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Light & Dark, Glass & Wood
I want to briefly explore three topics that have fascinated me throughout my life namely light and dark, glass and wood. I am interested to explore these topics individually but ultimately how they can work together harmoniously to create art. I am in simple terms a photographer, a glass artist and an unashamed lover of trees so all of these subjects are close to my heart and have always and will always influence any art that I produce.
Light and Dark:
1 In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. 2 And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep…3 And God said, Let there be light: and there was light. 4 And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the light from the darkness.
(Genesis 1 vs 1-4) King James Bible
The above words, the first words of the Bible, strongly suggest that light is good, light creates form, light is divided from darkness, light is godly. These sentiments have pervaded man’s history throughout millennia and have become part of our modern language and society. Phrases we are familiar with such as bright idea, lightbulb moment, seeing the light, one’s face lit up, shining star, the USA president’s main residence is The White House, all of these are representative of good things. Conversely phrases such as black heart, black death, the dark side, black clouds, suggest the association of black with bad, the chosen colour of witches, ghouls and Darth Vader. Hollywood even perpetuated this idea in their cowboy films where the good guys wore white hats and the bad guys wore black hats.
 This idea was further investigated by two University of Virginia psychologists Gary D Sherman and Gerald L. Clore who tested subjects to ‘’wanted to know if common metaphors may be more than mere rhetorical devices, if in fact they might be deep embodiments of moral thinking. They decided to test the link between white and virtue (and black and sin) as part of this larger question.’’ www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-color-of-sin/  accessed 28/04/19)
However, despite the overriding feeling that light or white is good, too much of it can be bad. Modern torture techniques often use white noise whereas one of the most feared kinds of modern torture is known as white torture, where the detainee is housed in a completely white soundproofed room, dressed in white and only fed white food (normally plain rice). This can have a hugely detrimental effect psychologically on the detainee due to a severe lack of mental stimulus. https://emadion.it/en/tortures/white-torture-the-damage-it-can-cause/ accessed 28/04/19
So the logical assumption that can be made is that both light and dark are needed, in fact one is useless without the other, pure darkness or pure light alone create simply nothingness. Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) described it succinctly when he stated ‘ In order for the light to shine so brightly, the darkness must be present.’ As a photographer one of my favourite quotes is by Junichiro Tanizaki (1886-1965) who said ‘ Find beauty not in the thing itself, but in the patterns of shadows, the light, the darkness that one thing against the other creates, were it not for the shadows, there would be no beauty.’ (essay Praise of shadows 1933)
Therefore true beauty comprises of a blend of lights and darks and one is only  useful with the other. In digital photographic processing the values of light as used in software such as Adobe Photoshop and Lightroom is represented  numerically between the values of 0 and 255. Because colour is made up from Red, Green and Blue then each of the over 16,000,000 possible colours has a number combination for Red, Green and Blue. Pure black would have an RGB value of 0,0,0 and pure white would have an RGB value of 255,255,255. So every colour in between pure black and pure white is a combination of other colours both light and dark, both are equally important.
One of my favourite photographers is Don McCullin                                                 ( https://donmccullin.com/don-mccullin/ ) accessed 02/05/19. He work consists of black and white photography and despite the complete lack of colour his images are extremely powerful, often their visual effect is amplified because of the starkness and clarity of black/white combination.
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The above image is simply a variation of greys in between blacks and whites and yet it is extremely enigmatic and powerful. The same image taken with the light source coming from a different angle would change the image dramatically and would probably lessen its impact. It is this ability to read light and to use that knowledge of how to use that light to create a final effect that  defines great photographers such as Don McCullin. 
Glass:
Natural glass has been in existence for millions of years in the form of Obsidian which is formed by volcanic activity and also fulgurites which are formed when lightning strikes the ground and fuses the ground materials together. Both Obsidian and fulgurites are formed by extremely high temperatures.
Man made glass is believed to have been used since 3500BC in Eastern Mesopotamia and Egypt ( http://www.historyofglass.com/ ) accessed 03/05/19
Although glass was used for jewellery, currency and eventually making vessels over the forthcoming centuries the real speciality purpose for glass began in the 13th and 14th centuries with the introduction of stained glass as windows in predominantly Christian places of worship. The benefit of glass here was as a window, a solid barrier between inside and outside which would keep the wind and rain out but was also transparent to a degree which allowed light to enter the building. This light was very special as ‘’ since St. Augustine, light has been regarded as their (stained glass windows) indispensable complement, a vital element in their glorification, since God is also light.’’ In fact Bishop Durand de Mende (1230-1296) wrote: ‘’ Stained-glass windows are divine writings that spread the clarity of the true sun, who is God, through the church, that is to say, through the heart of the faithful, bringing them true enlightenment.’’ A thousand years of stained glass – Catherine Brisac (page 7) So glass became of extreme importance because of its ability to transmit light and as discussed earlier, light was considered godly, leading hopefully to true enlightenment.
However the glass used in stained glass was a mixture of coloured glass and glass that had been painted, the illustrations applied being teaching aids portraying either ‘’biblical texts or episodes from the lives of saints.’’  A thousand years of stained glass – Catherine Brisac (page 14) The light was what was considered important or godly but the images created on the glass were only visible because a darker material (paint) blocked some of the light thus making the lighter or unpainted areas to ‘pop’ as the natural light streamed through them. The image below is from Chatres Cathedral, interior of the West front, centre bay, Childhood of Christ, lower section, c.1150 A thousand years of stained glass – Catherine Brisac (page 14)
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]
Only by the application of dark can the light be seen in all its glory. But glass has progressed so much into our modern age and is now evident everywhere in our society. Our buildings and houses, our mobile telephones, tablets and computers, our cars are all dependant upon glass, even our super-fast internet is reliant on fibre optic cables which are made from glass strands the thickness of a human hair. https://www.lifewire.com/fiber-optic-cable-817874. Accessed 03/05/19  Each and every one of these applications are reliant upon the way that glass and light interact. I am especially interested in the way that glass artists use their chosen medium to direct light. 
One such artist is Rhian Haf  https://rhianhaf.com/portfolio  (accessed 11/03/19) who graduated from Swansea university in 2011 https://www.missiongallery.co.uk/maker-in-focus/rhian-haf/ (accessed 12/03/19) Having enjoyed a presentation by Rhian amongst other students I learned that she is fascinated with the ability to control light and the projections of light using glass. She states that the ‘’ Key aspects of my practice consist of capturing light and shadow.’’ By viewing much of her portfolio it becomes easily apparent how important light is to her work. She goes on to say how her ‘’ artistic process involves translating and developing personal observations of silent, transient moments; the play of light and shadow within architectural spaces or a reflection projected on to a pane of glass…………. Whatever process I use and combine at a given time, light is integral to the concept, development and the outcome of the work.’’ Natural light can be ever changeable which makes controlling it difficult, one has to try and develop artworks that create effects that are pleasing throughout the changing light. Alternatively one method that Rhian uses most effectively is to use artificial lights, often LED lighting which is of course very controllable and if the artwork is indoors this allows even more control. As a result she has created many very interesting pieces using this technique such as those shown below.
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These exhibits by Rhian Haf show the amazing projections of light that can be created by using artificial light shone through different pieces of glass. During her presentation to we students she explained how this was something that really interested and excited her, having the ability to control the light and the subsequent effects of that projected light.
So far I have discussed two things that fascinate me namely light and glass. The real thrill for me is the ability to control light via glass and this is something that applies to both my photography and my work as a glass artist. In photography light is captured through a lens which is a unit containing multiple pieces of finely machined pieces of glass which are ground and polished either in a convex or concave manner to work together to create the perfect image. When I produce artworks from glass I am trying to envisage how the light will project through the piece and then try to use various surface treatments such as sandblast, machine engraving or acid etching and polishing to adjust the way that the glass will work with the light. Something that I definitely want to include in my future glass work is my third fascination:
Wood:
I am an unashamed tree lover, in fact I am a total fan of the natural world as a whole and trees happen to be a very large and important part of this world. They not only look beautiful but are of vital importance to us, they provide oxygen for us to breathe, they lock carbon into themselves, they supply us with building materials, fuel and food as well as stabilising our land with their root systems which can prevent soil erosion. Being the oldest living specimens on earth to me they represent solidity, longevity and beauty as well as strength and tenacity, I cannot imagine a world without trees. (https://www.royalparks.org.uk/parks/the-regents-park/things-to-see-and-do/gardens-and-landscapes/tree-map/why-trees-are-important) accessed 07/05/19
I am especially interested in trees and how they have been revered by humans throughout the ages, how that attitude is now reverting back to the realisation in our modern world as to how important these amazing organisms are. ‘’The Celtic tree of life or Crann Bethadh was a hugely significant symbol in ancient Celtic tradition. Among its many meanings, one of its most beautiful is how it is said to symbolize the interconnectedness of life… …With its branches stretching high into the heavens, and its roots sinking deep into the earth, the upper worlds are connected to the lower worlds. Like life itself everything is interwoven and connected…’’                                                                                        ( https://www.rediscoveringdanu.com/ancient-celtic-tree-magic-the-sacredness-of-trees-in-old-ireland/ ) accessed 08/05/19
Certain trees have been treated with reverence by many different nations around the world throughout history. For example Native Americans called trees ‘our standing brothers and sisters’, the Greeks and Romans considered the Hawthorn tree to be a symbol of hope and marriage whereas in Scottish folklore the Ghillie Dhu was a friendly tree spirit who helped lost children find their way home. ( https://healthyspirituality.org/the-wonder-of-trees/ ) accessed 08/05/19. So trees are very deep rooted in our consciousness whether we are aware of it or not. And yet ultimately trees are dependant on light for their very existence and by using sunlight they photosynthesise. In his book entitled ‘The miracle of trees’ the author Olavi Huikari states ‘’ Light is the fuel of life. It powers the biochemical processes needed for photosynthesis, where trees and other plants combine water and carbon dioxide to produce sugars and oxygen.’ Huikari O (2012). The miracle of trees. Glastonbury: Wooden books ltd. 4.. 
I am at my happiest when within a woodland surrounded by trees. To my mind when I look up and see the sunlight pouring through the clean green leaves of a tree and see the patterns and colours this projects onto the ground, that is the first stained glass window as made by mother nature. The Japanese have a word for this ‘Komorebi’. The beauty of this stained glass window is that not only is it beautiful and functional but it is of huge benefit to us as a supplier of oxygen. As discussed earlier stained glass windows were predominantly used in religious buildings such as churches or cathedrals. Interestingly trees have begun to be used to create outdoor natural cathedrals such as The Green Cathedral designed by natural architect Giuliano Mauri pictured below.                                                        ( https://www.wired.co.uk/article/tree-cathedrals ) accessed 07/04/19
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Trees offer us such a huge variety of uses to us as humans but fundimentally their basic product, wood, is something of beauty and has been used by artists as far back as art goes. The worlds oldest known wooden carving is the Shigir Idol discovered in 1894 and dates back to around 7500 BCE. It has been described as ‘ one of the greatest sculptures of the Late Stone Age.’                             ( http://visual-arts-cork.com/prehistoric/shigir-idol.htm ) accessed 11/03/19.
Through this brief journey into three things that have enthralled me for many decades I now realise that through my art I want to express my love and fascination for these things. I have worked with wood for many years both artistically and in the building trade but now I want to concentrate on creating pieces which consist of a natural blend of glass and wood. I want to create pieces that show off these amazing substances and by using light both natural and artificial I want to elevate these objects into something truly beautiful. Light and dark, glass and wood, all are interlinked in my mind, all dependant upon light to display their true beauty.
I would therefore like to further explore the interweaving of these three in art throughout history, the meanings that each of these gives to the artwork and the way that artists have used these to express themselves through their art. 
My question will be What effects have light and dark, glass and wood had in art throughout history?
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