan is another 

medium – the printed word. It is not ―neutral‖ because it has colour and intensity. 

Therefore, before it is formed into letters, it already carries semantic content. 

 

Figure 1.4. Joseph Kosuth. Neon Electrical Light. 1966. 

Neon Electrical Light makes McLuhan‘s dictum, ―the medium is the message‖ 

explicit but at the same time critiques McLuhan‘s dictum by demonstrating that light is 

not neutral. Here, coloured light is shaped into textural symbols (the content). ―For it 

is not till the electric light is used to spell out some brand name that it is noticed as a 

medium‖ (9). Now, it is not the electric light but the ―content‖ (the words and 

colours) that are noticed.  

In his neon work Kosuth uses the medium of light to radicalize the medium 

of print. The words spelled out in neon light activate the viewer to engage the text of 

the artwork with a heightened awareness of political concerns. In this case Kosuth is 

highlighting some of the formal qualities of the artwork. The text of the artwork, 

which resembles an advertising billboard, consists of twenty-four words spelled-out 

on three lines, or registers. Each line is in a different colour: green, blue and red. Each 

line repeats the same words in the same order with the exception of the word that 
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designates the colour, which is different on each line and corresponds to the colour of 

the neon tube.  

With the first word ―neon‖, Kosuth explicitly states that his medium is neon, 

or rather phosphors in a vacuum tube which, when excited, fluoresces a particular 

hue. With the second word ―electrical‖ he states that the artwork is not inert, but 

rather quite electrifying in nature. In traditional painting, light is absorbed or reflected 

by the medium of paint, but in Kosuth‘s work light is actually emitted and received as 

such by the viewer. I suggest it thus creates a more active reception of the artwork. 

This is so because of the active nature of the phenomenon of light and its interaction 

with the rods and cones of the human eye. The word ―light‖ in the third position 

reminds the viewer of the materiality of the piece. It is as if the artist is saying ―this is 

not a painting‖, in the same way René Magritte said ―this is not a pipe‖ in his work 

The Treachery of Images (1928-29), which merely depicts a pipe. Neon Electrical Light is a 

variation of what in This is Not a Pipe Michel Foucault calls a calligram, which is an 

object that brings ―text and shape as close together as possible‖ and is ―composed of 

lines delimiting the form of an object while also arranging the sequence of letters‖ 

(21).  More importantly, ―[i]t lodges statements in the space of a shape, and makes the 

text say what the drawing [or artwork] represents‖ and ―it distributes writing in a space 

no longer possessing neutrality, openness [….]‖ (21; emphasis in text). In the case of 

Neon Electrical Light, the message is that the artwork is not a painting or sculpture in 

the traditional sense but rather sculpture in an ―expanded‖ sense. This is a sculptural 

work in three dimensions whose primary medium is artificial electric light.  

―English‖ is the fourth word and denotes the language of the piece. In the 

fifth place is the word ―glass‖, which indicates a physical attribute of the artwork and 

adds a sense of fragility and transparency to the piece. The neon tubes are fabricated 

from cylinders of glass that have been heated and formed into ―letters‖; the sixth 

word from the left. This brings to the attention of the viewer that the words, which 

comprise the work as a whole, are actually composed of individual semantic elements.  

The seventh place is a somewhat special case. Here is where the regularity of 

the registers is diverted in the direction of specificity. Each line uses a specific colour 

of light, which is reflected in the form of the textural elements. On the top (green) line 

the word ―green‖ is used in the seventh place; on the blue or middle line the word 

―blue‖ appears, and finally on the third line ―red‖ occupies the seventh place. The use 

of the three different words in the same position of each line prompts the viewer to 

notice that each line corresponds to the colour of the written word. In the final or 

eighth position, the word ―eight‖ appears on every line. Upon comprehending the 

meaning of the word I am cajoled into counting the words in each line to confirm that 
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there are actually eight words per line. Kosuth‘s use of light as medium exposes the 

mediums of text and language. When seen as an assemblage of illuminated registers, 

the work engages viewers in such a way that we begin to look more deeply at the 

meanings of words in relation to the medium in which they are presented. This is how 

the medium of light affects us and causes us to transform our ideas about art and the 

messages it carries. It is now clear that light as a medium has not only expanded the 

field of sculpture, but it also has implications for painting, and as I will show, for 

other artistic forms of expression such as installation art. 

 

Illuminating Affect 

Two other American artists who became active in the 1960s and are emblematic of 

the Light and Space Art movement of the period are James Turrell and Dan Flavin. 

These artists made vastly differing works. While Turrell was exploring the perceptual 

implications of the medium of light in Los Angeles, Flavin was creating bluntly 

constructed objects employing light in New York. Turrell created illuminated 

atmospheres in spaces with the aid of geometry and perceptual psychology. His pieces 

have been described as ―objectless‖ because there are no material objects per se, only 

atmospheric coloured light. His early installations were created in empty spaces – 

galleries, museums and even a dilapidated hotel – whose white surfaces had been 

meticulously smoothed and finished to almost absolute perfection. Bishop describes 

his installations – ―with their unbounded and embracing opacity‖ – in terms of 

spirituality or a sense of the absolute (87). Turrell‘s coloured spaces take some time to 

penetrate and engulf the viewer, allowing them to perceive their boundless engulfment 

in colour. But I first turn to the work of Flavin to gain a better understanding of the 

uses of light as a formal medium.  

Flavin became famous for creating sculptural objects and installations from 

lighting fixtures of the type most commonly found in institutional settings such as 

office buildings and factory spaces. Flavin‘s ―lights‖, as they are known, utilize 

commercially available fluorescent tubes that come in a standardized range of ten 

colours and five sizes. In the 1960s, all five sizes were only available in red, pink, blue, 

green, yellow, ultraviolet and four shades of white (cool white, daylight, warm white 

and soft white). Fluorescent light is not created by applying electricity across a 

filament, as is the case with incandescent light sources. Instead, it is created by the 

excitation of phosphors in a vacuum, similar to neon. Michael Govan explains that: 

Fluorescent light is so named for the phosphors that fluoresce in the presence 

of other light or radiation. Fluorescent lamps, which came into general use in 



Cultures of Light 

24 

the 1930s, consist of a sealed glass tube filled with a mixture of mercury vapour 

and argon gases, which, when electrified, emit an ultraviolet radiation that 

causes the phosphors that coat the inside of the glass tube to glow and produce 

visible light. (59)  

Flavin‘s work is typical of the convergence of minimalist principles with Installation 

Art: from making fluorescent lamp-adorned minimalist geometric ―icons‖ (inspired by 

eighth-century religious icons employing reflective gold paint) he moved to installing 

his later fluorescent works within specific exhibition spaces. Flavin constructs art 

objects that he does not consider sculpture, but as Krauss has argued, are actually 

sculptures in an ―expanded field‖. In an interview with Phyllis Tuchman conducted in 

1972, but not published until 2004, Flavin admits that he does not care for the term 

sculpture. ―I don‘t like the term sculpture applied to what I do. On occasion I think it 

is simply too incidental to carry such a heavily formal name, identity, recognition‖ 

(Govin, 2004b, 194). So what do we call them? Flavin prefers the term ―image-

object‖. In Artforum, he states that: ―The composite term ‗image-object‘ best describes 

my use of the medium‖.9 In my estimation, this hyphenated term reveals that the artist 

feels his lights have a material structure and, at the same time, they are immaterial, or 

more precisely, they emit an immaterial essence in the form of light. The term denotes 

his desire to create art that is not only an object, a piece of sculpture, but also an 

artwork that entices the viewer to see it set in its surroundings – an image which 

includes an object but cannot be reduced to it.  

According to the Oxford English Dictionary‘s fourth definition of the word, 

―medium‖ is: ―An intermediate agency, instrument, or channel; a means; esp. a means 

or channel of communication or expression‖.10 In Flavin‘s work, light is used as a raw 

material containing the semantic content of commemoration. He uses the medium of 

light to commemorate others, as a message. The titles of his works make all the 

difference and help the viewer interpret the artist‘s message. A problematic aspect of 

his work is that he needs words to illuminate the meaning of his lightworks. One way 

he transmits his message is through the use of coloured light. For example, in a work 

dedicated to another artist, Henri Matisse (1869-1954), a painter known for his use of 

colour, Flavin uses specific colours to celebrate Matisse‘s work. In 1964, Flavin 

created untitled (to Henri Matisse) (fig. 1.5) which utilizes Flavin‘s own ―primary 

colours‖: pink, yellow, blue and green (Govan, 2004a, 59). The colour of a fluorescent 

lamp is determined by the chemical nature of the phosphor used. Flavin chose these 

                                                      
9 Dan Flavin. ―‗some remarks…‘‖. Artforum (December 1966). Flavin quoted in Hal Foster, ―Six Paragraphs on Dan 
Flavin‖. Artforum 43.6 (February 2005) 160. 
10 Entry extracted from the March 2008 Draft Revision of the Oxford English Dictionary Online. 
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four colours to commemorate Matisse because of the painter‘s remarkable use of 

colour. This work presents bright pastel colours that combine to create ―an overall 

white light made by the four colours blending nearly into a full spectrum‖ (59). Given 

the title of the work, this could be seen as ironic, because Matisse was known as a 

colourist and in Flavin‘s piece the colours combine to create an impression of white 

light, or the absence of colour. I contend Flavin is trying to convey his admiration for 

the painter‘s skilful use of distinct colours that nevertheless blend in a longer view of 

the paintings. He uses the medium of light with another medium, colour, as its 

content in order to pay tribute to a master colourist who, precisely, did not blend 

colours to achieve his desired effect. 

 

Figure 1.5. Dan Flavin. untitled (to Henri Matisse). 1964. 
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At the other end of the electro-magnetic spectrum Flavin‘s use of colour 

transmits a different message; a series of pieces he completed that refer visually to Ad 

Reinhardt, the Abstract Expressionist painter, writer and pioneer of Conceptual and 

Minimal Art. In this appropriately titled series, untitled (for Ad Reinhardt) 11 (1990) (fig. 

1.6), Flavin explores the effects of ultraviolet light.12 Because of its association with 

the vernacular term ―black light‖, ultraviolet light carries the message of ―blackness‖ 

which is precisely why Flavin dedicated the series to Reinhardt and by implication to 

his ―black paintings‖. Which appear at first glance to be simply canvases painted 

monochromatically black, but are in actuality composed of black and nearly black 

shades. Flavin‘s use of ultraviolet light in this way not only emphasizes the unique 

differences between paint and light (Govan, 2004a, 62), but also pays homage to an 

artist who was at the forefront of the movement that Flavin now inhabits. Flavin has 

indeed expressed his artistic intention, albeit sometimes ironically, through the 

mediums of light and colour.  

   

   

Figure 1.6. Dan Flavin. untitled (for Ad Reinhardt) 2a-d. 1990. 

                                                      
11 Catalogue numbers 567-570. All catalogue numbers refer to the catalogue raisoné of Flavin‘s work by Michael Govan 
entitled Dan Flavin: The Complete Lights, 1961-1996 (2004b). 
12 For an exploration of ultraviolet light see Chapter 3 of the present study. 
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Another way Flavin engages with the medium of light as a means of 

commemorative expression is through his use of form and line. In Williams‘ second 

sense of medium ―the conscious technical sense‖ (169) media are ―material forms and 

sign systems‖ (170; emphasis in text). In other words, light as a medium has various 

forms and hence, Flavin chooses to deploy light with specific and measured forms. 

For instance, in a monumental series continuing over the span of several decades, 

Flavin assembled lights that echoed the rectilinear forms of such artists as Kasimir 

Malevich (1878-1935), Alexander Rodchenko (1891-1956) and Vladimir Tatlin (1885-

1953). To emphasize the Constructivists interest in form, in his “monument” for V. 

Tatlin series (begun 1964), Flavin restricted his use of colour to white exclusively. His 

message here is clearly a response to the traditional view of Constructivism of art 

history. It is a self-reflexive message because Flavin himself constructed, in the 

tradition of the Constructivists, works of art that were reliant on limited uses of colour 

and form. He used a reductivist scale of white light extensively, which included the 

four hues of cool white, warm white, daylight and soft white. He even went as far as 

titling his 1965 autobiographical statement “... in daylight or cool white” as a testament to 

the colour(s) of white.13 

Flavin not only uses light in a mediating sense but his pieces also physically 

affect us. Bal explains that ―affect‖ is ―the dynamic process of intensity circulating 

between work and viewer‖.14 I understand the concept of affect in a Deleuzian sense. 

That is, according to Brian Massumi, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari‘s translator, 

affect is an ―intensity corresponding to the passage from one experiential state of the 

body to another and implying an augmentation or diminution in that body‘s capacity 

to act‖ (Deleuze and Guattari, xvi). It is an audible, visual, or tactile transformation 

produced in reaction to a certain situation. In other words, we as viewers are affected 

by something that causes a transformation within ourselves. Affect is a knowable 

product of an encounter and, as Bal has it in ―Affect as Medium‖, ―[a]ffect is a 

temporarily congealed relationship between perception and the action that coincides 

with subjectivity‖.15 It is a process or agency brought about by an affective force.  

                                                      
13 The full title of which is: “... in  daylight or cool white.” an autobiographical sketch (to Frank Lloyd Wright who once advised 
Boston’s “city fathers” to try a dozen good funerals as urban renewal). Artforum. December 1965. 
14 Bal, M., Personal correspondence, 27 Jan 2009. 
15 Bal, M., ―Affect as Medium‖. Unpublished manuscript, 2008. 
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Figure 1.7. Dan Flavin. untitled (to the citizens of the Republic of France on the 200th anniversary of their revolution) 1-

3. 1989. 

In Flavin‘s work viewers are affected by the medium of light. Light emanating 

from his pieces has a physical and psychological effect on us. For instance, in his piece 

untitled (to the citizens of the Republic of France on the 200th anniversary of their revolution (1989) 

(fig. 1.7), the work does not affect us all equally.16 The French citizens are addressed 

explicitly by the title and are drawn into a situation wherein they as viewers remember 

and commemorate the French Republic and the revolution which formed it as well as 

where we now stand in relation to it. ―Forming bands of colour recalling the French 

flag, three rows of 2-foot [...] fixtures were aligned horizontally along the wall from 

floor to ceiling‖ (Govin 2004b: 370). The image is reminiscent of the French flag 

turned at a forty-five degree angle. In this piece, Flavin creates a situation that 

influences the viewers by transforming the visual image of coloured fluorescent light 

into an image of commemoration, made explicit by its title in the mind of the viewer 

with the assistance of the circulating process of affect. It is worth noting here that 

Flavin almost always includes a dedication in his titles, such as “to…” which implies an 

addressee. The image-object constructed from nearly pure light transforms from a 

physical object into a temporal object, which performs a commemoration of the 

French state.  

This work affects us by transforming a physical object into a mental construct 

though affect as a medium. This is so, at least if we are to believe McLuhan‘s position 

that a medium is always another medium. It seems that mediums are, in a sense, fluid 

                                                      
16 Catalogue numbers 517-19. 
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and capable of changing form. One minute it can be an object, and in the next instant, 

it can be immaterial and a mental object. Light, as a mental object, is a medium 

because it transfers perceptual information from the senses and provides the brain 

with information. The product of our encounter with this work is the feeling of 

commemoration, a sensation that is imbued with references to reverence and respect 

for the soldiers who have fallen during the long and sometime bloody history of the 

Republic since the revolution. The sensations are invoked by the lightwork‘s overall 

apparent similarity with the French flag, often carried in battle, and by the prominence 

of the colour red which is associated historically with blood. 

McLuhan‘s argument that a medium is always another medium needs to be 

extended here. I would argue that what light in fact does is affect the viewer by a sort 

of ―touching‖ and therefore is not neutral. This is a touch that seems to invade the 

body, one that has a psychological and physical affect on the viewer. Light is able to 

enter the body when it is transformed into another medium such as heat and is felt by 

the skin. 

Light‘s capacity to significantly alter our perception allows us to visualize 

apparently solid objects, when in actuality, the only object that exists is the mental 

object created by the medium. Many artists have taken this capacity of light as their 

starting point in making artworks that, to a certain extent, deceive our senses. This is 

most evident in (the U.S. West-coast Light and Space artist) James Turrell‘s artworks. 

These contain very little in the way of material objects; they are composed of coloured 

light and meticulously prepared planar or spherical surfaces; one could say they are 

primed with a fetishist fervour, because he spent many weeks preparing the surfaces in 

his exhibition/experimental workspace known as the Mendota Hotel in Ocean Park, 

California. Rather than exhibiting objects as in traditional sculpture, his artwork brings 

to the fore the space within which the viewer is situated. His art illuminates space in 

such a way that viewers have an embodied experience. That is, they ―feel‖ the light 

through bodily sensory perception. In some works the dimensions of the room are 

not what they appear to be; in others, seemingly three-dimensional coloured geometric 

structures appear to be suspended across the corner of the exhibition space. In yet 

other pieces, Turrell experiments with almost total bodily immersion techniques, such 

as in Gasworks (1993) (fig. 1.9) and Call Waiting (1997) (fig. 1.10), where the viewer, 

similar to the workings of a drawer or telephone booth, is slid into or walks into a 

360° spherical chamber whose interior surface is bathed in a gaseous colour field. 
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Figure 1.8. James Turrell. afrum-proto. 1966. 

Turrell‘s work consists of many series based on theme variations. His 

―projection pieces‖, beginning in 1966 and continuing to the present, contain two 

sub-variants: ―cross corner projections‖ and ―single wall projections‖.17 His first work 

in the ―cross corner‖ series was afrum-proto (1966) (fig. 1.8), and was formed by the 

projection of light from a slightly modified quartz halogen projector across a corner 

abutting two walls. Turrell describes this piece as being 

essentially a rectangle projected across a corner in such a way that from a 

distance there appeared to be a cube floating off the floor, yet in some manner 

attached to the corner of the space. From a distance this shape had solidity, but 

appeared to be literally composed of light. (Noever 59) 

He projects light in such a way that it appears to create a solid object attached to the 

wall, a luminous volume with symmetrical boundaries. As Turrell has it ―the cube 

seemed to reveal itself in perspective [....]‖ and ―[t]he space generated was analogous 

to a painting in two dimensions alluding to three dimensions, but in this case three-

dimensional space was being used illusionistically‖ (59). We as viewers see a logical 

                                                      
17 The controlled nomenclature for Turrell‘s works, which appears in quotation marks, is taken from Adcock (1990), 
who wrote his book with the assistance of the artist. 
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figure where none actually exists. There is no object per se, but our perception of 

space is altered just the same and viewers are affected by it. A viewer standing at a 

distance ―feels‖ the presence of what he or she perceives as a cube. Our body senses 

the cube through ocular input, but our eyes also tell us that the cube is composed of 

only immaterial light and therefore no cube exists. Hence, I would suggest, through 

the effects of light the cube is coded in such a way that it transmits two paradoxical 

messages simultaneously: that the cube is solid, and at the same time that the cube is 

not solid.  

In Decker (1967), one of his ―single wall projections‖, Turrell projects the 

medium of light onto a single wall surface so that viewers perceive a luminous 

rectangle, which seems to hover over or recede into the surface of the wall. Turrell 

writes that in some instances, this rectangle of light ―was seen as a non-dimensionally 

thin sheet of light that existed several inches in front of the of the wall surface, in 

other cases the image appeared as if you were looking into an indeterminate space that 

went through the wall‖ (64). Works in this series create a hypothetical or imaginary 

space within the exhibition space. When seen as receding figure, viewers perceive 

another space of indeterminate size ―behind‖ the work. When viewed as a protruding 

figure, a thin space can be perceived between the geometrical figure composed of light 

and the wall surface. In both cases, viewers are affected by the change in the apparent 

spatial configurations. In these pieces light mediates between the artwork and viewer 

by creating the conditions for an imagined space; a space that can only be entered 

virtually by the viewer. In yet another series of Turrell‘s work, viewers physically enter 

into a space where they are affected by the light field. 

In Turrell‘s ―perceptual cell‖ series (figs. 1.9-1.10) viewers are almost 

completely enveloped by the colour field known as a Ganzfeld experience. From the 

German language, meaning ―entire field‖ a Ganzfeld experience is a sensory 

attenuation technique that uses homogonous and un-patterned sensory stimulation to 

produce an effect similar to sensory deprivation. Turrell uses variously-tinted coloured 

light to stimulate the viewer‘s retina to achieve such an effect. Turrell remarks: 

The works in which the viewer stands in the space that is completely filled with 

homogeneous light are called the Ganzfeld Pieces. In these pieces, the room you 

are in has [a] surface which is as completely homogeneous as possible in its 

light quality. Depending on the depth of the physical space, the hue and 

saturation of the color, and the scale of the light intensity, the air in the space 

seems physically charged with colored light and to come right up against your 

eyes. (123) 
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Figure 1.9. James Turrell. Gasworks, 1993.  

 

Figure 1.10. James Turrell. Call Waiting, 1997. 
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Viewer experiences in Ganzfeld spaces can be an intensely embodied affair; so much 

so that people can lose their equilibrium and sense of balance. Thus, these works 

demonstrate the bodily affect Deleuze describes. In a related work entitled City of 

Arhirit (1976), a succession of four connected gallery spaces, first installed at the 

Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam and then at the Whitney Museum of American Art in 

New York, Turrell created an intense disequilibrium among many viewers who, as a 

result ―got down on their hands and knees‖ (124). In each of the connected objectless 

rooms Turrell filtered the incoming daylight down to a particular colour, but viewers 

could also see the colour emanating from the next space ahead. Turrell writes of the 

experience viewers had during their encounter with the Ganzfeld: 

You went through one space and then it seemed to dim because you can‘t hold 

color without form. So as you left the first room that was pale green your eyes 

developed a pink afterimage. The next room you entered was red, and you 

came into it with this pink, and it was just startling. So I used a progression of 

spaces to mix the afterimage color with the color you were about to see, also 

knowing that the color, after you were in it for a while would begin to dim. 

(Noever 124) 

Viewers to this exhibition felt as if someone was turning the lights up and down on 

them during their visit, when in actuality, the intensity levels remained constant. Even 

after a suggested path was marked on the floor and dots were applied to the walls to 

create a false horizon line, someone actually fell.  

Light in a Ganzfeld space mediates between viewer and space by bridging a 

gaseous gap. It affects viewers to such an extent that they can no longer stand upright. 

The air-space within the field contained by the enclosing gallery or ―cell‖ walls, is 

made visible and tangible, however fleetingly, by the medium of light. Turrell once 

remarked that ―I like to use light as material [….] but my medium is really perception. 

I want you to sense yourself sensing. To see yourself seeing. To be aware about how 

you are forming the reality you see‖ (Trachtman 90). How light affects and facilitates 

seeing oneself is a key point in my argumentation. Turrell switches his emphasis from 

the work of art as an object to its reception by the viewer. Thus, the medium is not 

light but perception. The message of the medium applied in this way is to urge the 

viewer to question what they see in front of their eyes, even when there is no object 

per se to see. With Turrell‘s application of the medium of light, altered perception is, 

in Bal‘s words, an ―effect of affect‖. In the next section I will discuss the way the 

medium of light activates and decentres the viewer.  
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Installing Light 

In the previous section I showed that light phenomena fulfil many defining 

prerequisites to be considered a medium, in the sense that light is a tool that can be 

used and manipulated by artists and which affects the viewer. In this section I intend 

to demonstrate the role and function of light in installation art. I maintain that in 

installation art, light affects the viewer by creating situations in which the embodied 

subject is decentred and activated. Claire Bishop‘s book on installation art articulates four 

different installation situations. According to these situations I will probe the role of 

light. In each section I will first discuss the contextual framework of the situation and 

then refer to a master example that is rich in meaning. In addition, I have chosen 

several installation pieces from the oeuvre of artist Ann Veronica Janssens (1956-) in 

order to further elucidate the role and function of light in installation art.  

In her book Installation Art: A Critical History, Bishop asks ―What is 

Installation Art?‖ and defines installation as a type of art in which ―the viewer 

physically enters, and which is often described as ‗theatrical‘, ‗immersive‘ or 

‗experiential‘‖ and that ―presupposes an embodied viewer whose senses of touch, 

smell and sound are as heightened as their sense of vision‖ (6). The term first came 

into circulation in the 1960s when art magazines began to use the phrase to describe 

the way an exhibition was assembled. For instance, in 1968 Dan Flavin created an 

exhibition entitled cool white etc. from Dan Flavin for the Dwan Gallery in New York 

where he installed his ―image-objects‖ in the office of the gallery‘s director instead of 

in the traditional gallery space. Furthermore, he chose to suspend one of his ―lights‖ 

over the work surface of the director‘s desk – in a similar position to a task light which 

his industrial objects simulates – along with hanging other pieces on the wall in non-

traditional placements. In another important early exhibition, Flavin placed his works 

in corners of the room, diagonally on a wall and even horizontally on the floor.18  

Since the 1960s, the difference between an installation of works of art and 

installation art has become progressively blurred. Flavin‘s treatment of objects is one 

example that gave rise to the use of the phrase installation art for works that used the 

whole space. The word installation foregrounds how objects are positioned within a 

space and the ensemble of elements that comprise an exhibition. In his book On the 

“Total” Installation, Russian artist Ilya Kabakov (1933-) describes a sort of ―installation 

which can be called a ‗total installation‘ since it is constructed in such a way that the 

viewer [....] finds himself inside of it, engrossed in it‖ (243). Heightening viewer 

awareness about how objects are installed within a space makes the viewing 

                                                      
18 ―dan flavin: fluorescent light‖ Green Gallery, New York. November 18-December 12, 1964. 
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experience more personal, because viewers must navigate the space in a more active 

way than, for instance, by looking at a painting.  

 

Figure 1.11. Ann Veronica Janssens. Red, Yellow and Blue, 2001. 



Cultures of Light 

36 

There is a diverse body of work being produced today that can be considered 

installation art. Installation art stems from different influences and engages different 

senses of the viewer. Rather than there being one history of installation art, there seem 

to be several parallel histories whose influences have been as diverse as ―architecture, 

cinema, performance art, sculpture, theatre, set design, curating, Land art and 

painting‖, with each one bringing about ―a particular repertoire of concerns‖ (Bishop 

8). Importantly, light is a common component in all of them. Bishop touches on this 

when she writes: 

Some installations plunge you into a fictional world – like a film or theatre set – 

while others offer little visual stimuli, a bare minimum of perceptual cues to be 

sensed. Some installations are geared towards heightening your awareness of 

particular senses (touch or smell) while others seem to steal your sense of self-

presence, refracting your image into an infinity of mirror reflections or plunging 

you into darkness. Others discourage you from contemplation and insist that 

you act – write something down, have a drink, or talk to other people. (8) 

I add to this view that light is of fundamental importance to the experiences evoked 

by installation art, to heighten one‘s awareness, as Bishop indicates, or indeed through 

its absence, by plunging the viewer into darkness. More than playing a mere role, I 

argue that light is somehow coded by the artist, and then de-coded by the 

interpretation of the viewer. By way of a metaphor, light can be seen as an extension 

of the artist because he or she seems to be ―writing‖ with light. That is, ―saying‖ 

something to the viewer with the medium of light. 

Art installations that require the viewer to physically walk around within them 

initiate an emphasis on sensory immediacy and physical participation. The heightened 

awareness of other visitors – who become part of the piece – activates the viewer, in 

contradistinction to art which requires only visual contemplation. By becoming 

decentred, the senses of the viewer are activated because a sensory disturbance is 

created. The ―decentred subject‖ thus becomes part of the installation. In line with 

Erwin Panofsky, Bishop understands decentring in contrast with the traditional 

centred perspective: 

Renaissance perspective placed the viewer at the centre of the hypothetical 

―world‖ depicted in painting; the line of perspective, with its vanishing point on 

the horizon of the picture, as connected to the eyes of the viewer who stood 

before it. A hierarchical relationship was understood to exist between the 

centred viewer and the ―world‖ of the painting spread before him. (11) 

Decentring is, then, a perturbation of the viewer away from a stable point. The 

decentred subject is ―dislocated and divided, at odds with him or herself‖ (13). Bishop 
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sees this as a positive achievement. She argues that ―the correct way in which to view 

our condition as human subjects is as fragmented, multiple and decentred – by 

unconscious desires and anxieties, by an interdependent and differential relationship 

to the world‖ (13). This is to say, there is no ―right‖ way of knowing or experiencing 

the world; no privileged place from which to view it. The decentred viewer is free to 

view the work of art from a multiplicity of perspectives or points of view. I would like 

to stress here that the decentralization of the viewer is, in many cases, the result of the 

use of light. I will further explain the treatment of light by artists in constructed dream 

scenes, situations of heightened perception, mimetic engulfment and activated 

spectatorship. 

 

Dream Scene 

The ―dream scene‖ is an encounter with a particular type or situation of installation 

art in which the assembled elements create an environment and experience viewers 

can find analogous to their dreams. As Bishop has it, this kind of dream scene 

installation is typified by the total immersion of the viewing subject within an 

environment. This led Kabakov to describe such scenes as a ―total installation‖. 

Kabakov discusses how such a total immersion takes place. ―[T]he main motor of the 

total installation, what it lives by, [is] the cranking up of the wheel of associations, 

cultural or everyday analogies, personal memories‖ (317). This ―wheel of associations‖ 

functions similarly to the way we ―see‖ dreams in our sleep. For me it matters that the 

effects of light mediates these associations, analogies and personal memories by 

allowing viewers to comprehend particular installations as a physical manifestation of 

a dream, within a totally constructed and immersive artistic environment. For 

example, in Janssens‘ Red, Yellow and Blue (2001) (fig. 1.11), the viewer enters a 

container with translucent sides filled with mist, placed in front of the Neue 

Nationalgalerie in Berlin. The mist, in conjunction with continually changing colours 

contingent upon the viewer‘s proximity to the walls, imparts a dreamlike appearance 

to the work. As Vanessa Joan Müller has it, Janssens‘ spaces are ―full of emotions and 

intensities rather than objects‖ and ―[v]isually dissolving spatial contours and a general 

lack of orientation‖ contribute to the dreamlike quality of much of her work (137, 

141).  

In The Interpretation of Dreams (1899), Freud offers a psychoanalytic definition 

of dreams that is useful for understanding the necessary components of this variant of 

installation art. As Freud has it, experiencing and interpreting dreams requires three 

main characteristics. The first is that, although they can include auditory fragments, 
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dream scenes are primarily visual: ―dreams think essentially in images‖ (1976: 113). 

Freud writes about the distinguishing characteristics of dreams: 

Dreams construct a situation out of these images; they represent an event which 

is actually happening; as Spitta (1892: 145) puts it, they ―dramatize‖ an idea. 

[….] But this feature of dream-life can only be understood if we further 

recognize that in dreams – as a rule [….] we appear not to think but experience; 

that is to say we attach complete belief to the hallucinations. (114-15, emphasis 

in text).19 

In installations, situations are created where viewers can move around and experience 

a form of activation. Light mediates the situational experience of the viewer. It 

changes or creates specific viewing conditions by sending a coded message to the 

viewer. That is, the lighting of the installation effects viewers‘ interpretations, thus 

performing a narrative function. In Janssens‘ piece, getting lost (in the coloured mist) 

and having one‘s vision restricted is part of the visual experience of what we recognize 

from dream scenes. Like the dream, installation art cannot be approached cognitively 

but has to be experienced and that a large part of this experience is formed by light. 

The second characteristic of a dream scene installation also derived from 

Freud is that ―it has a composite structure: if taken as a whole, it will seem to be 

nonsensical, and can only be interpreted when broken down into its constitutive 

elements [....]‖ (Bishop 16). For instance, in Kabakov‘s The Man Who Flew into Space 

from his Apartment (1985) (fig. 1.12), a narrative scene is staged within an exhibition 

gallery of the Centre Georges Pompidou. Upon entering a narrow, sparely decorated 

hallway, the viewer notices coats and a hat hung on one wall and a number of framed 

documents resting atop a shelf on an adjacent wall. The documents describe three 

accounts of a man who was apparently catapulted into outer space from within his 

apartment. These reports were allegedly dictated to the authorities by the individuals 

who shared the residence with the escapee. By looking around the installation the 

viewer notices a doorway which has been incompletely boarded-up and allows a view, 

through the cracks, into a small cluttered bedroom, with posters hung on the walls 

and bric-a-brac broken and strewn about. In one corner of the room, a maquette of 

the neighbourhood is displayed with a thin silver wire soaring out of one of the 

rooftops. In the centre of the room is a home-made catapult which has, ostensibly, 

slingshot the former occupant through the hole in the ceiling. 

The Man Who Flew into Space from his Apartment was created through a 

composition of elements: the hall, the reports, the bedroom, the catapult and the wire 

                                                      
19 Spitta, H. Die Schlaf- und Traumzustände der menschlichen Seele. Tübingen, [1878] 1882. 
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leading out of the hole. If taken as a whole, without reading the reports, for instance, 

viewers would find the situation incomprehensible. However, by breaking down and 

interpreting the various elements independently, the scene becomes comprehensible 

to the viewer. Furthermore, like the use of sound and reading matter, the lighting of 

the installation serves a plot function, similar to ―a well-structured dramatic play‖ 

wherein it ―activates our recollections, flows of fantasies, associations‖ (Kabakov 300-

01). Light augments the plot by aiding the storyline, or sequence of events. In fact, the 

lighting elements can be seen as signposts of the narrative. 

 

Figure 1.12. Ilya Kabakov. The Man Who Flew into Space from his Apartment. 1985. 
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We can also deduct from the photograph that light plays a particular part in 

making the scene slowly comprehensible by imparting a wholeness and sense of unity 

to the artificially lit scene. At the same time, a downwardly directed beam of light 

provides highlight and shading patterns on which viewers can focus which aids their 

interpretation of the depicted event. The fact that an indexical path of light streams in 

from above, evidenced by the cast shadow of the wooden plank on the floor, can be 

decoded and interpreted as an impetus that motivates the viewer to look up and ―out‖ 

of the scene. Indeed, light plays a role in this artwork‘s plot by leading viewers from 

one part of the installation space to the next or focusing our attention onto a 

particular aspect of the work. One example of this are the orienting reports, for 

instance, which are an indexical key and are emphasized by a localized brightness of 

illumination. 

The third and most important characteristic of the dream scene installation is 

the activity of free association wherein each dream element can be replaced by an 

associative word. As Freud argues, ―the dream is not meant to be ‗decoded‘, but 

analysed through free association – in other words allowing meaning to arise through 

individual affective and verbal connections‖ (16). Viewers imaginatively project 

themselves into an immersive scene – created by the artist and mediated by light – 

that requires the viewer to freely associate on the elements, in order to articulate 

meaning and interpret the piece. To do this, Bishop suggests that viewers take the 

assemblaged elements, singularly, that is one by one, and read them symbolically; ―as 

metonymic parts of a narrative‖ (16). My examples show however, that it is more of a 

back and forth from the whole to the parts (i.e. light as drawing together as well as 

distinguishing different aspects) than a question of taking elements one by one. In this 

sense, installation art elicits both unconscious and conscious associations from the 

viewer aided by the medium of light. Kabakov seems to concur, when he writes that: 

Literally everything depends on it. The functions of light in the installation are 

unbelievably diverse. Primarily, light participates in the creation of the 

environment, a completely special, tense atmosphere: bright light, half-light, 

half-darkness, light consisting of spots illuminating only one object [….] In 

general, it is difficult to overestimate the significance of light in the ―total‖ 

installation as a means for creating a special atmosphere of recollections, 

imagination, especially when we are talking about semi-extinguished light. (248) 

This passage points precisely to the way light both unifies and separates. The 

atmosphere of the ―total‖ installation is influenced by the way light as a medium 

functions in the creation of a dreamlike environment. In fact, in his chapter ―Light 

and color in the ‗total‘ installation‖, Kabakov delineates what he calls the ―triple status 
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of light in the installation: Overall light, local light, and the light of the very source of 

light‖ and ―together they create the unified light field‖ (299).  

In Janssens‘ Red, Yellow and Blue, viewers wander inside the coloured mist, 

influenced by the effects of the three sorts of light, as if they are wandering through 

their own dream-like ―corridor of memory‖ (Kabakov 275). In this installation, overall 

light predominates and enters through the translucent enclosure, which again is in 

opposition to Bishop‘s composite structure. As the daylight passes through the walls, 

it is coloured red, yellow and blue as the title of the work intimates. In the presence of 

the viewer, the overall light is transformed by the mist into what Kabakov calls ―local 

light‖. For Kabakov, ―local light is [....] human light, it is located in his ‗horizon of 

attention‘, close to him, one might even say, intimate‖ and ―it invokes a sensation of 

meditation and concentration‖ (302). As the viewer approaches the walls of the 

enclosure, the illumination of the very source of light (the sun) becomes 

comprehensible. In conjunction with the mediums of mist and colour, light in 

Janssens‘ installation creates the conditions for dreamlike meditation and 

concentration by first blurring the vision of the viewer and then slowly revealing other 

visitors wandering in a dreamlike state. Viewers find themselves in the middle of 

colour, one could even say, to the point that colour and light converge.  

Janssens approaches light from a considerably different outlook than 

Kabakov. She deploys the materiality of light in order to highlight the viewer‘s 

relationship to space and perception through sensory input. Bal argues that in 

Janssens‘ work, light speaks to our bodies through our sense organs. She writes that 

―light becomes a primary material whose materiality – whose status as matter – has 

important consequences for our sense of being in space, as well as for our 

commonplace notions of possession and objecthood‖ (1999, 98). In much of 

Janssens‘ work, the materiality of light touches the viewer by altering our perception 

of ourselves and the spaces we inhabit. ―The materialization of light at stake here does 

something fundamental to our experience of touching and seeing [….]‖ (99). Janssens 

manipulates the material substance of light, as if it could be captured in a pitcher or 

thrown across a room. It has a materiality that viewers can somehow touch and feel 

through their bodily senses.  

In dream scene installations, light plays a role by, firstly, aiding the creation of 

images in the mind of the viewer. Secondly, light intensifies both the composite 

structure and individual elements of dreams by directing our attention. And thirdly, 

light enables the free association of images by theatrically lighting the scenes in our 

mind, at the same time altering our perception and blurring the line between reality 
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and dreams. The light that touches us physically and psychologically leads the way to a 

sense of heightened perception. 

 

Heightened Perception 

The ―heightened perception‖ situation of installation art is typified by attenuated 

sensory input, which can activate and decentre the viewer to such an extent that its 

affectual force produces a disorienting environment with visual hallucinations of such 

intensity that the installation‘s over-stimulus literally becomes unbearable for the 

viewer. I understand perception to be the process of using the bodily senses to attain 

information about the surrounding environment. Perception is therefore capable of 

changing as a result of sensory input received by various sensing organs in 

conjunction with one another. In ―Light in Life‘s Lab‖, Bal describes Janssens‘ work 

in relation to the perceiving body and to how light becomes a primary material. She 

writes that ―[t]he duration of perception was also uneven in its rhythm, unstable in its 

linearity, dense and pervasive in its impact, and wavering in its location [....] (89). This 

comment brings to light, so to speak, that time, another medium, is an affective force 

that acts on the viewer and has the ability to hold him in what Bal calls ―a temporality 

by dint of spatial stickiness‖ (100). 

Whereas the medium of painting does not easily allow the perceiving subject 

to experience perception first-hand, installation art does encourage the viewing subject 

to have an embodied perceptual experience. The phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty 

was admired by many artists of the time, including Flavin and Turrell, for the role his 

work assigns to the body in perception. Merleau-Ponty was strongly influenced by 

Edmund Husserl (1859-1958) and closely associated with Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-

1980), Simone de Beauvoir (1908-86) and Martin Heidegger (1889-1976). He tended 

to focus on the corporeal foundations of perception. In The Phenomenology of Perception 

(1945), one of the primary arguments is that ―the thing is inseparable from a person 

perceiving it, and can never be actually in itself because it stands at the other end of 

our gaze or at the terminus of a sensory exploration which invests it with humanity‖ 

(1998: 320).  

The second key argument is that perception involves not only vision but the 

entire body. I suggest that the medium of light in installations like Janssens‘ allows the 

entire body to receive the experience of what Bishop calls the ―matrix of 

circumstances‖ (50) first-hand, like something being absorbed through the epidermis 

by osmosis. Light has inherent qualities that link the perceiving subject to the 

perceived object, through the senses of vision, touch and even hearing. Light can also 

produce heat, another medium, which is received by the whole body as a sensation of 
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warmth. The work of two other contemporary artists, Carsten Höller and Olafur 

Eliasson, exemplifies the situation of heightened perception, and I will briefly discuss 

their work here. 

Of Belgian descent, Höller creates installations which not only engage the 

human senses to such an extreme extent that they induce hallucinogenic experiences, 

bodily euphoria and sensory overload, but he does this in ways that have been called 

―playful‖ and engage the perceiving body through various simultaneous sensory 

inputs. 

 

Figure 1.13. Carsten Höller. Lichtwand (Light Wall). 2000. 

In his innocuous-apearing Lichtwand (2000) (fig. 1.13), Höller deploys the 

medium of light in an effort to dislocate and disorient the viewer. 2000 incandescent 

light bulbs create a barrage of flashing intense light which bombards the retina with 

such a strong luminous input that viewers cannot remain in its presence for very long. 

Höller‘s installations unhinge the foundations of perception, in the sense that viewers 
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no longer look at objects in the usual way, but as if they were under the effect of drugs 

or the influence of a particular environmental situation. The light bulbs flash 

incessantly at 7.8 Hz, ―a frequency that is synchronous to that of brain activity and 

thereby capable of inducing visual hallucinations in the viewer‖ (48). Viewers are 

forced to shut their eyes to protect themselves from the blinding light, but find that 

even in closing their eyes, they cannot escape the ceaseless onslaught on their senses. 

The viewers stand in an environment that disorients them by rendering their sense of 

vision useless and ineffectual.20 

In addition to this radical intervention of light in vision, there is a side effect 

that affects the body of the viewer: heat. Lichtwand radiates a heat that attacks and 

infiltrates the body of the perceiving viewer, who is reciprocally entwined with the 

perceived object. We feel the heat first on our skin, shortly thereafter it invades the 

interior of our body, warming us to a point where we begin to sweat; a point of over-

stimulation. The heat generated by Lichtwand penetrates and affects the body to such 

an extent that it causes perspiration thus informing the embodied viewer, in a 

somewhat coded way, that danger lurks nearby if we linger too long in this installed 

environment.  

In contrast to Höller‘s hallucinogenic over-stimulation, Eliasson presents 

works that seem modest and somewhat understated in their deceptive simplicity. His 

artistic use of elemental materials such as wind, water, heat and light affects viewers by 

―provoking experiences that cause a fundamental rift in the viewers usually smooth 

process of absorption‖, as Madeleine Grynsztejn writes (14). In ―(y)our 

entanglements: Olafur Eliasson, the museum, and consumer culture‖, Grynsztejn 

writes that Eliasson‘s work, ―makes a case for the proactive subject, for the 

individual‘s return to a heightened sense of him- or herself in the act of perceiving‖ 

(14). Eliasson‘s work foregrounds the perceiving viewer with light by providing only 

glimpses and mediated views of visitors to the installation. 

In his most famous project to date, The Weather Project (2004) (fig. 1.14), 

Eliasson deploys light in such a way that its affective force interacts with the viewer 

over a great distance.  Light in this work indeed operates as a medium, an ―intervening 

substance through which a force acts on objects at a distance or through which 

impressions are conveyed to the senses‖.21 In this Herculean undertaking Eliasson 

employs affect through light and even ―deceives‖ the embodied perception of the 

viewer. The viewer‘s skin and vision not only feel sensations of heat and brightness, 

                                                      
20 See artfacts.net for a further explanation of synchronization in Höller‘s work in the exhibition Synchro System. 
<http://www.artfacts.net/index.php/pageType/exhibitionInfo/exhibition/19175/lang/1>. Accessed 28 May 2008. 
21 Oxford English Dictionary. Entry for ―medium‖. Draft revision Mar. 2008. 
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but the bodyliness of the visual and tactile sensations prompts the viewer to respond 

to the installation as if it were a true sun. 

 

Figure 1.14. Olafur Eliasson. The Weather Project. 2004. 
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In the nearly one hundred foot tall cavernous space of the Turbine Hall of the Tate 

Modern museum in London, Eliasson created what appears to be a gargantuan sun 

emitting an intense yellow light on one wall. After entering the space visitors can see 

that the architectural contours of the space have been disguised, or as Grynsztejn 

writes ―made fluid and seemingly boundless‖ (11). Resembling a light London fog, 

artificial mist is introduced into the space through sixteen visible nozzles emanating 

from buzzing theatrical fog machines, which impart a hazy atmosphere to the space. 

At the far end of the exhibition space hangs a glowing yellow orb, similar in 

appearance to a winter sun hovering close to the horizon. Overhead, covering an area 

of nearly two thousand square feet, suspended from trusses, are three hundred 

mirrored ceiling panels.  

Carol Diehl writes in ―Northern Lights‖ that ―Eliasson, when he is most 

successful, uses very evident means and creates situations that defy immediate 

comprehension‖ (113). What appears at first to be a round sun disc, on closer 

inspection is a semi-circular construction, fifty feet in diameter, composed of theatrical 

scrim material stretched across a frame of aluminium trusses. Behind this are two 

hundred monochromatic yellow lamps, of the type used for street lighting. Reflecting 

on the ceiling, the semicircular disc is transformed into an intensely glowing artificial 

sun by the medium of light. That is, monofrequency light, in a somewhat coded way 

affects visitors‘ perception so much so that we feel that we have been transported into 

a fictitious outdoor environment where we can observe the sun at close range without 

getting burned; for Eliasson‘s ―sun‖ emits little heat. Because, as Merleau-Ponty has it, 

the interrelation between the viewer and the world is a matter of embodied 

perception, viewers of The Weather Project ―feel‖ the heat of Eliasson‘s ―sun‖ through 

their eyes, although there is relatively little actual heat. Light as medium is transformed 

– through embodied perception – into another medium, the sensation of heat. 

Viewers feel this sensation so strongly that they begin to spontaneously sprawl out in 

various configurations as if they are lying down ―catching rays on an industrial 

beachhead‖ and enjoying the warmth of the sun (Lee 36).22 Here, McLuhan‘s notion 

that a ―medium is always another medium‖ is underscored by the embodied reactions 

of viewers to Eliasson‘s work. They are seeing a ―sun‖ that they know is false but 

nevertheless they assemble and comport themselves as if they are actually at a beach. 

Through the perception of the viewer, in a McLuhanian sense, the medium of light 

                                                      
22 Pamela M. Lee is paraphrasing James Meyer‘s colourful description from his ―No More Scale: The Experience of 
Size in Contemporary Sculpture‖. Artforum 42, no. 10 (Summer 2004): 220-228. 
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transforms into the sensation of another medium. The message of light, in this case, is 

heat.  

 

Figure 1.15. Olafur Eliasson. 360° Room for All Colours. 2002. 
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I can see myself seeing both as a reflected image on the ceiling and more 

importantly, by taking note of the negative presence of the other viewers who are 

silhouetted against the backdrop of the luminous orb. The light, mediated by another 

medium, the mist, creates an atmosphere where viewers can be seen as performing for 

themselves; light from the ―sun‖ affects the viewer in such a way that they are enticed 

to perform for themselves.  

Another work, completed two years previous to The Weather Project but 

nevertheless just as perceptually spectacular, is 360° Room for All Colours (2002) (fig. 

1.15). Eliasson uses continuously changing colours and intensities to heighten the 

perceptive senses of the viewer and to foster an engagement amongst viewers. Diehl 

usefully describes this installation thus: 

Looking from the outside rather like a giant snare drum, it is a roofless circular 

enclosure 10 feet high and just over 26 feet in diameter. Its interior walls made 

up of a matrix of colored lights controlled by a computerized light board, 

which, covered by a seamless curved reflective projection panel, is programmed 

to emit a single color at a time. Lasting for a minute or so, the color evenly 

saturates the wall, lighting every aspect of the room and the people in it before 

gradually fading to the next color. (Diehl 111) 

She argues that the light has a ―glamourizing effect‖ when we turn our attention to 

other viewers, as if they were professionally lit and posing in front of a fashion 

photographer‘s seamless backdrop (111). The viewer is immersed; when they are close 

to the wall they are unable to see anything but colour. Similar to Turrell‘s work 

decades earlier, it seems in this installation that the light comes right up and ―touches‖ 

your eyes. Viewer‘s perceptions are heightened by the intensity and colour that is 

imparted to them by the artwork. The medium of light works here to affect us in such 

a way that our emotions are coloured by our own culturally specific psychological 

associations of colour. For instance, when we see the colour red, we may feel mad, 

angry or agitated. When the colours blue and green appear, emotions of calmness rise 

to the surface and we achieve a more serene state of mind. The colours ―enter‖ the 

body and become part of the embodied subject.  
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Figure 1.16. Ann Veronica Janssens. Donut, 2003. 

Janssens‘ programmed light projection Donut (2003) (fig. 1.16) also radically 

invades the body by producing a broad band of complimentary colour producing an 

afterimage in the visual array of the viewer ―enriched by the extraordinary variety of 

colours produced by the brain‖, writes Hans Theys.23 This occurs during the darkened 

intervals between the stroboscopic spiral-oriented coloured images projected on the 

gallery wall. Donut heightens our perception by subjecting the embodied viewer to a 

rapid-fire succession of coloured imagery that affects our sense of equilibrium and 

makes us feel like we are spiralling into the work and out of control. The regular 

sequence of changing colours and intervening darkness is intensified by the dilation 

and contraction of the viewer‘s pupils.  

I have demonstrated that installations which heighten our perception can 

penetrate the body and have unexpected consequences, such as a feeling that the 

viewer has been transported out of the museum and onto a warm sunlit beach. In 

                                                      
23 Hans Theys. ―Scrub Colour‖. 2003. < http://www.hanstheys.be/about_theys/essays/avj_scrub_english.htm>. 
Accessed 23 July 2008. See also Hans Theys. The Gliding Gaze: Some Proposals by Ann Veronica Janssens, 1999-2003. 
Antwerp : Middleheim Museum, 2003. For a useful article on afterimages in contemporary art, see Jonathan Crary‘s 
―Your Colour Memory: Illuminations of the Unforeseen‖ In Olafur Eliasson: Minding the World. Aarhus Kunstmuseum, 
2005. 
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other instances, the intensity of such artworks, through the medium of light, can cause 

hallucinations and physically repel the viewer, by over-stimulating his senses. In the 

next section, I will address how the viewer is affected when she is being engulfed by 

an installation and its illumination. 

 

Mimetic Engulfment 

There is a further situation of installation art I want to explore in terms of light as a 

medium. Here, artists and viewers alike can become engulfed, and to a certain extent, 

obliterated by the artwork and its illumination. In ―mimetic engulfment‖ installations, 

the viewers are decentred to such an extent that they may see themselves (―mimetic‖) 

reflected as only a disintegrated (―engulfment‖) fragment. By entering an installation 

of this type, the reflected image of the viewer may become completely obliterated or 

fragmented beyond recognition, mediated by light. In interaction with other mediums 

such as mirrored reflections, darkness and colour, light carries a coded message from 

the artist that creates an embodied experience. The kinds of experiences that such 

installations produce are opposed to brightly lit Minimalist environments. Rather than 

a heightening of our perceptions, Bishop argues, ―these dark installations suggest our 

dissolution; they seem to dislodge or annihilate our sense of self – albeit it only 

temporally – by plunging us into darkness, saturated colour, or refracting our image 

into an infinity of mirror reflections‖ (82). Mimetic engulfment installations impair our 

ability to locate ourselves within the spatial confines of the installation. These spaces 

are intensely confusing, intangible, and obscure our view in one way or another. In the 

cases below I show how light as a medium affects the perceiving subject within this 

kind of installation space. 

These ideas of dissolution and fragmentation also stem from a pre-WWII 

vision, in this case, from French psychiatrist Eugène Minkowski (1885-1972). This 

author explains in his book Lived Time (1925) how daylight is characterised by 

―distance, extension and fullness‖ (1970: 428). Darkness, instead, somehow infiltrates 

the body, rather than keeping it at a distance. German cultural historian Wolfgang 

Schivelbusch writes in Disenchanted Night that ―[i]n the symbols and myths of most 

cultures, night is chaos, the realm of dreams [....]‖ and that ―it holds both repose and 

terror‖ (81). Whereas light affects us by accentuating a sense of distance, darkness in 

contradistinction imparts such a strong sense of closeness that it engulfs us. 

Minkowski remarks that: 

I no longer have the black night, complete obscurity, before me; instead it 

covers me completely, it penetrates my whole being, it touches me in a much 

more intimate way than the clarity of visual space (405). [Darkness] does not 



Light as Medium 

51 

spread out before me but touches me directly, envelops me, embraces me, even 

penetrates me completely, passes through me, so that one could almost say that 

while the ego is permeable by darkness it is not permeable by light. The ego 

does not affirm itself in relation to darkness but becomes confused with it, 

becomes one with it. (429) 

For Minkowski, light allows us to see clearly, far into the distance and spreads space 

out before us. Darkness however, confuses the viewer and obscures the clarity of 

visual space, creating a sort of visual chaos. It is important to note here that some of 

the artworks I have discussed also show that an overabundance of light (or too much 

proximity between light and viewer) can make our vision less clear. 

A few years later in 1935, another Frenchman, scientist Roger Caillois (1931-

1978), took up Minkowski‘s ideas in his article ―Mimicry and Legendary 

Psychasthenia‖ where he analysed the occurrence of insect camouflage and mimicry. 

In this essay Caillois observes that non-mimetic insects stand a greater chance of 

being eaten by predators than mimetic insects. He writes that the incidence of 

camouflage is in fact ―a disturbance in the [....] relations between personality and 

space‖ and describes insect mimicry as a ―temptation by space‖ (28). We as viewers 

often have a desire to assimilate ourselves into our surroundings, as a sort of fusion 

between ourselves and the environment in which we stand. Bishop relies on Caillois‘s 

famous essay when she argues that as with human experiences of darkness, ―the 

mimetic insect is decentred: it no longer feels itself to be the origin of spatial co-

ordinates, and its awareness of being an entity distinct from its external surroundings 

begins to disintegrate‖ (84). But is darkness really essential? My next example 

demonstrates that the mimicry effect is also disorienting in full light. When humans 

experience colour uniformity, we also become decentred, we begin to fuse with our 

environment by taking on its appearance and begin to disintegrate visually and 

psychologically. We see ourselves and others within the same environment in a way 

that is similar to the environment in which we stand. Caillois wrote that the insect ―is 

similar, not similar to something, but just similar‖ (30). In this sense, viewers in this 

type of installation, aided by the affective force of colour uniformity, become 

anonymously depersonalised and similar in appearance or at least in self-perception to 

one another through a process that Caillois calls ―depersonalisation by assimilation to 

space‖ (30). 

Caillois‘ argument is influenced by Freud‘s complicated and controversial 

theory of the death drive, where he posits a theory that humans have a desire to return 

to an inanimate state. It had, in turn, a great influence on the Surrealists as well as on 

Jacques Lacan (1901-1981). The disintegrating work of the death drive ―can be 
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experienced as both pleasurable and unpleasurable‖, and the key to the experience of 

mimetic engulfment is ―the idea of instinctual renunciation‖ where the viewer 

renounces his or her individuality as a matter of instinct (Bishop 84). Because this 

experience can be pleasurable, many artists, including Turrell and Lucas Samaras 

(1936-), have taken up these ideas in their work, beginning in the 1960s. The life‘s 

work of one particular Japanese artist exemplifies the mimetic engulfment installation 

and, moreover, she displays or foregrounds the medium of light. 

 

Figure 1.17. Yayoi Kusama. Dots Obsession: New Century. 2000. 

Enter the work of Yayoi Kusama. This artist began hearing voices, 

experiencing hallucinations and seeing the external world covered in patterns as early 

as the 1940s. She describes herself as an obsessive artist. Struggling with mental 

illness, she has voluntarily taken up long-term residence at the Matsumoto Psychiatric 

Hospital in Nagano prefecture, where she continues to work assisted by attendants in 

a nearby studio. Her works, which include painting, sculpture, collage, performance 

and installation pieces, display her obsession with repetitious pattern and 
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accumulation. Much of her artworks are also infused with sexual connotations and 

references to her personal psychological condition. One of these autobiographic 

psychological references is to her self-proclaimed desire for self-obliteration. She 

attempts to accomplish this through the aesthetic motif of polka dots. J. F. Rodenbeck 

observes in his article ―Yayoi Kusama: surface ∙ stitch ∙ skin‖ that this ―self-professed 

visionary madwoman‖ who is ―fantastically dressed, distinctly eccentric and 

unconventional [....] settled on the motif of the polka dot as surface element [....] 

which now became ubiquitous, covering virtually every available surface, from fabric 

elements to living skin‖ (149; 152). Kusama has an embodied experience with the 

polka dot that affects her by allowing her to ―return to an inanimate state‖, as Caillois 

would have it. That is, she seeks to obliterate herself within her installation.  

 

Figure 1.18. Yayoi Kusama. Kusama’s Peep Show or Endless Love, (1966; remade 1994).  

In my view, light‘s affective force contributes to this by creating visual 

distance similar to daylight. In Dots Obsession: New Century (2000) (fig. 1.17), Kusama 

deploys natural sunlight augmented by artificial light to illuminate this installation of 

eleven balloons covered with vinyl polka dots. The quality of light is such that the 

space is uniformly lit with relatively low amounts of shadow. The space seems rather 

evenly illuminated and this diffusion of light adds to the obliteration effect of the 

installation by facilitating the visual assimilation of the balloons with the walls by 
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blurring their boundaries. Although both cast- and self-shadow can be observed, they 

are of insufficient intensity to undermine our visual conflation of the balloons and the 

walls.24 The walls and balloons fade into each other; they obliterate each other to such 

a point that we can hardly tell them apart. When Kusama enters the installation attired 

in the same colours and motif, she too visually and psychologically fades into the walls 

and balloons, completing her process of self-obliteration. The artist, as both viewer 

and performer in relation to this piece, is affected by the medium of light, which, in 

conjunction with her attire, enables her embodied obliteration by visually assimilating 

her into the installation. 

In an earlier installation piece doubly titled Kusama’s Peep Show or Endless Love 

Show (1966) (fig. 1.18), Kusama uses light to show the viewer, that is, present the 

viewer to him or herself, mediated by her artistic practice. In this installation Kusama 

offers what Bishop calls a ―mimetic experience of fragmentation‖ to the viewer (90).  

Within this installation, our face is dispersed around the exhibit to an infinite point 

where we are ―just similar‖, as Caillois wrote, and where linear perspective is 

deformed. Rodenbeck explains: 

The viewer approached the outside of an empty hexagonal room roughly nine 

feet in diameter lined with mirrors and illuminated by a concentric arrangement 

of sequenced red, blue, green and white light bulbs on the ceiling. A tape loop 

of Beatles music accompanied the clacking of the lights overhead, which 

flashed in increasingly vertiginous cycles. Two head-sized openings in the walls 

allowed viewers to look into the chamber, catching themselves and, perhaps, 

someone else – ―ideally someone you‘re in love with, judging from the title‖ – 

[....] infinitely reflected. (152) 25 

Mirrors enable this infinite reflection effect but light, or more precisely, light bulbs of 

the sort found on Broadway and West 42nd Street peep show signs during the 1960s, 

affect the viewer by blending the reflected image of the viewer metonymically with the 

perceived experience of being a performer in one of these explicit peep shows. 

Kusama‘s artistic message is conveyed through the use of a specific type of light, 

namely the signboard type. Light in this installation also performs extreme 

disorientation. Coupled with the reflected and fragmented mirror images, the clacking 

auditory input and flashing lights send viewers into a confused state of consciousness 

whereby they feel the embodied percept of being disoriented and fragmented by the 

firing lights which originally were supposed to spell out ―love‖ and ―sex‖. Here, 

                                                      
24 Cast-shadow is a shadow that is thrown onto another surface by a shadow caster. Self-shadow is the self-occluded 
surface of an object. See also Chapter 4 of the present study which addresses shadows specifically. 
25 Comment by Peter Schjeldahl in ArtNews 65 (May 1966): 18. 
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Kusama uses light as medium in order to decentre the viewer by distorting his or her 

visual array and the hardware of the sex industry to facilitate the effect of obliteration 

into what remains an anonymous profession.  

Janssens‘ Red, Yellow and Blue is a quintessential example of this installation 

situation. It affects the viewer in such a way that we feel decentred by an effect of 

mimetic engulfment. Wandering through the mist of the installation an atmosphere 

envelopes the viewer that can be experienced as nearly pure colour. This is not to say 

that viewers experience a pure form of a particular hue, as in Eliasson‘s piece 

discussed earlier, but we experience the sensation of walking through pure colour as if 

walking through air. Kabakov claims that colour and light create a unified atmosphere. 

In this way, the atmosphere of coloured light becomes one of the main perceptive 

vehicles of the ―total‖ installation. ―The arrangement of this atmosphere, this ‗air‘ of 

the installation [....] must be breathed into, pumped into it [....]‖ (296). What Janssens 

―breaths‖ and ―pumps‖ into Red, Yellow and Blue is perception itself. Light becomes 

perception by being coloured and transmitted to the body through both the eyes and 

skin while the coloured mist engulfs and ―invades‖ our body through the sensations 

of the skin. 

I have argued here that light as a medium in mimetic engulfment installations 

is capable of decentring viewers by delivering a coded message to the viewer that 

enters the body through the skin and eyes – infiltrating the body through its senses, 

not its conscious intellect. The boundaries between viewer and object may become so 

gelatinous that light, in conjunction with colour uniformity, can create a bodily 

experience that virtually obliterates the subject/object binary opposition.  

 

Activated Spectatorship 

If the previous sections focused on an analysis of how light decentres the viewer of 

installation art through a process of disintegration, then this section investigates the 

notion of activated spectatorship as a politicized aesthetic practice mediated by light. 

Within this situation, a relationship is implied between the activated spectatorship of 

the viewer and their active engagement with the wider social and political 

environment. Because viewers are autonomous subjects, beings in the world, they 

necessarily make connections between experiences within installations and their wider 

lived experiences. Here, the viewer‘s presence is required to complete the work of art. 

The work discussed below beckons the viewer to walk around, engage with others and 

allow the workings of his or her mind to comprehend what Bishop calls ―theoretical 

horizons‖ (116). For installations of this kind, a mediated space must exist wherein the 

subject actively participates in a reciprocal relationship, a political dialogue between 
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himself, the artwork and, as I will show, others who share the same space. In the 

widest possible sense, ‗politics‘ refers to the government or public affairs of a country 

including the interrelationships between the people, groups, or organizations insofar 

as they involve power and influence. Peter Weibel writes in ―The Politics of Light‖ 

that the work of the artist ―makes it possible to see the social and political context of 

the medium of light‖ (269). That is, how the medium of light dialogues with the 

viewer by facilitating interaction, or sending a coded message that can be interpreted. 

Bal writes in ―Light Politics‖ that ―subjects must engage with their environments, 

neither detached nor immersed but active [....] (156-57). This activity and engagement 

within the installation allows viewers to not only engage with the constructed 

installation environment, which mediates their worldview, but also facilitates 

communal interaction and dialogue about that view with other viewers. In fact, for 

some artists, viewer participation is crucial and the work is not complete without 

them. 

 

Figure 1.19. Mischa Kuball Private Light/Public Light. German contribution to the 24th Saõ Paulo Biennale. 

Installation photo: Nelson Kon, Saõ Paulo, 1998. 
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Relational art is formatted similarly to installation art but requires the 

presence of the viewer in order to fulfil its mission to prod the viewer into a mode of 

politically active spectatorship. It is user-reliant, so to speak. This can be seen in the 

work of German artist Mischa Kuball, who creates installations that induce activated 

spectatorship and send a coded message through the medium of light. In 1998, Kuball 

asked seventy-two families or individuals living in São Paulo, Brazil to contribute one 

light fixture from their home in exchange for one developed by Kuball. At the 24th 

São Paulo Biennale, the donated lamps were installed close together in the exhibition 

space and constituted the German contribution to the exhibition. Private Light/Public 

Light (1998) (fig. 1.19) represents the substitution of subject for object. That is, Kuball 

substituted light fixtures in place of the people who donated them. The variety of size 

and shape of the luminaries is analogous to the diversity of the human form. 

In this installation viewers are neither immersed nor completely surrounded. 

However, they can walk around and between the accretions of glowing luminaires and 

become surrounded. Viewers are free to engage with one another and talk about not 

only their collective experiences but also their private thoughts that may be triggered 

by a resemblance of a luminaire to one in their own possession. This installation 

relates the private space of the home to the aesthetics of public exhibition and vice 

versa. By extension, the personal lights represent, metonymically, the subjective 

individual now relocated in the public sphere. Private Light/Public Light invites viewers 

to discuss aspects of their private lives with one another and to contrast them with 

their collective experiences and thoughts. This work exposes the social and political 

context of the viewer by displaying the personally chosen fixtures in a public context.  
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Figure 1.20. Mischa Kuball. Power of Codes. Tokyo National Museum, Tokyo. Photo: © Mischa Kuball 

Archive, Düsseldorf, 1999. 

Another piece by Kuball can be considered a catalyst for participation 

wherein viewers are activated by projections of light. In the Power of Codes (1999) (fig. 

1.20), Kuball activates the viewer by projecting constantly changing combinations of 

symbols onto the walls of a permanent exhibition space in the Tokyo National 

Museum. This created an ever-changing light situation inside one of the galleries. 

Viewers are activated by the enticing beams extending in space, in search of a new 

perspective from which to view the continuously shifting random text that has 

become a sort of searchlight. Six carousel-type slide projectors hurl white letters and 

graphic figures onto the walls of a gallery containing display cases holding ancient 

pottery and ceramics. Each projector, rotating horizontally by 360 degrees, emits a 

beam of white light formed into minimal, abstract elements (letters and symbols). 

Occasionally, an individual letter momentarily approaches another, which elicits the 

promise of meaning in the mind of the viewer. Here, the medium of light is 

transformed into individual elements of language that form the basis of human 

interaction and conversation.  
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In her article Power of Codes—Space for Speech, Yukiko Shikata writes:  

The artist brought together contrasting elements – Far Eastern ceramics and 

pottery and the Roman alphabet, old media (ceramics and pottery) and 

contemporary media (projectors and monitors), material and non-material, 

permanent exhibition and temporary intervention, etc. – and arranged them to 

meet in the space in an unprecedented way. (327) 

This installation combines meaning with non-meaning. The seemingly meaningless 

flying text acquires meaning when viewed in conjunction with the visually contiguous 

exhibit labels, and other textural and symbolic elements extant on the ethnographic 

artefacts. Kuball‘s lightwork activates the spectator/viewer to notice and perhaps read 

the textural labels on the vitrines and at the same time creates political associations 

between the labels, the light letters and the artefacts. That is, the viewer generates his 

or her own meaning which is dependent on their individual physical experience in the 

gallery, and their perception of the interaction between the artefacts and the kinetic 

beams of light extending through the display cases. The beams are transmitted 

through, reflected, and refracted by the display case glass, which occasionally produces 

a kaleidoscopic rainbow effect. The viewers‘ own memories combine in such a way 

with the flying textual elements that the viewer actively experiences the work by 

changing their position within the space, which according to Shikata ―triggers the 

transformation of the codes and the generation of the meaning‖ within the viewer 

(330). She writes that the phenomenon of the multi-reflection of the minimal letters 

can be understood as a ―communication network model‖ that creates ―a multi-layered, 

parallel, generating, decentralized, distributed space for autonomous experience‖ 

(331). This installation, with the aid of the medium of light, creates a space where 

visitors to both the ceramics exhibit and Kuball‘s exhibit can meet, talk and interact 

with one another which fosters an activated mode of spectatorship. 

In terms of an activated mode of spectatorship, Janssens‘ Red, Yellow and Blue 

creates a light-infused environment where viewers temporarily ―float‖ around, 

inhabiting space, sometimes in interaction with others where imagining takes place. 

Bal writes in ―Inside the Polis‖ that ―[w]hen such affect-producing imagining touches 

others [….] the field of the political is activated‖ (196). In Janssens‘ work, for 

example, the act of inhabiting a space filled with coloured light and mist provokes 

contemplation and imagination in the mind of the viewer.  These are certainly not 

passive activities of the mind, rather they are quite active and generally involve 

thoughts of the subject experiencing and interacting in the world. I consider this piece 

to be an example of an installation wherein an activated mode of spectatorship exists. 

This is so because Janssens takes ―the whole of human relations and their social 
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context‖ as Nicolas Bourriaud expresses it, as her theoretical and practical point of 

departure (113). I argue that the transitive relationship that exists between the 

activated spectator and his or her engagement with the wider social and political arena 

is accomplished through and augmented by the medium of light. The combination of 

light, colour and mist creates the conditions in which viewers can actively contemplate 

their lived experiences in the world. 

 

In my introduction to this chapter I ask how artists deploy light as a medium. On the 

basis of these analyses, I find in the first section, that the medium of light is an 

intermediary agent and material substance. It is deployed by artists to extend their 

thought processes and as a mode of expression apart from the written language 

(although it can include such lexical elements). Light as a medium is ―pure 

information‖ and a ―medium without a message‖ which acts as a conduit through 

which artists send a message that is somewhat coded to the viewer. In the second 

section, starting in 1915, I trace the historical lineage of this medium from the 

beginnings of its use with the Clavalux and Moholy-Nagy‘s Light Prop for an Electric 

Stage to the advent of the Light and Space movement of the 1960s. In the next 

section, I analyse how artists such as Dan Flavin and James Turrell affect the 

perceptions of the viewer with the medium of light. I find that it is imbued with an 

affective force which engages the viewer through more than just our sense of vision. 

It affects viewer perceptions to a great extent and it has a history of such use since the 

beginning of the 20th century. In the final sections, I analyze installation situations 

where light has been deployed in pursuit of various goals such as viewer engulfment, 

political involvement, initiating a state of dream consciousness and a heightening of 

perception. This chapter was devoted to an exploration of how light as a medium may 

help us expand our field, if not our sculptural, then our theoretical scope of artistic 

activity and spectatorship. The following chapter analyses how the medium of light is 

being used as a narrative tool to punctuate the exhibitionary story. 
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Light is the medium of communication between things and happenings 

in our surroundings, and their perception and understanding by the 

human mind. (xvii) 

Louis Erhardt, The Right Light 

 

[T]he manner in which light illuminates an object shapes our impressions 

and understanding of what we‘re seeing. (2) 

J. Michael Gillette, Designing with Light 

 

 

In 2004, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (MET) organized an 

exhibition entitled Dangerous Liaisons: Fashion and Furniture in the Eighteenth Century, 

curated by Harold Koda and Andrew Bolton from the Costume Institute in 

collaboration with the Department of European Sculpture and Decorative Arts. The 

exhibition took place in the museum‘s Fifth Avenue building from 29 April to 6 

September 2004, within the sumptuous suite of period rooms currently known as The 

Wrightsman Galleries. These decorated period rooms are situated on the Central Park 

side of the labyrinthine building and display the museum‘s renowned collection of 

European furniture and related decorative arts pieces – many of which have a royal 

provenance. Furthermore, this exhibition was not only a presentation of decorated 

spaces but was, moreover, a spectacular display of costumes in dynamic interaction 

with their furnished surroundings. The exhibition showcased costumed mannequins 

comporting themselves in eighteenth-century demeanour.  Because of its presentation 

techniques and its apparent quality of purposefulness to instruct viewers about various 

social practices during the latter half of the eighteenth century. The exhibition 

occupies a place at the intersection of theatricality and didactic display. 

In more than one aspect this is not a regular exhibition. In addition to setting 

the costumes in period rooms rather than in conventional exhibition spaces, a story is 

being told aided by the effects of light. No doubt it was inspired by Choderlos de 

Laclos‘ (1741-1803) famous epistolary novel Les liaisons dangereuses (1782). More 

specifically, the notion of seduction securely links the novel with the exhibition. With 
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only a cursory glance, we as viewers see eleven scenes presented in the style of tableaux 

vivants (fig. 2.1a-k). They are offered here in a single illustration as a finite, cohesive 

and progressive ensemble of images so as to accentuate the narrativity of the 

exhibition. The story being told by the exhibition is one of rivalry between the sexes. 

The curators created a work that showed how the elegant artifice of eighteenth-

century French design became a tool of seduction.  

By and large, exhibitions are expository vehicles of display wherein works of 

art or artefacts are employed to teach or tell a story. The illumination techniques used 

in exhibitions have often been what I would call straightforward and utilitarian in 

nature in order to illuminate the artefacts under normalized conditions so as to 

present the object in a so-called neutral way. The illumination techniques deployed in 

this exhibition however, are not neutral, but are rather quite theatrical and 

uncharacteristic of ethnographic and art historical exhibitions in general.  

In this chapter I first consider the museum‘s period rooms as theatrical stages 

where the action of the story takes place. Here, I argue that long-existing decorated 

galleries within the MET have been transformed into expository dramaturgical spaces 

where mannequins enact ritualistic scenarios of seduction. As I will demonstrate, the 

curators and creative director of Dangerous Liaisons have imported theatrical techniques 

such as staging, lighting and the use of props to intensify the visual array of each 

exhibit situated in different but connected exhibitionary spaces. Theoretical aspects of 

lighting are examined though the lens of J. Michael Gillette‘s formulations in his 

university textbook Designing with Light: An Introduction to Stage Lighting (2008). I found 

two other texts useful for understanding lighting in museums and the theatre, 

respectively: Light For Art’s Sake: Lighting for Artworks and Museum Displays (2007) by 

Christopher Cuttle, a professor of architectural technology who writes on the 

interaction of light with museum objects, and Light Fantastic: The Art and Design of Stage 

Lighting (2006) by Max Keller, who, as the title suggests, writes about and creates 

lighting designs for the stage, where he explores the relationship of light and colour to 

mood. Louis Erhardt addresses light as a communication medium in his book The 

Right Light: A Study in Visual Communication (1995) from which I gleaned my 

understanding of the communicative properties of light. 

Secondly, I consider the presentation style and techniques deployed to bring 

this exhibition to fruition. In this section I suggest that the presentation style draws 

influence from painting, literature and the theatre of the period. Specifically, I propose 

that this exhibition is a narrative story partly told with special light effects; one in 

which chastity is metaphorically hunted, so to speak. I demonstrate that the 

exhibitionary story is, in fact, a pictorial text comprised of multiple chapters. In this 
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section I contend that the inclusion of specialized lighting effects and luminaires 

advance and even propel the narrative of each scene. I explore theatrical lighting 

techniques that have travelled into the contemporary museum environment from 

eighteenth-century painting and the theatre arts, to augment the exhibition‘s narrative 

qualities through a discussion of changes in eighteenth-century theatrical lighting 

theory and technique. My analysis of the historical lighting conditions in eighteenth-

century theatrical lighting history are informed by a range of sources from various 

disciplinary backgrounds, most importantly, Gösta Bergman‘s posthumously 

published Lighting in the Theatre (1977). 

Finally, I turn my attention to a close analysis and discussion of several key 

tableaux. Here, I will demonstrate the different ways in which light influences viewers 

interpretations and contributes to the narrative of Dangerous Liaisons. As for the 

exhibition‘s narrativity, the history of art has a long tradition of paintings with a 

Christian didactic function that were meant to ―tell‖ the gospels to an audience of 

illiterates. I will affirm that a biblical painting was as such a narrative, and therefore it 

can be compared to Dangerous Liaisons. The narrativity of these tableaux will be 

examined through the framework of Mieke Bal‘s theory of narratology. 

This chapter will discuss various aspects of illumination deployed in Dangerous 

Liaisons. I will argue throughout that light does indeed affect the viewer‘s 

interpretation of contemporary museum exhibitions by conveying a mood, or a 

prevailing state of mind through the agency of light as a narrative and rhetorical 

devise. This chapter also engages with historicity of light, with the fact that its 

functions and meanings have changed over time, which needs to be taken into 

account when looking at how light functions in museums. 
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(a) The Connoisseur    (b) The Portrait 

  

(c) The Levée    (d) The Music Lesson 
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(e) The Withdrawing Room   (f) The Masked Beauty 

  

(g) The Favorite    (h) The Broken Vase 
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(i) The Card Game    (j) The Late Supper 

 

(k) The Shop 

 

Figure 2.1 (a-k). Pictorial narrative of Dangerous Liaisons: Fashion and Furniture in the Eighteenth Century 

illustrated through eleven tableaux vivants. Catalogue images. ©Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2006.  
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Period Rooms as Theatrical Stages 

Period room displays are a type of exhibition where museum artefacts are drawn 

together across typological lines to recreate a decorated space for display purposes. 

Furniture, decorative arts, inlayed parquet floors, carved ceilings and wall coverings 

are introduced into a gallery where they are arranged to recreate a generic interior 

environment characteristic of a historical period. In the case of Dangerous Liaisons, an 

existing suite of period rooms was used for this temporary ―costume‖ exhibition. 

These Baroquely-ornate eighteenth-century rooms with names derived from defining 

characteristics of their furniture, architectural elements and origin, include the De 

Tessé Room, the Cabris Room, the Paar Room, the Varengeville Room, the Bordeaux 

Room, and the Crillon Room, and house the MET‘s renowned collection of European 

furniture, architectural elements and related decorative arts. The suite of rooms, 

named for Jayne and Charles Wrightsman who amassed one of the finest private 

collections in America of European decorative arts and interior architectural elements 

of the ancien régime, opened to the public individually between 1969 and 1977. 

What makes this exhibition different from most period room displays is the 

inclusion of articulated mannequin figures attired in costumes of the period. ―While 

clearly dummies, the figures were posed in naturalistic postures derived from period 

paintings and prints‖, write Koda and Bolton (12). Within these dramatic vignettes 

figures with names such as ―The Admirer‖, ―The Voyeur‖ and ―The Connoisseur‖ 

allude to the visuality and the spectacle of the act of looking. ―The Voluptuary‖, ―The 

Reckless Suitor‖ and ―The Girl in Flight‖ collude to generate an interpretation of 

libidinous hunting and seduction. Generally, period rooms are denuded stagnant 

spaces, but in this exhibition the rooms come ―alive‖ with scenes that ―allude to the 

carefully cultivated appearances and accomplished behaviours in codified rituals that 

characterized the social activities of the French nobility of the period‖ (11). The 

exhibits show how people moved and acted within the confines of (social and 

physical) spaces and establish a discourse between objects. ―To further emphasize the 

artifice and theatrical nature of the scenarios, [creative director Patrick] Kinmonth 

introduced footlights to the existing diffuse daylight and candlelight effects of the 

rooms resulting in an ‗up-lit‘ effect of a Watteau painting‖ (11), such as in his Comédie 

Italienne from 1720 (fig. 2.2). 1 

                                                      
1 Antoine Watteau (1684-1721) is most known for paintings of theatrical subject matter such as clowns and fête galantes 
where his technique displays a theatrical uplight effect. In this painting, light is depicted emanating from below. Light 
from un-rendered footlights illuminates most strongly the torsos of the principal figures, creating an unnatural 
distribution of light and shadow. 
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Figure 2.2. Antoine Watteau, Comédie Italienne. 1720. National Gallery of Art, Washington DC.  

In the exhibition, different sources of light combine in such a manner to 

create theatrically-inspired period rooms. Luminous atmospheres envelop the 

individual exhibits of Dangerous Liaisons. I understand these exhibition spaces as 

luminous environments where the effects of light actively interact with viewers‘ 

interpretations of the exhibited artefacts, similar in function to theatrical productions. 

Viewers are completely immersed in a luminous space created by the exhibition‘s 

authors that affects their sensorium. Within several of these luminous environments 

solar diurnal progression is simulated in the sun-excluded spaces of the museum with 

the aid of artificial electric light in order to give the impression of different times of 

day and night. In others, in contrast, candlelight effects are used to replicate the 

intensity and distribution pattern of the lighting of the period. 

Architectural elements such as the carved panelling, doors, windows, ceilings 

and floors have been collected by the museum since its inception. Period rooms have 

been created from sometimes disparate elements to recreate ―the way it was‖ during 
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the eighteenth century, within the framework of a contemporary exhibition. 

Traditionally, period rooms are exhibits which, in addition to furniture, contain only 

works of art such as paintings and sculpture. But Dangerous Liaisons is different. The 

curators, as if they were actual narrators of this exhibitionary story, have chosen to 

include ―occupants‖ within the period rooms. They shift the focus from display of art 

and architectural elements to that of the interaction of decorative arts with costumed 

mannequins. The ―population‖ of these enlivened spaces become actors in the story. 

The authors have transformed a display object ―into [a] dramatic subject, a character 

in interaction with other characters‖ (Sandberg 70). By this rhetorical act, the period 

rooms have been transformed into theatrical stages where their costumed mannequin 

occupants become a spectacle for viewers. 

Replete with posed figures these period rooms should, I maintain, be 

compared to stages where, in a theatrical sense, ―actions‖ take place that tell a story. 

That is, in each gallery space a different aspect of the exhibitionary story is being told 

by the dynamic interaction of the arts and artefacts of the period rooms with the 

posed figures. We may say that viewers of this exhibition are thus turned into 

spectators at a theatrical performance. Rhetorically speaking, the period rooms 

become a series of mises-en-scène, the environments in which the exhibition takes place. 

The concept of mise-en-scène, as articulated by Bal in Travelling Concepts in the Humanities, 

is a conceptual metaphor borrowed from the theatre that ―indicates the overall artistic 

activity whose results will shelter and foster the performance‖ (97). These period 

rooms ―shelter‖ and ―foster‖ the performance of the story by creating a visually-

enriching theatrically illuminated environment. In ―Limited Visibility‖ Maaike Bleeker 

makes a distinction between ―theatrical‖ and ―theatricality‖. She invokes Barbara 

Freedman‘s definition of theatre in her Staging the Gaze by writing that ―[r]ather than 

define theatre as an unchanging identifiable object in the real, we might rethink it as a 

culturally conditioned mode of staging the construction of the real‖ (50). Bleeker 

argues that ―[t]he theatrical apparatus as ‗vision machine‘ stages ways of looking that 

respond to a particular culturally and historically specific spectator consciousness‖ and 

that ―theatre and reality appear as parallel constructions appealing to similar ways of 

looking‖ (326-27). There is an uncertain pressure between similarity and difference 

which brings Freedman to define theatricality as: 

that fractured reciprocity whereby beholder and beheld reverse positions in a 

way that renders a steady position of spectatorship impossible. Theatricality 

evokes an uncanny sense that the given to be seen has the power both to 

position us and displace us. (1) 
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In these theatricalised spaces viewers are separated by not only a physical barrier but 

also by an illumination devise. Footlights, or strips of lights arraigned in a linear form, 

demarcate one zone for spectators and another for the figures or actors. That is, they 

create a physical barrier for the spectators and a psychological barrier that contains the 

dramaturgical players. This separation of spaces was not always the case, as it is in 

today‘s theatres and other types of exhibition spaces such as museums. During the 

eighteenth century private homes were also used to stage theatrical performances and 

many of these period rooms are examples of a type of environment that would be 

used for the staging of amateur productions at home. 

Bergman tells us in Lighting in the Theatre that beginning in 1759 a well-known 

stage reform took place which fashioned ―whole pictures [and] created atmosphere 

and illusion‖ (176). The acting area was slowly being separated from the spectator area 

which ―furthered the way to a new, more mobile, expressionistic and pantomimic style 

of acting with the actors in some instances composed into ‗peintures vivantes‘ (living 

pictures) as Voltaire wanted it [….]‖ (175). These ―living pictures‖ were to become 

known as tableaux vivants, a popular form of entertainment in French aristocratic 

circles of the period.2 

 

Tableaux Vivants 

Dangerous Liaisons consists of eleven exhibit groups presented as such tableaux vivants, 

or ―living pictures‖. The Oxford English Dictionary defines the French-derived term as 

―a representation of a personage, character, scene, incident, etc., or of a well-known 

painting or statue, by one person or a group of persons in suitable costumes and 

attitudes, silent and motionless‖. That is, the actors strike a pose. The term describes a 

visually-striking group of figures carefully posed, arranged and, I want to stress, 

theatrically lit. These illuminated tableaux teach modern viewers not only about how 

people dressed but also how they acted in relation to their possessions and 

surroundings during the late eighteenth century. This approach marries the art forms 

of the stage with painting and exhibition design.  

In the exhibition, modern tableaux vivants were created to re-enact scenes of 

everyday life of the French aristocracy during the eighteenth century. In Dangerous 

Liaisons figures appear as if they are posed as tableaux vivants. However, strictly 

speaking they are not actually a ―living‖ tableau, as the mannequins are not alive. 

Rather, they are presented in the tableau style. The authors have invoked the ―slice-of-

life model‖ for their mise-en-scène, to borrow a phrase from Mark Sandberg in his Living 
                                                      
2 For a comprehensive study of tableaux vivants see K. Gram Holmström‘s Monodrama, Attitudes, Tableaux Vivants: Studies 
on Some Trends of Theatrical Fashion 1770-1815. 
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Pictures, Missing Persons: Mannequins, Museums, and Modernity (85). The parlour game of 

staging tableaux vivants in imitation of well-known paintings was a favourite pastime 

during the late eighteenth century, ―conceived as a form of edifying sociable re-

creation among French aristocracy‖ (Grey 39) and spreading like wildfire in European 

aristocratic drawing rooms and in the theatre (Sandberg 209). As Holmström explains, 

―[t]he purpose of these tableaux was to visualize an historical or literary episode; 

imitation of the figure composition in some well-known painting was only a means to 

this end, not an end in itself‖ (223). Far from an isolated phenomenon, the tableau 

vivant is an act of prolonged or sustained stage direction that has clear links to the 

theatre, painting, and Neapolitan nativity cribs.  

In the theatre, the technique is a representation of the action at some point in 

a play, created by the actors suddenly holding their positions or ―freezing‖, especially 

at a moment critical to the plot, or at the end of a scene or act; often as an applause 

eliciting devise. Holmström brings to light several possible origins of the genre when 

she writes that the first such presentation of a tableau vivant occurred in 1761 during a 

performance at the Comédie Italienne theatre in Paris of Les Noces d’Arlequin. The 

tableau occurred in the middle of the second act, ―when the curtain was raised and the 

audience saw an exact copy of Greuze‘s L’Accordée de Village [….]‖ (218) (fig. 2.3).  

Bergman explains that as early as 1760 the ―art of tableaux vivants, now meant 

a transfer to a spatial, scenic picture of well-known paintings with groups arraigned in 

harmonious attitudes and in the artificial illumination required by the imitation‖ (220). 

Writing about Jean-Baptiste Greuze‘s (1705-1825) multi-figure genre paintings, 

Michael Fried describes the figures as ―subjects in a narrative-dramatic mode whose 

ostensible verism of physiognomy, costume and milieu is accomplished by a 

psychological and emotional extremism almost without precedent in French painting‖ 

(10). A transfer had thus been conducted from painting technique to theatre 

performance, which included the practice of artful illumination.   

An originating influence of tableaux vivants may have come from the 

devotional exercise of Christmas crib making, particularly in Naples, which reached its 

apotheosis between 1740 and 1770. ―The aim of the cribs was to convey the message 

of the Gospel in modern terms, to make the spectators participate in the events 

portrayed. This was achieved by observing a meticulous realism in all the minor details 

and a perfect harmony in proportions and perspective‖ (Holmström 213). 
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Figure 2.3. Jean-Baptiste Greuze, L’Accordée de Village. 1761. Musée du Louvre. 

In Wahlverwandtschaften (1809), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) specifically 

mentions the lighting of the cribs:  

The whole room was nocturnal rather than dusky, and yet there was nothing 

unclear in the surroundings. The excellent thought that all light emanates from 

the Child had been carried out by the artist with the aid of an ingenious lighting 

mechanism which was covered by the foreground figures, who were in shadow 

illuminated only by flickering lights (Goethe qtd. in Bergman 221).  

The makers of the cribs intended to create the illusion of life and movement; they 

were ―dynamic‖ writes Holmström. In contradistinction to this, the tableaux presented 

on the stage and in residential drawing rooms ―set out to create a piquant effect with 

living forms stiffened into immobility and they were static in character‖ (214; emphasis 

in text).  

In the exhibition spaces of Dangerous Liaisons the tableau vivant was adapted as a 

vehicle to display period costumes in dramatic and reciprocal interaction with the 
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furnishings of the Wrightsman Galleries‘ period rooms. From the tableau vivant as a 

parlour game it took the domestic setting and its inspiration for posing muslin-

covered mannequins in ―real-life‖ situations that demonstrate social mannerisms, 

etiquette and seductive rituals of the period.3 Further, the separation between the 

display and the exhibition refers viewers to the theatrical tradition of the tableau vivant 

and the dynamic element (the fact that instead of representing a frozen scene the 

displays aim to tell a story) which evokes the cribs. As in all these historical forms of 

the tableau vivant, light is central to the exhibition.  

A difference between the exhibition tableaux vivants and the historical forms 

concerns the fact that the MET figures do not re-enact an actual historic, pictorial or 

literary episode; they depict a generalized social discourse through the reciprocal 

interaction of mannequins. The figures in fact acquire, in Sandberg‘s words, ―an 

impression of life through the display‘s relational structures (dead/alive, 

sleeping/walking, unconscious/conscious)‖ (91). Thus, in the exhibition, mannequins 

imitate eighteenth-century personages attired and posed in compositions similar to 

painted depictions and literary descriptions of the period, while at the same time 

drawing influence from the theatre of the same era. The art of display imitates ―life‖ in 

a way that is analogous to both the art of painting and the theatre arts. Various media 

are at work in the exhibition that fuses theatre with ―tableau‖ in the sense of painting. 

The raising of the curtain in Les Noces d’Arlequin is significant in this regard because in 

Dangerous Liaisons the figure in the opening tableau, or prologue (―The Connoisseur‖, 

fig. 2.1a) ushers in the visitors and admits their entrance to the exhibition by raising 

his curtain out of their way allowing museum viewers to see the tableaux.  

In this exhibition all of the figures are engaged with one another and not 

isolated as in storefront windows but appear as if they were ―at home‖ in these spaces 

where acts of seduction take place viewed through a voyeuristic mode of looking. 

―Every amorous episode can be [….] endowed with a meaning: it is generated, 

develops, and dies [….] this is the love story‖ writes Roland Barthes in A Lover’s 

Discourse (7; emphasis in text). In this work Barthes compiles a list of what he calls 

―fragments‖ that are connected to the discourse of lovers, which Dangerous Liaisons 

graphically depicts. Amorousness and seduction are at the heart of each tableau or 

episode. With each successive scene the viewer is seduced into making meaning with 

the aid of the tableaux‘s illumination. At the same time, while looking at this 

                                                      
3 The use of this particular material for covering the mannequins encourages the viewer to compare it with the type of 
muslin used in the construction of the eighteenth-century undergarments on display. 
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exhibition, viewers‘ libidinous desires are stimulated or satisfied by covert observation 

of the virtual socio-sexual activities of the figures.  

In Reading Rembrandt, Bal describes voyeurism as ―looking without being 

looked at‖ (123). In Dangerous Liaisons, depending on the viewers viewing position, 

―The Connoisseur‖ can be considered both a voyeur and a spectator, for the latter 

does not assume covert anonymity as does the former. Later, in a chapter entitled 

―Between Focalization and Voyeurism‖, Bal discusses what she calls two ―viewing 

attitudes‖ related to voyeurism, namely the gaze and the glance (142). On one hand, as 

opposed to the gaze, 

the glance is the involved look where the viewer, aware of and bodily 

participating in the process of looking, interacts with the painting and does not 

need, therefore, to deny the work of representation, including its most material 

aspects like brush-, pen-, pencil work. The awareness of one‘s own engagement 

in the act of looking entails the awareness that what one sees is a 

representation, not an objective reality, not the ―real thing‖. (142) 

If we exchange the word ―tableau‖ for the word ―painting‖ in the passage above, the 

two can be seen as comparable. Therefore, viewers of the exhibition, through the 

mechanism of the glance, become aware that what they see is a representation and not 

the ―real thing‖. Bal argues that ―the glance is the mode that emphasizes the viewer‘s 

own position as viewer‖ (142; emphasis in text). Material aspects, in this case, can be 

said to include the illumination and staging of the tableaux, particularly the raised 

curtain.  

On the other hand, Bal argues that ―the gaze is the internalized social 

construction of vision‖ and that ―[t]his construction is ‗looking back‘ at the viewer in 

every act of looking‖ (143). She writes that the two viewing attitudes are not mutually 

exclusive and can be taken up at the same time while viewing the object. In the case of 

Dangerous Liaisons, the viewer may glance at, and gaze upon, the tableaux with a 

considerably different awareness of the exhibition. Before the insertion of the figures 

into the galleries, there were only architectural elements and furnishings in the spaces; 

one could say that the newly installed mannequins clothed these so-called naked 

spaces.  



Illuminating Narrative 

75 

 

Figure 2.4. Joseph Wright of Derby. Three Persons Viewing the Gladiator by Candlelight. 1765.  

Another point I would like to make here is that the figures are depicted as 

being ―absorbed‖, in Michael Fried‘s sense of the term. He defines this frame of mind 

as ―the state or condition of rapt attention, of being completely occupied or engrossed 

or [….] absorbed in what he or she is doing, hearing, thinking, feeling‖ (10). In his 

book Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot, Fried argues 

that: 

the depiction of figures involved in ―absorptive‖ tasks or situations requiring 

concentration turns them inward on the depicted world; their apparent 

obliviousness of the painting‘s beholder in turn frees up that observing position 

for a voyeuristic appreciation of the scene (Sandberg 87). 

Dangerous Liaisons‘ tableaux are carefully staged exhibits which, I propose, include 

absorbed figures within extended theatrical scenes which facilitate a voyeuristic mode 

of looking at the exhibition (Bal 1991; Fried 1980). 
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A typical exponent of what Fried would call a painter of absorptive scenes is 

the eighteenth-century painter Joseph Wright of Derby (1734-97), famous for his 

exquisite rendering of artificial light in nocturnal scenes. For instance, his Three Persons 

Viewing the Gladiator by Candlelight (fig. 2.4) from 1765 depicts three men absorbed in 

the virtually voyeuristic act of inspecting a sculpture by the light of a single obscured 

flame. The men are depicted voyeuristically because they are presumably in the privacy 

of their own studio and are looking without being looked at. Furthermore, the men 

are glancing at the statue, admiring the material aspects of line and relief. Their body 

becomes involved by the way the illumination emanates from below and warms the 

surface of their skin, and, at the same time, lights the surface of the ―skin‖ of the 

sculpture, thereby making a sensorial bodily connection between the artwork and the 

viewer. This painting can easily be considered as a typical expression of 

Enlightenment philosophy where three men are absorbed in the act of looking at art, 

or rather, comparing two works of art with one another. Upon closer viewing, we see 

that they are three men looking at another (naked) man from below, perhaps even at 

his penis. In her article regarding the sexual economies of vision in Wright‘s work, 

Susan Siegfried writes: 

The painting shows three men engaged in looking closely at the image of a 

nude male body, under lighting conditions that are very suggestive. The 

shielding of a phallic candle hides a symbol of potency, which casts its brightest 

light on youth, falling full on the statue‘s genitals, and dims as it illuminates age, 

only to be countered by the motif of the old man‘s spectacles, indicating that 

the force of his vision or understanding is in no way impaired. (50-51) 

She suggests that ―[t]he painting constitutes a textbook illustration of the kind of 

disinterested contemplation of art that defined aesthetic appreciation at the time and 

was felt to be appropriate for the apprehension of all art‖ (49). In this painting, light 

not only contributes pictorially to the cohesiveness of the artwork by binding the 

figures together but also rhetorically illuminates the three stages of human 

development. The light shining from below as depicted in the painting is not unlike 

the light deployed throughout the tableaux of Dangerous Liaisons. For example, in ―The 

Connoisseur‖ (fig. 2.1a), the viewer upon passing the elevated mannequin, sees the 

figure also lit from below and from the same general perspective as two of Wright‘s 

depicted voyeurs. In addition to the historical tableaux vivants, the curators no doubt 

have been inspired by the suggestive, meaningful operation of light in paintings like 

Wright‘s when creating the exhibition. 

For the curators Koda and Bolton, the manifestation of the tableaux vivants as 

theatrical stages are, as it turns out, only similar to Holmström‘s definition which 
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includes live players in the visual narrative. However, the tableaux created for the 

exhibition function also in relative similarity. They depict a generic historical scene and 

not an actual event. Most significantly, directed artificial light shows itself to be an 

important ingredient of both the early tableaux vivants and the ones on display at the 

MET. This leads my attention to the narrative of the exhibition. 

 

Narrative Exhibition 

Dangerous Liaisons is comprised of eleven exhibits which actualize the dramatically 

forceful tableau exhibition technique which, I suggest, is clearly narrative on several 

rhetorical levels. Bal, in Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, writes that ―[a] 

narrative text is a text in which an agent relates (‗tells‘) a story in a particular medium, 

such as language, imagery, sound, buildings, or a combination thereof‖ (5; emphasis in 

text). I consider the exhibition Dangerous Liaisons as a narrative text that utilizes the 

medium of imagery. It is a story in images told through mannequins referring to 

paintings and theatre. But, most of all, it is a story that is, in fact, ―told‖ by the lighting 

conditions that act as a medium. The imagery of the exhibition includes the lavish 

costumes on the articulated mannequins, staged within luminous environments, within 

the suite of eighteenth-century period rooms. The sequential ensemble of tableaux 

takes us on a didactic visual journey and shows viewers a fictional day-in-the-life of 

late-eighteenth-century French aristocrats engaged in their daily social endeavours.  

In each tableau narrative messages such as chronology or a statement of 

mood is transmitted by the carefully placed lighting effects and it is left up to the 

viewer to imagine and interpret. These are also didactic displays which appear to 

instruct viewers about the negotiation of eighteenth-century social protocols and how 

the ―inhabitants‖ interact within these spaces. ―Inhabitants‖ is used here in a wide 

sense, and includes the decorative arts, furniture, costumes, architectural elements 

such as windows and particularly the lighting fixtures, or luminaires. In Dangerous 

Liaisons the mannequins are installed actually making use of the furniture and other 

decorative arts, not merely posed in front of them with the room acting as a backdrop. 

For instance, in ―The Portrait‖ (fig. 2.1b) one group of figures is seated, one 

mannequin is on the floor with her dress splayed out around her and the male figure is 

seated on an upholstered bench, as if carrying on a conversation. In the other group 

of this tableau, the painter is ―using‖ an easel and palette to render an image of the 

sitter who is apparently lounging on a daybed.  
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Figure 2.5a. ―Déclaration de la Grossesse‖ Jean-Michel Moreau le Jeune. Monument du Costume [...]. 1789.  
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Figure 2.5b. ―Le Souper fin‖ Jean-Michel Moreau le Jeune. Monument du Costume [...]. 1789.  
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I consider each exhibit to be a chapter in this visual exhibitionary narrative.  A 

story, defined by Bal in Narratology ―[….] is a fabula that is presented in a certain 

manner. A fabula is a series of logically and chronologically related events that are 

caused or experienced by actors‖ (5). Within the scope of this exhibition and the 

present study, I suggest that the story layer is not only comprised of the exhibits 

themselves, and written language texts that accompany images of the tableaux 

included in the exhibition catalogue, but also of the illumination used. In this case, the 

story layering is further complicated by the use of visual ―texts‖ such as Jean Moreau‘s 

(1741-1814) Monument du Costume (1784) on which the composition of several tableaux 

is based. This is particularly evident in the composition of ―The Levée‖ (fig. 2.1c) 

corresponding to an engraving entitled the ―Déclaration de la Grossesse‖ (fig. 2.5a) 

and ―The Card Game‖ (fig. 2.1i) that is similar to ―Le Souper fin‖ (fig 2.5b).  

In the latter case the resemblance in terms of setting is particularly striking. 

Figures in both scenes are seated around tables, in intimately dressed rooms primarily 

illuminated by candlelight. Both the engraving and tableau have the same number of 

figures who are attired similarly and poised in seductive poses. However, there are 

subtle differences such as the shape of the dining table and the form of the overhead 

chandelier. The main difference, however, is the fabula of the two scenes. In Moreau 

le Jeune‘s engraving the occasion is a dinner party, and in the exhibition the event has 

been transformed into a setting for a game of cards.  

It follows, then, that the fabula is the direct content of the visual 

manifestation of the story through a physical staging of the literary story, which, in the 

case of visual narratives, includes lighting. The fabula events are about social 

interactions and the negotiation of a ritualized personal space which includes the 

costumed mannequins, paintings, furniture and architectural elements all acting in 

concert as interlocutors. The sequential tableaux are the events of the story which are 

―the transition[s] from one state to another state‖ and form the chapters of the 

exhibitionary narrative text (Bal 1997: 5). Specifically, the tableaux of Dangerous Liaisons 

can be compared to the events in a libertine novel, a popular literary genre during the 

period under discussion here. Libertine writers like the Marquis de Sade (1740-1814), 

Denis Diderot (1713-84) and John Wilmot (1647-80) espoused ideals that in modern 

times are associated with sadomasochism, nihilism and free love. In eighteenth-

century libertine novels, themes included anti-clericalism, anti-establishmentarianism, 

eroticism, deception, seduction and the corruption of innocence. In Dangerous Liaisons, 

each tableau expresses some aspect of libidinal life during the eighteenth century that 

could have easily found its way into libertine novels such as De Laclos‘ Les Liaisons 
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dangereuses (1782) or La Petite Maison (1758) by Jean-François de Bastide (1724-98), two 

acknowledged sources of the exhibition.  

As Bal argues in ―Telling Objects: A Narrative Perspective on Collecting‖, 

―[…] narratives exist as texts, printed and made accessible; at the same time, they are 

subjectively produced by writer and reader‖ (270). Moreover, ―texts‖ are not limited 

to only pages in a book, but include what Bal calls visual texts, such as paintings, 

installations or entire exhibitions. These visual texts are capable of being true or false 

and are to be considered constative texts where ―like affirmative sentences, they make a 

statement – describing situations and events, characters and objects, places and 

atmospheres‖ (270). This statement is not merely open to interpretation by the viewer, 

who subjectively produces meaning from the visual text presented but it is also 

performed, as on a theatrical stage. For example, with the expository act of curation, 

the tableaux become ―printed‖, that is installed, in the spaces of the Wrightsman 

Galleries, as opposed to impressed into paper. These visual texts are made accessible 

to the viewer by the act of exhibition. The narrative text becomes a visual text 

published in the form of an exhibition. Viewers subjectively interpret the visual 

statements made by the authors Koda and Bolton.  

The staging and illumination of the tableaux make statements about the way 

courtship may have been conducted during the eighteenth century. For instance, in 

―The Music Lesson‖ (fig. 2.1d), the authors have placed a figure entitled ―The 

Chaperone‖ peering from behind a screen to oversee the progress of the lesson (not 

shown). By placing ―The Chaperone‖ in such a position, she leads the viewer to 

believe there is something going on that may be improper and requires surveillance. 

By deploying a light to increase the localized brightness on ―The Chaperone‖, the 

authors make a statement that she is important to the narrative. That is, the exhibition 

text, in my case the tableaux, are presented in such a way as to demonstrate to viewers 

not a mere display of clothes, but a drama set in motion by mannequin actors. This 

drama is a rich concoction of historically-based fiction supported by genuine 

costumes, props and set decorations of the period. However, this vision is ―focused 

by a subjective point of view, an agent of vision whose view of the events will 

influence our interpretation of them‖ (Bal 1997: 270). I consider the mannequins to 

be agents of vision acting as rhetorical figures: the seducer and the seduced.  

My reading of the exhibition as a text, a fictional text, or even a kind of novel 

―written‖ in chapters, is progressive and includes both a prologue entitled ―The 

Connoisseur‖ (fig. 2.1a) and an epilogue: ―The Shop: The Obstruction‖ (fig. 2.1k). 

The prologue visually and rhetorically points viewers to the action going on behind 

the curtain, on the ―stage‖, so to speak, and allows them to ―enter‖ into the other 
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tableaux ahead. The so-called chapters take viewers on a visual journey from morning 

to late night which emphasizes different social aspects of eighteenth-century life. And 

in the epilogue ―The Girl in Flight‖ is pursued (and perhaps apprehended) by ―The 

Reckless Suitor‖. In each tableau the mannequin ―actors‖ are ascribed names relative 

to their function or dramaturgical part they play in the fabula, such as ―The Voyeur‖ 

or ―The Libertine‖ and the ones I enumerated above. 

Unlike mannequins posed in a department store window, all of the figures are 

engaged in ―talking‖ to one another, interacting socially and ―using‖ the furnishings 

and other decorative arts included in each exhibit as more than a mere backdrop, but 

rather as a mise-en-scène. The figures are ―at home‖ in the tableaux they stage. 

Furthermore, they are not limited to only dialogues with other figures in their own 

tableau but engage rhetorically with figures in other tableaux, similar to characters in a 

book that may never ―meet‖ but still ―speak‖ to one another just the same. They 

conduct dialogues, carry out secret intrigues, indeed, manage dangerous liaisons, but 

not necessarily with figures in their own tableau. The epilogue is the culmination of 

the fabula where the story of the seductive hunt comes to an intriguing end. The 

curtain which was raised in the prologue has now come down. Sheer scrim, acting as a 

translucent curtain, has been lowered into place and partially obscures the final 

outcome of the licentious hunt. We as viewers see figures in silhouette form, with 

―The Reckless Suitor‖ advancing on a girl who is attempting to take flight. 

Viewers of this exhibition can switch viewing positions between their own 

and that of the seducer and seduced, or, in narratological terms, the focalizors. In 

Narratology, Bal defines focalization as ―the relationship between the ‗vision,‘ the agent 

that sees, and that which is seen‖ (146). In this case, viewers can ―read‖ the exhibition 

from another subjective viewing position, as if from the position of the focalizing 

figures. The mannequin figures focus the viewer‘s vision, so to speak. Bal ascribes the 

term focalization to this activity and focalizer to the subjective presence in narratives. She 

argues in her chapter ―Between Focalization and Voyeurism‖ in Reading Rembrandt that 

the concept of focalization refers to ―the narrative represented and its representation 

[...] by acting as the steering perspective of the events‖ (158). The focalizors ―show‖ 

viewers a subjectivized visual array wherein they are the focus of the story, and, at the 

same time, focus our eyes through their vision of the action. Significantly, in a visual 

display, lighting takes on part of the task of organizing and assigning focalization. 

Although there are many differences between painting, theatre and museums, the 

impact of light on the way we as viewers perceive the represented story is one thread 

that runs through all of them. 
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Thus, in Dangerous Liaisons, the illumination is deployed in service of the 

narrative. That is, the illumination helps tell the story and focalize it through its 

effects. Through the effects of a theatricalised light, the deployment of strategically 

focused luminaires, the tableaux become lively and alive with activity. The addition of 

theatrical-style lighting into the exhibition galleries enhances the illusion of the 

reciprocating figures and propels the expository agency of the exhibitionary story. For 

example, in ―The Withdrawing Room‖ (fig. 2.1e), a woman has fainted, allegedly from 

the heat and lack of oxygen created by the festively blazing chandeliers (which release 

copious amounts of noxious fumes) in the adjoining fictional ballroom,  and is laying 

face-down on the parquet de Versailles floor with two other women about to attend to 

her. This dramatic action is highlighted by the localized pool of light that falls on ―The 

Fainter‖ and the conical shafts of light in which ―Friend 1‖ and ―Friend 2‖ stand.  

In order to argue this point, I distinguish three (rhetorical) levels regarding 

light and compare them to Bal‘s narratological levels, which become the basis for my 

discussions of several key tableaux below. I will call the first rhetorical level the 

technique level which is compared to the narratological text level. On this level I place 

the luminaires and their physical position within the reinstalled period rooms in 

relation to the beholding viewer. For instance, the distribution, intensity or colour of 

the light used to illuminate aspects of the tableaux.4  

Light as tool is located on the second agency level which is compared to the 

narratological level of focalization. On this level I would like to suggest that light acts 

as a kind of agent, who makes choices about how and what is rendered visible, or 

conversely what remains unlit and obscured. As such, it not only influences the 

narrative through suggestion, or emphasis, or the degree to which the beam of light is 

narrowly or broadly focused, but it supports, or I prefer to say, propells the narrative 

to such a degree that it in fact assists in telling the story.  

On the third rhetorical elemental level, light functions as a devise on the 

narratological fabula level. Various times of day are depicted in the fabula: from late-

morning through to late-night and on to the wee early-morning hours. In Dangerous 

Liaisons light is deployed to develop the chronological perspective of the exhibition. 

Narrative chronology is created by the ways in which light is distributed within each 

tableau. Streaming sunlight through a window or the warm glow of candlelight orients 

viewers‘ interpretation of a particular tableau. Visual chronology was also created 

                                                      
4 For more on these controllable qualities of light see Gillette esp. chapter 1, ―Controllable Qualities of Light‖; Keller 
esp. chapter entitled ―Choosing Lighting Angles‖ and; Cuttle (2003) esp. chapter 2, ―Visible Characteristics of 
Lighting‖. 
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presumably by using colour media in the luminaires: light-straw for sunlight and light-

steel blue for moonlight, for instance.5  

It is almost impossible to discuss one rhetorical level without touching upon 

another. These levels are not distinct but obviously interact and merge in various 

ways. For example, the technique level combines with the elemental level when 

artificial sunlight, projected through a false window, orients viewers‘ perceptions of 

chronology, such as in ―The Levée‖ (fig. 2.1c) and ―The Music Lesson‖ (fig. 2.1d). 

And the agency level interacts with technique level when a decorative table 

candelabrum is ―lit‖ and deployed to illuminate the colourfully ornate wooden inlays 

of an eighteenth-century side table, such as in ―The Card Game‖ (fig. 2.1i). 

 

Light in Painting and the Theatre Arts 

Creators of tableaux vivants in the eighteenth century drew inspiration from paintings 

with depictions of historical events, and used the depicted lighting conditions as a 

basis for the illumination of their ―living pictures‖. As I mentioned earlier, beginning 

in the 1750s, stage architects and designers began a process of differentiating the 

auditorium from the stage which resulted in a new set of lighting conditions. In 

Lighting in the Theatre Bergman identifies ―two early declarations of principle about 

differentiated stage lighting with reference to painting‖ (178). One was made by Count 

Francesco Algarotti (1712-64) in his Essai sur l’opéra (Italian edition 1755; French 

edition 1773) and the other is by the ballet-master Jean Georges Noverre (1727-1810) 

in his Lettres sur la danse of 1760. ―Algarotti dreamt of an art form, where all the 

elements: text, music, singers, scenery, [and] light co-operate to form a whole [….]. 

Algarotti sees Rembrandt‘s clair-obscure transported for the stage, the light and shade 

[….] that calls forth a sense of atmosphere‖ (178). A ―sense of atmosphere‖ created 

by lighting effects can be observed in many eighteenth-century paintings, especially, as 

briefly mentioned above, works by Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684-1721), Jean-Honoré 

Fragonard (1732-1806) and Joseph Wright which are similar to lighting effects 

observable in the tableaux of Dangerous Liaisons.  

Watteau is most notably known for paintings of theatrical subject matter such 

as clowns like Pierrot and fête galantes where his technique displays a theatrical uplight 

effect. We can see this theatrical technique returning in his Comédie Italienne (fig. 2.2), as 

a horizontal brightness, beginning approximately half way up from the bottom of the 

painting that can be observed on the costumes of the actors. This is most prominently 

seen on the white costume of the simple-minded valet and unlucky lover Pierrot. 
                                                      
5 See Keller for a full description of the physical and psychological associations of coloured light. For the complete 
range of colour media and effect filters available see the website of Lee Filters <www.leefilters.com>. 
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Watteau‘s aim, according to Washington‘s National Gallery of Art, was to evoke a 

mood, and not simply to describe a scene.6 He was evoking the theatrical mood of a 

comedy troupe gathered on stage, possibly at a curtain call, principally illuminated by 

footlights. The footlights, powered first by candles and then by oil lamps, would cast 

light up onto the actors and scenery, creating an unnatural distribution of light and 

shadow. Illumination from this direction can be observed in figure 2.7a which depicts 

a man lit from a frontal position. Here, the man is illuminated from below which 

creates a pronounced uplight effect. If we look at the exhibition tableaux, we see that 

a similar theatrical effect was achieved by the authors of the exhibition, particularly 

evident in ―The Masked Beauty‖ (fig. 2.1f) and ―The Late Supper‖ (fig. 2.1j). 

 

Figure 2.6. Jean-Honoré Fragonard. The Bolt (Le Verrou), c. 1778. Musée du Louvre. 

Obviously, the authors of the exhibition also drew inspiration for their artistic 

illumination of the tableaux from eighteenth-century paintings. For instance, in ―The 

Late Supper‖ (fig. 2.1j) a diagonal band of light is observable on the two figures as 

                                                      
6 National Gallery of Art (Washington), ―18th century France: The Rocco and Watteau‖. 
<http://www.nga.gov/collection/gallery/gg54/gg54-32703.0.html> (Accessed 04.02.2008). 
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well as on the wall surface above and to the left of the female figures head. Her 

swooning pose and uplifted hand direct my eye to the part of the wall surface on 

which the brightness gradient appears. Narratively speaking, the light instructs me 

where to look, that is, at the part of the scene the authors have emphasized, indeed 

literally spotlighted. This is another instance of an up-lit effect created by footlights.  

In Fragonard‘s The Bolt (fig. 2.6), light foregrounds the bolt and a similar 

brightness gradient appears. However, this localized illumination is the result of a 

painterly beam of moonlight entering through an unseen window. In this painting, 

two lovers are depicted and framed by the shaft of moonlight. The light draws my 

―reading‖ eye first to the bolt on the door, the brightest area of the painting, then to 

the figures and finally to the apple and its heavy shadow cast on the table. A similar 

process, directed by light, takes place when I look at ―The Late Supper‖. My eye is 

first drawn to the brightly lit back of the seated male figure and then it is slowly drawn 

across the tableau and over the body of the female figure and finally to the patch of 

light on the wall to the left of the mirror. These two examples have shown that 

illumination in eighteenth-century paintings, as well as in the tableaux of Dangerous 

Liaisons, is not uniformly distributed and brightness intensity is varied on the basis of 

pictorial techniques that, as the Watteau picture demonstrates, attempt at recording a 

theatrical scene.  

Differences in light and darkness, that is shadows, advance the narrative 

effects by creating an appropriate mood. Victor Stoichita writes in A Short History of the 

Shadow that the ―shadow had been integrated into the area of a complex 

representation to suggest the third dimension – volume, relief, the body‖ (7). By 

rendering shadow in the tableaux of Dangerous Liaisons, creative director Kinmonth has 

not only integrated the bodily figures into the staged narrative but he has done so with 

the effects of the absence of light. Thus, darkness and light can be introduced as 

important elements to create the right atmosphere (Bergman 181). This creates an 

illusory, poetic style of lighting within the tableaux with a direct link to painting of the 

period. Shadow or ―ombre‖, in the eighteenth century was often used in extended 

senses, writes Michael Baxandall in Shadows and Enlightenment: 

Even in the cool sort of lexicon the eighteenth-century Enlightenment used, 

established extended senses of Ombre include ghost, of course, and chimera; 

unreal appearance, diminished trace; secret, pretext, concealment; the 

domination of a destructive presence; threat. (144) 

This quote gives insight into some ideas viewers could conjure up in their minds when 

contemplating various tableaux in the exhibition. The exhibition title explicitly picks 

up on the element of ―threat‖ with the word ―dangerous‖. The shadows and areas of 
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low light intensity can also be seen as a symbol for a seductive presence on the theatrical 

stages of Dangerous Liaisons. 

Many changes that took place in the theatre, particularly at the Comédie 

Française in Paris during the second half of the eighteenth century, are echoed in the 

production of Dangerous Liaisons. By 1760, the acting area or stage, ―which now had 

become free, furthered the way to a new, more mobile, expressionistic and 

pantomimic style of acting with the actors in some instances composed into ‗peintures 

vivantes‘ (living pictures) as Voltaire wanted it‖ (Bergman 175). The scenic elements 

were now interacting ―to create a pre-romantic atmosphere and illusion, experienced 

by an audience with greater illusionary preparedness, in an auditorium separated from 

the stage‖ (175). The new conditions created by stage architects and scenery painters 

allowed the audience to see complete stage pictures, which created atmosphere and 

illusion.  

In accordance with this new scenic environment, stage lighting also needed to 

function differently. It had to support and enhance the illusion of ―historical and 

exotic milieus in atmospherical light‖ (177, emphasis in text). In the latter half of the 

eighteenth century, ―[t]he new function of light was to help identify the spectators 

with the scenic environment‖ (177). I see these changes reflected in the MET‘s 

exhibition. By the inclusion of footlights at the threshold between acting space and 

spectator space in almost every scene, the curators have formed a separation between 

the acting area behind the barrier in the period rooms, and the ―auditorium‖ or the 

separated public walkway area in front of the barrier in which the spectators view the 

action of the fabula. These tableaux vivants utilize the separated acting/spectator space 

in order to create an atmosphere apart in which the lighting (footlights) enhances the 

illusion of this dramatically forceful exhibitionary technique.  

As I mentioned before, footlights reverse natural daylight brightness gradients 

created by shadow and highlight patterns and this contributes greatly to the 

illusionism of the scene. This occurs because of the action of the patterns of highlight 

and shadow known as modelling. It leads the viewer‘s attention by creating a mood, a 

psychological perception of the mind, created and augmented by the instilment 

therein by the staged luminous atmosphere. The effects of modelling light, it can be 

argued, can be compared with characters in a narrative. Consequently, these effects lie 

on the rhetorical agency level, where they influence spatial aspects and perceptions of 

the viewer. In the image of ―The Connoisseur‖ the effects of modelling are evident on 

the figure and on the curtain. In the prologue that is staged at the entrance to the 

Wrightsman Galleries visitors to the exhibition encounter this figure first. The effects 

of modelling expose the surface attributes of his opulent garments. The pile of the 
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velvet has a matte appearance compared to the highly reflective silk embroidery on his 

waistcoat and along the perimeter of his suit jacket. The embroidery has depth, and 

this fact is brought to the viewer‘s attention by the effects of modelling light. 

 

Figure 2.7a-b. The modelling effect of light: (a) face lit from beneath; (b) face lit from above (Gillette 9). 

Indeed, what we see in ―The Connoisseur‖ is a modelling of light that gives 

volume to the scene or, as Gillette says: ―[l]ight can be thought of as a plastic 

sculptural medium that is used to reveal form through the creation of a pattern of 

highlight and shadow‖ (8). The relief forms of the embroidery and, moreover, the cut 

and proportions of the suit are revealed by the creation of shadows, highlights and 

brightness gradients. In our childhood most of us have placed a flashlight under our 

chins to impersonate a monster by shining the light from below up onto our faces. 

Figure 2.7a-b shows two faces of the same man illuminated differently. 

Lighting the face from beneath [….] reverses the normal and expected patterns 

of highlight and shadow [….] areas of the face that are normally shaded – the 

bottom of the nose, the eyebrows, below the chin – are highlighted, while areas 
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that are usually highlighted – the cheekbones, bridge of the nose, and brow – 

are shaded (Gillette 9-10).  

Not only does this effect the areas of the face I selectively focus on, but it also affects 

my perception of the mood of the image. As Keller has it, ―[l]ighting from below [….] 

creates unrealistic, fantastic moods that are slightly exaggerated‖ (173). This happens 

in ―The Withdrawing Room‖ (fig. 2.1e) where a ―fantastic‖ mood has clearly been 

created.  

Thus, the visual moods of the tableaux are altered to a great extent by this 

modelling effect. Gillette argues that ―dramatic changes in meaning can be affected by 

simply changing or reversing the normal patterns of highlight and shade‖ (10). 

Supplementing this idea, I would like to suggest that the meaning of the tableaux is 

not just affected but even conveyed through a variation in lighting patterns. To some 

extent this technique is deployed in all of the tableaux of Dangerous Liaisons. The use of 

footlights adds a theatrical dimension to the tableaux, while still retaining a sense of 

realism requisite for this type of integrated ethnographic exhibition. As a result of the 

illumination, a message is conveyed that implies something, creates a mood and 

encourages visitors to engage with the narrative of the tableaux. The instilment of a 

disposition in the mind of a viewer facilitated by a voyeuristic mode of viewing 

propels the narrative momentum. Light adds to the illusion of the visual text by 

enhancing the exhibition‘s narrative and visual attributes. It presents the viewer with a 

tool that can be focused to highlight different aspects of the exhibitionary story. For 

example in ―The Withdrawing Room‖ (fig. 2.1e), there are, as I mentioned previously, 

pools of light illuminating both single figures and groups. These pools have a 

distributive rhythm and are therefore on the technique level of the narrative rhetoric. 

In some areas of the tableau they take the form of a solitary circular brightness, in 

others, luminaires are used in such a way that smaller pools merge to form larger 

pools to illuminate the figure groups.   

Opening the story by pulling back the curtain, ―The Connoisseur‖ allows us 

(and ―himself‖) to see the story also cognitively. The motif of drawing back or raising 

the curtain is familiar. Since Greek antiquity the veiling curtain behind which the 

goddess Athena sat on the Acropolis has been used to hide or obscure objects and 

people and even deities from the view of prying eyes (Smith 358-59). Moreover, it is 

the act of drawing aside the curtain in an act of formal revelation that is important 

here. Within the scope of this study it is significant that the act of unveiling is also a 

metaphor for enlightenment and the gaining of knowledge. A classical example is the 

inventor Archimedes (fig. 2.8), who is shown in an engraving uncovering a waterwheel 
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and other inventions depicted in a landscape. He wants us to see what he has made 

and what lies ahead. 

 

Figure 2.8. Anonymous engraver. Archimedes. Inventor drawing back the curtain to reveal various 

mechanical devices such as waterwheels and windmills, and especially the machinery inside them.7 

In Watteau‘s painting of the Comédie Italienne (fig. 2.2) we saw how the curtain 

being pulled aside reveals the actors. In ―The Connoisseur‖ the gesturing mannequin 

beckons visitors to enter the exhibit, and in so doing, announces the ―play‖ that this 

exhibition purports to ―enact‖. We enter the exhibition through this figure and he is a 

figuration of the viewer. He is ―acting‖ in a voyeuristic and theatrical manner as are 

the viewers of this exhibition. He desires to see, as do we, but also to show. With this 

unveiling act the ―The Connoisseur‖ permits us to see what is behind the curtain and 

the simple fact that something is covered-up or veiled, piques our curiosity. Along 

with us, the figure is expressing interest in what lies behind the curtain. This can be 

seen in his posture and in the way his head is oriented. While passing the usher, we as 

                                                      
7 Rights managed by SuperStock.com. Image number 1746-431. 
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viewers now understand that this exhibition is to be viewed as a late-eighteenth-

century stage production with all the trimmings such as sceneries, props, actors and 

lights. We are instructed from the outset on how and where to look.  

Light in this tableau not only illuminates the scene in a theatrical manner but 

also acts as what Bergman calls a ―binding agent‖ (11). It facilitates cohesiveness 

between the various scenic elements of the tableaux. On the level of technique, a 

focused light illuminates the figure and makes shadows possible. The figure is 

illuminated by strong spotlights that create sharp-edged shadows on the curtain and 

the wooden box on which he stands. Based on a consideration of the shadow patterns 

in the image, we see that the primary light source enters this tableau from stage-left, at 

a low angle and travels upward giving the scene an up-lit effect similar to Watteau‘s 

painting and the engraving of Archimedes. Rhetorically speaking, light on the agency 

level makes connections between the scenic elements and the figure. The same light 

that makes the figure visible also strikes both the curtain and the wooden box. It thus 

creates a wholeness from disparate parts.  

Light as agent further ―conveys a lulling suggestion of illusory reality, the 

atmospheric light that helps the spectator to identify himself with the parts and 

settings of the stage‖ (13). Light acting in such a manner facilitates the figuration of 

the viewer. One way in which light propels the exhibitionary narrative is by facilitating 

a change of viewing positions. Viewers can enter into the narrative ―through‖ ―The 

Connoisseur‖. The viewer can, by proxy, see him or herself through his eyes. Viewers‘ 

interpretations of the tableau are influenced by the luminous atmosphere created by 

the active agency of light which binds the seen, seer and scene together. We now see 

what he sees, focalized from his point of view. What we now also see is the 

subjectivity of his looking, his libidinous desires percolate to the surface where viewers 

can grasp and understand the seductive game of the hunt for temporal and physical 

satisfaction that is unfolding in front of their eyes. 

As I suggested above, the illumination of the tableaux propels the 

exhibitionary narrative. One way light does this is by transmitting messages about 

chronology on the elemental level. In ―The Levée: The Assiduous Admirer‖ (fig. 2.1c) 

replicated sunlight dominates the scene and is the key light. Narratively speaking, light 

entering through the ―windows‖ in the background not only transmits the message to 

the visitors that the scene is set during daylight hours, but it also contributes to the 

mood of the scene by creating a relatively bright ―sun-filled‖ atmosphere that creates a 

cheery mood inside the vignette with which viewers can associate. In this mid-

morning dressing scene the admirer has been granted permission to attend the 

woman‘s morning ritual.  Here she is preparing, and being prepared for the events of 
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the day. The mise-en-scene depicts a morning toilette that ―merged private ritual with 

public performance‖ (Koda and Bolton 35). 

This performance is augmented by the distribution of light and sharp-edged 

shadows in the tableau because the patterns of highlight and shade are indicative of 

natural sunlight, despite the fact that this scene takes place within the sun-excluded 

space of an exhibition gallery. Every light has been placed intentionally to contribute 

to the performance of the story in one way or another. Viewers go through several 

stages of daylight illumination conditions which were created by the artifice of the 

authors. On the elemental and agency levels, light acts to produce the atmospherical 

mood of a bright sunny morning. Light on the agency level is vibrant and cheery; on 

the elemental level it signifies the early time of day. A mental image of an unseen 

morning sun is conveyed by the copious quantity of light entering through the blind-

window apertures, but also by the highly contrasting and defined shadow patterns that 

appear on the figures. The light reflected from the floor is diffused and appears as if it 

is emanating from window openings. 

Bright streaming sunlight is often indicative of a positively stimulating ―look‖ 

to a theatrical scene. I equate the light in this scene to a golden-yellowish hue which 

imitates the colour of sunlight. ―As such, gold tends to be toneless and thus soulless, 

but its density and magnificent radiance give it a festive, majestic quality. Like the sun, 

gold [colour] expresses the highest life force, in spiritual terms. It also expresses power 

and dignity‖ (Keller 41). With the narrative agency that sunlight lends to this tableau, 

sunlight acts metonymically by visually underscoring the power relations between the 

figures in the tableau. The female figure can be interpreted as having the powerful 

upper hand in this scene because she has admitted the male figure into her private 

space. It can even be argued that she is interviewing him in a preliminary courtship 

ritual. The replicated sunlight falls especially strongly on the female figure‘s head and 

the intense sunlight-effect brings attention to the hairdresser who can be observed 

―crowning‖ her with bejewelled hair ornaments. In this exhibit, or rather, in this 

chapter of the exhibitionary story, light not only transmits messages about chronology 

and time of day, but it also transmits interpretable messages about feelings, moods 

and social relations. 

As early as 1760, Algarotti was criticizing the static and evenly distributed 

stage lighting of the previous period where 

[t]he elements are poorly illuminated and always with insensitive shades, which 

do not make them stand out. Still, if they learnt the art of distributing the light, 

if it were concentrated en masse on some parts of the stage, excluding others, 
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wouldn‘t it then transpose to the stage the power and vivacity of the clair 

obscure [….] (Algarotti qtd. in Bergman 178; emphasis in text).  

I suggest that the illuminations of Dangerous Liaisons echo a reaction to an even, 

unaccentuated style of lighting. This is dramatically evident in ―The Card Game‖ (fig. 

2.1i) where the luminous landscape is populated by pools of light amongst the 

shadows. The symbolic drama and excitement associated with gambling lie 

metonymically in these shadowy interstices. In ―The Card Game‖ the unevenly 

distributed light punctuates or illuminates some areas more brightly than others. A 

diminutive table-top lamp, gilded girandoles and a central chandelier distribute light 

disproportionately across the visual array. In this small and intimate setting the 

distribution of light encourages intimacy by creating a dim candlelit luminous 

environment within which amorous encounters can be cultivated. And the secret act 

of cheating can also be veiled by the agency of light. This subdued environment 

transmits the message to viewers that more than just one unseen act can take place in 

the shadows of this lush salon.  

In Bastide‘s novella, La Petite Maison, the salon was fitted with mechanical 

conveyances such as dumbwaiters, tables machinées and tables volants. Through their 

negation of the presence of servants, they became participants that assisted in the 

seduction of its occupants. They are ―[u]sed as an instrument of seduction‖, writes 

Koda and Bolton (99). Apropos of this, Bastide writes that ―Suddenly, the table 

dropped down into the kitchen in the cellar, and from above, a new table descended 

to take its place‖ (99). The conveyances were described in the Mercure de France as 

follows: 

When the guests enter the room, not a single trace of the table would be visible; 

they see only a very open parquet with an ornamental rose at the center. At the 

slightest signal, the petals withdraw under the parquet and the served table 

springs up, accompanied by four dumbwaiters which rise through four 

openings at the same time.8 

Imagine the luminescent sight of the table set with glittering glasses and shiny flatware 

ascending through the floor already ablaze with fiery candlelight. The sight would 

surely be seductive.  

The candlelight enhances the illusion of the tableau and rhetorically advances 

the seducer‘s plans. In all the scenes, wall-mounted girandoles and central chandeliers 

create a visually stimulating and varied distribution of light and shadow patterns.9 

                                                      
8 Quoted in Claude Bonnet. Écrirs gastronomiques. Paris: 1978, 64-65. See also El-Khoury, n3, p. 112. 
9 See Chapter 4 of the present study for a full explanation of kinds of shadows and the shadow patterns they create. 
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These luminaires function on several rhetorical levels. On the technique level they 

provide accent illumination for the vignette. On this rhetorical level, designers have 

used theatrical candles which replicate the relative intensity and other visual qualities 

such as the colour of wax or tallow candles to replicate how a room actually in use 

during the eighteenth century might have looked illuminated by candlelight.10 

The addition of footlights has skewed the scene visually by adding a light 

from an improbable position. This augmentation adds to the theatricality – breaching 

the illusion of seeing figures in their ―homes‖ – and transmits a message that this 

scene is not to be interpreted as being ―realistic‖; it is a reconstruction and a theatrical 

effect, and the illumination tells us so. On the agency level, the variations in intensity 

instruct us where to look. ―The Abbé‖ is cheating and he is more brightly illuminated 

than other figures. Moreover, the figures and their costumes are more brightly lit than 

other elements such as the walls and floor. The almost-twinkling brilliance of 

candlelight draws the viewer‘s attention to the lighting fixtures; whereas, if they were 

unlit, they would not be so prominent, visually engaging or narratively telling.  

The skewing of the scene and the highlighting of figures enriches the visual 

spectacle by reversing or altering the viewer‘s perception of ―normal‖ shadow and 

highlight patterns. Placing a light below or spotlighting a figure changes the viewer‘s 

psychological interpretation of the scene and is a further example of light acting as 

narrator and agent. The deployment of simulated moonlight seen through the 

windows lies rhetorically on both the agency and elemental levels. The presence of the 

light beyond the window frame not only shows us that the scene is set during night 

time but that there is a so-called bigger world ―out there‖ from where the moonlight 

emanates. I would argue that the moonlight rhetorically frames the tableau in this way. 

Moonlight often acts differently than modelling; it tells time and is consequently 

located rhetorically on the elemental level, where time and chronology reside. 

However, if the moonlight is understood as a mood setting effect, then it is located on 

the agency level.  

Because this exhibition is just as much about architecture and the decorative 

arts as it is about costumes, the designers have highlighted particular decorative 

objects to entice viewers to look at more than just the costumes. The use of glowing 

simulated candles reveals object attributes that might otherwise have gone 

unobserved. The candles not only showcase the gold gilding applied to the chandelier 

and girandoles, but light from these luminaires also reveals visual attributes of the 

                                                      
10 See O‘Dea‘s The Social History of Lighting, especially the chapters ―Light for the Home‖ and ―The Materials of Light: 

Wax and Tallow‖, for a comprehensive study of the properties of candlelight. 
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costumes, the parquet floor and the carved panelling. In ―The Withdrawing Room: A 

Helpful Valet‖ (fig. 2.1e) pools of light populate the floor, leaving dark shadows in 

their wake. On the level of light as agent, light is acting to selectively focus cognitive 

attention onto particular elements of the tableau. 

Directing the audience‘s attention with light to a specific area of an exhibit 

entices our eyes to look selectively at different elements such as the costumed figures, 

furniture and architectural embellishments. In so doing, other areas of the tableau 

become less brightly lit and of secondary importance. This creates what Cuttle calls an 

―illumination hierarchy‖ (2003: 66) whereby the perception and subsequent 

interpretation of object attributes is significantly affected. A visual hierarchy was 

created in ―The Withdrawing Room‖ that facilitates and improves viewer‘s 

interpretative abilities by punctuating the narrative with light. Variable intensities of 

luminance within the tableau guide interpretations of the narrative in continuous 

dialogue with its viewers by constantly challenging our eyes to move about and search 

out the brighter highlighted areas of the tableau while allowing our eyes enough light 

to inspects the artefacts. But we are also intrigued by darkness, drawn to try and make 

out what remains hidden, in for example, ―The Shop: The Obstruction‖ (fig. 2.1k). By 

selectively illuminating different aspects of a display, the authors create with light and 

darkness, writing the so called sentences of the exhibitionary narrative. 

In ―The Shop: The Obstruction‖ light works differently from the previous 

scenes in order to create a silhouette. On the level of technique, the silhouette effect 

produces a view of an object or scene, usually in black, consisting of a profile outline 

and a featureless interior. In this tableau the figures are seen nearly in silhouette 

against a brightly illuminated scenic backdrop. On the rhetorical level of agency this 

effect obscures our vision of the events. However, judging by the poses of the figures, 

it is clear that ―The Girl in Flight‖ is attempting to extricate herself from the clutches 

of ―The Reckless Suitor‖. After the well-known stage reform of 1759 when the 

banquettes were removed from the stage of the Comédie Française in Paris, the stage 

lighting evolved to make certain things (i.e. actors, scenery), stand out in relation to 

other things in their immediate vicinity.  Not only does the silhouette effect of the 

tableau add depth to the scene, but it visually separates the figures from the 

background.  

This scene does not include props such as furniture; it does however employ 

another theatrical devise called a scrim, which is used in the theatre to create special 

effects. It is a lightweight translucent material often used for making curtains and 

when lit from the front will appear opaque. However, when lit from behind, such as in 

―The Shop‖ it works, in conjunction with light, to obscure details of the scene from 
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the viewer by blurring the visual array. With the scrim lowered into place, as if an 

actual theatrical curtain, the mannequins behind it become shadowy figures obscured 

by its translucency. However, at the same time their narrative ―actions‖ are exposed 

by the silhouette effect of their darkened profiles seen against the background. This 

again demonstrates how light works both to obscure and to reveal.   

 

On the basis of these analyses, I conclude that illuminations of all of the tableaux are 

not uniform. The lighting is differentiated and unevenly distributed across the visual 

scene, and many parts of the fabula (a figure, an object or grouping) are highlighted – 

or ―spotlighted‖ as it were – through the use of lighting effects similar to those 

employed in painting and the theatre. That is, lighter and darker areas have been 

created within many tableaux in order to motivate the attention of the viewing public 

and to convey a feeling or accentuate an action. Light is often used to transmit 

messages through the use of distribution, intensity and colour by way of its controllable 

qualities, its effects on objects and the way it affects viewers. It creates and conveys a 

mood that can be manipulated by designers. ―[L]ighting design is a process and a craft 

for creating an artistic result‖ (Gillette 4). I suggest that the luminous atmospheres of 

Dangerous Liaisons are just such a result of this artistic process where messages are sent 

to viewers. Lighting theories and techniques first developed in the eighteenth century 

have been thus transferred to a twenty-first-century museum setting by the artifice of 

curators acting as narrators. Most importantly, the narratology of light I have 

developed in this chapter allows an analysis of the narrativity of illumination itself. 

This formal description of light can be usefully applied to other exhibitions where 

light plays a leading role. 
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Under special cultural conditions light enters the scene of art as an active 

agent [….] (303) 

Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception 

 

 

Precipitated by the current advancements in lighting technology, at no other point in 

history has light been more actively deployed in museum exhibitions than in recent 

years. In Art and Visual Perception Rudolph Arnheim argues that light is an ―active 

agent‖, which is the motivational phrase for this chapter. The phenomenon of light, 

its intensity or absence, is an active part of all museum exhibitions. I argue that the 

application of various wavelengths of light enhances the viewer‘s sensorial experience. 

Without light, museum viewers would be unable to see the artefacts on display, yet 

with the proper lighting conditions viewers can have an unimpaired, stimulating 

multisensory experience. In short, light is the primary tool of visibility. This chapter 

takes a specific angle on this truism by dealing with blacklight, which is a part of the 

invisible electromagnetic spectrum but nevertheless contributes to visibility. Blacklight 

is increasingly being used in many museum exhibitions for a variety of purposes. 

Through discourse analysis I will consider three recent exhibitions that employ 

blacklight as an active agent: Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent Collection, a major 

new permanent display at the University of Richmond Museums established in 2004; 

Night Owls, a 2005-06 temporary solo exhibition at the Centrum Kunstlicht in de 

Kunst in Eindhoven, The Netherlands; and Piet Mondriaan: The Transatlantic Paintings at 

Harvard University‘s Busch-Reisinger Museum in 2001. My discussion of the 

application and effects of blacklight upon the objects in these exhibitions will assist 

me in uncovering the active agency of various specific wavelengths of light. 

Within the museum environment, blacklight is a useful tool that goes beyond 

its already understood functions.1 It is a special lamp source emitting both visible and 

invisible light energy that cloaks its environment with an unusual tinge of violet 

                                                      
1 In this chapter I have chosen the word ―tool‖ over ―medium‖, which I used in the first chapter, in order to 
emphasize my notion that light is used calculatedly to further the programmatic goals of the exhibition and its 
designers. 
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colour. Blacklight as such can thus be compared to paint or to other malleable artistic 

media. It is a type of light that exposes hidden aspects of objects. It is not light in the 

usual sense of the word because it emits little luminous intensity in the visible range 

(hence its name). Instead, it makes objects visible selectively. 

Not only does blacklight make certain aspects of objects visible while 

obscuring others, but it also ―colours‖ our viewing experience. It can change the 

colour of a mineral specimen, uncover long-hidden details of a painting or alter our 

perception of space. Therefore, I would like to suggest that blacklight acts as a 

permeable and unstable mediator between the artefact and viewer. I consider 

blacklight not merely as a utilitarian tool, but rather as a mode of expression employed 

during the informative and creative activity of exhibiting objects and artefacts in 

museums. In that sense, blacklight can be seen as what Susan Star and James 

Griesemer have called a ―boundary object‖ (392-93). As Star and Griesemer explain in 

―Institutional Ecology, ‗Translations‘ and Boundary Objects‖, boundary objects have 

at their core the ability to communicate and translate between different communities 

of practice. They consider as a community of practice the social learning that occurs 

when people who have a common interest in some subject or problem collaborate 

over extended periods and/or distances to share ideas, build innovations and find 

solutions. 

I suggest that blacklight can be considered a boundary object because it 

likewise assists what I call communities of practice to communicate not only amongst 

themselves, but also, through the use of blacklight as a boundary object, to translate 

their ideas between different communities of practice. In this chapter I maintain that a 

case can indeed be made that the phenomenon of blacklight fluorescence is a 

conceptual boundary object in the sense of Star and Griesemer, that is, as a 

communication tool.2 I would like to stress here that blacklight functions within the 

museum at different levels of knowledge. It acts as a pedagogical tool in exhibition 

spaces and as a forensic instrument in the conservation and research areas. Through 

the analysis of my three case studies, I will substantiate my assertions and hypothesize 

on the usefulness of considering blacklight as a boundary object. 

Firstly, I elucidate the phenomenon of blacklight fluorescence, from its 

discovery through to its current museological use, after which I proceed to explore the 

three aforementioned cases where artists and museum staff deploy the effects of the 

tool of blacklight in pursuit of various goals. Secondly, I will discuss and define the 

                                                      
2 Sunlight, or daylight, as it is termed in the museum lighting profession, might also be considered a boundary object 
when used for specific illumination tasks, but this is not the focus here. 
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notion of a boundary object in terms of its applicability to blacklight and its ability to 

communicate and translate between various communities of practice. Finally, I will 

conclude with some remarks about the usefulness of blacklight as a boundary object 

in a museological context. 

 

What’s in a Name? 

On his deathbed, Victor Hugo uttered the enigmatic words ―I see black light‖.3 What 

he could have possibly meant by this remains obscure, as the word ―blacklight‖ is an 

oxymoron, a contradiction in terms, because the first half of the word refers to 

darkness and the second to lightness, two meanings that can cancel each other out. 

The presence of light makes objects observable and darkness obscures them, therefore 

rendering the word and concept paradoxical. The Oxford English Dictionary defines the 

compound word blacklight as ―light-rays beyond the two ends of the visible spectrum; 

invisible ultra-violet or infra-red light‖. Blacklight is a generic term related to the two 

specific physical phenomena of ultraviolet (UV) and infrared radiation (IR). In this 

chapter I will focus exclusively on the former. Therefore, I will henceforth use the 

more specific term ―ultraviolet light‖. A fluorescent tube is the form of ultraviolet 

light we are most familiar with, as it is frequently experienced in nightclubs or 

amusement parks, and increasingly now in museums. These tubes emit large quantities 

of ultraviolet radiation and, at the same time, block out virtually all visible light above 

400 nanometres (nm), emitting a small amount of light in the visible violet range. The 

word ―light‖ in this context is therefore problematic; it is a misnomer. By definition, 

ultraviolet is beyond the visible spectrum and therefore not visible to the naked eye. 

In 1801, German physicist Johann Ritter (1776-1810) discovered ultraviolet 

radiation using silver chloride, a light-sensitive compound, to show that there was a 

type of invisible ―light‖ beyond violet, which he called chemical rays. In his weblog 

David Bryson describes Ritter‘s discovery as follows: 

[Ritter] covered paper with damp freshly prepared silver chloride and let the 

solar spectrum act on it in a darkroom, he saw that the action began first 

beyond the ultraviolet and only then proceeded towards the violet. He also 

noted that silver chloride paper already exposed to diffused daylight that had 

turned slightly dark had become darker in the violet end of the spectrum but 

lighter in the in the red end. This observation first pointed to the antagonism of 

the chemical effect of violet and red light.4 

                                                      
3 Last words (22.05.1885); quoted in Olympio, ou la vie de Victor Hugo by André Maurois (1954). 
4 Bryson, D. ―What is Fluorescence?‖ Accessed 20 May 2006. <http://www.cladonia.co.uk/what-is-
fluorescence.html>. 
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At that time, many scientists, including Ritter, thought that light was 

composed of three separate components: an oxidising or calorific component that we 

now call infrared, an illuminating component (visible light), and a reducing or 

hydrogenating component that we label ultraviolet. The unity of the different parts of 

the spectrum was not understood until about 1842 with the work of Macedonio 

Melloni (1798-1854), who is notable for demonstrating that radiant heat has similar 

physical properties to those of light, and Alexandre-Edmond Becquerel (1820-1891), 

who discovered the photoelectric effect, a phenomenon in which electrons are 

emitted from matter after the absorption of energy from electromagnetic radiation 

such as light. During that time, ultraviolet radiation was also called ―actinic radiation‖. 

 

Figure 3.1. Two views of the Electromagnetic Spectrum depicting wavelength distances (below) and icons 

(above). Wikimedia Commons. Copyright free. 

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century the electromagnetic 

spectrum was codified into the scale used today. Figure 3.1 illustrates the different 

parts of the electromagnetic spectrum in relation to their wavelength. A more precise 

examination of the wave model of light provides information necessary for a more 

complete understanding of ultraviolet light. The length of its wave differentiates the 

parts of the electromagnetic spectrum. The sine wave diagram, shown in the lower 

part of figure 3.1, gives visual form to this description of electromagnetic energy. Best-

practice handbooks such as Light and Ultraviolet Radiation (2000) prepared by the 

Australian Heritage Collections Council put forward that: 
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Energy in the diagram is travelling horizontally. As it travels, it moves in a wave 

motion passing through peaks and troughs. The distance between the peaks of 

the waves is called the ―wavelength‖ and is measured in nanometres. There is a 

mathematical relationship between the amount of energy transmitted and the 

wavelength of the radiant energy – namely, they are inversely proportional. In 

other words, the longer the wavelength the less energy transmitted, and the 

shorter the wavelength the more energy transmitted. (10) 

Radio and microwave radiation have relatively long distances between the peaks of 

their oscillating energy waves, while infrared and visible spectrum radiation reside in 

the middle region of the continuum. Ultraviolet, x-rays and gamma rays have very 

short distances between peaks and hence short wavelengths. The behaviour of 

electromagnetic radiation depends upon its wavelength, with shorter wavelengths 

carrying more energy. This is why prolonged exposure to light in general and 

ultraviolet light in particular, damages certain types of sensitive museum artefacts, as 

evidenced by the fading of textile and paint pigments. Ultraviolet light has visible 

effects on physical objects, which are sometimes detrimental. That is, its effects affect 

objects. Garry Thomson, author of the industry-standard textbook The Museum 

Environment (1986), argues ―that all organic material is at risk under light‖ (2). The 

extent of the damage is contingent upon the length of the exposure time and the 

specific wavelength of the light. 

Visible light radiates at wavelengths between 400 and 700 nanometres and is 

further categorized into a spectrum of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and 

violet light. ―We see these distinct colours because the different wavelengths have 

different energies, and so affect our eyes differently‖ (11). However, ultraviolet light 

radiates at shorter wavelengths, between 10 and 380 nanometres. The ultraviolet 

portion of the electromagnetic spectrum is further sub-divided into three divisions 

according to their wavelength region: UV-A (380-315 nm), UV-B (315-280 nm) and 

UV-C (< 280 nm). According to the US National Park Service (2000) and others, UV-

A and UV-C are the most useful for examining museum objects. Specific wavelengths 

are also useful for other exhibitionary purposes. 

In order to articulate the effects of ultraviolet light, there are a few more 

terms that need clarification. In much literature the three terms luminescence, 

phosphorescence and fluorescence are often used indiscriminately; this can lead to confusion 

and it is therefore useful to clarify them here. Both fluorescence and luminescence 

refer to the emission of visible light from a substance when exposed to visible or 

invisible radiation. Luminescence is usually associated with infrared radiation and will 

therefore not be addressed here. According to the Thomas S. Warren Museum of 
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Fluorescence in Ogdensburg, New Jersey, phosphorescence refers to the continued 

emission of visible light from a substance after being irradiated with ultraviolet light. A 

well-known but often misunderstood example of this is the common fluorescent tube, 

which is internally coated with phosphors. A phosphor is a substance that exhibits the 

phenomenon of phosphorescence. Phosphors are transition metal compounds such as 

mercury, or rare earth compounds that emit visible light under certain conditions.  

As I discussed in chapter one, a fluorescent lamp is a type of lamp that uses 

electricity to excite mercury vapour in argon or neon gas resulting in a plasma that 

produces ultraviolet radiation. In this respect, fluorescent tube lamps are similar to 

neon tube lamps used for building signs and also employed by a relatively small group 

of neon-artists such as Bruce Nauman (1941-), Christian Herdeg (1942-) and Jeffry 

Chiplis (1952-), who salvages and recycles neon which has acquired  what he calls a 

―patina of time‖.5 The radiation then causes a phosphor to fluoresce, producing 

visible light. Fluorescent ultraviolet lamps are typically manufactured in the same 

fashion as normal fluorescent lamps except that only one phosphor is used and the 

normally clear glass envelope of the cylinder is replaced with Wood‘s glass, a deep 

bluish-purple nickel oxide, cobalt oxide-doped glass which blocks virtually all visible 

light above 400 nanometres. Robert W. Wood devised this type of glass in 1903. In 

exhibition spaces fluorescent tubes are often used because of their liner configuration, 

omni-directional dispersion characteristics and ease of installation. But in the 

investigative environment of the conservation laboratory, the fluorescent tube is less-

often used, in favour of two more accurate emission devices that emit UV-A and UV-

C wavelengths within a range of precise parameters. This range is important, because 

it clearly illustrates the plasticity of ultraviolet light. In other words, ultraviolet light is 

not a fixed commodity. It occurs along a continuum and has affective properties at 

different points along that continuum. Various materials fluoresce differently at 

different wavelengths, as can be observed in figure 3.2. In this display materials 

exposed to ultraviolet light fluoresce in a wide variety of colours according to their 

physical composition. Thus, the concept of fluorescence is of primary importance to 

this chapter. 

                                                      
5 For an extensive list of artists employing neon light see http://www.neonshop.com/museneon.html. Personal 
correspondence with J. Chipless on 24 Mar. 2009. 
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Figure 3.2. Artefacts fluorescing under ultraviolet light. Image © 2001, Tema Hecht, Thomas S. Warren 

Museum of Fluorescence. 

Induced fluorescence is coloured visible light produced by the direct action of 

the properties of ultraviolet light. The deliberate inducing of fluorescence, it can be 

argued, is one way museum agents make ultraviolet light an active ingredient in 

exhibitions. According to the University of Richmond Museum, the phenomenon of 

fluorescence has been observed for more than a thousand years, yet it was not until 

the 1850s that George Stokes, a professor of mathematics and physics at Cambridge 

University, coined the term ―fluorescence‖ after the mineral fluorite that sometimes 

glows blue in unfiltered direct sunlight. In lay terms, when something fluoresces it is 

said to ―glow from within‖. All fluorescence involves the addition of energy by some 

means to a substance, artefact or object, and the reemission of part of that energy as 

visible light. The schematic molecular-level diagram in figure 3.3 illustrates this 

sequence of action of ultraviolet light on a substance. Beginning from a normal or 

resting state, an electron firstly absorbs light energy. This absorption excites the 

electron and precipitates its move to a higher energy level. When the electron returns 

to its normal energy level, visible light is emitted and can be seen with the naked eye. 

This diagram graphically illustrates the process whereby objects are induced to 

fluoresce, whose aesthetic outcome is dramatically and colourfully illustrated in the 

display in figure 3.2. Aesthetically speaking, the visual effect of fluorescence upon 
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various artefact materials is what makes the exhibit visually stimulating, but it also 

creates knowledge in the mind of the viewer by aiding the interpretive process.  

 

Figure 3.3. Diagram showing the sequence of the action of ultraviolet light on a substance. © D. Bryson. 

Figure 3.2 displays different objects including plastic, glass, paper, porcelain 

and textiles seen under the effects of ultraviolet light. That is, they are emitting 

different spectra of visible light energy rendered in different colours. Because many 

synthetic and natural materials transform ultraviolet radiation into a specific colour of 

visible light, it is useful for the examination and exhibition of museum artefacts. 

―Ultraviolet-Induced Visible Fluorescence‖ is the term used by museum professionals 

to denote the practice of using ultraviolet light as a pedagogical, exhibitionary and 

investigative tool. This induced fluorescence is the unifying feature of the three case 

studies included in this chapter as well as the core of my argument that ultraviolet light 

constitutes a conceptual boundary object. Fluorescence has been induced, albeit in 

different ways and for different reasons, in each of the three cases I analyze in this 

chapter. 

The cases are presented here in terms of their sites of production (the gallery, 

the vitrine and the website), while paying particular attention to the technological 

modalities occurring at these sites. Let me also make clear at the outset that I am 

working with images that only partially represent whole exhibitions. They depict, 

respectively, a collection of specimens, an artwork installation and a photograph of an 

irradiated oil painting. Earlier I suggested that ultraviolet light is being used as a 

pedagogical, exhibitionary and investigative tool. In my analyses below, I will follow 

these avenues of inquiry in order to uncover to what extent ultraviolet fluorescence 

affects museum viewers at various sites of production. 



Blacklight Boundaries 

105 

Revealing Ultraviolet 

The first site of production is a display vitrine in an exhibition mounted by the 

University of Richmond Museums entitled Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent 

Collection. In the Lora Robins Gallery of Design by Nature there is a geological 

exhibition taking place enclosed in six newly reinstalled vitrines containing mineral 

specimens from the Franklin-Sterling Hill district of northern New Jersey. In this 

region collectors have discovered at least eighty varieties of fluorescent minerals. This 

is more than any other site in the world. With a flip of a switch, more than 350 

mineralogical specimens fluoresce revealing brilliant green, red, purple and chartreuse 

colours (fig. 3.4). In this exhibition the minerals are exposed to both long- and short-

wave ultraviolet radiation in order to bring out different colours, on occasion in the 

same specimen. Laura McGlasson-Robbins and S. A. Dulany-Hunter donated the 

collection of minerals to the museum in two allotments in 1977 and 1982.  

 

Figure 3.4. Mineral specimens exhibiting fluorescence under short- and long-wavelength UV light, 2003. 

© University of Richmond Museums. 
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The current exhibition was co-curated by assistant director N. Elizabeth Schlatter and 

research fellow Michael Reimer. When certain minerals are exposed to different 

spectra of radiation, electrons within their atomic structure absorb some of the energy 

and become excited. To return to their original state, these atoms eject this newly 

acquired energy as photons of visible light, which results in the unusual colours that 

are not visible under ordinary daylight conditions. 

This exhibition belongs to a select group of specially illuminated geological 

exhibitions where various wavelengths of light are deployed to illustrate scientific 

principles in a visually stimulating mode. The technological modality of ultraviolet 

light has been used here as a visual channel of communication to translate the 

scientific principles of mineral fluorescence to museum viewers. The physical principle 

of fluorescence is transformed from an unseen phenomenon to an observable and 

visually stimulating experience that instructs the viewer.  

For my study, the pivotal point of this exhibition is that knowledge is 

produced by this visible experience. This knowledge production is made possible 

primarily by the inducement of ultraviolet light. The colours and shapes of the 

specimens teach the viewer about the molecular composition and structure of various 

elements and compounds. Because elements are unique substances, which are 

organized by the periodic table of the elements, they fluoresce with a specific colour. 

In figure 3.4 specimens that are purer fluoresce with a (more or less) single colour. In 

distinction to elements, compounds are combined from different elements. They 

exhibit different visual properties when fluorescence is induced. The specimens that 

exhibit multiple colours are interpreted by the viewer as compounds. Thus, this 

display illustrates the conceptual difference between compounds and pure elements 

with the aid of ultraviolet light. This concept is mapped onto the specimens by 

ultraviolet light. Therefore, ultraviolet light, I suggest, is a pedagogical tool that 

teaches by showing us different ―faces‖ of an object, previously unseen. We learn that 

when specific minerals absorb invisible energy, visible light is produced. The colour 

and intensity of the fluorescence is directly related to the specific mineral or 

compound, and the wavelength of the ultraviolet light. The light thus instructs us in 

the physical interaction of light, energy and organic elements and compounds. 

 

Fly by Night 

At the second site of production, Eindhoven, the celebrated city of lighting research 

and manufacture which is home to the Koninklijke Philips Electronics Corporation 

and the Centrum Kunstlicht in de Kunst (Centre for Artificial Light in Art), the issue 

of exhibition illumination arises. This issue comes up, in particular, as the issue of 
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lighting an exhibition space exclusively with the medium of ultraviolet light. This 

mode of lighting is distinguished from the use of ultraviolet light as a pedagogical tool 

that I analysed in the previous section. Here, in a darkened space, ultraviolet light is 

employed as an exhibitionary tool and agent. Two types or categories of objects are on 

display – the artwork itself and the illumination tool as such. A violet ―haze‖ pervades 

the exhibition space. It gives the impression that there is a fusion between the exposed 

and the exposing agent. Ultraviolet light penetrates the surface of the object, 

unleashing a vibrant display of colours, while at the same time skewing our visual 

perception. 

 

Figure 3.5. Regine Schumann. Nachtschwärmer. Centrum Kunstlicht in de Kunst, 2005. 

Night Owls is a solo exhibition of the works of German artist Regine 

Schumann (1961-). In her work Schumann often uses materials that fluoresce under 

ultraviolet illumination. At this particular site of production, Schumann has created 

artworks and installation pieces that require ultraviolet light to achieve the desired 

artistic effect and at the same time affect the viewer‘s perception. Figure 3.5 is an 
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installation shot of the work entitled Nachtschwärmer (Night Butterfly), which is installed 

in a large gallery lit exclusively by ultraviolet light. Forty (almost) flat discs measuring 

80 centimetres in diameter are dispersed around the black-carpeted gallery floor. The 

discs are comprised of a plastic material that – under daylight conditions – is an 

unremarkable whitish colour. However, when illuminated by ultraviolet light they 

fluoresce brightly in many of the primary colours comprising the visible spectrum. In 

this disconcerting ―landscape of light and colour‖ viewers are encouraged to move the 

discs around so that the Nachtschwärmer metonymically moves through the ―night‖ of 

the gallery.6  

Figure 3.5 is somewhat confounding and so was the installation. The artwork 

affects our equilibrium to a great degree by throwing the viewer slightly off balance 

when first entering the gallery. This spatial incongruity occurs because the discs are 

shallowly convex on their underside, creating a small, but perceptible space between 

the brightly fluorescing disc and the matte black floor, which makes the discs appear 

to float in an empty space whose dimensions cannot be easily assessed. The spatial 

incongruity affects the viewers‘ perception of the artwork. Perception, or the process 

of becoming aware through the senses, influences the visitors‘ reception of the 

artwork. If the discs were completely flat, viewers would perceive the installation 

differently. If this were the case, viewers would experience an installation piece with 

clear boundaries that would not throw them off balance and upset their equilibrium; 

the installation would affect them to a lesser degree. Additionally, I argue that it would 

not be so successful or visually stimulating. Because of the time necessary for human 

ocular acclimation and the high contrast between the fluorescing object and dark 

floor, the viewer is initially hesitant to meander through the gallery for fear of falling 

through the black hole suggested by the interstices between the discs. Because of the 

perceived spatial discontinuity between the discs and the floor, viewers are overcome 

by a feeling of disassociation or separation from their surroundings. This sensation 

lends another dimension to this installation, namely that of disorientation. It is 

therefore crucial for the discs to be elevated from the floor as much as for the 

exhibition space to be illuminated by ultraviolet light. 

This exhibition also belongs to the group of exhibitions I mentioned before 

that use ultraviolet light as a primary exhibition illumination tool. Light as tool is 

pedagogical, it teaches us; in this case that our vision is not completely reliable. 

Therefore, it compels us to tread lightly because our equilibrium has been thrown off 

to a great extent. The title of the exhibition, Night Owls, alludes to the notion of acute 

                                                      
6 See: http://www.kunstlichtkunst.nl for a description of the Night Owls exhibition, primarily in Dutch. 
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perception in a darkened environment. The noun ―night‖ denotes the period of 

darkness occurring between one day and the next, as well as corresponding to the 

virtual darkness of the exhibition. Owls are nocturnal creatures that have the innate 

ability to see extremely well at night. Viewers are also ―night owls‖ in this exhibition 

space. Through the tool of ultraviolet light they are extended the ability to see the 

objects on display and be physically affected by them during the course of an 

embodied experience. This effect is primarily achieved by exposing the objects on 

display in literally a different light. 

 

Penetrating Mondriaan 

In the 2001 exhibition at Harvard University‘s Busch-Reisinger Museum entitled Piet 

Mondriaan: The Transatlantic Paintings, two sites of production solicit my interest in 

ultraviolet light: the conservation laboratory and the online exhibition. Various 

wavelengths of ultraviolet light were used as one of the primary investigative tools 

deployed to uncover long-forgotten or undocumented evidentiary information about 

this famous group of paintings. After an extensive investigation lasting several years, 

two types of exhibitions were created, a gallery exhibition and a virtual (online) 

exhibition. At both sites ultraviolet light was used as an investigative and interpretative 

tool.  

The transatlantic paintings are a particular group of works by the early-

modernist Dutch painter Piet Mondriaan (1872-1944). The exhibition of these 

paintings became an ―analytical tour de force‖ write Ron Spronk and Harry Cooper in 

their introduction to the accompanying exhibition catalogue with the same title. 

Cooper explains that the transatlantic paintings are the seventeen identified works that 

Mondriaan started (and in some cases finished) in Paris in 1935-38 and London in 

1938-40, and then finished (or else refinished) after his arrival in New York in 

preparation for a solo exhibition. Mondriaan arrived in New York on October 3, 1940 

and in December of the same year the first shipment of his European works appeared 

on American shores. The works are termed ―transatlantic‖ not just because they 

crossed the ocean during Mondriaan‘s lifetime, but because he worked on them in 

both Europe and the United States of America. 7  

Before work on the gallery and online exhibitions could proceed, investigative 

work needed to be concluded elsewhere. In the conservation laboratory, ultraviolet 

                                                      
7 The phrase ―transatlantic paintings‖ is not self-explanatory. Cooper explains the origin of the term in his catalogue 
essay, ―Looking Into the Transatlantic Paintings‖ as follows: ―The term ‗transatlantic paintings‘ was coined by Kermit 
Champa in Mondrian Studies (1985) and endorsed as an ‗apt term‘ by Carel Blotkamp in Mondrian: The Art of Destruction 
(1994)‖. 
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light was used to reveal elaborate revisions undertaken by Mondriaan in the bi-

continental works. During the investigation process, executed by three staff curators, 

ultraviolet light was a primary tool used in conducting, what one curator called, 

―forensic art history‖. Already by the late-1920s, the usefulness of ultraviolet light for 

examining artworks and artefacts was known to museum professionals. In 1931 James 

J. Rorimer, the then assistant director of New York‘s Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

published a seminal book entitled Ultra-Violet Rays and Their Use in the Examination of 

Works of Art (1931) wherein he set out best-practice guidelines on how artworks were 

to be examined and what the findings might be. Ultraviolet light, he revealed, assisted 

in identifying pigments through induced fluorescence. For example, Zoe Ingalls 

remarks in ―Seeing the Hidden History of a Great Painter‘s Work‖ that ―the cadmium 

yellow that Mondriaan used in Europe fluoresces orange-red, but the yellow he used 

in New York does not‖ (3). This has allowed conservationists to chronologically map 

the alterations to Mondriaan‘s work. Visible light, infrared light, X-radiography and 

ultraviolet light assisted in revealing the sub-surface topography where Mondriaan 

removed existing paint when he added blocks of colour or repositioned some of his 

trademark shiny black lines. The figures below illustrate various states and views of 

composition No. 4, one of the paintings extensively examined during the investigation 

leading up to the exhibitions. 

 

Figure 3.6. Piet Mondriaan. No. 4. 1938-42. First state 1939, B/W photograph. Photograph 2001 © Joop 

Joosten and the Busch-Reisinger Museum. 
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Figure 3.7. Piet Mondriaan. No. 4. 1938-42. Final state 1942. Photograph 2001 © The Saint Louis Art 

Museum and the Busch-Reisinger Museum. 

 

Figure 3.8. Piet Mondriaan. No. 4. 1938-42. Photograph under ultraviolet light. Photograph 2001 © The 

Saint Louis Art Museum and the Busch-Reisinger Museum. 
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In figures 3.6 through 3.8 three different images of the same large-format 

composition No. 4 (100.3 x 99.1 cm.) are illustrated. Figure 3.6 depicts the first state of 

the oil on canvas work in a circa 1939 black and white photograph. Figure 3.7 depicts 

the artwork after 1942 in its final form, now in the possession of the St. Louis Art 

Museum. Figure 3.8 illustrates a photograph of composition No. 4 illuminated by 

ultraviolet light taken during its examination preceding the exhibitions. The section of 

the accompanying catalogue essay for this work (Catalogue 9) concerning ultraviolet 

light describes No. 4 in detail and is useful for understanding what ultraviolet light can 

expose. 

Under UV light […] a continuous, nonfluorescing (dark) strip of black paint 

was observed at the edges of some lines, indicating areas where white paint was 

scraped away and black paint was added relatively late. The second vertical 

from the right, for example, which was shifted to the left, has a dark strip on its 

left edge under UV light. [….] The far left and far right verticals have dark, 

narrow strips seen under UV light at their left and right edges, respectively, 

indicating that the widening of the left vertical occurred toward the left edge of 

the canvas and that of the right vertical toward the right. (175) 

Ultraviolet light reveals changes made to the surface of the painting by both artist and 

conservator. It exposes, for example, where inpainting (retouching by conservators) 

has been carried out during a restoration treatment. Figure 3.8 shows areas of 

inpainting visible at the perimeter of the work. In the ultraviolet photograph the white 

paint appears dark due to the formulation and elemental composition of the particular 

paint used by Mondriaan. The white fields are exceptionally smooth, compared to 

other transatlantic paintings. It was well known at the time that the painter was 

concerned about the surface appearance of his works. This non-reworking of the 

white fields could be related to time constraints or the relatively large size of the 

canvas. From this investigation, curators concluded that Mondriaan added a 

horizontal line (the third from the bottom) and extended the line below rightward, 

among others. Under ultraviolet lighting conditions, both changes appear darker 

because they absorb more light than the other lines; however, curators are not aware 

why this occurs.  

All three of the images are included in the online exhibition where ultraviolet 

photography plays a major interpretive role.8 The website exhibition, or the second 

site of production, is also one of knowledge production. Ultraviolet-induced visible 

                                                      
8 See <http://www.artmuseums.harvard.edu/mondrian/> for the complete online exhibition. See the accompanying 
exhibition catalogue for scientific descriptions of all 17 transatlantic paintings. 
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fluorescence was employed to make the invisible visible to virtual website viewers. 

The online exhibition, professionally designed and executed to accompany the gallery 

exhibition, pays particular attention to the investigative techniques employed before 

the exhibition opened. Not only does this site allow its virtual viewers to explore the 

depth and breadth of the artworks on display in both the Busch-Reisinger Museum 

and the Saint Louis Art Museum galleries, but it also facilitates different ways of 

knowing. That is, getting to know information about the artworks and becoming more 

familiar with them and the investigation techniques used in their exhibition. This 

function of the website was particularly important since not all seventeen paintings 

considered to be in the transatlantic group were included in the gallery exhibition, due 

to poor condition and their inability to travel.  

The group of 17 ―schizoid‖ paintings have a kind of split personality, since 

they can be said to have been ―made‖ twice. Firstly, Mondriaan inscribed two 

different dates on many of them, stating emphatically that he intended to show the 

disjuncture in time and place of conception, creation and completion. Secondly, and 

just as importantly, this disjuncture was brought to light by investigative techniques 

employing, among others, ultraviolet light, creating a double exhibition of the 

paintings. The online site of production is comprised of 4 main divisions with up to 

23 nested pages under each main heading. The framing question is: What changes did 

Mondriaan make? Ultraviolet light was instrumental in answering this question. On 

the site, Mondriaan‘s transatlantic works are laid out in terms of change, putting the 

change of physical location in relation to the changes he made to the artworks after 

having arrived in New York. This exhibition employs the discourse of scientific 

investigation with illuminating interpretation through the mediator of ultraviolet light, 

in order to ―speak back‖ to its virtual and visceral visitors. The light emitted by the 

computer screen further emphasizes how scientific investigation generates knowledge 

about the artwork and empowers the hidden layers of paint, now exposed by light, to 

tell the painting‘s own story, as opposed to the narrative of the painter. 

 

Exploring Boundaries 

Museum professionals have an inherent need to communicate during all phases of the 

exhibition design process.9 Communication processes are not only facilitated by 

physical or linguistic tools, but by conceptual tools as well. In 1989 philosophers of 

science Star and Griesemer coined the term ―boundary object‖ in their article 

―Institutional Ecology, ‗Translations‘ and Boundary Objects: Amateurs and 
                                                      
9 For an excellent source on exhibition planning and execution, including a section on ―Light‖, see Lord and Lord 
(2002). 
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Professionals in Berkeley‘s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology‖. They deploy this 

concept to understand how museum workers of different backgrounds and 

specializations can ―maximize communication‖ (404). They define boundary objects 

as follows: 

Boundary objects are objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local 

needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust 

enough to maintain a common identity across sites. They are weakly structured 

in common use, and become strongly structured in individual-site use. These 

objects may be abstract or concrete. They have different meanings in different 

social worlds but their structure is common enough to more than one world to 

make them recognizable, a means of translation. (393) 

Later in the article, they specify: 

In natural history work, boundary objects are produced when sponsors, 

theorists, and amateurs collaborate to produce representations of nature. [….] 

Their boundary nature is reflected by the fact that they are simultaneously 

concrete and abstract, specific and general, conventional and customized. (408) 

In this article, Star and Griesemer distinguish between four kinds of boundary objects. 

The first kind is the repository where ordered ―piles‖ of objects are ―indexed in a 

standardized fashion‖ and includes libraries and museums (410). The museum itself is 

thus also always a boundary object. The second kind is the ideal type, which is an object 

such as a diagram that does not accurately describe the details of one thing, but serves 

as a means of communicating symbolically. The third kind is a coincident boundary, 

common objects that have the ―same boundaries but different internal contents‖ 

(410-11). The example Star and Griesemer use is the outline of the state of California. 

Maps created by different communities of practice used the same outline of the state 

but contained different research information such as campsites and trails on one map 

and abstract ecologically-based life zones on another. The fourth kind of boundary 

object is the standardised form, which is a method ―of communication across dispersed 

work groups‖ (411).10 

Since its publication, the article has been widely cited in a number of different 

fields such as computer science, management, and sociology. Geoffrey Bowker and 

Star (1999) issued a revised definition of the boundary object, wherein the revisions 

are relatively superficial and predominantly clarifying in nature, but the following 

                                                      
10 In 2001 Michael Briers and Wai Fong Chua added a fifth kind of boundary object named the visionary boundary 
object. 
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passage succinctly defines their status. The importance of this second definition lays in 

its inclusion of the phrase ―communities of practice‖. 

Boundary objects are those objects that both inhabit several communities of 

practice and satisfy the informational requirements of each of them. Boundary 

objects are thus both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and constraints of 

the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common 

identity across sites. They are weakly structured in common use and become 

strongly structured in individual-site use. These objects may be abstract or 

concrete […]. Such objects have different meanings in different social worlds 

but their structure is common enough to more than one world to make them 

recognizable, a means of translation. The creation and management of 

boundary objects is a key process in developing and maintaining coherence 

across intersecting communities. (297) 

This definition expands the concept so it can be understood as a somewhat flexible 

bridge between different communities of practice, along which information flows. 

This understanding of the term ―boundary object‖ was initially formulated in response 

to sociologists Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, and John Law‘s concept of 

―interessement‖ included in their Actor Network Theory which maps relations that 

are simultaneously material and semiotic. The term interessement can be understood 

as a process of getting the actors interested and negotiating the terms of their 

involvement. The primary actor exerts himself to convince the other actors that the 

roles he has defined for them are acceptable.11 Boundary objects are a response to 

interessement that proceeds through acts of stabilization and methods of 

standardization, where information becomes consistent and standardized.  

Such acts can take the form of the creation of a map or the use of a specific 

wavelength of ultraviolet light. For example, the curatorial researchers of the 

Mondriaan exhibition sought to identify changes to the artist‘s work, and through 

consistent use of specific wavelengths of ultraviolet light they standardized their 

practice, which in turn enabled other researchers to employ the same methods for 

other research projects. But it is the additional articulation of boundary objects 

provided by Wolff-Michael Roth and Michelle McGinn (1998) that is most germane 

to my formulation of ultraviolet light as boundary object. Roth and McGinn make an 

argument in their article to support the theoretical concept of inscriptions as a 

boundary object. According to them ―[i]nscriptions are signs that are materially 

embodied in some medium‖ such as a diagram or photograph (37). They explain 

                                                      
11 See, for example, Latour (2005), Callon (1986) and Law and Hassard (1999). 
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boundary objects as interfaces between multiple social worlds and as facilitating ―the 

flow of resources (information, concepts, skills, materials) among multiple social 

actors‖ (42), while noting a distinction between face-to-face boundary objects and 

distant boundary objects. Canadian writer George Goodall describes the distinction in 

his weblog Facetation as follows: 

Face-to-face objects mediate direct communication between individuals and are 

available to both parties. Roth and McGinn describe boundary objects as a 

medium with which ―to think with, coordinate […] actions, and translate 

initially different understandings of inscription-relevant issues‖. (2004: 3) 

Distant boundary objects operate ―[w]hen participants in a collective task are not 

copresent (temporally or physically)‖ (Roth and McGinn 1998: 43). With distant 

boundary objects, Goodall notes, ―there is an inherent power relation between the 

individuals that may introduce bias into the interpretation of the object‖ (2004: 3). 

I suggest that ultraviolet light can be both a face-to-face and distant boundary 

object, contingent upon the required translations, that is, the translation task it is 

invoked to achieve. When in use, ultraviolet light is an object because it is presented to 

the senses and is indirectly received by the eyes. This object is also a tool, in the sense 

that it is an aid to a means of expression and communication by allowing curatorial 

staff at other institutions to duplicate the research or exhibition practices at another 

site. By employing ultraviolet light artists and curators use this object as a mode of 

expression in a creative or artistic activity, whether creating artworks or exhibitions. 

When employed by the curatorial researcher, ultraviolet light is a means of translation 

and communication deployed to inform other museum professionals about their 

artefact of study. 

Boundary objects have, at their core, the ability to translate and produce 

representations. Ultraviolet light, and the various wavelengths that comprises it, allows 

the curator to produce different representations. The conceptual boundary object 

nature of ultraviolet light is reflected in its simultaneously robust and plastic nature. It 

retains a common identity across great distances but also adapts to local needs. These 

are the primary identifying factors with which Star and Griesemer define boundary 

objects. The tool of ultraviolet light is robust, because it is a reproducible quantifiable 

commodity and it is plastic, because it occurs across a range of useful wavelengths, 

while retaining its ability to make other material fluoresce. 

 

On the basis of these analyses, I propose to consider ultraviolet light as a tool through 

which translations take place between multiple social worlds. Star and Griesemer point 

out that museum work encompasses a range of very different visions ―stemming from 



Blacklight Boundaries 

117 

the intersection of participating social worlds‖ and that ―[a]mong these were amateur 

naturalists, professional biologists, the general public, philanthropists […] and even 

the animals‖ (396). Significant for me are the ―professional biologists‖ and the 

―general public‖ because these are equivalent to our modern day curators and viewers, 

the de facto subjects of my study. Social worlds are socially differentiated environments 

or spheres of influence such as academia or the popular world. The curator translates 

researched information for museum viewers through the active and deliberate act of 

exhibiting. The choice to employ the effects of ultraviolet light is an active and 

conscious choice made by curators and artists. Does it make a difference whether it is 

used by the artist as part of the artwork or is used by the curator to expose the 

artwork? In both cases, I see ultraviolet light as a boundary object because when both 

artists and curators invoke its use, they transform artefacts visually and communicate 

their ideas to a wider audience through the exhibitionary process. 

In the case of the Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent Collection at the 

University of Richmond, curators assembled specimens in such a way that Nature 

(with a capital ―N‖) is represented in an educational light. Knowledge about physical 

properties of minerals is transmitted through the tool of ultraviolet light. The cause of 

fluorescence is translated to students and other viewers through the conceptual 

ultraviolet boundary object. As we know, elementary school students and curators 

inhabit different, but often intersecting social worlds. Ultraviolet light means one thing 

to the curators (a tool with which to work) but to the school children the unseen 

source makes the mineralogical specimens glow, seem visually stimulating and 

hopefully stimulate knowledge acquisition. This exhibitionary encounter teaches the 

school children about the physical properties of mineral fluorescence when they ask 

the question: Why do the rocks glow? The plasticity of the blacklight boundary object 

is illustrated by the use of short- and long-wave ultraviolet sources, as some 

compounds spectacularly fluoresce with different colours at different wavelengths. 

Nature, under the effects of the ultraviolet boundary object, has been represented, 

mapped and translated. 

In the case of the Night Owls exhibition, ultraviolet light was employed by the 

artist as the primary exhibitionary illumination tool to generate the visual and physical 

impact of the artworks. The use of ultraviolet light brings Schumann‘s work to 

conceptual fruition and allows the viewers to experience the full force of an embodied 

encounter with altered perception. For, without the ultraviolet illumination of the 

gallery space, the artworks would remain unremarkable and, in the Nachtschwärmer 

work, the installation would lose the spatial incongruity effect I described. Because the 

ultraviolet light is part of the artwork, it could not be displayed without it. This does 
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not mean, however, that it is not a boundary object, for ultraviolet light is a tool of 

illumination and a boundary object whether used by the artist or curator. In this case, 

the ultraviolet boundary object is able to translate Schumann‘s (trans)formation of a 

natural creature into an abstracted artistic representation of that creature.  

In the case of Piet Mondriaan: The Transatlantic Paintings, ultraviolet-induced 

visible fluorescence was employed to penetrate the famously prepared surfaces of 

Mondriaan‘s bi-continental works. It was also deployed to peer into the hitherto 

unseen depths of his canvases and into the working practices of the artist himself. 

Ultraviolet-induced visible fluorescence enabled curators to translate, visually render 

and inscribe the changes made by an artist to his work over time. By the use of 

inscriptions (ultraviolet photographs), both printed in the catalogue and included in 

the online exhibition, curators were able to use ultraviolet light as an interface between 

different social worlds. The use of the ultraviolet boundary object has mediated the 

―space‖ between academic curator and the viewing public, enabling and fostering 

communication between different communities of practice and different social worlds, 

in this case in an expanded sense because of the use of the internet. 

Also on the basis of these analyses, I would like to suggest that ultraviolet 

light, understood as boundary object, allows artists and curators to translate and 

transmit artistic or scientific meaning to the museum viewer in such a way that people 

of different social worlds or communities of practice can understand and visualize the 

representation or the discourse being articulated through the act of exhibiting. As I 

stressed in the introduction to this chapter, I have made a clear distinction about how 

ultraviolet light functions at different ―levels‖ of knowledge. In the conclusion to this 

study, I add another level by investigating how the deployment of ultraviolet light can 

also have a formative function. There, I analyse the way one particular artist exposes 

knowledge about herself and by extension, the whole human race, with the use of 

ultraviolet light. But first, it is necessary to discuss the absence of light, or darkness, 

not only because this is a necessary ingredient for exhibitions involving ultraviolet 

light, but also because darkness is inevitably tied to any consideration of light and its 

exhibitionary capacities. 
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Darkness, as the power dualistically opposed to light [….] as a dazzling 

envelope of pure and absolute light. (36, emphasis added) 

Hans Blumenberg, ―Light as a Metaphor for Truth‖ 

 

Throughout the world the shadow is considered an outgrowth of the 

object that casts it. (317) 

Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception 

 

 

Pictured below is a lethal weapon that is actually an artefact on display (fig. 4.1) from 

the Imperial War Museum‘s permanent collection under specialized illumination 

conditions, a lighting situation that is different from ambient daylight conditions. With 

only a cursory look, we as viewers see a missile and its larger shadow suspended in 

front of a wall on which the word ―peace?‖ is printed, although appearing as if it is a 

cast shadow. The missile‘s shadow in this image piques our attention and beckons 

contemplative consideration. Is it the boldness of the unsheathed weapon suspended 

above our heads, or rather the question mark after the word ―peace‖ that fascinates? 

For me, it is the enlarged shadow on the wall that is the most intriguing element of 

this group. The artefact, or rather its illumination, raises the question of how shadows 

may influence our perception. In particular, the more specific question arises how 

museums, their exhibition designers, and artists use shadow. The question of shadow 

perception and its meaning has been theorized in historical treatises, art and 

architectural theories, and in many artworks themselves, more so than light. 

Throughout the millennia, the rhetorical trope of shadow has often been used 

metaphorically. That is, it was used to convey messages, tell stories and teach lessons. 

In what follows, through the analysis of specific authors and artworks, I will 

demonstrate different ways in which shadows influence our perception. 
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Figure 4.1. Air-Launched Anti-Radar Missile (ALARM). Fully weighted exhibition round. Length: 4.24m. 

Diameter: 23cm. Span: 73cm. Weight: 268kg. Imperial War Museum North, UK: Inventory number 

MUN 4604. 

In this chapter, I first consider various sorts of shadow through the lens of 

noteworthy Renaissance and Enlightenment historical treatises, essays and artworks. I 

discuss these works primarily through the adroit framework of two authors: Victor 

Stoichita and Michael Baxandall. Secondly, I investigate the use of shadow in modern 

and contemporary artworks, as well as in museum displays. In this second section I 

consider a selected group of museum exhibits and artworks where shadow plays a 

prominent role. Through close analysis of various shadow-centred media, I contend 

that the use of shadow as tool does indeed affect viewers of contemporary museum 

environments, by influencing our perception of spaces and images. 
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Observing Shadows 

I understand the notion of visual perception as it connects to the effects of light in 

relation to shadow.1 For example, when I look at a work of art like a full-round 

marble sculpture such as Michelangelo Buonarroti‘s (1475-1564) David (1501-04) (fig. 

4.2), I acquire information in the form of visual stimuli from looking at the sculpture, 

and then processing that visual information, which tells me that the sculpture has 

three dimensions and, hence, occupies space. When I focus my vision on the 

contours, protrusions and recesses, I understand that the statue is not just an 

unremarkable smooth object, but that it has form and relief, made explicit by shadow. 

 

Figure 4.2. Michelangelo Buonarroti. David, 1501-04. 

                                                      
1 In art and the cognitive sciences, perception is defined as the process of acquiring and interpreting sensory 
information, which presupposes the selection and organization of the information received. The Oxford English 
Dictionary defines perception as ―receiving, collecting, action of taking possession, apprehension with the mind or 
senses.‖ 
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Shadow plays an important role in influencing the cerebral process of visual 

perception. Under normal ambient lighting conditions, darker areas of the sculpture 

are perceived as being closer to the core of the sculpture or further away from the 

light source, in contradistinction to the lighter areas which are understood as being 

closer to the surface or closer to the source of illumination. Unfortunately, during 

everyday encounters shadows are not usually cognitively engaged and human 

perception of shadow is often repressed. It requires us to make a special effort to 

focus our attention, which is assisted by favourable illumination conditions. In his 

article ―The Perspective of Shadows: The History of the Theory of Shadow 

Projection‖, Thomas Da Costa Kaufmann explains that: 

Because the eye adjusts to the brightest light in the field of vision by dilating or 

contracting the pupil, in very bright daylight it may contract the pupil to a level 

where enough light is let in to see, but not enough to produce a perceivable 

contrast of light in what is observed, to notice the difference between light and 

shadow. Even where shadows may be perceived, differences in perception of 

brightness constancy mean that there is no uniform attitude that an observer 

will take to a cast shadow. One may look at shadows, into them, or through 

them. (259) 

Although Kaufman is writing specifically about cast shadow, no uniform observer 

attitude can be distinguished with other sorts of shadow either. Because of this lack of 

a generalized attitude toward shadows, a viewer may adopt their own attitude. In other 

words, a viewer may choose to consciously ignore shadow or engage with it fully and 

contemplate its uses, causes and consequences. 

Shadows have occupied the thoughts and minds of humanity since they 

became cognitive beings. Beginning sometime during the Greek Republican epoch, 

shadows began to be used as rhetorical devises in literature to aid in telling a story, 

expressing a philosophical opinion or teaching a lesson. One particular trope in 

literature engages with the notion that losing your shadow can, in a sense, mean losing 

yourself, such as in the story of Peter Schlemihl.2 Many authors have taken the time to 

apply their interest and intellect to the observation of shadow. The depiction, 

description and articulation of shadow in exhibitions and artworks are the motivations 

of this chapter that will develop throughout, beginning here with Plato (c. 428-347 

BCE). 

                                                      
2 For an explanation of the story from a visual perspective see Stoichita, ―The story of Peter Schlemihl as seen through 
some of the illustrations‖ (172-186). 
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During the fourth century BCE Plato was engaged in writing what would 

become the acknowledged beginning of Western philosophy. This ―began with the 

turn away from the world of the senses to a suprasensual domain‖ (Silverman 1), from 

the ―realm of becoming to the realm of what is‖ (Plato qtd. in Silverman 1), a realm 

with shadow as a leitmotif. One of the rhetorical devises Plato employs is a cast 

shadow, a specific sort of shadow, and one that is produced in his famous case of the 

parable of the cave prisoners. Cast shadow ―is the shadow that is caused on the 

ground or elsewhere by the depicted object […]‖ writes Filippo Baldinucci (1624-97) 

in the first dictionary of artistic terms in 1681.3 ―Cast shadow also gives clues to the 

shape, direction, relative distance from the eye, and position of the source of light‖ 

(Kaufmann 49). In book seven of The Republic (514a-520a), Plato puts shadows on 

display and creates a perceptual sense of limited space through the deployment of 

these cast shadows.  

Kaja Silverman‘s account of the well-known story is useful for my 

understanding of the function of shadow in Plato‘s text: 

In this most famous of all philosophical allegories, a prisoner who has been 

imprisoned in a dark cave since childhood, and who spends his time looking at 

shadows cast on the wall in front of him by a complicated projection system, is 

released from his chains and delivered into the sunlight outside. (1) 4 

In World Spectators, she critiques Plato‘s association of light with good and shadow with 

bad. As Silverman engages the shadow inside the cave, Hans Blumenberg addresses 

the natural light outside the darkness of the Platonic envelope. In his essay, ―Light as a 

Metaphor for Truth: At the Preliminary Stage of Philosophical Concept Formation‖, 

Blumenberg credits Plato for being the first to demonstrate, by means of metaphors 

of light, that the splitting of the dualistic concept of light and darkness ―can be termed 

the naturalness of the connection between Being and truth‖ (32, emphasis in text). 

Writing about the ―naturalness‖ of light, Blumenberg argues that: 

In the Platonic allegory of the cave, it is said of the Idea of the Good – which 

figures there as the sun that puts everything in the light of Being – that [….] it is 

not itself a being, but rather something that stands out, in virtue of its dignity 

and strength, above beings. (33) 

                                                      
3 Filippo Baldinucci, Vocabolario Toscano dell'Arte del Disegno, nel quale si explicano i propri termini e voci, non solo della Pittura, 
Scultura, & Architettura; ma ancora di altre Arti a quelle subordinate, e che abbiano per fondamento il Disegno. ―Tuscan vocabulary 
of the art of design, in which are explained the particular words and expressions, not only of Painting, Sculpture and 
Architecture, but also of the other arts subordinate to them and which we posses fundamentally in Design‖, Florence 
1681 (quoted in Gombrich 6). 
4 Silverman refers here to one prisoner. However, Plato does indeed refer to multiple prisoners, which is the way the 
parable has been depicted throughout the history of art. 
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In a section entitled ―Excursus: The Cave‖, Blumenberg elaborates in a meditation the 

so-called world of the cave ―as a sphere in which Being and truth were lacking‖, 

through a discussion of Cicero (106BCE-43BCE), René Descartes (1596-1650) and 

Nicholas of Cusa (1401-64) (37). This lack of truth and splitting of the dualism has 

perceptual implications. 

Plato‘s allegory marked the beginning of the Western philosophical tradition, 

but my interest here is to bring attention to the cast shadows in order to show that the 

prisoners‘ perception of their enclosure is heavily influenced by shadow. In fact, their 

entire worldview was constructed with shadows – the absence of light and ―truth‖. 

Firelight, illuminating puppets carried along the path behind the prisoners, creates 

shadows whose images are projected on the wall of the cave opposite the prisoners. 

The shadows represent an evanescent, false depiction of reality and they allow the 

prisoners to identify a boundary of their enclosed space, which is actually a receiving 

surface for the shadows.  

 

Figure 4.3. Jan Saenredam, after Cornelis Corneliszoon van Haarlem. The Cave of Plato. Engraving, 1604. 

London British Museum. 

This allegory has been a recurrent theme in pictorial depictions. A 1604 

engraving by the Dutch printmaker and engraver Jan Saenredam (1565-1607), after 
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Cornelis Corneliszoon‘s ( 1562-1638) mystical recreation of the cave allegory, which 

has not survived, clearly depicts many aspects of the parable and places Light at the 

centre of the image (fig. 4.3). At the top right corner of the engraving, shadows of 

personifications appear, replacing the wood and stone object shadows of Plato‘s text. 

In a formal rather than a thematic way, the arched wall of the cave enhances the 

perception of space in the engraving through the use of shadow. In Shadows: The 

Depiction of Cast Shadows in Western Art, Ernst Gombrich considers this engraving as an 

―elaborate Christianised interpretation‖ of Plato‘s famous passage (18). 

Three hundred years after Plato, Pliny the Elder (23-79) discusses the origins 

of both painting and sculpture in book XXXV of his magnum opus Naturalis Historia, 

of which the first ten books were published in the year 77, two years before his death 

as a result of Mount Vesuvius‘ eruption. Although the time and place of its origin is 

disputed, Pliny states that, ―all agree that it began with tracing an outline around a 

man‘s shadow‖ (Pliny quoted in Stoichita 11).5 The tracing of a man‘s shadow also 

creates space, a two-dimensional space delineated by the outline or silhouette of the 

sitter that was to become the space of painting. In figure 4.4 the Plinian tale is 

depicted by Eduard Daege (1805-83) in his painting The Invention of Painting (1832). 

Here, a sharp-edged encircling cast shadow is projected onto a garden wall on which I 

see an encapsulating shadowy space. Simply by tracing the outline of the sitter‘s 

shadow, the female figure has created a perceivable two-dimensional space.  

Some pages further in the same book of the Naturalis Historia Pliny discusses 

the origin of sculpture. He writes: 

It was through the service of that same earth that modelling portraits from clay 

was first invented by Butades, a potter of Sicyon, at Corinth. He did this owing 

to his daughter, who was in love with a young man; and she, when he was 

going abroad, drew in the outline on the wall the shadow of his face thrown by 

the lamp. Her father pressed clay on this and made a relief, which he hardened 

[….]. (Pliny qtd. in Stoichita 11) 

                                                      
5 All quotations in Stoichita of Pliny‘s Natural History are taken from the Loeb Classical Library version by H. Rackman 
(Cambridge, MA and London, 1952). 
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Figure 4.4. Eduard Daege. The Invention of Painting. 1832. Oil on canvas. National Gallery, Berlin. 
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The shadow of the same young man stands at the origination of depicted depth, the 

three-dimensional depth of a sculptural object occupying space. Hence, we may say 

that according to these myths at least, a shadow stood at the origin of both sculpture 

and painting, or drawing. Is there a relation between this notion of shadow and the 

traditional interpretation of mimesis as imitation?6 The notion that art has to imitate 

life runs counter to Plato‘s notion that art is an inferior imitation of an ideal world, as 

conveyed in the idea that the shadow lacks truth. The technique and the subject 

matter depicted in the Daege painting show clearly that the inscribed shadow is only 

an imitation because the interior is simply black and not a realistic flesh-like depiction 

of the head of her lover. Paradoxically, the shadow is simultaneously an inferior 

generic imitation and a finely-outlined realistic depiction of an actual person. In the 

painting, shadow thus straddles the artistic divide between realistic and stylized 

depictions. 

During the medieval centuries the depiction of shadows in painting almost 

completely vanished. At the dawn of the Renaissance shadow once again became a 

topic of study in connection with the invention of linear perspective. Based on 

evidence in a letter of 1413, Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446) is credited with this 

invention. In the Science of Art, Martin Kemp explains that linear perspective ―is a 

system for recording the configuration of light rays on a plane as they proceed from 

an object to the eye in a pyramidal pattern‖ (342). This type of drawing or painting 

produces – on a two-dimensional surface (the picture plane) – the illusion of a three-

dimensional scene. Fourteenth-century artists in Italy had indeed developed a variety 

of stratagems for evoking space and depicting solid forms, but it was not until the 

early-fifteenth century that the system became based on systematic techniques subject 

to rules. It is at this point in the development of art where the depiction of shadow, 

particularly cast shadow, became supremely important for the creation of illusionistic 

space. 

Leon Battista Alberti‘s (1404-72) De Pictura (1435), ―the first classic 

Renaissance statement of the principles of perspective [….]‖ mentions little about cast 

shadows (Kaufmann 261). What it does mention is the importance of the light of 

heavenly bodies, which provided much of the impetus for the coming theoretical 

investigations of cast shadows. Alberti writes, in speaking of the ―reception of lights‖: 

Some are of stars, such as the sun and the moon and the morning-star, others 

of lamps and fire. There is a great difference between them, for the light of 

stars makes shadows exactly the same size as bodies, while the shadows from 

                                                      
6 This is not the best interpretation of mimesis. See Bal (1982) who interprets it as representation. 
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fire are larger than the bodies. A shadow is made when rays of light are 

intercepted. (52) 

Kaufmann suggests that shadows were investigated apart from perspective and that 

their study belonged to the intellectual tradition of astronomy. The study of heavenly 

bodies and the examination of shadow find their amalgamation in one of the most 

celebrated writers of the Renaissance, Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519). 

 

Renaissance Shadow 

During the last decades of the fifteenth century, the perception of shadow was 

occupying a great Renaissance mind; Leonardo was engrossed in working out his 

views on vision, light and shadow as it pertained to the art of painting and the 

scientific investigation of the natural sciences. He was called uneducated by many of 

his contemporaries because of his lack of fluency in Latin, the language popular in 

scientific circles at that time. Born in Tuscany, Leonardo moved with his family to 

Florence in the 1460s where he was apprenticed to the artist Andrea del Verrocchio 

(c.1435-88). In 1472 Leonardo was allowed to enter the painters‘ guild during which 

time he carried out a number of commissions. After he migrated to Milan around 

1483, he completed a number of artistic, architectural, and engineering projects for the 

Sforza court (Lindberg 155). ―Shadow is the privation of light‖, proclaims Leonardo 

in the Codex Atlanticus (c. 1478-1518), the largest collection of Leonardo‘s manuscript 

sheets containing various texts, as well as autographed illustrations of his empirical 

experiments involving light and shadow.7 But according to Michael Baxandall in 

Shadows and Enlightenment it was during the period 1490-93 that Leonardo‘s work on 

shadow and light came to a crescendo.8 By analyzing Leonardo‘s annotated and 

(re)arraigned empirical work on shadow, I hope to give insight into the ways different 

sorts of shadow influence our perception.9 

                                                      
7 In its present arrangement, after the restoration work carried out in the 1960s, the codex consists of 1119 sheets. It 
contains studies related to the entire range of Leonardo‘s interest in science and technology, together with architectural 
projects, town planning, biographical records and personal notes. 
8 This author, among others, suggests reading the appendix of Baxandall‘s Shadows and Enlightenment dedicated to 
Leonardo first, before reading the individual chapters of this seminal work. The other important recent work on the 
subject of shadow is Victor I. Stoichita‘s A Short history of the Shadow. It should be noted here that these two volumes 
were being prepared at approximately the same time, and therefore each author had very limited knowledge of the 
other‘s research. 
9 Editors Martin Kemp and Margret Walker‘s Leonardo on Painting is the first English-language book to thematically 
organize much of Leonardo‘s known work. In many cases Leonardo gives no headings or subdivisions to his works. 
Kemp and Walker have created them for their English translation of his work, which are identified here by setting 
their improvised titles within quotation marks. 
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In addition to the Codex Atlanticus, the Codex Urbinas Latinus 10 and the 

manuscript known as the Ashburnham II codex also feature text and illustrations 

regarding shadow. In the Codex Atlanticus Leonardo makes seven propositions 

beginning with a preamble, which can be considered as a treatise on shadow.11 It is 

important to quote him in extenso because of the poetical character of the writing and 

to facilitate an understanding of a Renaissance mindset regarding shadow. What I 

consider the preamble of Leonardo‘s ―introduction to shadow‖ concerns figurative 

shadow in Renaissance perspective painting. He describes shadow as: 

[….] the privation of light. Shadows appear to me to be supremely necessary in 

perspective, since without them opaque and solid bodies will be ill defined. 

Those features that are located within their boundaries – and their boundaries 

themselves – will be ill defined if they do not end against a background of a 

colour different from that of the body. (97) 12 

Perspective provides the viewer with an illusion of distance and Leonardo claims that 

the boundaries and features of figures in perspective paintings will be ―ill defined‖ if 

they are not set off from the background through the use of shadow.  

One way in which shadow influences perception is through the propagation 

of perspectival space. Perspective painting is the art of drawing objects on a planar 

surface so as to give the same impression of relative position, size, or distance, as the 

actual objects do when viewed from a particular point of sight. Kemp defines 

perspective in ―Appendix 1‖: ―At its simplest, linear perspective is a system for 

recording the configuration of light rays on a plane as they proceed from an object to 

the eye in a pyramidical pattern‖ (342). The point being that the technique of 

perspective painting creates the illusion of space, based on geometrical proportional 

manipulation. When figurative shadows are included in the composition, the 

manipulative effect is increased dramatically. 

Leonardo‘s first proposition pertains to attached shadow, where shadows 

created by opaque solids remain attached to the object. 

And on this account I propound my first proposition on shadows: I state in this 

manner that every opaque body will be encircled and its surfaces clothed in 

shadows and lights, and on this basis I will found my first book. (97) 

In his first proposition, Leonardo puts forth the suggestion that shadows and lights 

envelop opaque bodies. Completed in the late-1470s, this drapery study (fig. 4.5) for a 
                                                      
10 Francesco Melzi compiled this codex after Leonardo‘s death in 1519 from eighteen notebooks, of which only seven 
are known to have survived. This codex currently resides in the collection of the Vatican museum.  
11 Five of which I address in the present study. 
12 Leonardo‘s use of the term ―body‖ is not limited to the human body, but includes all opaque solid objects such as 
spheres and other geometrical solids. 
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seated figure illustrates Leonardo‘s first proposition pictorially as well as 

metaphorically. In the figure below shadow gives the illusion of depth in the folds of 

the drapery. Shadow as tool is being applied to the picture plane to conjure up the 

impression of recession. That is to say, the inner parts of the folds recede away from 

the light. Pictorially, the surface of the drapery is ―encircled‖ and ―clothed‖ by light 

and shadow (97). 

 

Figure 4.5. Leonardo da Vinci. Drapery study for a seated figure. Late-1470s. Brush and grey tempera, 

highlighted with white on grey prepared linen. Musée du Louvre. 
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The drapery clothes or shrouds the body, which is in its turn supporting the 

drapery. In each of the folds of the drapery there is a privation of light where shadows 

assist in the creation of perceived space. 

In his second proposition Leonardo is concerned with self-shadow and shading: 

In addition to this, these shadows are in themselves of varying degrees of 

darkness because they represent the loss of varying quantities of luminous rays, 

and these I term original shadows, because, being the first shadows, they clothe 

the bodies to which they are attached […]. (97) 

He names the shadows that fall directly upon the body ―original shadow‖. In Shadows 

and Enlightenment Michael Baxandall equates Leonardo‘s term ―original shadow‖ with 

the current vernacular term ―self shadow‖ (152). Baxandall codifies Leonardo‘s 

concept of original shadow: 

The main point about the original self-shadow is that it is not just the self-

occluded surface of an object but is original or originating in the sense of being 

the source of derived shadow rather as an ―original light‖ is the source of rays 

of light: original shadow emits shadowing rays. Apart from its shadow-emitting 

property, there are two other peculiar characteristics about original shadow. 

Intrinsically it has the same value all over, unlike derived shadow and shading, 

which vary in intensity from here to there. And it clings to the object: move a 

sphere in light and the self-shadow may move on the surface of the object but 

will always be there. (152; emphasis added) 

An illustration of a conveniently heavy-featured man after Leonardo from the lost 

Libro A drawn around 1508, depicting light falling on a face, clearly illustrates 

Leonardo‘s conception of original shadow (fig. 4.6). Original, or self-shadow can be 

observed on the upper lip which is occluded from the light source by the nose, and 

again on the neck, where the shadow is caused by the protruding chin. Self-shadow 

affects the way the human visual system organizes sensory information by creating a 

perceptual sense of depth, making objects, or facial features, appear further away. The 

perception of self-shadow also gives visual clues as to the location of a light source. In 

figure 4.6 the radiant lines emanating from the drawn light source (A) denote the 

position of the source. 
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Figure 4.6. After Leonardo da Vinci. c. 1508, Light falling on a face. Vatican Library, Rome. Codex Urbinas 

Latinus, folio 219 recto, from lost Libro A (Baxandall 2, Fig. 3). 

At the beginning of the second proposition Leonardo discusses the concept 

of shading, or the ―varying degrees of darkness‖, as he calls it, and provides a diagram 

(97). In this diagram Leonardo depicts light entering from a window above that falls 

upon a suspended sphere. He postulates that: ―Every light which falls on opaque 

bodies between equal angles produces the first degree of brightness and that will be 

darker which receives it by less equal angles [….]‖ (111).  

In Leonardo‘s third proposition he is concerned not with shadow on a 

surface, but with the shadowy volume of an atmospheric field: 

From these original shadows there arise shadowy rays which are transmitted 

throughout the air, and these are of a quality corresponding to the variety of the 

original shadows from which they are derived. And on this account I will call 
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these shadows derived shadows, because they have their origins in other 

shadows [.…]. (97) 

These shadows are derived from another shadow, in other words, a shadow of a 

shadow. Leonardo considers them ―derived‖ because they come into existence 

because of another kind of shadow. Baxandall notes that: 

Derived shadow attenuates in intensity as it distances itself from its origin: this 

is seen as the expression of a general natural principal whereby things weaken 

as they leave their sources, rather than a result of the progressive intervention 

of reflected light [….]. (153) 

 

Figure 4.7. Leonardo da Vinci. c. 1492. Depiction of derived shadow based on Ashburnham II, folio 22 

recto. Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 

In figure 4.7, extracted from the Ashburnham II codex, we see a drawing by Leonardo 

depicting a beam of light seen colliding with a sphere. The beam of light with the 

same diameter as the sphere originates from the left, arrives at the surface of the 

sphere, creates the discernable ―original shadow‖ on the occluded side of the sphere, 

and then emits the ―shadowy rays‖ Leonardo writes about. 

In his fourth postulate Leonardo is concerned with cast shadow, although he 

does not name it as such: 

Again, these derived shadows, where they strike other things, make varied 

effects in accordance with the places at which they make their impact; this topic 

comprises the fourth book. (97) 

Cast shadow is something we tend to think of as being cast or projected onto another 

surface like our own shadow seen on the ground. However, it can manifest itself on 

the same body. Again, it is Baxandall who notes: 

We are less likely to think of the shadow on the far side of a concave like the 

Leonardo man‘s neck as cast, partly because it is phenomenally almost 

continuous with the other sort of shadow under his chin. Indeed, we might 

think of the whole shadowed concave from chin to neck as attached shadow, for 
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the good reason that it is on the object, not thrown, (or detached) onto some 

other surface. (4; emphasis in text) 

Attached shadows are cast also and the two terms cannot be used interchangeably. 

Therefore, applying the separate terms appropriately is a prudent course of action to 

follow. Although Leonardo clearly intended to write entire books on these subjects, it 

appears that he did not.13 

Leonardo‘s work on shadow is relevant to my study of shadow in museums 

because of his interest in the way the privation of light affects human perception. I 

speculate that the sorts of shadows such as Leonardo defines them – cast, attached, 

original or self-shadow – affects to a great degree our perception of works of art and 

other intentionally exhibited objects such as the ALARM missile. 

During the Renaissance period, the concept of shadow had been studied 

empirically and travelled from scientific investigations in the natural sciences to artistic 

studies and to alchemic studies. One such study involved a mystical memory system 

devised by Giordano Bruno (1548-1600), a member of the Dominican Order in 1582. 

In his book Shadows he discusses ―shadows of ideas‖, which are to be the basis for 

Bruno‘s Hermetic memory system.14 ―In fact the star images are the ‗shadows of 

ideas‘, shadows of reality which are nearer to reality than the physical shadows in the 

lower world‖ (Yates 216). This resembles Plato‘s notion of the shadow and moves 

away from the mimesis-idea of shadow. Clearly, Bruno is writing about shadow in a 

metaphorical sense. He was burned at the stake as a heretic and is seen by some as the 

first martyr to the cause of free thought, a viewpoint that holds that beliefs should be 

formed on the basis of science and logical principles.15 During this period, the interest 

in the physical phenomena of shadow often manifested itself in negative metaphoric 

expressions of shadow. Shadow was symbolically associated during the Renaissance 

period with ignorance and bad tidings. However, the physical phenomena of shadow 

would occupy scientific minds well into the age of Enlightenment. 

 

Enlightenment Shadow 

Physical shadows and the perception of them become important issues from the 

outset of the Enlightenment period. In 1689 John Locke (1632-1704) framed 

succinctly the issue of how humans ―achieve a perception of the three-dimensional 

world from the two-dimensional array of stimulations on the retina‖ in the form of a 

                                                      
13 Kemp notes in Leonardo on Painting that ―although it is not possible to classify the surviving notes according to this 
scheme, the general sense of Leonardo‘s arrangement has been followed‖ (285 n259). 
14 De umbris idearum … Ad internam scripturam, & non vulgares per memoriam operationes explicates, Paris, 1582 in Opere latine, 
Ed. F. Fiorentino , et al. Naples and Florence: 1879-91, II (i), pp. 73-217 (Yates 201). 
15 For more on this aspect of Bruno see The Pope and the Heretic (2006) by Michael White. 
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question: ―On what basis do we perceive that what the eye receives as a specifically 

shadowed circle is really a solid sphere?‖ (Baxandall 17). Experience, was his answer. 

In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) Locke claimed that what our eyes 

receive as a specifically shaded circle is perceived as a solid sphere because we have 

learned from empirical experience. Experience with shadowed circles in conjunction 

with spheres touched and identified as solids, ―leads us to judge shadowed circles to 

be caused by solid spheres‖ (18). 

Making an informed guess and an inference about the cause facilitates 

perception. However, we cannot rely solely on our visual perception; tactile 

perception is also required to smooth the progress of comprehension. Baxandall 

remarks that Locke‘s newly formed empiricist formation of perception was radical, 

and he further dramatized the issue by making an addition to the second edition of his 

book. This was a passage where Locke reported a letter from the now famous William 

Molyneux (1656-98), which has come to be known as Molyneux‘s Problem, or 

Molyneux‘s Question, and even Molyneux‘s Query. Whatever its name, it seemed to 

encapsulate Locke‘s notion of experiential perception. The abridged passage is as 

follows: 

Suppose a Man born blind, and now adult, and taught by his touch to distinguish between a 

Cube, and a Sphere of the same metal, and nighly of the same bigness, so as to tell when he felt 

one and t’other, which is the Cube, which the Sphere. Suppose then the Cube and Sphere 

placed on a Table, and the Blind man to be made to see. Quaere, Whether by his sight, before 

be touch’d them, he could now distinguish, and tell, which is the Globe, which the Cube? […]. 

(2nd edition, 1694, II. ix. 8. Locke and Molyneux quoted in Baxandall 19, 

emphasis in text) 

This case, as Baxandall points out, emblematizes the ―power of the shadow‖, which 

causes a shaded circle, through visual and tactile experience, to be perceived as a 

sphere (20). After experiencing the tactile and visual qualities of the bodies, the newly 

sighted man will now perceive shaded circles as three-dimensional spheres. Locke 

argues that before the blind man who was made to see could distinguish between the 

sphere and cube, he would first need to touch them in order to gain the tactile 

experience needed to differentiate between the two Plutonic solids. In other words, he 

would have to feel the circle that appears shaded, in order to perceive it as a multi 

dimensional sphere. 
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Figure 4.8. Roger de Piles. 1708. Flat circles variously shadowed. ―Cours de peinture par principles‖ (Baxandall 

16, fig. 7). 
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In a particularly gripping way Locke framed the issue of how we achieve a 

perception of the three-dimensional world from the two-dimensional array of 

stimulations on the retina of the human eye. Learned experience through vision in 

conjunction with touch enables us to differentiate between two-dimensional planar 

surfaces and three-dimensional objects. Figure 4.8, an engraving by Roger de Piles 

(1635-1709) from 1708, illustrates the concept of specifically shaded circles which 

allows us to perceive them as spheres because we know through experience that 

circles shaded in such a manner are three-dimensional spheres in the physical world in 

which we live. I wish to highlight here that the shaded spheres – drawn on a flat 

surface – emphasize the issue of pictorial depth and are not perceived as being two-

dimensional, but fully round and sphere-like.  

Molyneux‘s Problem was not to be definitively answered in such short order; 

the Problem was freshened, thickened and enriched throughout the eighteenth 

century by many luminaries of the age of Enlightenment. The one technique that is 

crucial to the depiction of shadow and the illusion of relief on a two-dimensional 

surface is chiaroscuro. Chiaroscuro is the Italian term used to refer to the distribution of 

light and dark tones with which artists imitate light and shadow. And by extension, it 

also refers to variations of shade and light falling on sculpture and architecture, as a 

result of illumination.  

To me, two painters in particular exemplify this tradition: Michelangelo da 

Caravaggio (1571-1610) and Joseph Wright of Derby (1734-1797). Caravaggio‘s 

expertise was a radical Baroque naturalism that combined close physical observation 

with a dramatically theatrical use of chiaroscuro, exemplified by his Christ at the Column 

(c. 1607) (fig. 4.9). In this work, Caravaggio uses light to direct attention to the pivotal 

aspects of the composition. Alternatively, shadow and darkness enable him to use 

light dramatically by creating a steep contrast gradient between the foreground and 

background. 
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Figure 4.9. Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio. Christ at the Column. c.1607. Musée des Beaux Arts, Rouen. 

Chiaroscuro had been practiced for many years, but it was Caravaggio who 

made the technique exceptional, by darkening the shadows and transfixing the painted 

subject in a blinding shaft of light.16 Wright on the other hand is associated with the 

age of scientific enlightenment and industrial revolution with such paintings as An 

Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump (1768) and A Philosopher giving that Lecture on the 

Orrery (1766) (fig. 4.10). Both artists could produce successful paintings that included 

areas that ranged from blindingly bright subjects to the blackest recesses of pictorial 

depth. 

De Piles‘ engraving illustrates both senses in which chiaroscuro was used 

during the eighteenth century. The first is ―the working of light and shade in the 

world‖ and the second is ―the artistic arrangement of light and shade in pictures‖ 

                                                      
16 For an examination of Caravaggio‘s work that is informed by cultural analysis in relation to contemporary artworks 
see Bal 1999b. See also Itay Sapir‘s Early Baroque Tenebrist Painting: An Epistemological Interpretation. Unpublished PhD 
dissertation, ASCA, 2007. 
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(Baxandall 76). In de Piles‘ engraving (figs. 1, 2 & 4 in his image; my fig. 4.8) circles 

are shaded to represent spheres illuminated by an unseen but perceivable light source, 

originating beyond the frame coming from the top right. In figure 2 of the engraving, 

a single sphere is depicted illustrating various degrees of shading. On the occluded 

side of the sphere self-shadow is depicted, as well as projected shadow appearing on 

the surface on which the sphere rests. The other sense in which chiaroscuro was used 

during this period is seen in figure 3 of de Piles‘ engraving. This figure depicts a bunch 

of grapes still on the vine composed of the same shaded circles, but it also illustrates 

the artistic arrangement of light and shade over the surface of the entire picture plane.  

 

Figure 4.10. Joseph Wright of Derby. A Philosopher giving that Lecture on the Orrery, 1766. Museum and Art 

Gallery Derby, UK. 

This one page depicts the three-value scale of lights, half tones and shadow 

that was prevalent during the eighteenth century. But it was in Méthode pour apprendre le 

dessein, the 1755 illustrated handbook on painting by Charles-Antoine Jombert (1712-

84), where an important summary on shadow appeared in conjunction with 

corresponding technical illustrations. This handbook was a revised publication based 
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on the anonymously published Nouvelle Méthode pour apprendre à dessiner sans maître, 

attributed to Jombert. In a footnote attributed to Jombert‘s close friend, Charles-

Nicolas Cochin (1715-90), the eighteenth-century‘s obsession with shadow was clearly 

articulated. Baxandall derives from this note his own questions: 

The eighteenth-century issues emerging from Jombert-Cochin‘s footnote can 

be generalized as follows: What can be said about the outline form of shadows? 

And how rigorously can it be said? How do light‘s complex ways of operating, 

particularly reflection and refraction, bear on the character of shadow? What 

determines the different intensities of different shadows in the same array? 

What about different kinds of lighting, focused and diffused? What happens to 

object colours within shadow? And why do shadows sometimes themselves 

appear coloured? (79-80) 

Because the answers to Baxandall‘s questions will aid my investigation of the 

operations of light and shadow, I will endeavour to answer them one by one. This will 

assist in creating a rhetorical toolbox with which I can analyze my cases. 

―What can be said about the outline form of shadows? And how rigorously 

can it be said?‖ The edges of shadows are not definitive. As Baxandall has it, there are 

―multicoloured fringes associated with shadow edges‖ (82). In fact, there are 

successively fainter and narrower streaks of white light at the edges of shadows. ―How 

do light‘s complex ways of operating, particularly reflection and refraction, bear on the 

character of shadow?‖ In Physico-Mathesis de Lumine, Coloribus, et Iride (1665), Francesco-

Maria Grimaldi (1618-63), experimenting with the behaviour of light, claimed that 

light has four operational modes of movement, all of which bear on the character of 

shadow. Direct light consists of light waves that are unimpeded in their directional flow. 

However, Enlightenment observers had either a particle conception or fluid 

conception of light; the wave theory was still to be promulgated. Grimaldi 

understands refraction as the apparent bending of light when it ―passes from one sort of 

physical medium to another‖ (80). In addition, he observes that light is propagated by 

reflection, where the phenomenon of light is thrown back, or reflected after striking a 

solid surface. And the last operational mode of light movement he distinguishes is 

diffraction. This is the breaking up of a beam of light into a series of light and dark 

bands (in the case of monochromatic light), or into coloured spectra (in the case of 

white or other composite light). The occurrence is due to the interference of the rays 

when deflected from their original straight course. The last two, reflection and 

diffraction, have the most remarkable implications for shadow, for Baxandall‘s and for 

my own analysis of shadow operations. Reflection has pertinent implications because 

it can determine shadow intensity and at the same time plays a variously great role in 
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the colour of shadows. Impassioned shadow watcher J.H.S. (Privé) Formey (1711-97), 

the author of the article ―Ombre‖ (Shadows) in Dennis Diderot‘s (1713-84) 

Encyclopédie writes: 

Unvarying laws as ancient as the world itself make the light of one body spring 

back on to another body, and from this successively on to a third, and then 

continuously on others, like as many cascades; though always with progressive 

reductions in strength, from one stage of falling to another. (qtd. in Baxandall 

81) 

An analogy can be drawn between the bounce of light beams from surface to surface 

and the bounce of a ball that has successive reductions in energy after each bounce. 

Reflections of light also diminish after each successive bounce.  

The operational mode of reflected light movement could also be applied to 

answer the third question: ―What determines the different intensities of different 

shadows in the same array?‖ When light is reflected from surface to surface it reduces 

the intensities of different shadows. This particular question is taken up by the 

engraver Charles-Nicolas Cochin (1715-90) with the publication of his Dissertation sur 

l’effet de la Lumière dans les Ombres (1757), a written text taken from a lecture he gave in 

1753 at the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture in Paris.  

The fourth question: ―What about different kinds of lighting, focused and 

diffused?‖ hinges on the different types of sources of light, which in turn impacts the 

edges of shadows. Focused, sharp-edged beams of light produce sharper-edged 

shadows, but even they have perceptible white streaks of light at their edges. Let me 

remind the reader here that the sources of artificial light during this period were 

restricted to light emitted by a flame from tallow, wax or oil, which generally produces 

diffused edges. However, through the use of various optical devises such as prisms 

and ground glasses, experimenters could produce light with varying degrees of edge 

sharpness, and by extension, shadow edge sharpness also varied. 

Through an analysis of shadow from antiquity to the Enlightenment, I have 

brought into focus various aspects of shadow formation that often escape our notice. 

The aim of which was to equip myself with an analytical toolbox with which I can 

investigate shadow. I have also foregrounded the ambiguities and complexities of 

shadow in relation to human perception and the creation of space in an endeavour to 

lay bare shadow phenomena and set the theoretical groundwork for the cases that 

follow. In the next section I will discuss the shadow as tool in association with 

twentieth- and twenty-first-century artworks and museum displays. 
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Shadow Frames 

In this section I analyse so-called framing shadows, that is to say, shadows that are 

displayed and which frame an exhibited object. The first of several examples discussed 

below is the shadow that is created by the display of a military missile (fig. 4.1). The 

second is a shadow that appears in artist Constantin Brancusi‘s (1876-1957) 

photograph of his sculpture Prometheus (1911). Next, I return to the work of Janssens. 

The last example is the shadow created by a deceivingly precise abstract metal 

sculpture entitled Jet by Larry Kagan (1946-). Common to all the examples is the 

unifying thread of exhibition. The shadows appear as part of the artwork rather than a 

mere effect of the placement of the objects.  In the previous chapter, I suggested that 

ultraviolet light functioned in both ways; not only does it make unseen aspects of 

artworks visible, but it is also a necessary constituent of the artwork. In chapter two, I 

argued that the shadowy parts of the Dangerous Liaisons exhibition receive less 

attention. In contradistinction, in this chapter, shadow takes centre stage, so to speak, 

and I demonstrate that it too has a specific function. These shadows, in different 

contexts, are placed to be seen and in turn frame the objects on display. As such, they 

produce meaning through their rhetorical effect. I analyse the operation of shadows 

deployed within an exhibitionary context. 

Frames are basic structures that restrain our cognitive faculties and affect our 

perception. They limit visual representations of reality and can be physical or temporal 

in nature. Familiar museological frames include the frame around a painting or the 

fortified edges of a transparent vitrine containing precious artefacts. These types of 

frames define physical and visual borders; they define the viewer‘s vision in relation to 

the artefact on display. I would like to suggest that light frames objects by highlighting 

or obscuring their features while creating a perceived contrast between object and 

background. Light is a typical form of framing as well. Familiar types of light-frames 

are theatrical followspots that frame a stage performer, and military searchlights that 

frame enemy aircrafts in the sky.17 Similarly, light frames in a museological 

environment include the effect produced by shuttered luminaries to shape or texturize 

the beam, as well as any specialized lighting situation that actively conditions our 

perception of an exhibit or whole exhibition. All displays are, in some way or another, 

encased in light.  

Therefore, I would like to advance the idea that light and shadow can be used 

as a rhetorical frame. When light frames are directed onto objects, a shadow frame 

often results. The shadow frame and the light frame are akin to one another in a 

                                                      
17 For more on the military use of spotlights see Kittler‘s, ―A Short History of the Spotlight‖. 
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complementary way, that is, they can be seen as two sides of a single coin. I contend 

that the theoretical searchlight of framing enables us to hear what is ―metaphorically‖ 

spoken by the shadow as tool, in Bal‘s sense of the term. As a verb and as a concept 

―framing‖ can be understood as an act that ―produces an event‖ (2002: 135).  In 

Travelling Concepts, Bal constructs three arguments for the use of the concept of 

framing, which involve context, event making and time or duration.18 Frames help us 

to interpret meanings, but create them as well.  In addition, they never stand by 

themselves; they are constructed by an encounter between the viewer and the 

exhibited object, and as such framing is a process of selective control over our 

perception. It also defines how an element of rhetoric is ―packaged‖ so to speak. In 

the introduction to his book Framing the Sign, Jonathan Culler explains that ―framing is 

something we do [….]‖, it is an act, something which is enacted (ix). Correspondingly, 

Bal suggests that ―[t]he act of framing […] produces an event […] in the present, the 

here and now; and the agent of framing is framed in turn‖ (2002: 135). Bal thus 

suggests that the frame is an organizing structure with which to focus upon a certain 

aspect or meaning of an artefact or exhibition. Whereas most framing is highly visible 

(picture frames, theatre stage and curtains, display cabinets), light as a framing device 

often goes unnoticed and it can be difficult to tell whether light is part of the artwork, 

part of its framing or an accidental environmental factor.  

The event of viewing an artefact within a specifically lit environment in a 

museum takes place in the present; museum viewers experience this event from 

certain culturally determined frames of reference. The verb form ―framing‖ predicates 

objects in time, space and aspect (Bal 137), that is to say, it situates the artefact in the 

physical world, yet setting it apart. This new perspective on framing is at the forefront 

of contemporary cultural analysis as well as of communication and media studies. 

Artist Larry Kagan considers a frame to be ―a visual stage; it can be seen either as a 

window out into deep space or as a finite universe that does not extend beyond the 

frame‘s border‖ (162). We consciously and subconsciously frame in order to see an 

object or artefact more clearly and in a so-called different light.  

I adopt the concept of framing in this section in order to investigate how 

shadow as tool influences our perception of pictorial and exhibitionary spaces. 

Concepts travel from one artistic or academic field to another – often changing, 

morphing or acquiring additional baggage along their journey. The analytical concept 

of framing is one of these continually morphing concepts that move through 

disciplinary fields such as literary studies, art, art history, and now here to a 

                                                      
18 ―Framing‖ (Bal 2002: 133-173). 
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museological investigation. I am going to let this concept travel a little further into 

museum studies in my analysis of shadow. Frames are brought to bear on, or ―frame 

up‖ cultural objects in order to bring them into focus and meaning. Regarding the act 

of framing, Bal argues that: ―historical […] experience infuses subjects in the present 

with the temporal density that ‗history‘ provides‖ (153). This explanation is useful to 

illustrate the active nature of framing artworks and artefacts in the present using 

shadow. 

The artefact illustrated in figure 4.1 is an Air-Launched Anti-Radar (ALARM) 

Missile measuring 4.24 meters in length, 23 centimetres in diameter, has a wingspan of 

73 centimetres, and weighs 268 kilograms. This particular one (Imperial War Museum 

Inventory # MUN 4604) is a fully weighted, non-operational munition intended only 

for exhibition purposes.19 Its nose cone is red, its wings are black and the body is 

painted white. When fully operational, this missile destroys radar defences, thereby 

providing support to attack aircraft while penetrating hostile air defences. The missile 

is suspended above the heads of the viewers, its nose is pointed to the left, and it is 

placed close to where viewers of the museum enter the main gallery. However, it is the 

shadow on the adjacent wall that is the element of the composition under analysis 

here. 

As an effect of the illumination, the lighting generates a readily detectable cast 

shadow on the wall that, I contend, should be considered as a frame for the missile as 

artefact. In addition, what Leonardo calls original shadow in his second proposition is 

evident and blankets the missile. The cast shadow is easily detectable because of the 

contrast between the perceived brightness of the white wall and the dark space created 

by the privation of light caused by the missile. I consider the shadow a framing 

element, firstly, because it creates a backdrop against which to view the missile. 

Spatially speaking, the missile is ―in front of‖ its shadow, which perceptually thrusts 

the missile into the foreground of the exhibit. My analysis considers the shadow as a 

(framing) tool, first in a physical sense and then in a metaphorical sense. 

Physically, there is a space between the receiving wall on which the shadow 

resides and the hanging missile. This distance, in conjunction with the placement of 

the luminaires, accounts for the greater size of the shadow. A two-dimensional space 

is created and delineated by the relatively sharp-edged shadow cast on the receiving 

wall. This makes the shadow an easily recognizable outcropping of the missile because 

of its shape, its proximity to the artefact and the fact that it appears in the same visual 

                                                      
19 Exhibition purposes are not limited to only museum exhibitions, but also include political functions and military 
parades. 
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array. Perceptually speaking, we unquestioningly admit that the missile ―causes‖ the 

shadow. The directionality of the source of light in relation to the viewer can be 

practically observed by the size and position of the attached- and cast-shadows and 

also by the shading or ―various degrees of darkness‖ (Leonardo 97), as I mentioned 

above.  

As a result, two sorts of space are created by this framing shadow. The first is 

a pictorial space where the silhouette of the missile is projected onto a surface. It is, in 

fact, a realistic projection with little distortion and a moderately sharp edge. Uniform 

intensity of darkness across the shadow is apparent. These characteristics aid our 

perception of the cohesive whole image of the shadow, instead of a cacophony of 

individual geometric shapes of which the shadow is constituted. The second sort of 

space created by the shadow is a kind of metaphorical space that the missile inhabits. 

The printed word ―peace?‖ that appears to be a cast shadow indicates or produces this 

metaphorical reading by asking a question with the use of a single punctuation mark, a 

mark that punctuates the metaphor where the descriptive word (peace) is transferred 

to the object (shadow and missile). Moreover, the appearance suggests that the missile 

itself asks this question rhetorically, since the word ―Peace?‖ appears as a shadow of 

the missile even if this is not actually the case. 

Another message conveyed by the framing shadow is the notion of flight. In 

combat, missiles fly through the air in search of their target. In this exhibit, we may 

say that the missile metaphorically flies through the carefully orchestrated perceptual 

space of the museum environment with the aid of its shadow frame. This installation 

technique accentuates and conveys to the viewer the impression of flight. 

The missile and its shadow are not the same size. The shadow is greater 

because of the alignment of the artefact in relation to the light source and the 

receiving surface. Larger than the missile, the silhouette can be read as ―over-

shadowing‖ the missile itself. Because shadow is associated with death, and the 

shadow is larger than the missile, I speculate that the curators of the exhibit seek to 

convey that weapons such as the ALARM missile do not facilitate peace, but rather its 

opposite. In traditional metaphors of light, peace is equated with light and darkness 

with war. In this artwork, however, it is as though the shadow reveals the ―truth‖ of 

the object, running counter to the traditional metaphor and to Plato‘s influential view 

on the shadow. 

As I mentioned in the introduction to this study, metaphors of light and 

shadow abound throughout history, and this particular shadow is a prime example for 

discussion of these metaphors – illustrating how they may be interpreted. The 

semiotic concepts of connotation and denotation are useful here to aid my analysis of 
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the missile exhibit. The concepts are commonly associated with John Stuart Mill 

(1806-73), however many others including John Fiske (1842-1901), Roland Barthes 

(1915-1980) and Stuart Hall (1932-), have written extensively on the subject. Hall 

considers the connotative and denotative aspects of signs in his essay 

―Encoding/Decoding‖ where he distinguishes the terms used in linguistic theory and 

visual discourse: 

The term ―denotation‖ is widely equated with the literal meaning of a sign [….] 

―Connotation‖ on the other hand is employed […] to refer to less fixed and 

therefore more conventionalized and changeable associative meanings [….]. In 

actual discourse most signs will combine both the denotative and the 

connotative aspects. (170-71; emphasis in text) 

Denotation involves a strict description of the sign, while connotation involves a 

culturally associated meaning or ideology. In his essay ―The Rhetoric of the Image‖, 

Barthes submits ―the image to a spectral analysis of the messages it may contain‖ (32), 

while explaining ―that the literal image is denoted and the symbolic image is connoted (37, 

emphasis in text).  

My image of the missile also contains messages. What are the messages 

contained in figure 4.1? The image of the missile denotes an airborne cylindrical 

military weapon. In addition, the missile connotes war, death and destruction. The 

shadow denotes an obstruction to the flow of visible electro-magnetic radiation; a 

―privation of light‖, writes Leonardo. Like the missile, the shadow connotes death. 

But also the so-called other, or alterity. In other words, to exchange one‘s own 

perspective with that of an ―other‖; an idea put forward by philosopher Emmanuel 

Lévinas (1906-95). The concept of ―the other‖ has been deployed by contemporary 

anthropologists such as Johannes Fabian (1937-) and Michael Taussig (1940-) in 

particular. This doppelgänger image of the missile (the shadow) is what I understand 

Barthes could have in mind when he refers to ―the scene ‗en abyme‘‖ (33).  

This redoubling capacity of the missile and its shadow together has now 

created its own connoted (associative, symbolic) messages. The missile is no longer 

seen only as one weapon of war – a singular instrument – but it now symbolically 

connotes a representation of all weapons of war. The larger cast shadow connotes the 

great loss of life caused by these potent weapons. Is this a violent weapon, an enforcer 

of peace or an innocent artefact? The shadowy-word ―peace?‖ triggers our perception 

and beckons us to contemplate the question, do weapons lead to peace? Through the 

spatial juxtaposition of artefact and shadow, a transformation in meaning occurs to 

connote commemoration, the act of keeping the memory of individuals (combatants 
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and non-combatants) alive. In other words the shadow becomes a memorial trace. 

The object achieves this by affecting the viewers‘ perception. 

I have shown that the ALARM missile is visualized, perceived and interpreted 

variously under different luminous conditions within the same exhibition space with 

the aid of the shadow as tool. Because the shadow is placed prominently – to be seen 

– it adds spatial and narrative depth to the story being told by the curators, or in fact, 

by the shadow itself. In what ways does this so-called depth contribute to the ways 

shadows are read by the viewer? 

In figure 4.11 a marble sculpture entitled Prometheus (1911) is depicted resting 

on a plinth by sculptor Constantin Brancusi. A single sharp-edged cast shadow 

appears on the plinth supporting the sculpture. Self-shadow, in accordance with 

Leonardo‘s second proposition, clings to the bottom of the sculpture where it meets 

the plinth. A shading gradient is also visible which diminishingly extends from the 

boundary of the self-shadow on the bottom upwards until the light source 

extinguishes the shading shadow. Brancusi has apparently placed a single light source 

directly above the sculpture, lighting both the sculpture and the plinth in a particular 

way.  

We know this because the relatively compact single light source produces a 

sharply defined cast shadow directly below the stone head creating ―an a-spatial 

presence‖ that immaterially frames the sculpture (Stoichita 193). In his article ―The 

Development of Light Art‖, Peter Weibel suggests that ―Light generates virtual 

volumes without bodies and matter‖ (100). I would like to suggest that shadow also 

generates virtual volumes. The cast shadow beneath Prometheus‘ head appears as a 

concave void out of which Prometheus rises. Brancusi‘s sculptural head is seen 

floating above a black abyss and hovering just above the square plinth. Alternatively, 

the framing cast shadow can be interpreted as an element of separation, separating the 

sculpture from its supporting plinth. 
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Figure 4.11. Constantin Brancusi. Prometheus (1911). Exhibition photograph taken by the artist depicting 

sculpture, shadow and plinth, (Stoichita fig. 84, p. 193). 

Stoichita illustrates his discussion of Brancusi‘s use of discursive photography 

with two illustrations of photographs taken by Brancusi. Shadows figure prominently 

in photographs of both The Beginning of the World (c. 1920) and Prometheus (1911). These 

shadows define the spatial relationship between a sculpture and its location, or the 

space it occupies. Because Brancusi would only accept photographs of his work taken 

by himself, as Stoichita points out, we can extrapolate that Brancusi considered 

shadow an integral part of his creations. His sculpture is underscored by a ―black 

bodiless stain‖ (194), which frames his artwork and creates a perception of space in 

the mind of the viewer.  

Brancusi does not render a full-body sculpture as one might expect, but 

simply fashions a minimalist low-relief head. I speculate that there are several reasons 

why Brancusi chose to depict Prometheus by representing only his head, which is to a 

certain extent, appropriate for this particular Greek myth. In Greek mythology, 

Prometheus is most familiar for stealing Fire from the hearth of Mount Olympus and 

giving it to mankind, ushering in an age of Enlightenment. The stealthy act of stealing 

the fire is a cerebral process, one occurring within the confines of the head. The 

shadow as tool frames the sculpture in such a way as to accentuate the dark forces 

associated with the act of thievery.  
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Another part of the myth appearing in Ovid‘s Metamorphoses credits 

Prometheus with curing the headache of Zeus. In this part of the story Zeus was 

stricken by a horrendous headache that no healer of the Olympic realm could cure. 

Prometheus declared that he could cure the Lord of the Gods and proceeded to strike 

the ruler with a rock, splitting his head open. From out of the gash emerged the 

goddess Athena and Zeus‘ headache disappeared. It can be argued that Athena is 

therefore an outgrowth of the head of Zeus. In this sense, the shadow is a memorial 

trace of both Olympians. 

Rudolf Arnheim (1904-2007) considers shadow a development of the object: 

―Throughout the world the shadow is considered an outgrowth of the object that 

casts it‖ (317). The shadow on Brancusi‘s plinth is just such an outgrowth. In addition, 

the objects on the plinth are an allusion to the presence of Athena and Zeus within 

the context of Ovid‘s literary work. Because there are two forms on the plinth, the 

sculpture and shadow, a connection can be drawn between Brancusi‘s photo-

sculptural interpretation and the story. I wish to make one last connection between 

the literary work and the sculptural work. When Prometheus was invited to return to 

Mount Olympus after assisting in the glorification of Zeus‘ son Heracles, he was still 

obliged to carry the rock to which he was mythically chained. Brancusi‘s sculpture, as 

exhibited and documented in the photograph, is emblematic of just such a rock 

because of the general shape of the sculpture and its similarity to a ball-and-chain used 

historically for incarceration purposes.  

High and low contrast areas are discernable on Leonardo‘s drapery study (fig. 

4.5) and Daege‘s Invention of Painting (fig. 4.4), as well as in Brancusi‘s image. The 

background and foreground of the photograph are almost completely black, in 

contradistinction to the illuminated features of the sculptural head and plinth. The 

difference between the unlit surfaces of the plinth and the background of the image is 

almost indiscernible, that is to say that the contrast is considered to be low and tends 

to blur our perception of individual objects in space. However, the contrast is 

considered high in other parts of the image. High contrast situations tend to increase 

our ability to discern individual objects. For example, the contrast between the top of 

the sculpture and the background is markedly high. I can easily discern the boundaries 

of the sculpture because of the contrast between it and the background.  

This also holds true for the boundaries of the plinth where high contrasts can 

be observed between its lit and unlit surfaces. But by far the highest contrast in the 

image exists between the cast shadow and the plinth. This contrast is key to the power 

of the shadow because by providing the high contrast it allows the shadow to emerge 

into the world, focus our attention, and frame the artwork. The shadow as tool has 
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affected visual perception to such a degree that it creates a visual line of demarcation, 

in a real sense between the sculptural object and its base, and in a metaphorical sense 

between Prometheus and the shadowy world of myth. The shadow in Brancusi‘s 

photograph has helped underscore this contrast between real physical space and 

imaginary mythological space. In this case, the outline of a shadow can differentiate 

objects from the space they occupy and affect the perception of viewers. In this 

example, as in the case of the missile, there is a strong relationship between the shape 

of the sculpture and that of its shadow. In the final example this is not so, and I will 

show shortly how lines consisting of shadow can create the perception of an 

immaterial pictorial entity. But first, I would like to return the work of Janssens in 

order to investigate ways in which artworks can frame the viewer with darkness and 

shadow. 

In Représentation d’un corps rond (2001) (fig. 4.12), Janssens has created a 

lightwork that not only ―thrusts out‖ and ―separates‖ the body of the viewer from 

others, in Foucault terms, but she does so with shadow and obscuration. In this piece 

viewers are confronted by an intense rotating light source which creates a silhouette 

effect against which viewers see each other as shadowy voids cut out of the light. A 

Cyberlight, fitted with a patterned gobo template creates a hollow, cone shaped beam 

of light in front of which viewers see a dark representation of themselves and others, 

by an effect of Leonardo‘s ―privation of light‖. This effect also frames the viewer with 

a halo-like emanation where the body is placed at the centre of the piece while 

paradoxically de-centring the viewer by overloading the visual organ of the eye with 

the blinding intensity of this exotic light source. It is precisely this blinding effect 

which allows the eye to find the dark body or shadow caster that produces Leonardo‘s 

derived shadow in space, which appears like an outline of a bodily-shaped form. 
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Figure 4.12. Ann Veronica Janssens. Représentation d’un corps round. Installation view. Kunstverein, Munich. 

2001. 

Another work by Janssens which centres the body of the viewer in its 

outward gaze is Le corps noir (1994) (fig. 4.13). An edition of this discrete piece, which I 
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had the pleasure of experiencing in a residential setting, produces on first look, an 

inverted ―soap-bubble‖ reflection of the viewer. Upon closer inspection it became 

apparent that the image is framed by the outer limits of the black concavity. In this 

work, reflected light in the form of an inverted mirror image emerges from the centre 

of this concave highly polished Perspex bowl. The work is concave, but the image 

produced appears convex. While standing in front of the piece, the body of the viewer 

is framed by a dark ring where light is reflected in such a way that it creates a dark 

frame around the image with a razor-sharp edge. 

 

Figure 4.13. Ann Veronica Janssens. Le corps noir. 1994. 

With a more active engagement of the piece I found that it held a secret 

which only revealed itself by placing your hand inside, that is within the space created 

by the form. When you place your inwardly turned hand into the sculpture as in a 

scooping motion, it appears to slip behind the image. The hand of the viewer appears 

to go behind a material surface which is only light. This is a human-scaled modest 

sculpture in appearance, however, it is powerful in it affect. With this piece Janssens 

proposes to make light more tangible, as if it could slip right through your fingers like 

reflective liquid mercury. The viewer becomes fascinated with the materiality of his or 

her own image which is framed by darkness. In both of these pieces Janssens invokes 

the word ―corps‖, the French word for body. She wants us to know that the body is on 

her mind. I maintain that, to have an embodied experience with these pieces, is one 
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aim of her work. The other, related aim is to lodge that experience in contact with the 

materiality of light and shadow. 

Larry Kagan‘s use of shadow in his oeuvre is not only remarkable for the 

shadows that are displayed, but also for their ingeniously hidden shadows, that is 

shadows overlain by other shadows so that they appear as one. Kagan creates 

sculptures where shadow is the focal point of the work. At a recent Paris exhibition 

devoted entirely to shadow entitled Ombres et lumière. Rêves d’ombre at the Centre 

Pompidou, Kagan exhibited a shadow sculpture similar in composition to Jet (2000) 

(fig. 4.14), currently in the artist‘s own collection. Jet was ―built before the Iraq war 

when the no fly zones were in the news‖ but when war was on the minds of the 

American people.20 The piece is politically infused because of the imposition of no-fly 

zones at the time; they are controversial acts, made obligatory during periods of 

conflict. Assembled from wire, light, shadow and wall, this sculpture measures 40‖ x 

40‖ x 12‖ (steel and shadow combined) and is created by the interaction of material 

steel and light. 

 

Figure 4.14. Larry Kagan. Jet. 2000. Light source, metal wire and shadow. 40‖ x 40‖ x 12‖ (steel and 

shadow combined). Artist‘s collection. Image courtesy of the artist. 

                                                      
20 Personal correspondence with Larry Kagan on 23.10.2006. 
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Kagan employs previously used large-gage rusty bailing wire of the sort 

utilized to wrap huge metal beams transported by ships during oceanic voyages. In a 

2003 interview he admits that he prefers to ―reuse stuff rather than use new stuff‖ 

(MacDonald 3). When he receives the wire it is already bent and curved, which might 

offer ideas about form. His sculpture, in fact, has two foci: the shadow on the wall 

and the wire casting it. Is the wire actually casting the shadow? The steel sculpture, 

which has no determined shape, is in fact casting the clearly shaped image and this is 

undoubtedly the relation Kagan is playing on. It seems impossible that there is a one-

to-one relation between the wire sculpture and the shadow but, nonetheless, it is the 

case. The steel wire and the wall surface are not only related, as in Brancusi‘s 

Prometheus, but here the shadow is integral to the work, as is the light source, for 

without it there would be neither shadow, delineation of space nor pictorial image. 

Again, in this case the light source is of paramount importance for the visual success 

of this artwork, which Kagan has termed ―object/shadow sculpture‖ (Ackerman 2). It 

is the apparent discordance between the object and the shadow that makes this such a 

fascinating artwork. 

In his article ―Object/Shadows: Notes on a Developing Art Form‖, Kagan 

defines the term as: ―a condition wherein a solid component of the sculpture casts a 

specific shadow that completes the artwork‖ which is the case here. He comments 

that ―Object/Shadows need both solid [component] and the shadow in order to exist‖ 

(158, emphasis in text). The wire object and its shadow are complementary in such a 

way that they artistically complete each other‘s deficiencies. The recognizable form of 

the shadow leaves nothing wanting in the abstractness of the wire form. Also, the wire 

is vertically oriented and the shadow oriented horizontally, thus lending a pleasing 

balance to the completed work. 

There are three elements necessary for Kagan‘s Shadow/Objects. The first 

element is the wire that he forms to create a seemingly abstract shape. Kagan uses his 

background in construction engineering to bend the wire in such a way as to produce 

an identifiable image of a stylized object of everyday life that when illuminated from a 

precise location creates a cast shadow. Kagan‘s shadow edges are both sharp and well 

defined in some places, but blurry and ill defined in other places of his artworks. He 

employs the wire in order to cast particular shadows, while at the same time hiding 

others. That is, he uses the wire to hide shadows in shadows. Kagan‘s use of shadows 

is distinctly different from that of Brancusi because Kagan‘s shadows actually produce 

an image, whereas Brancusi‘s shadow is more like a supportive secondary plinth, 

which is not acutely necessary. 
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The second crucial element necessary for the successful completion of one of 

Kagan‘s sculptures is a light source. More precisely, he utilizes a point source 

luminaire where the filament of the lamp is tightly arraigned. This opposed to a 

diffused source such as, in the extreme, daylight, where the atmosphere reflects light 

uniformly and produces what Leonardo called universal light. North-facing exposures 

were much favoured by painters because of the even distribution of reflected light, but 

in Kagan‘s case it would render the effect of his sculptures almost invisible. His work 

necessitates a point light source in order to produce the relatively sharp shadow 

captured in figure 4.12.  

A receiving surface for the shadow is the third essential element for Kagan‘s 

shadow work. The surface should be light in hue in order to provide a sufficient 

contrast for the shadow to appear visible to the eye. Another property that is 

important for the receiving surface is its level of reflectivity. It should be a matte 

surface that diffuses light evenly. As Baxandall explains, these types of surfaces are 

known as Lambertian surfaces. ―Lambertian surfaces, such as chalk or indeed the 

moon, reflect diffusely in such a way that they seem equally bright from any angle 

[….]‖ (Baxandall 6, emphasis in text). The term Lambertian is coined from the works 

of the eighteenth-century student of light Johann Henrich Lambert (1728-77) and the 

perfectly diffusing surface is described by Lambert‘s law. This law states that the 

reflected or transmitted luminous intensity in any direction from an element of a 

perfectly diffusing surface varies as the cosine of the angle between that direction and 

the normal vector of the surface. As a consequence, the luminance of that surface is 

the same regardless of the viewing angle.21 

It is the apparent discordance between the sculptural steel object and the 

shadow that makes Jet such a fascinating object. Shadows are not straightforward or 

uncomplicated. In Plato‘s cave allegory, as in Kagan‘s pieces, the connection between 

being and truth is disrupted, but in a different way. With Kagan‘s Jet, we as viewers see 

the abstract wire but find it hard to believe that it actually casts the shadow because of 

the apparent discrepancy in shape. Thus, we see the truth but refuse to accept it. 

Plato‘s prisoners, who are not privy to seeing the apparatus or shadow-caster, which is 

only a puppet, believe that the shadows on the wall are a realistic, truthful depiction of 

the world. Only when they go outside do they discover that they were mistaken.  

There are important differences between the artworks I have discussed here. 

In the case of the ALARM missile the shadow is not part of the displayed object, but 

part of its exhibition. In the case of Brancusi‘s Prometheus, the shadow is not part of 

                                                      
21 Lighting Design Knowledgebase. <http://www.schorsch.com/kbase/glossary/lambertian_surface.html>. 
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the object, but part of the photograph of the object. This could be seen as an object in 

its own right. In Janssens‘ case shadow and darkness frame the viewer. In the case of 

Jet the shadow is integral to the object. This goes against our usual perception of the 

shadow as supplement, but at the same time invokes the notion that losing your 

shadow can mean losing yourself, as I mentioned earlier. What the objects taken 

together show is that although the different types of shadows seem straightforward, 

they are in fact quite physically complex and demand mindful observation, which is 

also the point of the theories I considered in the first sections of this chapter.  

 

On the basis of these analyses, I find that shadow-as-tool affects our perception of 

space and the meaning of objects by facilitating transformations in meaning. The 

artefacts never stand alone when shadows are present and observed. Shadow is 

imbued with the ability to alter our perception, dependent on the display technique 

employed. In the case of the ALARM missile, for example, the cast shadow is 

employed as a backdrop to the exhibited artefact, continuously beckoning our gaze to 

move between the two. And during this process of oscillation, I am coaxed to 

contemplate many meanings from a single exhibit.  

In Brancusi‘s Prometheus, the cast shadow on the plinth creates a metaphorical 

link between artwork and its display technique. With this image of an exhibit I am 

cajoled into making a decision as to whether the sculpture is resting atop a solid 

surface, rising out of it, or sinking into a black abyss. I am torn between the choices 

and maybe that is exactly the point.  

For Jet, Kagan has used shadow to make a political statement depicted 

pictorially by means of shadow. Paradoxically, I would speculate that the piece is, at 

the same time, a statement for and against the no-fly zones. By depicting the aircraft 

in such a stylized or even idealized manner, which connotes speed and movement as 

opposed to denoting a plane, it can be argued that the piece supports the notion that 

no-fly zones assist in the peace process. However, the piece can also be seen to 

condemn the dictatorial act. Because Kagan depicts the aircraft designed for combat 

with a shadow, the viewer can easily be persuaded to envision the memorial trace left 

by people who were killed in the conflict. He has transformed the abstract sculpture 

into something organized, politically charged and readily recognizable. Kagan‘s aircraft 

has two missiles, thus bringing me full-circle and back to the ALARM missile 

duplicated by its shadow and supplemented by the insistent question, Peace? In the 

end, shadow as tool in all these cases defines and redefines the spatial and temporal 

relationships between the artefact and its viewer and shadow thus turns out to be at 

least as important a framing device as light. 
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Pictured below is a contemporary lightwork by German artist Helga Griffiths (1959-) 

entitled Identity Analysis (2003) (fig. 5.1). The illustration captures only one of the 

installation‘s incarnations, since the work did not take the same form in each 

exhibition location. The original work, Identity Analysis, was first exhibited at the 

Havana Biennial in 2003 where no mirrors were used and the installation space 

appears to be considerably brighter than in its subsequent exhibitions. A variation, 

Identity Analysis II, was first shown at the Henie Onstad Kunstsenter in Oslo, Norway 

in 2004. In this installation 12 mirrors were added and the exhibition space was 

significantly darker, producing a high contrast between the seemingly endless darkness 

and the glowing objects. The viewer enters a darkened room illuminated exclusively by 

a room-filling atmosphere of ultraviolet light which causes an eerie green glow to 

originate from the suspended test tubes and Petri-dishes which are arranged in a spiral 

shape at the centre of the gallery. Mirrors encircle the viewer, producing fractured and 

sporadic vistas of the artwork and the viewer himself.  

When the viewer enters the installation they are free to walk around the 

central spiral where they encounter other viewers and even glimpses of themselves 

silhouetted against a backdrop of glowing strands. Intertwined with the wall-like spiral 

of test tubes are fluorescent tubes which emit both visible light in the blue-violet range 

and also invisible ultra-violet radiation which reacts with the Fluorescein in the 

scientific receptacles. Both types of cylinders hang down from the ceiling in a cascade 

of light where they meet the Petri-dished arraigned in a concordant spiral on the floor 

in which striated black lines appear. The title of this series of works, Identity Analysis, is 

suggestive: on the one hand it implies a comment on the notion of identity as a sort of 

bringing together (identity being that which is supposed to guarantee the individual‘s 

unity across time and, on a larger scale, that which ties communities together), and on 

the other a comment on analysis as a kind of pulling apart signifying the way identity 

is a construction that is never whole or unitary and that can never be totally 

penetrated.  
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Figure 5.1. Helga Griffiths. Identity Analysis. Havana Biennial, 2003. 
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Griffiths‘ installation work reveals some of the most private and hidden 

information any human being can publicly disclose. The artist remarks in an interview 

that: 

In this installation I reveal myself, displaying my genetic structure [….]. The 

installation, which shows my body or its genetic structure with its most 

personal information, allows the visitor to enter into the most inner sphere of 

my being and opens a new perspective, in which the visitor can view this 

abstract, architectonic body from the inside and put it into relation to his own 

body.1  

She allows us to metaphorically enter her body and view the coded information of her 

genetic composition. Not only has Griffiths chosen to disclose unique biological 

information but she has done so in a very public and engaging way, through the use of 

what Bal has called the ―semantically empty‖ medium of light. Griffiths publicly 

exhibits her genetic composition by infusing the medium with rhetorical content. Her 

larger-than-life sized piece, in which an overall spiral configuration can be observed, 

relates to the double stranded helix arrangement of the recently decoded human 

genome. Griffiths has created an abstract, but at the same time very concrete, version 

of the human genome through which viewers can walk, as if they were entering a 

―universe of fluorescent body cells‖. 

This installation represents the genetic DNA code of one unique, individual 

human being, and by extension the entire human race. How much more inclusive, and 

at the same time individualistic, could Griffiths be? She accomplishes this by 

deploying four thousand test tubes and Petri-dishes filled with fluorescein solution, a 

compound used in forensics and serology to detect latent blood stains; among other 

uses, for example, as a food additive commonly known as D&C Yellow no. 7. 

Fluorescein ―shines with a mysterious, almost other-worldly green light, when it is 

being illuminated by ultraviolet light‖. At once, Griffiths engages with the discourses 

of both medical ethics and exhibitionism. With this lightwork, she confronts head-on 

the current debate on the privacy of personal information and its potential misuse 

through, for example, identity theft. This exhibit is an exposé exposing herself and the 

larger body politic, as if to say that the proliferation of personal information (of being 

known down to the basic building blocks of one‘s self) and the ensuing potential for 

identity theft is a scandal that ought to be dealt with in an equally public way. This 

                                                      
1 All Griffith quotations have been drawn from ―Expanding the Horizons of Space Perception: A Dialogue with 
Christian Huther‖. Available at < http://www.helgagriffiths.de/interviews/20041116%20kunstforum.html>. 
Accessed 14.02.09. 
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form of exhibitionism not only brings to the publicly-accessible surface kernels of 

information in a coded way, but it does so by using the tool of light.  

 

Figure 5.2. Helga Griffiths. Identity Analysis II, detail. Øystein Thorvaldsen, Henie Onstad Kunstsenter. 

Oslo, Norway, 2004. 
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Genetic markers are brought to light with light. By breaking with the 

traditional external representation of the body, by abstracting herself and equating 

identity with the barcodes of her genetic composition, Griffiths at once makes herself 

more visible ―by allowing the visualization of nanoworlds and the interchange of 

visible perceptible worlds‖ and less visible, since except to geneticists, her DNA looks 

much like everyone else‘s. Figure 5.2 illustrates Griffiths‘ genetic profile graphically, in 

the Petri dishes which are spirally organized on the floor of the exhibition space, 

abstractly depicting the double-helix strand of the now familiar DNA molecule. This 

intertwined helix can be seen in the installation shot (fig. 5.3) as a ―rain‖ of test tubes 

in the visual array of the viewer.  

As I mentioned in the introduction to this study there are several discourses 

or cultures of light at work in the museum environment. Identity Analysis is a lightwork 

which addresses all four cultures of light that I have investigated and analysed in the 

space of this study. Looking at one specific work of a contemporary artist thus allows 

me to draw the disparate strands of this study together and to make some concluding 

remarks about the exhibition of light.  

Firstly, Identity Analysis speaks to the notion that light as a medium is at first a 

―semantically empty‖ substance through which ideas may be transmitted. Emanating 

from the Petri-dishes illustrated above, the effects of ultraviolet light illuminate a 

barcode-like representation of the artist‘s genetic profile. The barcodes are actually 

created by the alternation of light and dark stripes which represent the building blocks 

of Griffiths‘ genetic profile. I argue that these strips are a memorial trace or stain that 

represents a very specific human subject. In this respect, light is no longer 

―semantically empty‖, but rather full of meaning; that is, Griffiths has infused it with a 

message. The message being that to expose personal information to the public is 

controversial. The message transmitted through light as a medium is a graphic, 

abstract depiction of the artist herself. The metaphor of a biological, growing medium 

is brought literally to light by illuminating the building blocks of human genetic 

composition with another medium, the medium of light. The fact that this message 

comes through the light-emanating compound in the Petri-dishes reminds the viewer 

that human life grows from these building blocks, which are depicted by light and, in 

the case of the dark strips, its absence. As the viewer actively engages with the 

installation, by walking amidst the helix-configured test tube strands, the viewer sees a 

fractured representation of himself, which is actually his changing reflection seen in 

multiple mirrors. The installation changes the way the viewer sees himself, thus 

addressing the notion of light as a communication medium. The dialogic relationship 

that is established between viewer and work engages the notion of narrativity in 
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exhibitions by arguing that the installation tells a story, both about the artist and about 

the viewer. 

 

Figure 5.3. Helga Griffiths. Identity Analysis II, installation view. Øystein Thorvaldsen, Henie Onstad 

Kunstsenter. Oslo, Norway, 2004. 

The use of light is not constant in this piece; it changes from a uniformly 

distributed, visible, violet ether-like light into a localized, green, glowing substance 

when its electro-magnetic properties come into contact with the amalgam in the test 

tubes and Petri-dishes. The medium of light in this installation has two functions. 

Firstly, light has a mediating function. That is, it transfers meaning and ideas from 

artist to viewer. I contend that light is the conduit through which a coded message is 

sent that there is a new discontinuity between what is personal and what is private, as 

well as a new perspective on identity, and that Griffiths has something to say about 

this. Secondly, light in this piece has an affective function. Affective force, a ―dynamic 

process of intensity circulating between the work and the viewer‖, is incubated and 
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intensified by the aid of light.2 Because the installation is darkened, because we can 

literally walk through it, and because ultraviolet light saturates the space (enlightens 

the air, so to speak), the medium of light seems to penetrate the flesh of our bodies 

and touch our senses. Entering through the organ of the eyes, the medium engages 

with other senses of our bodies such as touch and causes viewers to have an 

embodied experience with Identity Analysis. We as viewers not only see a geometric 

abstraction of another human, but through the affective force of the installation, 

viewers are able to envision their own embodied code in the same material form, 

aided by the effects of light (directly and reflected by the mirrors). 

Secondly, I suggest that Griffiths engages the viewer discursively with the 

effects of light, that is, the artist tells a story through the deployment of light. Identity 

Analysis engages in a self-reflexive discourse with the viewer.  Like the period rooms 

discussed in chapter two, this installation, through the effects of the strategy of its 

illumination, creates a narrative about identity and how it is constructed and used in 

the public sphere. In addition, the three-dimensional depiction of the genome as 

something we can walk through points to the way the genome itself is inherently 

narrative: it can reveal that we are predisposed to contracting a particular malady, 

syndrome or life-threatening disease, and possibly even predict our natural lifespan. 

Chapter two was also about how the use of light is both historically and 

culturally specific. The use of light in this artwork is closely linked to the present time, 

or the digital age. A connection can be made here between this artwork and the 

current trend in night clubs which encourages the use of glow sticks by the patrons in 

conjunction with the increased use of ultraviolet light in the contemporary 

entertainment scene. DJ‘s have migrated to digital media from vinyl records and 

lighting technology has advanced to the extent that light-jockeys can now flood a 

space instantaneously with pulses of ultraviolet light that penetrate the body enabling 

the glow sticks to become dancing light messages similar to the test-tubes in Identity 

Analysis. Through the strands of glowing test tubes, which remind the viewer that he is 

walking through an exploded, abstract depiction of the structures of his own body, the 

viewer‘s perception of himself is altered, similar to an experience one might have in a 

nightclub. As in a nightclub, the installation also makes the viewer look at others, 

while the radiant Petri-dishes engage the viewer in a discourse about the origins of the 

human species, tying in with contemporary discussions about evolution and genetic 

medicine. The narrative told through light in this installation is thus emphatically 

linked to a particular period in history. The pictorial composition of the installation 

                                                      
2 Bal, M. Personal correspondence on 27.01.2009. 
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deploys light as a narrative tool to relate Griffiths‘ perspective on various 

contemporary debates, on her own identity, and, most emphatically, on creation. In 

this sense, the installation can be compared to illuminated manuscripts of the middle 

ages where other creation myths are depicted didactically. This narrative work of 

display not only tells and questions a possible story of origin, but in this piece, the 

viewer is literally put in the story and picture – mise en scene – by his own mirrored 

reflections, led to question himself and his own story as well. 

A link can also be drawn between this installation and the exhibition I 

discussed in chapter two. In Dangerous Liaisons mirrors were liberally used not only to 

facilitate different views of the mannequins, but also to reflect light and an orienting 

image of the viewer. As a result of the placement of mirrors in Identity Analysis II, they 

also serve to reflect light and facilitate views of others viewers experiencing the 

installation at the same time. But the mirrors in Identity Analysis II disorient and 

abstract the viewer, as opposed to the orienting function of mirrors and light in 

Dangerous Liaisons. Another aspect of Griffiths‘ work that relates to Dangerous Liaisons is 

the way localized illumination is used to focus the viewers‘ attention. In all of the 

tableaux, but especially in ―The Withdrawing Room‖ (fig. 2.1e) and ―The Card Game‖ 

(fig. 2.1i), a localized brightness illuminates key aspects of the exhibits. In Identity 

Analysis localized brightness is deployed in a similar manner. The light confined to, but 

at the same time emanating from, the Petri-dishes serves to highlight a central aspect 

of the installation, displaying the building blocks of human life arraigned in a spiral 

resembling the helix configuration of the DNA molecule.  

Thirdly, ultraviolet light is a variable and active agent that can transform the 

viewer. The ultraviolet-induced visible fluorescence or the practice of using ultraviolet 

radiation to reveal hidden attributes of an object discussed in chapter three functions 

dramatically in Griffiths‘ installation too. Ultraviolet light acts as an agent that reveals 

coded messages; it also operates by blanketing or enveloping not only the artwork but 

also the bodies of its viewers. Thus, the installation seems to unite the use of 

ultraviolet light as a display medium in the mineral exhibition, with the way ultraviolet 

light is used in Schumann‘s installation and with the way ultraviolet light traces change 

in Mondriaan‘s paintings. Here, ultraviolet light is itself a variable element of the 

artwork as it moves between exhibition spaces. As a tool of scientific illustration, 

ultraviolet light reveals the barcode-like bands in the Petri-dishes containing 

fluorescein. In Schumann‘s exhibition the viewer is virtually transported by the aid of 

ultraviolet light into an artistic landscape. Viewers of Identity Analysis are in effect also 

transformed into voyagers traversing the topography of the human genome. And 

ultraviolet light facilitates a below-the-surface look at the building blocks of human 



Conclusion 

165 

genetic identity similar to the penetrating non-invasive look below the surface of 

Mondriaan‘s work. 

The illumination of Identity Analysis further creates a ―total installation‖ in a 

style similar to Kabakov‘s installations where the effect of light creates a total 

luminous atmosphere by which viewers are surrounded and engulfed. This mode of 

illumination addresses the viewer through a discourse of scientific discovery and 

investigation. The illuminated atmosphere not only causes the fluorescein to glow but 

it also causes elements of the viewer‘s clothing to fluoresce. This creates yet another 

visual link between the artwork and the viewer. By looking at their own glowing 

reflection in the mirrors, viewers are cajoled to make a mental connection between 

themselves and the discourse of light created by the work.  

Fourthly and finally, in Identity Analysis, darkness or the absence of light 

contributes to the narrative of the installation by enveloping and perhaps penetrating 

the body of the viewer. The darkness that surrounds the installation seems endless. 

With the exception of the effects of the ultraviolet light, the absence of other 

wavelengths of visible light creates an atmosphere in which attention is drawn to 

specific elements of the artwork, specifically the test tubes and Petri-dishes but also 

the ―dripping strands‖ of fluorescent ultraviolet tubes. By situating the later piece in a 

significantly darkened space, the work creates a sense of physical and psychological 

immediacy not present in the earlier installation. Here, the absence of light actively 

contributes to the semantic dialogue by sending a coded message, as if saying, 

metaphorically, when it comes to the mysteries of the human genetic code and the 

consequences of its public use we may all still be in the dark. 

Griffiths‘ work thus helps me to tie together the four chapters of this study, 

in which I have demonstrated how the agency of light is operationalized and 

contributes to museological discourse by engaging the senses of the viewer, which in 

turn augments the dialogic relationship between the museum and its visitors. Light as 

a tool creates semantic as well as physical bridges that connect the various strands of 

the exhibitionary story to the receptive viewer, putting this viewer in a better position 

to interpret the coded messages transmitted through the medium and tool of light.  
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Translated by Dr. S. Besser 

 

Mein Forschungsinteresse in dieser Studie gilt der Kunst und Wissenschaft des 

Lichtes im museologischen Kontext. Licht kann menschliche Wahrnehmungen und 

Emotionen beeinflussen, Aufmerksamkeit fokussieren, visuelle Atmosphären 

erzeugen und Zwecken der forschenden Betrachtung dienen; es kann gestische 

Funktionen erfüllen und als Medium gebraucht werden. Die mit diesen 

unterschiedlichen Funktionen verbundenen Kulturen des Lichtes sind der 

Untersuchungsgegenstand dieser Arbeit. Ihre zentrale Frage lautet: Auf welche Weise 

und mit welchen Effekten machen Museen von der aktiven Gestaltungskraft des 

Lichtes Gebrauch? Wie ich zu zeigen versuche, kommt der Beleuchtung im musealen 

Kontext nicht nur eine wichtige Rolle bei der Kommunikation von Inhalten oft 

narrativer Art zu, sondern auch bei der Formung der Rezeption: Museumsmitarbeiter, 

Künstler und andere Träger der musealen Kulturen des Lichtes, so macht diese Studie 

deutlich, gebrauchen Beleuchtungstechniken auf vielfältige und kreative Weise, um 

Interpretationen einzelner Exponate oder ganzer Ausstellungen durch die Besucher zu 

unterstützen und anzuleiten. Zur Untersuchung dieser Prozesse bringe ich, 

kulturanalytischen Prämissen folgend, ‚Licht‘ als ein kulturelles und theoretisches 

Konzept in Anschlag. Dazu erweitere ich die geläufige akademische Auffassung des 

Lichtes als künstlerisches Medium zunächst um seine Betrachtung als 

Ausstellungsinstrument und, spezifischer, als Hilfsmittel eines wissenschaftlich-

investigativen Blickes. Am Schluss der Untersuchung steht eine Analyse der aus- und 

darstellerischen Relevanz gerade der Abwesenheit von Licht im Medium des 

Schattens. 

In methodischer Hinsicht ist diese Arbeit den Forschungsperspektiven von 

Kulturanalyse und Museumsstudien verpflichtet. Interdisziplinär ergänzt werden diese 

durch Methoden verwandter Forschungsgebiete wie Kunstgeschichte, Narratologie 

und der theatrical lighting theory. Die institutionellen Apparate und Technologien von 

Museen verstehe ich im Einklang mit poststrukturalistischen Theoremen als 

spezifische Konstellationen von Wissen und Macht: Im Museum wird durch die 

spezifische Subjektposition der Besucher und Betrachter von Ausstellungen ein 

bestimmter Diskurs der „Kultur― zugleich erzeugt und konsumiert. 

Ob es sich bei ausgestellten Gegenständen nun um Bilder, Skulpturen, 

Kleidungsstücke oder Installationen handelt, stets sind Entscheidungen hinsichtlich 
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ihrer Beleuchtung zu treffen, die dem Betrachter bestimmte Inhalte vermitteln und 

zur Interpretation anregen. Mir geht es darum zu verstehen, wie Licht im Rahmen der 

diskursiven Praktiken der Institution des Museums als ein Mittel der 

Bedeutungsproduktion eingesetzt wird und auf welche Weise es die Aufmerksamkeit 

und Interpretationsbemühungen der Betrachter anzuleiten und zu manipulieren 

vermag. Hier besteht ein direkter Zusammenhang mit dem foucauldianischen Begriff 

der Disziplinierung, dem zufolge die Isolations- und Fokussierungseffekte von 

Beleuchtungsarrangements der Bewegung und Kontrolle von Körpern dienen 

können: Licht ist eine Form von Macht, die Körper in bestimmte Haltungen zwingen 

und sie durch die Einteilung und Regulierung der Zeit und des Raumes ihrer 

Bewegung disziplinieren kann. Erzeugen Licht und Beleuchtung auf diese Weise 

gehorsame Körper oder aktive Teilnehmer von Ausstellungen? Die Fallstudien und 

Analysen dieser Arbeit zeigen, dass auf spezifische und genauer zu untersuchende 

Weise beides der Fall sein kann. 

Im ersten Kapitel situiere ich das theoretische Konzept des Lichtes anhand 

von Analysen verschiedener zeitgenössischer Lichtkunstwerke im Spannungsfeld von 

Kunstproduktion und Kunstgeschichte. Den theoretischen Ausgangspunkt dieser 

Analysen bildet die Erörterung des Lichtes als eines „semantisch leeren― Mediums 

(Mieke Bal), das gleichwohl in der Lage ist, die Wahrnehmung der Betrachter zu 

beeinflussen. Zu den aus dieser Perspektive näher untersuchten Kunstobjekten zählen 

eine Reihe aus den 1960er Jahren stammender Werke wie Dan Flavins untitled (to Henri 

Matisse), Joseph Kosuths Neon Electrical Light und James Turrells afrum-proto. In 

jüngerer und jüngster Zeit entstandene Untersuchungsobjekte sind Seth Riskins Blue 

Light for György Kepes, Ann Veronica Janssens‘ Red, Yellow and Blue, Carsten Höllers 

Lichtwand, Olafur Eliassons 360° Room for All Colours and Mischa Kuballs Private 

Light/Public Light, die alle ihre eigenen Variationen auf das Thema von Licht und 

Beleuchtung formulieren. Ebenfalls analysiert werden die Installationen Dots Obsession: 

New Century von Yayoi Kusama und Ilya Kabakovs The Man Who Flew into Space from his 

Apartment. Um zu verstehen und beschreibbar zu machen, in welcher Weise Licht den 

Betrachter beeinflussen kann, zeichne ich mit diesen Analysen die 

Gebrauchsgeschichte des Lichtes als künstlerisches Medium vom Beginn des 20. 

Jahrhunderts bis heute nach. Dieser kunsthistorische Überblick bildet die Basis für die 

genauere Untersuchung des Lichtes als narratives Instrument im folgenden Kapitel.  

Das zweite Kapitel wendet sich dann vor allem dem Zusammenhang von 

Narratologie und Theaterbeleuchtung zu. Im Mittelpunkt steht dabei die Frage, wie 

Lichteffekte zur Formung und Ausgestaltung einer Ausstellung zur Erzählung 

beizutragen vermögen. Als zentrales Studienobjekt dient mir hierbei eine 2004 im 
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Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York präsentierte Ausstellung von Kleidung, 

Möbeln und Dekorationskunst aus dem 18. Jahrhundert, inszeniert in der Form von 

tableaux vivants. Mit Hilfe von Bals Erzähltheorie lässt sich zeigen, dass der 

Beleuchtung der Exponate eine wichtige Rolle nicht nur bei der narrativen 

Ausgestaltung der einzelnen Tableaus, sondern auch bei der erzählerischen 

Verknüpfung und Integration der in den period rooms des Museums aufgebauten 

Ausstellung insgesamt zukommt. Wie Licht erzählen kann und was es dem Betrachter 

zu sagen hat – dies zu verstehen, ist ein wichtige Voraussetzung für die Analyse aller 

konkreten und spezifischen Gebrauchsweisen von Licht und Beleuchtung im Raum 

des Museums überhaupt.  

Um die Verwendung ultravioletten Lichtes als Instrument eines 

wissenschaftlich-investigativen Blickes und Medium atmosphärischer Beleuchtung 

geht es im dritten Kapitel. Nach Erörterung seiner physikalischen Eigenschaften 

analysiere ich die signifikant unterschiedliche Art und Weise, in der ultraviolettes Licht 

in drei Ausstellungen dazu verwandt wurde, verschiedene Eigenschaften von 

Exponaten visuell zur Darstellung zu bringen. Die erste dieser Ausstellungen mit dem 

Titel Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent Collection fand 2003 im Museum der 

Universität von Richmond in Virginia statt. In meiner Fallstudie analysiere ich, wie die 

Kuratoren das unsichtbare Medium der ultravioletten Strahlung als pädagogisches 

Hilfsmittel zur Belehrung der Betrachter über die wissenschaftlichen Prinzipien der 

mineralischen Fluoreszenz und zugleich zur Aufdeckung verborgener Schönheiten der 

Natur verwendet haben. Anschließend untersuche ich, auf welche Weise die 

Künstlerin Regine Schumann in ihrer Installation Nachtschwärmer durch den Einsatz 

ultravioletten Lichtes eine verwirrende „Landschaft― von Farbe und Licht zu erzeugen 

weiß. Die dritte Fallstudie gilt der didaktischen Ausstellung und visuellen 

Tiefenanalyse einer Reihe von Gemälden Piet Mondriaans, die kunsthistorisch als 

„transatlantische Gruppe― bekannt sind. Ich zeige, wie ultraviolettes Licht hier auf 

eine nicht-invasive Weise verwandt wurde, um unter die Oberfläche der Bilder zu 

blicken und sichtbar zu machen, wie Mondriaan diese Werke vom Beginn der Arbeit 

in Europa bis zu ihrer schließlichen Fertigstellung in Nordamerika immer wieder 

verändert hat. Diese Fallstudien führe ich schließlich durch das Interpretament des 

„Grenzobjektes― (boundary object) zusammen, eines ursprünglich von Susan Star und 

James Griesemer entwickelten Konzeptes. Ultraviolette Strahlung, so meine These, 

lässt sich als eine bestimmte Art von „Grenzobjekt― verstehen, welches durch die 

aktive Gestaltungskraft des Lichtes eine Übertragung von Informationen und 

Bedeutungen zwischen Künstlern, Kuratoren und Besuchern von Ausstellungen 

ermöglicht.  
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Nach den diversen Analysen der Medialität des Lichtes wendet sich das letzte 

Kapitel dann der medialen Verwendung des Schattens in Kunst und 

Ausstellungspraxis zu. Es geht dabei nicht nur um eine Typologie von Schatten als 

verdunkelte Zonen auf materiellen Oberflächen, sondern auch um jene Formen von 

Dunkelheit, die eine Suggestion des Anderen erzeugen oder konstitutiver Bestandteil 

eines Kunstwerks sein können. Anhand der einschlägigen kunst- und 

kulturhistorischen Studien von Victor Stoichita und Michael Baxandall erörtere ich 

zunächst klassische Theoretisierungen des Schattens bei unter anderem Plato und 

Leonardo da Vinci. Die erste von drei Beispielanalysen aus der musealen 

Ausstellungspraxis gilt dem markanten Schattenwurf einer ALARM-Rakete im 

Originalzustand, ausgestellt im Imperial War Museum North in Manchester. Es folgt 

eine Analyse der Bedeutung des Schattenwurfs für Constantin Brancusis Skulptur 

Prometheus. Abschließend gehe ich auf die Schattenkunst Larry Kagans ein, in dessen 

Shadow/Objects das Medium des Schattens für die Gesamtstruktur der Werke 

unverzichtbar ist. Das Kapitel macht so deutlich, dass und auf welche Weise neben 

den Effekten des Lichtes auch solchen von Dunkelheit und Schatten im musealen 

Kontext eine wichtige aus- und darstellende Funktion zukommt. 

Im Fazit meiner Studie beschäftige ich mich dann mit einem zeitgenössischen 

Lichtkunstwerk von Helga Griffiths, das den Titel Identity Analysis trägt. Griffiths‘ 

begehbare Installation enthüllt eine der privatesten und verborgensten Informationen, 

die ein Mensch öffentlich machen kann: Sie gestattet dem Besucher metaphorisch 

Zugang zum Körper der Künstlerin und erlaubt dabei den Blick auf die 

Zusammenstellung ihres DNA-Codes. Die Arbeit enthüllt so die genetische Identiteit 

eines einzigartigen menschlichen Individuums und – sinnbildlich – der menschlichen 

Rasse insgesamt. Diesen Effekt erreicht Griffiths unter anderem durch die 

Verwendung von 4000 mit einer fluoreszierenden Lösung gefüllten Reagenzgläsern 

und Petrischalen. Ihre Installation setzt sich so direkt mit den Diskursen der 

medizinischen Ethik und des Exhibitionismus auseinander und schaltet sich 

nachdrücklich in gegenwärtige Debatten über informationelle Selbstbestimmung, 

biologische Persönlichkeitsrechte und die Gefahren des Identitätsdiebstahls ein. Die 

Rhetorik der Enthüllung und Entblößung funktioniert hier auf mehreren Ebenen: Um 

den Skandal der Verbreitung persönlichster Informationen und der Gefahr des 

Identitätsdiebstahls als allgemeines und öffentlich zu behandelndes Problem zu 

exponieren, stellt die Installation den Körper der Künstlerin und den politischen 

Körper insgesamt zur Schau. Auch bei dieser Form des genetischen Exhibitionismus 

spielt das Instrument des Lichtes eine wichtige Rolle, denn es erzeugt semantische 

ebenso wie physische Verknüpfungen zwischen den verschiedenen Erzählsträngen 
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von Griffiths‘ Installation und deren teilnehmenden Betrachtern. Griffiths‘ Identity 

Analysis führt so auf eigene Weise auch die wichtigsten Effekte und Funktionen des 

Lichtes zusammen, die in den vier Kapiteln dieser Studie untersucht werden, 

insbesondere seine Rolle bei der Formung und Ausgestaltung eines musealen 

Diskurses, der über die Ansprache der Sinne der Betrachter funktioniert und ein 

dialogisches Verhältnis von Museum und Besuchern befördern kann. Die komplexen 

und vielfältigen Funktionen des Lichtes im Raum des Museum transzendieren die 

Grenzen zwischen den diversen Ausstellungspraktiken und Kunstformen, die in dieser 

Studie untersucht werden. Das Licht wird so selbst als ein höchst wandlungsfähiges 

Instrument und lebendiges Medium des Exponierens erkennbar, dessen Effekte 

überall im breiten Spektrum der Ausstellungspraktiken zu beobachten sind. 
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In this study, my areas of investigation are the art and science of light in a 

museological context. Light can affect human perceptions and emotions, focus our 

attention, create a visual mood and may be used to perform an investigative function. 

It can also be employed as a tool to represent an act, and as a medium. These are the 

cultures of light that I will investigate in this study. The central question I explore is 

how do museums operationalize the agency of light? I propose that agents deploy 

light in such a way that it not only transmits messages that are sometimes narrative, 

but also, in a somewhat coded way, has a formative function. I will argue that light is 

being used in innovative ways as a tool by museum staff, artists and other agents to 

facilitate and guide interpretation. I investigate light as a cultural concept from a 

cultural-analytic perspective. First extending the wider academic discussion of light 

from an artistic medium to an exhibitionary tool, then to the more specific uses of 

light as an investigative tool. I conclude the study with the exhibitionary medium of 

shadow, or the absence of light.  

The two fields of inquiry from which my study and analyses emerge are 

cultural analysis and museum studies. In addition, the methods I follow are 

interdisciplinary and are drawn from related fields of practice such as art history, 

narratology and theatrical lighting theory. I understand the institutional apparatuses 

and technologies of museums from a post-structuralist perspective of relationships 

between power and knowledge. That is, I look closely at the discourse of ―culture‖ 

produced and consumed by a particular subject position, that of the visitor or viewer 

of museum exhibitions.  

Whether the object on display is a painting, sculpture, costume or an 

installation, decisions must be made on how to illuminate the object(s) that 

communicate a message to the viewer that he can interpret and from which meaning 

can be made. I seek to understand how the discursive practices of institutions such as 

museums deploy light as a powerful tool to aid interpretation. In addition, light can 

guide and manipulate viewers‘ attention and interpretation. This relates to the 

Foucaultian notion of discipline where the movement and control of bodies is 

affected by the isolating power of light. Light is a kind of power that coerces the body 

by regulating and dividing up its movement and the time and space in which it moves. 

Does light make docile bodies or active participants? My different cases will bear out 

that both can be the case. 
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In the first chapter my analysis of contemporary lightworks situates the 

theoretical concept of light within the framework of the production of art and its 

relation to art history. I begin my analysis by discussing light as what Bal calls a 

―semantically empty‖ medium, which is, however, capable of affecting the perception 

of the viewer. In this chapter I investigate works by artists such as Dan Flavin‘s untitled 

(to Henri Matisse), Joseph Kosuth‘s Neon Electrical Light and James Turrell‘s afrum-proto, 

all of which were constructed in the 1960s. More contemporary lightworks I survey 

are Seth Riskin‘s Blue Light for György Kepes, Ann Veronica Janssens‘ Red, Yellow and Blue, 

Carsten Höller‘s Lichtwand, Olafur Eliasson‘s 360° Room for All Colours and Mischa 

Kuball‘s Private Light/Public Light, all of which, in one way or another, propose their 

own variation on the theme of light. I also analyze installations of Yayoi Kusama‘s 

Dots Obsession: New Century and Ilya Kabakov‘s The Man Who Flew into Space from his 

Apartment. Here, in order to understand the way light can affect the viewer, I trace the 

use of light from an art-historical perspective as an artistic medium from the 

beginning of the twentieth century until the present day in order to lay a foundation 

for discussing light as a narrative tool in the subsequent chapter.  

I examine the intertwinement of narratology and theatrical lighting in the 

second chapter. This chapter investigates the way the effects of light can augment the 

narrative of an exhibition. Rather than examining contemporary art, as in chapter one, 

this chapter takes the illumination of a contemporary exhibition of eighteenth-century 

costumes, furniture and decorative arts, organized in tableaux vivants, as its primary 

object of study. The analysis utilizes Bal‘s narrative theory in order to uncover the 

ways in which light plays a role not only in the individual tableau, but also to bring 

together into a narrative the whole exhibition, which unfolds in a suite of period 

rooms within the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Understanding how 

light narrates, or what it says to the viewer, prepares the ground for examining more 

specific uses of light within the museum environment.  

The third chapter investigates the specific use of ultraviolet light as an 

investigative tool and atmospheric medium of illumination. After first discussing the 

physical nature of ultraviolet light, this chapter investigates the way three significantly 

different exhibitions use ultraviolet light to expose various attributes of their displayed 

objects. The first exhibition, Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent Collection at the 

University of Richmond Museums in Virginia, explores the way curators have used an 

invisible medium as a pedagogical tool to instruct viewers about the scientific 

principles of mineral fluorescence and, at the same time, expose the hidden aesthetic 

beauty of the natural world. Next, I study how contemporary artist Regine Schumann 

deploys ultraviolet light to create a disconcerting ―landscape‖ of colour and light. The 
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third exhibition I analyze is a didactic display and below-the-surface look at a specific 

group of Piet Mondriaan‘s paintings known as the ―Trans-Atlantic group‖. Here, I 

examine the way ultraviolet light is used, non-invasively, to look below the surface of 

paintings in order to uncover the ways in which this particular group of paintings was 

changed by the artist from its beginnings in Europe to its eventual formal completion 

on the North American continent. Finally, in order to articulate an interpretative 

frame of this use of light I examine the notion of the ―boundary object‖, as conceived 

by Susan Star and James Griesemer. I consider the possibility of ultraviolet light as a 

particular kind of boundary object where, through the active agency of light, a 

translation of information between different communities of practice within the 

museum environment takes place.  

The final chapter looks beyond the medium of light to illuminate the ways in 

which shadow is deployed as both an exhibitionary and artistic medium. Here, I 

investigate not only specific types of shadows which appear as darkened shapes on 

surfaces, but also the relative darkness that can communicate a suggestion of 

otherness, or performs a formative function in relation to the artwork. Shadows are 

considered from the standpoint of how they influence our perception. I first discuss 

their theorization by classical writers such as Plato and Leonardo da Vinci through the 

lens of Victor Stoichita and Michael Baxandall. Second, I consider several examples of 

the use of shadow in an exhibitionary environment. I discuss first the shadow cast by 

a fully-weighted ALARM missile displayed in the Imperial War Museum North in 

Manchester.  Next, I discuss the way Constantin Brancusi deploys shadow in 

conjunction with his sculpture Prometheus. Thereafter, I return to the work of Janssens 

to see how shadow frames the viewer. Lastly, I discuss the case of Larry Kagan‘s 

shadow artworks, where shadow is a medium necessary for the completion of the 

artwork. This chapter demonstrates how the luminous environment of the exhibition 

space is not only comprised of the effects of light, but that the effects of darkness and 

shadow also play an important exhibitionary role.  

In the conclusion I investigate a contemporary lightwork by artist Helga 

Griffiths entitled Identity Analysis. Griffiths‘ installation work reveals some of the most 

private and hidden information any human being can publicly disclose. She allows us 

to metaphorically enter her body and view the coded information of her genetic 

composition. This installation depicts the genetic DNA code of one unique, individual 

human being, and by extension the entire human race. She accomplishes this by 

deploying four thousand test tubes and Petri-dishes filled with fluorescein solution. At 

once, Griffiths engages with the discourses of both medical ethics and exhibitionism. 

With this lightwork, she confronts head-on the current debate on the privacy of 
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personal information and its potential misuse through, for example, identity theft. 

This exhibit is an exposé exposing herself and the larger body politic, as if to say that 

the proliferation of personal information and the ensuing potential for identity theft is 

a scandal that ought to be dealt with in an equally public way.  

This form of exhibitionism not only brings to the publicly-accessible surface, 

kernels of information in a coded way, but it does so by using the tool of light. Light 

creates semantic as well as physical bridges that connect the various strands of the 

exhibitionary story to the receptive viewer. Griffiths‘ work thus helps me to tie 

together the four chapters of this study, in which I have demonstrated how the agency 

of light is operationalized and contributes to museological discourse by engaging the 

senses of the viewer, which in turn augments the dialogic relationship between the 

museum and its visitors. The complex and multifaceted operations of light, in a 

museological sense, transcends the disciplinary boundaries between the dissimilar 

types of exhibitionary practices analysed in this study. Light is exposed here as both a 

dynamic tool and a vibrant medium for displays across the exhibitionary spectrum. 
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Translated by Prof. dr. M.D. Rosello 

 

Cette étude est consacrée à l'art et la science de l'éclairage dans les musées. La lumière 

affecte notre perception et nos émotions. Elle nous aide à fixer notre attention. Elle 

crée une atmosphère visuelle. Elle peut servir à représenter une action. Elle est un 

mode de communication. J'explorerai ici ces cultures de la lumière. La question 

primordiale à laquelle j'entends répondre est la suivante: comment les musées utilisent-

ils la lumière? Je suggère qu'on utilise la lumière pour transmettre des messages qui 

sont parfois des récits mais qui ont parfois, aussi une fonction formative plus ou 

moins codée. Les conservateurs, les artistes ainsi que d'autres agents utilisent la 

lumière de façon innovante pour guider et faciliter l'interprétation. La lumière est un 

concept culturel que j'explorerai d'un point de vue analytique et culturel. La recherche 

académique nous renseigne sur la lumière en tant que mode de communication 

artistique. Je me propose d'aller au-delà de ce discours sur la lumière en tant que 

medium artistique pour envisager l'éclairage comme un outil d'exposition et un outil 

d'investigation.  Je conclue cette étude par un chapitre sur l'absence de lumière, c'est-à-

dire sur l'utilisation de l'ombre en tant qu'outil d'exposition.  

Les deux champs analytiques que mon étude croise sont l'analyse culturelle et 

la muséographie. Ma méthodologie est interdisciplinaire, et je me réfère en particulier 

à l'histoire de l'art, la narratologie et la théorie de l'éclairage théâtral. J'adopte un point 

de vue poststructuraliste pour envisager l'appareil institutionnel et les technologies du 

musée  comme le site d'une relation entre pouvoir et savoir. Je m'intéresse donc à la 

façon dont un certain discours culture est produit et consommé par ce sujet bien 

particulier qu'est le visiteur du musée.  

Que l'objet exposé soit une peinture, une sculpture, un costume ou une 

installation, toute une série de décisions sont nécessaires pour choisir l'éclairage qui va 

envoyer un message au visiteur, un message grâce auquel il peut créer du sens. Je 

cherche à comprendre comment les pratiques discursives des institutions comme les 

musées font de la lumière un outil puissant qui guide l'interprétation. Je lie cette 

pratique à la notion foucaldienne de discipline: le pouvoir qu'a la lumière d'isoler 

affecte et contrôle le mouvement des corps.  La lumière a le pouvoir de contrôler les 

corps en régulant et divisant l'espace et le temps dans lequel ils évoluent. Est-ce que la 

lumière fabrique des participants actifs ou des corps dociles? Les exemples que 

j'examine suggèrent que les deux cas peuvent se produire.  
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Dans un premier chapitre, j'analyse l'éclairage contemporain et situe le 

concept théorique de lumière dans le cadre de la production artistique et de sa relation 

à l'histoire de l'art. La lumière est d'abord analysée comme un exemple de ce que Bal 

appelle un medium ―sémantiquement vide‖ et qui est pourtant capable d'influencer la 

perception du public. J'étudie d'abord des oeuvres produites pendant les années 

soixante: untitled (à Henri Matisse) de Dan Flavin, Neon Electrical Light de Joseph Kosuth 

et afrum-proto de James Turrell [caps or not?]. J'analyse aussi des travaux plus récents 

qui tous, à leur manière nous proposent une variation sur le thème de la lumière: Blue 

Light for György Kepes de Seth Riskin, Red, Yellow and Blue, de Ann Veronica Janssens, 

Lichtwand de Carsten Höller, 360° Room for All Colours de Olafur Eliasson, Private 

Light/Public Light de Mischa Kuball, Dots Obsession: New Century deYayoi Kusam et The 

Man Who Flew into Space from his Apartment de Ilya Kabakov. Pour comprendre 

comment la lumière affecte le spectateur, je me sers des ressources qu'offre l'histoire 

de l'art et effectue une rétrospective de la façon dont lumière a été utilisée comme 

mode de communication artistique du début du vingtième siècle jusqu'à nos jours. 

Cette partie sert de base au chapitre suivant qui analyse la lumière comme outil 

narratif.  

Le second chapitre se penche sur l'imbrication entre narratologie et éclaire 

théâtral. J'y explore la façon dont l'éclairage peut intensifier le récit que raconte une 

exposition. M'éloignant du type d'art contemporain que j'ai étudié dans le premier 

chapitre, j'analyse ici une exposition de costumes, meubles et arts décoratifs du dix-

huitième siècle organisée comme une série de tableaux vivants. Je me sers des théories 

narratologiques de Bal pour explorer la façon dont la lumière joue un rôle dans chacun 

des tableaux mais transforme aussi l'exposition dans son ensemble en un récit qui se 

déroule dans une série de salles au sein du Metropolitan Museum of Art à New York. 

Comprendre comment la lumière raconte une histoire ou ce qu'elle dit au spectateur 

me permet d'établir la base d'une étude plus approfondie de cas spécifiques 

d'utilisation de l'éclairage dans les musées.  

Le troisième chapitre explore l'usage spécifique que l'on peut faire de la 

lumière ultraviolette non seulement comme outil de recherche mais comme mode 

d'illumination capable de créer une atmosphère lumineuse. Après avoir exploré la 

nature des ultraviolets, je me penche sur la façon dont trois expositions différentes 

utilisent cette lumière pour révéler certains des attributs des objets exposés.  La 

première exposition, Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent Collection présentée au musée 

de l'université de Richmond en Virginie retrace la façon les conservateurs utilisent un 

medium invisible comme outil pédagogique pour apprendre au public les principes 

scientifiques de la fluorescence minérale et, en même temps, révéler la beauté cachée 
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du monde naturel. J'analyse ensuite le travail d'une artiste contemporaine, Regine 

Schumann, qui se sert des ultraviolets pour créer un ―paysage‖ déconcertant de 

couleur et de lumière.  Le troisième exemple est une présentation didactique d'une 

série de tableaux de Piet Mondriaan intitulés  ―TheTrans-Atlantic group‖. J'analyse la 

façon dont la lumière ultaviolette nous permet d'observer, sans intrusion, ce qui se 

passe sous la surface des tableaux, afin de découvrir la façon dont cette série de 

tableaux a évolué depuis leur conception en Europe jusqu'à leur achèvement sur le 

continent Nord Américain. Enfin, pour articuler un cadre interprétatif de cette 

utilisation de l'éclairage, je me réfère à ce que Susan Star et James Griesemer appellent 

un ―objet frontière‖. Les ultraviolets sont un type particulier d'objet frontière qui 

permet, grâce à l'activité de la lumière, d'opérer une traduction des informations entre 

plusieurs groupes de pratiques dans l'environnement du musée.  

Le dernier chapitre se détourne de la lumière proprement dite pour examiner 

la façon dont on utilise l'ombre dans en tant que moyen artistique d'exposition. 

J'analyse ici les types particuliers d'ombres portées sur les surfaces mais aussi 

l'obscurité relative qui peut suggérer l'altérité et avoir une fonction formative par 

rapport à l'œuvre d'art. Je me demande comment l'ombre influence notre perception. 

Je commence par une discussion de la façon dont les auteurs classiques ont théorisé 

l'obscurité (de Platon à Léonard de Vinci, Victor Stoichita et Michael Baxandall) avant 

de passer à trois exemples d'utilisation de l'ombre dans le cadre d'une exposition. 

J'analyse l'ombre projetée par un missile ALARM grandeur nature exposé au musée 

impérial de la guerre à Manchester. J'analyse ensuite la façon dont Constantin Brancusi 

utilise l'ombre dans la sculpture intitulée Prometheus. Je termine par une étude Larry 

Kagan chez qui l'ombre est un moyen nécessaire pour parachever l'œuvre. Ce chapitre 

suggère que l'environnement lumineux de l'exposition ne peux se réduire à la lumière 

elle-même mais que les effets de l'obscurité et de l'ombre jouent un rôle tout aussi 

important.  

Je conclus par une analyse d'une artiste contemporaine Helga Griffiths dont le 

travail s'intitule Identity Analysis. Son installation révèle les informations les plus 

secrètes et les plus intimes que l'on puisse communiquer sur un corps humain. Elle 

nous autorise à pénétrer métaphoriquement son corps et à observer les données 

informatiques de sa composition génétique. Cette installation révèle le code génétique 

d'un individu unique, et donc par extension, de l'humanité dans son ensemble. Elle 

déploie, pour ce faire, quatre mille éprouvettes et boîte de Petri remplis de solution 

fluorescente. Elle combine le discours ethico-médical et celui de l'exhibitionnisme. 

Elle nous confronte au débat sur le respect de l'information et sur l'usage abusif que 

l'on peut en faire (par exemple le vol d'identité). Elle s'expose elle-même tout en 
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exposant le corps politique. Elle suggère que la prolifération d'information personnelle 

et le risque de vol d'identité sont des scandales qui doivent faire l'objet d'une même 

discussion publique. Cette forme d'exhibitionnisme donne accès à une information qui 

se présente normalement au public de façon cryptée et ce, grâce à l'utilisation de la 

lumière. La lumière crée des liens physiques et sémantiques entre les différents types 

de récit que l'exposition adresse au spectateur réceptif. L'oeuvre de Griffiths me 

permet de lier les quatre parties de cette étude dans laquelle je me suis proposé de 

démontrer comment la lumière est instrumentalisée dans le discours du musée et 

contribue faire intervenir les sens du spectateur, ce qui renforce la relation dialogique 

entre le musée et ses visiteurs. Les multiples et complexes fonctions de l'éclairage dans 

les musées transcendent les frontières disciplinaires entre les divers types de pratique 

d'exposition. La lumière est à la fois un outil dynamique et un remarquable moyen 

d'expression qui traverse toute la gamme des expositions. 
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Translated by A.P. van Bladeren 

 

In deze studie zijn mijn gebieden van onderzoek de kunst en wetenschap van licht in 

een museologische context. Licht kan menselijke waarnemingen en emoties 

beïnvloeden, aandacht trekken, een visuele stemming scheppen en kan ook dienen om 

onderzoek te verrichten. Tevens kan licht gebruikt worden als een werktuig om een 

handeling te verbeelden en kan het ingezet worden als een medium. Dit zijn de 

culturen van licht die ik in deze studie zal onderzoeken. De centrale vraag van 

onderzoek is hoe museums de werking van licht operationaliseren. Ik stel voor dat 

agenten licht op een dusdanige manier in zetten dat het niet alleen boodschappen 

overbrengt, die soms van narratieve aard zijn, maar dat licht ook op een gecodeerde 

manier een formatieve functie heeft. Ik zal beargumenteren dat licht op innovatieve 

wijzen gebruikt wordt als gereedschap door museumpersoneel, kunstenaars en andere 

tussenpersonen om interpretatie te vergemakkelijken, te begeleiden en te faciliteren. Ik 

onderzoek licht als een cultureel concept vanuit een cultuuranalytisch standpunt. 

Allereerst door verbreding van de ruimere academische discussie van licht als een 

artistiek medium tot licht als een tentoonstellingswerktuig, daarna naar het specifieke 

gebruik van licht als een onderzoeksmiddel. Ik sluit de studie af met de bespreking van 

schaduw of de afwezigheid van licht als tentoonstellingsmedium. 

De twee velden van onderzoek waar mijn studie en analyses uit tevoorschijn 

komen, zijn cultuuranalyse en museumstudies. Derhalve zijn de methodes die ik 

gebruik interdisciplinair van aard en ontleend aan verwante praktijken, zoals 

kunstgeschiedenis, narratologie en theaterbelichtingstheorie. Ik ga uit van de 

―institutional apparatuses‖ en technologieën van museums vanuit een 

poststructuralistisch perspectief van verbanden tussen macht en kennis. Dat betekent 

dat ik nauwgezet kijk naar de dialoog van ―cultuur‖ geproduceerd en geconsumeerd 

door een specifieke subject positie, namelijk die van de bezoeker of toeschouwer van 

museumexposities. 

Of het tentoongestelde object nu een schilderij, een sculptuur, een kostuum 

of een installatie is, er zullen beslissingen gemaakt moeten worden hoe de objecten, 

die boodschappen communiceren, zo te belichten dat de kijker in staat gesteld wordt 

het object te interpreteren en er betekenis aan toe te kennen. Verder onderzoek ik hoe 

discursieve praktijken van instituties als musea licht inzetten als een krachtig middel 

om interpretaties te bevorderen. Tevens kan licht de aandacht en de interpretaties van 
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de kijkers manipuleren. Dit verhoudt zich tot Foucault‘s begrip discipline waarin de 

beweging en beheersing van lichamen wordt beïnvloed door de isolerende macht van 

licht. Licht is een soort macht dat het lichaam dwingt zijn bewegingen te reguleren en 

op te delen en de tijd en ruimte waarin het zich beweegt. Creëert licht passieve 

lichamen of actieve deelnemers? Mijn verschillende casussen tonen aan dat van beide 

sprake kan zijn. 

In het eerste hoofdstuk plaatst mijn analyse van eigentijdse lichtwerken het 

theoretisch concept ―licht‖ binnen het kader van de productie van kunst en haar 

relatie tot kunstgeschiedenis. Ik begin mijn analyse met licht te bespreken als een 

―semantisch leeg‖ medium, zoals het door Bal genoemd wordt, ondanks het feit dat 

licht in staat is de perceptie van de kijker te beïnvloeden. In dit hoofdstuk onderzoek 

ik werken uit de jaren zestig: untitled (to Henri Matisse) van Dan Flavin, Neon Electrical 

Light van Joseph Kosuth en afrum-proto van James Turell. Meer eigentijdse lichtwerken 

die ik analyseer zijn: Blue Light for György Kepes van Seth Riskin, Red, Yellow and Blue van 

Ann Veronica Janssen, Carsten Höller‘s Lichtwand, Olafur Eliasson‘s 360° Room for All 

Colours en Private Light/Public Light van Mischa Kuball. Zij vertolken allemaal op één of 

andere manier hun eigen variatie op het thema licht. Verder analyseer ik installaties 

van Yayoi Kusama Dots Obsession: New Century en van Ilja Kabakov The Man Who Flew 

into Space from his Apartment.  Om te begrijpen hoe licht de kijker kan beïnvloeden, volg 

ik hier het gebruik van licht vanuit kunsthistorisch gezichtspunt als een artistiek 

medium van het begin van de twintigste eeuw tot de dag van vandaag, teneinde zo een 

fundament te leggen om licht als een narratief werktuig in het volgende hoofdstuk te 

kunnen bespreken.  

Ik onderwerp de verwevenheid van narratologie en theatrale belichting in het 

tweede hoofdstuk aan nader onderzoek. Dit hoofdstuk onderzoekt de manier waarop 

lichteffecten de narrativiteit van een tentoonstelling kan vergroten. In plaats van het 

bestuderen van hedendaagse kunst, zoals in hoofdstuk één, zijn in dit hoofdstuk de 

belichting van een hedendaagse tentoonstelling van achttiende-eeuwse kostuums, 

meubelen en decoratieve kunst, georganiseerd in tableaux vivants, het voornaamste 

onderwerp van studie. De analyse maakt gebruik van Bal‘s narratieve theorie om de 

manieren waarop licht een rol speelt, bloot te leggen. Het maakt duidelijk dat dit niet 

alleen betrekking heeft op het individuele tableau, maar ook om de gehele 

tentoonstelling in het Metropolitain Museum of Art in New York, bestaand uit een 

reeks van vertrekken uit een bepaalde periode. Om te begrijpen hoe licht een verhaal 

vertelt of wat het vertelt aan de kijker, is een opstap om meer specifiek gebruik van 

licht in museums te bestuderen. 
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Het derde hoofdstuk onderzoekt het specifieke gebruik van ultraviolet licht 

als onderzoekswerktuig en als atmosferisch medium van verlichting. Na het bespreken 

van de fysische eigenschappen van ultraviolet licht, onderzoekt dit hoofdstuk de 

manier waarop drie duidelijk verschillende tentoonstellingen ultraviolet licht gebruiken 

om verschillende attributen van hun tentoongestelde objecten te belichten. De eerste 

tentoonstelling is Fluorescent Minerals from the Permanent Collection aan de Universiteit van 

Richmond Museums in Virginia. Ik onderzoek de manier waarop curators een 

onzichtbaar medium hebben gebruikt als pedagogisch instrument om kijkers te 

informeren over de wetenschappelijke principes van minerale fluorisering en op 

dezelfde manier de verborgen schoonheid van de wereld van de natuur te laten zien. 

Vervolgens bestudeer ik op welke manier hedendaags kunstenares Regine Schumann 

ultraviolet licht inzet om een verwarrend ―landschap‖ van licht en kleur te creëren. De 

derde tentoonstelling die ik onderzoek, is een didactische visualisatie en kijk onder de 

oppervlakte betreffende een groep van Piet Mondriaans schilderijen, bekend als de 

―Trans-Atlantic group‖. Hier kijk ik hoe ultraviolet licht gebruikt wordt om, op een 

niet-invasieve manier, onder de oppervlakte te kunnen kijken en te zien hoe deze 

groep schilderijen veranderd werd door de kunstenaar in de periode tussen hun begin 

in Europa en de uiteindelijke vervolmaking op het Noord-Amerikaanse continent. 

Om uiteindelijk een interpretatief kader te kunnen verwoorden voor dit gebruik van 

licht, onderzoek ik het begrip ―boundary object‖, zoals geformuleerd door Susan Star 

en James Griesemer. Ik overweeg de mogelijkheid dat ultraviolet licht een specifiek 

soort boundary object is, door middel waarvan de actieve werking van licht een 

vertaling van informatie doet plaatsvinden tussen verschillende groepen van 

praktijkvoering binnen het museum. 

Het laatste hoofdstuk kijkt verder dan het medium licht. Het laat de manieren 

zien waarop schaduw wordt gebruikt als gereedschap voor tentoonstellingen en als 

artistiek medium. Ik onderzoek hier niet alleen de specifieke soorten schaduw die 

verschijnen als donkere vormen op oppervlakten, maar ook de relatieve duisternis dat 

de suggestie van het andere kan overbrengen, of het vervult een vormende functie in 

relatie tot het kunstwerk. Schaduw worden bekeken vanuit het standpunt waarop ze 

onze waarneming beïnvloedt. Ik zal eerst de theorieën van Plato en Leonardo Da 

Vinci betreffende schaduw bespreken, gezien door de ogen van Victor Stoichita en 

Michael Baxandall. Ten tweede onderzoek ik drie voorbeelden waarin schaduw in een 

museumomgeving gebruikt wordt. Ik bespreek eerst de schaduw die geworpen wordt 

door een ALARM raket, tentoongesteld in het Imperial War Museum North in 

Manchester. Daarna behandel ik de manier waarop Constantin Brancusi schaduw 

inzet in samenspel met zijn sculptuur Prometeus. Vervolgens kom ik kort terug op het 
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werk van Janssens. Ten slotte ga ik in op Larry Kagan‘s schaduwkunstwerken, waarbij 

schaduw een noodzakelijk medium is om het kunstwerk compleet te maken. Dit 

hoofdstuk laat zien op welke manier licht in een tentoonstellingsituatie zich niet alleen 

beperkt tot de effecten van licht, maar dat de effecten van duisternis en schaduw ook 

een belangrijke rol spelen bij tentoonstellingen. 

In de conclusie onderzoek ik een eigentijds lichtwerk van kunstenares Helga 

Griffiths, getiteld Identity Analysis. Haar installatiewerk ontbloot de meest persoonlijke 

en verborgen informatie dat een menselijk wezen publiekelijk kan onthullen. Ze staat 

ons toe om op metaforische wijze haar lichaam binnen te treden en de gecodeerde 

informatie van haar genetische opmaak te bekijken. Deze installatie verbeeldt de 

genetische DNA code van één uniek menselijk individu en als zodanig het gehele 

menselijke ras. Zij bereikt dit door vierduizend testbuisjes en Petrischaaltjes gevuld 

met fluorescerende vloeistof te gebruiken. Tegelijkertijd gaat ze in op de discussie van 

zowel medische ethiek als exhibitionisme. Met dit lichtwerk houdt ze ons op een 

directe manier de hedendaagse discussie voor over de privacy van persoonlijke 

informatie en het mogelijke misbruik daarvan in de vorm van identiteitsdiefstal. Het 

tentoongestelde is een exposé waarbij ze zichzelf ontbloot en de bredere 

lichaamspolitiek, bedoelend dat de verspreiding van persoonlijke informatie en de 

mogelijkheid voor identiteitsdiefstal een schandaal is, waar op een evenzo publieke 

manier mee omgegaan behoort te worden.  

Deze manier van exhibitionisme brengt niet alleen op een gecodeerde manier 

kernen met informatie aan de oppervlakte die toegankelijk is voor het publiek, maar 

juist door het gebruik van licht. Licht creëert zowel semantische als fysieke bruggen, 

die verschillende lijnen van het tentoongestelde verhaal met elkaar verbinden voor de 

daarvoor openstaande kijker. Het werk van Griffiths helpt me op deze wijze de vier 

hoofdstukken van deze studie met elkaar te verbinden. Een studie waarin ik heb 

aangetoond hoe de tussenkomst van licht wordt geoperationaliseerd en bijdraagt aan 

de museologische discussie door zich met de zintuigen van de waarnemer te 

verbinden en hoe licht op zijn beurt de dialogische relatie tussen museum en zijn 

bezoekers doet toenemen. De complexe en veelzijdige werking van licht in een 

museologische betekenis, overstijgt de disciplinaire grenzen tussen de ongelijksoortige 

tentoonstellingspraktijken welke geanalyseerd zijn in deze studie. Licht wordt hier 

getoond als zowel een dynamisch werktuig als een krachtig medium voor verschillende 

soorten tentoonstellingen. 
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