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Solar Projections. Tacita Dean

Light manifests itself as a sign: it appears not for what it is, but for what it modifies and leaves behind. It cannot be 
perceived directly; a mediator is needed. Thus, the Sun is contemplated by looking at the shadow generated on 
the ground, not at its glow. In this perspective, the observer, the human being, places themselves at the centre  
of an event: the advent of light on Earth. This may explain why man initially thought of the solar system as geocentric: 
an experience that becomes thought, more concrete than heliocentrism. The Ptolemaic system orders celestial 
space according to human perception, a theme that also emerges in Tacita Dean’s films, author who is the subject 
of this fundamental. Time, like light, is grasped through its signs. It is not measured directly, but through the move-
ments of things, the marks it leaves. Dean notices this: a diaphragm allows us to perceive and record its passage.

Solar Projections. Tacita Dean

La luce si manifesta come un segno: non appare per quello che è, ma per quello che trasforma e lascia dietro di sé. 
Non può essere percepita direttamente; è necessario un mediatore. Così, il Sole viene contemplato guardando 
l’ombra generata sul terreno, non il suo bagliore. In questa prospettiva, l’osservatore, l’essere umano, si trova  
al centro di un evento: l’avvento della luce sulla Terra. Questo può spiegare perché l’uomo abbia inizialmente 
pensato al sistema solare come geocentrico: un’esperienza che diventa pensiero, più concreta dell’eliocentrismo. 
Il sistema tolemaico ordina lo spazio celeste secondo la percezione umana, un tema che emerge anche nei film 
di Tacita Dean, autore oggetto di questo fondamentale. Il tempo, come la luce, si coglie attraverso i suoi segni. 
Non si misura direttamente, ma attraverso i movimenti delle cose, i segni che lascia. Dean ne è consapevole: un 
diaframma ci permette di percepire e registrare il suo passaggio.

Cinema, time, light, perception, gnomon
Cinema, tempo, luce, percezione, gnomone
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel procedere 
delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, progetto, rac-
conto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, viag-
gio, ring, tutorial, fundamentals – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The journal 
is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a dis-
course on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into sec-
tions that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the theme 
analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, extra, 
translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, fundamentals. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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AN AUTHOR

What resulted – the film – is something a little different. It has no images 
of the encounter between the lunar and solar discs; it does, however, have 
a record of their effect on the Earth. A result conditioned by events and 
not intended, Dean says in an interview: ‘At a certain point, I said, we’ve 
got a film not of the sky but the ground. This film is going to be about the 
changes on the ground. So, I made the film very, very deliberately boring. 
Banewl is sixty-three minutes. It’s this very slow waiting for the totality, 
which is an overcast totality, but it’s incredibly dramatic. […] And when it 
comes, the actual totality is incredible because, just by chance – and this 
is really one of those gifts – it was eleven minutes long; the actual total-
ity was one whole roll of film. The cows sit down and the eclipse comes 
over like an incredible darkness, but you still have this glow, a kind of 
yellow glow on the horizon, and then this lighthouse came on automat-
ically. Then light comes back, and it’s a totally different light. It’s trans-
formative, a pearly, translucent light’ (Dean in Carvajal 2007, pp. 53, 55).

‘We’ve got a film not of the sky but the ground’. For Dean it always 
appears on Earth, on the ground, as the meeting point between humans 
and sunlight, not directly, not in the sky. During the slow unfolding of 
the eclipse, in the wait that heralds the event, in the silent making of 
the night of only eleven minutes, and in the sudden dawn that leaves ‘a 
pearly, translucent light’, we see only the reflection, only the effect, not 
the cause. To see an eclipse in Dean’s films as the Moon’s passage between 
Earth and Sun, we need to look at the two-channel installations Diamond 
Ring (2001) and Antigone (2018) – but in this case one would have to talk 
about the notion of the screen, for which there is no room.

Fernsehturm (2001) is filmed inside the panoramic restaurant on the 
Berlin television tower. The footage shows an evening in the restaurant, 
in which everything is transformed as the sky fades into night. Alongside 
the natural light, the lighting – the various lamps in the restaurant – also 
follow their own evolution: as they are switched off, those on the tables 
are switched on, those in the interior, and then, at the end, the brighter 
neon bars on the outside murals. But at first, the only light one looks at 
is that of the Sun and how the sky brings its mutation upon itself. This 
light enters through the panoramic windows, and the circular movement 
of the tower, combined with the ever-fixed camera angles, highlights 
the making of shadows in the restaurant. The window profiles mark the 
rotation but also mark the passage of the Sun with its own shadow. The 
movement of the Earth, doubled by that of the tower, is measured by the 
flow of these intermediate elements between inside and outside, between 
window and window, between moment and moment.

In both films, as in those mentioned above, two elements appear: the 
Sun and a place. Connecting them is an object: for example, the profiles 
of the tower windows, the clouds, and the animals on which the eclipse 
casts its shadow. In this sense, Dean uses an object in her films that links 
sunlight and place. This object can be seen as serving the function of the 
gnomon. Since Anaximander, the gnomon has been the instrument that 
acts as a filter between the Sun and the Earth: it is the stick that, during 
the day, stuck in the ground, casts its shadow. Michel Serres, in his essay 
Les origines de la géometrie, helps us to understand the important interpre-
tative value and relationship between humans and space given by the 
gnomon. Literally, the gnomon is ‘what understands, decides, judges, 
interprets or distinguishes, like a ruler that allows knowing’ (Serres 2017, 
p. 131). Another characteristic is that it is never a concept, but ‘always 
designates an object’ concrete (ibid., p. 133). There are other aspects to 
consider. First, where it is employed, as in the solar quadrant: ‘Thus the 
sundial […] gave a model of the world which would show the length of 
the shadow at noon on the longest and the shortest days, from which 
solstices, equinox and place latitude for example were drawn: thus more 
an observatory than a watch’ (ibid., p. 131).

Where I lack light, I am silent. — Tacita Dean, Antigone 
L’espace coule comme le temps. — Michel Serres, Les origines de la géometrie

Light manifests itself as a sign: it appears not for what it is, but for what 
it modifies and leaves behind. It cannot be perceived directly; a media-
tor is needed. Thus, the Sun is contemplated by looking at the shadow 
generated on the ground, not at its glow. In this perspective, the observ-
er, the human being, places themselves at the centre of an event: the 
advent of light on Earth. This may explain why man initially thought 
of the solar system as geocentric: an experience that becomes thought, 
more concrete than heliocentrism. The Ptolemaic system orders celes-
tial space according to human perception, a theme that also emerges 
in Tacita Dean’s films – Ptolemy, coincidentally, is her brother’s name.

Time, like light, is grasped through its signs. It is not measured direct-
ly, but through the movements of things, the marks it leaves. Dean notic-
es this: a diaphragm allows us to perceive and record its passage.

This is what many of her works are about, and we will only look at 
some of them as if we were watching a programme at a film screening. 
Disappearance at Sea (1996) is a film shot in Super 16 mm, 13 minutes revolv-
ing around a lighthouse on the ocean. The first shot provides an image 
from the outside of the lighthouse lamp as it spins, unlit, waiting for 
evening. With a few different angles, the shots sometimes take the light-
house from the outside, sometimes placing the camera next to the lamp or 
externally to the side of the lantern. The continuous movement of the lan-
tern does not allow one to perceive any difference in the duration of time, 
but the fact that the lamp completes its rotation makes one perceives a 
progression. The movement of the waves, when visible, on the other hand, 
does not make one perceive any shift in time: ‘You can’t date the sea. It’s 
timeless’ (Dean in Enguita 2013, p. 17). There is a mechanical process that 
accompanies time; the rotating beacon is ‘time as an engine, as a machine’ 
(Enguita 2013, p. 13) – only this presents the shorter Disappearance at Sea II 
(1997). The shift in time is only given by the alternation between day and 
night. The alternation between sunlight and lighthouse light is what hap-
pens. The alternation between two lights marks the passage of time. A time 
that seems to run out as in an hourglass: the last image of the film is a fixed 
shot from the lighthouse towards the ocean at night. Nothing is visible; 
only a distant glimmer appears as the light from the lighthouse illuminates 
the stretches of sea it meets on the horizon as it rotates. It is like a fading 
film: ‘In Disappearance at Sea, the event is the passage of time, going from 
light to dark’ (Dean in Groenenboom 2013, p. 283).

Fata Morgana is a short film in the California desert in 2022. The shots 
are extreme long shots that are lost in the horizon. It is at that midpoint 
that an inter-frame-like line marks the image. This is actually a record-
ing of the optical phenomenon of the fata morgana. About the shoot-
ing process, Dean said: ‘I needed the objects and infrastructures to show 
the phenomenon. I needed the highway, the trucks, the shed’ (Dean in 
Thirion 2022). The optical illusion distorts the perception of objects on 
the horizon: although not visible, the light also encounters a diaphragm 
that bends and alters it. The particular gaseous atmospheric level of the 
place, made up of layers of different temperatures, causes a refraction 
of sunlight. The alteration is the sign of the intervention in the light. 
Like objects, it too is made of matter. Its shift, recorded by the eye, is 
not so much an error in the perception of the object, but the perception 
of light as an object after it has encountered an element of alteration. 
Having observed this phenomenon, the relationship between time and 
light appears in its experiential as well as physical dimension.

Banewl, is a film that aimed to capture the total solar eclipse of 1999. 
The filming location was a countryside overlooking the sea, in Cornwall. 

The gnomon has a gnoseological, knowledge-gathering function, which it 
exercises through a scopic dimension, it is an ‘observatoire’. In this sense, it 
has two characteristics: it measures, and it does so by functioning mechan-
ically. The gnomon does not need an acting or present subject for its func-
tioning, it is ‘without any human intervention, like an automaton, without 
motor subject’ (ibid., p. 133). In Dean’s films, the subject is likewise absent; 
there is no situated gaze, but only a recording of a phenomenon that occurs 
in itself – the passing of time as a shadow that advances as the Earth moves 
around the Sun. In the words of Serres, ‘the Universe knows itself through 
itself’ (ibid., p. 140), in the relationship between the Sun and the Earth 
posed by the gnomon. As a rule, ‘this operation does without the active or 
thinking subject’ (ibid., p. 153), no role is required of us as in Dean’s films, 
in which it is the event that marks its presence on the camera and the 
Earth: ‘The axis writes on the ground in our absence’ (ibid.). Three consid-
erations can be drawn from this. The first is that what has just been said 
with regard to the self-representing Universe draws a parallel with Dean’s 
films dedicated to signs in works of art, doodles, or preparation sheets 
(Friar’s Doodle, 2010; Still Life, 2009). Here, too, it is the single mark traced 
without any presence of a hand making it. ‘Does the black of the ink on 
the page’ (Serres 2017, p. 131) left by the gnomon is related to the marks on 
these sheets. The shadow leaves a mark as a stylus marks the sheet, and 
as we see from Dean’s always impersonal films, without the agent subject, 
the way these marks occur is the same: ‘Who traces the elementary mark? 
Who writes the line? The Sun on the ground, a thing writing on a thing’ 
(ibid., p. 179). The observer is always external; they are not in the film, but 
they are the observer of the work, who does not determine what happens 
in the film. Their position, however, is important in Dean’s understand-
ing of knowledge, which is always a knowledge of shadow, a veiled knowl-
edge: ‘Climbing back up from shadows to the light and from reproduced 
or projected images to their model, we find lessons common to Greek 
astronomy, the nascent geometry and the Platonic theory of knowledge. 
That the tool that permits this operation is called a gnomon in the first of 
the list is what aids us in boldly placing the active center of knowing out-
side of us’ (ibid., p. 132).

Human beings can acquire knowledge, but knowledge does not origi-
nate from them. It is a Platonic-like conception of knowledge and of the 
observer or knower, who is literally an observer of projected shadows – as 
in a film projection. A third aspect to consider is the relationship between 
space and time in Dean’s filming. Movement is what activates the mecha-
nism of perceiving time: for example, it is the metric or spatial dimension 
of the shadow that shows the passage of the hours and the movement of 
the Earth. In this sense, time parallels sunlight in its aspect of indirect 
visibility, but it is perceived through a mediated, indirect form. Gilles 
Deleuze notes that ‘time remains an indirect image which is born from 
the organic composition of movement-images’ (Deleuze 1986, p. 37). 
However, Deleuze notes that every image already contains within itself 
the temporal matrix: ‘Each movement-image expresses the whole that 
changes, as a function of the objects between which movement is estab-
lished. The shot must therefore already be a potential montage, and the 
movement-image, a matrix or cell of time. From this point of view, time 
depends on movement itself and belongs to it: it may be defined, in the 
style of ancient philosophers, as the number of movement’ (Deleuze 
1989, p. 35). Time and movement – the spatial plane that contains within 
itself the temporal principle – are inseparably linked, and cinema allows 
the recognition of this link as it takes shape without the presence of any 
acting subject. From Jean-Louis Schefer, we can take this expression, ‘A 
whole aspect of that cinema is concerned with attaining a pure percep-
tion’ (Deleuze 1986, p. 84) which is as true as ever and visible in Dean’s 
films. However, there is a further passage: the so-called indirect vision 

of time and sunlight is determined by their very nature. ‘The identity of 
the image and movement stems from the identity of matter and light’ 
(ibid., p. 60), images are made of time and time is made of light – cinema 
is structurally where the kinetics of still images are manifested by light. 
It is from this commonality that cinema, particularly Dean’s, becomes a 
gnomon that records the displacement of images, light, and time. In this 
relationship, the observer is detached and not involved in the function-
ing of the gnomon (Serres 2017) but is an observer external to the projec-
tions: whether those are of the sunbeam or the projector beam.

The last film in the programme, The Green Ray (2001), sums up what 
has been said in a single filmic phrase: poised between optical illusion, an 
act of faith in vision, and perception augmented medially by film - film 
being the metric manifestation of time deposited in the image. ‘Film is 
the very physical manifestation of time’ (Dean in Carvajal 2007, p. 58). 
The ray that appears just before the Earth’s orbit obscures the Sun’s pres-
ence, and it is recorded – marked – on film. This not only effectively pro-
vides evidence of this event, this passage, and the past, but it is also the 
only way for the ray to be manifested: as Dean reports, on a digital camera 
that was filming the same sunset, the ray was not recorded (Dean 2018, 
pp. 42-43). It does not appear when the video is reviewed. Conversely, in 
the 16mm shot, the ray is present; it is marked – materially – on the cellu-
loid. There is a trace of its passage, evidence that it took place, that it was 
there ‘like a pulse in the horizon’ (Dean in Eugenides 2006, p. 33). And 
it can occur again, as a ray of light or in the projection beam of the film.
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