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THE LURE OF LIGHT 

(The Use of Light in My Work) 

The most dominant medium in my art form is light. 

Instead of the more traditional materials - paint or stone, 

I exploit the physical properties and natural qualities of 

light. The controlled use of light is a particularly 

effective and flexible art form. Working with emitted light, 

that is light which has its source from within the work, has 

enabled me to incorporate new aesthetic elements into my 

artistic endeavors, thereby increasing my artistic freedom. 

Light art is not bound to its pedestal as it has considerable 

power to expand into its immediate environment and to 

challenge the spectator in an unusually direct way. Sharing 

of the environment between the viewer and the artwork is of 

prime importance in my work. Through the use of emitted 

light, the spectator's physical environment is connected to 

the environment of the artwork in many different ways. 

My original endeavors into the realm of light art date 

back to 1976, and these were carried out with little previous 

awareness of historical precedent. The degree of awareness 

was limited to the odd photograph or article in art 

magazines. My initial attraction to the use of light was due 

to its appropriateness in representing a sensibility of the 

world as I have become aware of it. Light was the 

appropriate tool for the job. As my work progressed I began 

to seek out examples of other artists' work which related to 

my endeavors. The most influential source was the Electric 
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Gallery on Hazelton Lanes in Toronto, Ontario. The Electric 

Gallery was exclusively devoted to the exhibition of kinetic 

art. My encounters with the gallery were limited to a period 

of two years from 1977, when I first became aware of it, 

until its closure in 1979. From my exposure to the work 

found there, I was most impressed by the level of interaction 

between the viewer and artwork. Light art has the ability to 

convey ideas bluntly or subtly. 

that transcends traditional 

ways it engages and affects 

and psychological levels. 

It has an expressive power 

art forms because of the varied 

the spectator on both physical 

Human beings have been drawn to the stars, the sun, the 

moon and fire as life giving energy sources. When light 

exceeds its immediate surroundings in brilliance, as in the 

stars and fire, this is the relative quality of luminosity. 

The luminosity of the emitted light in my work appears to be 

the result of an internal energy emanating from the work 

itself. I believe this luminosity acts as an emotional 

stimulant. The controlled use of light has the capacity to 

direct our minds to that which is immaterial and 

metaphysical. In my work light is controlled to evoke an 

emotional response that is relative and appropriate for the 

art work. As a sculptor I am not working only with moving 

light. The movement should be controlled to evoke an 

emotional response in accordance with the materials, form, 

and intent of the work. 

The sources of form and imagery used in my artwork 
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encompass broad and often vague aspects of our environment. 

The sources reflect the times in which I have lived, drawing 

from many different areas and synthesizing them into the 

creation of the finished object. Visual influences come from 

technology, consumer products, architecture and landforms, 

and the use of light in our modern social environment. Being 

a product of the "baby boom", I have been raised during a 

time where technology has been very much a part of our 

day-to-day routine. This is reflected in my artwork in many 

ways, both consciously and unconsciously. I have not set 

out to use modern technology, but have merely used the 

appropriate tools and materials at hand. It is everyday 

technology, a reflection of what can be taught or absorbed 

by our North American aptitude for technics. The tools I use 

are contemporary electric tools, those that are in common use 

today such as table saw, router, jig-saw, belt-sander, ...etc. 

The materials used are modern which have evolved into common 

use, such as plexiglas, sheet metals, tubing, plastic 

laminates, electronics, electric motors, and light bulbs. 

Using modern materials and methods has resulted in much of my 

work having a clean, smooth, industrial finish reminiscent of 

modern consumer products, such as television sets, toasters, 

stoves, furnishings, modern architecture, and automobiles. 

The volumes, sizes and shapes of the artworks are sometimes 

determined by the apparatus or structure that is concealed 

within. Practical 

have a determining 

This industrial or 

considerations, as with consumer products, 

effect upon the design of the artwork. 

appliance-like finish is further 
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emphasized by the fact that the work is connected to an 

external life force. Like the automobile's gasoline, the 

heating and ventilation system of a skyscraper, or 

electricity for a kitchen appliance, my work is dependant 

upon a life force for it to function as intended. In my work 

light is the life force. The manipulation of everyday 

technology (electric light, modern materials and methods) is 

very influential in the feel and appearance of the forms 

created. 

The forms created in my artwork are also influenced by 

the physical presence of architecture and landforms. Living 

on the broad prairies, I experience and visualize the huge 

expanse of sky. The landforms and the architecture contrast 

strongly against it. This has a significant influence on the 

evolution of forms used in my work. Often the results have 

the feeling and appearance of techno-architectural 

interpretation of landforms. Landforms that are reminiscent 

of some form of evolution are often used, such as those 

created by wind and water erosion, eg. river valleys, erosion 

cuts, buttes, and canyons. The use of reflective materials, 

plexiglas, and light to construct and embellish the forms 

further emphasizes the transitional nature of the environment 

they initiate from. To best represent this environment, I 

create objects that describe their physical influences. 

By exploring my work, one can gain insight into the 

principles of how the viewer is engaged and the way that 

light affects the viewer. In my work are principles that, to 

varying degrees, are encompassed throughout my work. To 
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discuss every principle that each work encompasses would 

become repetitive and perhaps redundant, therefore each work 

will be discussed in relationship to the principle that the 

piece clearly illustrates. Furthur insight can be gained by 

exploring the nature of light and early endeavors into light 

art. 
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MY WORK 

The first piece I completed at the University of 

Saskatchewan was Phloidd, 1980 (Illustration 1). The 

artwork exists as a black box with a square window on two 

opposing sides. Through each window we see a square opening, 

receding in size cut into each of the eight layers of black 

masonite. As well, we see a circle receding cut into each of 

the eight layers of clear plexiglas. When activated a 

repetitive cycle of movement is incorporated through moving 

light. It consists of squares illuminating sequentially and 

moving in one direction at a constant velocity. At the same 

speed moving in the opposing direction rings of plexiglas are 

illuminated through the squares. The squares are coloured 

blue and the rings, red. Viewed from the opposite side the 

artwork is a mirror image of itself except for the direction 

of movement. The constant opposing directional movements of 

light, synchronized to each movement by a clicking sound, 

causes one to become easily mesmerized. This sensation is 

particularly effective when the viewer experiences the work 

in a darkened room thereby isolating him from external 

stimuli. Through the rhythm of repetitive movement one can 

physically experience the trance-like sensation of a hypnotic 

state. The artwork clearly illustrates the principle that 

movement of light can create a physical response in the 

viewer. 

The second work completed was Western Light, 1981 

(Illustration 2). The artwork consists of a black rectangle 
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1. Phoidd, 1980. laminate, plexiglas, and light. 
size, 24 1/2 x 34 1/4 x 58 1/4 inches 

2. Western Light, 1981. laminate, wood, plexiglas, and 
light. 
size, 12 1/2 x 5 1/2 x 38 inches 

•••••• 
.40•-•"" 
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mounted on a wall. Parallel strips of clear plexiglas slice 

through the face of the rectangle and protrude beyond the 

edge of the rectangle at varying lengths. Each strip 

illuminates on and off, rapidly and independently. The 

movement of light emanating from the plexiglas strips casts 

a pulsating aura on the surrounding wall. The movement of 

light also reflects off the ceiling, floor, and nearby 

objects. The light is the reference which the spectator is 

obliged to follow. The environment is controlled by the art 

object, defining the space and providing the reference from 

which the spectator takes his bearings. This effect occurs 

in the majority of my work. Even though my work exists as a 

three dimensional object, it is not bound exclusively to a 

wall or pedestal. Through the use of light it extends into 

the surrounding environment. Thus the observer becomes 

integrated with the art object. The art object moves from 

suggesting an environment to creating a real environment, and 

from a contemplative attitude in the spectator to an active 

involvement at both physical and mental levels. 

My next work finished was Space Extender, 1981 

(Illustration 3), which consists of a plexiglas circle which 

one could compare to a forward facing window on a spaceship. 

Particles of light move from the center of the work 

increasing in size, luminosity, and speed as they radiate 

outward. Due to the rules of perspective, the effect is 

created of looking through a window while moving through 

space. When viewed in a darkened room devoid of external 
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stimuli, the illusion creates a sensation felt by the 

spectator of actually moving forward. The viewer's balance 

becomes suspect and his footing unsure. He is no longer a 

passive observer, but one who experiences the work on a 

different level of participation than that of the traditional 

artwork. 

Physical sensation on a conscious level can also be seen 

in the work of Marina Appolonio who uses light and movement 

to disturb the equilibrium of the spectator in her work 

Aspazi (Non-spaces), (1968-71).1 In a darkened room is a 

transparent circular floor under which rotates a disc of 

equal size. The only way to find one's bearings is with the 

help of the rotating illuminated disc whose eccentric black 

and white circles disturb the equilibrium as they rotate. 

In my fourth work, Light Works, 1982 (Illustration 4), 

polished copper pipe and plexiglas rods are used to construct 

the work. The plexiglas rod and pipe are interspersed 

throughout a maze-like construction. Within the copper pipe 

are many light sources which illuminate the plexiglas rods. 

The rods are dematerialized through illumination, giving the 

impression that an energy and not a physical object is 

holding the structure together. The illumination of 

plexiglas can dematerialize or dissolve the physical 

structure. Light Works illustrates the principle that 

light should be manipulated by the materials of the artwork. 

1
Frank Popper, Action and Participation, London, 1975, 

p. 94. 
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The work of Lilian Lyn employs light to encompass and enliven 

her systems of objects in plexiglas and water. In her series 

Liquid Reflections, (London, collection of the artist, 1966), 

the transparent revolving surface, under which droplets of 

water cluster, is made to seem ethereal by the light 

projected on the plexiglas disc.
2 

The droplets appear in 

weightless suspension through the actions of light. 

In my next piece, Fissure, 1982 (Illustration 5), a 

black rectangle is divided by a chasm of polished bronze. 

The black surface of the rectangle does not go up to the edge 

of the chasm, thereby exposing planes of polished bronze. On 

top of the bronze planes are luminous curvilinear lines of 

plexiglas accentuating the division of the rectangle. 

Arrangements of plexiglas rods are placed in opposition from 

each side of the chasm. Light emanates from the plexiglas 

rods, accentuating the energy coming from within. Movement 

is created in the rods by twinkling, pulsing light and by 

change of colour. To soften the movement the colour and 

luminosity of the light are controlled so as to be harmonious 

with the soft gentle curving surfaces of the polished bronze 

chasm. Control of the motion of light is accomplished by 

softening the contrast of the light emanating from the rods. 

The motion is created by our eyes following the changing 

degrees of luminosity as it appears to flow among the rods. 

The rods are not permitted totally to lose luminosity and 

2 
Guy Brett, Kinetic Art, London, 1968, p. 52. 
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5. Fissure, 1982. 

laminate, polished cast 
bronze, plexiglas, and 
light. 
size, 2 7/8 x 9 1/4 x 

18 1/8 inches 

01,

6. Red Light Fugitive, 1982. plexiglas, laminate, mylar, and 
light. 
size, 23 3/4 x 23 3/4 x 38 

• 

• • 4. 4e-zip.* • • ppro.. • .. ..114 • • • 
• It., AI • le. 4. • • 

41 
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therefore the contrast between the rods of higher luminosity 

and lower luminosity are not extreme. This, combined with 

low colour intensities creates a movement consistent with the 

artwork. The soft colours and movement draw us into the 

chasm where the light is reflected by the polished bronze 

surfaces, thereby creating a tranquilizing effect upon the 

emotions of the viewer. Through the controlled use of light 

I apply the principle that light acts as an emotional 

stimulant. 

Covered by a clear plexiglas dome is an arrangement of 

clear vertical rods within an environment in my sixth 

completed piece, Red Light Fugitive, 1982 (Illustration 6). 

The arrangement consists of 1 inch diameter rods of varying 

heights interspersed with 1/2 inch diameter rods of even 

height. The smaller diameter rods are interspersed in a 

manner reminiscent of following a trail through the larger 

rods. The viewer is invited to experiment with controls in 

the shape of plexiglas rods which are positioned beside the 

dome. Turning the rods manipulates light effects under the 

dome. The four rods on the left control white light which 

affects the larger rods, while turning the rods on the right 

control a red light that travels along the trail of smaller 

rods. There are several effects and combinations which the 

spectator can manipulate to create an aesthetically 

satisfactory experience for himself. The viewer is called 

upon to play with the artistic elements to manipulate the 

artistic environment in the work. Through direct 
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participation the viewer shares responsibility with the 

artist for the phenomenon created. His intervention makes 

him aware of a situation which would not exist without him. 

The principle of spectator participation is shown in this 

work in a direct manner. Direct participation decreases 

literally and psychologically the distance between the 

spectator and the traditional forms of artworks. 

Stairwell Proposal #1, 1982 (Illustration 7), was 

designed for the stairwell of the Memorial Union Building 

located on the campus of the University of Saskatchewan, 

Saskatoon.
3 

The stairway from the first to the second floor 

surrounds a central open area which has been enclosed with a 

glass and steel frame structure that prevents people from 

falling over the banister to the floor below. This glass and 

steel 

case. 

structure could be considered a two story 

Within this case was proposed a vertical 

structure in the form of an extremely elongated 

tall display 

free standing 

arch. 

Plexiglas sheets ran from the floor to the top of the 

archway opening. The sheets were edge lit and were cut so as 

to create three luminous lines running from the center of the 

arch to the floor below. One line was straight, another was 

wavy and the third descending in a zigzag. The straight line 

would flash on and off in a regular pattern. The wavy line 

and zigzag line illuminated in response to the volume of 

3
Proposal was accepted by Place Riel Board, overseers 

of the building. It was vetoed by the University Board when 
the proposal could not be adapted to fulfil union safety 
codes demanded by maintenance workers for cleaning and for 
changing of light bulbs. 



-15-

7. Stairwell Proposal #1, 
1982. 

plexiglas, wood, mylar, 
and light. 
size, 26 1/2 x 33 1/2 

49 inches. 

• 
• • 

8. Thermascape, 1983. 

laminate, polished cast 
bronze, plexiglas, and 
and light. 
size, 2 7/8 x 9 1/4 x 

18 1/8 inches 
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sound created by the people using the stairs. The gentler 

wavy line illuminated in response to general levels of sound 

such as emitted by people in conversation and footsteps upon 

the stairs. The sharp angular zigzags would illuminate with 

increased volumes of sound such as loud yelling or screaming. 

The choreographic and rhythmic response of the artwork 

solicits the active participation of the spectator to create 

an audiovisual synthesis. 

My eighth completed endeavor in light art is 

Thermascape, 1983 (Illustration 8). It is a rectangular 

monolith, about 17 inches tall, and constructed of glossy 

black laminate, plexiglas and polished bronze. The upper 

polished bronze area suggests the effects of having melted or 

eroded, thereby exposing the plexiglas rods. The plexiglas 

rods emit a pulsating light that can be interpreted as being 

the source of energy that shaped the polished bronze area. 

Surrounding the polished bronze portion is a luminous 

curvilinear line. This line appears to be an energy which 

has caused the black laminate sides to recede and expose the 

polished bronze. The luminous portions of the artwork are in 

direct interplay with the physical forms. Three dimensional 

form and imagery are necessary in the creation of a 

sensibility of our modern environment as I interpret it. 

Without them my interpretation is not complete. Light alone 

does not satisfactorily convey the artistic intent of my 

work. Physical forms and materials are important influences 

and, when combined with light, make the artwork complete. 
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By incorporating light with physical forms, I am able to 

adhere to the principle that the art object should exist as a 

three dimensional object. 

In my next work, O's, 1983 (Illustration 9), the work 

consists of a black rectangle that has a stainless steel 

lined square which opens through the rectangle. Transversing 

the open space are six layers of plexiglas sheet. Six holes 

of different sizes are cut into each sheet. The edge of each 

sheet is lit from within the black rectangle in a rapid 

continuous sequence. A series of six rings, continually 

appearing and expanding, is thereby created. The near 

invisibility of the plexiglas gives the impression that the 

expanding rings of light are appearing in mid air. The 

manipulation of light allows the creation of illusion and 

fantasy putting the viewer in the presence of the seemingly 

impossible. 

This further illustrates the principle I adhere to, that 

light in art should be transmitted and transferred through 

materials. Most of my work involves the illumination of 

plexiglas, whose transparency adds another dimension to the 

artwork. Light is, in the first place, invisible energy. 

In order to make it visible, it is necessary to exploit the 

realms of physics and optics. Plexiglas has optical 

qualities that allow edge lighting, which is the transmission 

of light from the light source to the reflective edge of the 

plexiglas, an ability similiar to fiber optics. The light 

remains virtually invisible through the plexiglas until it 



-18-

9. 0's, 1983 

laminate, plexiglas, 
stainless steel, and 
light. 
size, 23 1/2 x 6 x 

27 inches 

10. Zap Box, 1983. 

laminate, plexiglas, 
and light. 
size, 15 x 4 1/2 x 

25 1/2 inches 
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reflects from an edge or incision. This allows the form to 

appear or disappear through the control of light. Forms can 

exist in space through illumination without any apparent 

physical means for the form to exist. 

Another work completed in 1983 is Zap Box (Illustration 

10). It is composed of a box-like frame of black laminate 

surrounding a rectangular opening into which sheets of 

plexiglas are inserted. Upon each of four plexiglas sheets 

is a deeply carved vertical zigzag line. Through the use of 

bright, random, flashing light a menacing intense movement is 

created. Lightning-like zigzags occur within the opening 

evoking a vibrant exciting sensation, somewhat like an 

electrical short circuit arcing. I believe that movement 

affects the viewer's conscious and unconscious states of 

mind, thereby creating a physical response. Sympathetic to 

the rhythm of the movement, the viewer senses an effect 

synonymous with an actual experience. Graceful movement of 

soft undulating reflections, such as those found in regard to 

Geomorphosis (Illustrations 11 and 12), might create the same 

feeling for the viewer as watching a ballet or swaying 

branches. Abrupt, rapid, and irregular movement; as seen in 

Zap Box (Illustration 10), can evoke a different sensation. 

The principle of movement evoking a physical response on an 

intuitive level is illustrated here. 

In the summer of 1984 I completed an outdoor work, 

Geomorphosis (Illustrations 11 and 12). Between the two 

opposing rectangular black forms the softly waved surfaces 
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4.11.4.0

11. Geomorphosis, 1984. laminate, plexiglas, anodized 
aluminum, and light. 
size, 30 x 57 x 48 inches 

12. Geomorphosis, reflective detail. 

\ 
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are covered with a gold finished polished aluminum. Into the 

space between the black forms are juxtaposed sheets of red 

and clear plexiglas. The edge of each sheet is cut in either 

a straight or wavy manner and is edge lit from within the 

four feet tall black forms. This results in lines of light 

that reflect concurrently from surface to surface. As in 

many of my works the principle of direct spectator 

participation is required to create the desired aesthetic 

experience. With slight head or body movements, the observer 

picks up a multitude of light pulsations. The luminous 

straight lines appear on the reflective surfaces as undulant 

shifting rivers of light. The reflections of light are 

endless and unpredictable, having the effect of mixing the 

ordered and the unexpected. 

Hoodoos (Illustrations 13 and 14), is another outdoor 

artwork that was constructed for the 1985 Prairie Sculptor's 

Association Sculpture Symposium in Saskatoon. The work 

consists of four rectangular concrete monoliths varying in 

heights from four 

upon a square and 

The inward facing 

up to eight feet tall. They are arranged 

spaced about a foot apart from each other. 

surfaces and tops of the monoliths are 

covered with highly reflective polished aluminum. On the 

reflective surfaces one sees the forms of the other monoliths 

reflected upon them. The multitude of reflections of form 

upon form creates a fluid amalgamation. It becomes difficult 

to discern the reflection from the form, thereby creating a 

sense that the forms are in a state of evolution. 
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13. Hoodoos, 1985. 

cast concrete, 
anodized aluminum. 
size, 6 x 6 x 8 

feet 

14. Hoodoos, reflective detail. 
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Reflective surfaces are used as well to manipulate and 

transmit light. Reflection has been one of the most 

primitive and hypnotic transmitters of light that we have all 

experienced in chandeliers, water splashes, polished metals, 

ice formations, and the moon. With reflective surfaces a 

different vision of space can be created. This space is not 

simply an illusory phenomenon but a dimension which engages 

the viewer on a physical as well as a mental level. The way 

the viewer engages the fantastic dimensions created by 

reflections can be seen in the work of Domingo Alvarez. 

Alvarez builds entirely closed constructions of mirrors, and 

within them the reflections are multiplied to an infinite 

degree. In Mirror Environment, (New York, 1971-72), the 

viewer enters a small room lit by several floor to ceiling 

lengths of neon.
4 

The interior of the room is completely 

lined by mirror which makes the viewer conscious of 

unlimited dimensions. The effect of this work is that 

space makes itself felt immediately and 
spontaneously to the spectator, who 
perceives it first of all as external to 
him but soon penetrates it mentally... 
After a few moments of reflection, there 
comes about a dialogue with the work in 
which it is both projecting and receiving. 
This experience thus invites the spectator 
to view the space in which he is integrated 
not in the traditional manner but, if we 
can put it like this, in an active manner; 
to decipher the nature of this space and 
the relationship which it holds to his 
imagination and his thought. In this sense, 
the participation of the spectator in the 
ambience created by the mirrors is not 

4
Frank Popper, Action and Participation, London, 1975, 

p. 98. 
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merely physical W.  sensory but 
intellectual....

Reflections occur in my work for they evoke a fantasy 

space that is defined by the manipulation and imagination of 

the spectator. Interiors can extend beyond the confines of 

the exteriors, what is solid can appear fluid, and form can 

appear to exist where there is none. 

The latest work discussed is River Light, 1986 

(Illustration 15), a piece constructed to hang from the 

ceiling or in a window. The rectangular plexiglas case of 

the work is covered around the top and bottom with a glossy 

black laminate. Between the areas of black laminate are 

gently curved opposing forms, which are covered in highly 

reflective anodized brass finish aluminum. From the upper 

and lower opposing reflective forms, sheets of transparent 

blue and clear plexiglas protrude into the central area of 

the artwork. The edges of the plexiglas sheets are cut in a 

horizontal curvilinear manner. When these are illuminated 

flashing waves of pink light are created which overlap the 

wavy blue plexiglas. This work illustrates how I attempt to 

create an integral art object, enclosing within the work the 

sources of light and motion. I utilize this principle in the 

majority of my works. An almost supernatural or magical 

effect is created when the viewer is denied an obvious 

explanation of how effects are technically created. The 

piping of light through plexiglas allows the source (the 

5
Person Ermini in Frank Popper's Action and 

Participation, London, 1975, p. 98. 
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15. River Light, 1986. 

laminate, plexiglas, anodized aluminum, and 
light. 
size, 24 1/8 x 4 x 16 1/2 inches. 
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electric light bulb) to remain hidden, a principle I adhere 

to in regard to other aspects of electronic technology in my 

work. The technical solutions are secondary, a means to an 

end, and thus the display of technology is superfluous. The 

desire to hide the means is also shown in the work of Pot 

Bury. His series, Superimposed Balls (1965), incorporates 

wooden balls of different sizes resting on steeply sloping 

planes. You would expect the balls to roll off but instead 

they shift and graze each other with no visible means for 

their movements. The denial of gravity is not a fact but a 

fantasy.6 Concealing the technology aids in the creation of 

illusion and the fantastic, for often produced are effects 

without visible cause. 

6
Guy Brett, Kinetic Art, London, 1968, p. 53. 
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THE NATURE OF LIGHT AND 
EARLY ENDEAVORS IN LIGHT ART 

Human beings have lived on the earth for thousands of 

millenia and for the most part have been dependent upon the 

sun for light. This has changed in the past five generations 

since Edison's development of the incandescent light bulb. 

It is with the development of a practical, controllable light 

source that light art first begins to flourish. Very often a 

determining factor in light art is the nature of the light 

source used. The spectator is affected by artificial light 

because the incandescent light bulb does not duplicate 

natural daylight. By contrast, natural daylight is a mixture 

of visible and invisible colours in precise balance. In John 

Ott's book Health and Light,
7 

research has shown that the 

full spectrum of daylight is needed to ensure the optimum 

biochemical balance in our bodies. Upsetting the balance of 

the natural spectrum of light that our eyes absorb would 

affect the body chemistry. When light falls on the retina of 

the eye, signals are sent out along the optic nerve to the 

visual centers at the back of the brain and to its hormone 

control area, the hypothalamus. The hypothalamus influences 

the pineal gland, a not yet fully understood gland imbedded 

in the brain, and the nearby pituitary, usually thought of as 

the body's "master gland." The entire pattern of hormone 

production throughout the body is thus affected. The result 

is that light can influence body growth, body temperature 

7
John Ott, Health and Light, Bournemouth, 1973, p. 18. 
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kidney function, blood composition, sexual function, the rate 

of metabolism and emotions, etc. Therefore when artists use 

light sources that contain different portions of the 

spectrum, the viewer can be affected physiologically. 

For the most part, using different spectrums of light 

sources to create specific physiological effects has not been 

a conscious consideration in my work. I am aware that the 

nature of artificial light affects the viewer but use 

artificial light mainly because it is the most practical 

illumination to control and manipulate. 

In retrospect I have found that many principles that I 

adhere to in the creation of my work can be experienced in 

the pioneering research of Thomas Wilfred, Lazlo Moholy-Nagy, 

Lucio Fontana, and Frank Joseph Malina. The work of these 

early light artists contain basic principles of light and 

movement which I have found to be true in my work. 

The first person to gain public acclaim in the 

manipulation of light was Thomas Wilfred with his art of 

"Lumia." Wilfred believed that the controlled expression of 

light created emotional responses, a principle I believe 

occurs in my work. Beginning seriously in 1919,'Wilfred 

constructed an organ-like instrument with several keyboards 

of hand manipulated rheostats with which to control light 

intensities. This contraption called the "Clavilux" was 

installed in a theatre, where it was connected to a series of 

independent projectors which illuminated from behind a 

translucent screen. Wilfred gave the "Clavilux" its first 
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public recital in New York City in 1922. The art of "Lumia" 

was born and immediately acclaimed a popular success.
8 

The 

"Clavilux" allowed a spectacular manipulation of light, 

colour, and motion. Wilfred's works were not simply 

successions of beautiful colours; they were deliberately 

composed with definite thematic development as can be seen 

in this description of the time. 

It is impossible to picture in cold print 
the beauty of these subtle metamorphones 
which at times suggest the unfolding of a 
symphony, a sonata, a series of variations. 
A flowerlike motif enters as a simple green 
bud which gradually opens, revealing first 
the rosy outer petals and finally, in a 
delirious burst of maddening golour, the 
blood-red heart of the bloom. 

Wilfred developed a music-like notation system for his 

"Lumia" compositions and began to compose works whose 

arrangements of colour and light were predetermined in the 

sense that they obeyed long cycles
10 

of controlled movement 

and metamorphosis with an emotional intent much in the way 

the composer attempts to induce responses from his audience. 

In Wilfred's work the luminosity and colour are choreographed 

to evoke particular emotional responses from the viewer. 

In "Unfolding," the artist's aim is to 
induce an exuberant or happy state of mind 

8
Frank Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art, 

London, 1968, pp. 161-162. 

9 
Phillip Steadman, Kinetic Art: Four essays 12y. Stephen 

Bann, Reg Gadney, Frank Popper and Philip Steadman, St. 
Albans, 1966, p. 23. 

10
Aspiration consists of a theme which undergoes 397 

variations: the cycle of screen projections is only complete 
after 42 hours, 14 minutes and 11 seconds. (Frank Popper, 
Origins and Developments of Kinetic Art, 1968, p. 164). 
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in the spectator, while in "Convulux" the 
forms follow one another rapidly, growing 
larger and larger, and finally 'submerging' 
the spectatorlin an ultimate climax before 
disappearing. 

In my work the movement and light is controlled to evoke an 

emotional response that is appropriate for the form and 

intent of the artwork. 

Another important use of light as an art form was made 

by Bauhaus member Lazlo Moholy-Nagy. Between 1922 and 1930 

Moholy-Nagy constructed his "Lichtrequisit" or "Light-Space 

Modulator." It was essentially a six foot high moving 

sculpture of aluminum, plexiglas, and chrome-plated surfaces 

driven by an electric motor and a series of chain belts. The 

machine was experienced in a dark room with changing 

spotlights illuminating its moving surfaces.12 The result 

was a creation which went beyond simple illumination of the 

sculpture. A complex movement of light and shade was 

reflected upon the walls and ceiling and upon the various 

elements of the sculpture. The "Light-Space Modulator" was 

able to exist as a three dimensional object appreciated for 

itself and, through the use of moving light and shadow, it 

extended into the viewer's environment. This supported 

Moholy-Nagy's feeling "that light, if rendered into art, must 

first be transmitted and transformed through materials.
.13 

11
Frank Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art, 

London, 1968, p. 163. 

12
Jack Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, New York, 1968, 

p. 291. 

13
Jack Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, New York, 1968, 

p. 292. 
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Little work in light came to the public attention until 

after the Second World War. In 1951, Lucio Fontana designed 

the entrance hall ceiling of the Ninth Triennale in Milan. 

It consisted of small, circular holes arranged in the 

polished ceiling. Out of some of the holes, strips of neon 

were suspended at angles and they protruded in different 

directions.14 As the observer moved through the hall the 

reflected image of the neon would change. Direct 

participation by the observer's own movements were required 

to create the desired aesthetic experience. 

In 1954, the American artist Frank Joseph Malina began 

to use light in his work.
15 

His work was a forerunner of the 

technology that many kinetic light artists applied in later 

years. His work Jazz (1955), was a picture-like composition, 

made up of eleven different forms, appearing and disappearing 

to make random form arrangements. This was accomplished by 

using thermal interrupters in the electric currents of the 

lights behind the transparent picture.
16 

Movement was thus 

created and it was sufficiently varied to give the observer 

an impression of complete unpredictability. 

Malina's later work usually involved an electro-

14
Jack Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, New York, 1968, 

p. 244. 

15
Reg Gadney, Kinetic Art: Four essays Ly Stephen Bann, 

Reg Gadney, Frank Popper and Philip Steadman, St. Albans, 
1966, p. 26. 

16
Reg Gadney, Kinetic Art: Four essays by Stephen Bann, 

Reg Gadney, Frank Popper and Philip Steadman, St. Albans, 
1966, p. 26. 
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mechanical system which he termed the "Lumidyne" system. 

This was basically a system of four elements, on four layers 

surrounded by a box-like frame. The first layer contained 

fixed sources of light. In front of the lights were 

circular elements (the "rotors") which were rotated by 

slow-turning motors. The "rotors" were made of plexiglas 

and were painted in a manner that allowed light from behind 

to pass through coloured areas while other areas of the 

rotors were blacked out. Over this was a transparent sheet 

of plexiglas (the "stator") which 

similar to the rotors. The final 

translucent sheet of plexiglas.
17 

the rear of the box 

was painted in a manner 

layer consisted of a 

Light was projected from 

and was interrupted by the rotors and 

then by the stator. This created changing colour patterns 

on the front translucent screen. 

Manna's work laid the groundwork for many kinetic 

artists. His artwork constituted an integral system as it 

had its own sources for light and motion contained within the 

object. One did not have to rely on external lighting or 

spectator movements to achieve the intended effects. The 

technology used by Malina, such as small light sources, 

electric motors, thermal interrupters, and transparent 

materials, formed the basis for much kinetic work to come. 

His work was also important for its cyclical use of 

motion which allowed the setting up of pictorial rhythms 

dependent upon real motion. Rather than relying on an 

17
Frank Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art, 

London, 1968, pp. 166-167. 
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illusion of motion, the artist was able to establish a 

sequence of images in time. The pictorial composition of 

his lumidynes had continuous motion. The colours and shapes 

joined and disintegrated over a time sequence determined by 

the cycle of the electric motor used. The rhythm of the 

images affects our conscious and unconscious experience, 

thereby creating physical sensations. Although we are shown 

a predictable cycle, we feel that the work is both 

illustrative of and synonymous with an actual experience. 

Malina believed that the most satisfactory means of direct 

visual communication has been to incorporate rhythms that 

belong to a familiar understanding of our own biological 

condition and environment.
18 

Direct affinities are drawn 

from our conscious and unconscious experience by the rhythm 

of motion. 

18
Reg Gadney, Kinetic Art: Four essays 21z Stephen Bann, 

Reg Gadney, Frank Popper and Philip Steadman, St. Albans, 
1966, p. 28. 
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FUTURE DIRECTION 

My future plans in light and movement include the 

enlargement of my artworks to an architectural scale, thereby 

creating a greater environmental participation. The 

intrusion of the artwork into the surrounding space and its 

relationship with architecture force the viewer to consider 

the environment in which they are placed. With enlarged 

dimensions, the environment created by the artwork will act 

more aggressively upon the spectator. The entire range of 

sensations can be exploited through size. A vivid example of 

this from my own experience occurred at Cinesphere, the giant 

Imax projection system at Ontario Place in Toronto. 

Cinesphere is basically a movie theatre with a projection 

screen over six stories tall. When one sits in the front of 

the theatre his total range of vision is encompassed by the 

colossal size of the projection. When one's sense of vision 

is overwhelmed, the other senses react in accordance with it. 

One sequence I experienced showed the forward view of what 

one sees while riding in the front car of a speeding roller 

coaster. One felt intense physical sensations of movement, 

such as "losing one's stomach" while plummeting down the 

steep incline of the roller coaster. Perhaps the most 

intriguing sensation occurred during a segment showing a 

raging forest fire. All one could see were the menacing 

flames and hear the corresponding sounds of a forest fire at 

close range. Suddenly the scene cut, the fire was 

extinguished, all was still and quiet. At that point my 
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senses felt a sudden dramatic temperature drop when in fact 

none had occured. 

By increasing the scale of the artwork, the viewer will 

be able to enter its environment and be encompassed by it. 

Instead of being on the outside looking in, the viewer will 

be allowed to be a physical participant from within. 

Enlarging a work such as Phloidd (Illustration 1) and 

integrating it into the entrance way of a building, with 

suspended walkway penetrating through the middle of it, would 

engage the spectator's senses in an extraordinary way. The 

viewer would become a contemplative and physical participant 

within the fantasy environment of the artwork. A more 

dynamic level of spectator participation could be created, 

opening new relationships between aesthetic object, artist, 

and spectator. 

The possibilities of light art have not been exhausted 

and should be ever-expanding as new technology, materials and 

techniques become readily available. I will continue to 

explore the manipulation of our ever-increasing technology, 

with the aim of creating new effects upon the spectator that 

reflect our environment. New technology will also aid in 

creating a greater degree of permanence to my work. Public 

acceptance has been hampered in light art due to the fact 

that it requires maintenance such as changing light bulbs and 

worn out mechanisms. My future work will embrace the 

maintenance free control systems of today's computer 

technology. Longer lasting light sources will also be used, 
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such as light emitting diodes, neon bulbs, and neon tubes.19

By incorporating a greater degree of permanence to my work, I 

hope that it will be considered a practical alternative to 

more traditional artforms, thereby gaining a greater level of 

public acceptance. 

The future looks promising as renewed interest has been 

exemplified by the recent exhibition "Light: Perception-

Projection" held by the Montreal Centre of Contemporary Art, 

from August 8 to November 2, 1986. The exhibition, featuring 

forty-three artists from eight countries working in a variety 

of light media, was held in a shopping mall in Montreal.
20 

As well, the Electric Gallery is reopening with a three-room 

exhibition area. Each room will have a different intensity 

of lighting appropriate to the type of artworks exhibited. 

The new location will be in Markham, Ontario, with a proposed 

opening date of April 1987.21

19 
The first neon sign in America built by the Claude 

Neon factory in Paris in 1922 has been operating continuously 
to the present. Rudi Stern, Let There Be Neon, New York, 
1979, p. 19. 

20 
Lorne Falk, "Lights Fantastic," Canadian Art Magazine,

Winter 1986, p. 64. 

21
From personal conversation between author and Jack 

Markle, owner of the Electric Gallery, Markham, January 2, 
1987. 
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CONCLUSION 

We have grown up during a period where electric light 

has increasingly taken over from the sun, the moon, and the 

stars. Electric lights are our modern coordinates by which 

we navigate through our everyday lives. They control, 

direct, inform, and affect us deeply as so much of our 

"lifestyle" information is narrated by light. The extensive 

use of light in our society has developed into a modern 

language that I have chosen to adopt into artwork. It is a 

language of this century that has penetrated all aspects of 

our modern social and physical environment. As my artwork is 

a reflection of my environment, it incorporates the language 

of light to illustrate the energy and life of our modern 

society. 

Being a sculptor, my artwork also incorporates form. 

There has been a gradual evolution of the forms used in my 

work. Early endeavors, prior to attending the University of 

Saskatchewan, were usually box-like enclosures, as they were 

a practical solution to contain the apparatus and light 

sources. The majority of my early work was wall mounted, 

thereby allowing only one suitable view of the artwork. 

Often the light bulbs were visible to the viewer. To make 

the box representative of the urban environment, sculptural 

elements such as pipe fittings, chrome tubing, and plexiglas 

cooling fins adorned the box form. 

There has generally been a breakdown and opening up of 

the box form in my work as a student at the University of 
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Saskatchewan. My first work completed at the University of 

Saskatchewan, Phloidd, 1980 (Illustration 1), is still 

basically a box, but it shows the commencement of an 

evolutionary process in my work. The piece allows the 

spectator a view from two sides of the box. As well, the box 

can be visually penetrated from one side to the other because 

of an opening through the center of the work. 

In my second work, Western Light, 1981 (Illustration 2), 

the box is broken down by strips of illuminated plexiglas. 

The strips appear to be moving slats of light, slicing 

through and penetrating beyond the confines of the box. 

Western Light was the last piece I completed that allowed 

direct visual contact with the light sources contained within 

the form. By eliminating direct contact, a less distracting 

and purer relationship between light and form was sought 

after. 

In Light Pull, 1983 (Illustrations 16 and 17), it 

appears as if the luminous elements have directly influenced 

the shape of the exposed polished bronze areas. The box form 

appears to have melted and separated due to the luminous 

energy emanating from within. 

Further breakdown of the box occurs in Geomorphosis,

1984 (Illustrations 11 and 12), through the use of direct 

separation. The two forms oppose each other and are 

positioned slightly askew. The viewer senses that the two 

forms were once one, but have now been broken by the energy 

of the luminous lines of light that overlap within the void 

that separates the forms. 
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16. Light Pull, 1983. 

laminate, plexiglas, 
polished cast bronze, 
and light. 
size, 6 7/8 x 6 7/8 

x 19 1/4 inches 

17. Light Pull,

detail 
1 It io 
At. 
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In Seismagraph, 1985 (Illustration 18), breaking down of 

the box form is accomplished through the use of reflective 

surfaces. The box form is divided into nine upright 

rectangles of even dimensions spaced evenly apart. The 

highly reflective anodized aluminum surfaces mirror the 

adjacent elements of the artwork as well as the surrounding 

environment. The multitude of reflected images tends to 

break down the discernible dimensions of the form. 

In Transition, 1987 (Illustration 19), the viewer 

visually penetrates the separated box form through the 

opening that traverses the work. Within the forms are many 

curvilinear surfaces of reflective aluminum. The resulting 

myriad of reflections allows the creation of an illusory 

space that appears to extend beyond and without regard to the 

dimensions of the outer box-like shell. Deviating from the 

enclosed box has enabled me to incorporate forms that reflect 

both architectural and landform influences. As new forms are 

encompassed, I am able to explore new relationships in my 

work between form and light. 

Form combined with light has enabled me to create a 

means of artistic expression with a direct and dynamic 

ability to engage the viewer. Light evokes an active 

participation of the spectator on both physical and 

psychological levels. By utilizing light in my artwork, I 

am able to incorporate spectator participation on a level 

that reflects the active degree of influence light has upon 

us in our everyday life. Light is the integral life force of 
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my artwork making complete my interpretation of our modern 

social and urban environment. As light is life giving in our 

world, light gives life to my art. 
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18. Seismagraph, 1985. laminate, wood, and anodized 
aluminum. 
size, 20 x 20 x 17 1/4 inches 

19. Transition, 1987. 

laminate, anodized 
aluminum, plexiglas, 
and light. 
size, 14 x 6 1/2 x 

14 1/2 inches 
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20. Light Waves, 1983. 

plexiglas, brass, laminate, 
and light. 
size, 9 7/8 x 5 1/2 x 14 3/4 

inches 
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