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Introduction

This article proposes a reflection on how new media art challenges
the norms of exhibition lighting design. While new media art is a
broad category with rather fluid boundaries, including various types
of practices using electronic media technologies in an innovative way,
such as Net art, interactive digital installations, computational art,
robotics, this article focuses specifically on such work that is spe-
cifically made for presentation in a physical exhibition space, such as
an interactive installation on show in a museum. Contrary to most
other art exhibitions that call for a considerable amount of light, new
media art exhibitions are often shown in darkness or subdued light-

ing.

In The Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty states
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that perceiving things visually means perceiving light !; that seeing is
seeing color and light. Light makes the visual qualities of objects -
colors, surfaces and textures - sensible to the eye and is therefore a
major factor in the aesthetic experience of any artwork. This is part
of what Merleau-Ponty calls a “spatial configuration of perception”?,
where different qualities are put into relation with one another and
perceived simultaneously. In an exhibition, therefore, light is not to
be treated as separate from other spatial characteristics since they
form a single entity in the perception of the spectator. In addition to
making visual qualities of objects appear, diverse light conditions
allow us to see objects differently, light itself possessing distinctive
qualities that are, in combination, inhabited by subjective meanings.
Light not only creates the conditions for seeing and interpreting an
object; it is itself subject to interpretation.

In an exhibition, light directs the viewer and directs their gaze 3 and
attention, it can valorize the exhibits or draw attention to some of
them 4, enhance the visitor’s visual comfort 5, structure the exhibition
space 5, and help alleviate museum fatigue ’. On the other hand, if its
intensity is not correctly calibrated, it can irrevocably damage sensit-
ive artworks 8. Light can also guide the interpretation of an artwork ?;
for instance, by creating a specific atmosphere for an artwork to be
seen in!0. In the case of interactive digital installations light can also
induce interaction or indicate a specific object to be used by the
spectator. Designing a light environment requires both artistic and
technical skill, an understanding of the physical properties of natural
and artificial light and of its perceptual effects on the appearance of
art and space.

While some of the abovementioned functions remain relevant in new
media art exhibitions, others have changed or been entirely disposed
of. By analyzing contemporary media art exhibitions in conjunction
with how other artworks are shown, this article proposes envisaging
darkness in the exhibition space as an aesthetic quality that can be
worked with in order to create a specific context for the visualization
of art. The first section of this article investigates two spatial settings
for the visualization of contemporary art, the White Cube and the
Black Box, together with their ideological and historical baggage. It
argues that neither of these terms is fitting for the new spaces cre-
ated by exhibition makers for new media art, and introduces a new



From the White Cube to the Black Box and back: Lighting design for new media art exhibitions

term, the Dark Space, for discussion. The second part is more con-
cerned with the aesthetic qualities of lighting in the Dark Space and
argues that despite originating as a technical constraint for some art-
works, it can also be an aesthetic choice. The last section is con-
cerned with the introduction of light into the exhibition space in new
media art exhibitions and elaborates on how exhibition makers break
the postulate of darkness in new media art exhibitions.

Darkness in the exhibition space.
The Black Box as a black White
Cube?

New media art exhibitions are very often not held in a bright White
Cube, the archetype for the modern exhibition space and the norm
for the presentation of contemporary artworks in galleries, fairs, mu-
seums, festivals and alternative spaces alike . They are shown in dim
lighting. Such conditions of illumination can be viewed as relating
directly to screening technologies. Video projectors, often used for
these artworks, function better in darkened rooms, such as cinemas.
Since video projectors use light in order to make images visible, any
external source would disrupt rather than enhance the quality of the
artwork. The paradigm is thus reversed: in order for the artwork to
be visible in satisfactory conditions, instead of an appropriate amount
of light, an appropriate amount of darkness is necessary. As Barbara
Biischer points out, the darkness of these Black Boxes essentially
provides the same neutrality as the whiteness of the White Cube: The
black of the walls, ceilings, and floors, like the white of the White
Cube, suggests neutrality, and ultimately the negation of concrete,
physical space. Both place the spectator/viewer in a position of max-
imum concentration, of focussing their gaze, of blocking out the out-

side and focusing their attention. 12

In the White Cube, all decorations are removed, creating an empty
space with no obstructions or distractions. The White Cube further
removes the artworks from any aesthetic or historical context,
providing a supposedly neutral space for the perception of art. “The

113»

art is free, as the saying used to go, ‘to take on its own life.'” Brian

O’Doherty questions the neutrality of the White Cube. It would not
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be, as once presumed, a neutral space for the perception of art, but a
highly ideological space. The aesthetic force of the white walls modi-
fies the artworks and enters in direct competition with them. O'Do-
herty further argues:

The purpose of such a setting is not unlike the purpose of religious
buildings - the artworks, like religious verities, are to appear “un-
touched by time and its vicissitudes.” The condition of appearing out

of time, or beyond time, implies a claim that the work already be-

longs to posterity - that is, it is an assurance of good investment. 14

Much like the White Cube, the Black Box is an undecorated space with
little to disrupt the spectator’s direct contact with the work of art. As
Bischer correctly points out, it focuses the spectator’s attention on
the work. Does it, however, also freight the same ideological implica-
tions as the White Cube, or does it create a different semiotic setting
for the appreciation of art? Is the Black Box, like the White Cube, re-
cognized by the viewer as a space for the presentation of high art, in-
evitably turning every object within it into a desirable object of ap-
preciation? Is the Black Box the same as the White Cube, but just in
black?

7 Unlike the White Cube that avoids dramatic effects through even light
distribution '°, the Black Box, much like a theater space, throws them
into relief. In his 2020 article “Interpreting Art with Light”, architect
and light designer Thomas Schielke points out how the White Cube
accentuates the minimalism of the exhibition design, whereas the
Black Box deals in hyperreal, dynamic stagings. He goes on to attrib-
ute highly emotional, mildly mystical effects to the Black Box set-
ting 16, Dark exhibition spaces that can be called Black Boxes, how-
ever, are far from being one homogenous category of spatial settings.
On the contrary, they can produce different aesthetic qualities, vary-
ing degrees of darkness, while subdued illumination can also result in
different light temperatures and hues, ranging from cold, greenish
tones to warm yellows, reds and oranges. Thus, the environment cre-
ated by dark exhibition spaces may elicit very different emotional re-
sponses.

8 The term Black Box originated in the theater, where darkness forms
the starting point of the artistic experience. Véronique Perruchon,
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researcher in theater studies at the University of Lille, points out the
importance of darkness in the theater and to how it is manipulated as
an aesthetic material:

In the last third of the twentieth century, black in theater is renewed
and becomes a material with revealed aesthetic qualities. Black is not
a simple background or an ornamental frame that accompanies a
drama. It is a plastic reality, a component of scenic writing. Black is
not neutral: it is sublimed by materials with reflective textures, or on
the contrary worked in its opacity thanks to matte supports. It is
made to exist as a setting, or as a partner. It is constitutive of the
theater as a dramatic element of an aesthetic space. It is the reign of
the ‘black box. "7

The darkness in the exhibition space can be manipulated in a similar
way. Light qualities in combination with the material of the struc-
tures and surfaces can create a wide range of effects, from matt
planes that absorb light and thus enhance the darkness, to surfaces
that can be animated through reflection. As theater specialist Tina
Bicat states, the role of lighting in theater is paramount; it “directs
looks, attentions, and emotions. 18”
context, whatever the type of space, light is not neutral, instead ex-

erting a decisive influence on the perception of the exhibition space

Just as on stage, in the museum

and of the artworks within it. What about the underlying ideological
implications of the Black Box theater? Do they carry over into the
Black Box exhibition space? Claire Bishop argues that the Black Box
theater and the White Cube museum spaces are laden with different
ideologies. She states that the White Cube, the “archetypal modern
exhibition space,” “is a blend of neutrality, objectivity, timelessness,
and sanctity: a paradoxical combination that makes claims to ration-
ality and detachment while also conferring a quasi-mystical value and
significance upon the work.!®” Becoming popular in the 1960s in
American universities, Black Box theater, was to jettison all artificial
drapery and technology in order to facilitate the direct contact
between the actors and the audience. It thus aimed to distinguish
theater from television and cinema through immediacy, proximity,
and communication 2°. Bishop continues to argue that the Black Box
theater and the White Cube museum stem from different behavioral
conventions 2, While in Black Box theater the spectator is seated in
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front of the scene, the spectator in a museum is mobile. They can
freely approach the works and decide on the duration of visualiza-
tion, instead of having to sit through an entire performance %2 Thus,
while a stage performance lasts a fixed length, time in a museum is
diffuse and depends on the appreciation of the viewer. In this regard,
the Black Box museum space differs significantly from the Black Box
theater. In the former, spectators can decide how long they watch a
video or experience an interaction within an installation. The experi-
ence is thus fragmented. This fragmentation can be acknowledged
and enhanced by artists, for example by making use of multi-screen
installations where visitors not only choose the length of visualiza-
tion, but also decides which the film clip they view. Though, the
amount of time based media works in an exhibition can make it im-
possible to view the entirety of every video or experiment with every
interactive installation in depth. That might cause frustration for
viewers but is not necessarily seen as problematic by curators. Karen
Archey, Curator of Contemporary Art for Time-Based Media at
Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, states that it can be extremely liber-
ating for spectators to get rid of the feeling that they have to see and
understand everything within an exhibition for the experience to be
worthwhile 23. Because of these different spatial, temporal and beha-
vioral conventions, the term Black Box cannot be translated one-to-
one from theater to museum. It is questionable if the term Black Box
is applicable to all museum spaces employing darkness or dim light-
ing. In art exhibitions, Black Boxes are frequently used in order to
show video or film. The exhibition of film and video once was de-
scribed by Raymond Bellour as a proliferation of Black Boxes in a
White Cube?4. Here the word Black Box refers to spaces that are rel-
atively small and dark, having dark walls and showing a limited quant-
ity of work. The spectator enters these spaces, generally through a
light and sound trap that isolates the work from the rest of the exhib-
ition.

The variety of spatial configurations can by no means be reduced to
these two categories: the black and the white. While new media art
can be found in such boxes or, less frequently, in the White Cube, ex-
hibitions of these artworks can also employ spatial configurations
that do not correspond to either of these types. Instead of consisting
of a succession of small and confined spaces with only one or very
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few exhibits, they may take place in large halls allowing the artworks
to enter into dialogue with one another. Though not invariably, these
spaces may share characteristics with the White Cube, in that they
can be open spaces with smooth, neat walls, flat wood or concrete
flooring or carpet, possessing similar proportions, etc. For these large
spaces the term Black Box does not seem to be appropriate. In the
following, I will propose the term Dark Space in order to talk about
this broad variety of spatial settings. In opposition to the Black Box,
Dark Spaces may combine different degrees of darkness and present
extremely diverse spatial characteristics. Abandoned warehouses,
tunnels, bunkers, basements, etc. can be transformed into dark ex-
hibition spaces with their own atmosphere, aesthetic qualities and
emotional charge. These spaces are neither cubes nor boxes. While
the White Cube displays distinct, clearly defined qualities, the Dark
Space can combine various spatial qualities. The walls can be painted
uniformly black, be built of raw concrete or of some other material,
the ceilings may be high or low, they can have a wide range of pro-
portions, etc. The smallest common denominator would seem to be
the relative dimness of the space, the reduction of ambient lighting
and light sources that are either directed onto the artworks or emit-
ted directly by them.

Darkness as constraint and aesthetic
choice

Even though darkness initially imposed itself as a technical con-
straint, it might also be the outcome of an aesthetic choice. It should
be pointed out that technical developments have increased the power
of video projectors and LED screens in terms of brightness and con-
trast, making them more suitable for used in ambient lighting. Non-
etheless, some curators, artists, and exhibition makers embrace this
darkness. This was the case for the installation of works by Marnix de
Nijs, Cocky Eek and Carla Chan at the Conflux Festival at V2_Lab for
Unstable Media, Rotterdam 20222°. The exhibition program of this
festival with the subject “exit human” focused on novel sensory ex-
periences. At the V2_ the spectator entered the exhibition through a
black curtain that functioned as a light trap, keeping all natural light
out of the space. This in turn consisted of one room with a high ceil-
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ing, structured by two black columns. The walls were mostly covered
with mat, black fabric which contributed to the darkened atmosphere
by absorbing the light. Spotlights placed on the ceiling illuminated
the work by Cocky Eek with blue and reddish light and the work by
Marnix de Nijs with warm, white, yellowish light. The work by Chan
used a video projection and thus itself functioned as a light source.
Even though it remained relatively dark, different qualities of light
were combined, creating a distinct atmosphere for the exhibition en-
vironment.

The information brochure of the exhibition reads as follows: “The
overall exhibition stages a dark setting in which abstract and sen-
sorial experiences are combined with concepts that arise when
thinking of humans and their transformative relationship with tech-
nology, ecology, society and space.?5”
highlighted darkness and its cognitive effects on the spectator. Two

The exhibition makers thus

of the works directly benefited from this dimmer environment. Com-
missioned for the festival, Void by Cocky Eek (Figure 1 and 2) con-
sisted of a large sphere made out of black cloth inflated from the in-
side. Visitors inserted their heads into the sphere through slits in its
bottom quarter, their bodies remaining standing outside it. Inside,
visitors were confronted with a complete darkness that first destabil-
ized them and then revealed other sensorial experiences: a rotating
speaker fixed in the upper part of the sphere within created an
acoustic environment that circulated around one’s head. Whistling
and hissing sounds could be heard, sometimes reminiscent of a steam
train approaching and then moving away in a circular movement at a
constant speed. The movement of air inside the sphere created by
the machine continuously inflating the balloon was also perceptible.
When other spectators moved the sphere by putting their head inside
or pulling it out, the distortion of the fabric became tangible, creating
a sense of presence even though it was impossible to see one an-
other. After a while, some light coming through the slits became vis-
ible to the spectators. The outside of the sphere was made of dark
but shiny cloth, reflecting the light of the projectors and increasing
the presence of the sphere in the room. In that this immersive envir-
onment aims to exclude the vision in order to increase the spectator’s
focus on the sonic experience, it clearly benefits directly from a dark
environment.
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While Void emphasized the darkness of the room, the video installa-
tion Drifting Towards the Unknown by Carla Chan (Figure 3) worked
in contrast to it. Chan projected white light, evoking fluids in mo-
mentous or waves, on a rectangular screen. Smoke emitted from be-
hind the screen plunged the exhibition into an unreal atmosphere.
The smoke worked as an immaterial extension of the projection
screen, slowly coming out of its surface and floating through the
space while reflecting the bright, white light of the video. At the same
time, the smoke blurred the projection, rendering it somewhat intan-
gible. The brightness of the cold, white light created a strong
black /white contrast in the darkness of the exhibition space. For the
third work, AOR-200 Autonomous Oil Reserve, by Marnix de Nijs (Fig-
ure 4) there are no technical constraints for the exhibition in a dark
space. However, the darkness of the room correlated well with the is-

sues of surveillance and security raised by the work %/,
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Figure 1

Cocky Eek, Void, Immersive environment, 2022. Installation view, Conflux Festival, June
2022.

Photograph by the author
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Figure 2

Cocky Eek, Void, Immersive environment, 2022. Installation view, Conflux Festival, June
2022.

Photograph by the author
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Figure 3

Carla Chan, Drifting Towards the Unknown, AV Installation, 2022. Installation view, Conflux
Festival, June 2022.

Photograph by the author
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Figure 4

Marnix de Nijs, AOR-200 Autonomous Oil Reserve, 2018. Installation view, Conflux Festival,
June 2022.

Photograph by the author

13 V2_’s exhibition space, which is actually also the institution’s produc-
tion space and used for artistic experimentation, is very flexible and
can, on occasion, be transformed into a more conventional White
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Cube space. For lighting, the V2_ uses a custom-made theater grid. A
lighting grid is a system of perpendicular crosshatches of pipe fixed
under the ceiling above a stage or scenery. It allows the spotlights to
be fixed at different angles. In comparison to conventional museum
track lighting, the cross connections of grids provide for greater flex-
ibility. According to Michel van Dartel, director of V2_, this allows the
space to create different lighting environments more readily, espe-
cially for objects placed within the space and not along the wall. V2_
also uses the grid to fix projection material at uncommon angles or
tracking devices for interactive works 28,

In the theater today lighting poles are used mainly to support or load
scenic elements and spotlights. Fixed under the ceiling parallel to the
stage, these mobile poles can be raised and lowered independently
(without the constraint of a perpendicular tube holding them to-
gether) and thus facilitate lighting not only at different angles, but
also at different heights. In addition, theater spaces also have at their
disposal a wide distribution of electrical circuits, making it possible
to multiply the locations of each spotlight. Some institutions, like the
Fresnoy - Studio national des arts contemporains — make great ef-
forts to achieve a flexibility similar to a theater stage, but with differ-
ent technical means. Others, like the ZKM, successfully accommodate
more traditional museum track lighting.

Up to a point, the exhibition at V2_ exemplifies how curators and
light designers are able to deploy various kinds of lighting dark envir-
onments. The darkness is not only a constraint; it can be worked with
in its materiality and quality in order to create very different atmo-
spheres for the display of the works. It enables the creation of highly
specific aesthetic environments that allow the spectator to focus
totally on the works and heighten their emotional response. This type
of spatial set up, with few structural elements and no or very little
ambient lighting is also used at different venues exhibiting digital or
new media art like the Fresnoy or the Ars Electronica Center. In com-
parison to the use of Black Boxes, these spaces enable spectators to
see several artworks at once, sometimes even every one in the exhib-
ition, allowing for easier circulation and for the works to be confron-
ted with one another. At the V2_ exhibition, the dark cloth hung from
the walls absorbed the light and further obscured the space. In such
Dark Spaces, the spatial impression of the gallery is created more by
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the artworks than by the constructive parts of the space, like walls,
floor, ceiling, etc., that disappear into the darkness. The relation
between artworks and exhibition space is thus minimized. If the
viewer’s gaze is directed by a strong light-dark contrast, what should
not be visible, such as cables or technical devices, can be made invis-
ible. As in the White Cube, artworks may appear out of space and out
of time, but since the ideological implications are different, the im-
pression of being confronted with precious works of timeless art, as
it has often been stated for the White Cube, is not necessarily con-
veyed. These Dark Spaces can vehicle a strong vibe of experimenta-
tion and foster direct contact with the works. Such exhibition spaces
can elicit a wide variety of emotional responses among visitors to the
same exhibition, ranging from a calming, relaxing effect, to excite-
ment or even anxiety. The fact of being somewhat isolated from the
space by the darkness increases the visitor’s focus on the artworks.
This does not, however, make the perception of the artworks
autonomous from the space. It cannot be considered as neutral. On
the contrary, the contrast between light and darkness imparts dra-
matic effects to the exhibition, whose overall atmosphere influences
the perception and interpretation of the works within it.

Subdued lighting is not entirely new to museums. It is already known
from the exhibition of fragile materials, like prints, drawings or tex-
tiles. There exist though exhibitions whose space also shows some of
the above mentioned characteristics, namely dark walls, lighting dir-
ected directly onto the exhibits, little or no ambient lighting, but
without such technical constraints. Light designer and author Jean-
Jacques Ezrati mentions La galerie culturelle (Cultural Gallery) of the
Paris Musée national des arts et traditions populaires (MNATP, Na-
tional Museum for Traditional and Popular Arts, Figure 5) as one his-
torical example. Here the space of the exhibition was dark, lit only by
the spots placed in the showcases directed towards the objects. Like
in the performing arts, where the light tells the spectator where to
look at by creating visual hierarchies on the stage, the spots direct
the spectator’s eye towards the exhibits and, at the same time, show-
cases them. The architectural elements painted in black fade into
darkness and allow the spectator to concentrate on the exhibition
objects. On the other hand, such dark spaces may diminish visitors’
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visual comfort by impairing color rendering and making the reading
of wall texts and labels more difficult, especially for older visitors.

17 A contemporary example of such an exhibition space is to be found at
the Rijksmuseum (Figure 6), where part of the ground floor uses a
similar museography for the exhibition of keys, delftware, music in-
struments, jewelry, Dutch porcelain, relics, weapons and ship models.
Here again, the exhibits, especially the white delftware and porcelain,
stand out against the black background so the spectators’ attention is
center wholly on the exhibits. These examples show that in addition
to being necessary for certain technologies or materials, dark exhibi-
tion spaces can also be an aesthetic choice, chosen for the specific
visual effects they create.

Figure 5

La Galerie culturelle du MNATP: Section «Elevagen, vitrine : «<Ordre de marche d’un grand
groupe de transhumants vers 1960», 1975

© MuCEM (Daniele Adam)
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Figure 6

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, ground floor. Installation view, June 2022.

Photograph by the author

Brining Light to new media art
exhibitions

Even though dim lighting seems to be a norm in new media art exhib-
itions, this does not prevent exhibition makers seeking to introduce
light into exhibitions and media artists wanting to show their works
in a substantial amount of light. The subject of lighting came up quite
naturally in some of the interviews I conducted with museum offi-
cials. Karen Archey for example stated that they were trying to find a
balance between darker and brighter spaces in the exhibition of Hito
Steyrl's works (“Hito Steyerl: I will survive”, January 29 - June 12 2022).
The wish to alternate between spaces with different degrees of dark-
ness and lighting directly informed the succession of the different
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works in the exhibition??. Arranged sequentially, the exhibition fol-
lowed a fixed route on the ground floor, generally showing one work
per room. Numerous video works, mostly on TV screens, were shown
in a large space on the first floor. After an initial installation in the
foyer in daylight, a succession of rather dark rooms dominated by red
or blue lighting followed. Around the middle of the exhibition path on
the ground floor there was again a room with some daylight. Here the
work Mission Accomplished: BELANCIEGE (2019) was exhibited. The
windows were sealed off with blue foil with BELANCIEGE written on
it. Even though this space was not very bright as such, it allowed vis-
itors to feel a significant change in atmosphere in contrast to the
darker space they had been in before. Here spectators could sit and
watch one of the smaller, calmer and less immersive works in the
show presented frontally on three TV screens. Then again followed a
succession of darker, more immersive spaces. The course of the ex-
hibition ended with a brighter space on the first floor. The amount of
lighting in the room can be related to the screening technology em-
ployed: the spaces with a larger amount of light in the exhibition
showed mainly works on screens, whereas the darker spaces con-
tained video projectors. As itinerant exhibition, the show has already
been held at the Centre Pompidou in Paris (19 May - 5 July 2021).
Here the works were shown in a different order, but the show also in-
cluded several spaces with daylight and alternated darker and
brighter spaces.

Matthew Fuller and Eyal Weizman use the term hyperaesthesia for
situations in which senses are stimulated to a point that they short-
circuit our capacity to reason and make sense. Hyperaesthesia res-
ults from “the projection of informational overload [that] force a
sense as much as to render it insensible 3°” Deploying a variety of
moving images, sounds and interactive propositions, media art exhib-
itions can be highly stimulating, even over-stimulating and thus tire-
some for the spectator. This may cause visitors to lose interest and
the ability to focus on the artworks. Integrating brighter, calmer
spaces may break visitor immersion, allowing them to refresh and re-
focus their attention. They allow the spectator to rest and to re-
charge before being re-immersed in a dark space. The alternation of
brighter spaces therefore might remediate problems commonly asso-
ciated with dark spaces, such as increased tiredness or anxiety.
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Other new media art exhibitions integrate daylight in areas specific-
ally created for resting (Figure 7 and 8). Morgane Stricot, conservator
and Head of Digital Conservation at ZKM, stated in an interview that
the ZKM has introduced rest areas into their exhibition. These areas
combine daylight, reduced noise and comfortable seating possibilities
for the spectator to relax. She states:

[In the exhibition] we try to combine quiet spaces with light. We put
catalogs, books about the artists, brochures and plans of the exhibi-
tion on the disposal of the spectator in these areas. (...) In “Art in Mo-
tion. 100 Masterpieces with and through Media” (July 14, 2018 - Janu-
ary 20, 2019) there was a kind of library with books about the artists
and the artworks. That worked very well. The visitors took a lot of
time and read about a particular artist. This material allowed them to
learn more about the artist and the context in which the work was
made. It also helps to show how the work has been exhibited before
or in other contexts. For “Writing the History of the Future” we will
also set up QR codes making explanations available on smart-

phones. 3!

Here, the use of daylight differs from that in the Stedelijk. In one case
brighter spaces are integrated into the exhibition at specific mo-
ments, when the artwork on display allows for increased illumination.
Thus, spectators can benefit from the positive effects of daylight, but
without interrupting the course of their visit. In the other case a
space specifically dedicated to rest is created with an atmosphere
that encourages relaxation and study, allowing the spectator to pause
and reboot during the exhibition, all the while taking time to inform
themselves more deeply about the artworks on display.
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Two Rest areas with daylight at the exhibition “Writing the History of the Future”, July 14,
2018 - January 20, 2019, ZKM, Karlsruhe.

Photograph by the authors, artworks visible in the pictures have been made unrecogniz-
able at the request of the museum.


https://www.peren-revues.fr/demeter/docannexe/image/1346/img-7.jpg

From the White Cube to the Black Box and back: Lighting design for new media art exhibitions

Figure 8

-

Two Rest areas with daylight at the exhibition “Writing the History of the Future”, July 14,
2018 - January 20, 2019, ZKM, Karlsruhe.

Photograph by the authors, artworks visible in the pictures have been made unrecogniz-
able at the request of the museum.

21 When I interviewed Michel van Dartel in 2022, V2_ was in negotiation
with their landlord because they wanted create a larger window area
on the ground floor. In the domain V2_ is active in - the crossover
between art, technology and science - there is an immediate tempta-
tion to create dark spaces for exhibitions, especially for screen-based
art. The resulting display areas often feel closed off from the sur-
rounding environment. Without entering it is hard to get an idea of
what is going on inside. This in turn influences the types of artworks
produced for these spaces. Van Dartel thinks that the domain some-
what should mature from this reflex, from darkness as a new spatial
norm 32, Not only is it technically possible today to project under very
different ambient conditions and on very different surfaces, including
glass, cloth or surfaces that are not flat, but art productions in new
media are much more pluriform and concern a variety of supports
that are not screen based. Opening up the space not only allows more
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23

light to enter; it also ensures a direct connection with the surround-
ing area on street level. Passersby can then look inside and inform an
open dialogue with the artists and the artworks. This opens up the
possibility of imagining a new type of space, one that would move
beyond the conventional dichotomy of White Cube and Black Box, a
space that would not only influence how artworks are seen within it,
but also change what type of artwork is produced for it.

Conclusion

Darkness has become a new norm for the exhibition of new media
art. Even though it started out as a constraint, it can now also be im-
plemented as an aesthetic choice. As in the theater, darkness can be
used as a material to work with. Different hues and temperatures of
light can be deployed to create a variety of atmospheres; likewise
with the material covering the surfaces of the exhibition space. The
exhibition area borrows effects known from the theater in terms of
how it directs the spectators’ gaze and focuses their attention. Some
artists choose to show their work in very dark spaces, even though
there are no apparent technical constraints, because darkness cre-
ates a type of intimate environment that heightens emotional re-
sponse. Artists and curators are now working to go beyond this tenet
of darkness by introducing light into the exhibition space or even by
opening up the space entirely. Darkness in the exhibition space for
new media art exhibitions is in turn being challenged by these devel-
opments.

Much investigation into this subject remains to be done. The scope of
this article did not allow us to analyze in depth how these norms and
conventions developed historically, how one artwork is perceived dif-
ferently under diverse lighting conditions, or how spectators react to
particular light environments. The subject also leaves room for col-
laboration among academic disciplines, allowing us to reflect on the
crossover of states of museum lighting with those of the stage on a
theoretical level. This permeability already exists among profession-
als, since lighting designers work for both the theater and museums,
while people trained in the performing arts are also active in museum
lighting design. As the boundaries of exhibition lighting continue to
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shift and expand, the exploration of these topics promises to yield

valuable insights into the evolving world of new media art.

BIBLIOGRAPHIE

Tina Bicat, “The Work of a Theater De-
signer with Puppets and Light - an Ex-
ploration”, talk, Séminaire doctorale
Lumiere dans les arts III, Villeneuve

d’Ascq, April 7, 2022.

Claire Bishop, “Black Box, White Cube,
Gray Zone: Dance Exhibitions and Audi-
ence Attention”, TDR/The Drama Re-
view, vol. 62, n°2, June 2018, https: //doi.
org/10.1162/DRAM _a_00746.

Barbara Bischer, Verena Elisabet Eitel
and Beatrix von Pilgrim, Raumver-
schiebung: Black Box - White Cube,
Hildesheim, Zirich, New York, Georg
Olms Verlag, 2014.

Conflux Festival, https:/www.conflux
festival.nl/, accessed June 9, 2022.

Aslhihan Cevik and Tugce Kazanazmaz,
“Reviewing Current Practices and Stud-
ies in Museum and Gallery Lighting,
The Role of Cultural Heritage in Smart
City Context, Atiyat Diala (ed.), S5th In-
ternational Conference on New Trends
in Architecture and Interior Design,
Istanbul, the ICNTAD Secretariat, 2019.

Douglas Crimp, On The Museum'’s
Ruins, Cambridge, MIT Press, 1993.

Charalampia N. Dimitropoulou, “The
Key Role of Lighting Design in Museum
Exhibition”, Academia Letters, 2021, http
s://www.academia.edu /51106820 /The

Key Role of Lighting Design in
Museum Exhibition.

Jean-Jacques Ezrati, Eclairage d’exposi-
tion: Musées et autres espaces, Paris,
Eyrolles, 2014.

Elise Franck, “Eclairer l'art contempo-
rain”, Lart de Muser. Le magazine du
Master Expographie Muséographie, 20
jullet, 2021, accessed February 17, 2022,
http: //formation-exposition-
musee.fr/l-art-de-muser/2217-
eclairer-1-art-contemporain (http://forma

tion-exposition-musee.fr/l-art-de-muser/2217-¢

clairer-1-art-contemporain).

Matthew Fuller and Eyal Weizman, In-
Conflicts and
Commons in the Politics of Truth, Lon-
don, New York, Versa books, 2021.

vestigative Aesthetics:

Viviana Gobbato, Virginie Blondeau,
Marine Thébault and Daniel Schmitt,
“Léclairage dynamique, un dispositif
de médiation. Le cours d’action pour
évaluer linfluence de la lumiere sur
l'expérience visiteur au musee’, Activi-
tés, vol. 17, n° 2, 2020, DOI : https: //doi.
org/10.4000/activites.5598.

Rosalind E. Krauss, “Postmodernism’s
Museum Without Walls”, Thinking About
Exhibitions, Bruce W. Ferguson, Reesa
Greenberg, Sandy Nairne (eds.), Cam-
bridge, Routledge, 1996.

Adrian Martin, “Black Box/White Cube:
Cinema in the Gallery”, Artlink, vol. 27,
n° 3, June 2007, p. 36-38, https://doi.or
g/10.3316 /ielapa.965531546396756.



https://doi.org/10.1162/DRAM_a_00746
https://www.confluxfestival.nl/
https://www.academia.edu/51106820/The_Key_Role_of_Lighting_Design_in_Museum_Exhibition
http://forma/
http://formation-exposition-musee.fr/l-art-de-muser/2217-eclairer-l-art-contemporain
https://doi.org/10.4000/activites.5598
https://doi.org/10.3316/ielapa.965531546396756

From the White Cube to the Black Box and back: Lighting design for new media art exhibitions

Thomas McEvilley, “Introduction”, In-
side the White Cube: The Ideology of the
Gallery Space, Brian O’Doherty, Santa
Monica, University of California Press,
1986.

Maurice Merleau Ponty, Phenomenology
of Perception, translated by Colin Smith,
London and New York, Routledge,
(1945) 2001.

Julia Noordegraaf, Strategies Of Display:
Museum Presentation in Nineteenth-

and Twentieth- Century, Rotterdam,
Art Data, 2004.

Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube:
The Ideology of the Gallery Space, Ex-
panded Edition, Berkeley, University of
California Press, 2000.

Véronique Perruchon, Noir. Lumiére et
théatralité, Arts du spectacle - Images et
sons, Lille, Presses Universitaires du
Septentrion, 2016.

NOTES

Thomas Schielke, “Interpreting Art with
Light: Museum Lighting between Ob-
jectivity and Hyperrealism”, LEUKOS,
The Journal of the Illuminating Engin-
eering Society, vol. 16, n°l, 2020, http
s://doi.org /10.1080/15502724.2018.1530
123, p. 7-24.

Thomas Schielke, “Mise en scéne de
lart par léclairage: du White Cube
neutre a la mise en scéne théatrale
style Hollywood”, accessed February 17,
2022, https://www.erco.com/fr/projet
s/zoom /eclairagisme-et-mise-en-prati
que/mise-en-scene-de-I-art-par-l-ecl

airage-6453/.

Levin Yohardi, O. C. Dewi, J Sandrasari
and M. N. Widyarta et al., “Lighting
Design for Artefacts Preservation Pur-
poses and Visual Comfort in Museums”,

IOP Conference Series: Earth and Envir-

onmental Science, 2020, https://doi.or
g/d0i:10.1088 /1755-1315 /452 /1/012049.

1 Maurice Merleau Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, translated by Colin
Smith, London, New York, Routledge, (1945), 2001, p. 5.

2 Ibid.

3 Elise Franck, “Eclairer l'art contemporain”, Lart de Muser. Le magazine du
Master Expographie Muséographie, accessed 17 February 2022, http: //format
ion-exposition-musee.fr/l-art-de-muser/2217-eclairer-1-art-contemporai

n.

4 Jean-Jacques Ezrati, Eclairage d’exposition: Musées et autres espaces, Paris,
Eyrolles, 2014; Thomas Schielke, “Mise en scene de l'art par I'éclairage: du
White Cube neutre a la mise en scéne théatrale style Hollywood”, Erco, ac-

cessed 17 February 2022, https: //www.erco.com/fr/projets /zoom /eclairagi
sme-et-mise-en-pratique /mise-en-scene-de-l-art-par-l-eclairage-6453/

5 Elise Franck, op. cit.; Levin Yohardi, O. C. Dewi, J Sandrasari and M. N.
Widyarta, “Lighting Design for Artefacts Preservation Purposes and Visual


http://formation-exposition-musee.fr/l-art-de-muser/2217-eclairer-l-art-contemporain.
http://www.erco.com/fr/projets/zoom/eclairagisme-et-mise-en-pratique/mise-en-scene-de-l-art-par-l-eclairage-6453/
https://doi.org/10.1080/15502724.2018.1530123
https://www.erco.com/fr/projets/zoom/eclairagisme-et-mise-en-pratique/mise-en-scene-de-l-art-par-l-eclairage-6453/
https://doi.org/doi:10.1088/1755-1315/452/1/012049

From the White Cube to the Black Box and back: Lighting design for new media art exhibitions

Comfort in Museums”, IOP Conference Series: Earth and Environmental Sci-
ence, 2020, https: //doi.org /doi:10.1088 /1755-1315 /452 /1/012049.

6 Elise Franck, op. cit.

7 Museums have focus and relief points in order to avoid exhausting visit-
ors with constant simulation. Light should not be monotonous and con-
stantly dense (Aslihan Cevik and Tugce Kazanazmaz, “Reviewing Current
Practices and Studies in Museum and Gallery Lightning”, The Role of Cul-
tural Heritage in Smart City Context, Atiyat Diala (ed.), 5th International
Conference on New Trends in Architecture and Interior Design, Istanbul,
ICNTAD Secretariat, 2019; see also Thomas Schielke, “Interpreting Art with
Light: Museum Lighting between Objectivity and Hyperrealism”, LEUKOS,
The Journal of the Illuminating Engineering Society, vol. 16, n°1, 2020, http
s://doi.org /10.1080/15502724.2018.1530123, p. 8).

8 Jean-Jacques Ezrati, op. cit; Elise Franck, op. cit; Yohardi et al, op. cit.

9 Elise Franck, op. cit.; Thomas Schielke, “Interpreting Art with Light: Mu-
seum Lighting between Objectivity and Hyperrealism”, op. cit.

10 Charalampia N. Dimitropoulou, “The Key Role of Lighting Design in Mu-
seum Exhibition”, Academia Letters, 2021, https: /www.academia.edu /51106
820/The Key Role of Lighting Design in Museum Exhibition; Viviana
Gobbato, Virginie Blondeau, Marine Thébault and Daniel Schmitt,
“Léclairage dynamique, un dispositif de médiation. Le cours d’action pour

évaluer linfluence de la lumiere sur l'expérience visiteur au musée’,
Activités, vol. 17, n°2, 2020, DOI : https: //doi.org /10.4000 /activites.5598.

11 Claire Bishop, “Black Box, White Cube, Gray Zone: Dance Exhibitions and
Audience Attention”, TDR/The Drama Review, vol. 62, n° 2, June 2018, http
s://doi.org /10.1162/DRAM a 00746.https: //doi.org /10.1162/DRAM a 007
46, p. 30.

12 Barbara Biischer, Verena Elisabet Eitel and Beatrix von Pilgrim, Raumver-
schiebung: Black Box - White Cube, Hildesheim, Zirich, New York, Georg
Olms Verlag, 2014, p. 6. (All translations are by the author, unless indicated
otherwise).

13 Brian O'Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space
(expanded edition), Berkeley, University of California Press, 2000, p. 7.

14 Ibid., p. 7. Thomas McEvilly goes further by arguing that the values of the
White Cube correspond to the values of a dominant group in society, rein-
forcing their claim to power and governance: “By suggesting eternal ratific-


https://doi.org/doi:10.1088/1755-1315/452/1/012049.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15502724.2018.1530123
http://www.academia.edu/51106820/The_Key_Role_of_Lighting_Design_in_Museum_Exhibition;
https://doi.org/10.4000/activites.5598.
https://doi.org/10.1162/DRAM_a_00746.https://doi.org/10.1162/DRAM_a_00746

From the White Cube to the Black Box and back: Lighting design for new media art exhibitions

ation of a certain sensibility, the White Cube suggest the eternal ratification
of the claims of the caste or group sharing that sensibility. [...] Seen thus,
the endurance of a certain power structure is the end for which the sym-
pathetic magic of the White Cube is devised” Thomas McEvilley, “Introduc-
tion”, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, Brian O’Do-
herty, Santa Monica, University of California Press, 1986, p. 9. See also Julia
Noordegraaf, Strategies Of Display: Museum Presentation in Nineteenth- and
Twentieth-Century, Rotterdam, Art Data, 2004, p. 198-202; Douglas Crimp,
On The Museum’s Ruins, Cambridge, MIT Press, 1993; Rosalind E. Krauss,
“Postmodernism’s Museum Without Walls”, Thinking About Exhibitions,
Bruce W. Ferguson, Reesa Greenberg and Sandy Nairne (eds.), Cambridge,
Routledge, 1996.

15 Noordegraaf, op. cit., p. 157.

16 Thomas Schielke, “Interpreting Art with Light: Museum Lighting
between Objectivity and Hyperrealism”, op. cit., p. 16-18.

17 Véronique Perruchon, Noir. Lumiere et théatralité, Arts du spectacle — Im-
ages et sons, Lille, Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2016, p. 207.

18 Tina Bicat, “The Work of a Theater Designer with Puppets and Light - an
Exploration,” talk, Séminaire doctorale Lumiere dans les arts III, April 7,
2022.

19 Such reflexive surfaces have recently been used in the exhibition “Hito
Steyrl - I will survive” at Centre Pompidou, Paris (May 19 - July 5, 2021), and
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam (January 29 - June 6, 2022).

20 Claire Bishop, op. cit., p. 31.
21 Ibid., p. 30.

22 Claire Bishop also points out similarities between the Black Box and the
White Cube. She argues that both provide neutral frames and both have
“long-established, unspoken behavioral conventions: in both Black Box and
White Cube environments, disruptions tend to be auditory rather than op-
tical — coughing, rustling, eating, or talking too loud” Ibid., p. 31.

23 Karen Archey, Interview with the author, Amsterdam, June 2, 2022.

24 Adrian Martin, “Black Box/White Cube: Cinema in the Gallery”, Artlink,
vol. 27, n° 3, June 2007, https: //doi.org /10.3316 /ielapa.965531546396756, p.
36-38.

25 V2_ partnered with the festival in order to develop a new audience. The
V2_ is generally visited by people much familiar with digital art or art-


https://doi.org/10.3316/ielapa.965531546396756

From the White Cube to the Black Box and back: Lighting design for new media art exhibitions

science projects. Participation at the festival aimed to raise interest in the
institution among a broader public. Michel van Dartel, Interview with the
author, Lille /Rotterdam, July 17, 2022.

26 “Conflux Festival”, https:/www.confluxfestival.nl/, accessed June 9,
2022.

27 Dutch media artist Marnix de Nijs created a device that can be connec-
ted to a private oil reserve and simultaneously consumes and protects its
contents. The work touches on current issues of resource scarcity, but also
criticizes efforts to protect these resources, which inevitably consume them
and thus become part of the problem.

28 Michel van Dartel, op. cit.
29 Karen Archey, op. cit.

30 Matthew Fuller and Eyal Weizman, Investigative Aesthetics. Conflicts and
Commons in the Politics of Truth, London, New York, Versa books, 2021, p.
40-41.

31 Morgane Stricot, Interview with the author, Karlsruhe, June 18, 2019.

32 Michel van Dartel, op. cit.

RESUMES

English

Instead of being exhibited in a room full of light, digital or new media art is
often shown in dark spaces. While this may initially be explained by tech-
nical constraints - works using video projectors work best in dark spaces -
subdued lighting is now establishing itself as a new norm for the display of
such works. By analyzing contemporary exhibitions and creating numerous
links with the exhibition of other objects and art forms, the article questions
the aesthetic and perceptive qualities of these forms of lighting. It then goes
on to show that artists and curators are now challenging this norm by rein-
troducing light into new media art exhibition spaces.

Francais

Au lieu détre exposé dans des espaces clairs, I'art numérique ou l'art des
nouveaux médias est souvent montré dans des espaces sombres. Alors que
cela pourrait s'expliquer, dans un premier temps, par une contrainte tech-
nique - en effet, les ceuvres qui utilisent des vidéoprojecteurs fonctionnent
mieux dans des espaces sombres - la relative obscurité simpose désormais
comme une nouvelle norme pour l'exposition de ces ceuvres. Par I'analyse
d’expositions contemporaines et en créant de nombreux liens avec l'exposi-
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tion d’autres formes d’art, l'article interroge les qualités esthétiques et per-
ceptives de ces formes d’éclairage. Il s'attache également a démontrer que
des artistes et commissaires dexpositions mettent aujourd’hui en cause
cette norme en réintroduisant de la lumiere dans 'espace d'exposition.

INDEX

Mots-clés
art numérique, scénographie d’exposition, éclairage d'exposition, Black Box,
White Cube.
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digital art, new media art, exhibition scenography, exhibition lighting, Black
Box, White Cube.
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