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“You know, Juliet, the doctor told you to lie in the sun, without your clothes. 
Why don’t you?” said her mother.

“When I am fit to do so, I will. Do you want to kill me?” Juliet flew at her.

“To kill you, no! Only to do you good.”

- The Sun, D.H. Lawrence
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To begin

I wrote this, in part, during an exceptionally hot British summer. A summer in 

which the environment changed so much that I half expected to see tumble 

weeds blow across the brown lawns tessellating in South London. We all 

sweated through our shirts, watched English roses bloom early only to grow 

brittle, and heard the refrain of “unnatural, abnormal, when will it rain?”. 

This brief but intense heat spell, barrage of sun, and the distress it caused 

Londoners was an echo to my research. We did not need Olafur Elliason’s 

absurdly popular The Weather Project suspended in Tate Modern’s turbine hall 

to ask ourselves, “What role does weather play in our life?”1 It was abundantly 

clear that it played a significant role; changing how we navigated the city, how 

we slept and ate, and drastically altered our short-term mood and our long 

term anxieties. 

Some of us, however, are even more susceptible to the changing weather 

patterns. At a mental health facility in which I work several patients were 

particularly sensitive to the heat and sun. One patient who suffers from severe 

depression and epilepsy, shared with me that this summer has been difficult for 

her health. She finds it much easier to leave her house and complete tasks when 

the sun is out but her epilepsy is triggered by drastically changing light patterns, 

for example, walking into a dimly lit interior from outside on a bright sunny day. 

This woman knows which direction the winds are blowing, can recall sunsets 

and sunrises to the minute, and knows how these factors translate into her 

health. She is incredibly cognisant of weather, especially during this summer, 

and expressed worries of this being ‘the new normal’ as we face climate 

change. Though the summer of 2018 is officially the hottest English summer 

ever, the 2000s have generally been record setting, statistically signalling 

global warming.
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To recall the constant condition of sunlight Londoners contended with from June 

through August, icons and temperatures will line the pages, representing each 

day of the summer period in London, from June 21 to the present moment. If it 

was sunny to partially sunny an icon will accompany the maximum temperature, 

if it was cloudy for a significant part of the day or rained at all there will be a 

blank space. 

1. The Weather Project, Olafur Eliasson, 2003, Tate Modern, London, 2003.
2. Matthew Weaver, “Summer 2018 Was UK’s Joint Hottest on Record, Met Office Says,” The Guardian, 
September 03, 2018, , https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/sep/03/summer-2018-uk-joint-hottest-on-
record-met-office-says.
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“You would say, would you not, that the sun is only the author of visibility in 
all visible things, but of generation and nourishment and growth, though he 
himself is not generation?”

- The Republic, Plato

“She could feel the sun penetrating into her bones; nay, further, even into her 
emotions and thoughts. The dark tensions of her emotion began to give way, 
the cold dark clots of her thoughts began to dissolve. She was beginning to 
be warm right through.”

- The Sun, D.H. Lawrence
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Things to consider

 Light is more than just the condition of all vision, it is the condition of all 

life. Its presence is constant but its energy is transmitted with various fluctuations 

and frequencies which form regulatory patterns. These patterns have been used by 

humans to define normality, or natural, states of being. Normality and light are the 

most inextricably linked when speaking about the climate of Earth. From melting 

polar ice caps to smoke emitted from massive wildfires, light conditions drastically 

affect the Earth’s albedo and thus our environment, pitching it into an abnormal 

state. Light has also been used, whether as a mystic practice or a thoroughly 

modern medical tool, to influence human normality, or health. 

In the 20th century light was used to influence bodily health. Lack of light caused 

rickets in London’s young people, as smog, living density, and child labour practices 

restricted access to the sun. Presence of light could cure skin tuberculosis, and 

in some cases other forms of internal tuberculoses, and those inflicted were 

proscribed heliotherapy methods and sunbathing regimens.  In the 21st century, 

light has been especially prevalent in mental health treatment, which was the 

departure point for my research. 

My research focuses on four forms of light; protein, sunbed, prosthesis, and policy. 

The first part of this work engages with two of these forms (the protein and the 

bed/box) and the ways light has been used to influence ways of seeing, or imaging, 

illness and as its treatment. In my analysis I use the logic of the pharmakon as 

a tool to explore light as a cure, a toxin and a scapegoat. Light’s role in mental 

health often serves as a stand-in, a ‘scapegoat’, for other or additional problems, 

such as housing instability, labour practices, economic disadvantage, or treatment 

processes. This study exposes an inequality of resources, daylight and otherwise, 

which put certain individuals at a disadvantage to achieve what society and 

medicine have established as normal health. 
28
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The second part of the work deals with the latter two forms (prosthesis and 

policy) in which light can be manipulated to reorganise space. In the first such 

instance, the sun is shaped to the city and in the second the sun shapes the city. 

Both cases liberate light, and subvert existing power structures.

The alpine town of Viganella is situated along the mountainside in a manner 

which keeps it from receiving direct sunlight for 83 days a year. In 2006 Viganella 

would design and install a colossal mirror to reflect sunlight from the mountain 

tops to the town’s piazza- an instrument I refer to as a solar prosthesis. The 

instrument redirects the sun’s arc, creating a highly engineered microclimate for 

the residents of Viganella, one they find much more tolerable than their previous 

shady winter solitude. As climates change, so does our ability to manipulate 

them, reframing our ability to find environments to be healthy, or create the 

possibility for health. 

The United Kingdom is one of the few countries with safeguards in place that 

make sunlight a legal right. This policy called Ancient Light Laws, known 

colloquially as Right to Light, uses easement law to protect a building’s natural 

light illuminance by restricting any development around the property that 

would infringe on the existing structure’s solar access. As developers are finding 

ways to circumvent these laws by collaborating with light consultants, many 

exploitative construction projects are uncontested, costing residents their homes 

or businesses, the value of their property, and/or their quality of life. I have studied 

relevant legal cases to make suggestions to citizens to get the most out of their 

buildings’ natural light, which will proactively strengthen their claim and give them 

more leverage to stop unwanted and infringing development. These suggestions 

form a counter-consultancy effort, advising citizens to help them create a more 

democratic city. 
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The sun machine of Viganella and ancient light laws of the United Kingdom 

acknowledge the critical importance of sunlight. Both cases illustrate light’s power 

to alter space, humans’ power to alter light, and use light to actively manage 

other conditions which can be detrimental to health (such as social and economic 

concerns present in Viganella, and housing insecurity and autonomy over one’s 

life by utilising Right to Light). This thesis work intends to take light seriously as 

an agent of defining normality and promoting health and well-being. Far from 

romanticising mystical practices or criticising middle-class solutions to wellness, 

it reroutes our relationship with light which becomes an essential tool of both 

understanding and resistance. 

26
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 Today, one in four people in Britain experience mental health distress.3 

Undeniably one of the political crises of the past year, the British government 

instituted a Minister of Loneliness after Jo Cox’s loneliness commission found that, 

“Loneliness is as harmful to health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day and affects nine 

million UK people”.4

 For a much longer period of time than 2017-2018, depression and mental 

health issues became so widespread that they are no longer a field to research, 

but rather, a field from which to research. In a moderately recent addition to 

studying society from the vantage point of mental health, Mark Fisher picks 

up where Deleuze and Guattari left off in Capitalist Realism. He explains the 

way late-capitalism has altered our mental state and how our treatment and 

characterisation of depression and other common mental conditions has become 

as political as Foucault’s madness or Deleuze and Guattari’s schizophrenia. 

“Capitalist realism insists on treating mental health as if it were a natural fact, 

like weather (but, then again, weather is no longer a natural fact so much as a 

political-economic effect.)”5

How might we speculate the next wave of theorisation of our environment’s 

impact on humans, and humans’ impact on the environment? An environment, 

following along with Mark Fisher, which is a political-economic effect? The 

circuit of human-environment feedback is certainly being altered by the serious 

anthropogenic influence on the world, and humanity’s gradual acceptance of 

global warming. Scientists and journalists who are confronted daily with this 

reality have started to experience a phenomenon Richard Heinberg calls eco-

grief (or eco-anxiety), or the feelings of loss connected to ecological devastation 

and the threatened loss of a whole way of life.6 Our climate is changing even 

more rapidly than our relationship with it. Most people, however, still have some 

Working from mental health
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distance mentally, emotionally, and physically from the melting polar ice-caps. 

This distance takes the form of artificial environs, worlds within worlds, which 

circumvent the human-environment feedback loop. It is these inconsistencies, these 

artificial interruptions and the way they are illuminated in which I begin to study. 

Light travels from the sun at 299,792 kilometres per second and through 

cosmic motion appears to humans in variable sequences; day and night, 

seasons, weather.  Some of these systems have a frequency which allows science 

to predictably rely upon them. These reliable patterns create expectations 

benchmarking ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ states of being. The study of post-normal 

science7 addresses this construction of normality, which I read in parallel to Michel 

Foucault’s analysis of the moment madness was created, which he calls the zero 

point of madness, in which reason subjugated non-reason.8 Both ask us to question 

the political motivation behind sacrosanct diagnoses and truths by exposing their 

origin.

Normality is a term I use in this work frequently, often synonymously, with ‘healthy’. 

Both terms are socially defined, but normality is less culturally subjective than 

‘good health’. I am not looking at the specific medical traits one would apply to 

being ‘healthy’ or ‘normal’ but instead at a behaviour which falls within a generally 

accepted pattern. Normality is also a fundamentally spatial term, coming from the 

Latin word norma which means right angles. Since my argument relies on the idea 

of health being environmental, I prefer to use a term which both relies upon and 

suggests spatiality. 

3. National Health Service, https://www.england.nhs.uk/mental-health/
4. Seema Kennedy and Rachel Reeves, Combatting loneliness one conversation at a time: A call to action, 
https://www.jocoxloneliness.org/pdf/a_call_to_action.pdf
5. Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism (London: 0 Books, 2009), 19
6. Joseph Dodds, Psychoanalysis and ecology at the edge of chaos (East Sussex: Routledge, 2011), 89
7. Silvio Funtowicz and Jerome Ravetz, (1993) Science for the post-normal age, Futures 25 (7) 739–755
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“I have finally freed myself from the sticky medium of paint, and am working 
directly with light itself.”

- Man Ray
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Getting Elemental

There is an old allegory about a man who drops his wallet in a dark alley. He 

realises it is missing some time later and returns to look for it. Instead of scrounging 

the dark alley for his money he searches an adjacent well-lit alley, one he has not 

walked down before. 

Much can be said about the allusions made between light and safety or truth, both 

its physical and metaphorical capacities to reveal. The old allegory touches on light 

outside of its scientific primordial functions.

These fictive and spiritual qualities help explain forms of power which are not 

visible. The taming of light was first done by way of myth. In almost every religion 

light plays an instrumental role; in Christianity it is introduced before you get to the 

end of the third sentence of its religious text.9 Light was the perfect metaphor for 

God, omnipresent, illuminating, but also invisible. Its particles were discreet but 

life-forming. 

As time went on, those particles came to represent a new kind of power. The science 

of Newton’s Opticks (1704), which established light particality, helped Adam Smith 

develop his hidden hand of the market; “power has no centre”.10 Capitalism now 

was the moralising and creationist force which light could help visualise. 

As a way of resisting this power, Monte Verité (just a few miles away from 

Viganella) became an important commune for Europe’s revolutionary intelligista 

in the early 1900s. Settled on the hills north of Lake Maggiore, the group which 

included Isadora Duncan, Herman Hesse, and D.H. Lawrence among others, 

practiced vegetarianism, supported gender equality, and worshipped the sun. 

Part of their daily practice would involve lying naked in various solar sanatoriums. 

Some of the founding members were deeply interested in psychology and Carl 
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Gustav Jung was among their number. Much of Jung’s work was influenced by the 

commune and vice versa. 

Jung’s expression of the Asconanian way of life can be seen in his writing here: “The 

visible father of the world is the sun, the heavenly fire. Father and sun and fire and 

God are symbolically synonymous […] The discord into which the soul of man has 

fallen through the action of moral laws can be resolved into complete harmony 

through the sun as a natural object which obeys no human moral law. ”11 The 

nature cure was the ideal Asconians lived by and they adopted primitive lifestyles 

and relationships with their natural environment to resist the unhappiness class, 

capitalism, and the modern world had brought them. Much of their sun-worship 

was spatial but, with the exception of the purpose built sun-sanatoriums, not 

part of the built environment. Dancing was a cornerstone of Asconaian tradition 

because it was an art form which could not fall into capitalist traps of production. 

Dance, like light, was impossible to accurately capture making it a natural fit for 

ritualistic worship of the sun. 

Led by figures such as Mary Wigley and Isadora Duncan, residents performed 

dances to honour the sun, which they viewed as the central figure of their pagan 

and natural-feminine beliefs.12 Loie Fuller,  was another important figure, who likely 

influenced this practice through her patronage of Isadora Duncan but did not 

leave Paris to make an appearance at Ascona. Like the Asconians, light was the 

central focus of Fuller’s work, however she attempted to harness light to amplify the 

theatrical component of her performances. She was a scientist as well as a dancer, 

even joining the Société Astronomique de France and patenting many lighting 

technologies.13

Ascona is a natural addition to this abridged and curated analysis of light 

because its history gives us two things. First, it puts psychologists, artists, writers, 

and politicians in nature and in proximity to one another and illustrates how 

they informed one another’s practice, and how light informed each individual’s 
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practice. Second, it feminises nature, helping personify the Earth and the cosmos. 

Humanity thinks of Earth as an organism (for example, ‘Mother Nature’, or Jung 

and Lawrence’s allusions to a masculine sun), which explains several major theories 

which put Earth’s health in relation to humanity’s health.

One such theory is James Lovelock’s quasi-scientific Gaia theory. Gaia theory 

operates on the assumption that the Earth is a self-regulating organism. 

DaisyWorld, the most basic model of this regulation system, serves to simplify 

the Earth’s albedo to show how ice and water levels fluctuate over time. Some 

scientists believe that Seasonal Affective Disorder, which is being diagnosed at 

unprecedented rates, is a function of humankind’s self-regulatory systems which 

are expressing themselves more frequently and in damaging ways due to our 

contemporary relationship with seasons.14 Previously, SAD would serve as a way 

to lower the body’s energy use during winter periods, reducing caloric intake and 

reproductive functions. Though this hypothesis is not easily proven, undoubtedly, 

electric lighting, heating systems, and mass transit have distanced humans from the 

bodily effects of winter. 

The four case studies I examine are better explained with through analysing 

histories of ‘natural’ light and how it represents and relates to, or resists, power 

structures than demarcating a specific spectrum of light. The forms of light studied 

here will range from protein emission to legal definitions of daylight -- they do not 

neatly fit within a specific electromagnetic wavelength. 

8. Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1965; reprint, New York: Random House, 1988)
9. The Holy Bible, Gen. 1:3
10. Sean Cubitt, The Practice of Light (Boston: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 2014), 125
11. Martin Green, Mountain of Truth- The Counterculture Begins: Ascona 1900-20 (Boston: Tufts University 
Press, 1986), 137
12. Martin Green, Mountain of Truth- The Counterculture Begins: Ascona 1900-20 (Boston: Tufts University 
Press, 1986), 7
13. Rodin and Dance, Musee Rodin, Paris, July 2018
14. Seasonal Affective Disorder Organisation, http://www.sad.org.uk/

26
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Exploring four different forms of light

Form One: Protein

The first form of light is protein, and what Lindsay Kelley and Eva Hayward refer to 

as carnal light, or fleshy light.15 This is certainly not philosophical or metaphorical 

light, it does a different kind of work. Green Fluorescent Protein, extracted from the 

Aequorea victoria, a species of jellyfish, can be genetically transplanted into other 

animals. GFP is used in labs as a biosensor to track cell movement and cell death 

in drug testing, including psychotropic drug testing. It is part microscope and part 

sensor, and in 2008 the Nobel prize was awarded to Osamu Shimomura, Martin 

Chalfie, and Roger Tsien for their combined efforts isolate and utilise the protein.

The animals whose cells are mutated with GFP exist in their original animailial 

state while also becoming human, jellyfish, and technology. The expressiveness 

of light labours here, not just giving image to microscopic activity, but also to 

unite species that are not companions. GFP protein connects disparate bodies, 

environments, and roles, and because it transforms through genetic insertion, light 

becomes a meaty manifestation of an ecological approach to health. 

This theorisation as an ecological approach departs significantly from the scope a 

cellular scale gives to mental health. 

GFP developments in drug testing coincided with the release of DSM-V. The 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) is a standardised 

assessment of symptoms, illnesses, and treatment whose first edition was 

published after World War II. The original purpose of the DSM was to create a 

baseline of normality to judge soldiers that enlisted against. By the release of 

DSM-III in 1980, the manual departed from establishing differences in civilian and 

military health to becoming a “fat book that quickly became a cultural icon, a 
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perennial best-seller, and the object of undue worship as the ‘bible’ of psychiatry.”16 

DSM-III and the subsequent two releases more than doubled diagnosable 

conditions and began to focus primarily on biological data. Having difficulty in 

considering the complexities might influence bodies beyond/in addition to/instead 

of biological data, DSM-V (2013), ignores contextual conditions and thus views 

natural behaviour with a pathological gaze.17 

Though the protein might be a microcosm of ecological relations, Green 

Fluorescent Protein has become a tool to classify human behaviour at a biological 

level and ignore cultural, environmental, and societal dimensions of health.

15. Lindsay Kelley and Eva Hayward (2013) “Carnal Light”, Parallax, 19:1, 114-127
16. norm
17. Susana Calo, “The Financialisation of the Mental” Due, Architectural Association. 11 May, 2018
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Form Two: Beds and boxes

The second form, light therapy, looks at two different treatment designs: the 

light therapy box and the tanning bed. The research for this form began in the 

United States Midwest with a Centre for Disease Control study published in 

December 2016, which presented new statistics on rural mental health.18 Today 

suicide in agriculture is more prevalent than any other occupational group; this 

includes traditionally high-risk fields such as the military and veterans. Suicide 

rates of farmers are higher than they have ever been recorded; they are 50% 

higher than they were during the 1980s American farm crisis.19 Tanning beds are 

a common feature in the basements of rural homes, to combat these depression 

statistics, they have become recommended treatment for Seasonal Affective 

Disorder. During the long winters Midwesterners bask and bake, while light is also 

employed to alter and automate their livelihoods. 

Remote sensing is being introduced into agricultural practice to assess crop 

health in a matter of minutes. Based on GIS light reflectance data, this technology 

can determine soil and air moisture as well as examine how plants react to stress, 

ultimately predicting crop yields. Several years worth of data can lead to precision 

farming, which helps plan fields based on the aggregation of information on 

soil health, water resources, irrigation radius, et cetera.20 This technology makes 

farming less speculative and more predictable, which in theory would provide 

more economic and labour stability. However, it also eliminates the need for 

farmhands to daily patrol fields, greatly decreasing the number of people required 

to run a farm, and those workers who remain find themselves performing isolated 

and sedentary labour.

Light therapy boxes popularity is not as geo-specific as sunbeds, and people all 

over the world install them at their breakfast tables, desks, and on their ellipticals. 

The United Kingdom’s Seasonal Affective Disorder Organisation describes 
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the health condition as such, “Historically we only ever worked outdoors; two 

hundred years ago 75% of the population worked outdoors now less than 10% 

of the population work in natural outdoor light[…] This modern way of living has 

dramatically altered nature’s cues. A modern day no longer starts at the break of 

dawn and ends at sunset. Workdays are getting longer and many people face shift 

work schedules.”21

Both SAD Organisation and the National Health Services website recommend 

buying a light therapy box to simulate sunlight and “normalise” circadian rhythms, 

even if the user remains inside and at work. The lamps do trigger serotonin release, 

but clearly don’t mitigate lengthier and stressful work schedules which also 

contribute to mental health distress.  

In light therapy (beds and boxes), light technology is used as a medical treatment, 

partially obscuring the other ways light has been used to alter labour practices. 

Worklessness and conversely unmanageable working hours both have major 

effects on mental health. The bed and box join the protein in illustrating light’s 

pharmacological capability (in both the medicinal and Derridean sense).

18. Brandi Janssen, “Saftey Watch: Suicide rate among farmers at a historic high”, Iowa Farmer Today, Decem-
ber 10 2016
19. Brandi Janssen, “Saftey Watch: Suicide rate among farmers at a historic high”, Iowa Farmer Today, Decem-
ber 10 2016
20. William Casady, “Precision Agriculture: Remote Sensing and Ground Truthing”, University of Missouri 
Extension
21. Seasonal Affective Disorder Organisation, http://www.sad.org.uk/
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Light and the logic of pharmakon

Derrida’s famous reading of pharmakon comes from a text in Plato’s Republic 

which deals with writing’s alteration of memory. Put very simply, does writing help 

memory, or hurt it? 

The logic of pharmakon comes first from pharmacology in which a chemical 

can either be a cure or a toxin (or a cure and a toxin) based on the precision 

of its administration. The third component of pharmakon’s tripartite definition 

is scapegoat. It derives from pharmakos, a Greek term for a human sacrificed 

or exiled during a time of crisis, such as war, plague, or famine. A pharmakon 

is a compound which is a remedy, a poison, and a scapegoat, a Derridean 

undecidable which signifies many meanings. 

My study of light, particularly in the aforementioned forms, aligns with pharmakon 

logic. The technologies, scope of study, or side-affects of treatment poison just 

as often as they remedy. Ultimately light has become a stand-in, a glare, which 

prevents properly viewing the multiplying causes of mental distress. These causes 

may have to do with light and climate and biological functions, but they are just as 

likely to have to do with economy, debt, housing insecurity, worklessness, stigma 

from other medical conditions, isolation, institutionalisation, safety, bureaucratic 

treatment processes, et cetera. Ultimately, these cures are unsuccessful. After all, 

“‘normal’ disease defends itself. In thus escaping the supplementary constraints, 

the superadded pathogeny of the pharmakon, the disease continues to follow its 

own course.”22

22. Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (London: The Athlone Press, 
1981), 101.
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The third form, the solar prosthesis, could potentially be categorised as 

pharmakon if constructed in the wrong context. However, the place in which it was 

instituted created opportunity for the prosthesis to give security and autonomy to 

its users. It gave citizens more than the ability to design their climate, it added to 

the economy and longevity of the town. In a different context, this light form would 

be as contradictory as the first two forms. Architects have a history with light 

redirection that exemplifies this, Jean Nouvel’s One Central Park in Sydney displays 

a heliostat that has been accused of being more of a superficial accessory than a 

lighting tool.23 

We are not unfamiliar with the now-archaic prescription  of a “change in climate” 

to treat all ills, perhaps some sea and sun, which remains preserved in historical 

dramas. Today, however, a “change in climate” extends beyond the bourgeois 

voyage to include mechanic infrastructures. These bend and enfold geographies, 

bringing us that much closer to a slice of equatorial sunshine. 

The purpose of the solar prosthesis is to manipulate the arc of the sun for 

populations en masse. The first such town to utilise sunlight to reorganise their 

community was the alpine Italian town of Viganella.

In a meeting with the mayor, Pier Franco Midali, he told me that Viganella is 

situated in a manner which keeps it from receiving direct sunlight for 83 days 

a year. The meridiana painted on the side of the church becomes useless in 

November, as the sun dips behind Alpe Scagiola on the first day of the permanent 

shade of winter. In 2006 Viganella would design and install a colossal mirror to 

redirect sun from the mountain tops to the town’s piazza. 

Form three: Solar prosthesis
In which the city shapes light 
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As the first of its kind, the mirror faced its contingent of skeptics. To prove them 

wrong, Midali himself hiked one and a half hours up the mountain with a 1m2 

mirror on his back. Upon reaching the projected site, a rock outcropping on Alpe 

Scagiola, he angled his own (barely) portable mirror to the sky reflecting the rays 

of the sun onto the waiting town below . Even in this crude state, the concept 

was proven, and they began finding funding assistance for the mirror’s cost of 

€99,000.

The Cariplo Foundation and Provincale del Verbana Cusio Ossola gave €40,000 

each and the town found another €19,000 in its savings to construct the 

mirror (Some of the town’s finances came from selling land to VCO to improve 

infrastructure, literally exchanging land for light). Now in a more sophisticated 

fashion, the mirror is mounted on a moving mechanism that follows the angle 

of the sun, reflecting daylight into the principle piazza for exactly six hours a day 

from November to February. Its success has since been emulated Rjukan, Norway, 

where Viganella’s knowledge and designs were used to create a larger, three 

mirror apparatus to reflect sunlight onto their own shaded mountain town.

Pier Franco Midali explained that although Viganella has no history of suicide, 

depression in regions with a lack of sunlight is a well-documented condition and 

many doctors and researchers have come to Viganella to study the mirror and its 

effect on health. Though he can not speak to every resident’s individual health, 

Midali believes the mirror has ameliorated the habitual winter solitude. Previously, 

the unilluminated snow and cold meant that Viganella’s residents did not socialise 

and stayed in their homes. Now the warmth of the square serves as a gathering 

point for both festivals and daily conversation in the sun’s rays. 

Though the town has benefited from the tourism the mirror has inspired, this 

has been a side-effect of its primary goal: to improve the social function of the 

town and the health its inhabitants, and in this way it has been successful.  It has 
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also been successful in creating a highly engineered micro-climate. Viganella’s 

mirror redirects sunlight, as has already been stated, to the town for exactly six 

hours a day, exactly - Earth’s rotation no longer dictates sun cycles. Freed from 

astronomical constraints, the town can manufacture its own precise daylight, only 

allowing the angle of the mirror to pick up light from 9 AM to 3 PM. This is made 

possible by an engineering company in Germany which remotely controls the 

mirror. Cosmic power has been redistributed to corporations and infrastructures.

Viganella’s mirror is a machine that is unwittingly respatialising geospatial 

medicine. The term ‘geospatial medicine’ is not necessarily a familiar one. It is 

usually applied in the Erin Brockovich sense; that where we live and its proximity to 

the nearest nuclear power plant are relative to the health of our bodies. Seasonal 

Affective Disorder and the serious anthropogenic influence on the Earth and its 

climate have called into question additional dimensions of geospatial health and 

medicine. The new expanse of the term must account for mental health in addition 

to bodily health, it must also regard where we live at elemental and environmental 

levels. As climates and environments change, so do our abilities to manipulate 

them, again reframing the context in which we determine environments to be 

healthy or create the possibility for health.

23. Atelier Jean Nouvel. One Central Park. 2013, Sydney, Australia.
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Form four: Policy
In which light shapes the city 

Jennifer Gabrys in the Citizen Sense project emphasises that making an energy 

visible does not keep that energy from subjectifying people. Anti-quantification, 

too, misses the point- instead we should consider different ways of numbering.24 

It does not matter how clearly light is cast- it’s flaws, successes, mysteries, 

conspiracies, primal necessity; to make it visible does not make it a tool for 

resistance. 

In the United Kingdom, however, ancient laws have made light an apparatus of 

spatial organisation.  Nicholas Mangan, an Australian artist who has exhibited 

work based on Ancient Light, calls these laws “[A] metaphor for the commons; 

[light] is figured as the ultimate democratic energy source.”25

Beginning in 1663 easement law enshrined Britons access to light within their 

home or other properties.26 The Prescription Act of 1832 defined acquisition rights 

for property owners, stating that any building which has enjoyed unobscured 

natural illumination through a clearly defined aperture for at least 20 years has 

the right to maintain illuminance. The Right to Light is a negative easement, in 

other words the claimant does not need to do anything to receive their benefit, 

instead it falls to the surrounding property owners to maintain a neighbours 

right to light. The passivity of the law adds to its complexity as well as restricting 

widespread knowledge about the legality of natural lighting. Since most citizens 

aren’t developers they’re relationship with the law is a reactive one.

The UK is unique in holding daylight as a sacred and legally defensible right 

in civil law. At one time variations of the law existed in the Canada, the United 

States, Australia, and New Zealand. In 1959 the United States discarded the 

law with Fountainebleau Hotel Corp. v. Forty-Five Twenty-Five, Inc. and with this 

precedent abolishing ancient lights, other English-speaking countries followed 
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suit. In places like Japan, the right to sunlight (nisshoken) might exist in planning 

law only, where it is not frequently enforced. 

“Rights of light give rise to a series of practical and legal issues, many of which are 

arcane and obscure. Developers will require multi-disciplinary input to deal with 

these issues and should obtain advice at the earliest possible stage.”27

This advice usually comes from Light Law consultancies. Staffed with lawyers, 

software developers,  real estate experts and architects they help developers 

circumvent claims to right to light. EB7, one such light consultancy, advertises 

themselves as a way to maximise development potential, and minimise risk. An 

architect who works there tells me of her role- employing custom software to 

create daylight reports from 3D models of the proposed design for a new build as 

well as the surrounding area. This task is one piece of a much larger project, the 

consultancy provides everything from initial pre-acquisition assessments to expert 

witnesses in Right to Light court appeals.28 

Consultancy in and of itself, represents the power so many are struggling 

against- for the sake of themselves, for the sake of their health, for the sake 

of their environment. My ideas about consultancy originate from Harney and 

Moten’s writing on logistical capitalism.29 For Harney and Moten the consultancy 

represents access- it is not about a particular knowledge set or the advice that the 

consultant brings to the business table, it is their ability to demonstrate access. 

They invade workplaces, connect workplaces. When speaking specifically about 

light consultancy, this access invades homes and communities and has them 

surrender control to the logic the consultant represents. 

A counter consultancy then exists to block access. The counter intends to do this 

through the proposal of physical blocks, not by building walls. In fact, the counter 

suggests the opposite. It will serve to invite those residing on property to consider 
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this residence at an elemental level. Light can block access, as can air, noise, 

darkness, and other qualities which are immaterial. By maintaining access you 

can block access! The counter-consultancy enthusiastically suggests. 

Practically, the counter-consultancy compiles successful legal cases as examples 

to encourage the resident to partake in behaviour that resists quantification of an 

element’s (light’s) worth. Typically, a property’s resource is finite. Its measurements 

can be held against the market and the consultant will tell you what it is worth. It 

will matter if there is a little or a lot of the resource; the amount typically affects the 

value. Light, though variable, is infinite, easily accessible, and frequently under-

utilised. If a resident can increase their use of it in a way that resists quantification 

they can secure the power to alter their built environment, turning the consultant’s 

logic around. 

On gov.uk, the Ministry of Housing, Communities, & Local Government has 

released a series of “Housing ‘how to’ guides” such as “How to rent: a checklist for 

renting in England”, or “How to rent a safe home”.30 Modelled after this, I have 

created a “How to claim your right to light” as a way to disseminate the counter-

consultancy’s mission . The following guide is not conclusive, but gestures towards 

new ways of thinking about accessing daylight. 

24. Jennifer Gabrys: Citizen Sense Project, Goldsmiths, University of London, https://citizensense.net/
25. Nicholas Mangan, Ancient Lights, 2015, Chisenhale Gallery, London, 2015, http://www.nicholasmangan.
com/selected-works/ancient-lights
26. Ancient Lights, Encyclopædia Britannica, 12 April 2018, https://www.britannica.com/topic/ancient-lights
27. Andrew Smith, An Outline Guide: What is Right to Light?, Child & Child, London, April 2012
28. Maria Calleja, interview by author, August 18, 2018
29. Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, “Mikey the Rebelator”, Performance Research, 2015, 20:4, 141-145
30. Housing ‘how-to’ guides, Ministry of Housing, Communities, and Local Government, 26 June 2018
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Before you start 

The daylight that enters your home is legally considered part of your property, even 

though it crosses through many other people’s property to do so. It is within your 

rights to protect this right to light by reminding neighbours of this easement and 

pursuing legal action if they do not comply. Light is protected in two  different types 

of law- planning law and civil law. Planning law typical follows Building Research 

Establishment (BRE) guidelines, a building may receive planning consent from 

the council but still not pass civil law requirements. This A plaintiff will know if they 

have a case not based on the light that is obstructed by new development but the 

light that remains. This makes lighting surveyors findings to be crucial evidence, 

and it is important that you make your own light measurements rather than rely on 

the data provided by the developers. 

Get to know your building

Familiarising yourself with the history of your property is the first step in 

determining if you have a legitimate claim. Light has to have come through 

apertures for 20 years, something to note if there are any recent additions to your 

property. Through the concept of coincidence right to light can be preserved in new 

fenestration which occupies the same location as a previously existing aperture, so 

in some cases re-modelling work is still legally protected. Insure that no apertures 

display signs of non-enjoyment, internal boarding up, or permanent storage or 

displays in front of a window  may indicate this.31  The counter-consultancy invites 

you to find ways to instead display enjoyment. 

Ancient Light Counter-Consultancy presents

‘How-to’ Claim your Right to Light
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Though the typical civil law standard posits that the reduction of light over 20% 

makes a claim actionable, if your property is determined to be poorly lit (less than 

the one lumen standard) any reduction of light 10% or over may qualify. Assessing 

the quality of light in your house may seem difficult without equipment, however, 

there are ways to develop light sensors more cheaply using software programs like 

Arduino.

Taking action without a legal right to light

Even if you do not qualify to pursue legal action to protect your individual right, 

you may still pursue group claims. An example of this is Shoreditch’s More Light 

More Power: Let’s Make the Goodyards Great initiative.32 The group attacked 

an ill-designed proposed planning commission to the Goodyards property by 

highlighting the loss of light in a wide radius around the development. Specifically 

highlighting the effect of loss of light on personal well-being and compiling a 

spreadsheet of increasing heating costs, they began a campaign to halt the 

commission in 2016. Collective efforts mean that reparation payments would far 

outweigh the cost of an injunction and are more likely to succeed in court and out 

of court. 

Activating your light

To seek out an injunction instead of a reparation payment the resident must use 

light in a way that makes its value unquantifiable by usual means.

Tower Hamlets v. Swan Housing Group, was successful in receiving an injunction 

against six-storey residential towers, in part, because they managed to prove 

that The George Tavern’s daylight access would be affected. Since The George 

frequently rented out their first floor space to photographers, the light loss 

would injure the future income (which could not be predicted) as well as the 
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property value, using this logic they were able to stop construction on Swan 

Housing Groups apartment block. Though not everyone is renting out their 

upper floors to film crews to shoot Tilda Swinton and Adrien Brody, community 

activists and artists should prioritise paying for use of properties in danger of 

daylight infringement to shore up legal claims and strengthen the likelihood of an 

injunction. Additionally if residents receive a salary or monetary payment of any 

form from their use of social media platforms e.g. Instagram, they should utilise the 

natural light on their property as much as possible to create their content. 

The counter-consultancy highly suggests pro-actively using the daylight in your 

home in any way which would increase the value of the light resource beyond 

normal living functions. Even small efforts such as growing food in your home resist 

easy value quantifications.  

Another important thing to consider is that the absence or presence of light may 

affect some people more than others. A person with a vision impairment would 

have a stronger case whereas a resident with night shift work may have a weaker 

one. Assess your relationship with light for extra-ordinary factors to determine how 

they will influence your right to light.

Making your case known

If you cannot afford to take a right to light case to court in case you must pay 

damages, Limited v. Heaney established that so long as you make your case and 

protests clear to the developer, they are obligated to resolve the obstruction of light 

before beginning construction. In addition to, or instead of, filing legal proceedings 

it is essential to dissent as much as possible publicly and directly regarding light 

infringement. 
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Displaying your right

Famously, the windows on Aberlemerle Way in Clerkenwell have plaques under 

them to publicly label the fenestration as “Ancient Lights”. Ancient Light signs 

can be seen on buildings all over the United Kingdom, frequently mirroring the 

character and style of the building they are displayed on. Reinstating the practice 

of labelling windows is a way to discourage unwanted development as well as 

encourage others to look into their Right to Light.   
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1931. Andrew Francis, Right of lights ahead!, Journal of Building Appraisal Vol. 4, London, 03 June 2018
32. More Light More Power, Let’s Make the Goodyards Great, http://www.morelightmorepower.co.uk/
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How does Right to Light law affect the fabric of the city? Can you see Right to 

Light? Is it visible in London’s skyline? Do pedestrians feel the presence and 

absence of daylight in a meaningful way? London is a sprawling city, but the 

2000s have added more towers to its skyline to create a vertical density that 

blocks more sunlight. As the city moves skyward, the way buildings are designed 

is also changing to hit sustainability targets. Some suspect that as architects 

move towards net zero buildings and more glass is used as a way to reduce 

heating, Right to Light will become increasingly demanding and make it difficult 

for developers to comply. The daylight levels in these buildings will increase, and 

therefore the design considerations taken to allow for that level to be consistent 

will further shape the fabric. 

Regardless of if Ancient Light laws make themselves visibly present in London’s 

unfurled cityscape, something that we will feel and see with certainty is a changing 

climate. This will complicate our physical relationship with our environment in 

numerous, obvious ways, and if the unprecedented diagnoses of mental illness are 

any indication, we are already seeing how sensitive --- our environment. 

This research examines light’s effect on health at multiple scales; including 

Green Fluorescent protein, sunbeds and lightboxes, the redirection of the sun 

using mountainside mirrors, and the legal Right to Light created by the United 

Kingdom’s Ancient Light laws. Studying these various scales, from microscopic 

proteins to national policy, has revealed an inequality of resources—daylight or 

otherwise. These inequalities are often obscured by the complexity of defining 

normal states of being, and in light’s role as a pharmakon-helping, hurting, and 

disguising-when considering the health of organisms. 

At the end20
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Light has been a metaphor for understanding power structures, and now I offer its 

history, its application to treat illness, its primal necessity, and its human right (in 

this rare case, one protected by law) as one way to think through health. Finally, 

I close with Ancient Light as an opportunity to deploy an almost infinite resource, 

light, as a tool for resistance.
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On the Method of Time-Keeping

Telegraph Hill Upper Park is Olafur Elliasson’s The Weather Project, released from the 
confines of the Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall. The hillside is oriented to the sunset and it 
serves as social space in which people gather to allow their behaviour to be informed 
entirely by the weather. 

For myself, Telegraph Hill also became a way to keep time. Just a few steps away from 
my flat, how and when and where the sun set- nestling into the sprawl of London’s 
skyline- became a way to think through where I was in the year and in the day. 

It was the sun-dial rethought. Sun-dials cannot be mass-produced with any accuracy. 
They are built to be site specific, as the sun’s altitude and azimuth differentiate with even 
the smallest change in geographic location. This archive is organised with that speci-
ficity, it uses my own experience of Telegraph Hill to frame the way I organised research 
throughout the year. 
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On the Method of Archiving

One of the central problems surrounding light-human relationships is labour practices. 
Daylight, electricity, screens’ blue light- these all widen the dimensions in which labour 
can occur which effects human health in a two-pronged manner. The light effects 
health, and then the light effects labour which in turn effects health. 

In an attempt to visually encapsulate the way light has historically informed labour 
schedules, a single visual representation of my research will occupy only the space on 
the page in which the sun was up for the time period the photo on the corresponding 
page represents. This is to illustrate the historical limits of most labour, in comparison 
with the capabilities and expanded work environments that we experience today. 
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Lincoln’s Inn Fields, July 2018.
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SIM Earth, Daisy World setting.
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Children receiving heliotherapy treatment, London, 1931.
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Finsen lamp being used to treat lupus, London, 1900.
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Illustration from Theory of Colors, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.
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Illustration from Theory of Colors, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.
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Monte Verita pamphlet.
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Replication of a Loeie Fuller lighting design, Paris, 1986.
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Monte Verita solarium.
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Aequorea victoria.
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Rabbits injected with GFP.
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GFP imaging on brain tissue.
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False color image assessing the viability of a crop.
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Aerial image of the ubiquitous and agricultural Iowa grid.
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Tanning Beans, Liza Walling, 2017.
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Aerial view of Viganella.
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Mirror install, Viganella, 2006.
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Topographical plans of the mirror install.
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Pier Franco Midali delivering a speech Viganella’s piazza, the mirror behind him.
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Ancient Lights signs, Clerkenwell, London
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Ancient Lights, Nicholas Mangan, Sydney, 2014.
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Hackney council crest and motto.
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Protesters from the Save Reginald, Save Tidemill campaign marching in Deptford.
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The Centre for Research Architecture has allowed me to read 
promiscuously, and encouraged me to involve myself with the material 
outcomes of my study. Though this is still very much a work in progress, 
more of a start than a finish, I hope the future of this project grows from a 
selective survey into something substantial.

My passion for this project was heightened by the wonderful people at 
St. Mary Abbotts Rehabilitation and Training and by my infinitesimal 
involvement in the Save Reginald, Save Tidemill effort; practical, boots-on-
the-ground involvement has motivated this research.

I’d like to acknowledge the voices of my incredible supervisor Susan 
Schuppli and my 17-18 CRA cohort in this work. Their comments, 
suggestions, and sources have been invaluable and our time together 
meaningful. The original project this study evolved from would have been 
impossible without the incredible guidance of Ross Exo Adams and Blake 
Fisher during my final year at Iowa State University. 



89







90

    

  ✸  

 A N C I E N T   

L I G H T  

  ✸ 

    

  ✸  

    

  ✸ 

   

          ✸  

  

    ✸ 

  

 ✸  

    

  ✸

  

1

   

        ✸  

   

     ✸ 

 

  ✸  

   

  ✸ 

   


