
Abstract 

In my dissertation I focus on light and spatial situations rooted in a dialogue between 

an empty space and artificial light. These environments are so charged in terms of perception 

that their experience affects the processes in the viewer’s consciousness. First, there are 

usually the feelings of increased instability and disorientation. These factors were first 

explored in depth by the Californian artists James Turrell and Robert Irwin in the mid-1960s, 

in response to psychological and neurological scientific experiments in the field of sensory 

deprivation. Turrell’s and Irwin’s progressive approach found a host of followers. In Europe, 

it was developed, in particular, by the contemporary artists Olafur Eliasson and Ann Veronica 

Janssens, in the Czech milieu by Pavel Korbička. Korbička’s interest in the potential of space 

and its definition by artificial light constitutes a key material in my dissertation for the 

explanation of the links between light and spatial works and the processes regarding the 

viewer’s perception. 

Inside light and spatial works, the limits of the viewer’s body dissolve; at the same 

time, the natural dependence of human orientation on allocentric representation (i.e. on the 

relationship between the subject and the surrounding landmarks) is stimulated, to the extent 

that the participant paradoxically finds the only point of reference in the materiality of his or 

her body. I therefore set the study, in terms of methodology, in the phenomenological 

framework of physical perception based on the philosophy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 

drawing on the theses of a personified mind and personified cognition developed, in 

particular, by the neuro-phenomenologist and cognitive scientist Francisco Varela.  

Apart from the phenomenological and neuro-phenomenological connections I also 

centre on the parameters of the receptively-aesthetic approaches of modern art criticism 

represented by Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried, and their relevance for the theoretical 

understanding of light and spatial situations. I am interested in to what extent the factors of 

processuality, temporality and changeability, as well as uncertainties and disorientation, can 

function as productive means illustrating the limitations of Greenberg’s and Fried’s modernist 

categories.  

In terms of typology, I divide the light and spatial situations into amorphous 

environments where I place fogging (James Turrell, Robert Irwin, Ann Veronica Janssens, 

Olafur Eliasson) and darkness (Pavel Korbička), and into shape-defined installations of 

elliptic spirals and labyrinthine corridors (Pavel Korbička). I work with the concept that for 

each type of a sensorically overwhelming environment there should exist in the mind (or 



memory) a particular schema through which the viewer finds his or her lost bearings. In this 

respect, I go back to the ancient “art of memory” and the memory theatre of Giulio Camillo, 

among whose methods I accentuate the principles which function in the viewer’s experience 

and memory processes as the tools of both orientation and self-awareness.  
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