LIGHT
“I t is our endeavour to hold on to
the spark of light that bursts forth everywhere from life where eternity touches
time.” Thus spoke Friedrich von Schiller
two hundred years ago. Since then we
have scientifically extended our artistic
field of activity, and yet light remains a
mystery. For the artist, not only full of admiration but also an effective force.
We only know light as something that
belongs to our everyday lives without
thinking about it. That it has something
to do with art is only familiar to us from
artistically designed lights and lamps. On
20 December 2013, the UN General Assembly declared 2015 “The International Year
of Light and Light-based Technologies”. It
was intended to raise awareness of light as
an elementary prerequisite for life and as a
central component of science and culture.
For industry, it was a handy opportunity to
promote itself and solicit support for physical research and to gain recruits for science
and technology. Nothing that interests us
was touched upon. The results of the exploration of nature and of cultural research
are what interest us; they give art hitherto
unknown impetus.
Religion and science, belief and knowledge have turned their attention to light. It
thus contributes to the typical Western conflict between religion and science, which
does not exist in Eastern thought. Buddhism
manages very well without a god because
everything is animate, and people meditate,
they do not pray, in contrast to Islam, which
makes praying five times a day the believer's duty. Through the integration of refugees in the host country, a transformation
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in the religious attitudes of young Moslems
is in the offing, as described in the book,
Von ‘Nur’ zu ‘Licht’. In the title of the book,
“Nur” is an abbreviation for established society (Turkish: nurculuk). “Light” stands for
freedom. For us, belief is everyone’s own private matter, and people say, casually and tolerantly, “Believing is not knowing”. But the
converse is not true, because not-knowing is
not the same as believing. Belief stands firm
whereas knowledge is always changing. It
comes to the same conclusion as Cicero formulated before the birth of Christ: “I know
that I know nothing”. Anyone in search of
truth who has arrived at this frontier of unknowing knowledge finds “belief” is finished
too quickly. If you ask for the meaning of life,
you do not find it. Or they find that it consists of eating each other up and saving the
species, and the purpose for humans consists
in believing and then dying. Ever since the
Enlightenment, the “objective mind” refuses
to accept what the individual thinks in their
limited area of knowledge. The enlightened
individual is not content with not-knowing.
In art, this is different because the artist intentionally wants to make something that is
original and unique.
The monotheistic religions use the word
“god” for what is too difficult to research and
impossible to understand. Our ideas of the
origins of the earth result from complex calculations and observations with the Hubble
telescope. Astrophysicists calculated expansion backwards and came upon an infinite
density of energy 13.8 billion years ago and
called it the Big Bang. The Christian church
interprets it as the word of God, with which
he created the world. Before that, there was
no matter, no space and no time. But there
was a God who spoke the Word. This is why
the astrophysicist Stephen Hawking told the
Pope the universe has no beginning and no
end.
The world as we experience it in its finished state forms our consciousness, for
which it is hard to imagine that matter first
had to be created as well as an atmosphere
in which it is possible to breathe. It is hard to
comprehend that, matter was formed from
light, as science describes, and that it went
on increasing. And the laws of nature were
there before matter even existed. So quite
rightly, ever since humans first uttered on
the topic, the greatest law has been equated
with God.
In the biblical story of the creation, God
spoke, “Let there be light!”; with the creation of the Earth, which was without form

and void, the creation was not finished.
Light created the conditions under which
life was possible, firstly of grass and other
green plants, which draw their nourishment
from photosynthesis, through which plants
absorb the energy of light and transform it
into the chemical energy of their biomass.
“Let there be light!” can also be a symbol
for the enlightenment of the human mind, a
recurrence of the creation that is possible in
every “formless, void” human being. Above
all, the primal light of the sun symbolises
the great law of rise, zenith, decline and decay as a daily event of the recurrence of
things eternally the same.
The philosophy of light beyond reality
is more fruitful for the artistic imagination
than objective knowledge. This is demonstrated by Hieronymus Bosch’s images of
heaven and hell. In its search for reality,
science has discovered the relationship between light and electromagnetism, where
light becomes electricity and electricity
light. Where light does not belong to life,
it has adopted other forms. We wonder at
the white olms living in karst caves, which
can survive without sunlight. At a depth
of between nine hundred metres and three
kilometres, marine biologists have discovered strange creatures that draw their vital energy from hydrogen sulphide in hot
springs and produce their light themselves.
According to a theory generally favoured
by scientists, first life emerged around
four million years ago through volcanoes,
from the earth’s interior, unicellular organisms that fed off gases like carbon dioxide,
nitrogen and hydrogen. Almost all life in
the depths of the oceans has the ability to
create light. Who would dare to claim they
were not creatures of God, like all the many
other micro and macro organisms too that
have only been discovered in modern times.
Today, six sources of light are known to
us:
– the light of the sun
– the light of fire
– the light of bioluminescence
– technical light as in light bulbs
– light from rubbing crystalline
materials
– cable-free light in a jar.
This is not to mention that we transform
light into electricity in our eyes so that the
information of the image can find its way
into the brain. Thus in our brains, light is
transformed into another form of energy
collects, a process known to thermodynamics. At a very advanced age, Arnold Toyn-
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bee expressed something with Japanese
philosopher Daisaku Ikeda which touches
us deeply: ”The ultimate intellectual reality
that inhabits the laws of the universe is latently present in humans, which are a fraction of the universe.“This could be the light
in our brains transformed into another form
of energy which in death is transformed
back into light in the switching-off impulse,
like the light in a solar cell in a preserving
jar. A flash of light known to us in Goethe’s
dying words, “Mehr Licht” (“More light”)
and in other reported cases.
The thermal radiation of the sun causes
the thermal light of fire. Prometheus, the
Titan, took it from heaven and gave it to
humans, for which he had to atone. Thus
fire can be understood as a metaphor for
the light and the laws of the Universe being
present in humans, who themselves are a
fraction of the universe. Science reaffirmed
this when brain researchers pointed out that
the use of fire to heat meat made it easier

Aerial view of Roden Craters, inside of
which the artist James Turrell is hollowing out
his perception artwork.

to digest it because
it could be digested in the stomach and not
in the intestine. Thus in the course of evolution the brain was so well provided with
nerve cells that humans, although “without
form, and void", were enlightened above all
other creatures.
Bioluminescence is based on organs that
generate electricity, which produce nonthermal light. It is released energy that fireflies emit, or marine luminescence, which
algae-like microorganisms produce. Fungi
and bacteria can emit light too. As many
as 90% of deep sea organisms emit light
of this kind, including various cephalopods,
like the “magic lanterns”, lycoteuthis. These
are very interestingly shaped creatures of
up to 8 cm in length with light-emitting organs in various parts of the body.
In contrast to the warm, yellowish light
of electric light bulbs, cold light, from bioluminescence for instance, is blueish. The
wavelength determines colour but also the
effect of photolysis, which forms more vitamin D from the fat in the skin the shorter
the wavelength.
Cold light is also generated by rubbing
crystalline substances (triboluminescence),
for instance by rubbing two sugar cubes
together or by crushing rock sugar with pliers. This light is a form of electrical energy
which makes the nitrogen in the surrounding air glow.
And finally there is the solar jar as a
small model of the universe, where light
turns into energy and energy into light. It
is a preserving jar equipped with LEDs that
during the day are charged via solar cells
in the lid and that then emit the energy at
night in the form of light. It was developed
as a fully-fledged light source for people in
regions without an electricity supply and
has now become a genuine cult product in
South Africa. It provides more than 55 fulltime jobs for previously unemployed men
and women from Alexandria and Soweto.
When ideas for forms in art in such light
sources, there is a single example of light
art in contemporary art. It is an artwork of
perception, the Roden Crater Project by land
artist James Turrell. He found sponsors who
enabled him to purchase a 400,000 year-old
volcanic crater in the volcanic field of San
Francisco Peaks near Flagstaff, Arizona. In
it he has been installing since 1974 a vast
artwork that permeates the volcano with
rooms and passageways. The light of celestial bodies penetrates the openings, which
have been aligned to capture it on the basis
of astronomical calculations, and where it
is reflected and caught by various objects.

In this
way, perceptions of forms are created solely from light in space.
Turrell’s Skyspaces react to various
qualities of light but also to sounds, when,
as he intended, various sensory levels
merge so that perceptions are formed like
those early humans perhaps experienced
in sacred spaces.
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