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ABSTRACT
Emanating from a large, gaseous star forming the center of the universe commonly referred to as the sun - light colors the world. Light is a mystifying, transient
element, a source of energy and life that has transfixed mankind for centuries. Also
seduced by the wonders of light (and color) is contemporary artist, Spencer Finch. He has
embarked on a quixotic mission of trying to measure, capture, and replicate the temporal
qualities of light and color. His interest lies in capturing the fleetingness of the moments
he experiences. To some extent Finch is successful in his impossible quest. Even in
failure, his artworks become a vehicle for exploring the intricacies of human vision and
perception.
Mixing scientific inquiry and art, Finch utilizes remnants of the past - iconic sites
and figures, famous literary texts, etc. - to reflect on personal memories and experiences.
His artwork is a means of working out his own questions and ideas about vision and
perception. By grounding his work in the known, Finch allows the viewer to enter and
understand his works. Viewers are offered a unique chance to consider the ways in which
the world is seen and understood. In the end, Finch hopes he is able to offer an almost
out-of-body, or maybe just deeply insightful, experience in which vision is called into
question, allowing an insight into understanding what it means to perceive.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
How does one create an image of something so dynamic and ever changing as the
light at dusk, the color of a sunset, or the surface of water? Ask conceptual artist Spencer
Finch and he might answer that it can't be done, but that doesn't mean he wont try. Finch
attempts to answer, through his artwork, questions that have boggled mankind since the
beginning of time. Scientists, artists, poets, writers, and the every-day man on the street
have struggled with answering questions like: What is the color of light? Does it change
based on location or time of day? What is the color of water? How does it change and can
it be represented in one image? And, most importantly, what is color? Science and art
merge in Finch's creations that try to answer these questions while playing with notions
of perception and memory. Like those who have tried before, Finch is in search of
answers. He does not always find what he is looking for. Instead he leaves something
behind allowing himself and the viewer to reflect upon the perceivable and unperceivable
phenomena in the world they inhabit. His works are about seeing, recording, and
interpreting in both a literal and metaphoric sense.
Finch dabbles in many mediums to create wonderfully poetic artworks that unite
literature, history, and scientific inquiry and discovery with, what some may consider, a
personal travel journal. Most well known for his works involving light, Finch recreates
his personal, ephemeral sensory experiences in a seemingly abstract yet concrete way. He
seeks to make the temporary permanent. The resulting artworks breathe new meaning
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into a certain time or place and serve in fostering a dialogue between the past and present.
Not tied specifically to one medium, Finch uses a diverse array of materials in his art
making, producing works that integrate drawing, watercolor, instillation, sculpture, and
photography.
Currently living and working out of Brooklyn, New York, fifty-year-old Spencer
Finch was born and raised in New Haven, Connecticut, the son of a schoolteacher and a
scientist. Finch has a great attachment to the landscape and literature of New England. He
recalls working and playing in the dirt, digging in the garden of a family home in
Vermont with fondness. The dirt there, Finch says, "has a smell that's different than
anywhere else."1 Moments and memories such as this tie Finch to his native New
England landscape and, in a sense, inform how he perceives and presents these profound
moments through his artwork.
Finch's strong intellectual background owes much to the fact that his parents were
also academics. Like his scientist father, Finch loves experiments, eccentric scientists,
and strange facts.2 The science he learned in high school and college, specifically the
scientific method of repeating an experiment or procedure "many, many times to reach
the truth," manifests itself throughout his oeuvre.3
Before graduating from the Rhode Island School of Art and Design (RISD) with
an MFA in sculpture in 1989, Finch attended Hamilton College where he received his BA
in Comparative Literature. In addition to taking science classes during his time at
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

Meghan Dailey, "In the Studio: Spencer Finch," Art + Auction 33 (September 2009): 52.

2

Spencer Finch, "Society for Contemporary Art (SCA) Lecture," February 18, 2009, YouTube
video, 59:38, posted by "ArtInstituteChicago," December 15, 2011,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=As0TBM9cFIY&feature=player_embedded, 8:33.
3
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Hamilton College, Finch spent a year in Japan at Doshisha University in Kyoto where he
studied with a potter. Throughout that academic year, Finch learned particular skills
associated with the "making" of ceramics and how certain technical aspects of ceramics
were related to the scientific method he so enjoyed.4 Upon returning to the United States,
Finch continued his studies in ceramics and took art classes at Hamilton. A few years
after graduating Finch applied to the ceramics program at RISD where, he claims, "I got
into [the program] not because of my work but because of the essay I wrote."5
In his time at RISD Finch began to shy away from ceramics, focusing instead on
exploring and working in new mediums and doing performances outside of the
classroom.6 He admits that, upon admission into the program, he was becoming "more
interested in expressing ideas than creating things that had a function."7 This interest in
the expression of ideas would become an important component in the artwork Finch
would later create. Finch was also studying Marxist criticism while at RISD, which began
to inform his views on art and art production and consumption. His "radical, and radically
leftist, ideas about what ceramic art could be" coupled with his exploration of new
avenues of art making, got him kicked out of the program.8 Undeterred by the dismissal,
Finch reapplied to RISD to work in the sculpture department where he was allowed a bit
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4

Nicholas Chambers, As if the sea should part and show a further sea, Exhibition Catalog,
(Brisbane, Australia: Queensland Art Gallery, 2009), 12.
5

Meghan Dailey, "Light Fantastic," Modern Painters 21 (September 2009): 31; Chambers, 12.

6

Judith Tannenbaum, Painting Air: Spencer Finch, February 24 - July 29, 2012, Exhibition
Brochure, (Providence: Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Art and Design, 2012), 9.
7

Chambers, 12.

8

Specializing in one medium was the rule while Finch was enrolled at RISD. The faculty frowned
upon his straying away from his concentration in ceramics, which lead to his dismissal from the program.
Tannenbaum, 9; Dailey, "Light Fantastic," 31; Blake Gopnik, "The Artist Who Manufactured Dawn;
Spencer Finch Bridges Science and Subjectivity," The Washington Post, 10 April 2005, N01.
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more freedom in his artistic explorations. This re-admittance was due, Finch believes,
largely in part because the students had a majority of the votes in determining acceptance
into the program.9
In 1988, on a "dare," Finch took on the project of copying Claude Monet’s Le
Bassin d'Argenteuil, an 1874 painting of a series of sailboats on the Seine River in the
suburbs of Paris in an area of lush greenery (Figure 1).10 This painting represented to
Finch all that was tame, uninteresting, and easy in art. At that point in time Finch was
"thinking about how Impressionist art was used to appeal to the bourgeoisie and to
control the masses, how it's really about money and not about deeper things."11 His
original feelings of Monet and Impressionist painting began to change as he found the
practice of copying Monet more difficult than anticipated. It took a few tries to make a
decent copy and still the results were not so good. Finch walked away from the exercise
with a greater insight about Monet and Impressionism.12 Still, though, Finch was
interested in "critiquing the social and political roles Impressionist paintings played in
our culture, the idea of Monet in popular culture and in the institution of museums."13 In
the end, it was the practice of copying Monet that began to open Finch to the possibilities
of color and informed his desire to capture the intangible, ideas that would form the crux
of his later work.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9

Dailey, "In the Studio: Spencer Finch," 52-53.

10

In a conversation between Spencer Finch and Judith Tannenbaum, the curator of Painting Air:
Spencer Finch, February 24-July 29, 2012, at the Rhode Island School of Design Museum of Art on
February 22, 2012, Finch states he "copied it on a dare" from his friends who made a sort of joke out of it,
giving him a beret to wear in the gallery as he worked.
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Tannenbaum, 3.

12

Ibid.

13

Ibid.!!
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Following his initial copying of the Impressionist master, Finch began a series of
works based on the costume jewelry company Monet.14 He began by making a few
paintings referencing the company's jewelry, one based on a photograph he took of a
company billboard, and another of the company's headquarters in New York City using
the color palette of Monet's Rouen Cathedral paintings.15 Finch's next major project, for
his MFA thesis, was also influenced by and based on "Monet" - both the painter and the
costume jewelry company. He created a green box for Monet, "a funny viridian box for
Claude"16 based on Marcel Duchamp's Green Box.17 A Green (Viridian) Box for Claude,
Even, submitted as his thesis book, included information about the Monet Jewelry
Company and a postcard copy of Monet's Le Bassin d’Argenteuil, which Finch had
copied the previous year. For his MFA show, Finch rented out his allotted space to the
Monet Jewelry Company for 25 dollars to display the latest designs of their baubles.
Upon his graduation from RISD Finch moved to New York City and began
working at McGraw-Hill. He purchased an artist membership at the nearby Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA) and frequented the collections on his lunch breaks. These visits
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14

In 1929, the Monocraft Products Company began manufacturing monograms for women's
handbags in Providence, Rhode Island. Following the Great Depression, Jay and Michael Chernow, owners
of the company, found a niche market in designing and producing inexpensive, quality costume jewelry. In
1937 the company was renamed, Monet, and since that time has been a leader in manufacturing costume
jewelry worldwide. The company is currently owned by Liz Claiborne Inc. Monet, "About Monet,"
accessed March 21, 2012, http://www.monet.com/about.html.
15

Tannenbaum, 3.

16

Ibid.

17

The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Green Box), was created by Marcel
Duchamp as a collection of his thoughts and notes about his masterpiece, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her
Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass), 1915-23. The items contained in the box outline Duchamp's creative
process and the meanings behind the components of The Large Glass. Similarly, Finch's own green box, A
Green (Viridian) Box for Claude, Even, outlines his own conceptual masterpiece, his MFA thesis show.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, "The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even," Helebrunn Timeline of
Art History, last modified, April 13, 2012, http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/2002.42a-vvvv.
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opened Finch up to the possibilities of light and color leading him to realize that his work
would have more meaning if he moved away from a purely conceptual approach in favor
of producing works that were both smart and visually compelling.18
In 1992 Finch had his first solo exhibition at the Tomoko Ligouri Gallery in New
York City. Prior to this first solo show, Finch was involved in multiple group exhibitions
and projects, a number of which involved collaboration with his friend and colleague,
Paul Ramírez-Jonas.19 One of the duo's most well known projects, Masterpieces Without
the Director, 1991, was done in partnership with Creative Time at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art.20
Since the early 1990s when Finch emerged into the art scene, he has shown at a
myriad of galleries and museums in the United States and abroad. He has been
represented by numerous prestigious galleries, most recently by Galerie Nordenhake, the
Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Galerie Yvon Lambert, and the Lisson Gallery. Finch's work
appeared at the Whitney Biennial in 2004 and at the Venice Biennale in 2009. In 2007
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18

Tannenbaum, 10.

19

Ramírez-Jonas was the friend who dared Finch to copy Monet's Le Bassin d'Argenteuil. The two
were cohorts at RISD; Ramírez-Jonas was enrolled in the painting program. From 1988 to 1996 the two
were involved in eight collaborative exhibitions and projects. Tannenbaum, 3; Paul Ramírez-Jonas, "Info,
C.V.," accessed March 21, 2012, http://www.paulramirezjonas.com/selected/refImages/CV/cv.pdf.
20

Creative Time is a New York City based public art program focused on presenting experimental
public art to the unsuspecting people of the city. The programming presented by Creative Time is in
constant flux and is focused on the social, cultural, and political spirit of the times. See: Anne Pasternak,
Creative Time: The Book: 33 Years of Public Art in New York, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press,
2007). The project, Masterpieces Without the Director, was an alternative audio guide of a selection of
masterpieces in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Finch and Ramírez-Jonas added "public commentary,
sound collage, and thoughts on the architecture, history and myths of the institution." The project came out
of an interest in critiquing the institution and democratizing the art world. The theme of Masterpieces
Without the Director is very similar to what Finch was getting at with his Monet/Monet works,
democratizing art and critiquing the role of the institution, and the role of the artist and his masterpiece in
relation to public conception. Tannenbaum, 3 and 7; Creative Time, "Masterpieces Without the Director,"
Programs & Events, Current & Archive, accessed March 21, 2012,
http://www.creativetime.org/programs/?v=programs.
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the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art (Mass MoCA) mounted a major
exhibition of his work entitled "What time is it on the sun?" —a mid-career retrospective
consisting of over forty works, two of which were site-specific sculptures created for the
show. The catalog of that exhibition constitutes the most extensive study currently
available on Finch's work. It provides an invaluable resource for information about the
artist, encompassing a comprehensive collection of entries and reproductions of his works
- thirty in total - in addition to essays written by Susan Cross, Daniel Birnbaum, and
Suzanne Hudson. The catalog also includes an exhibition history and bibliography.
Besides the Mass MoCA retrospective, the Dundee Centre for Contemporary Art
in Scotland hosted the largest exhibition of Finch's work in the United Kingdom.
Supported by Yvon Lambert and the Lisson Gallery, the exhibition, titled "Gravity
Always Wins," opened in October of 2008. More recently, in 2010 the Corcoran Gallery
of Art in Washington, D.C. hosted an exhibition of Finch's work titled "My business with
the cloud," and in February 2012, "Painting Air: Spencer Finch" opened at the Rhode
Island School of Design Museum of Art, curated by Judith Tannenbaum.21
The existing scholarship on Finch consists mainly of exhibition reviews,
brochures, press releases, and catalogs, as well as a number of articles in both scholarly
journals and other forms of print. As far as monographs are concerned, What time is it on
the Sun?, the catalog accompanying his retrospective at Mass MoCA, is the only book
currently in print focusing on Finch.
Numerous smaller solo and group exhibitions have included Finch, in some cases
addressing themes such as reconsiderations of Henry David Thoreau, aspects of human
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21

!

Spencer Finch, "Information, " accessed February 7, 2012, http://spencerfinch.com/page/text.
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vision, or explorations of light and color.22 "Colour After Klein: Rethinking Colour in
Modern and Contemporary Art" was an especially important exhibition, held at the
Barbican Gallery in London, that featured a selection of artists known for their work with
color such as Yves Klein, Andy Warhol, Dan Flavin, and Spencer Finch. The catalog
accompanying this exhibition contains a brief summary of Finch and his work as it relates
to color and perception and includes images of his artworks that were in the show. Other
exhibition catalogs are composed in much the same manner. The amount of information
varies from a paragraph to a couple of pages on Finch and his works, some with images,
some without. Most catalogs include an essay by the curator that sums up the themes of
the show. Catalogs and brochures for Finch's solo exhibitions are similarly composed.
Some stand out from the others and begin to cross the boundary from catalog to artwork.
Produced by Cabinet Magazine, two books containing original artwork by Finch - The
Book of Stamps and The Paper Sculpture Book - take on the role of an exhibition. For The
Book of Stamps, each of the artists included in the project designed a set of fully usable
stamps, "the world's smallest and most widely reproduced work of art,"23 indicative of
their own style. In a similar vein, The Paper Sculpture Book, includes a "complete
exhibition in a book with 29 buildable sculptures."24 Each "sculpture" can be taken out of
the book and assembled at home turning an ordinary office or bedroom into a world-class
gallery.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22

Exhibitions include, but are not limited to: Thoreau Reconsidered, Eye Spy, Colour After Klein,
Licht - Glas - Tranzparenz, Artificial Light, and The Nameless Hour: Places of Reverie, Paths of
Reflection.
23

Cabinet Magazine, "The Book of Stamps," accessed March 1, 2012,
http://www.cabinetmagazine.org/books/bookofstamps.php; Cabinet Magazine, The Book of Stamps, (New
York: Cabinet Books, 2008).
24

Cabinet Magazine, The Paper Sculpture Book: A Complete Exhibition in a Book with 29
Buildable Sculptures, (New York: Cabinet Books, 2003).
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Finch has had a hand in the creation of some of the catalogs for his solo shows;
these become extensions of his artwork and a few contain original artwork. For example,
the catalog accompanying Finch's show at Portikus in Frankfurt explored color and noncolor in relation to the installation of a large-scale light sculpture, Mars Black. The
catalog and the sculpture, along with the other pieces in the exhibition play with the
subjective perception of darkness. The catalog carries out Finch's investigation of color in
a more scientific means. Where Mars Black ends, the catalog picks up.25
Finch has been the subject of numerous articles in scholarly journals and other
forms of print. The content ranges from simple mentions and reviews of his shows to
more critical assessments of his artwork. An article in Artforum International from
October 2007, written by David Carrier, is a review of Finch's exhibition at Mass MoCA.
It describes four works included in the show while mentioning Finch's affinity for
duplicating color and moments in time through his unique conceptual manner. Similarly,
"The Sisyphean Task of Art," written by Alisia Chase reviews a number of works and
makes the point that Finch relies on history and literature to find inspiration and subject
matter for his explorations of color and perception. "Measures and Pleasures," by Mark
Godfrey and Wolfgang Himmelburg, focuses more on the history and literary references
that make up Finch's subject matter. They, like other writers concentrating on Finch, see
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25

"Mars Black is the name of a pigment made of iron oxide (ferrosoferric oxide). The chemical
formula of the iron oxide molecule, FeO 3Fe2O3, forms the basis for the design of the individual lamp
bodies. Iron and oxygen atoms are represented by different size light bulbs. With all his installations, Finch
consistently succeeds in drawing attention to the large variety of possibilities we have to represent the
world, as well as their limits, in a poetic, playful, and at times also absurd manner. Mars Black is the
scientific representation of black in the form of brightly glowing lamps. The work is supplemented by a
series of pastels entitled Darkness, which Spencer Finch created in the dark each evening over the past
weeks. They focus on the subjective perception of darkness in various ways. In addition, Spencer Finch has
produced a publication for the exhibition, consisting of pages printed in monochrome black. By using
different shades of black on different types of paper, Finch succeeds with this work, as well, in presenting
the multitude of black tones and thus in questioning both the possibilities of our perception and the
existence of objectivity." Portikus, "Exhibition 122: Ceal Floyer & Spencer Finch," press release,
http://www.portikus.de/1324.html?&L=1.
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the importance of light as it relates to the specific places he visits and records. Most
articles follow the same formula - mention and critique of a work of art, how it relates to
history and literature, and a summary of the importance of color, light and perception in
Finch's work. Some, like Meghan Dailey's article in Art and Auction, contain a brief
anecdote about meeting Finch and his reactions to and comments on the subject matter of
his works.
Other interesting and useful resources are interviews with Finch, a variety of
which are posted on YouTube, gallery websites, and art media websites. Finch is very
open about and willing to discuss his work, though he seems awkward and a tad flustered
by the attention. The Sunday Arts Profile, hosted by Thirteen.org has an especially
informative video in which Finch talks about his working process and some of his
influences. It offers a look into his studio and his methodologies in the creative process.
The Dundee Centre of Contemporary Art recorded a video interview with Finch as part of
the retrospective of his work in the United Kingdom. In this interview Finch speaks about
the works on display in the gallery, his process in making them, and the meaning or
inspiration behind the works. Other videos and interviews exist for some projects and
installations on which Finch has recently worked. Interviews also form an integral part of
some of the catalogs that accompany exhibitions of Finch's work. One example is a
conversation between Spencer Finch and Nicholas Chambers in the catalog As if the sea
should part, and show a further sea for his show at the Queensland Gallery of Art. More
recently, Judith Tannenbaum sat down with Finch to talk about his show, Painting Air, at
the Rhode Island School of Design Museum of Art. The interviews offer a glimpse of the
artist's mind; a means of accessing Finch's thought and creative process. Additionally,
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there are a few lectures, given by Finch, that have been recorded and available online for
public consumption.
The current scholarship on Finch is minimal. While it may seem there are a high
volume of articles, essays, and reviews they are not very robust. Scholars and critics have
only skimmed the surface of what Finch desires to present and accomplish with his
artworks. The following chapters aim to take a closer look at Finch's methods of
exploration and creation and how he translates personal moments, iconic locations,
infamous figures, and important literary works into artwork based on light, color, and
perception. Chapter Two focuses on Finch's Impressionistic qualities and how he paints
light in an unconventional but accurate way. Vision and experience are explored in
Chapter Three, along with the importance of site to the understanding of Finch's
artworks; site and sight become one for Finch. Chapter Four reflects on perception,
memory, and how Finch's truthful representations uncover their own artificiality. Finally,
the conclusion will determine if Finch is successful in his approach or if his failure is
what makes his work effective. Additionally, the conclusion will explore the possibility
of Finch's work as representative of a contemporary sublime. Finch's artworks are avantgarde experiments in perception with nineteenth-century sensibilities. He ties together
past thoughts and current experiences with his modern, conceptual eye to try and change
the way future moments are viewed.
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CHAPTER 2
POSTMODERN IMPRESSIONISM
"The sun is God."26 This phrase, uttered by Joseph Mallord William Turner on his
deathbed, has become the mantra that Finch lives by. At its most basic level the artwork
Spencer Finch creates is about light; how light shifts and changes over time and how
those subtle differentiations are perceived. Finch's heliocentric fascination seems to have
little to do with current theoretical or artistic development and much more to do with past
modes of vision. His artwork wavers on the edge of old and new ways of seeing. By
pondering the past, viewers are opened to the ability to see themselves seeing, thus
changing the way in which the world can be perceived.
Reminiscent of nineteenth-century painters such as Claude Monet and J. M. W.
Turner, Finch translates the tradition of landscape painting into a contemporary
framework. He pulls subject matter and focus from sites frequented by American
landscape artists and the painters of the Hudson River School while showcasing the
majesty of nature. Finch shares a similar fascination of the sun with Turner as he tries to
capture the effect of sunlight, a seemingly impossible task that proves difficult to master.
His works reflect Monet's modulated representations of one place, one moment, in
different light and atmospheric conditions. "The relationship between time and light is
interesting," says Finch. "Once you start thinking about it other areas open up,"27 like
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color, for example. Finch became interested in light and color as he reflected on the
nineteenth-century painters who used the light as their subject. Also of interest to Finch
was their reaction to the expanding medium of photography. Finch believes photography
"continues to be a foil" for painting when it comes to the idea of representing change.28
The effect of photography, he determined, was almost the opposite of what the painters of
the nineteenth century were trying to accomplish. Photography froze time, moment by
moment; a photograph offered nothing of what came before or what would come after. It
was a single, frozen moment. Painting, reflecting on temporal effects of light and color,
was about change. While only one image remained, it allowed the viewer to experience
the fleeting nature of time.29 With this realization Finch's work gradually shifted from the
conceptual to a contemplative art based on light and color.
Having no interest in painting, especially after his difficult attempts at copying
Monet first-hand, Finch set out to discover a way to create a non-traditional landscape
that could still engage that tradition. "I'm not particularly interested in making an actual
painting on canvas," says Finch, "but I am interested in something that references that
history and maybe doesn't take itself too seriously."30 He does not set out to freeze a
moment in time, but to present how fleeting these moments truly are. In the end, Finch is
interested in the same non-tangible elements of visibility - light, color and depth - that
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fascinated the painters of the nineteenth century. His artworks explore the relationship
between these elements and the ways in which they are perceived. Finch records the
effects of light and color in varying conditions, seeking to accurately reproduce the
evanescent moments he experiences. At the same time he questions the possibility of ever
being able to document this ephemera.
Over time, Finch's senses have become more attuned to the transient, visible
elements he records. Though, he does admit that there are limitations when he is trying to
precisely replicate these elements. Finch relies, for the most part, on his own senses to
record and recreate the experiences he witnesses. At times he also employs scientific
equipment such as colorimeters and light meters to aid his observations when he feels his
own senses are not enough.31 Ironically, his search for truth and truthful representation
highlights his own subjectivity and the impossibility of his task. Finch is very much
interested in the concept of perception and the subjectivity brought into his works not
only by himself, but also by the viewer. The viewer's subjectivity he feels is essential to
the art experience.32 Color, for Finch, is "the material for exploring subjectivity because it
is something that changes so much depending on different conditions"33 from the
changing effects of light and subtle modulations of atmosphere, to shifts in viewer
perspective. In his endeavor to record the color of specific places at different times, early
works by Finch take on the tone of Monet's serial works in which the Impressionist artist
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focused exclusively on a single motif, creating numerous paintings of the subject in
varying light and weather circumstances.34
In the early 1990's Finch began a series of works that were centered on what he
could see, or maybe what he could not see, when focusing on a luminous source through
closed eyes.35 Taking on the tone of nineteenth-century experiments in optics, these
images were manifest in images done in pencil that were later translated into ink
drawings.36 The best example of this series was done in 1995 on a trip to the Grand
Canyon. Here Finch observed, on multiple occasions, through closed eyes, the sunlight
while he was standing on the rim of the canyon. Similar in hue to the rocky formations he
traveled to but did not observe directly, Grand Canyon From Valhalla Point With My
Eyes Closed [Morning, Late Morning, Noon, Evening Effects, October 16/17, 1995]
catalogs the changing color of the sun that shone through the capillaries in the artist's
eyes as he gazed heavenward (Figure 2). The result is a series of reddish-orange ink
drawings of darkening hue.37 This may be the closest Finch has ever come to staring
directly into the sun. He claims "if I weren't such a chickenshit I would stare into the sun,
burn my retinas out, and retire to the south of France."38 Many scientists and philosophers
sharing Finch's same fascination with the sun destroyed their eyesight in their attempt to
unlock the secrets of perception and vision. They "came to a piercing realization of the
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corporeality of vision."39 Luckily, Finch has chosen to explore the corporeality of vision
without ruining his sight and has been able to continue, with open eyes, his observations
of light and color.
Around the same time, Finch also ventured to Rouen, France, probably to create a
series similar to Monet's famed paintings of the cathedral. Upon arrival, Finch found the
cathedral closed, covered in a matrix of scaffolding, and returned to his hotel room. Not
to be defeated, he began recording the colors of the elements in his room from the light
shadows of a pillow to the shade of the floor moldings and everything in between. As
time progressed, so did the appearance of the objects. Because, as Finch had learned,
much like Monet, as time and atmospheric conditions change so do the visual elements.
Interior of Room 4, Hôtel De La Cathédral, Rouen, May 18-22, 1996, Morning Effect,
Noon Effect, Evening Effect, 1995, is a triptych of multi-colored watercolor swatches
(Figure 3). Upon further inspection it becomes apparent that the swatches are labeled
with the names of the items Finch surveyed. This simple piece presents the same
hypothesis Monet was studying with his Rouen Cathedral series, that changing light
alters perceived color. Passing time is conveyed through the application of simple strokes
of watercolor on paper the triptych transitions from morning to night as Monet's
depictions of Rouen Cathedral take the viewer on a journey through the changing of the
seasons, atmospheric conditions, and time of day.
These early works by Finch are more on the traditional side in terms of translation
- ink drawings, watercolor - but are infused with a non-traditional sense of humor and
irony. In essence, Finch traveled to a specific place or monument and did not even
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observe it directly. Yet he produced a work of art that related to the significance of the
site. Eventually Finch began to wonder, "what if, instead of painting a picture of a place
you could recreate the light of a place?"40 And thus, his light works were conceived.
The first fluorescent piece Finch created was Eos [Dawn, Troy, 10/27/02], 2002,
in which Finch precisely replicated the "rosy-fingered dawn"41 of Troy in the Postmasters
Gallery in New York City (Figure 4). Other expressions of this idea, recreating the light
of one place in another, have been made using, in most cases some kind of light source
and colored filters. These works range from the simple filter covered florescent fixture to
larger light boxes and walls of colorful light. Sunset [South Texas, 6/21/03], 2003,
Moonlight [Luna County, New Mexico, July 13, 2003], 2003, and The Light At Lascaux
[Cave Entrance], September 29, 2005, 5:27 PM, 2005, are made up of one or more
fluorescent lights mounted on a wall or hung from above. Some works including The
Magic Hour, Stockholm, May 18, 2003, [Stalking Ingmar Bergman], 2004, White
[Niagara Falls Obscured By Mist, April 17, 2006, 5:30 PM], 2006, and Kaaterskill Falls
[July 30, 2006, 12:37 PM], 2006, have a more painterly quality. These light boxes take
on the appearance of landscape paintings hanging on a gallery or museum wall as the
rough-edged, hand-cut filters materialize as if they were brushstrokes on canvas. Made of
fluorescent lights and colored theatrical gels these pieces are intended to bathe the gallery
and, in turn, the viewer in the light of specific locales.
In order to recreate, precisely as Finch would claim, the light of a certain place, he
begins by taking readings of the light and color at the specific place and time noted in the
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title of the piece. Finch uses his own senses and employs equipment such as colorimeters
and light readers to allow more accurate calculations. For instance, when creating Eos,
Finch used a colorimeter, a device that measures the color, saturation, and intensity of
ambient light, to take readings at the historically significant site of Troy.42 Taking this
information back to the studio, Finch chose and tested different combinations of colored
filters against the blank canvas of a fluorescent light. In a repetitive process of testing and
adjusting filters of varying color combinations against the lights - much like a scientist
would run multiple tests and observations for an experiment - Finch measures the light
color and intensity until he finds a match. The color filter covered light, or lights, are then
hung in the gallery. Eos consists of 79 light fixtures covered in colored filters that were
originally hung from the ceiling. He transports the light of dawn at Troy to a gallery in
New York City. Moonlight is made of only one high CRI fluorescent fixture wrapped in a
series of nine filters ranging from magenta to indigo that replicates the light of the full
moon over Luna County (Figure 5).43
Finch's light box representations such as, White and Kaaterskill Falls, with their
two-dimensional surfaces, become contemporary canvases that can be compared to
nineteenth-century paintings of the majestic wilderness created by the artists of the
Hudson River School (Figures 6 and 7). Whereas Finch uses fluorescent lights and
colored filters to replicate the falls, Thomas Cole and Frederic Church, among others,
used their paints and brushes to showcase the sublime qualities of nature. In Finch's
representations light is transformed into a pictorial image of nature; the uneven filters
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echo the flow of water as it makes its way over the rocky edges of the falls. The hidden
lighting and framing serve in adding to the illusion of a painted image on canvas. The
placement of the light boxes in the museum or gallery setting helps evoke the essence of
the falls they represent. Measuring twenty by eight feet, White is large and
confrontational, much like the considerable wall of water that makes up Niagara Falls.
The point of White is to represent the mist that obstructed Finch's view of the falls. In
order to experience the color of that light, the white referenced in the title of the work, the
viewer must turn away from the image - made up of strips of filters that represent the
colors in the spectrum that make up white light - to see the light reflected on the opposite
wall, thus obstructing their own view of the "falls."44 As seen in Falls of the Kaaterskill
by Thomas Cole, painted in 1826, or, for that matter, in person, Kaaterskill Falls is a
double waterfall that flows down two large rocky formations slightly off-kilter from each
other (Figure 8). Finch mimics the positioning of the falls with two light boxes. The first,
smaller box hanging above and slightly to the right of the second becomes the first level
of the falls. The second, larger box is evocative of the bottom level of Kaaterskill Falls.45
As Finch continued to grow as an artist, representations of light and color began
to expand into more large-scale projects and installations. Instead of recording and
painting or drawing observed colors Finch found playful ways to present a landscape.
Instead of simply bathing a gallery in the light of a place Finch set out to recreate that
place.
A clever play on landscape painting, Walden Pond [Morning Effect, March 13,
2007], showcases Finch's sense of humor, interest in color, and his practice of utilizing
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literary and historic references in his work (Figure 9). It is reminiscent of Monet and his
multiple, subtly modulated representations of one place, one moment in different lights,
and his attempt at capture the effect of sunlight over time. As with most pieces he creates,
Finch began by traveling to the site of investigation. In this case, his destination was
Walden Pond, a historic site made famous by the nineteenth-century American
Transcendentalist and nature writer Henry David Thoreau, who lived at the pond for two
years, two months, and two days.46 In the course of his stay at Walden Pond, Thoreau
lived a simple, spiritual life in a small cottage of his own making on the outskirts of town.
Later he would publish Walden, or Life in the Woods documenting his stay at the pond,
philosophizing various topics and describing natural phenomena over the seasons.47
Inspired by Thoreau, Finch spent the morning of March 13, 2007, observing and
recording the colors he witnessed on the surface of the pond. As he circumambulated the
pond, Finch observed the colors of ice and on the surface of the water from twenty predetermined locations that he labeled A through T. Rather than simply recording the
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varying hues with watercolors or light filters, Finch color-matched his observations to a
set of Monet reproductions, all of which were paintings of or including water. Once the
color at a specific point was determined, a marker was placed on the reproduced Monet
citing time and location, pointing to the color. For example, at 12:43 Finch was standing
at location T looking towards D in the distance and saw that particular shade of Green
(Figure 10). The methodical recordings and observations done by Finch are reminiscent
of Thoreau's measurements and surveys he conducted, examining the pond's size and
depth.48 After this task was accomplished the paintings were arranged, in the form of the
pond, and corresponding to their location markers.49 The end result: a "painting" of the
pond by Finch comprised of paintings by Monet.
This piece, in it's playful manner, not only represents the nineteenth-century
Impressionism that Finch identifies with, and the thoughtful, observations and reflections
of Thoreau, but shows how Finch's calculations and subsequent representations give the
viewer something more substantial than a pictorial representation. With precise location
markers the viewer is able, on a certain level, to actually experience the color of the lake,
in the same moment and location as Finch. However, this piece seems less successful
than the other more interactive pieces that bathe the viewer in light and color and enable,
through walking around the piece, the viewer to experience the ephemeral shifts Finch
studies. With Walden Pond the viewer is required to mentally piece together, with the
information provided, exact locations and directions in order to imagine what Finch was
seeing. In some ways, however, this piece is entirely more effective than other light
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works as the colors and locations noted by Finch are forever preserved in his notes. The
conditions for viewing the piece - setting, atmospheric conditions, lighting conditions,
etc. - do not alter the affect of the colors or the viewers' perception of the image. Each
person is presented with the same, steadfast image.
Finch's most recent installation, Painting Air, 2012, showcases the impossibility
of replicating light and color conditions in any moment of time (Figure 11). Finch thrives
on such challenges in his work and the futility of trying to recreate ephemeral moments.
Inspired by a trip to Monet's home and gardens in Giverny, France, Painting Air, debuted
at a major, two-part exhibition at Finch's alma mater, the Rhode Island School of
Design.50 Encompassing an entire gallery, Painting Air immerses the viewer in a
constructed "pseudo-natural environment" derived from the Japanese gardens designed
by Monet. Finch interprets Monet's gardens "as a type of laboratory or experimental
environment"51 that was used to explore the visual elements of light, color, and depth and
how they changed based upon different conditions. In that sense, each image created
from observations of the garden was an experimental attempt to capture the essence of
the ephemeral elements. The comparison of Monet's gardens to an experimental
laboratory is interesting as Finch often relates his own artwork to the scientific method in
which numerous tests and observations lead to a conclusion. Exploring the relationship
between this "laboratory" and the myriad of water paintings done by Monet, Finch
decided to create his own artificial environment. Painting Air plays abstractly with the
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same kind of natural phenomena Monet studied and recorded by instead hanging panes of
tempered glass, which take on "the optical role of Monet's pond."52
One hundred panes of tempered, highly reflective glass, hang from the center of
the gallery suspended by thin, almost invisible, lines of cable supported by a large,
cumbersome structure positioned overhead that adds to the artificiality of the piece. The
walls of the gallery are covered in a patchwork of 35 colors - blues, greens, and the
occasional patch of red or tan - painted from floor to ceiling.53 It is difficult to determine,
as the blocks of colors overlap, hiding color in some places while revealing more in
another, but Finch claims that all of the squares are of equal size. The suspended panes
and the painted patchwork are all equal in measure, adding to the reflective illusion.54
Seeing a necessary correlation between medium and subject matter Finch chooses
materials that he feels embody the location he wishes to represent. For this installation he
chose glass because it "shares a lot of the characteristics of water: it's a liquid like water,
and it's reflective like water and it's translucent or transparent like water."55 As the viewer
enters and walks around the space the hanging glass shifts, causing reflections of color to
bounce around the room. This environment changes as the number of people in the
gallery increase or decrease and as the light coming through the window (also covered in
blocks of color) changes. Just as Monet returned to the garden multiple times to capture
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
52

Ibid.

53

Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, "'Painting Air: Spencer Finch' Opens at the
Museum of Art Rhode Island School of Design," press release, February 17, 2012,
http://risdmuseum.org/uploadedFiles/Museum_of_Art/About/Press_Releases/RISD_MuseumPainting_Air-Spencer_Finch-press_release.pdf.
54

Sandor Bodo, "Spencer Finch is Painting Air at RISD's Chace Building," YouTube video, 2:53,
from an interview on February 16, 2012, posted by Providence Journal on March 9, 2012, 2:07 to 2:33.
55

!

Thirteen.org, 6:50 to 7:03.

23!

!
its essence in varying conditions, Finch's installation will always be in flux. Because it is
made of glass Painting Air acts much like the pond in Monet's garden in that the colors
change as light levels and atmospheric conditions change. Each visit, each moment spent
in the space, is unique.
As mentioned previously, Finch is interested in creating non-traditional images
that evoke the essence of nineteenth-century painting. Here Finch sets out to re-create, in
an entirely unnatural and industrial manner, a very natural, lush landscape. In the end
both constructions - Monet's garden and Finch's "pseudo-natural environment"56 explore the same formal, visual qualities but in completely different contexts. No one
moment experienced by Monet in the gardens, or recorded by his brush, was like another.
In a similar vein, no moment of experience in Finch's constructed, artificial environment
can be duplicated.
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CHAPTER 3
ON SITE, OR, ON SIGHT
The magic of Spencer Finch does not lie solely in the way in which he attempts to
recreate moments in time but the way in which his artworks speak of the past while
informing views of the present and future moments. In addition to reflecting upon the
way in which color and light are viewed, many of Finch's works relate to a specific time
or place of historical or literary importance, places where the light held some sort of
significance, or a specific piece of literature that mentions light, color, or perception. In
experiencing a work of art by Finch, the viewer becomes part of the collective memory.
Personal thoughts and experiences meld with the ideas presented by Finch and the
moments he references. When encountering a work of art by Spencer Finch the viewer is
transported to the place and time Finch recorded, and some works transport the viewer
further through history. The viewer sees with the artwork; experiences Finch's
observations.
As much as these artworks are about seeing moments with Finch, they are about
the viewer savoring their own unique moment in time. What is seen, what is experienced
in a gallery, museum, or in the case of public art, at a specific site, is a wholly different
experience compared to that of being present in the actual moment of creation. The place
and time observed are uprooted, transformed and translated in a new location, to be seen
at a new time. Finch can never fully recreate an actual experience. This is one of the
reasons he chooses to reference historic locations and events in his work, because "often
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the art experience is greatest when the audience has some way of entering the work, a
familiarity or previous relation to a thing."57 In some cases Finch not only embodies the
location through his work but the historical figure or event associated with that location.
In this case the viewer can be inserted into distinct timeframes - the moment in which
they are experiencing Spencer Finch's representation, the moment Finch himself
experienced, and the moment when a certain event took place or the time when a location
was inhabited by a specific historical figure. These three timeframes seem to meld
together in any number of Finch's masterful works.
This idea of perception, that each person experiences each moment in an entirely
new and different manner, and the subjectivity brought into his works by the viewer and
their relationships and reactions to the pieces interests Finch as much as the sensory
experiences he examines. The viewer's subjectivity he feels is essential to the art
experience.58 Finch knows he can never fully recreate an actual experience, a fact he
realizes as interesting, and has declared these futile attempts as a sort of obsession, "this
self-aware ridiculousness, the incredible desire and need to do something while knowing
it cant be done."59
Finch's artworks exemplify Maurice Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological theory
regarding seeing and experiencing the world. For Merleau-Ponty vision and movement
are united in the same process. In the same manner, the visible world and the movable
world, where actions and thoughts take place, are united and cannot be separated.
Therefore vision is not purely representational. Also important is the way in which
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painters, or artists in general, take in and transform the natural world. He stated that
painters, through their paintings, investigated the means by which an object makes itself
visible and that because of this investigation, artists developed a sensitivity to the
elements of visible experience.60 As discussed previously, it is evident that Finch has
attuned his senses to the elements and has adopted a nineteenth-century obsession with
rendering such elements. Finch observes how light and color appear and change, how
certain elements are altered by that light and color, then recreates his bodily experiences
in a way that the viewer is allowed to see with him.
Merleau-Ponty states in "Eye and Mind" it is "more accurate to say that I see
according to it, or with it, than that I see it."61 It is this very idea, the apex of perception
that Finch plays with. Rather than simply taking in a work by Finch, observing the colors
and shapes, when realizing the information presented with the piece, the viewer can be
transported; can see the past with the artwork.
The River That Flows Both Ways, 2009, is a perfect example of how Finch's
artworks allow the viewer to "see with it,"62 and reflect upon the past while creating a
new perceptual experience (Figure 12). It embodies much more than Finch's eternal quest
to represent ephemeral, fleeting moments and serves in bridging the boundaries of space
and time, playing with the relationships between reality and representations of reality. In
fact, it may be one of Finch's most successful works. Gracing a portion of the High Line
Park at the Chelsea Market between 15th and 16th Streets, The River That Flows Both
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Ways is an embodiment of all that Finch seeks to produce in his artworks and
consequently an embodiment of a very important and historical phenomenon, the Hudson
River. Walking into the covered passageway, the viewer is transported on a journey
through the past that references the importance of the Hudson and mans relationship to
the river. Additionally, due to its location in the Chelsea Market loading dock, The River
That Flows Both Ways, informs a past view of the High Line and its relationship to the
city. The Hudson and the High Line have always been linked in their geography, their
function, and their relationship to the city. Just as the waters of the Hudson flow in two
directions, so did the freight trains along the High Line. Finch brings these relationships
together and "suspends visitors in a state of collapsed time and space."63
Situated in the third floor of the Chelsea Market loading dock, part of the High
Line Park on Manhattan's lower West Side, The River That Flows Both Ways is
essentially a landscape light painting of the Hudson River. In his desire to incorporate the
Hudson's movement into his study of shifting light and color, Finch went directly to the
source. Floating on a tugboat Finch became part of the Hudson, allowing only the River's
current to carry him. While on this tugboat journey Finch photographed one point in the
river every minute for 700 minutes. His idea was to capture the same spot of the River as
it floated along with him. At the same time, he methodically compared the changing
colors of the River to his own color charts. After the 11 hour and 40 minute journey
Finch chose a single pixel from each photograph to represent the color of the River from
that specific minute. The chosen pixels were then transferred into CMYK format.
Ranging in hue from the green-blues, pale aqua colors, and lilacs of the earlier day
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mixed, of course, with the muddy colors one often associates with the Hudson, to the
deep purples and almost-blacks of the late evening, the 700 CMYK colors were printed
onto a film and laminated between two sheets of glass.64 The resulting panes of glass
were installed in the extant mullions of the Chelsea Market Loading dock, remnants of
the original High Line. As the viewer walks through the loading dock, along the High
Line, they can see the changing colors of the Hudson on the day of Finch's journey.
Similar to his other works, The River That Flows Both Ways changes as atmospheric
conditions change. So not only is the viewer experiencing a unique moment in
encountering Finch's artwork, a glimpse of Finch's own time spent on the Hudson is
revealed, as day changed to night and the colors shifted in time.
In many cases it is the titles of Finch's artworks that help in transforming the
work, providing a greater sense of understanding. Some works, such as The River That
Flows Both Ways are presented with additional information fitting the work into the
historical context Finch attempts to reference. On one of the supporting beams inside the
Chelsea Market tunnel nearest 16th street an informational panel reads:
Inspired by the Hudson River, The River That Flows Both Ways
documents a 700-minute (11 hours, 40 minutes) journey on the river in
a single day. The title is a translation of Muhheakantuck, the Native
American name for the Hudson that refers to the river's natural flow in
two directions. Like the rail like that existed on the High Line, the
Hudson River was, and still is, an active route for the transportation of
goods into Manhattan. The river and the High Line have always been
linked in their geography, their function, and their imprint on the
industrial legacy of the city.
On June 12, 2008, from a tugboat drifting on Manhattan's west side and
past the High Line, Finch photographed the river's surface once every
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minute. The color of each pane of glass was based on a single pixel
point in each photograph and arrange chronologically in the tunnel's
existing steel mullions. Time is translated into a grid, reading from left
to right and top to bottom, capturing the varied reflective and
translucent conditions of the water's surface. The work, like the river, is
experienced differently depending on the light levels and atmospheric
conditions of the site. In this narrative orientation, the glass reveals
Finch's impossible quest for the color of water.65
Without reading the panel viewers might still pick up on the relationship to the Hudson
River given the name of the piece and the similar qualities of glass and water. It helps
that the river is within view from the High Line at either end of the loading dock.
Additionally one might be thinking of the historical importance of the High Line as
remnants of the old tracks snake through the park's walkways and are visible beneath the
windows. However, after reading the panel viewers are able to fully realize the historical
continuum that Finch is fitting the work into and that they are now included. Finch does
not situate all his installations near such an informational panel, but gallery guides and
brochures offer the same insight.
As mentioned in the panel, The River That Flows Both Ways is a translation of the
Lenape name for the Hudson, Muhheakantuck, referring to the river's natural flow in two
directions. Prior to Henry Hudson's discovery of the Hudson, the river served as a
connective route and a natural resource for the Lenape and other indigenous peoples
settled in the area sometime between 1500 BCE and 1600 CE. Later the Hudson would
become a conduit for the launching of European trade routes that eventually impacted the
entire continent. Even as industrialization began to flourish in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries and new technologies developed along with the desire to transport
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people and goods more efficiently by way of the railroad the Hudson remained, and still
is, an important and viable resource.
Similarly, the High Line, a 1.5 mile elevated rail structure was a vital resource for
Manhattan. Originally opened for operation in 1934 it ran until 1980 delivering meat to
the meatpacking district, agricultural goods to the factories and warehouses lining the
industrial West Side of Manhattan and mail to the Post Office. Lifting freight trains off
the streets, and going in the middle of blocks instead of along the avenue, the new High
Line enabled deliveries to be made directly inside buildings on third-floor loading docks
and completely eliminated the dangerous street traffic.66 It is in one of these semienclosed loading docks, once belonging to the National Biscuit Company, where The
River That Flows Both Ways is installed.
Eventually the rail line fell out of service and remained a ghost of booming,
industrial Manhattan, overgrown and in disrepair. The Friends of the High Line sought to
save the historic rail structure from the threat of demolition and, in time, the area was
transformed into a public park.67 The High Line Park incorporated the preexisting
structure of the rail line and transformed it into a public space complete with paths for
walking and lush greenery. Just as the Friends of the High Line are trying to preserve the
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High Line as a landmark and a monument to the past, Finch, through The River That
Flows Both Ways attempts the same. By utilizing the preexisting structure as a base for
his installation Finch evokes the past relationships and histories of the space that have
been previously outlined. Not only does Finch's work "foster a productive dialogue with
the surrounding neighborhood and urban landscape,"68 it reflects upon its history. Like
his other works, The River That Flows Both Ways is derived from an abstract, ephemeral
moment that was translated into a concrete work of art. These abstracted moments Finch
witnessed become concrete moments for viewers through their confrontation with the
work of art. These moments, while viewers perceive them to be artificial recreations, are
the embodiment of a specific moment in time and speak to their place of conception.
The subtleties of changing light and color may be missed if Finch's works are not
viewed in the proper environment. Just as he is observing one environment he is creating
another. For some pieces an ideal showing requires a separate room away from
interfering light and color sources. For example, West [Sunset in My Motel Room,
Monument Valley, January 26, 2007, 5:36-6:06 PM], a work abound with humor and
puns, was probably best viewed as it was displayed at Mass MoCA in his 2007
retrospective, What time is it on the sun? (Figure 13). Through this playful piece Finch
reinterprets, for the viewer, a number of his experiences in the world. Displayed in a
darkened room, the piece shows the subtle, shifting light and colors of a sunset Finch
observed from his motel window. Hinting, maybe even poking fun, at that fact are the
materials Finch uses to recreate this light effect.
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Entering the gallery the viewer is bathed in darkness and is witness to a subtle,
flickering glow upon a back wall. Further inspection shows that the glow is emitted from
a series of nine televisions stacked together and facing the wall. The scene is reminiscent
of a lonely motel room with the old monitor flickering as inhabitants while away the
hours. Confused at first by the seemingly awkward positioning of the piece viewers might
approach the stack of televisions and fit themselves into the space between the monitors
and the wall, to see just what is playing: a western. Not just any western movie was
chosen, for everything Finch chooses is selected for a reason. The stills that cycle through
the monitors are from John Ford's 1956 Western, The Searchers, filmed in Monument
Valley (Figure 14). Aware of the humor and initial confusion of the piece Finch states, "it
challenges expectations—it’s counterintuitive."69
As each monitor cycles through thirty stills from the film, one per minute in an
edited progression of the film, the resulting subtle shifting colors and changing levels of
brightness cast a virtual sunset upon the wall. The artist painstakingly chose the stills,
combined into groupings of nine images. To begin, Finch took the film "apart into
thousands of still images and measured the color and intensity of each one as [he]
projected it onto the studio wall."70 The groupings of images were then combined to
create a thirty minute cycle of changing light and color allowing viewer to experience the
same sunset observed by Finch, seeing with the artwork. Gradually the screens fade to
black as both the sunset and the film come to an end and one monitor remains alight,
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casting a glow reminiscent of the dying twilight.71 Once again the viewer can be inserted
into a vast, historical timeline, linking the moments experienced by Finch and John Ford
and the actors in The Searchers. Additionally, Finch hopes the work might tap into
viewers past experiences of motel rooms or remind them of the glow of a TV in a
darkened room and of past sunsets experienced.
There are two very similar works of art that appear to perfectly tie together
Finch's impossible quest to represent the light and color he experiences with the theories
of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and the vast historical timelines that the viewer can be fitted
into. Additionally, these works exemplify the fact that the viewer's experience is removed
from the original. Sunlight in an Empty Room [Passing Cloud For Emily Dickinson,
Amherst MA, August 28, 2004], 2004, and Passing Cloud [394 L St. NW, Washington
DC, July 7, 2010], 2010, each depict the subtle changes in light and color that Finch
witnessed as clouds passed overhead at the specific location and time cited.
Sunlight in an Empty Room pays homage to the reclusive poet, Emily Dickinson,
who did not leave her home for the last 30 years of her life (Figure 15). A number of
poems written by Dickinson mention the sun, sky, and light and it was due to this that
Finch was attracted to doing a light piece about the poet. Finch was inspired by her keen
sensitivity to nature and awareness to the world around her that is expressed through her
poetry; most notably the poem "Before I got my eye put out" that Finch references as the
basis of this project.72
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In the resulting artwork, a cloud of blue, grey, and violet lighting filters held
together with clothespins is suspended in front of a bank of fluorescent lights.73 The
fluorescent lights, 100 all together, are a mixture of three distinct color temperatures that,
when combined, create the same spectral quality and intensity of sunlight in the poet's
backyard on August 28, 2004. In order to determine the correct intensity and quality of
light that day, along with his own recordings, Finch relied on the help of a colorimeter
that measures the density of color. From these observations Finch was able to determine
which filters in his collection should be used to recreate the light. The color filter cloud,
when hung before the bank of lights, casts the exact same shadow, both in color and
shape, of the cloud Finch watched passing overhead.74 In taking the time to move around
the cloud, watching as the colors shift based on proximity to the cloud and light source,
the viewer should feel as if they were walking in Emily Dickinson's yard just as Finch
had done previously.75
While the viewer is confronted with a literal cloud, akin to the clouds Finch
witnessed, the experience is abstracted. Confronted with the same light and shade that
Finch saw, in the examination of this piece the viewer is experiencing an entirely
different moment; their own, new sensory experience. The viewers experience falls in
line with Dickinson's own experiences gazing out her window and Finch's calculated
understanding of the same site. Though it can never be the same. For one, the light
intensity of the piece can be disturbed if viewed in a gallery with other light sources
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filtering in. Secondly, in passing around the cloud and bank of lights the viewer is at eye
level with the artwork, Finch experienced the subtle shifts of light and color as the cloud
passed overhead. Additionally, the act of walking around the piece occurs at different
speeds for different people, therefore the light and color shifts are different for each
person and different from the shifts Finch experienced. The speed at which Finch
witnessed these changes is unknown to the viewer.76 Still, the viewer is able to see and
think of what Spencer Finch or Emily Dickinson's experiences would have been like
through the contemplation of the light refracting through a color filter cloud.
Similarly, in a recent exhibition, My Business with the Cloud, at the Corcoran
Gallery of Art in Washington D.C. Finch recreated another moment of sunlight and
clouds with Passing Cloud [394 L St. NW, Washington DC, July 7, 2010] (Figure 16).
This piece, hung in the museum's central rotunda, is about relationships and passing
history. It alludes to the convergence of two historical figures, Abraham Lincoln and
Walt Whitman. In July of 1863, Whitman would stand at the intersection of Vermont
Avenue and L Street NW bow to the president who was on his daily trip to the White
House. Whitman recorded one such meeting in his diary when, at 8:30 in the morning,
Lincoln rode by on horseback, accompanied by about 25 Calvary with sabers drawn.77 It
is this site, noted by Whitman, near Vermont Avenue and L Street that Finch uses in his
investigation. The intensity of the light over the city, according to Finch, is one thing that
has not changed in Washington D.C. in the past 150 years. So, in essence, the viewer, like
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Finch, Abraham Lincoln and Walt Whitman, is truly experiencing the same light and
therefore becomes fully part of this historical vortex.78
Created in a manner similar to Sunlight in an Empty Room, Passing Cloud is
comprised of varying colors of theatrical gels and clothespins, hung from the Rotunda
ceiling. In this case, Finch uses the natural light streaming through the oculus that he
claims is the same light, unchanged, from 1863.79 The colored gels are arranged in a
manner so as to recreate the light and shadow shifts Finch recorded when clouds passed
overhead at the intersections of Vermont and L Streets. Unlike Sunlight in an Empty
Room the cloud is visible overhead, not at eye level. The viewer becomes part of the
piece and only fully experiences it in the act of passing under it and witnessing the
ephemeral shifts in light and color. In this act the viewer is passing by not only the cloud
but also, one assumes, other bodies, just as Lincoln and Whitman passed in the street.
New relationships are being created though the exploration of an old relationship. It is
this act of passing that is highlighted in the work - the passing of history and the passing
of people.
Even though Finch's clouds do not move, the viewer can experience the shifts in
light and shade by walking around the room. The viewer takes on the act of passing by,
of moving around the cloud. Finch hopes that though this act the viewer might experience
a quiet moment to reflect on simple, natural changes in the environment, to see something
from almost nothing. Additionally, in this act of passing by the cloud, most specifically
with the piece that was hung at the Corcoran, the viewer is placed in the passage of
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history. Maybe this experience will then follow the viewer out into the world so that they
may experience the subtle differences in the world around them; become more attune to
nature like Emily Dickinson, or to passersby like Lincoln and Whitman. Finch sees these
shifts in light and color, and the way they are informed by bodily movement, as a
representation of human perception and subjectivity - things that some people may notice
and be moved by but that most people do not notice or will take for granted.
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CHAPTER 4
MEMORY, PERCEPTION, AND THE ARTIFICIAL
Just as no moment of experience with a work by Finch can be truly duplicated degrees of perception alter with each person, each passing moment - Finch cannot truly
replicate his experiences. Every moment after the initial incident is altered, removed from
the first. As Plato observed in the Republic, the sun is the truth and any images or
representations of the truth are second or third generation representations. An image
cannot portray the truth.80
The conceptual approach and unexpected methods of recreation used by Finch
serve in highlighting the artificiality of the moment presented. For, the viewer is not, and
cannot, experience the same moment or memory as Finch nor can the historical or literary
moment referenced be encountered. In some cases Finch does not immediately record
and reproduce a moment rather, he recalls his own memories and presents them to the
viewer in varying means. These pieces become an exercise in personal memory and
recollection. While this is primarily practiced on Finch's end as the creator of the piece,
the viewer is also participating in the act of recollection as personal thoughts and
memories are layered over the artwork. All of Finch's works are rooted in a specific place
and time even though the act of creation may vary between recollection and
representation of a memory or the duplication of a firsthand moment. Each of Finch's
works highlights the ephemeral qualities of the moment or memory represented.
Additionally, Finch's artworks challenge the notion of everyday thought and perception
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by exploring theories of perception and turning the way things are viewed into a new
formal experience.
As previously mentioned, Finch has a fondness for referencing specific places,
past moments of significance, and figures of historical or literary importance in his
works. All of the people he has used as inspiration or source material in his artwork Emily Dickinson, Ralph Waldo Emerson - are people that also saw things a little
differently. It makes perfect sense that Finch, educated in literature, would take on the
writings of two other visionaries that reference the concept of perception itself, as sources
of inspiration in his own mission to decipher the mysteries of vision. Abecedary
[Nabokov's Theory of A Colored Alphabet Applied to Heisenberg's Uncertainty
Principle], 2004, and 8,456 Shades of Blue [After Hume], 2008, are extremely large,
mural-sized, artworks consisting of a series of randomly placed dots of paint. Using
simple materials that severely contrast the lofty theories and ideas being observed, both
Abecedary and 8,456 Shades of Blue reference the way in which the world is perceived;
the way in which Finch observes and interprets significant philosophical texts and
imagines how they affect the way he, and others, see.
Abecedary puts into practice Vladimir Nabokov's description of a colored
alphabet, a synesthetic phenomenon described in his autobiography, Speak, Memory, in
which certain letters and sounds transform into colors in the author's mind (Figure 17).81
Finch follows Nabokov's description of the described colored letters and sounds to
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translate a portion of Werner Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle of Quantum Mechanics.
Each colored ink droplet on the nine by thirty foot drawing represents one letter of the
Uncertainty Principle (Figure 18).82 The abstracted appearance of the work, with colorful
dots, over nine thousand in total, scattered freely around was not for aesthetic purposes,
but to demonstrate the theory he was translating. Heisenberg's theory simply states that
the more precisely one property is measured - Finch's dropping of the paint - the less
likely the other can be controlled - where and how the droplet will land. The amount of
splatter produced by the droplet of pigment upon contact with the paper cannot be
controlled, though Finch can control how much pigment is used and the force with which
he releases the droplet.83
8,456 Shades of Blue similarly explores philosopher David Hume's theory of "the
missing Shade of Blue" (Figure 19).84 Using seven different blue pigments - Indanthrene
Blue, Cobalt Blue Deep, Prussian Blue, Windsor Blue (Green), Indigo, Manganese Blue,
and Cobalt Turquoise - and various combinations of the pure shades. Beginning with
fifteen drops of a pure color, Finch systematically dropped a dot of the color onto a sheet
of paper, added a drop of water to dilute the pigment, and put another dot of color onto
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the paper. About 300 drops of pigment can be counted on each sheet of paper.85 With
these 28 drawings he lays out for himself, and the viewer, Hume's theory. Finch claims
that this experiment only encompasses "the tip of the blue iceberg."86 In observing the
piece the viewer can consider the possibilities of never having experienced one of the
shades of blue and the underlying issue of perception and the ability to differentiate
various shades and hues of color. In Abecedary and 8,456 Shades of Blue color becomes
a material for exploring subjectivity and perception.
Bee Purple, originally created in 2008 and adapted again in 2012, like 8,456
Shades of Blue, is an exploration of vision and perception (Figure 20). Hume was not too
far off in thinking that, while there is a plethora of colors humans have been acquainted
with, there might be a shade that has never before been met. Bees perceive a different
spectrum of colors than humans that relies on ultraviolet light, a form of electromagnetic
radiation that is outside visible light, the light that humans are able to perceive. "Bee
purple" is a combination of yellow and ultraviolet light, that humans cannot see as it
operates in the ultraviolet wavelength. To create his rendition of this color, unknown to
man, Finch once again employs colored filters in his mission to transform light. In the
2008 version of Bee Purple, clusters of yellow hexagonal blocks are grouped in a room
bathed in a blue-green glow to represent flowers. Due to their compound eyes, bees see
all structures as hexagons. For the 2012 version, Finch filtered out the long wavelengths
of fluorescent light and altered the scale of the object in the room so the size of the
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viewer to the object is similar to that of the bee to a flower.87 Bee Purple becomes "a
literal way of thinking about trying to see how others see,"88 and a practice in considering
the limits and expanses of human vision and perception.
Wandering Lost on the Mountains of Our Own Choice, 1999, a series of seven
large, monochrome, glass mosaics, alludes to the task of seeing how others see and the
difficulties it presents. Consciously seeing how others see is not necessarily something
that is pondered, knowingly, in the course of the day to day, which is why Finch attempts
to bring it into the forefront of thought. All of his artwork, really, forces the viewer to
consider different perspectives of vision both personally and in others.
The mosaics are based on photographs taken by climbers of failed missions on
some of the world's tallest mountains during extreme weather. The snowstorms at the
peaks of mountains like Haramosh, Baintha Brakk, K2, Gasherbrun IV, Annapurna, and
Mount Everest are of such blinding intensity that only those who have lived through them
can understand the loss and confusion they produce.89 Viewers become lost in the
fragmentation of the tiles Finch creates in Avalanche [K2, 1978], 1998, alluding to the
blindness experienced by the climbers of the disastrous missions (Figure 21). In trying to
determine if there is anything beneath the monochromatic surface of the image, the
viewer experiences a similar, although much less frantic, sense of loss and confusion to
the climbers. Temporarily blinded by the tiled matrix, the viewer is able to see, for a
moment, how the climbers might feel during such a storm, as they are helpless to
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decipher just what Finch is trying to represent.90 The illusion Finch creates with these
images allegorizes the deaths of the climbers lost in the storm, for death is eternal
blindness.91
Some artworks, translations of Finch's personal memories, are another way the
artist invites the viewer to see how someone else sees. In this case the viewer is allowed
to see how Finch sees. These pieces still offer a connection to the knowable world and
the collective memory though the task of perceiving becomes more complicated. They
challenge the ways in which the viewer thinks and recalls memories. 102 Colors From
My Dreams, 2002, a series of Rorschach blot-like images, was an attempt by the artist to
explore the limits of his subconscious and his own limits of perception (Figure 22). Each
ink drawing references a perceived color from a dream that Finch recorded in his diary
between November 21, 2000 and May 1, 2002.92 Finch mixed pigments until he found a
color that correlated to his description then dropped the color onto a sheet of paper, which
he then folded in half to create his Rorschach-blots (Figure 23). The colors and the
objects they came from do not seem to have a correlation in the known world; they are
manifestations of Finch's subconscious. Rorschach-blots "offered the most appropriate
form for thinking about the abstract expression of the unconscious."93 The act of
considering the colors from the artist's dreams enables the viewer to reconsider past
dreams and explore the limits of their own unconscious thoughts and perceptions.
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Trying to Remember the Color of Jackie Kennedy's Pillbox Hat, 1994, is an
exercise in memory in which Finch contemplates and literally draws out his thoughts on a
subject (Figure 24). It is easier for the viewer to access as it is, like a majority of his other
works, related to history and important events. Unlike the colors of a dream, any person
alive in 1963 or who has taken a history class, understands the connotations of Jackie
Kennedy's pink pillbox hat. The color of the hat, matching the rest of her stylish Chanelinspired outfit, would be emblazoned into the memory of millions as the blood of her
husband stained her suit. In his attempts to determine the correct shade of Jackie
Kennedy's hat that sat atop her head as she rode through Dallas, Texas with her husband,
John F. Kennedy, 35th President of the United States, Finch created one hundred pastel
drawings, each a different shade of pink, all corresponding in size and shape to resemble
the hat in question (Figure 25). It does not matter that the piece is a translation of a
personal exercise of recollection; each person who enters the gallery lined with the
drawings and comprehends the title will immediately picture the moment that John F.
Kennedy was assassinated on November 22, 1963. Viewers will pause and think: what
was the color of Jackie Kennedy's Pillbox Hat? With this piece Finch calls to question the
futility of memory. "Memories of color are notoriously unstable,"94 no matter how many
times Finch may try to determine the correct shade of pink he could never be sure which
was the correct swatch. Viewers of the piece will face the same challenge.
Some of Finch's works are quite complex and in the process of creation they
further remove the viewer from the actual moment of experience. Similar to his early
light works in which the artist duplicated the light of the recorded location and presented
it in another, Blue [Sky Over Los Alamos, New Mexico, 5/5/00, Morning Effect], 2003,
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and Night Sky [Over the Painted Desert, Arizona, January 11, 2004], 2004, transport a
specific light to the viewer, removed from the original source. These installations are not
as easy to comprehend as other works consisting of fluorescent lights and color filters.
Emitting no special color, they are made of clusters of incandescent bulbs of varying size,
hanging from the ceiling. Each cluster represents a molecule.
To create Night Sky, comprised of 401 incandescent light bulbs of disparate sizes,
Finch first began by observing the color of the night sky in the Painted Desert on January
11, 2004 (Figure 26).95 As he observed, he mixed paints. The final mixture of four
different colors mars black, cobalt blue, manganese violet and titanium white, was an
exact match to the color of the night sky.96 Upon return to his studio the mixture was
analyzed to find the proportions of the pigments in the color mixture along with the
atomic weight of the molecules in the colors used. The varying sizes of light bulbs,
corresponding in number and size to the atomic weight of the elements in the paint
compound, were then connected in a sort of science project atomic model, everything to
proportion.97 Eighty-five lamps, representative of the molecules of each color were
created in proportion to the amount of that color in the paint mixture. The result: a
sculpture of light evoking a star filled sky.98 Blue was created in the same manner,
recording the morning sky over Los Alamos at the site of the first nuclear test explosion
(Figure 27).99 The paint colors mixed for this site include cobalt blue, ultramarine and
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titanium white. There are ten lamps representing the chemical makeup of the cobalt blue
and titanium oxide and one representing ultramarine. This ratio is the same as the
combination of the colors in the paint mixture Finch determined matched the morning
sky. Once again, the collection of lamps is suspended from above.100
While all of this scientific measuring and braking down of the original element,
color, serves to take the viewer farther away from the initial moment and topic of
observation, the chosen site and finished product do however have a wonderful
connection. This is especially true for Night Sky as Painted Desert is a site known for its
clear view of the night sky and the finished product serves as a sort of star map. Standing
beneath the cluster of starts he viewer can imagine what it might be like to stargaze in the
Painted Desert or reflect on past memories and experiences of looking skyward and
admiring the stars twinkling in the heavens. Even though the abstraction and semiindustrial nature of Finch's artworks alter the way in which they are perceived there is
still a close connection to the truth, which shines through the complicated, sometimes
scientific calculations of the artist. Truthful, natural, ephemeral moments are still
reflected and recognized by the viewer who has, in all probability, seen or experienced
similar occasions previously.
Viewing the sky by way of the chemical makeup of a paint mixture challenges the
way in which the visual world is perceived. In a similar manner, Taxonomy of Clouds,
2006, alters the way everyday things are seen (Figure 28). For this series of seventeen
photographs documenting seventeen different could formations named by scientists,
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Finch chose to focus his sights on the ground instead of skyward where clouds are
normally found. Each of the images captures the reflection of a cloud in a puddle beneath
the artist's feet (Figure 29).101 Instead of viewing the puddle as a hassle, an obstacle or
disturbance in his path, Finch saw, opened before him, a reflection into another world;
another way to see. Finch hopes that looking at his artwork will change the way in which
things are perceived; that the viewer will begin to see things a little differently.102 Instead
of looking at where something should be or where it is expected to be maybe the viewer
will look elsewhere and find, magically, a new perspective of what was sought.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION: THE SUBLIME
Is Finch successful in his mission to represent light and color? In the end, the
answer is, simply put, no. Finch is not entirely successful. The questions that boggled
mankind for centuries remain unanswered. Where Finch does succeed, however, is
showcasing the intricacies of human perception. His failures and shortcoming transform
the way in which thoughts and memories are processed. Finch mater-of-factly claims "the
sun is always the impossible goal of my work - always the goal, always absent."103 With
this statement Finch admits his attempts at recreating the fleeting effects of light and
color are futile. He has always known and made that very clear. His artworks are an
experiment in perception. He breaks down early modes of thought and vision and
translates them through a contemporary lens. Finch renders his nineteenth-century views
for contemporary audiences, creating a modern vision of the sublime.
For Emmanuel Kant, the sublime reveals a reality that is fundamentally
indeterminate and undecidable. It alludes to something that cannot be shown or
presented. The sublime, writes Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux, "is not strictly speaking
something which is proven or demonstrated, but a marvel, which seizes one, strikes one,
and makes one feel."104 A sublime experience is "fundamentally transformative," it is
"about the relationship between disorder and order, and the disruption of the stable
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coordinates of time and space."105 The concept of the sublime has been evolving since the
classical era and the arts are oftentimes used as a tool to articulate such moments of awe.
Nineteenth-century artists, overwhelmed with the immensity and vastness of nature, used
their mediums to explore mans relationship to the greater elements of the universe. In the
twenty-first century technology has surpassed the natural world as a source of
wonderment. Man's advancements in science and technology are so astounding that they
surpass natural world, so much so that nature can be replicated.
Eventually, "man's natural desire in the arts to express his relation to the Absolute
became identified and confused with the absolutisms of perfect creations."106 Rather than
being taken up with the desire to create a perfect, true representation, Finch instead
focuses on recreating a moment of awe in an unconventional means that speaks of its
own inadequacies. This flawed representation offers much more of the sublime than a
perfect recreation or duplication of the natural world. It allows the viewer to consider the
majesty of light and color, and to appreciate that a true understanding of the elements is
impossible. This realization, that there is something in this world far greater than the
human mind, offers a true moment of astonishment.
Finch's artworks offer a moment of transcendence as they contemplate the
sublime majesty of the elements. In essence, light and color are fundamentally
indeterminate; a point Finch attempts to make perfectly clear in his various experiments
and contemplations. They are marvels that allow Finch to explore the outer limits of what
it means to be human. Art's
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value for the perceiver lies in its power to activate and organize the
movement of desire: in our desire to know what is behind it, imaginative
thought and knowledge are engendered. Hence, knowledge is not
discovered in the object, but in the process of the search, and the search
can only proceed from the feeling that something 'lost' must be
recovered.107
It is the process of inquiry in Finch's works that allow himself and the viewer to discover
the futility of perception and memory. In his search for answers Finch discovers that they
are impossible to answer. He leaves behind the shadow of his quest so others might
realize how fleeting time truly is, how ephemeral color and light are, and to consider the
limitations of their own perception and memory. It is the idea that one will never
understand that unlocks one of the mysteries of the sublime.
Finch presents the viewer with the essence of the sublime, of the Absolute: light.
Light, for Finch, and for Turner who claimed the sun was god, forms the basis of
everything. Without light there would be no color.
In the beginning, there was light, simply light. For followers of the Bible,
the words 'Let there be light' marked the beginning of everything. Science
tells us that light initiated life on earth; plants and animals could not exist
without it. Whatever one's philosophical inclination, light is intrinsic to
our physical and spiritual selves. It gives us the power of vision so that
looking and consequent 'seeing' is possible.108
It is easy to take light, color, and sight for granted in a world full of intense stimulation.
Finch's artworks allow the viewer a moment to pause, to consider the effect of light and
color and to reflect upon their own sight and perception. "Light enables him to gage
perception as a medium," thus transforming the act of vision.109
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Because the evolution of human intelligence is primarily based on
information we have gathered through vision, light has come to mean
illumination and enlightenment, a possession of the mind. Not only does it
reveal what is around us, it also makes known that which is inside us. That
illumination is often spiritual in nature, applied both to God as the source
of divine light and to the individuals who manifest it.110
Light is sublime.
The transformative, spiritual quality of light is something Finch finds fascinating.
He sees his light pieces as nuanced stained glass windows of Medieval and Gothic
cathedrals where the light, shining through the colored panes of glass, was transformed
from the ordinary to the sacred. Light brings a dematerialization to his works, allowing
the viewer to project their own memories and emotions into the empty space. Light is a
blank screen.111
Jean Fisher states, in The Echoes of Enchantment,
if art is to perform a truly transformative task, it must address a world, the
place where people dwell, the set of stories that collectively interpret
human existence in a peculiar way. The work may call this system into
question or broaden its horizon.112
In this case, Finch's artworks are truly transformative. He references the world and the
way in which people experience, interpret, and interact with that world historically,
presently, and in the future. Each artwork is rooted in a knowable place, time, literary
work, historical figure or memory that can be shared by a collective conscience. By
referencing comprehensible things Finch and the viewer are able to interpret the
mysteries of human perception. He allows the viewer to become aware the sense of sight
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and, he hopes, changes how future information is taken in and processed. The entirety of
Finch's oeuvre is based upon ideas that are difficult to exhibit such as light, perception,
and memory.
Finch works with an awareness of his predecessors whom he has been compared
to, and shown with, on numerous occasions. While he may share commonalities with the
Light and Space and Minimalist artists of the 1960s and 1970s, Finch creates artworks
that are uniquely his own.
Dan Flavin helped to define Minimalism with his fluorescent light-based
sculptures. He explored the properties of light; often surprising viewers at how different
combinations of color emitted varying shades of light as the colors mixed.113 Finch also
explores similar qualities of light although his works are grounded in an actual moment
and a specific place. The light is representative of something. Comparisons for Finch and
Flavin end with their choice of material.
The "skyspaces" of James Turrell offer another, stronger, point of comparison to
Finch's artworks.114 With this body of work, Turrell set out to frame the sky as an attempt
at viewing the "changing moods and nuances of color."115 The sites Turrell chose to
frame were, like the sites of Finch's inquiries, places of significance. Turrell links the
heavens with human vision and perception. While Finch's artworks serve the same
purpose his approach varies from that of Turrell. His focus spans all manners of
perception and instead of singling out the sky; Finch uses pure light as his subject matter.
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Where Yves Klein "pushed painting to a place beyond painting, pursuing both a
conceptual strategy of erasure and a genuine bid for transcendence; an art that attempted
to be simultaneously radical and spiritual,"116 Finch pushed it one step further, brought it
fully off of the canvas and transformed it back into the original source of illumination.
Finch, like Robert Smithson, is interested in expanding the boundaries, creating art that
has no limits, that is timeless. Smithson's site/non-site works offer the closest parallel to
Finch's artwork.117
Smithson set out to demonstrate how the act of creativity was, itself, "an act of
appropriation and displacement."118 By taking something that was of one place and
transplanting it in another Smithson abstracted the original moment, or site. By using
information from a site, a "specific physical place on the margins, without discernable
boundaries and brimming with scattered information,"119 to create a work that reflected
that site, Smithson abstracted and displaced the original. What he succeeded in creating
was a non-site, a form that presented information of the original site. Finch similarly uses
specific places, people, and literary texts as sites. He records information from a specific
moment and creates a work of art that abstracts his readings and observations. While the
result reflects the original moment it is only a projection that draws attention to its own
artificiality.
Going to great lengths to recreate the fleeting moments he experiences in his
artworks, Finch is, to some extent, successful. While the materials used are playful and in
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many ways create a solid sensory experience for the viewer (the materials used correlate
to the subject matter) the industrial nature of his larger pieces and minimalistic approach
to his two-dimensional pieces, serve in highlighting the artificiality of the moments
presented. The works are purely about light and color. Finch eliminates other sensory
experiences - sound, feel, smell and taste. This exclusion further adds to the sense of
artifice because the viewer truly cannot take in the same stimuli and experiences as
Finch, nor can the moments he references in history be encountered in the present. The
ephemeral moments Finch represents pass by so quickly and are so unique that a perfect
representation can never be mastered. Again, Finch recognizes this, referring to his works
as attempts in recreating the "fleetingness of a moment," he seeks to observe.120 The
masterful impressions he creates are just that: impressions. However, the viewer can, and
does, experience a new, distinctive moment based upon Finch's interpretation.
Finch's own experiences in the world - in addition to the viewer's - mingle to
create a new visual experience. Becoming sites of contemplation, meditation, and
remembrance his artworks are a gateway to the sublime. Even though the element of
artificiality becomes so evident with the realization that the viewer is not, and cannot, be
in the exact moment Finch presents, when confronted with his artworks, there is still a
sense of awe and wonderment. He brings a whole new meaning to being in the moment.
In the end, one thing remains true; Finch attempts to recreate the impossible. If,
and when he does fail he only reaffirms his hypothesis that light truly is an ephemeral
element and to capture it is an impractical, almost laughable task. That is the art of
Spencer Finch.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
120

!

Cross, "Susan Cross Talks to Spencer Finch," 42.

55!

!

Figure 1: Claude Monet, Le Bassin d'Argenteuil, oil on canvas, 1874, Museum of Art
Rhode Island School of Design, Providence, Rhode Island.

Figure 2: Spencer Finch, Grand Canyon From Valhalla Point With My Eyes Closed
[Morning, Late Morning, Noon, Evening Effects, October 16/17, 1995], ink on mustu
paper, four drawings, 1995, Wadsworth Athenaeum Museum of Art, Hartford.
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Figure 3: Spencer Finch, Interior of Room 4, Hôtel de la Cathédrale, Rouen, May 18-22
1996, Morning Effect, Noon Effect, Evening Effect, watercolor on paper, three parts,
1995, Collection of Dariush Ghatan.
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Figure 4: Spencer Finch, Eos [Dawn, Troy, 10/27/02], seventy-nine fluorescent fixtures
and lamps with filters, 2002, Collection of Argent Ventures.
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Figure 5: Spencer Finch, Moonlight [Luna County, New Mexico, July 13, 2003],
fluorescent fixture and lamp with filters, 2003, courtesy Cabinet Magazine.
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Figure 6: Spencer Finch, White [Niagara Falls Obscured By Mist, April 17, 2006,
5:30PM], fluorescent light box and filters, 2006, Private Collection, Switzerland.
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Figure 7: Spencer Finch, Kaaterskill Falls [July 30, 2006, 12:37PM], fluorescent
lightboxes with laminated filters, two parts, 2006, courtesy Postmasters Gallery, New
York and Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago.
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Figure 8: Thomas Cole, Falls of the Kaaterskill, oil on canvas, 1826, the WesterveltWarner Museum of American Art, Tuscaloosa, Alabama.
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Figure 9: Spencer Finch, Walden Pond [Morning Effect, March 13, 2007], paper collage,
2007, courtesy Postmasters Gallery, New York.

Figure 10: Detail, Spencer Finch, Walden Pond [Morning Effect, March 13, 2007], paper
collage, 2007, courtesy Postmasters Gallery, New York.
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Figure 11: Spencer Finch, Painting Air, installation view, glass and acrylic wall painting,
2012, courtesy Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago and Lisson Gallery, London.
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Figure 12: Spencer Finch, The River That Flows Both Ways, 700 panes of glass, 2009,
High Line Park in the Chelsea Market Loading Dock between 15th and 16th Streets, New
York City.

!

65!

!

Figure 13: Spencer Finch, West [Sunset in My Motel Room, Monument Valley, January
26, 2007, 5:36-6:06PM], nine-channel synchronized video installation with nine TV
monitors, running time: 31 minutes, 5 seconds, 2007, courtesy Brändström & Stene,
Stockholm.

Figure 14: Back view, Spencer Finch, West [Sunset in My Motel Room, Monument
Valley, January 26, 2007, 5:36-6:06PM], nine-channel synchronized video installation
with nine TV monitors, running time: 31 minutes, 5 seconds, 2007, courtesy Brändström
& Stene, Stockholm.
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Figure 15: Spencer Finch, Sunlight in an Empty Room [Passing Cloud for Emily
Dickinson, Amherst, MA, August 28, 2004], one hundred fluorescent light fixtures and
lamps, filters, monofilament, and clothespins, 2004, Museum für Moderne Kunst,
Frankfurt am Main.
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Figure 16: Spencer Finch, Passing Cloud [394 L Street NW, Washington, DC, July 20,
2010], light fixtures, filters, monofilament, clothespins, 2010, installation at Corcoran
Gallery of Art, Washington, DC.
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Figure 17: Spencer Finch, Abecedary [Nabokov's Theory of A Colored Alphabet Applied
to Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle], ink and watercolor on paper, 2004, Private
Collection, Switzerland.
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Figure 18: Detail, Spencer Finch, Abecedary [Nabokov's Theory of A Colored Alphabet
Applied to Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle], ink and watercolor on paper, 2004,
Private Collection, Switzerland.
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Figure 19: Spencer Finch, 8,456 Shades of Blue [After Hume], watercolor on paper, 28
drawings, 2008, courtesy Galerie Nordenhake, Berlin/Stockholm.
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Figure 20: Spencer Finch, Bee Purple, fluorescent lights, filters, astroturf, foamcore,
acrylic paint, 2008, courtesy of Galerie Nordenhake, Berlin/Stockholm.
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Figure 21: Spencer Finch, Wandering Lost Upon the Mountains of Our Choice,
Avalanche [K2, 1978], glass tile and acrylic on wood, 1998, Collection of Kenny
Schachter.
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Figure 22: Spencer Finch, 102 Colors From My Dreams, ink on paper, 102 drawings,
2002, The Cartin Collection, Hartford.

Figure 23: Detail, Spencer Finch, 102 Colors From My Dreams, ink on paper, 2002, The
Cartin Collection, Hartford.
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Figure 24: Spencer Finch, Trying to Remember the Color of Jackie Kennedy's Pillbox
Hat, pastel on paper, one hundred drawings, 1994, Collection of Robert J. Shiffler,
Dayton.

Figure 25: Detail, Spencer Finch, Trying to Remember the Color of Jackie Kennedy's
Pillbox Hat, pastel on paper, 1994, Collection of Robert J. Shiffler, Dayton.
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Figure 26: Spencer Finch, Night Sky [Over the Painted Desert, Arizona, January 11,
2004], eighty-five light fixtures and 401 incandescent lamps, collection of Bloomberg
LP.
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Figure 27: Spencer Finch, Blue [Sky over Los Alamos, New Mexico, 5/5/00, Morning
Effect], light fixtures and incandescent lamps, Hort Family Collection.
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Figure 28: Spencer Finch, Taxonomy of Clouds, seventeen digital inkjet prints, 2006,
Private Collection, Switzerland.
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Figure 29: Detail, Spencer Finch, Taxonomy of Clouds, digital inkjet print, 2006, Private
Collection, Switzerland.
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