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comes from an overly abrupt transition.”35 The 
windows, which were visible in the background 
of the auditorium, supplemented the dome’s 
ventilation system during intermissions, but it 
was indirect lighting that retained the function 
of lighting the auditorium.

Finally, the Sèvres cinema (1921) created by Henri 
Sauvage, in Paris’s 7th arrondissement, used elec-
trical lighting in such a way as to accentuate 
the building’s volume (fig. 6). The sidewalls were 
relatively bare, and allowed for a staging of light 
effects. The boards of the Sèvres presented a 
more radical project than its predecessors, in 
that the light dramatized the volumes. While 
the images of the Sèvres are touched-up pho-
tographs, they express the architect’s desire to 
use electrical lighting in the building. The place-
ment of lighting revealed the volumes constitut-
ing the architecture, by combining a light that 

35 Ibid., 14.

skimmed the sidewalls with another one that 
directly emphasized architectonic elements 
by playing on contrast. This project reflects a 
desire to curve the auditorium’s shape into a 
kind of funnel more appropriate for viewing a 
screen. For that matter, the description pro-
vided by Vergnes notes that the thickness of the 
dividing walls hides “electrical projectors whose 
light projects various images onto the walls and 
the vaults, thereby making it possible to end-
lessly renew the decoration.”36 These projections 
were intended to emerge in ovals, which were 
interpretations of the dome that would slowly 
close, making way for darkness and the inter-
play of light.

This last project, not yet finalized when the book 
was published in 1920, involved an appropriation 
of these light effects in response to the staging 
of the architecture, which exists outside the 

36 Id.
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Figure �: Henri Sauvage, Cinéma Sèvre (1921), interior views, taken from Lefol, Gaston (dir.), Cinémas, vues extérieures - 
détails - plans (Paris: Ch. Massin, 1920). © Collection La Cinémathèque de Toulouse.
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time of the performance. This appropriation took 
the form of an exploitation of artificial light for 
the plastic effects it offers within a dark space. 
Artificial light was therefore no longer necessar-
ily associated with an object, and became a tool 
for design, for which darkness is a prerequisite.

Light subsequently left behind its role as the 
dominating chandelier, and settled in the folds 
of the architecture. Shadows took more unex-
pected directions than those normally provided 
by irradiant light. This interplay of shadows 
tended to accentuate the types of surface and 
their impact, which sometimes became contra-
dictory through the effect of double projections. 
This effect of shadow and light disturbed per-
ception of the interior space, thereby renew-
ing its design. Through the program imposed 
by the movie projector, the integration of dark-
ness prompted architects to absorb artificial 
light within design, in an effort to highlight the 
structural framework by working from a more 
stage design standpoint.

CONCLUSION

The manipulation of artificial darkness was deci-
sive for both the reception and production of the 
image. According to Noam Elcott, it was toward 
the late 19th C. that artificial darkness was con-
trolled thanks to the image, in order for darkness 
to cancel out the physical dimension and favor 
the surfaces produced for the eye. This obser-
vation is in accordance with Jonathan Crary’s 
regarding the modern observer, whose visual 
attention “must therefore increasingly exclude or 
engulf whatever presents an obstacle to its func-
tioning.”37 In the examples presented here, this 
attention was handled by reducing the impact of 
the material space beyond the stage through the 
management of lighting effects and the darken-
ing of the auditorium. The succession of projec-
tion machines and centralized lighting systems 
ultimately concentrated the viewer’s attention. 
In this sense, the use of darkness was, from the 

37 Jonathan Crary, Techniques de l’observateur : vision et 
modernité au XIXe siècle ; suivi de Spectacle, attention, con-
tre-mémoire, trad. par Frédéric Maurin (Bellavaux: Dehors, 
2016 [1990]), 150.

outset, invested in the relation to illusion and 
performance. Having become a technical condi-
tion for the appearance of the luminous image, 
it was a factor in the viewer’s conditioning, who 
disregarded his or her own environment in order 
to be immersed in what was being presented 
for viewing.

Truly instituted within architectural practice 
during the 20th C., artificial darkness was driven 
by technical and optical discoveries, as well as 
increasingly controllable light sources. In the 
construction of cinemas, the latter also emerged 
as a means for elaborating the appearance of 
the projection, as well as the space. As modern 
artificial darkness became a programmatic con-
dition, it combined with control over artificial 
light to offer a tool for navigating between the 
revealing and elimination of space.

While locations for projections and the luminous 
image are more widespread today, darkening 
is not as necessary as it once was to show-
case them. Nevertheless, dark stage designs are 
increasingly present whenever screens are pres-
ent. The arrival of luminous images within muse-
ums with the emergence of video art required 
the design of a “Black Box” within the “White 
Cube,” the apex of modern space.38 In addition, 
beyond the reproduction of cinematographic 
equipment within the museum, installation-pro-
jections pursue this project by playing on the 
ambiguity between the boundary of the work 
and the architecture. Space is modulated by the 
intervention of light and dark parameters that 
are not necessarily based on material aspects. 
While artistic practices spontaneously seized 
upon the plastic potential of the complemen-
tarity between artificial light and darkness, it 
was the surpassing of this programmatic con-
straint that enabled architects to fully consider 
and accept this element.

38 Brian O’Doherty, White Cube: L’espace de la galerie et 
son idéologie (Paris: JRP Ringier, 2008).
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