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Yours in Substance
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Light, to the scientist, is everything we see, both energy and

matter. When Dr. Neil deGrasse Tyson, Director of New York’s
Hayden Planetarium, was asked to interpret beauty as an
astrophysicist, he offered, “E = mc?”, Einstein's theory of mass-energy
equivalency, “because it is so simple, yet accounts for a process of
huge complexity, and that’s where beauty lies in the truth”.

Artist Olafur Eliasson makes much of light. He often speaks the
language of the scientist in his Berlin studio, very like a laboratory,
where he bends light, fragments, and colors it. He directs light to
freeze moving objects in time, and to cause us to sense objects where
they are not. His art neither hides nor concocts any part of reality.
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Your Rainbow Panorama sits atop the ARoS
Kunstmuseum and, says the artist, has the
qualities of a lighthouse for the surrounding
city. The interior transitions are seamless.

There are no inchoate demons, no fervid memories, personal or
historical. And if his art is sensed as beautiful, it is beauty the
astrophysicist and artist alike can grasp. His art is meant to catch us
in the place where interpreting the world begins, and hold us there to
ponder our state.

The scientific path in his work came clear in 1996, when he moved
away from more expressionistic student forays to collaborate with
Einar Thorsteinn, an architect and mathematician, a former friend
and colleague of Buckminster Fuller’s. From the beginning of
abstraction at the end of the 19th century, from Cezanne, Seurat,

through the Cubists, a part of art’s mission has been the recreation of
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Viewers proceeding through the walkway see the vista as well as
themselves, seeing it. Color transitions flood the eye and create
an effect on the mechanism of sight that will vary due to
physiology, but also due to the speed at which one travels
between points of transition. Thus, the viewer has a degree of
control over the presentation itself.
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perception. Through it the connected moment of vision could be
shared, an experience more palpable to the viewer than recounting a
dream or reciting an allegory. Minimalist art took this to a frontier,
removing the abstraction of line, color, and volume to make shapes
that themselves stood in the world as masses, completely divorced
from any reference to history or anecdote, forcing us to interact by
sharing our physical space. Mr. Eliasson’s art, though minimal in
means, is not Minimalist. Such works, though they stand in the world
as instantiations of visual energy, are things that stand where you are
not. Olafur Eliasson wants the location of the art and the act of its
making to be coequal.

Your rainbow panorama sits atop the ARoS Kunstmuseum in
Aarhus, Denmark, the artist’s country of birth, like a sort of vehicle,
as the artist says, “for looking anew”. It is a ring that circumscribes
the interior of the museum’s square roof. As one walks through the
piece, its relatively short curve instills a sense of constant renewal
and discovery. Of course the transparent walls permit a sweeping
view of Aarhus, constant, but ever changing. The coloration of the
walls is the product of Mr. Eliasson’s scientific exploration, the
sedulously studied effect of flooding the field of vision with light of

specific frequencies, producing afterimages in hues complementary
to those frequencies. Though the interpretation of the colors
produced is subjective, the mechanism that permits seeing them
creates a predictable aftereffect. So passing from section to section of
Your rainbow panorama, one is rapidly inundated with stimuli that are
involuntarily acted on by the sense organs, and in the resulting action
lies the variable response that makes the art experience individual.
There is so much shared - the city vista; the museum, which one
must ascend through to get to the panorama, and which inevitably
leaves its impression upon memory and feeling; the time of day and
period of passage; the colors the walls impose on the world — but in
the end the art is in a space between the optic nerve and the brain,
where the artist has no control, and is content to point the way.

And that, of course, is why it is “your” rainbow panorama. That’s
why so many of Mr. Eliasson’s titles include the word “your”. Naming
can be as important an element of art as the material it's made of. But
direct address here, unlike much in contemporary art, is not ironic,
meant to separate artist and viewer. You, as the artist states, are a
“barometer of the world”. Physically, you pass through the art. Every
other path is through you. i




