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by Therese Nilsson (2026)

A few steps inside, and the hall that usually draws you close to the artwork’ ... now behaves
differently. Light, shadow and space seem to move with a life of their own, guiding perception
in ways that are subtle yet profoundly disorienting. The daylight that normally drifts softly
through the skylights across the floorboards has partly been replaced by artificial illumina-
tion. Perhaps Kelvin, "the master of temperature” together with Olafur Eliasson has adjusted
the slider...so delicately, almost imperceptibly, that the ordinary folds into something uncan-
ny, something that makes us pause and reconsider what and how we see, move, and exist

within the given space and in the world.

The year is 2005. I leave my house, meet a friend at the airport, and suddenly we find
ourselves together at Malmo Konsthall. At first glance, it feels as though we have been
transported back to April 28, 1958, into Yves Klein’s empty gallery and the exhibition
The Void? in Paris, where absence was the core idea.

But as we stand in Malmé Konsthall, in The light setup’, we begin to sense that this is
something else. Here, the space is not emptied but intensified. Light showers over us,
saturating the room, and transforming everything in its way. Unlike The Void, it is lit by
a deep presence that moves through the space and alters our sense of reality.

Where Klein withdrew the material to reveal perception, Olafur Eliasson enriches it.
Colour, atmosphere, and light become hyper-present, turning the space into a perceptual
experiment. What first appeared familiar becomes surreal and almost unreal. Perception is
no longer something we can rely on; it is something we become aware of, something that
shifts, filters, and redefines what it means to perceive — a phenomenon.

Light on the Architectural structure

At the side of the hall, where daylight filters through tall windows, a narrow Eliassonian
corridor appears between glass and partitions. We are caught between the natural light
outside and the shifting illumination within. While drifting away for a moment we notice
other visitors, their movements and glances, as the space quietly guides us back into the
main exhibition space.

Malmé Konsthall* — the white cube inaugurated in 1975, designed by Klas Anshelm, is a
large exhibition space for contemporary art and a celebrated example of Nordic moder-

nism. The 2,000 m? hall embodies Anshelm’s vision of light, simplicity, and flexibility: a
bright, white “box” where artists can freely arrange works, with 550 skylights that fill the

'4s soon as you step through the doors, you should stand among the art... - Klas Anshelm
https://malmokonsthall.se/en/about-us/

2 Artforum: https:/www.artforum.com/events/yves-klein-4-189106/

3 The light setup at Malmo Konsthall, 2005, https://malmokonsthall.se/utstallningar/olafur-eliasson/
4 Malmo Konsthall, https://malmokonsthall.se/en/about-us-2/
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space with soft, even daylight. The architecture emphasises openness, allowing visitors
immediate access to the art. A1994 expansion by Jan Holmgren added a connecting space
with reception, café, and auditorium, enhancing flow while keeping the focus on the
versatile, luminous exhibition area.

Here Malmo Konsthall becomes part of this perceptual experiment. Natural light slips
through the roof lanterns, mixing with Eliasson’s artificial illumination, while the roof-
light void (distinct from Klein’s The Void) quietly frames the interplay. Walking through
the hall, we sense the architecture guiding our perception and movement, co-creating the
experience. A congenial gesture, in line with its architect vision of a luminous, generous,
and flexible space.

As we step deeper into the exhibition zones, the interplay of light becomes more and more
deliberate and complex. Soon the light begins to behave less like illumination and more
like atmosphere. Fluorescent tubes, controlled by computer-activated dimmers, transform
the walls into backlit projection screens. Kelvin! is in control here and slightly shifting the
light temperature, continuously, shaping the visitor’s perception. These changes of natural
and artificial, warm and cool, soft and strong light, create a rhythm in both time and space,
making us notice both how we perceive the room, but also how we are moving through it.

Room for One Colour

Going further into the exhibition, we are drawn in by a yellow glow of the sodium lamps
entering Room for One Colour. As we look around and at each other, we notice that

the light has flattened the colours and compressed our reality, and the familiar becomes
uncanny. Objects appear subtly altered. Our clothes, the walls, and the floor shift into flat
yellows and greys. Materially, nothing has changed, but visually, the space has entered a
different dimension. Here, perception is not fixed; what we see emerges in the interplay
between light, surface, and our own gaze. Everything we thought we knew about space,
colour, and perception begins to dissolve.

We now start to notice how much of the world is shaped by our senses. It is almost as if
we are in a dream or a as if the gallery turned into a 1960’s black and white TV- or film
set without a director — where we both become the protagonists and participants. As we
look at each other again, and at ourselves, we ask: What is going on here? Who — or what
— is perceiving whom?

“Seeing yourself seeing”
-Olafur Eliasson

As we step into Room for One Colour, the yellow glow shifts how we perceive the space
and ourselves within it, the longer we stay in this space, the sharper everything starts to
appear. This intensity of light modulation feels almost like turning a contrast slider too far
when photo editing or putting on glasses so sharp that the edges become hyper-defined.
and disturbingly crisp

! Kelvin colour temperature, https:/en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Color_temperature
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Perception, Performance, and Shared Realities

Malmo Konsthall is no longer a neutral space for art. It has become a condition in which
bodies, light, architecture, and attention continuously interact. We are not outside the
work, looking in; but part of it. In this experience, Eliasson stages a perceptual experi-
ment, expanding our awareness not just of the artwork but of the mechanisms of seeing
feeling, and inhabiting the space. What initially appears as an individual experience
quickly reveals itself as a collective spatial experience, where perception is activated by
the surroundings—through reflections, shadows, and the subtle presence of others. The
boundaries between seeing and being seen becomes uncertain. Subject and object merge in
a dynamic interplay, where perception is fluid, shared, and continually redefined.

The exhibition becomes performative — not because it tells a story, but because it exposes
the act of seeing as something that happens in real time, between people, within a space,
and through light.

Light and Visual perception

Changes in lighting is rather fascinating, even when they are subtle. They do not merely
alter the appearance of objects. They alter the interpretive field in which objects become
legible at all. The room is not just lit differently; it is also perceived differently. And that
difference is never purely optical. It is also temporal, bodily, and cultural.

In the field of photography — phos and graphé “drawing with light”! — images are not sim-
ply captured, they are constructed through light. Exposure, contrast, and colour temper-
ature are not neutral; they shape how reality appears. A slight shift in white balance can
totally transform the atmosphere of an image, a change in exposure can alter depth, mood,
and even meaning. Just as in cinematography, light directs attention, structures percep-
tion, and subtly choreographs experience.

Eliasson brings this logic into the space. Instead of framing light within an image, he lets
it unfold around us. Perception is set in motion rather than fixed. We do not simply
observe, we also inhabit the light. And in doing so, we recognise something subtle but
profound. What we see has never been “there.” It is always shaped — by light, by context,
and by our own perception.

Through subtle calibration, the hall becomes a live demonstration of how dependent our
sense of reality is on light. Not as a passive backdrop, but as an active medium that
informs time, body, and awareness. Here, light goes beyond illumination — it shapes how
experience is read and understood.

Filtered Realities / Light as Perceptual Filter

Is this a subtle provocation? By adjusting the “sliders” of light, its warmth, intensity, and
colour temperature Eliasson transforms perception from passive observation into a light

! The Greeks’ phos (light) and graphé (drawing).



set up. We soon begin to sense the filters through which we normally see: the habitual
layers of memory, expectation, and attention that shape how reality appears. Just as social
media filters alter how we view images on a screen, here in the gallery space the very act
of perception is filtered, fluid, and performative. The walls, floors, and air seem to become
part of a vivid perceptual field, where shadows, reflections, and surfaces do not just exist.
The flicker of light along the walls are all part of a shared perceptual choreography. The
hall becomes a stage where perception is realised collectively, we see in relation to others,
we move in relation to the light, and in this performance the architecture itself acts as a
collaborator. There is a profound sense that the world, as we had known it, is only par-
tially ours, and that perception is not just an individual act, it is a dialogical, performative
phenomenon.

The altering of warmth, intensity, and colour temperature filters reality itself. What we see
is never simply “there” in any untouched sense. It is shaped through brightness, shadow,
expectation, memory, and the body’s own attentiveness. The gallery begins to resemble a
perceptual filter in a broader sense: not only optical, but existential. Light becomes a lens
through which reality is transformed, reshaped, and partially constructed by our own per-
ception. In this way, the gallery becomes like a sieve of experience, revealing that percep-
tion is never given, but always filtered, layered, and uniquely ours.

Phenomenology of perception

With this exhibition, Eliasson brings attention to Phenomenology of Perception'. In the
book of the same name, Merleau-Ponty suggests that seeing is never passive, and that vi-
sion is inseparable from the body inhabiting space. In this yellow monochrome light, you
become acutely aware of the interplay between your own body, the architectural elements,
and the fluctuating light that saturates every surface. It alters reality and lays out all sorts
of thoughts about the world we live in.

In Room for One Colour, Merleau-Ponty’s observation is here brought to light:

”...We must say that yellow light, by taking on the function of lighting, tends to

situate itself as prior to every colour, tends toward the absence of colour, and

that correlatively objects distribute the colours of the spectrum according to
the degree and to the mode of their resistance to this new atmosphere...’

’

-Maurice Merleau-Ponty,

The Light Setup — a collaboration between Malmo Konsthall and Lunds Konsthall, reveals
how the artist operates at the intersection of physics, art, and phenomenology. By working
with light as both a material and perceptual phenomenon, Eliasson investigates how we
see, experience, and interpret the world around us. Together, the two parts form a con-
ceptual whole in which experience and investigation converge. What emerges is a practice
that extends beyond aesthetics, engaging instead with the conditions of perception itself.

! Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 2003, Routledge, London



Another important influence is Robert Irwin! whose practice blurred the boundary be-
tween artwork and environment, treating perception itself as a material. Through light,
fog, and spatial indeterminacy, he shifted attention away from the object toward experi-
ence itself. Eliasson continues this lineage, while placing greater emphasis on embodied
perception and the cultural and environmental conditions that shape how we see.

The exhibition quietly insists on that the world we perceive is not the world as such, but
one version among many — shaped by our bodies, our history and our way of being in
space. Colour vision is something many take for granted, as though the colours we per-
ceive belong inherently to the world itself. Contemporary phenomenology, particularly the
work of Sara Ahmed?, reminds us that perception is not universal. Bodies experience space
differently depending on orientation, embodiment, and physical conditions. Some visitors
may have colour vision deficiencies, reduced acuity, or other sensory variations. For these
visitors, the monochromatic room may resonate differently, revealing alter-native
perceptual realities. What for one person is a vivid contrast may, for another, dissolve into
a far more limited range. In more rare conditions, such as achromatopsia, colour
disappears altogether, leaving a world structured only by light and shadow. In this sense,
the experience of Room for One Colour can feel like a temporary inhabiting of

another perceptual reality. Not as a simulation, but as a shift. A quiet displacement that
makes visible what is usually invisible. That perception is always shaped by the body that
perceives.

The light setup may here ask us to recognise the plurality of perception itself. The fact
that there is no single visual reality, but many, each shaped by varying perceptual capac-
ities and sensitivities. The Light Setup addresses what seems extraordinary to some may
be ordinary to others, and the work gently exposes the contingencies and subjectivities of
reality itself.

By acknowledging the limits of “neutral” or universal experience and affirms that subjec-
tive experience is not only personal but deeply shaped by cultural, social, and historical
conditions. In doing so, Eliasson’s installation extends phenomenology beyond introspec-
tion, into reflection, empathy, and a subtle consciousness of both self and other.

Non-Human Perception

This realisation extends beyond the human altogether. Animals perceive light in ways that
destabilise any assumption of a universal visual world. Cats® for example navigate primar-
ily through contrast and movement, rather than colour nuance. Their pupils expand up to
300 times in low light, giving them remarkable night vision, while daylight narrows them
to thin slits. With only two types of cone cells, cats perceive primarily blues and yellows,
and perhaps some greens, while reds and pinks shift into muted greys or greens. Their
vision is also blurrier than ours: what a human discerns from 100 feet, a cat sees from 20*.

! Olafur Eliasson, 2002, Phaidon, New York

2 Sara, Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, 2006, Duke University Press, Durham.
3 Moderncat, https://moderncat.com/articles/how-cats-experience-the-world/

4100 feet = 30 meters and 20 feet = 6 meters.



https://moderncat.com/articles/how-cats-experience-the-world/

Bats on the other hand rely primarily on echolocation to perceive their surroundings.
Unlike humans, their vision plays a minor role; some species have only limited eyesight,
while others can detect light and dark but very few colours.

To reflect on this is to displace the human from the centre. To recognise that what we call
“the world” is not singular, but multiple — coexisting across species, bodies, and percep-
tual systems. Within Eliasson’s installation, this multiplicity is not directly represented,
but subtly evoked. Through shifts in light and colour, the work invites us to imagine other
perceptual conditions. To sense, even briefly, that our way of seeing is only one among
many. A decentralisation occurs. The human gaze becomes just one perspective within a
broader ecological field of perception.

This widening of the frame is one of the work’s quiet strengths. It does not merely ask
how humans see; it problematises what vision is, and what kinds of lives it might inhabit.
In that sense, the exhibition gestures towards a more expansive understanding of reality:
one in which human perception is not the measure of all things, but one mode of partici-
pation among many.

Absence and Presence at the White Cube

Here, absence is not absence in the ordinary sense. It is not a lack to be filled, but a
condition that allows perception to unfold. The room’s apparent emptiness opens a field
of possibility, creating a space in which the viewer is not only looking at something, but
becoming aware of perception itself

Just as Yves Klein’s The Void sought to isolate immateriality through withdrawal and
subtraction, Olafur Eliasson reconfigures this emptiness by introducing new perceptual
conditions. He returns the space to the viewer in an altered form: not as emptiness alone,
but as a perceptual shift.

Here the double meaning of emptiness reveals. The room is empty, besides it being full
with the presence in atmosphere and attention — a space that invites inner reflection...

...like a void...

...we naturally want to fill with thought, curiosity, experience and meaning — a subtle real-
ity check on how we inhabit the world.

On a different note, Eliasson often refers to the white cube as a construction of the Mod-
ernists, who imagined white lime walls as sterilised, neutral, and free from cultural or
emotional associations. The white cube was intended as a neutral open platform where the
artwork itself could be the focus, and where perception would ideally unfold without
interference. Yet Eliasson points out that this apparent neutrality is an illusion. White
walls are never empty of meaning — they are embedded with cultural, psychological, and
historical associations. The whiteness of lime, once used as a disinfectant in mass graves
and later in hospitals, became linked with cleanliness.



Eliasson challenges this assumed neutrality by demonstrating how perception is always
mediated. In this exhibition, the white cube is transformed, revealing that what we see is
never purely objective. The white walls, which seem neutral under normal light, suddenly
become an active participant, a medium through which colour, perception, and cultural
expectations are exposed. The space reminds us that colour is not inherent in objects but
emerges through the interaction of light, surface, and eyes.

In this sense, the white cube is both a stage and a lens. It frames the artwork, but it also
frames the viewer’s perception, making us aware of the cultural, historical, and bodily
assumptions we bring into the space. Eliasson’s interventions reveal the latent agency of
the white cube, showing that even the most “neutral” environment participates in shaping
experience, consciousness, and reflection. What appears simple — white walls, a rectangu-
lar room — becomes a site for investigation, for questioning how we see ourselves and the
world around us.

Leaving the exhibition

As we leave Malmo Konsthall behind us the exhibition remains with us not as an image, but
as an altered attention. The world outside the gallery has not changed, and yet it has. Not
because the streets or the sky are different, but because our relation to them is not quite the
same. We return to the ordinary world with a renewed awareness that light is never neutral,
that colour is never merely given, and that perception is always a co-produced event. The
real is no longer self-evident. It has become something that requires our attention.

Perhaps the most striking insight the exhibition offers is also the quietest one: that reality
is never entirely the same for everyone. Each person in the room experiences the space
slightly differently. Some might feel disoriented and at unease, others feel calm. Some
notice colour as absence and most of us notice it as intensity. Even the body responds
differently - through movement, hesitation, curiosity, or distance.

The exhibition does not try to resolve these differences. Instead, it allows them to exist
side by side. It suggests that reality is not singular, but shared — constructed collectively,
yet never experienced identically. What feels immediate to one person may feel distant to
another. What appears obvious to one viewer may remain invisible to someone else.

In this sense, the work becomes more than an experiment with light. It becomes an
experiment with perception itself — and with the fragile idea of a shared world.

And maybe that is the most compelling thing about this conceptual exhibition: not that it
gives us another world, but that it shows how unstable this one already is. It reveals that
reality is something we inhabit together, but never from exactly the same place. It is
shaped by human and non-human bodies, by histories of seeing, by the limits and
possibilities of our senses, and by the spaces through which we move. The installation
transcends traditional exhi-bition formats, inviting visitors to engage with light as a
medium of both experience and reflection.

Just one more thing...



...a small Kleinian-like phenomenon' awaits...as we leave Room for One Colour, our eyes
retain a brief bluish after image — a subtle, short-lived filter that reminds us of the altered
perception we just experienced. Before leaving Malmo Konsthall, retrieving the luggage
from the lockers, perception remains vivid and the shade of my friend’s suitcase appears
slightly different...

!'Yves Klein, “Account of the opening of the exhibition ‘Epoque pneumatique, la sensibilité picturale immatérielle a
I’état mati¢re premicre’,” Yves

Klein Archives, https://yvesklein.com/en/archives/view/document/19750 (accessed 17 April 2026). Yves Klein’s 1958
exhibition The Void consisted of an empty, white gallery conceived as an immaterial artwork. Rather than presenting
objects, Klein aimed to produce a “pictorial sensibility” experienced directly as an invisible yet affective atmosphere.
Blue——central to his practice—was displaced from material form and instead functioned as an immaterial condition,
saturating the space and the viewer’s perception, notably through the ritual of a blue cocktail served at the opening.

Yves Klein, “Le Vide (The Void),” Artforum, https://www.artforum.com/events/yves-klein-4-189106/ (accessed 17
April 2026), noting that cocktails served at the opening reportedly tinged participants’ urine blue
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