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In this Independent Project I will be researching how light is used for its religious properties and its psychological values through installations. I will be looking into the artists James Turrell, Olafur Eliasson and Yayoi Kusama. I will do this in three ways; the first is through assessing their light exhibits and exploring their mass market appeal and critical reception. Secondly, I will use Affect theory to research how audiences experience their exhibitions and phenomenology to explore the effect of light as visual and sensual phenomena. Thirdly, I will research the emotional values that light has and how exhibits convey this and lastly I will compare these exhibits to a religious experience such as being in a church and having an out of body experience. Throughout this Independent Project I will be looking into the Affect theory and phenomenology and how these exhibits/instillations make a standing impact on individuals. I will give my own response to Yayoi Kusma’s Inifinty Room as I have experienced it myself and collected responses of others for the instillations. These experiences and responses will show how these exhibits hold religious values, and why so. I have chosen to do this essay on this topic because I have always found light to be of curiosity, especially growing up going to church and experiencing religious light every Sunday. 
In the 1960s, a small group of artists in Southern California began to investigate light as an art form. Aware of each other but not yet intertwined, they began to discard selected truths of the art world and built a new structure for themselves. Light and dark, shadows and sunlight, time and space, fluorescent lights and glass were their materials. To understand the work of these artists it is important to recognize that these artists have no ‘group’ no ‘movement’ no manifesto. They are as much philosophers as artists, for instance Robert Irwin once said “Any one of us, when we sit down … and ask ‘Why am I here? What do I mean? What is my life about?”. (Butterfield, 1993, p. 8) Such processes used by these artists and their works fit the description of phenomenology proposed by Alex Madsen; “Phenomenology meant to stand back and suspend all judgement and to try to grasp things and ideas with a kind of primal intuition… without trying to analyse or explain them” (Butterfield, 1993, p. 9). They were trying to understand the way people think and define relations with ourselves and the world. It has nearly been 30 years since light installations were first introduced to us. The “critical and popular acceptance” of this approach to phenomenology has been embraced by artists and has been no small accomplishment. (Butterfield, 1993, p. 246) 
Installation artworks also described as environments that are most likely to occupy an entire room or space that the viewer must walk through in order to engage with the art. Some installations are designed simply to be walked around and contemplated at. Other installations are to be seen from a distance as the fragility of them can not let the viewer come too close. What makes installation art different from other art forms is that it is a “complete experience,” (Tate, 2016) rather than an array of separate, individual artworks. The focus on how the consumer experiences the work and the desire to provide an intense experience for them is a dominant theme in installation art. 
One of the best ways to understand installation art is through phenomenology. Merleau-Ponty’s thoughts on phenomenology give perspective to what it means to make art that provides us with that experience.
(Ponty, 2016, p. xxv). 
This suggests that by going to experience an art instillation there are two parts to consider, yourself and the art. While leaving the exhibit it is not the same exhibit you once saw as you had now experienced it. “The possibility for experience emerges within experience as potentials reconstructed after the fact,” (Rouse, 1986, p. 270) meaning that each individual engages with the art installations in a different approach leading to an art exhibit that has hundreds of different titles and meanings, it is the viewers art.
Thus, phenomenology can be used to explain what installation artists are trying to achieve through immersive experiences. Eliasson, Irwin and Kusama all have in common their use of phenomena such as light as their material. As such perceptual worlds emerge in the experiences of the work of these artists and in their techniques and approaches to experience (ref), which leaves the consumer having experienced a phenomenon beyond the everyday.
“Phenomenology uncovers the meaning of art” (Parry, 1991, p. 31) It is hard to write about what is phenomenology because it is not just one thing. Phenomenology is aesthetic pleasure from space to location, to how the conscious perceives it. Phenomenology is natural beauty, the type of beauty that cannot be made by mankind. “Natural beauty that has traditionally been most important to philosophers, since beauty in nature was taken as a sign of order and purpose in the world, whereas artistic beauty was thought merely to indicate that the design of the artist had been adequately fulfilled” (Parry, 1991, p. 32) This suggests that man made art does not carry a sense of phenomenology as it has been constructed. An example would be Van Gogh “His average of one painting every 4 days” (Velde, 2020). Although not as lengthy period of time as some artists can take weeks/months. His paintings still would not carry a feel of natural beauty that philosophers look for in phenomenology. It is a beauty that cannot be painted, drawn, or sculpted with great effort. I am not suggesting that all paintings and sculptures don’t carry a sense of it, often it’s the most minimalistic art that grasps the sensation i.e. Turell and Eliasson’s light exhibits. “The idea that natural beauty is philosophically important because it signifies divine order had been reduced to the claim that is the symbol of the morally good.” (Rouse, 1986, p. 33) 
One way to explore how audiences experience exhibition phenomena is through Affect Theory. Affect Theory consists of four main points, these include “Time, bodily location, response and object” (Gregg, 2010, p. 8). Affects are like forces and intentions, they are autonomic, they are the intensities that keep us going. Affect is the idea that “feelings and emotions are the primary motives for human behaviour... desiring to maximise their positive feelings and minimize their negative ones” (Tompkins, 1962). The social forces that we encounter that might trigger our bodies respond in a certain way are Affects. For the philosopher Brian Massumi Affect proceeds emotional states, it is not a personal feeling he writes, “when I think of my body and ask what it does to earn that name two things stand out, it moves it feels.” Affects are a part of everyday life from touch and response. “I want to consider happiness as a happening, as involving affect (to be happy is to be affected by something), in-tentionality (to be happy is to be happy about something)”. (Gregg, 2010, p. 29)This suggests that Affect is an action involving an outcome of a feeling. By doing something you expect an outcome of Affect whether it be a bodily affect, emotional Affect or a response to an object affect. Affect is always here it is within all of us, there is not a day that goes by without us experiencing Affect. We have various levels of Affect for example, experiencing something one has not experienced would make your level of Affect more intense. Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962) stated, “Our body comprises as it were two distinct layers, that of the body memory and that of the body at this moment…. general aspect and in the light of an impersonal being.” (Routledge, 2008) Ponty suggests that we carry body memory that stays with us through life, its personal to us and something that does not have a connection to any other person but ourselves. We gather body memory from the moment we are born, collecting data about emotions and experiences preparing for future occurrences. In a sense body memory is Affect as it is us. As Fuchs (2012) underlined, “This implicit memory is based on the habitual structure of the lived body, which connects us to the world through its operative intentionality.” (Thomas Fuchs, 2012, p. 9). This indicates that every experience we have is stored within us for future use. 
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Description automatically generated]The first ‘light’ exhibit that had a direct effect on the public was Olafur Eliasson’s ‘The Weather Project’ which “over 1 million people visited”. (Cheetham, 2020) Tate had recently opened and Eliasson decided his exhibit would be free. This drew in people and they saw something they perhaps had not ever seen before as these exhibits were breaking ground in the UK. It was an empty room with yellow mono frequency lights symbolising the Sun. As the art is minimalist it welcomes a plethora of differing valid opinions and this allows people to discovery their own meaning, rather than being given one by the artist. This is intentional by Olafur as he reluctantly discusses his art so there are no preconceived perceptions and opinions before people see it for themselves. People saw and many of them came back multiple times: “we saw this warm orange glow… the floor was covered in people lying down... we basked in the glow I spent hours there and I kept going back… his work goes beyond the technology creating the light”. (Zumtobel, 2015) The floor being stone reminded me of church as they are built from stone and usually have stone floors, “Stone can afford a very special spatial experience in churches… when it remains visible, though, stone exudes volume and radiates firmness and calmness”. (Bohme, 2012, p. 176) As stone is the primary building material of churches Eliasson created a familiar feeling, a comfort to many people, perhaps unknowingly, which added a tactile sense of religion. The consumers stretched out, laid on their backs and remained in this position for hours. “They engaged with the language of this sculptural installation “ (Godfrey, p. 2003) I like this quote by Mark Godfrey because it sums up what Elisasson wanted to achieve, that being an installation universally understood by all. People came to a room filled with a warm yellow light and shared an  experience. In relation to art “phenomenology provides material that allows the expressive character of painting and sculpture to be explained at a much deeper level” (Crowther, 2013). Olafur Elisasson remarked on his exhibit that: “people had different opinions, but they still tolerated each other, it’s about sharing and seeing the other person in yourself.” (Zumtobel, 2015)The impression I get from the Weather Project is that it was created as a space for people to be still, to clear their head, to be surrounded by different versions of  themselves. A deep serenity, a euphoric feeling: “The ultimate religious experience of transcendence and unity”. (Sonneveld, 2012)Olafur’s Weather Project 2003  Source : (Anon., 2003) 


Dawana Schuld goes on to say, “Both art and religion have created physical environments designed not only to provide a refuge from the prevailing fixtures and forces of culture but to generate resistance to those forces by providing, through a sense of otherworldliness or unnameable presence” (Friedrick, 2015). Although Eliasson had no religious upbringing his early interest in phenomena led him to create work that stimulated the senses. Phenomenology is an intense concern about the way the world appears to the person experiencing it. Phenomenologists like Eliasson seek to describe said experience. People that visited the Weather Project may have had an immediate phenomenological experience as Eliasson would have intended. He deliberately placed his exhibit right at the entrance of the museum to not let the audience prepare and to catch them off guard, like when you see a shooting star and are in awe. It is an unexpected experience that reality consists of worldly events as they are perceived or understood in human consciousness, an example of phenomenology would be studying the green flash that sometimes happens just after sunset or just before sunrise.
Minimalism is defined by its deliberate reduction in materials and elements. This concept of intentionally removing all factors gives the viewer room to explore possibilities, theories, and concepts. Minimalism intends to give insight into the nature of the art rather than how we react to and relate to other objects. “These objects aren’t pointing nor referencing anything” (Assigment, 2016). Often artists don’t give the viewers context into the instillation, this is so that they can formulate their own ideas as original thoughts rather than being told what to think. The art critic Michael Fried did not like the minimalism movement and said: “An instant of aesthetic experience which occurs in no real space or time at all” (Assigment, 2016) He meant this as negative feedback, but it is what minimalist artists want to achieve which he failed to understand. Minimalism is an aspect of phenomenology as it provides a base for artists to build on, that the idea that less is more in minimalism is a crucial factor for artists to consider whilst proceeding with the idea of phenomenology.
The layout of the installation is important to show the artist’s work, as Eliasson works with big spaces to convey his work to multiple consumers while Kusama’s works in small, confined spaces leaving a more intimate setting, to create a unique profound experience.  “The craftsmanship of a constructed space is absorbed into the body through the senses” (Lind, 2017) Eliasson created an exhibit that was for free, which encouraged people from different backgrounds to experience something they were missing who perhaps never felt inclined to undergo. This provided a ‘genuine experience’ for hundreds of thousands of people that may never experience phenomenology again. “Paintings and sculpture are not dependant. They endure and have an self-sufficiency that allows them to exist alongside us.” (Crowther, 2013, p. 3) Paul Crowther’s thoughts on phenomenology in art suggests that paintings and sculptures are dependant, as they need people to engage with them as they “allow an intimacy of familiar and stable existential contact”, which Eliasson provided whilst consumers laid on the floor for hours at his exhibit. Eliasson’s works shows how someone becomes a part of the phenomenological experience, and how the consumer becomes an intertwined part of the artwork, which was reflected in Merleau-Ponty’s notion of flesh. As Merleau-Ponty describes bodies as the primary site of knowing the world as it is through bodies that we perceive life. (Merleau Ponty, 2016)
Eliasson’s Weather Project (2003) is more than an empty room with a fake sun. It has an otherworldly effect on the audience through the impact of the sound, size, and colour. There is a profound sense that while staring into the Weather Project we, the audience, are in a way, experiencing ourselves; to see things as they are, to expand our minds. “It fundamentally changed the way we operated in and how we saw museums” (Quicktake, 2016). The space of the gallery became the all-consuming experience of the piece. According to the information about the installation on the Tate website, “Colour has in its abstraction enormous psychological and associative potential”. Eliasson then goes on to say: “The fact that ‘colour’, uniquely, only materializes when light bounces off it into our retina indicates that analysing colours is in fact about analysing ourselves.” (Martin, 2014) Eliasson has very profound thoughts, suggesting that colour only exists because of us, that it is a part of us. This is echoed in psychological understandings of how we see colour.
To understand the psychological values of light and colour that these artists express through their work we must indulge ourselves in it. As artists use colour theory to find complimentary colours, clashing colours, colours that cancel out each other, colours that hold certain emotion. An example of an artist using colour theory to portray emotion would be Picassos blue period which reflected on his experience of “poverty and instability” (Representative, n.d.) Blue conveys the emotion of sadness and depression which through using different shades and hues he displayed thy chosen emotion. Colour theory goes deeper than this, everyone has their own personal stories with different colours, crafted by their environment and life experiences. For example, I would relate the colour purple to my Grandma who often wears it. Combining light with colour can be mesmerizing, whether its harsh light, dim light, fluid light. Different strengths of light can also present the colour to the viewer in a completely different setting, which artists need to consider.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]James Turrell has had many successful exhibits, he is a part of the original few that started out in California in which “he seeks not to enhance light but to simply to reveal its place in our singular lives” (Hue-Williams, 2006, p. 3). Suggesting that Turrell’s work has symbolic meaning, with the intention to comfort us. His exhibit ‘First Light’ which took place in 1989 when light exhibits began to emerge which made people curious “everything you experience is by seeing, the combination of light and perception, vision and illusion” (Hue-Williams, 2006, p. 4), this gives the impression that whilst looking at his work you’re going through a phenomena which can only be experienced in person and not by the pictures taken of the exhibit people look at. The viewer then goes on to say: “you become a participant in the experience and seeing is believing” (Louise T MacBain, 2006). Which yet again fuels the idea of needing to be there. The phrase seeing is believing links to Act 3:1-26 in the bible: “when people saw the cripple walking they were filled with amazement…  seeing the power of God caused many to believe”. This viewer saw Turrell’s ‘First light’ and was left feeling ethereal. Turell’s title for this piece ‘First Light’ also intrigued me as the Bible claims that God created light and by walking into this dark room with a singular glowing light it captures that religious experience and what it may have looked like, allowing us some glimmer of what it would have been like to experience that moment. His use of a pure bright light in his instillation reflects in colour theory as the colour of virginity as it is a clean colour, this gives the consumer the idea that it is a peaceful space to be still in. Turrell (1987) says: “For me working with light in a large space was more a desire to work in greater realms”. Turrell then goes on to say: “I am making space that will engage celestial events” (Stiles, 2012, p. 649)  His using of the word celestial suggests greater meaning that his light exhibits are to be perceived in a religious and uplifting way. The definition of celestial suggests an out of body experiences and is a word to describe heavenly beings such as angel. Viewers would interact with his ‘Celestial’ space and therefore engage in a outer body experience. Turrell's First Light
(Anon., 1967) 
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Description automatically generated]Turrells interest in religion has always been there he has stated that he is particularly drawn to both the pantheon in Athens and the rose window at Charters in Paris, which he describes as “being beyond description” (Kim, 2013). This is because of the way that light is used inside a ‘temenos’ or sacred place. Clearly religious and holy places have played a huge role in his conceptual thinking. “Church spaces are considered like art works in Europe, it is to be expected that the number of tourist visitors of churches will reach or exceed that of religiously motivated church goers” (Mitrokostas, 2018) Atheists and non-believers still attend church because of its serenity, Sophia Mitrokostas states; In a culture smitten with mindfulness and meditation, I think churches are overlooked havens of peace and quiet. (Mitrokostas, 2018)Rose Window at Charters 
(Anon., n.d.)

This suggests that like Turrell, people are drawn to religious places even as atheists. This insinuates that people are drawn to places that hold phenomenon properties just like Eliasson’s Weather Project and Turrell’s cubes. “light was understood as the creative power emanating from God… as a natural phenomenon holy twilight in church spaces” (Bohme, 2012, p. 173) This indicates that light holds religious properties when displayed in a certain way. It seems that the time Turrell spent in church and staring at the rose window theoretically is displayed in his light exhibits. I like the use of the words “holy twilight” as it perfectly describes the euphoric feeling of going to church or a light exhibit, “Twilight is that in-between time when our perception of the things around us is different”. (Carr-Jones, 2019).
Light is a particle and a wave (Frankel, n.d.). It has a dual nature called “wave particle duality” (Gregersen, 2016). This is fascinating because in the Quran Allah says, “everything that we have created we have done it in pairs, everything is dualistic” (Anomin, 2014). The universe consists of light that is dualistic which refers to the passage in the Quran. This suggests that we are connected to light in a holy way as Daniel said in the Old Testament “And those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky above; and those who turn many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever” (Daniel, n.d., p. 12:3). He uses light as a way to convey that people on the right path in life shall in turn be like light, which is displayed as being a good thing. Without light we would not be able to survive, if light disappeared tomorrow, plants would die as photosynthesis would stop. The oceans would freeze over, it would only be a matter of time before most life on Earth ceased to exist. Light isn’t just to be able to see it is what keeps us alive. God said: “let there be light” (God, n.d., p. 1:3). It was the first thing he created. This shows the significance of light as it is the beginning and the end.
James Turrell’s upbringing in the quaker church and quaker values: “helped him perceive colour and light” (Grady, 2019).“His religious upbringing which describes meditation as “going inside to greet the light” (Hue-Williams, 2006) can be seen reflected through his current work, as consumers we do go in to greet the light. His time spent meditating is echoed in the experience of his work. The Quaker concept of ‘inner light’ can be seen as the minimalism of Christianity, a reduction in form in search of a deeper more honest effect” (Kim, 2013, p. 14). Which may have helped him to develop a better understanding of what it is to be tranquil and to display it in a way that people can relate and engage with. It’s interesting to now look back at his work and see what influences his upbringing had. 
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Description automatically generated]A more recent installation at the Tate (2021) is Yayoi Kusama’s Infinity Rooms. I recently went to visit her infinity room in Tate modern not knowing quite what to expect, I had an idea of what it would be like but experiencing it was very surreal. Firstly, getting tickets was beyond difficult as thousands of people wanted to see infinity and the anticipation in the queue of not knowing what to expect also had me nervous. “I wonder what being in a room that doesn’t end feels like, with all the lights it’ll be quite an exhilarating feeling I suppose” one woman said whilst I spoke to her in the queue. Whilst going into the room I felt very uneasy as I could not see where I was walking. The best way I can describe the experience was as if I were walking in space amongst the stars, or as if I had died and this is what death would be like. What made the infinity room even more momentous was the fact that we were being timed, you were only allowed two minutes in the infinity room. After two minutes the three other people I had shared this experience with, we spoke for a few minutes to appreciate us being four strangers who suddenly having undergone a shared phenomenon. It was a strange feeling to have shared the euphoric experience with people I did not know. One said, “well I’ve never felt like that before, and I don’t know if I will again”. Another said: “I felt like I was in space just floating around, kind of spiritual really.” This experience ties in with what Merleau-Ponty said and I discussed earlier about body memory and Affect in that I was “apprehended not only in an experience which is instantaneous, peculiar to itself and complete in itself but also in some general aspect and in the light of an impersonal being. (Moran, 2002)” Kusama achieved the “experience which is instantaneous” by keeping the exhibition behind closed doors. Unlike in say an art gallery where you can see the work from far away and slowly approach, with Infinity Room you were thrust right into it, thus experiencing a surge of new information for my body memory. Like Eliasson mentioned when he created his Weather Project to bring people together from diverse backgrounds/upbringings he made the Weather Project so that people could just be. I did not quite understand what he meant by that until I did, whilst standing in Kusama’s infinity room.Kusama's Infinity Room 
Took by Myself. 19/11/21

This feedback from my own experience (and those with me) of the infinity room suggests that light can provide us with a sensation which simulates a religious experience. “A piece can push a viewer up against a wall; at some point the viewer has to take stock of the situation… and fight back.” (Stiles, 2012, p. 920) This quote by Adrian piper also pinpoints my experience in the infinity room constantly reminding myself that I am in fact in Tate modern and not in a different dimension, whilst also seeing myself in infinity, questioning me. When placed on an infinite landscape you realise that you are not the centre because the infinite has no centre. Confronting Infinity makes us question our reality. Kusama’s Infinity room helps to confront ourselves at the centre of our humanity and find value in our [image: Text, letter

Description automatically generated]position in the universe.Carwyn's response to Infinity Room 

I will be discussing my friend Carwyn’s experience (see below). Walking into a space filled with mirrors disrupts your sense perception well enough to make you question the reliability of those senses and shows how we have an unreasonable faith in our power of perception and how easily the human mind can be manipulated. “An alternate world that I was not yet accustomed to.” Atmosphere and Perception is also a contributing fact to Affect as it is a bodily experience, “Atmosphere is therefore a fundamental fact of human perception, that is, of the way in which people sense at once where they are”. (Bohme, 2012, p. 72) Infinity Room deprives us of that sense of presence. He then describes he felt in “a state of flux”. He goes on to say “it was almost a religious one-of-a-kind experience” which goes along with what I previously stated about Kusama’s work. I think being in Infinity is like the pie equation. This is because we will never fully know it, we can not know it’s last digit we can not put it in a box, we can’t even build something capable of fully comprehending, just as Infinity is. 
[bookmark: _Hlk89983237]Throughout this essay I have been researching what aspects of light instillations make it a phenomenon and how the viewers then get to experience a phenomenon. My essay has shown that people experience phenomenon whilst also carrying the Affect effect thorough bodily location and emotion, and that there is religious value in these three light exhibitions. I have connected the artists median of light with a religious experience. 
 Turrell’s light cubes, called ‘first light’ resembles the Bible verse ‘let there be light’ his installation to him resembles a ‘greater realm’ which also indicates that his work is to be perceived as a spiritual/religious experience. His family are Quakers and following a strict upbringing he learnt from a young age to ‘follow the inner light’ which may have led him to produce these religious/light exhibitions. 
The Affect theory and phenomenology are vital to the understanding of how the artists wish us to experience their works. Eliasson stunned viewers with his unexpected Weather Project making people experience Affect and a phenomenon. His sun drew in the viewers as they experienced an instant phenomenon. Whereas the stone floor in which they lay on for ‘numerous hours at a time’ gazing at the florescent lighting representing the sun, indicates that the artist wishes to connect the stone floor of a church with the light of his sun. The ultimate religious experience of transcendence and unity.
 Kusama’s infinity room perfectly captures the Affect Theory as it made me and others question ourselves, who we are, what we are. Whilst also having feedback that people felt as if they had a spiritual experience while in the Infinity Room. Storing this body memory as new information will impact us on future phenomena experiences. Light holds religious value as it is the first thing God made and is essential for all life.  While exploring my chosen artists work, it is clear that they have grasped and understood the concepts the original artists such as Irwin aimed to achieve.
   In conclusion of my Independent Project, I have deducted that the religious and phycological role of light are essential in art for the understanding of ourselves in relation to the instillations and the world and universe in which we live. 
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