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Introduction
This article proposes a reflec tion on how new media art chal lenges
the norms of exhib i tion lighting design. While new media art is a
broad category with rather fluid bound aries, including various types
of prac tices using elec tronic media tech no lo gies in an innov ative way,
such as Net art, inter active digital install a tions, compu ta tional art,
robotics, this article focuses specific ally on such work that is
specific ally made for present a tion in a phys ical exhib i tion space, such
as an inter active install a tion on show in a museum. Contrary to most
other art exhib i tions that call for a consid er able amount of light, new
media art exhib i tions are often shown in dark ness or
subdued lighting.

1

In The Phenomen o logy of  Perception, Maurice Merleau- Ponty  states
that perceiving things visu ally means perceiving light 1; that seeing is
seeing color and light. Light makes the visual qual ities of objects –
colors, surfaces and textures – sens ible to the eye and is there fore a
major factor in the aesthetic exper i ence of any artwork. This is part
of what Merleau- Ponty calls a “spatial config ur a tion of perception” 2,
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where different qual ities are put into rela tion with one another and
perceived simul tan eously. In an exhib i tion, there fore, light is not to
be treated as separate from other spatial char ac ter istics since they
form a single entity in the percep tion of the spec tator. In addi tion to
making visual qual ities of objects appear, diverse light condi tions
allow us to see objects differ ently, light itself possessing distinctive
qual ities that are, in combin a tion, inhab ited by subjective mean ings.
Light not only creates the condi tions for seeing and inter preting an
object; it is itself subject to interpretation.

In an exhib i tion, light directs the viewer and directs their gaze 3 and
atten tion, it can valorize the exhibits or draw atten tion to some
of them 4, enhance the visitor’s visual comfort 5, struc ture the exhib i‐ 
tion space 6, and help alle viate museum fatigue 7. On the other hand,
if its intensity is not correctly calib rated, it can irre voc ably damage
sens itive  artworks 8. Light can also guide the inter pret a tion of
an artwork 9; for instance, by creating a specific atmo sphere for an
artwork to be seen in 10. In the case of inter active digital install a tions
light can also induce inter ac tion or indicate a specific object to be
used by the spec tator. Designing a light envir on ment requires both
artistic and tech nical skill, an under standing of the phys ical prop er‐ 
ties of natural and arti fi cial light and of its percep tual effects on the
appear ance of art and space.

3

While some of the above men tioned func tions remain relevant in new
media art exhib i tions, others have changed or been entirely disposed
of. By analyzing contem porary media art exhib i tions in conjunc tion
with how other artworks are shown, this article proposes envisaging
dark ness in the exhib i tion space as an aesthetic quality that can be
worked with in order to create a specific context for the visu al iz a tion
of art. The first section of this article invest ig ates two spatial settings
for  the visualization of contem porary art,  the White  Cube and  the
Black  Box, together with their ideo lo gical and histor ical baggage. It
argues that neither of these terms is fitting for the new spaces
created by exhib i tion makers for new media art, and intro duces a
new term,  the Dark Space, for discus sion. The second part is more
concerned with the aesthetic qual ities of lighting in  the Dark Space
and argues that despite origin ating as a tech nical constraint for some
artworks, it can also be an aesthetic choice. The last section is
concerned with the intro duc tion of light into the exhib i tion space in
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new media art exhib i tions and elab or ates on how exhib i tion makers
break the postu late of dark ness in new media art exhibitions.

Dark ness in the exhib i tion space.
The Black Box as a black
White Cube?
New media art exhib i tions are very often not held in a  bright
White Cube, the arche type for the modern exhib i tion space and the
norm for the present a tion of contem porary artworks in galleries,
fairs, museums, fest ivals and altern ative spaces  alike 11. They are
shown in dim lighting. Such condi tions of illu min a tion can be viewed
as relating directly to screening tech no lo gies. Video projectors, often
used for these artworks, func tion 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 satis factory condi tions, instead of an appro‐ 
priate amount of light, an appro priate amount of dark ness is neces‐ 
sary. As Barbara Büscher points out, the dark ness of these Black Boxes
essen tially provides the same neut rality as the white ness of  the
White Cube: The black of the walls, ceil ings, and floors, like the white
of the White Cube, suggests neut rality, and ulti mately the nega tion of
concrete, phys ical space. Both place the spec tator/viewer in a posi‐ 
tion of maximum concen tra tion, of focus sing their gaze, of blocking
out the outside and focusing their attention. 12

5

In  the White  Cube, all decor a tions are removed, creating an empty
space with no obstruc tions or distrac tions.  The White Cube further
removes the artworks from any aesthetic or histor ical context,
providing a supposedly neutral space for the percep tion of art. “The
art is free, as the saying used to go, ‘to take on its own life.’ 13” Brian
O’Doherty ques tions the neut rality of  the White  Cube. It would not
be, as once presumed, a neutral space for the percep tion of art, but a
highly ideo lo gical space. The aesthetic force of the white walls modi‐ 
fies the artworks and enters in direct compet i tion with them.
O’Doherty further argues:
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The purpose of such a setting is not unlike the purpose of reli gious
build ings – the artworks, like reli gious verities, are to appear
“untouched by time and its vicis situdes.” The condi tion of appearing
out of time, or beyond time, implies a claim that the work already
belongs to posterity – that is, it is an assur ance of good investment. 14

Much like the White Cube, the Black Box is an undec or ated space with
little to disrupt the spec tator’s direct contact with the work of art. As
Büscher correctly points out, it focuses the spec tator’s atten tion on
the work. Does it, however, also freight the same ideo lo gical implic a‐ 
tions as the White Cube, or does it create a different semi otic setting
for the appre ci ation of art? Is  the Black  Box, like  the White  Cube,
recog nized by the viewer as a space for the present a tion of high art,
inev it ably turning every object within it into a desir able object of
appre ci ation? Is  the Black Box the same as  the White Cube, but just
in black?

Unlike  the White  Cube that avoids dramatic effects through even
light distribution 15, the Black Box, much like a theater space, throws
them into relief. In his 2020  article “Inter preting Art with Light”,
archi tect and light designer Thomas Schielke points out how  the
White  Cube accen tu ates the minim alism of the exhib i tion design,
whereas the Black Box deals in hyper real, dynamic stagings. He goes
on to attribute highly emotional, mildly mystical effects to  the
Black  Box setting 16. Dark exhib i tion spaces that can be  called
Black Boxes, however, are far from being one homo genous category of
spatial settings. On the contrary, they can produce different aesthetic
qual ities, varying degrees of dark ness, while subdued illu min a tion can
also result in different light temper at ures and hues, ranging from
cold, greenish tones to warm yellows, reds and oranges. Thus, the
envir on ment created by dark exhib i tion spaces may elicit very
different emotional responses.

7

The term Black Box origin ated in the theater, where dark ness forms
the starting point of the artistic exper i ence. Véronique Perruchon,
researcher in theater studies at the Univer sity of Lille, points out the
import ance of dark ness in the theater and to how it is manip u lated as
an aesthetic material:
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In the last third of the twen tieth century, black in theater is renewed
and becomes a material with revealed aesthetic qual ities. Black is not
a simple back ground or an orna mental frame that accom panies a
drama. It is a plastic reality, a component of scenic writing. Black is
not neutral: it is sublimed by mater ials 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’. 17

The dark ness in the exhib i tion space can be manip u lated in a similar
way. Light qual ities in combin a tion 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 dark ness, to surfaces
that can be anim ated through reflec tion. As theater specialist Tina
Bicât states, the role of lighting in theater is para mount; it “directs
looks, atten tions, and emotions. 18” Just as on stage, in the museum
context, whatever the type of space, light is not neutral, instead
exerting a decisive influ ence on the percep tion of the exhib i tion
space and of the artworks within it. What about the under lying ideo‐ 
lo gical implic a tions of  the Black  Box theater? Do they carry over
into  the Black  Box exhib i tion space? Claire Bishop argues that  the
Black Box theater and the White Cube museum spaces are laden with
different ideo lo gies. She states that  the White Cube, the “archetypal
modern exhib i tion space,” “is a blend of neut rality, objectivity, time‐ 
less ness, and sanc tity: a para dox ical combin a tion that makes claims
to ration ality and detach ment while also confer ring a quasi- mystical
value and signi fic ance upon the  work. 19” Becoming popular in the
1960s in Amer ican universities, Black Box theater, was to jettison all
arti fi cial drapery and tech no logy in order to facil itate the direct
contact between the actors and the audi ence. It thus aimed to distin‐ 
guish theater from tele vi sion and cinema through imme diacy, prox‐ 
imity, and  communication 20. Bishop continues to argue that  the
Black Box theater and the White  Cube museum stem from different
beha vi oral conventions 21. While in Black Box theater the spec tator is
seated in front of the scene, the spec tator in a museum is mobile.
They can freely approach the works and decide on the dura tion of
visu al iz a tion, instead of having to sit through an
entire performance 22. Thus, while a stage perform ance lasts a fixed
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length, time in a museum is diffuse and depends on the appre ci ation
of the viewer. In this regard,  the Black  Box museum space differs
signi fic antly from the Black Box theater. In the former, spec tators can
decide how long they watch a video or exper i ence an inter ac tion
within an install a tion. The exper i ence is thus frag mented. This frag‐ 
ment a tion can be acknow ledged and enhanced by artists, for example
by making use of multi- screen install a tions where visitors not only
choose the length of visu al iz a tion, but also decides which the film clip
they  view. Though, the amount of time based media works in an
exhib i tion can make it impossible to view the entirety of every video
or exper i ment with every inter active install a tion in depth. That might
cause frus tra tion for viewers but is not neces sarily seen as prob lem‐ 
atic by  curators. Karen Archey, Curator of Contem porary Art for
Time- Based Media at Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, states that it
can be extremely liber ating for spec tators to get rid of the feeling
that they have to see and under stand everything within an exhib i tion
for the exper i ence to be  worthwhile 23. Because of these different
spatial, temporal and beha vi oral conven tions, the  term Black  Box
cannot be trans lated one- to-one from theater to museum. It is ques‐ 
tion able if the  term Black  Box is applic able to all museum spaces
employing dark ness or dim lighting. In art  exhibitions, Black  Boxes
are frequently used in order to show video or film. The exhib i tion of
film and video once was described by Raymond Bellour as a prolif er a‐ 
tion of Black Boxes in a White Cube 24. Here the word Black Box refers
to spaces that are relat ively small and dark, having dark walls and
showing a limited quantity of work. The spec tator enters these
spaces, gener ally through a light and sound trap that isol ates the
work from the rest of the exhibition.

The variety of spatial config ur a tions 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,
exhib i tions of these artworks can also employ spatial config ur a tions
that do not corres pond to either of these types. Instead of consisting
of a succes sion of small and confined spaces with only one or very
few exhibits, they may take place in large halls allowing the artworks
to enter into dialogue with one another. Though not invari ably, these
spaces may share char ac ter istics with  the White Cube, in that they
can be open spaces with smooth, neat walls, flat wood or concrete
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flooring or carpet, possessing similar propor tions, etc. For these large
spaces the  term Black  Box does not seem to be appro priate. In the
following, I will propose the  term Dark Space in order to talk about
this broad variety of spatial settings. In oppos i tion to the Black Box,
Dark Spaces may combine different degrees of dark ness and present
extremely diverse spatial  characteristics. Aban doned ware houses,
tunnels, bunkers, base ments, etc. can be trans formed into dark
exhib i tion spaces with their own atmo sphere, aesthetic qual ities and
emotional charge. These spaces are  neither cubes nor boxes.
While the White Cube displays distinct, clearly defined qual ities,  the
Dark Space can combine various spatial qual ities. The walls can be
painted uniformly black, be built of raw concrete or of some other
material, the ceil ings may be high or low, they can have a wide range
of propor tions, etc. The smal lest common denom in ator would seem
to be the relative dimness of the space, the reduc tion of ambient
lighting and light sources that are either directed onto the artworks
or emitted directly by them.

Dark ness as constraint and
aesthetic choice
Even though dark ness initially imposed itself as a tech nical
constraint, it might also be the outcome of an aesthetic choice. It
should be pointed out that tech nical devel op ments have increased
the power of video projectors and LED screens in terms of bright ness
and contrast, making them more suit able for used in ambient lighting.
Nonethe less, some curators, artists, and exhib i tion makers embrace
this dark ness. This was the case for the install a tion of works by
Marnix de Nijs, Cocky Eek and Carla Chan at the Conflux Fest ival at
V2_Lab for Unstable Media, Rotterdam  2022 25. The exhib i tion
program of this fest ival with the subject “exit human” focused on
novel sensory exper i ences. At the V2_ the spec tator entered the
exhib i tion through a black curtain that func tioned as a light trap,
keeping all natural light out of the space. This in turn consisted of
one room with a high ceiling, struc tured by two black columns. The
walls were mostly covered with mat, black fabric which contrib uted
to the darkened atmo sphere by absorbing the light. Spot lights placed
on the ceiling illu min ated the work by Cocky Eek with blue and

10
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reddish light and the work by Marnix de Nijs with warm, white,
yellowish light. The work by Chan used a video projec tion and thus
itself func tioned as a light source. Even though it remained relat ively
dark, different qual ities of light were combined, creating a distinct
atmo sphere for the exhib i tion environment.

The inform a tion brochure of the exhib i tion reads as follows: “The
overall exhib i tion stages a dark setting in which abstract and
sensorial exper i ences are combined with concepts that arise when
thinking of humans and their trans form ative rela tion ship with tech‐ 
no logy, ecology, society and  space. 26” The exhib i tion makers thus
high lighted dark ness and its cognitive effects on the spec tator. Two
of the works directly benefited from this dimmer envir on ment.
Commis sioned for the  festival, Void by Cocky Eek (Figure 1 and 2)
consisted of a large sphere made out of black cloth inflated from the
inside. 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 dark ness that first destabil‐ 
ized them and then revealed other sensorial exper i ences: a rotating
speaker fixed in the upper part of the sphere within created an
acoustic envir on ment that circu lated around one’s head. Whist ling
and hissing sounds could be heard, some times remin is cent of a steam
train approaching and then moving away in a circular move ment at a
constant speed. The move ment of air inside the sphere created by
the machine continu ously inflating the balloon was also percept ible.
When other spec tators moved the sphere by putting their head inside
or pulling it out, the distor tion of the fabric became tangible, creating
a sense of pres ence even though it was impossible to see one
another. After a while, some light coming through the slits became
visible to the spec tators. The outside of the sphere was made of dark
but shiny cloth, reflecting the light of the projectors and increasing
the pres ence of the sphere in the room. In that this immersive envir‐
on ment aims to exclude the vision in order to increase the spec tator’s
focus on the sonic exper i ence, it clearly bene fits directly from a
dark environment.

11

While Void emphas ized the dark ness of the room, the
video  installation Drifting Towards the  Unknown by Carla Chan
(Figure 3) worked in contrast to it. Chan projected white light,
evoking fluids in momentous or waves, on a rect an gular screen.
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Figure 1

Cocky Eek, Void, Immersive envir on ment, 2022. Install a tion view, Conflux Fest ival,
June 2022.

Photo graph by the author

Smoke emitted from behind the screen plunged the exhib i tion into an
unreal atmo sphere. The smoke worked as an imma terial exten sion of
the projec tion 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 projec tion, rendering it
some what intan gible. The bright ness of the cold, white light created
a strong black/white contrast in the dark ness of the exhib i tion space.
For the third work, AOR-200 Autonomous Oil Reserve, by Marnix de
Nijs (Figure 4) there are no tech nical constraints for the exhib i tion in
a dark space. However, the dark ness of the room correl ated well with
the issues of surveil lance and security raised by the work 27.

https://www.peren-revues.fr/demeter/docannexe/image/1346/img-1.png
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Figure 2

Cocky Eek, Void, Immersive envir on ment, 2022. Install a tion view, Conflux Fest ival,
June 2022.

Photo graph by the author
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Figure 3

Carla Chan, Drifting Towards the Unknown, AV Install a tion, 2022. Installation view, Conflux
Fest ival, June 2022.

Photo graph by the author
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Figure 4

Marnix de Nijs, AOR-200 Autonomous Oil Reserve, 2018. Install a tion view, Conflux Fest ival,
June 2022.

Photo graph by the author

V2_’s exhib i tion space, which is actu ally also the insti tu tion’s produc‐ 
tion space and used for artistic exper i ment a tion, is very flex ible and
can, on occa sion, be trans formed into a more  conventional
White Cube space. For lighting, the V2_ uses a custom- made theater
grid. A lighting grid is a system of perpen dic ular crosshatches of pipe
fixed under the ceiling above a stage or scenery. It allows the spot‐ 
lights to be fixed at different angles. In compar ison to conven tional
museum track lighting, the cross connec tions of grids provide for
greater flex ib ility. According to Michel van Dartel, director of V2_,
this allows the space to create different lighting envir on ments more
readily, espe cially for objects placed within the space and not along
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the wall. V2_ also uses the grid to fix projec tion material at
uncommon angles or tracking devices for inter active works 28.

In the theater today lighting poles are used mainly to support or load
scenic elements and spot lights. Fixed under the ceiling parallel to the
stage, these mobile poles can be raised and lowered inde pend ently
(without the constraint of a perpen dic ular tube holding them
together) and thus facil itate lighting not only at different angles, but
also at different heights. In addi tion, theater spaces also have at their
disposal a wide distri bu tion of elec trical circuits, making it possible
to multiply the loca tions of each spot light. Some insti tu tions, like the
Fresnoy – Studio national des arts contem po rains – make great
efforts to achieve a flex ib ility similar to a theater stage, but with
different tech nical means. Others, like the ZKM, success fully accom‐ 
modate more tradi tional museum track lighting.

14

Up to a point, the exhib i tion at V2_ exem pli fies how curators and
light designers are able to deploy various kinds of lighting dark envir‐ 
on ments. The dark ness is not only a constraint; it can be worked with
in its mater i ality and quality in order to create very different atmo‐ 
spheres for the display of the works. It enables the creation of highly
specific aesthetic envir on ments that allow the spec tator to focus
totally on the works and heighten their emotional response. This type
of spatial set up, with few struc tural elements and no or very little
ambient lighting is also used at different venues exhib iting digital or
new media art like the Fresnoy or the Ars Elec tronica Center. In
compar ison to the use of Black Boxes, these spaces enable spec tators
to see several artworks at once, some times even every one in the
exhib i tion, allowing for easier circu la tion and for the works to be
confronted with one another. At the V2_ exhib i tion, the dark cloth
hung from the walls absorbed the light and further obscured the
space. In  such Dark  Spaces, the spatial impres sion of the gallery is
created more by the artworks than by the constructive parts of the
space, like walls, floor, ceiling, etc., that disap pear into the dark ness.
The rela tion between artworks and exhib i tion space is thus minim‐ 
ized. If the viewer’s gaze is directed by a strong light- dark contrast,
what should not be visible, such as cables or tech nical devices, can be
made invis ible. As in  the White  Cube, artworks may appear out of
space and out of time, but since the ideo lo gical implic a tions are
different, the impres sion of being confronted with precious works of

15
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time less art, as it has often been stated for  the White  Cube, is not
neces sarily conveyed. These Dark Spaces can vehicle a strong vibe of
exper i ment a tion and foster direct contact with the works. Such
exhib i tion spaces can elicit a wide variety of emotional responses
among visitors to the same exhib i tion, ranging from a calming,
relaxing effect, to excite ment or even anxiety. The fact of being
some what isol ated from the space by the dark ness increases the
visitor’s focus on the artworks. This does not, however, make the
percep tion of the artworks autonomous from the space. It cannot be
considered as neutral. On the contrary, the contrast between light
and dark ness imparts dramatic effects to the exhib i tion, whose
overall atmo sphere influ ences the percep tion and inter pret a tion of
the works within it.

Subdued lighting is not entirely new to museums. It is already known
from the exhib i tion of fragile mater ials, like prints, draw ings or
textiles. There exist though exhib i tions whose space also shows some
of the above mentioned char ac ter istics, namely dark walls, lighting
directed directly onto the exhibits, little or no ambient lighting, but
without such tech nical constraints. Light designer and author Jean- 
Jacques Ezrati mentions La galerie culturelle (Cultural Gallery) of the
Paris Musée national des arts et tradi tions popu laires (MNATP,
National Museum for Tradi tional and Popular Arts, Figure 5) as one
histor ical example. Here the space of the exhib i tion was dark, lit only
by the spots placed in the show cases directed towards the objects.
Like in the performing arts, where the light tells the spec tator where
to look at by creating visual hier archies on the stage, the spots direct
the spec tator’s eye towards the exhibits and, at the same time, show‐ 
cases them. The archi tec tural elements painted in black fade into
dark ness and allow the spec tator to concen trate on the exhib i tion
objects. On the other hand, such dark spaces may diminish visitors’
visual comfort by impairing color rendering and making the reading
of wall texts and labels more diffi cult, espe cially for older visitors.

16

A contem porary example of such an exhib i tion space is to be found at
the Rijks mu seum (Figure  6), where part of the ground floor uses a
similar museo graphy for the exhib i tion of keys, delft ware, music
instru ments, jewelry, Dutch porcelain, relics, weapons and ship
models. Here again, the exhibits, espe cially the white delft ware and
porcelain, stand out against the black back ground so the spec tators’
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Figure 5

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

© MuCEM (Danièle Adam)

atten tion is center wholly on the exhibits. These examples show that
in addi tion to being neces sary for certain tech no lo gies or mater ials,
dark exhib i tion spaces can also be an aesthetic choice, chosen for the
specific visual effects they create.

https://www.peren-revues.fr/demeter/docannexe/image/1346/img-5.png
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Figure 6

Rijks mu seum, Amsterdam, ground floor. Install a tion view, June 2022.

Photo graph by the author

Brining Light to new media
art exhibitions
Even though dim lighting seems to be a norm in new media art exhib‐ 
i tions, this does not prevent exhib i tion makers seeking to intro duce
light into exhib i tions and media artists wanting to show their works
in a substan tial amount of light. The subject of lighting came up quite
natur ally in some of the inter views 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 exhib i tion 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 succes sion of the different
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works in the  exhibition 29. Arranged sequen tially, the exhib i tion
followed a fixed route on the ground floor, gener ally 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 install a tion in
the foyer in daylight, a succes sion of rather dark rooms domin ated by
red or blue lighting followed. Around the middle of the exhib i tion
path on the ground floor there was again a room with some daylight.
Here the work Mission Accom plished: BELANCIEGE (2019) was exhib‐ 
ited. 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 visitors to feel a signi ficant change in atmo sphere in contrast
to the darker space they had been in before. Here spec tators could sit
and watch one of the smaller, calmer and less immersive works in the
show presented front ally on three TV screens. Then again followed a
succes sion of darker, more immersive spaces. The course of the
exhib i tion ended with a brighter space on the first floor. The amount
of lighting in the room can be related to the screening tech no logy
employed: the spaces with a larger amount of light in the exhib i tion
showed mainly works on screens, whereas the darker spaces
contained video projectors. As itin erant exhib i tion, the show has
already been held at the Centre Pomp idou in Paris (19 May – 5 July
2021). Here the works were shown in a different order, but the show
also included several spaces with daylight and altern ated darker and
brighter spaces.

Matthew Fuller and Eyal Weizman use the  term hyperaesthesia for
situ ations in which senses are stim u lated to a point that they short- 
circuit our capa city to reason and make sense. Hyper aes thesia
results from “the projec tion of inform a tional over load [that] force a
sense as much as to render it  insensible 30.” Deploying a variety of
moving images, sounds and inter active propos i tions, media art exhib‐ 
i tions can be highly stim u lating, even over- stimulating and thus tire‐ 
some for the spec tator. This may cause visitors to lose interest and
the ability to focus on the artworks. Integ rating brighter, calmer
spaces may break visitor immer sion, allowing them to refresh and
refocus their atten tion. They allow the spec tator to rest and to
recharge before being re- immersed in a dark space. The altern a tion
of brighter spaces there fore might remediate prob lems commonly
asso ci ated with dark spaces, such as increased tired ness or anxiety.
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Other new media art exhib i tions integ rate daylight in areas specific‐ 
ally created for resting (Figure 7 and 8). Morgane Stricot, conser vator
and Head of Digital Conser va tion at ZKM, stated in an inter view that
the ZKM has intro duced rest areas into their exhib i tion. These areas
combine daylight, reduced noise and comfort able seating possib il ities
for the spec tator to relax. She states:
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[In the exhib i tion] we try to combine quiet spaces with light. We put
cata logs, books about the artists, brochures and plans of the
exhib i tion on the disposal of the spec tator in these areas. (…) In “Art
in Motion. 100 Master pieces with and through Media” (July 14, 2018 –
January 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 partic ular 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
exhib ited before or in other contexts. For “Writing the History of the
Future” we will also set up QR codes making explan a tions avail able
on smartphones. 31

Here, the use of daylight differs from that in the Stedelijk. In one case
brighter spaces are integ rated into the exhib i tion at specific
moments, when the artwork on display allows for increased illu min a‐ 
tion. Thus, spec tators can benefit from the positive effects of
daylight, but without inter rupting the course of their visit. In the
other case a space specific ally dedic ated to rest is created with an
atmo sphere that encour ages relax a tion and study, allowing the spec‐ 
tator to pause and reboot during the exhib i tion, all the while taking
time to inform them selves more deeply about the artworks
on display.
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Figure 7

Two Rest areas with daylight at the exhib i tion “Writing the History of the Future”, July 14,
2018 – January 20, 2019, ZKM, Karlsruhe.

Photo graph by the authors, artworks visible in the pictures have been made
unrecognizable at the request of the museum.
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Figure 8

Two Rest areas with daylight at the exhib i tion “Writing the History of the Future”, July 14,
2018 – January 20, 2019, ZKM, Karlsruhe.

Photo graph by the authors, artworks visible in the pictures have been made
unrecognizable at the request of the museum.

When I inter viewed Michel van Dartel in 2022, V2_ was in nego ti ation
with their land lord because they wanted create a larger window area
on the ground floor. In the domain V2_ is active in – the cros sover
between art, tech no logy and science – there is an imme diate tempta‐ 
tion to create dark spaces for exhib i tions, espe cially for screen- based
art. The resulting display areas often feel closed off from the
surrounding envir on ment. Without entering it is hard to get an idea
of what is going on inside. This in turn influ ences the types of
artworks produced for these spaces. Van Dartel thinks that the
domain some what should mature from this reflex, from dark ness as a
new spatial  norm 32. Not only is it tech nic ally possible today to
project under very different ambient condi tions and on very different
surfaces, including glass, cloth or surfaces that are not flat, but art
produc tions in new media are much more pluri form and concern a
variety of supports that are not screen based. Opening up the space
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not only allows more light to enter; it also ensures a direct connec‐
tion with the surrounding area on street level. Pass ersby can then
look inside and inform an open dialogue with the artists and the
artworks. This opens up the possib ility of imagining a new type of
space, one that would  move beyond the conven tional dicho tomy  of
White Cube and Black Box, a space that would not only influ ence how
artworks are seen within it, but also change what type of artwork is
produced for it.

Conclusion
Dark ness has become a new norm for the exhib i tion of new media
art. Even though it started out as a constraint, it can now also be
imple mented as an aesthetic choice. As in the theater, dark ness can
be used as a material to work with. Different hues and temper at ures
of light can be deployed to create a variety of atmo spheres; like wise
with the material covering the surfaces of the exhib i tion space. The
exhib i tion area borrows effects known from the theater in terms of
how it directs the spec tators’ gaze and focuses their atten tion. Some
artists choose to show their work in very dark spaces, even though
there are no apparent tech nical constraints, because dark ness
creates a type of intimate envir on ment that heightens emotional
response. Artists and curators are now working to go beyond this
tenet of dark ness by intro du cing light into the exhib i tion space or
even by opening up the space entirely. Dark ness in the exhib i tion
space for new media art exhib i tions is in turn being chal lenged by
these developments.
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Much invest ig a tion into this subject remains to be done. The scope of
this article did not allow us to analyze in depth how these norms and
conven tions developed histor ic ally, how one artwork is perceived
differ ently under diverse lighting condi tions, or how spec tators react
to partic ular light envir on ments. The subject also leaves room for
collab or a tion among academic discip lines, allowing us to reflect on
the cros sover of states of museum lighting with those of the stage on
a theor et ical level. This permeab ility already exists among profes‐ 
sionals, 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 bound aries of exhib i tion lighting
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Instead of being exhib ited 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 estab lishing itself as a new norm for the display of
such works. By analyzing contem porary exhib i tions and creating numerous
links with the exhib i tion of other objects and art forms, the article ques tions
the aesthetic and perceptive qual ities of these forms of lighting. It then goes
on to show that artists and curators are now chal len ging this norm by rein‐ 
tro du cing light into new media art exhib i tion spaces.
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Français
Au lieu d’être exposé dans des espaces clairs, l’art numé rique ou l’art des
nouveaux médias est souvent montré dans des espaces sombres. Alors que
cela pour rait s’expli quer, dans un premier temps, par une contrainte tech‐ 
nique – en effet, les œuvres qui utilisent des vidéo pro jec teurs fonc tionnent
mieux dans des espaces sombres – la rela tive obscu rité s’impose désor mais
comme une nouvelle norme pour l’expo si tion de ces œuvres. Par l’analyse
d’expo si tions contem po raines et en créant de nombreux liens avec l’expo si‐ 
tion d’autres formes d’art, l’article inter roge les qualités esthé tiques et
percep tives de ces formes d’éclai rage. Il s’attache égale ment à démon trer
que des artistes et commis saires d’expo si tions mettent aujourd’hui en cause
cette norme en réin tro dui sant de la lumière dans l’espace d’exposition.
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