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Luciferines, 2015 - 2025

The series captures the rare phenomenon of natural bioluminescence photographed
over an eight-year period on the wild Atlantic coast in Brittany, France. Threatened by
rising femperatures in our oceans, luciferines are an endangered species of cold-water
plankftons. Their electric effects occur when millions of these microscopic creatures are
exposed to molecular oxygen while reproducing at full moon on the turbulent surface of
the stormy sea. The sublime traces of their electric discharge remain almost invisible to
the naked eye and can be only captured entre chien et loup - at dawn - a magic twilight
moment when the first blue rays of daylight intersect with the remaining reflections of
the moon.

In tfimes of global warming, uncertainty, hesitation and subconscious fear are mirrored in
the blurred boundaries and shiffing limits of liquid spaces. The coastline, however, will
always be a place of transformation and inconsistency. Everywhere. All the time. It's a
space dedicated to anxiety and one that soothes anxiety. It remains a paradox that the
proximity of the ocean, its infinite horizon, its gravitas, its unpredictability and
destructive power, generates fear and, at the same time, is sought out fo soothe this fear,
curb it, dampen it. This might seem contradictory were it not for Aristotle's notion of the
Pharmakon, which is both, poison and counter poison.

Like the dying coral reefs, Luciferines point us towards an EVENT HORIZON where an
exhausted nature hits a dangerous POINT OF NO RETURN. But in a world on fire, these
marine creatures simultaneously lead us tfo the magic of their beauty - granfing me the
opportunity to transcend the boundaries between photography and painting. Emitting a
luminous antidote, their performance may conceal a counter-concept for the empathetic
mind, to better navigate the challenges of an endangered and increasingly harsh world
poisoned by unsustainable concepts and polarization. Thus, these images celebrate light
also as a medium. Light creates beauty, without light all life on our planet would be
impossible.

Tom Fecht



Siegfried Zielinski
LIGHT BRINGER - On Tom Fecht’s Luciferines

Compared to the seascape, the landscape is a relativerly young phenomenon that is
currently ageing at breathtaking speed due to human intervention. The Sea Around Us is
arguably the most important book of the 20th cenfury written about the ocean. Rachel
Casrson published it in 1951, her forceful and elegantly written treatise ushered in a
paradigm shift in the way we view the oceanic world that is still as relevant foday. The
waters of the open sea surround the territory on which we earthlings live - and not the
other way around. The planet that granfs us temporary hospitality should actually be
called Water and not Earth.

This profound shift of perspective should actually make us realize that the ocean should
not be regarded as colonial ferritory and an object of exploitation, but rather as an active
subject which we must respect and navigate as a partner with equal rights. But also as a
key partner for our dialogue with nature. There is no other subject than the oceans, with
their seemingly infinite horizons, who engage us melancholic earthlings in the most
intense conversations about ourselves and the state of the world in which we live.

Artists are characterized by a special sensitivity tfowards the other, which we cannot
understand or cannot feel deeply enough. Since Tom Fecht returned to his artistic work
in the 1990s, especially that which can be created with the photographic camera, he has
paid particular attention to the Atlantic. He set up an observation station on the
westernmost tip of Brittany, where he has become his main focus in recent decades. The
dynamic open ocean beneath the cliffs near his studio has become an essential part of
his artistic practice and existence.

For me, the Luciferines series, created between 2015 and 2025, marks a high point in
Fecht's photographic portraits of the Aflantic. As viewers, we are literally drawn into the
eddies, whirlpools and waves, into the surging and plunging waters, where he seems to
get completely lost and caught at the same time. The photographer's proximity to the
subject and the intensity of the events unfolding in front of his camera complement each
other. Vortex - this is the same etymological reason as that of Vertigo, Alfred Hitchcock's
cinematographic masterpiece with the hair vortex as a central metaphor. A different state
of mind, of the world - a threatening, dangerous one. The images of the Luciferines
series are highly immersive, drawing the viewer info the dynamic visual action with their
flowing colors and frozen forms. Which is why they absolutely need the scale that the
artist has defined for them. The frame disappears in contemplation, the boundary to the
non-pictorial reality becomes unrecognizable. Walter Benjamin described this as an aura,
which he actually denies for fechnical reproductions. But the art that is created through
photography has long since undermined and transcended this conceptual restriction.
And Tom Fecht's Luciferines are anyway unique, for each image exists only one single
print.

1- ABYSS | Luciferine #2479 (Japonica), 2025



The phenomenon of bioluminescence is still one of the most fascinating and mysterious
in the living diversity of the oceanic world. "Down beyond the reach of the sun's rays,
there is no alternation of light and darkness. There is rather an endless night, as old as the
sea itself" writes Carson in her chapter on the sunless deep sea. But even in her time, the
agents of the lightplay, which emerge from the deep darkness of the norturnal sea as
plankton, for example, trigger attractive directions of research. The marine biologist, who
can also be described as the founder of the currently popular Blue Humanities, reports
on "the well-known fact that many plankton creaftures make regular vertical migrations of
hundreds of feet, rising fowards the surface at night, sinking down below the zone of
light penetration very early in the morning".

Tom Fecht captures what happens in the short time of this minimal yet extremely
powerful visual spectacle in a visually stunning way. The bioluminescence of the
plankton is generated by two special activists. Luciferines are the potential carriers of
light, phosphoros in Greek - but they cannot glow on their own. Bioluminescence is a
profoundly dialogical matter. Only in the encounter with the other these weak subjects
can furn strong and beautiful. Luciferines light up when they encounter oxygen and their
molecular teammates, the enzyme luciferase. The luminescent reaction is triggered by
external stimuli, such as oxygen saturated currents or in stormy seas, when the sea
surface is continuously mixed with oxygen to the rhythm of the breaking waves. The very
brief glow that Tom Fecht captured with his camera as a result of meticulous artistic
research is caused by the oxidation of luciferine by luciferase, which appears in the
breaking waves as a powerful momentum of electric discharge. Light refraction creates a
magical color spectrum at full moon inferacting with the reflected moonlight on the
surface of the sea. In the early hours of the morning, deep blue tones expand this
nocturnal color spectrum when the first rays of daylight slowly arise above the eastern
horizon, refracted in the fine spray of seawater above the western surface of the sea.

In Celtic mythology, the Luciferines can be detected as the magic light trails of animated
fairies, amusing themselves on the breaking crests of the North Atlantic at full moon. The
natural scientist who discovered this interplay in the 19th century and gave it its mythical
name, Raphaél Dubois, lived in Le Mans in north-western Normandy, close to the border
with Brittany.

Tom Fecht's photographic works, however, are not scientific illustrations of a bio-
chemical phenomenon. With an overwhelming aesthetic, they tell of the inexhaustible
variations of the interplay of light and shadow known as Ars Magna Lucis et Umbrae, as
set out by Athanasius Kircher in a magnificent tome in the middle of the 17th century. The
metaphysics of light, as it has become so constitutive for Christian-Jewish culture, plays
an essential role in this. The Jesuit Kircher distinguishes between the Latin term /ux, the
divine light, and /lumen, the earthly brilliance derived from it and therefore secondary -
including the light that we humans are capable of producing ourselves. Thus, the film
industry still measures its radiance in Lumens unftil foday. Before Lucifer is cast info
eternal darkness, in eternal damnation by the heavenly hosts, the fallen angel tries to
become equal to God, the light itself, and to even surpass him in beauty. Pride comes
before the fall.

2 - RAGE | | Luciferine #2543X71 (Japonica), 2025
Homage to Dylan Thomas



From a continental anthropological perspective, the open sea is the manifestation of the
evil (Blumenberg). In Christian mythology in particular, it is demonized as a sphere of the
unpredictable that knows no laws beyond its own dynamics. The difficulty of orientation
in and towards the enormous oceanic body makes it a challenge for those earthlings
who only view it from the coast. In the otherness, completely different and not at all
identical with our existence, humans try to recognize not the ocean, but to betfter
understand themselves and their place in the world.

The complex dramas set down in many books by Roger Caillois, Victor Hugo or Herman
Melville seem fo be played out again in Tom Fecht's powerful photographs. They are
strikingly evoked in the titles of his pictures: Point of no Return, Abyss, Rage, Maelstroem
and, of course, Vortex. From the solid ground of our standpoint, we lose ourselves in the
filigree games of the water masses, their illuminated edges reflecting the moonlight, their
spiraling forms. The Luciferines are an indictment of what the Anthropocene has made of
the seas. They threaten their own disappearance in the increasingly warming body of the
planet. At the same time, they are powerful poetic stimulants. They enable us to discover
a language of nature that was hidden from us before we encounterd their beauty in the
artist’s pictures.

It is by no means coincidental that the large-scale work Abyss (Luciferine #2479) is also
subtitled as Japonica. Here, the traces of light emitted by the Luciferines fravels down
from the top to the bottom, seemingly liquefied. Comparable to a matrix and setf in a
slender vertical format, this photographic notation of electrical discharge in front of a
deep blue abyss is reminiscent of the flowing characters of Chinese calligraphy - or the
younger tradition of Japanese Shodd - combining the beauty of writing with spiritual
meaning. Such a poetic connection is also reflected in three other works from the series
entitled Rage and dedicated to Dylan Thomas in homage to the British poet's most
famous chorus line from a poem dedicated to his dying father in 1946: "Do not go gentle
into that good night. Rage, rage against the dying of the light". Tom Fecht's pictures
celebrate the medium, without light any life on our planet would be impossible. Thus, the
Luciferine series is resolutely opposed fo a critique of art and culture that has always
been suspicious of the open sea.

The photo artist works with unusual precision on matters that he transforms into images,
immersing himself in them in long processes of research. His artistic ego is however
counterbalanced by his work on the expansion of material-sensual phenomena tfowards
their potential sacredness - towards experiences that overwhelm us and are clearly larger
and older than ourselves.

3 - RAGE Il | Luciferine #2490x91(Japonica), 2025



“Man leads his life and establishes his institutions on solid land. However, he seeks to
understand the movement of his existence as a whole preferably through the metaphor
of a daring voyage" This is how the philosopher Hans Blumenberg begins his
exceptional essay Shipwreck with Spectators (1979). It deals with the anxiety of land
dwellers confronted with the restless and unpredictable sea. Tom Fecht is not a sailor. As
a rule, he photographs from the coast, that real and imaginary strip where it is not the
vastness that counts, but the function in our system of geophysical order and
perception. The coast forms the interface between the still largely unexplored vast
subject of the ocean and the solid ground required by the tripod for the artist's camera.
Always maintfaining a particular standpoint of approximately 30 metres above sea level
and in close but safe distance from a dangerous sea.

In the development of his pictorial work of the Atlantic off the coast of Brittany, which
has now grown over 30 years into an idiosyncrafic open encyclopaedia, it is noficeable
that Tom Fecht is increasingly losing all distance towards his subject. He explores the
enormous dynamic body, most of which has been in complete darkness for millions of
years, and attempts fo cross the natural and geophysical boundaries between the
territory, the Finis Terrae of the ancients and the sea. For his poetic and reflective dialog
with the Atlantic, he penetrates deep into the luminous, fluid characteristics of his
counterpart. With his empathetic art, he manages to develop his very own epistemology
of the oceanic, giving a poetic language fo its multiple identity, its quantum existence
one might even say. Here is no wave is like the other and despite eternal repitition there
is nothing that could never ever stay the same. Not only because we are constantly
changing, but because movement and change are the modes of our planetfary solar
system and that hyper-chaotic system in which open seas exist.

In one of his posthumous fragments, Friedrich Nietzsche uses the beautiful term
hyperborean. The hyperborean lives with the world of facts, with everything that is the
case, without submitting fo the order of facts. Quite the opposite: in successful cases the
intense aesthetic gesture that comes to grips with the world of objects preserves the
magic of things and phenomena. This is great art, including the great art of Tom Fecht
and his Luciferines.

SIEGFRIED ZIELINSKI — inventor of an archaeology of the media, professor emeritus for media theory and
variantology of the arts and media at the Berlin University of the Arts; Michel Foucault professor for media
archaeology and techno-aesthetics at the European Graduate School (EGS, Saas Fee), visiting professor at
Tongji University Shanghai. Founding Director of the first Academy of Media Arts in Cologne (1994-2000),
Director of the Vilém Flusser Archive in Cologne and Berlin (1998-2016), Rector of the Karlsruhe University of
Arts and Design (2016-2018). The author and editor of numerous books and tireless promoter of the media
arts lives and works in Berlin.
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Tom Fecht was inspired by the Apollo missions and Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film 2007. A
Space Odyssey to study physics, thermodynamics and cybernetics at Columbia
University, NYC. As a young engineer, he was involved in the development of fax
machines and computer-assisted imaging at Control Data and /BM. Fecht was among the
first wave of arfists to move info the rough industrial lofts of lower Manhattan, where he
engaged with the vibrant early 1970s art scene, including Agnes Martin, Michael Heizer,
Cristo and Jeanne-Claude, and in particular Robert Smithson. Early installations inspired
by Smithson blended Fecht’s interest in Land Art and science.

A working residency in London expanded Fecht’s practice intfo high-tech and scientific
imaging and he has since developed his own photographic and technical patents. Fecht
is known especially for innovative seascape and night photography. His series Dark
Matters and most recent Studies of Ancient Light push his experiments towards the edge
of quantum physics visualising environmental phenomena invisible to the nacked eye.
Fecht has taught at Cornell University, NYC, in London at the Royal College of Art and
Imperial College, and at ETH Zurich.

His work is held and has been exhibited in public, corporate and private museums and
collections in Europe, North America, Asia, Brazil and Russia, including Documenta IX,
Kassel (1992), Bundeskunsthalle Bonn (1993), Hamburger Kunsthalle (1994), National
Gallery Berlin (1996), Martin-Gropius-Bau Berlin (2001); MUCEM Marseille (2003), Rovyal
College of Art London (2007), Museum Folkwang Essen (2010), LAAC Dunkerque (2014),
Museum DKM Duisburg (2017), New York Public Library (2019), CERN Geneva (2023),
Victoria & Albert Museum London, Ishara Art Foundation Dubai and TOP Photographic
Art Museum Tokyo (2025).

Tom Fecht was born in the land of Hesse, Germany and lives and works in Berlin and
Geneva, his work is centered around his studio on the Atlantic coast in Brittany, France.

tom_fecht
www.tomfecht.com
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