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This essay, commissioned by Vitra Design Museum Weil am Rhein for 
Volume 1 of 3, On the Cultural History of Light for the 2013 Vitra exhibition, 
Lightopia, traces the development from natural to artificial light as a dynamic 
and artistic rather than merely pragmatic medium in the design and articulation 
of performative space in theatre, event and urban space. The text understands 
light to be an active agent in the creation of an overall scenography, comprised of 
all material and immaterial elements that make up the space of a live event. 
Drawing on a wide range of significant primary texts and practice examples 
from antiquity to contemporary positions, the author links technological 
developments to changes in the understanding of the hierarchy between 
audience and performer, text and image, space and decoration in the history of 
scenography.

In line with the author’s research focus on scenography, performative space 
and the politics of space, the positions introduced and interrogated in Modulat-
ing Space show performance lighting to occupy a central role in the constant 
rethinking of the relationship between the space of action (the stage) and the 
space of reception (the auditorium). The transgression of such conventionalized 
spatial demarcations toward undisciplined and disharmonious configurations (as 
in Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty), toward abstraction and reflection (as in 
Adolphe Appia’s Hellerau stage) and toward mass manipulation and representa-
tion of power (as in Albert Speer’s Nuremberg and Paris Light Domes) are 
shown as examples in their historical and cultural context.   
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