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Darkness has a history and a uniquely modern form. Distinct from night,
shadows, and artificial light, “artificial darkness’ has been overlooked—until
now. In fact, controlled darkness was essentia to the rise of photography and
cinema, science and spectacle, and a century of advanced art and film. Artificial
Darknessisthe first book to historicize and theorize this phenomenon and map
its applications across a range of media and art forms.

In exploring how artificial darkness shaped modern art, film, and media, Noam

M. Elcott addresses seminal and obscure works alongside their sites of
production—such as photography darkrooms, film studios, and laboratories—and
their sites of reception, including theaters, cinemas, and exhibitions. He argues
that artists, scientists, and entertainers like Etienne-Jules Marey, Richard
Wagner, Georges Mélies, and Oskar Schlemmer revolutionized not only images
but also everything surrounding them: the screen, the darkness, and the
experience of bodies and space. At the heart of the book is “the black screen,” a
technology of darkness that spawned today’ s blue and green screens and has
undergirded numerous advanced art and film practices to this day.

Turning familiar art and film narratives on their heads, Artificial Darknessisa
revolutionary treatment of an elusive, yet fundamental, aspect of art and media
history.
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Darkness has a history and a uniquely modern form. Distinct from night, shadows, and artificial light,
“artificial darkness’ has been overlooked—until now. In fact, controlled darkness was essentia to the rise of
photography and cinema, science and spectacle, and a century of advanced art and film. Artificial Darkness
isthe first book to historicize and theorize this phenomenon and map its applications across a range of media
and art forms.

In exploring how artificial darkness shaped modern art, film, and media, Noam M. Elcott addresses seminal
and obscure works alongside their sites of production—such as photography darkrooms, film studios, and
laboratories—and their sites of reception, including theaters, cinemas, and exhibitions. He argues that artists,
scientists, and entertainers like Etienne-Jules Marey, Richard Wagner, Georges Méliés, and Oskar
Schlemmer revolutionized not only images but also everything surrounding them: the screen, the darkness,
and the experience of bodies and space. At the heart of the book is “the black screen,” a technology of
darkness that spawned today’ s blue and green screens and has undergirded numerous advanced art and film
practices to this day.

Turning familiar art and film narratives on their heads, Artificial Darknessis arevolutionary treatment of an
elusive, yet fundamental, aspect of art and media history.
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Editorial Review
Review

“Groundbreaking and revisionist. . . . Artificial Darkness will be essential reading. . . Elcott’s study should
speak to those who consider photography or film's shadows and dark spacesin whatever period; to those
who consider how bodies occupy, and are perceived to occupy, space; and indeed, to all scholars of the
interplay between the visible and the invisible in visual culture.”

(Critical Inquiry)

“Elcott’ s mining of what Roland Barthes declared the * cinematic condition’—the urge to disappear into an
“anonymous, indifferent cube of darkness —proves enlightening.”
(Film Comment)

"Elcott's account of artificial darkness takes the reader on an intriguing tour into the dark corners of early
modernism, even if some of these recesses seem allittle impenetrable. The book asks the existential, and
perhaps nostalgic, question: 'How does one best live in aworld of images?"

(Times Literary Supplement)

"In Artificial Darkness Elcott delivers further inspiration to those experimentalists interested in early cinema
as he adds new marvels to the canon beyond the magic lantern performances of the Phantasmagoria and the
shadow plays performed at Le Chat Noir. To thisreader's delight, the author also reveals the curious fact that
occasionally shadows were even antithetical to certain early filmmaking techniques.”

(Millennium Film Journal)

“Brilliantly researched and stunningly argued. . . . Thebook . . . cut[s] across. . . diverse creative fields with
the same elegance and erudition with which it takes on awhole range of academic disciplines.”
(AnOther)

"Provides a genuinely new perspective.”
(Art Newspaper)

“A pioneering look at the phenomenon of artificial darkness as a controlled condition and at its applications
inart and film.”
(Pro Photo Daily)

"Delving deep into the modern artifice of manufactured darkness, Elcott mines the mechanisms of
constructed blackness and technologies of the invisible that developed in the late-19th and early-20th
centuries into new means of expression and ambience in the visual and performing arts. . . . Highly
Recommended.”

(Choice)

“[This] thorough text is beautifully illustrated with the ghosts conjured with magic lanterns in Etienne-
Gaspard Robert’ s 19th-century phantasmagoria, ‘Black Art’ shows from the 1890s when skel etons hovered
in inky space, held aloft by hidden performers, and Georges Méliés's early 20th-century films that conjured
fantastic illusions through dark screens, such as making heads of actors disappear.”



(Hyperallergic)

“‘This century belongsto thelight,” exclaims Lazsl6 Moholy-Nagy in 1927 a propos photography and
cinema, echoing other avant-garde artists from Frederick Kiedler to the Lumiére brothers. Artificial Darkness
shows that the inverse is also true, namely, that the age of light also belongs to darkness, and that, by delving
into one, one finds oneself inexorably in the other.”

(Les Cahiers du Musée National d'Art Moderne)

“Theoretically astute, historically rigorous, and visually precise, Artificial Darkness sets a standard for film
and media scholarship while also making extremely significant and original contributions to fields such as art
history, the history of science, and theater studies. Elcott’ s research is subtle and meticulous, and his ability
to embed and web his vast and complex archival discoveriesinto a swiftly moving and lucid narrative is
truly impressive. Thisisamodel of interdisciplinary work.”

(Karen Beckman, University of Pennsylvania)

“Elcott tells the story of what must remain invisible so that the optical and acoustic arts of modernity can
exist. Artificial Darkness provides us with thrilling insights about the dark side of media history,
demonstrating that images and sounds in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were not related to
formlessness as nothingness, but rather to darkness as technical form. From the moment you begin reading,
you know that thisis the book we have always needed. An astonishing expedition by an author whose
scholarship and perspicacity offer unequaled opportunities, Artificial Darkness reveal s the common
background of modern art and media history.”

(Bernhard Siegert, Bauhaus-Universitét Weimar)

“Cinema consists of focused projected light, but Elcott shows that it craves the darkness. His investigation of
the darkened theater, the role of darknessin creating optical magical illusion, and the modernist discovery of
the anti-representational power of darkness show how cinema s passion for darkness became a major figure
of twentieth-century culture.”

(Tom Gunning, University of Chicago)

“Breaking down the barriers between disciplines and mediums, Artificial Darkness constructs and questions
an object that had never really been detected before: modern controlled darkness. Spanning photography,
cinema, theater, and entertainment, thisis a deep read and highly enlightening transdisciplinary journey into
early modernist artistic practices.”

(Quentin Bajac, Museum of Modern Art)

About the Author

Noam M. Elcott is associate professor of art history and archaeology at Columbia University and an editor
of the journal Grey Room.

Users Review
From reader reviews:
Eileen Smith:

In this 21st one hundred year, people become competitive in most way. By being competitive at this point,
people have do something to make all of them survives, being in the middle of the actual crowded place and
notice simply by surrounding. One thing that at times many people have underestimated the item for awhile



isreading. Y es, by reading a guide your ability to survive increase then having chance to remain than other is
high. To suit your needs who want to start reading a new book, we give you this particular Artificial
Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Media book as basic and daily reading reserve. Why,
because this book is greater than just a book.

Ronald Smith:

Here thing why this particular Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Media are
different and dependable to be yours. First of all studying abook is good but it really depends in the content
than it which isthe content is as tasty as food or not. Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art
and Media giving you information deeper including different ways, you can find any reserve out there but
there is no book that similar with Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Media. It gives
you thrill reading through journey, its open up your current eyes about the thing that will happened in the
world which is possibly can be happened around you. Y ou can actually bring everywhere like in park, café,
or even in your method home by train. Should you be having difficulties in bringing the paper book maybe
the form of Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Mediain e-book can be your choice.

Elizabeth Bello:

The experience that you get from Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Media may be
the more deep you digging the information that hide into the words the more you get serious about reading it.
It doesn't mean that this book is hard to know but Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art
and Media giving you joy feeling of reading. The article writer conveys their point in certain way that can be
understood by anyone who read the item because the author of this guide is well-known enough. This
particular book also makes your own vocabulary increase well. Making it easy to understand then can go
along with you, both in printed or e-book style are available. We highly recommend you for having this
specific Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Mediainstantly.

TamicaHarris:

The book untitled Artificial Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Media contain alot of
information on the idea. The writer explains her idea with easy technique. The language is very easy to
understand all the people, so do not worry, you can easy to read that. The book was authored by famous
author. The author brings you in the new period of literary works. Y ou can actually read this book because
you can please read on your smart phone, or device, so you can read the book within anywhere and anytime.
If you want to buy the e-book, you can open their official web-site aswell as order it. Have a nice examine.
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