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Reanimating the Light Prop: 

A Digital Investigation of Laszlo Moholy-Nagy’s Light Space Modulator 

 
 

Introduction 
 
My first encounter with what is commonly referred to as the Light Space Modulator, or Light Prop, was an underwhelming 
one. Against a wall in a plexi-glass box, in the context of a fabulous exhibit at the Bauhaus Archiv on the 1930 Werkbund 
Exhibition, there was a button to press to activate a replica the light prop and see it in motion. I pushed the button: nothing 
happened. I noticed then that above the enticing button was a sign in german informing me that their replica of the Light 
Space Modulator was out of order; they were working on fixing it. I moved on; there was a lot to see at the exhibition and 
our studio group was on a tight schedule. Despite – or perhaps because of – the disappointment of not being able to activate 
the modulator at the Archiv exhibition, my curiosity was piqued.  
 
That summer, I decided to visit the light prop at the Busch Reisinger Museum at Harvard. There again it was; not enclosed 
in plexi-glass this time but free standing in a gallery containing other notable Bauhaus works. This Modulator was the 
original, larger than the replica at the Bauhaus Archiv and its mechanics were visible. I had by this time watched the 
Modulator in motion via the online exhibit ‘Extraordinary Every Day’, and had watched Moholy-Nagy’s own film of the 
Modulator ‘Ein Lichtspeil, Schwartz Weiss Grau’. I had read a little about the object’s original intent being as a ‘light prop 
for an electric stage’ and, that in this condition, it was intended to be enclosed in a box and illuminated. Though the 
modulator as an object was extremely interesting to see and explore visually at the Busch Reisinger, I was left wondering: 
What about Light? What about Space? What exactly did the modulator mean in the absence of these components? And, in 
its status as a museum object, can the observer truly comprehend the historical and educational value of the Modulator 
without an understanding of the implications for the elements that it was intended to Modulate? 
 
I determined to digitally model the Modulator and conduct an investigation of what the light and space implications might 
have been. This was not a scientific exercise in the sense that I began with a hypothesis to investigate and prove or disprove, 
but instead was a personal exploration of what the ‘Light-Space’ implications of the Modulator might be: my intuition being 
that these key components in understanding the Modulator had been lost and that this limited our appreciation or 
understanding of Moholy-Nagy’s original intent in creating the Light Prop.  
 

 

From Space and Light Modulation to Object Obsession 
 
From 1921 – 1930, Moholy-Nagy developed what is now commonly referred to as the ‘Light –Space Modulator’, though it 
was originally called ‘light prop for an electric stage’. The prop was a continuation of Moholy-Nagy’s experiments with 
kinetic sculpture, transparent and reflective materials, and cast artificial light.  The light prop was an ongoing concern and 
informed the artist’s later work. Moholy-Nagy subsequently made a movie ‘Ein Lichtspeil Schwarz, Weiss, Grau’ which 
documented the ‘Modulator’ in action. In his autobiography, Abstract of an Artist, Moholy-Nagy recounts his work on the 
light prop: 
 

“I started also to work on a light display machine, a space kaleidoscope which occupied me for many years. It 
was a mobile structure driven by an electric motor. In this experiment I tried to synthesize simple elements by 
a constant super imposition of their movements…For almost ten years I planned and battled for the 
realization of this mobile and I thought I had familiarized myself with all its possibilities… 
 
I learned much from this mobile for my later painting, photography, and motion pictures, as well as for 
architecture and industrial design. The mobile was designed mainly to see transparencies in action, but I was 
surprised to discover that shadows thrown on transparent and perforated screens produced new visual effects, 
a kind of interpenetration in fluid change… 
 
Since I gave much time to this work, I found it somewhat depressing that, for most people, the beauty of such 
a mobile and its emotional penetration had not been revealed. Almost no one could grasp the technical wit or 

the future promise of the experiment.”1 
 
There are varied accounts of the machine’s function and of its original intent: 

                                                
1 pp. 221, “Abstract of an Artist”, Moholy-Nagy. Excerpted from the fourth edition of The New Vision. Wittenborn, New York, 1947. 



 
“…this kinetic sculpture was designed for automatic projection of changing chiaroscuro and luminous effects. 
It produces a great range of shadow interpenetrations and simultaneously intercepting patterns in a sequence 

of slow flickering rhythm”2 
 
“László Moholy-Nagy’s “apparatus for the demonstration of special lighting and motion effects,” as he 
described this mechanical sculpture in 1930, has the distinction of being among the earliest kinetic artworks 
to rely on electrical power… the Light Prop for an Electric Stage (which later became known as the Light-
Space Modulator) was displayed alongside stage-related designs as a “prop” that could be used to create an 
atmosphere using colored lights. It was installed in a box for the exhibition, although evidence of the artist’s 

intention regarding precise details of its presentation is inconclusive.”3 

  
"The model consists of a cubic box [...] with a circular opening (stage) at the front. Surrounding the opening, 
on the back side of the board, I have mounted a number of yellow, green, blue, red, and white electrical bulbs 
[...]. Inside the box, parallel to the front, there is a second board, also with a circular opening, around 
which a further set of light bulbs is mounted.  Single bulbs light up at different places according to a pre-set 
plan. They illuminate a continuously moving mechanism, made partly of transparent, partly of cut-out 
materials, in order to create linear shadows on the back wall of the closed box. (When the presentation takes 
place in a dark room, the back wall of the box can be removed and the color and shadow projection behind 

the box projected on a suitable screen of open dimensions.)"4 

When I began researching the Light Space Modulator I was interested in the notion that a component of the machine’s 
original intent had been lost with the passage of time: originally intended as a prop for stage projection, we are now 
concerned with the object itself, not the environment it was intended to create. However, this shift in focus toward the 
singular object  as opposed to its functional intent is not simply as a result of retrospective consideration, but also seems to 
have been a shift in perception that Moholy-Nagy himself underwent.  Perhaps this is because of the amount of time and 
attention invested in developing the machine and getting it to operate: over a period of nine years, the artists original intent 
would have been blurred by the feat of mastering the mechanical necessities required for the objects realization. By the time 
Moholy-Nagy made his film ‘Ein Lichtspeil, Schwarz, Weiss, Grau’ it is apparent his focus has shifted almost entirely to the 
object itself: the transparencies, reflections and shadows documented in the movie are those cast by the object primarily upon 
itself, its modulation of light and space being recorded as an impact of the machine’s own components in motion. The ‘box’ 
in which the modulator was to be housed is minimally apparent (if it is present at all), and its effect upon a stage or lighting 
in an interior environment is absent entirely. 
 
 

Licht, Raum … … Farbe? 
 
As I learned more about Moholy-Nagy and the ‘Light Prop’ it occurred to me that perhaps another facet of the light prop’s 
potential as a ‘light-space-modulator’ had been lost, or had fallen out of focus:  that of color. In The New Vision and in his 
other works, Moholy-Nagy is an advocate of the possibilities of designing or ‘Painting with light’, using the relatively new 
technologies available in artificial lighting at the time.  For Moholy-Nagy the consideration of light and color were closely 
related, and in his explorations of materials and technologies newly available to him, one might argue that the two were 
inseparable: 
 

“The aim is to produce pictorial space from the elemental material of optical creation, from direct light. … 
the reflections and refractions bring the surroundings into the picture surface….the use of transparencies, the 
ability of colors to change with subtlest differentiation the appearance of a nearby color, etc, enriches 
considerably the space imagination. The surface becomes a part of the atmosphere, of the atmospheric 
background, in that it sucks up the light phenomena produced outside itself…Artificial light sources (spot 
lights, needle lamps) can continuously change the composition. This kind of picture is most probably the 
passage between easel painting and light display, a new branch of moving pictures…In the continuation of 
this work we must doubtless come to creation by moving refracted light (color); we must “paint” colors with 
flowing, oscillating, prismatic light, instead of with pigments. This would allow us again to approach a new 

conception of space.” 5 

 
 

                                                
2 pp.141, The New Vision, Moholy-Nagy. Dover Edition 2005, from the original pub. by W.W. Norton & Company, New York, 1938. 
3 Busch Reisinger Museum description of the Light Space Modulator, from the online exhibition ‘Extra Ordinary, Every Day – the  Bauhaus at the Busch 

Reisinger’, located at: http://www.artmuseums.harvard.edu/sites/eoed/index.html.  
4 Moholy-Nagy, quoted by the Bauhaus Archiv Museum of Design, http://www.bauhaus.de/english/bauhaus1919/kunst/kunst_modulator.htm 
5 pp.81-89, The New Vision, Moholy-Nagy. Dover Edition 2005, from the original pub. by W.W. Norton & Company, New York, 1938. 



“In Europe Moholy-Nagy extensively exhibited and published his black/white camera photographs. By 1937, 
the year he immigrated to the United States, he was as well known as a photographer as he was as a painter. 
Yet for years I have wondered why art historians never questioned the absence of color photographs among 
his Chicago period works…One of the reasons why this body of late camera work is virtually unknown is 
because Moholy had shifted his interest from black/white photography to investigating the potential of color 
photography…The technology of color printing of the time may have discouraged him from publishing  these 
slides or making prints of them for exhibitions…his deep and abiding interest in creating art with light and 

color probably would have attracted him to the possibilities of color photography in any case.“6 

 
To Moholy-Nagy, the potentials of light projection and color for modulating space were an exciting possibility that he began 
to explore as the technology became available to him, but, perhaps limited by the technologies of color reproduction at the 
time, he was not able to share his explorations with a wide audience.  In addition to colored light, the possibilities of 
projection and camera work were interesting to Moholy –Nagy as ways of realizing and exploring light and shadow 
interpenetrations: 
 

“ever since the invention of the motion picture, many painters have concerned themselves with this problem: 
projection, light, motion, interpenetration…the use of simultaneous views in motion pictures, also 
foreshadowed in cubism… simultaneous action was attained in cubism by presenting at the same time a view 

from above, from the side, a cross-section, etc – a kind of spatial superimposition of parts.”7 
 

“in this connection light as a spatial projection is an outstanding aid in attaining virtual volume.”8 

 
Understanding Moholy-Nagy’s appreciation for light and color, ‘light painting’, would tend to affirm the idea that the light 
prop was originally intended modulate a projected light display of changing color: had color film been available to him at the 
time, one might also speculate that the title of ‘Ein Lichtspiel’ would not have been limited to ‘Schwartz, Weiss, Grau’ but 
might also have documented a color exploration.  
 
 

                                                
6 pp. 2-3, Hattula Moholy-Nagy, The Rediscovery of Moholy-Nagy’s Color Photography, in Laszlo Moholy-Nagy: Color in Transparency. Photographic 
experiments in Color, 1934-1946. Bauhaus-Archiv, Steidl Publishing, Berlin. 
7 pp.87 László Moholy-Nagy, ‘On Projection, a New Medium of Exploration’. The New Vision. Dover Edition 2005, from the original pub. by W.W. 
Norton & Company, New York, 1938 
8 pp142, László Moholy-Nagy, ‘On Light’. The New Vision. Dover Edition 2005, from the original pub. by W.W. Norton & Company, New York, 1938 



Method, Process & Discoveries 
 
I modeled the object based on the information I had at the outset of the project: namely, the overall dimensions of the light 
prop and photographs of the original at Busch Reisinger Museum at Harvard. The dimensions of the component parts were 
defined in relation to one another and the overall size. In modeling the object, I focused on the component parts above the 
base plate of the machine, and did not model the mechanics underneath. This decision was made as the intent of the project 
was to investigate the light-space experience of the modulator, in which the mechanics beneath, while allowing the object to 
function, had no role. As I researched the object I was concerned about the lighting sequence and placement within the box: I 
was having trouble identifying what the arrangement should be and it felt superficial to begin speculation without 
establishing any ‘datum’ related to the original intent . Two articles were critical in bringing clarification: Moholy-Nagy’s 
article written for Die Form magazine in 1930, provided by the curator at the Busch Resinger Museum and Nan Rosenthal’s 
1969 essay on Moholy-Nagy’s Lichtrequisit, from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The Die Form article outlined the 
placement of the colored lights within the box and the timed sequence for their illumination over a two minute period. This 
allowed me to make an animation according to specifics of Moholy-Nagy’s intent.  
 
 

   
 
 
Nan Rosenthal’s essay was a wonderful and wonderfully informed piece of research that I received at the very end of the 
project: it contained mechanical drawings of the licht-requisit, a detailed account of the machine’s motion and component 
parts, and it interpreted the value of moholy-nagy’s licht-requisit in the context both of modern art ad moholy-nagy’s body of 
work. Ms. Rosenthal had, essentially, addressed the questions that had arisen for me in my investigation and then more. 
That said, in some ways I am quite glad that this article was not discovered early in the project. Ms. Rosenthal’s article 
discusses the object from a much more scholarly and academic stance than I could hope to achieve or replicate, and the initial 
decisions I made, though made in a relative vacuum of information, were an exciting personal process of investigation and 
discovery. Once I had created an initial animation based on information from the Die Form article, Nan Rosenthal’s article 
allowed me then to double back to the digital model and verify the decisions I had made. I found that my dimensioning of 

the modulator was accurate but that the rotational timing of the component thirds of the machine required adjustment9; I had 

animated their rotations too slowly on the first attempt (this was corrected in the final animations at which point the presence 
of the modulator was much more apparent).  
 
I chose to begin the animation sequence with the modulator positioned roughly as it appears in Moholy-Nagy’s illustration 
of the modulator, with the large perforated disc placed at the front box opening. I found also that there remain unknown 
elements to the lighting: while the Die Form article spells out the colored lighting positions and sequence, Ms Rosenthal 
points out that the five flood lights referred to remain undocumented in terms of location: I was unable to find information on 
these and as a result generated the animations based on the colored lighting sequence documented in Die Form.  When 
capturing the lightplay upon the screen, I created a surface and moved it to a position where the entire lightplay was captured 
upon that one projection surface. This resulted in a screen roughly 25’ x 25’ in size, placed approximately 17.5’ from the 
modulator. As the distance between the screen and modulator box was changed, the projection spreads across surrounding 
planes creating a more immersive spatial experience.  
 
 
 

                                                
9 pp 6-10, Rosenthal, Nan, ‘Essay on the Lichtrequisit’. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, 1969. 



             
 
Rendering showing the captured projection on a screen  Rendering showing the captured projection within a room 
roughly 17 and a half feet away from the Light Prop. where the back wall is roughly 35 feet away from the Light Prop. 

 

 
These dimensions indicate that a projection onto a screen would have required an environment the scale of a theatrical stage 
[Moholy later goes on to bemoan the difficulty of finding a hall large enough to demonstrate his creations to the public], but 
if the light prop were used to produce a demonstration in a normal sized room, the result would be colored light projections 
cast around several planes. This supports the idea that Ms. Rosenthal raises in her essay, namely:  
 

“It is established that in 1930 Moholy intended the machine to cast shadows and light reflections either on 
the surfaces of a 120-centimeter-square box or onto one stage backdrop. It is interesting to speculate whether 
he was moving in the direction of current interests, that is whether he had in mind to present the machine in a  
box at the scale of a backdrop…The Lichtspiel film offers no support of this possibility... On the other hand, 
Mrs. Moholy-Nagy, writing in 1950, described her first sight of the machine in 1931 thus: “As it turned 
slowly, invisible lights flared up and turned off, producing gigantic shadows on the walls and ceiling.” 
Moholy himself can hardly have been unaware of that capacity. It might also be recalled in this context that in 
his 1922 manifesto, Moholy wrote of changing the role of the viewer from “merely receptive” to one in which 

the viewer is “an active partner with forces unfolding themselves.”10 
 
It was exciting to view the screenplay generated by the modulator, and to see the modulator in action and lit, the view 
looking in the front of the box enclosure. I found that the box enclosure was integral to the screenplay produced: at certain 
points in the projection the enclosure produces soft rectilinear frames that not only define the outer edges of the image but 
which produce visual echoes throughout the picture, overlaying and underlying the images of the moving light prop. The 
plane with the circular opening – the ‘back plate’ to which the rear tier of lights was attached is also integral to the result, 
not just as a structural element that supports the second layer of light but as a frame that shapes and defines the layer of the 
projected image generated by the tier of lighting at the front of the box enclosure. In terms of spatial experience, the screen 
itself, though its primary function being as a receptacle for the light play produced by the prop becomes another reflective 
element in bouncing a diffuse light onto the ceiling and floor planes of an enclosed room. 
 
 
  
 
 

                                                
10 p25, Rosenthal, Nan, ‘Essay on the Lichtrequisit’. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, 1969. 
 



A series of still images from the animation of the lightplay upon the screen, from each of the phases of the light sequence 
outlined in the1930 Die Form article: 
 

     
 

      
  

     
 

       
 
 
 



 
 

     
 

     
 

     
 

    



 
Conclusion 
 
Though the primary discovery in this exercise is an attempt at what the lightplay on the screen and what the view from the 
front of the box would have been for an observer at the Werkbund Exhibition in Paris, I would not classify this project as 
having defined with totality what the light-space experience produced by the Modulator would have been.  Perhaps the 
primary conclusion I have reached in conducting this project is that there cannot be, nor should there be, a defined ‘product’ 
for the light space modulator. The variations that it could produce are a very many and the assumptions I made in producing 
the animation are a clue as to ways in which the product of the modulator could change, and are open for further 
investigation: through varying the materiality of component pieces (Ms. Rosenthal mentions the change in some of the 
components from aluminum to chromed metal, and from glass to metal, for example11); through varying the intensity of the 

light sources; through varying the distance between the modulator and projection screen; through varying the number and 
angles of surfaces placed to receive the projection, and finally, and notably, through varying the degrees of the modulator’s 
rotation throughout the light sequence - the speed of rotation of the modulator’s various components could be adjusted in 
order to experiment with the resulting lightplay: in Moholy-Nagy’s Ein Lichtspiel: Schwartz, Weiss, Grau, the modulator is 

shot “in accelerated, slow and what was perhaps its normal motion”.12  

 
This project then digitally rediscovers the modulator as a tool for exploring the possibilities of light, color and space, and 
not as an object designed to produce a defined end result. For Moholy-Nagy I might speculate this was indeed the intent of 
the object. As I watched the final screenplay animation, I found myself wondering what kind of a play would be performed 
against this backdrop.  Instead then it seems that the Modulator, though originally intended for stage projection, may have 
instead become a tool for Moholy-Nagy to further his experiments in painting with light. This concurs with Nan Rosenthal’s 
comments on Moholy-Nagy’s intent for the modulator as an experimental object: 

 
“A case could be made for the idea that, to Moholy the artist, none of these details particularly mattered. It 
has been noted in regard to the role of artist he ranked the “inventive mental process of the genesis” of an art 
work above matters of execution…his attitude is further revealed by a letter written to an institution that 
borrowed the sculpture in 1940: “…as for the current indisposition of the Lichtrequisit, please don’t worry. 
After all it is a machine…and we can repair it as every mechanical thing can be repaired. That is the beauty 
of extending one’s imagination into the world of moveable and exchangeable parts”.”13 

 
In the end what these animations represent, is one student’s exploration of what the machine might mean, might have meant 
for the creation of space through the modulation of light. From an educational point of view, the machine in conjunction with 
its electrically lit box enclosure provides great opportunities for learning, especially with regard to color and color mixing, 
and the spatial qualities of colored light. So perhaps this process of experimentation was Moholy-Nagy’s original intent for 
the object; the box enclosure and the varied light sequence being aspects of that experimentation. And yet, though one might 
separate them from the modulator as object, they, and the ability to experiment with varying conditions and sequences, are 
integral to our experience and understanding of what the object means. Without them the Light Prop becomes a piece of 
machinery on a pedestal, and in such a condition its possibilities and importance are removed from the viewers 
comprehension, limiting our understanding and appreciation. Perhaps this is in part the reason that the machine is now 
commonly referred to as ‘Modulator’ instead of ‘Prop’. The term modulator implies an ‘object-ness’ that allows the 
machine to be perceived in isolation, rather than ‘prop’ which implies a inter-reliance with other external elements. In this 
sense the light prop as a museum object to be understood by the museum visitor is an important consideration: Moholy-
Nagy invented the Modulator to generate creations that he intended to share publicly, and he saw the machine as having the 
capacity to engage the viewers experience in a new way: the object was intended to be experimented with in order for it to 
communicate his particular and relatively unique ideas as an artist about light and space. My hope for this project is that the 
animations, though showing just some of the possibilities for the projections generated by the light prop, might provide an 
avenue for communicating to the museum visitor the potential, and the importance, of the ideas that the light prop was 
intended to communicate, as much as the spatial experience it was intended to create. 

                                                
11 pp 7-8, Rosenthal, Nan, ‘Essay on the Lichtrequisit’. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, 1969. 
12 pp 6-10, Rosenthal, Nan, ‘Essay on the Lichtrequisit’. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, 1969. 
13 pp 20, Rosenthal, Nan, ‘Essay on the Lichtrequisit’. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, 1969.  
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