THE BOOK OF LIGHT

We do not exist. We are only plays of light in space.
Menardo Rosso

Light changes day by day and hour by hour, though we tend to take little notice. We should sometimes take the time to stand still and watch how light behaves. During a long stay in Ireland, Marnix Carpentier Alting became fascinated by the spectacular light on the Atlantic coast. In Ireland one is constantly made aware of changing light, and the water and air of the West coast catch it perfectly. Over great stretches of land there are no visible signs of human activity to interrupt the image. Something as simple as a small group of islands can be enough to generate subtle changes. Light has free rein.

This gave the artist the idea of taking a series of photographs of the light, all from the same fixed point. He soon realised that he had already done something similar, without having any particular project in mind. For years he had been visiting a country estate in France, where, with bizarre precision, he had taken a series of pictures of the same stretch of woodland, all from the same window. Here, too, what mattered was how light affected the appearance of the trees. For Alting, light is a mysterious and unfathomable phenomenon. You canít explain it, all you can do is record it.

The visible aspect of The Book of Light consists of a series of photographs, projected on top of one another in a flowing sequence. They link images of light at three different locations: a Carthusian monastery at Padula in Southern Italy, a wood in the French Dordogne and a group of islands off the West coast of Ireland. The shots were not taken at any fixed time; the artist was there for months on end, waiting for the right moment to press the shutter. At night too, he was taking pictures by moonlight and, on a few occasions, in the green of a flash of lightning. The different lights involved were not simply those of three different locations, but the kind of lights that might be chosen by three different painters. The installation could be described as one great fresco, with light as its subject.

Alting lived on Dursey Island from September 1998 to May 1999, taking pictures for the Irish section of the project. The camera was anchored to the rocks, and often had to endure winds of up to 125 miles per hour. It faced north, recording the light that penetrated the atmosphere to be reflected from the clouds and water below. It was virgin light in all its purity, the light we see in a Turner painting. 

The shots in the Dordogne woodland were taken over a period of ten years, also from a fixed location. Here it was not just the light that changed, but the colours of the trees as the seasons passed. It reminds one of the work of CÈzanne and Monet, who painted the same scenes over and over again in different lights. 

At the Carthusian monastery in Padula (September to November 1999), shots were taken from different points in the cloister. Here the light was affected by human architecture; reflected from the walls, it quickly acquired a theatrical quality. Such light can be seen in Renaissance paintings, often set in buildings; in a palace, for example, with light falling unexpectedly through a gap in a wall onto the interior below. Later on, Caravaggio made good use of such effects.

The Book of Light is assembled from two hundred and thirty images selected from a total of several thousand. The photographs are used in their original form. Each had the same exposure time, and was not manipulated in any way using filters or other methods of altering the image or colour. The original film is used in the projection, rather than reproductions, which would inevitably be of lower quality. The standard is consequently much higher than anything that could be achieved electronically.

No people are visible, though sometimes we hear someone reading a letter aloud. He is caught up in his obsession with the light and wonders whether others have shared his experience. His words seem to be private musings. The text is based on a letter written by Alting himself, and reworked by ChrÈtien Breukers. 

Anton Havelaar and Marc Verhoeven composed the music. Havelaar’s piece, for strings, harp and percussion, is intended to strengthen the images rather than comment on them. The composer visited Alting on Dursey Island, seeking inspiration at first hand. Even the structure of the music is linked to the images. Just as the slides create a continually shifting flow of colour within the one frame, so is the music continually transformed by almost obsessive variations emerging repeatedly from the same position. 

Marc Verhoeven, on the other hand, was asked to provide electronic music that contrasted with the images. His music might be seen as an echo of the feelings of the man writing the letter. Verhoeven used his own human voice as source material.

Right from the beginning, intensive discussions took place between Alting and the two composers, and some decisions were taken as to the sequence of the different sections. The overall structure of The Book of Light depended on the final process of ordering the images and the two musical compositions in such a way as to build up dramatic tension. All three artists were intensively involved in creating each element of the final montage, rather than taking the more usual route of adding music to an already existing sequence of images. The way in which the slides were incorporated in the whole is comparable to the way in which a choreographer decides how his dancers should move to a piece of music. Thus each of the three artists had their own influence on the work, each making an equal contribution and taking the same responsibility.

“Art oú est ta nature?” was the title of a symposium held in the Heinrich Heine Institute in Paris in spring 1999, discussing the disappearance of nature from modern art. The Book of Light, a multi-media project in the form of a slide-opera, demonstrates that reflections on nature are still possible in modern art.
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