


Light & Dark

For centuries, artists have studied the properties of light in order to determine 

how they can reproduce its effects in painting. Both in painting and in the 

world around us, light makes forms visible and directs our eye. As such, light 

can be used to add meaning by drawing our attention to what appears in the 

light and what might be present in the shadows.

Traditionally light is equated with good and darkness with evil. However, with 

scientific explorations in the late 18th century, theories of light gave way to 

more ‘rational’ hypotheses and in painting, light frequently took on more 

secular meanings. For example, illumination often represented thought, 

understanding or wisdom.

With further advances of science and discoveries about the nature of vision, 

painters began to experiment with colour and eventually took a more scientific 

approach to painting light. For Impressionist artists, light became the actual 

subject of a painting.

Inquiry Question

How do artists 

reproduce the effects 

of light and use this to 

communicate 

meaning? 



Light & Dark

Before your visit, explore artworks in the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York to familiarise 

yourself with this theme. Consider how artists use light and shadow in their works.

Georges de La Tour

The Penitent Magdalen c.1640

Rembrandt (Rembrandt van Rijn) 
Aristotle with a Bust of Homer 1653

Alfred Sisley

Sahurs Meadows in Morning Sun 1894

Edgar Degas

A Woman Ironing 1873

How do artists 

reproduce the 

effects of light 

and use this to 

communicate 

meaning? 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436839
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437394
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436174
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437683


Light & Dark

El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos)
The Adoration of the Shepherds c.1605–

10

Claude Lorrain (Claude 
Gellée)

Sunrise c.1646–47

Pieter de Hooch

Paying the Hostess c.1670

Marie Denise Villers

Marie Joséphine Charlotte du 

Val d'Ognes (died 1868) 1801

Joseph Mallord William Turner

Venice, from the Porch of 

Madonna della Salute c.1835

Alfred Sisley

The Bridge at Villeneuve-la-

Garenne 1872

How do artists reproduce the effects of light and use this to communicate meaning? 

Students are required to move around the exhibition in groups of no more than 6.

Scan QR codes in 

the exhibition to 

access the mobile 

companion site

https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-adoration-of-the-shepherds
https://metgoma.art/artworks/sunrise
https://metgoma.art/artworks/paying-the-hostess
https://metgoma.art/artworks/marie-josephine-charlotte-du-val-dognes-1786-1868
https://metgoma.art/artworks/venice-from-the-porch-of-madonna-della-salute
https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-bridge-at-villeneuve-la-garenne


El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos)
The Adoration of the Shepherds 
c.1605–10

El Greco uses the dramatic contrast between light and shadow to create a powerful 

sense of wonder and hope radiating from the newborn Christ. The bright white light 

coming from the child focuses our attention to the centre of the painting and invites 

our participation in the scene.

Here light not only adds to the mood of the Nativity, but also carries specific 

meaning, to symbolise the divinity of Christ.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-adoration-of-the-shepherds


Claude Lorrain 
(Claude Gellée)
Sunrise c.1646–47

Painters who went outside to study 

landscape observed how objects across 

great distances appear lighter or less 

saturated, and they began to mimic this 

effect in their compositions to convey 

distance and space (otherwise known as 

atmospheric perspective).

When this painting was made, French 

artist Claude Lorrain was one of the 

most celebrated and sought-after artists 

in Rome. He was famous throughout 

Europe for his poetic rendering of light, 

reportedly spending hours studying the 

changing effects of light over the course 

of a day.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/sunrise


Pieter de Hooch
Paying the Hostess 
c.1670

Like many interiors by de Hooch, this one is

remarkable for its rendering of light, which may 

be that of late afternoon.

de Hooch uses light in such a way that the

viewer’s eye is constantly drawn to it, following 

where it is coming from and where it goes. The 

shaft of light coming through the doorway 

encourages us to look outside, while the light 

coming through the window draws us further into 

the inn where travellers sit and converse.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/paying-the-hostess


Marie Denise Villers
Marie Joséphine Charlotte du Val 
d'Ognes (died 1868) 1801

This portrait was created shortly after the French Revolution, during a brief 

period when women could train as artists and enter their work in the official 

Salon. The subject may have been Marie Denise Villers’s classmate in one 

of the women-only studios in the Louvre, Paris, which was first established 

as a public museum in 1793.

The positioning of Marie Joséphine Charlotte du Val d’Ognes in front of the 

window places us inside the scene and gives us a sense that we have an 

intimate interior view. The illumination of the figure draws us into the 

painting and connects us to the place and time depicted.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/marie-josephine-charlotte-du-val-dognes-1786-1868


Joseph Mallord
William Turner
Venice, from the 
Porch of Madonna 
della Salute c.1835 

Turner appears to have been captivated 

by Venice and the Mediterranean sun, 

allowing him to explore the varying 

qualities of light.

Through the blurring of images, Turner 

attempts to justify the belief that the eye 

is always working to form an image as it 

tries to recreate nature. Traditionally, 

colour is used as a type of accessory to 

form, but Turner's attraction to light and 

colour allows colour to take the place of 

form.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/venice-from-the-porch-of-madonna-della-salute


Alfred Sisley
The Bridge at 
Villeneuve-la-
Garenne 1872

Alfred Sisley gave up the studio 

environment in favour of painting out-of-

doors to capture the illusive effects of 

light on the landscape, using a relatively 

loose technique and a palette of 

increasingly bright colours. 

Sisley's landscapes are known for their 

uncanny ability to capture a sense of 

atmosphere and light. This effect is 

compounded by his big, expressive 

skies, which are almost always a 

central feature of his paintings.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-bridge-at-villeneuve-la-garenne


Light & Dark
Back in the classroom, extend your inquiry to modern and contemporary artists.

Abdul Abdullah | 'Coming to terms' 2015

https://blog.qagoma.qld.gov.au/highlight-abdul-abdullah-coming-to-terms/

Michael Cook | 'Natures Mortes' 2021

https://www.michaelcook.net.au/projects/natures-mortes

Greg Semu | 'The Last Cannibal Supper . . . Cause Tomorrow We Become Christians' 2010 
http://www.gregsemu.photography/the-last-cannibal-supper

Max Dupain | Sunbaker 1937

https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/sunbaker/

Michael Candy | Steal the Sunshine 2021

https://michaelcandy.com/STEAL-THE-SUNSHINE

Jonathan Jones | lumination fall wall weave 2006

https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/lumination-fall-wall-weave/

Inquiry Question

How do artists 

reproduce the effects 

of light and use this to 

communicate 

meaning? 

https://blog.qagoma.qld.gov.au/highlight-abdul-abdullah-coming-to-terms/
https://www.michaelcook.net.au/projects/natures-mortes
http://www.gregsemu.photography/the-last-cannibal-supper
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/sunbaker/
https://michaelcandy.com/STEAL-THE-SUNSHINE
https://learning.qagoma.qld.gov.au/artworks/lumination-fall-wall-weave/


Captions

All works Collection: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Cover image: Auguste Renoir / France 1841–1919 / A Young Girl with Daisies (detail) 1889 / Oil on canvas / 65.1 x 54cm / The Mr and Mrs Henry Ittleson Jr Purchase Fund, 
1959 / 59.21

Georges de La Tour / France 1593–1653 / The Penitent Magdalen c.1640 / Oil on canvas / 133.4 x 102.2cm / Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Charles Wrightsman, 1978 / 1978.517

Rembrandt (Rembrandt van Rijn) / The Netherlands 1606–69 / Aristotle with a Bust of Homer 1653 / Oil on canvas / 143.5 x 136.5cm / Purchase, special contributions and funds 
given or bequeathed by friends of the Museum, 1961 / 61.198

Alfred Sisley / England 1839–99 / Sahurs Meadows in Morning Sun 1894 / Oil on canvas / 73 x 92.1cm / Gift of Janice H. Levin, 1991 / 1991.277.3

Edgar Degas / France 1834–1917 / A Woman Ironing 1873 / Oil on canvas / 54.3 x 39.4cm / H. O. Havemeyer Collection, Bequest of Mrs. H. O. Havemeyer, 1929 / 29.100.46

El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos) / Greece 1541–1614 / The Adoration of the Shepherds c.1605–10 / Oil on canvas / 144.5 x 101.3cm; with added strips: 163.8 x 106.7cm / 
Rogers Fund, 1905 / 05.42

Claude Lorrain (Claude Gellée) / France c.1604/05–82 / Sunrise c.1646–47 / Oil on canvas / 102.9 x 134cm / Fletcher Fund, 1947 / 47.12

Pieter de Hooch / The Netherlands 1629–84 / Paying the Hostess c.1670 / Oil on canvas / 94.6 x 111.1cm / Gift of Stuart Borchard and Evelyn B Metzger, 1958 / 58.144

Marie Denise Villers / France 1774–1821 / Marie Joséphine Charlotte du Val d’Ognes (died 1868) 1801 / Oil on canvas / 161.3 x 128.6cm / Mr and Mrs Isaac D Fletcher Collection, 
Bequest of Isaac D Fletcher, 1917 / 17.120.204

Joseph Mallord William Turner / England 1775–1851 / Venice, from the Porch of Madonna della Salute c.1835 / Oil on canvas / 91.4 x 122.2cm / Bequest of Cornelius Vanderbilt, 
1899 / 99.31

Alfred Sisley / England 1839–99 / The Bridge at Villeneuve-la-Garenne 1872 / Oil on canvas / 49.5 x 65.4cm / Gift of Mr and Mrs Henry Ittleson Jr, 1964 / 64.287

This resource has been developed by QAGOMA Learning staff and the QAGOMA Learning Teacher Advisory Group 2021 and draws material from Elizabeth 
Perkins, Looking to Connect with European Galleries: Visual Approaches for Teaching in the Galleries, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2013.






