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UNFAMILIAR LIGHT: THE PRODUCTION OF ENCHANTMENT 
 
Abstract 
 
This article makes an original contribution to tourism research by examining how 
enchantment is produced. Light installations are presented as storyscapes, crafted from 
technical metamorphoses and mythical, fairytale and folklore narratives. The findings 
uncover the importance of the creative praxis of designers, which infuses the peculiarly 
enchanting affective agency and presence of their installations. We demonstrate how the 
production of enchantment differs conceptually from other forms of tourism development  by 
offering visitors disturbing, sublime, uncanny, unexpected experiences. This leads to a 
reappraisal of the imagineering of tourist enchantment as less programmed and more 
anarchic. The findings indicate how enchantment can defamiliarise and refresh intangible 
cultural heritage, opening up the possibility of new imaginative thresholds within the tourism 
industry. 
 
Keywords: Enchantment, magical tourism, light installations, fairytale tourism, heritage 
tourism, storytelling. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The term enchantment is frequently used in tourism studies, yet it remains under-
theorised. We seek to address this gap at the centre of our theoretical knowledge, by 
exploring the production of enchantment, that is a force driving the tourist industry.  

 
To understand the meaning of enchantment, we need first to explore the historical 

context of the concept’s usage. During the Middle Ages, the term ‘being enchanted’ was 
used to describe how wonders such as folklore and fairytales evoke (delusional) sensation of 
delight (Saler, 2012, p.9). In contrast, the Enlightenment movement’s rationality was said to 
free individuals from the ‘enthrallment’ of mysticism, superstition and enchantment 
(Bennett, 2001, p.171). Enchantment has frequently been referred to in the context of its 
antonym, disenchantment. In his polemical essay ‘Science as a Vocation’, Weber (1917) 
inferred that disenchantment is a result of empirical, objective modern bureaucracy and 
monotheism that is at odds with the mysticism of pre-modern, polytheistic belief systems: 
‘The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above 
all, by the disenchantment of the world’ (p.155).  

 
Explaining Weber’s meaning in more detail, Saler  argued that modern 

disenchantment is rooted in ‘the loss of the overarching meanings, animistic connections, 
magical orientations, and spiritual explanations that had characterized the traditional world’ 
(2012, p.8). Contemporary society increasingly compensates for this loss by producing 
illusory ‘modern enchantments’, including tourism, which act as distractions from the state 
of disenchantment and alienation (Holloway, 2010; Knudsen, Rickly, & Vidon, 2016; 
MacCannell, 1973; McEwan, 2008; Saler, 2001; 2012).  

 
The consumption of enchantment has recently been explored (see Hartmann and 

Brunk, 2019; Houran, Lange & Laythe 2020; Lange, Houran & Tracey, 2021). However, the 
production of enchantment still remains a largely underdeveloped research area, last broadly 
addressed in tourism literature that investigates the appeal of culturally-themed Millennium 
visitor attractions (Richards 2001; Ritzer, 1999; Ritzer, 2010; Schneider, 1993). According 
to Ritzer, regenerated galleries, museums and art centres ‘have an enchanted, sometimes 
even sacred, religious character for many people’ (1999, p.8). Likewise, Richards observed 
that a ‘magical doctrine’ is practised in cultural tourism, emphasising how ‘the enchantment 
of the consumer is necessary for the spell to work’ (2001, p.59). Ritzer and Richards were 
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alluding to the imaginative theming of places. In the same vein, the creative reinvention of 
places by light festivals has been described as re-enchanting places by defamiliarising them 
(Edensor & Lorimer, 2017; Edensor & Sumartojo, 2017). However, these articles touch on 
but do not conceptualise the production of enchantment, which merits a more thorough 
examination in tourism studies.  

 
Where it occurs, the production of enchantment in tourism could be argued to focus 

on the controlled staging and choreography of visitor experiences (Edensor, 2000, 2001; 
Rickly & McCabe, 2017). This trend is particularly evident in studies of theme parks like 
Walt Disney World, said to be purposefully designed to enchant consumers with fantasy 
(Baudrillard, 1981). The designers of Walt Disney World have been described as 
‘imagineers’ who create ‘pseudo-events’ characterised by programming and standardisation 
(Richards, 2001, 2014; Ritzer, 1999). Analyses of imagineering include its commodification 
and distortion of history as it ‘should have happened’ and its pastiche histo-fantasy ‘Disney 
reality’ (Fjellman, 1992:60). These accounts also frame the production of enchantment as 
leading to the ethically-dubious, atmospherically-controlling, corporate aspects of 
Disneyfication. Yet the imagination and immanence involved in producing enchantment also 
deserve consideration.  

 
As society embraces an increasingly enchanted modernity, the tourist industry is 

under pressure to generate novel fantasy magical locii (Lovell &Thurgill, 2021). The use of 
light festivals to generate illusions and reimagine spaces epitomises modern enchantment. 
Although the soullessness of technology was said by Weber to epitomise disenchantment, 
the sheer mystique of technology is enchanting in the sense that it can restore magic to the 
world (Bennett, 2001). Light festivals are a popular global phenomenon, ranging from one-
off installations to biannual and annual festivals including Sydney’s ‘Vivid’ and Lyon’s 
‘Fête des Lumières’ (Giordano & Ong, 2017; Mercer & Mayfield, 2015). So following 
Farrelly, Kock, & Josiassen’s (2019) argument that the perspectives of the producers of 
authenticity are neglected in literature, this article focuses on the producers of enchantment, 
in this case the designers of light installations. 

The light installations created by these designers range from conceptual art to literal, 
chronological re-interpretations of historic sites (Lovell, 2018; Lovell & Griffin, 2019; 
Vilaseca, 2014). But those centred on mythic, ghost, folklore and fairytale narratives speak 
most directly to the topic of enchantment. For example, fairy tales are intended to enchant 
children by absorbing their attention in order to communicate instructive morality lessons 
(Bettelheim, 1976). This is because psychological self-insights can result from unexpected, 
frightening glimpses of uncanny terror and danger that the story discloses, showing us 
‘what’s really important in an unfamiliar light’ (Larrington, 2015, p.9). Both Holloway 
(2010) and Houran, Lange & Laythe (2020) have contemplated enchantment in the context of 
ghost and paranormal tourism. Magical narratives accordingly add another dimension to the 
study of enchantment. The purpose of this work is therefore to examine how the designers of 
light installations featuring fantasy narratives produce enchantment.  

 
UNFAMILIAR LIGHT: THE PRODUCTION OF ENCHANTMENT 
 

Before investigating the production of enchantment, we must first establish the 
sensations it aims to elicit from visitors. Bennett’s (2001) seminal work on enchantment 
suggests that it relies on the unexpectedness, novelty and surprise of encounters with 
enchanting phenomena. Bennett suggests that what people experience during this encounter is 
a combination of sensations, including physical stillness (embodiment of experience) 
combined with mental ‘exhilaration or acute sensory activity’ (affect) (pp. 4-6). The affective 
sensations to which Bennet refers include uncanniness and sublimity.  
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Delving first into uncanniness, Freud (1940) refers to the unheimlich in the context of 

the Tales of Hoffman, citing the eeriness of the animation of a lifeless object, for example a 
doll (p.135). Similarly, light installations seem to give buildings animus. They are also said to 
re-enchant spaces by defamiliarising them (Edensor, 2015; Edensor & Sumarjojo, 2018) and 
thus embody the previously only-imagined, known-made-unknown aspects of the uncanny. 
Moving onto sublimity, in the Critique of Judgement Kant discusses the awe inspired by 
seemingly limitless and boundless natural phenomena like mountains or thunderstorms (2007 
[1952] p.75). Sublimity encapsulates the sheer scale and inexplicability of some light 
installation atmospheric effects. The sublime is transcendental, the uncanny is instinctively 
disconcerting and both share the fearful pleasure of the unknown presence. We suggest that 
light installation designers intentionally produce the conditions that may induce these and 
other enchanting sensations.  

 
Metamorphosis 
 

Light designers use a number of techniques to produce enchantment. To clarify our 
discussion, we have broken these techniques down into three interlinked elements of 
metamorphosis, narrative and presence.  

 
The metamorphosis of darkness using light is not a new phenomenon. Modern 

enchantments can be traced back to the eighteenth and nineteenth century phantasmagoria 
(terror theatre), involving magic lanterns and shadow-play (Benjamin, 1935). One of the 
earliest recognised lighting designers was the architect Bernard Eugene (Paul) Robert-
Houdin. Robert-Houdin used ambient atmospherics (shadow, architectural lighting and 
music) to create the first Son et Lumière event at the fairytale Chateau de Chambord, France 
in 1952. He aimed to create ‘a fairy world’ constructed from ‘all the fantasies allowed by 
modern technology’ (Robert-Houdin, 1954, p.16).  

 
The light installations in this study are staged in (and on) monumental civic buildings, 

cathedrals, castles and minsters. These buildings are meaningful structures of memory and 
their immense scale suggests fairytalesque affordances (Lovell, 2019; Nora, 1972). However, 
increasingly enchanted modernities make it harder to transform even historically resonant, 
storied structures into Robert-Houdin’s unknown fairy worlds. This is because the producers 
of today’s lightworks are in lockstep with consumers in their understanding about what 
ambient technology can achieve. So it is fundamentally harder to surprise today’s consumers. 
Light installation designers are therefore increasingly under pressure to perform magic by 
‘manoeuvring the world’ with ever-more seemingly impossible actions (Blanchot, 1981, pp. 
87-88).  

 
Light installation designers perform the seemingly impossible action of mutating 

structures and spaces by using projection mapping software (Torre, 2015). They first deploy 
3D CAD software to survey architectural facades and remodel them as digital copies of the 
structural geometry. Precise architectural facsimiles are then digitally enhanced and projected 
back onto the building, animating the architectural extrusions of façades. Baudrillard (1981) 
described how trompe d’oeil (deceive the eye) illusions are designed to fascinate and seduce 
(and thus enchant). Visual trompe d’oeil effects are complemented with sleight-of-hand 
touches, such as the viscerally powerful ripping noises of bricks and stone swivelling. The 
resultant three-dimensional metamorphoses can make these installations seem 
‘metaphysically active’ (Lovell & Griffin, 2019). In other words, the designers perform 
practical magic by suspending the laws of physics as buildings move. In doing so, they evoke 
the pre-modern sense of animus, central to enchantment. 
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Some authors have advised that the tourist industry should avoid creating the 
unsettling sensations of surreality when tourists encounter the previously only-imagined 
(Buchmann, Moore, & Fisher, 2010; McCabe & Rickly-Boyd, 2017). However, enchantment 
relies on unexpectedness. So the metamorphoses of light installations are intended to be 
surreal and disconcerting. Trompe d’oeil illusions manipulate depth perception, causing 
‘cognitive dissonance’ in visitors, who know a building isn’t moving, yet see it do so (Lovell 
& Griffin, 2019). Kant (2007, [1952]) describes the ‘negative pleasure’ of sublimity, 
describing the bewilderment when encountering phenomena that exceed the limits of thought. 
The pleasurable entrancing harmony between reason and imagination means that the 
magnitude of the unknown cannot be accounted for except by the supersensible (the spiritual, 
mystical or magical). Enchantment is said to evoke similarly bewildering simultaneous 
transcendental joy and environmental disorientation (Bennett, 2001; Drinkwater, Massullo, 
Dagnall, Laythe, Boone, & Houran, 2020; Schneider, 1993). So the trompe d’oeil 
metamorphoses of light installations are designed to produce a mesmerizingly disturbing, 
contradictory state that encapsulates enchanting experiences. 

Narratives 
 

The designers in this study build fantasy narrative content into these technical 
metamorphoses. They construct ‘storyscapes’, defined as ‘consumption spaces with narratives 
as the focal object’ (Chronis, Arnould & Hampton, 2012, p. 266). At their most affective, 
storyscapes are capable of inducing sensations of ‘narrative transportation’, a theory first 
devised to describe overwhelming consumer absorption in and elevation by the stories of 
advertising (Green, & Brock, 2000). Narrative transportation has been applied in tourism 
literature to describe how visitors to historic sites may experience sensations of travelling to 
the past (see Chronis, 2012; Lovell & Bull, 2017; Lovell, 2019; Rickly-Boyd, 2012). 
Similarly, the storyscapes produced by lighting designers are intended to mesmerise visitors, 
who may enter a childlike state of enchantment, letting go of the world. Light installations are 
also not as constrained by factual history as, perhaps, virtual reality reconstructions of historic 
sites. They can instead use poetic licence to interpret and refresh the form of fantasy 
narratives. 

 
The works in this study intertwine local intangible cultural heritage with mythology, 

ghosts, folklore and fairytales. These fantasy narratives evoke enchantment through fear and 
unexpectedness. They reference symbols deeply rooted within our subconscious that we find 
peculiarly disturbing (Bettelheim, 1976). They include recurrent action, setting, character and 
prop motifs like witches, dragons, shape-shifting, broomsticks and castles (Thompson, 1977). 
While some motifs reflect particular cultural traditions, many are generally agreed to suggest 
potent cross-cultural meanings (Barthes, 1957; Bettelheim, 1976; Thompson, 1977). As the 
building-blocks of stories, motifs are constantly adapted and appropriated. Contemporary 
society has mainstreamed enchantment, with the result that monsters are familiar tropes on 
multiple media platforms (McEwan, 2008). Frequent exposure to fantasy motifs permeates 
tourist experiences to the extent that visitors to historic cities may perceive castles, gateways  
and monumental walls as fairytalesque, ‘magi-heritage’ landscapes (Lovell, 1019; Lovell & 
Thurgill, 2021). But according to Hannam & Ryan (2019), the authenticity of stories may 
actually be enhanced by mimesis (repetition). So the continuous adaptation and popularisation 
of the motifs central to fantasy narratives does not necessarily dilute their affective impact. 

 
Consequently, light installation narratives are strangely familiar and capable of 

awakening the disquieting, mesmerising, subconscious meanings and uncanny sensations that 
characterise the production of enchantment.  
 
Presence 
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Enchanting, sublime and uncanny sensations are said to involve encounters with 
presence (Bennett, 2001; Freud, 1940; Kant, 2007, [1952]). But light installations induce 
experiences through technology, a method also associated with absence. For example, Dogan 
and Kan (2020) propose that the use of virtual reality as an interpretation tool at historic sites 
recalls Derrida’s paradox of ‘absent presence.’ In other words, the tools create only pale 
shadows of the vital past, emphasising its absence, of which mere traces remain. Light 
installations also create illusory casts and impressions of buildings and spaces, using trompe-
d’oeil to conceal, reveal and supplement non-existence. In doing so, they choreograph 
absence and evoke presence.  

 
Their presence, in the form of ‘affective atmospheres’, has been well-documented in 

examples ranging from the Blackpool illuminations to the Northern Lights (Edensor, 2012; 
2015; Edensor & Sumarjojo, 2018). Edensor’s work follows  Böhme’s (2008, p.3) work on 
theatrical atmosphere as ‘something which can come over us, into which we are drawn, which 
takes possession of us like an alien power’. We can interpret Böhme’s statement to mean that 
atmosphere is a subsuming, sublime force or presence. Likewise, when encountering the 
supersensory presence of the sublime, Kant suggests that the mind surrenders the senses and 
‘abandons itself’ to the imagination (2007, [1952] p.87). The notion of enchantment as a 
‘oneness with a transcendent power, agency, or Other’ is also catalogued by Drinkwater et al. 
(2020, p. 3). Accordingly, although the ambient atmospherics of light installations are 
technically engineered, their presence can seem all-encompassing, transcendental and more-
than-human. 

 
The notion of presence and its link to enchantment has been addressed by Gell (1992) 

in the context of artworks. Gell researched the enchantment of the creative process, 
maintaining that when people encounter artworks they are strangely fascinated by the 
metamorphosis of raw materials into objects or performances that seem to possess an 
independent agency.  To clarify, Gell reasons that the technical process of the artist is a 
magical form of transubstantiation, instilling artworks with an animus (spirit) that makes 
them enchanting to behold. Artists also marvel at the metamorphoses that arise as part of their 
technical skill and their sense of wonder suffuses their work. So rather than absent presence, a 
present presence further infuses light installations with enchanting possibilities. 

Co-production 

The previous section details how the production of enchantment can induce a 
childlike state in visitors, involving a surrendering of self to and external presence. But this 
article isn’t arguing that the production of enchantment places entirely passive visitors under 
the spell of a dominant enchanter. Literature has long established the co-creation of tourist 
experiences (see Edensor, 2012; 2015; Edensor & Millington, 2014; Rickly & McCabe, 2017; 
Richards, 2014). Ambient atmospherics (lighting, music) can indeed be manipulated to create  
emotional states linked to brands, buying and also positive responses to environments such as 
heritage sites (Bonn, Joseph-Mathews, Dai, Hayes & Cave, 2007). But visitors can and do 
resist the effects of light installations, which are more than ‘affective engineering’ (Edensor, 
2012, p.1108-1109). Also, visitors can choose whether to be enchanted; Holloway (2010) 
categorises ghost tourism as a modern enchantment in which tourists knowingly participate. 
Lastly, it is important to make the point that enchantment has also been conceptualised as 
“situational-enchantment”, or highly relative, its affectiveness dependent on individual 
responses (Drinkwater et al. 2020).  

So perhaps the production of enchantment is best understood by referring back to the 
characterisation of light installations as storyscapes. Hones (2012) considers the landscapes of 
novels as co-produced by the author and readers as happenings, or spatial events. Similarly, 
light designers create poetic thresholds. If visitors choose to cross them, transcendent 
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happenings can occur. Consequently, we propose that the production of enchantment is 
intended to act as the departure point for the imagination of visitors.  

METHODOLOGY 

Case study – four light installations 

This research examined the production of enchantment in the context of light 
installations. In what follows, the four installations are presented.  

Northern Lights, by designers The Projection Studio, took place at York Minster in 
June 2018 and from 24-31 October 2019, when it attracted 22,000 visitors during a 16-show 
run (Laycock, 2019). The installation was projected onto the nave ceiling and Great East 
Window, where the stained glass depicts the apocalypse (see Figure 1). The work articulates 
the stained glass windows, mixing Norse myths and Christian parables. 

Figure 1 Angel Heralds. Northern Lights. Courtesy of Projection Studios. 

 

The second installation is The Ship of the Gods, by Heinrich and Palmer, celebrating 
the Norse myth of the shape-shifting ship Skidbladnir. This piece was staged in Hull Minster 
in 2018, for the Urban Legends: Northern Lights illumination event, a legacy of the Hull City 
of Culture 2017 festival. According to the artists, The Ship of the Gods attracted 50,000 
visitors (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2 The Ship of the Gods. Courtesy of Heinrich and Palmer 
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The third example is Oh the Night! developed by collective Imitating the Dog, an 
amalgamation of Northern English and Finnish bedtime stories. The event was also part of the 
Urban Legends: Northern Lights  event in Hull and was projected onto the Warren Building 
and Hull Maritime Museum (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3 Oh the Night! Courtesy of Imitating the Dog. 

 

Lastly, Fool’s Paradise by design studio NOVAK mixed local, regional and 
universal folklore and fairytales. It was projected onto the façade of Durham Castle during the 
2015 and 2019 Lumiere festivals. The 2015 festival attracted approximately 210,000 visitors, 
the majority of whom would have seen the installation which could be viewed from multiple 
locations in the city centre (Durham City Council, 2018) (see Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. Fool’s Paradise. Courtesy of Simon Williams and NOVAK. 

 

Study Methods 
 

This study of enchantment takes a qualitative approach in order to capture the 
socially constructed nature of the phenomenon. Our research question asks how light 
installation designers produce enchantment. Within this aim, our objectives are 1) to enquire 
how light installation designers magically metamorphose space; 2) how designers craft 
enchantment from narratives and 3) to what extent the imaginative imprint of the creative 
process of designers infuses the presence of light installations. The research aim and objective 
follows the approach of Edensor (2012; 2017) and Giordano & Ong (2017) who used mixed 
methods, including participant observation and semi-structured interviews with designers to 
investigate and interpret light festivals. In addition, the organisers, who were present at each 
showing of their work, also offered unique in situ insights into their impression of the 
experience of the audience (Mackellar, 2013).  

 
Semi-structured interviews were held with light installation designers from August 

2018-September 2021. Twelve face-to-face and Skype interviews were conducted with eight 
members of projection-mapping companies and two festival organisers. While the Skype 
interviews could be considered less effective than face to face versions, they still allowed us 
to note voice inflexion and non-verbal cues even when interviews were conducted via Zoom 
and Facetime (Lo Iacono, Symonds, & Brown, 2016). Thus, these interviews aimed to better 
understand the production of enchantment, by enquiring how the subject ‘thinks, acts, feels 
and develops’ (Brinkman 2013, p.1). 
 

The interviews were conversational in tone and lasted between 5 hours and an hour and a 
half. They began with open questions taken from a topic guide, enquiring about practitioner 
history, current projects and the future of their artworks. Within this framework, we 
expanded upon our research question by specifically asking about their technical, narrative 
and creative processes, for example, “please tell us more about why you selected this 
particular fairytale for your work?” The aim was to encourage discursiveness, allowing us to 
identify the structures of belief under the surface (Wholey, Hatry, & Newcomer, 2004, 
p.377). With very little prompting, the designers described each work in detail, returning to 
the importance of intricate levels of research, their creative development of this research, 
how they complemented its effects with technology and, interestingly, how these led to 
something “more” or “else”.  
 

Our approach could be said to be limited because the length of the paper constrained 
our ability to fully address sound design, although, as a participant commented that an 
element of sublimity is the harmony of sound and light. However, our interviews had 
revealed that the visual was paramount when they constructed their creative vision. It is 
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worth noting that soundtracks may be added later in the process of installation creation, often 
by a different artist.  

 
A further limitation of the study could argued to be the small size of the sample, 

obtained from recent large-scale installation designers specialising in fantasy narrative 
content. But the choice of participants can be considered significant for the following 
reasons: 1) Heinrich and Palmer, The Projection Studio, NOVAK and Imitating the Dog 
each have decades of experience in their field; 2) The works considered in this piece have 
been encountered by significant numbers of tourists; 3) The lighting designers have 
displayed installations in a number of global events and festivals including the Fête des 
Lumières in Lyon and London Olympics and Paralympics; 5) They have been commissioned 
to light iconic structures including Buckingham Palace in countries as diverse as Oman and 
Bahrain. The findings illuminate the breadth of experience behind the craft of lighting 
design. 

 
We also supplemented our data by travelling to Durham, York, Cheriton and London 

to experience their work of the designers, layering  participant observation with our 
impressions of the installations. In addition, we held a symposium on the topic of lightworks 
in July 2020, where we were able to probe more deeply, gaining more meaningful insights. 
Altogether, 6200 words were examined, coded and analysed in NVivo. During the analysis, 
enchantment emerged as an overriding theme, with initial categories of metamorphosis and 
narrative.  

 
Yet analysis is an iterative process. Words are considered in the context of our 

interactions with interview subjects. What we mean by this is that when designers described 
the imaginative aspects of the creative process, their voice inflexions changed in pitch and 
tempo. In other words, we noted paralanguage, or how a message is conveyed (Hargie, 
2011). As interviewers we interpret our perception of the interviewee response, requiring 
nuanced levels of self-reflection (Hansen & Mossberg, 2017, p.265). Field note observations 
about non-verbal communications can enhance the thickness of data analysis (Denham & 
Onwuegbuzie, 2013). For example, two designers reinforced our perception that the creative 
process is in itself enchanting by producing initial notes and storyboards (see Figure 7). 
While the number of these visual prompts was too small for meaningful evaluation, we will 
in future request these tangible snapshots and glimpses of the creative process in action to 
incorporate in our analysis. One of the designers commented on how the interview had 
retriggered the passion of creation, “otherwise we film the installations, then move onto the 
next and forget”.  

 
These cues added to the body of data by identifying presence as a third analysis 

theme in addition to technical metamorphosis and narrative. The unfolding process of coding, 
analysis, reflection and re-coding also allowed sub-categories to surface, for example illusion, 
shape-shifting and animal motifs, distinct themes and sub-themes. Yet, as Thrift (2007) has 
pointed out, atmosphere is more than the sum of its parts. The analysis sometimes 
mesmerised us with fleeting insights, delight at the emergence of form and the reaching for 
the dizzying abstract magnitude of ungraspable ideas, unexpectedly immersing us in the 
enchantment of the research process. 

FINDINGS   

Metamorphosis  

The enchantment of designers Our findings identified that the production of 
enchantment begins with the first encounter between lighting designers and the physical sites 
where they will stage their installations. The metamorphosis of place is startling and 
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immediate. For example, when The Projection Studio team first visited York Minster to plan 
Northern Lights, they described entering a sublime, hyperaware state. They mentioned how 
Bartolomeo da Bologna’s metaphor that light shining through glass is an expression of the 
divine became apparent to them as the “spirit of place”. They wanted to communicate the pre-
modern ‘spiritual explanations’ of enchantment to contemporary audiences (Saler, 2001, 
p.695). In doing so they also articulated their desire to provide visitors with a sublime 
encounter: 

 
“The building itself is a reflection of perfection. You are now in God’s space. For the 
commoner living in their mud hut this must have been so outside their everyday lives. 
You come into this space with the saturated colours and the glass and these massive 
pillars and we were trying to get that into the piece. The wonder of the perfection”.  
 
Similarly, when Imitating the Dog first saw the Warren building in Hull, they 

described how the building actively changed itself rather than their revisualizing it, 
establishing a sense of the intersubjectivity of place: “It transformed itself. We could see it as 
a ship”. Heinrich and Palmer also commented that “we know how to engage with place, but 
then it surprises us and it changes”.  

 
Heinrich and Palmer were captivated by a vivid conceptualisation of Hull’s seafaring 

past during their early research process which shaped their thinking. 
 
“There’s a photograph in the Maritime Museum. Black and white, looking down. It’s 
of Queen’s Gardens and the water route from the river Hull all the way out through the 
centre of town and out through Prince’s quay. So we had a sense of these ships coursing 
their way through the middle of the city. And also you’ve got these streets in Hull, they 
look like ships have actually gone down them, these thin, tall streets, so that was 
actually almost the image we had”.  
 
In contrast, the Fool’s Paradise team felt iconoclastic when they first encountered 

the Durham Castle site: “The castle was the Prince Bishop’s home. As Scotsmen straight 
away we wanted to transform it into the dwellings of the ordinary. That was the stepping-off 
point: the juxtaposition between grandeur and ordinary”. They located the genius loci and 
substituted it with their own fantasy spirit of place replacing the sepia, dominant castle with a 
bright favela that provided the fairytale village setting (see Figure 9).  

 
All of the designers articulated their own transfixion when they began to 

defamiliarise the familiar. In other words, the production of enchantment began with the 
designers’ enchantment with place. 
 
Figure 9 The favela in Fool’s Paradise, projected onto Durham castle with characters 
silhouetted. Courtesy of Simon Williams. 
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Illusions. Having reconceptualised the sites, designers created metamorphic illusions 

to transform the space. Instead of slickly sophisticated design techniques, NOVAK used 
hand-drawn, stop-motion effects in Fool’s Paradise that epitomised the phantasmagorias 
evoked by magic lantern shows. A wolf moved jerkily like a shadow-puppet and the 
“Lambton Worm” slithered through the scene. They articulated the uncanniness that was 
identified by both Bennett and Bettelheim as a central component of enchantment 
contributing to an eerie sensation of uncanniness. 

 
Heinrich and Palmer use Point Cloud scanning software to create their lightworks. 

They scan places or objects, then recreate three-dimensional film images which capture down 
the finest detail, for example the wallpaper on the wall. The installation The Ship of the Gods 
consisted of a film combining scans of the Arctic Corsair trawler; the Spurn Lightship and 
also models of ships found within Hull Maritime Museum and Hull and East Riding 
Museums. Combining the scans created perceptual confusion between models and full-size 
ships adding to the overall hyperreality of the film: 
 

“It’s amazing having the scans of models and life-size ships. You can play around so 
much with scale. At times the Stern ship was bigger than the actual Stern ship”. 
 
Lighting made the voile screen on which the film of the scans was projected “appear 

to disappear”. Consequently, spectral, three-dimensional ships floated up through the floor of 
Hull Minster to hover in the air, presenting visitors with illusory, unfathomable encounters 
with the supersensible (see Figure 10). Heinrich and Palmer stated that many of their visitors 
had worked on and recognised the Artic Corsair. They knew it but “had never seen it like 
that” thus it assumed a sublimely unknown form. 

 
Figure 10 The Ship of the Gods. The invisible voile screen in Hull Minster. Courtesy of 
Heinrich and Palmer 
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Like Heinrich and Palmer, designers Imitating the Dog mixed scales in Oh the Night. 

They also used  theatrical public participation, for example choirs and solo singers. In 
addition, actors were filmed on a green screen. The film, projection-mapping, hand-drawn 
amination and live performance coalesced in a peculiarly enchanting manner:   

 
“We film people on a human scale who interact with the building in some way. We 
also use live performers, which heightens the magic. This creates a perceptual 
confusion between real and filmed people and a place in between where everything 
melds. We are not transforming a space, but making a new place. A different world”. 

 
The Projection Studio also created situational dissonance by collapsing boundaries, 

transforming the ceiling of York Minster nave, “you can literally lift the roof away and show 
the sky and the sun setting and the stars coming out” (see Figure 11). The illusion of the sky 
inside revealed what Bachelard (1994, p.212) described as “this side” and “beyond” 
harmonising in sublime impossibility.  

 
Figure 11 Northern Lights inside the Nave of York Minster. Northern Lights. Courtesy of 
Projection Studios. 
 

 
 


