
This is a repository copy of Active shadows: Light, darkness and scenographic 
atmosphere.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/126413/

Version: Accepted Version

Proceedings Paper:
Palmer, S orcid.org/0000-0001-9459-6113 (2017) Active shadows: Light, darkness and 
scenographic atmosphere. In: Staging Atmospheres – Theatre and the Atmospheric Turn 
Proceedings. Staging Atmospheres – Theatre and the Atmospheric Turn, 08-09 Dec 2017, 
QMU, University of London. . 

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Reuse 
Items deposited in White Rose Research Online are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved unless 
indicated otherwise. They may be downloaded and/or printed for private study, or other acts as permitted by 
national copyright laws. The publisher or other rights holders may allow further reproduction and re-use of 
the full text version. This is indicated by the licence information on the White Rose Research Online record 
for the item. 

Takedown 
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 

mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/


 

Scott Palmer 

School of Performance & Cultural Industries 
University of Leeds 

s.d.palmer@leeds.ac.uk 

 

 
Active shadows : Light, darkness and scenographic atmosphere 

 

 

This paper explores the critical role that light and its absence plays in the 
creation of theatrical atmosphere. Drawing on the ideas of Adolphe Appia and 

Edward Gordon Craig outlined at the turn of the twentieth-century, I will trace 

the impact of their radical approach to staging theatre and relate this to the 

contemporary experience of scenography in immersive environments. 
 

Viebrock and Herzog suggest that in direct contrast to architectural practice, the 

theatrical stage offers the possibility to construct intense, uncanny and terrifying 

spaces. (2011:73) Böhme also recognises the importance of Ǯthe art of the stage setǯ (2013:7) and its central role in the creation of atmospheres - which are an ǲintermediate phenomenonǡ something between subject and object . That makes 

them intangible ȏǥȐ they have no secure ontological statusǤǳ ȋibid ǣ͵Ȍ  
 
Böhmeǯs Ǯart of the stage setǯ (a term better encompassed through the holistic 

notion of scenography) acknowledges the critical role that designed elements 

play in the creation and experience of theatrical atmosphere Ȃ a relational and 

ever-changing phenomena that is mediated through an experience of light.   
 

Whilst it is important to acknowledge that atmosphere is created through a 

variety of forces (Edensor 2015);- light and its absence are equally critical to the 

creation of atmosphere in the theatrical context Ȃ both for performers and for 
audience experience (Palmer, 2013, 2017.) This was recognised by Renaissance 

architects who sought to control the role of darkness for theatrical affect Ȃ and 

similar principles, extended through the theoretical writings of Appia and Craig 

are central to the contemporary experience of performance. 

 Drawing on Aristotleǯs notion of parousia Ȃ the felt presence of material in space 

I aim to use Böhmeǯs thinking in relation to light (and darkness) to analyse the 

audience experience of affective theatrical atmospheres Ȃ in Ǯtunedǯ spaces Ȃ 

which have become the central tenet of many contemporary environmental or Ǯimmersiveǯ performancesǤ 
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