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Fluorescent Architecture

We tend to think of sensibilities and styles as either superficial or as the result of 
other cultural forces. They are what covers up or comes after the important stuff. 
This paper reverses this sequence and hierarchy. In examining these three interre-
lated phenomenon this essay asks: What is to be gained by starting with sensibility 
and aesthetics when generating and analyzing architectural artifacts? Can they be 
robust techniques for producing desirable social effects, especially in suburbia? 

This paper will use these questions to examine the interrelated histories of suburbia, 
the supermarket, the fluorescent light and the work of Dan Flavin. In doing so it will 
argue for the architectural efficacy of employing aesthetic practices and products 
to better understand, engage and fulfill its social and environmental responsibilities.

DAN FLAVIN AT THE SUPERMARKET
By all accounts the modern grocery store was born in 1940 in Winter Haven, Florida. 
Among the innovations found in George Jenkins’ Publix Market was the first com-
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The architecture of supermarkets. The history of fluorescent light-

ing. The art of Dan Flavin (Figure 1). Given the fundamental differences 

between these three topics, it is not surprising that when examined inde-

pendently they tell distinct stories about post-WWII America. However, 

given their obvious intersection, when studied together they reveal 

important historical relationships between aesthetics, architecture, 

and suburbia. These relationships revolve around a sensibility shared by 

Minimalist art, suburban building typologies, and the technologies of 

everyday life; a sensibility that is best described as the banal spectacle. 

Figure 1: L. to R.: Postwar Supermarket; Diagram of 

Fluorescent Fixture; Dan Flavin’s Work.
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mercial use of fluorescent lighting.1 Both would soon be a ubiquitous feature of the 
suburban landscape. The quick and lasting acceptance of this typology and tech-
nology is not fully explained by their economic and energy efficiencies. As with so 
many enduring modern (and suburban) artifacts, they are simultaneously  practical 
and theatrical.  In other words, the supermarket’s enduring success owes as much 
to unexamined aesthetics as to its economics.  

Not surprisingly then, artists live Flavin, Robert Smithson, Gordon Matta-Clark, Dan 
Graham, Tony Smith, increasingly turned their attention to suburbia. While not cel-
ebratory, their position towards suburbia not overtly hostile either. Unlike archi-
tects who either dismissed or championed the excessive and flamboyant aspects 
of it, they focused on another of its sensibilities, namely its banal, matter-of-fact, 
or entropic qualities. And, unlike the inhabitants of suburbia, who seemed satis-
fied with this distribution of the sensible, these artists were at once drawn to, yet 
troubled by its character and its organization. The result of their encounter with it 
was nothing less than a new genre of art, one that came to be known as Minimal-
ism, and later, Conceptual Art.

Instead of responding to the lack of qualities found there with more expression or 
form, they responded with even less. In other words, rather than contrast it with 
external criteria, they used the same language and materials immanent in this envi-
ronment to understand and re-imagine it. In dealing with these suburban subjects, 
spaces and materials, they employed what Jacques Rancière describes as the power 
of aesthetics: the ability to suspend or render irrelevant false choices and hierar-
chies, particularly the ones between reason and feeling, thoughts and things, art 
and everyday life.2 

The ambiguous spatial and atmospheric effects Dan Flavin’s work literally embodies 
this loss of hierarchy. The lessons it offers, along with the history of the supermarket 
and fluorescent light , for understanding the historical and contemporary architec-
ture of suburbia is what the remained of this paper will examine. 

POLITICAL ENVIRONMENTS
Fluorescent lighting is most often be found in suspended or ceiling mounted fix-
tures,  emitting efficiently produced light in large open spaces. However, when it 
was first introduced to the public in 1939 it was lauded for its dual capacity to pro-
vide both “artificial daylight” and “magical” colorful, moody and theatrical atmo-
spheres3 (Figure 2). This ability has, except in rare occasions such as Flavin’s work, 
been ignored or suppressed. When their atmospheric effects are studied, it is typi-
cally to gauge the comfort and economy they produce.4 

While we have grown accustomed to their white, bright, all-encompassing atmo-
sphere, one must remember that when it emerged in the early 1940s this was a 
strikingly new and fantastic sensibility. Such interior light had never before existed. 
Even now it is not too farfetched to ask: has there been anything as radically novel 
and “successful” since? Given its dual capacity for utility and drama, it is not sur-
prising that one of the earliest adapters of this technology was a space that is also 
simultaneously functional and theatrical: the supermarket. 

Despite its multiple capabilities, the light is still typically understood to reinforce 
the efficient and well organized nature of retail and office environments. This has 
remained the case even in times when grocery store owners recognized the need 
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to update the look and “feel” of their stores.5 Such changes have not challenged the 
now seventy year old convention of the flood-lit ceiling. In other words, even when 
they sought to generate new atmospheres, the function of fluorescent light was 
limited to the production of a homogeneous effect. 

The consistent application of fluorescent lights for intense ambient white light - 
and only intense ambient white light - speaks to the mono-functional logic of many 
suburban and modernist devices  The same logic governs almost every aspect of 
post-WWII suburban development.6 While such techniques of division have the or-
ganizational goal of isolating social activities and people from one another, they 
also generate specific sensibilities that mark each area as being distinct from the 
next: the honky-tonk of the commercial strip; the bucolic subdivision, the glassy 
and grassy corporate park; the indifferent industrial tracts; the monumental infra-
structures, the brightly lit commercial interior, etc. 

It is often assumed that these atmospheres are indices of the activities allowed to 
take place in each area. However, in suburbia the sequence and logic also work in 
reverse. In other words, formal and symbolic requirements proceed, and even help 
produce, specific function. The longing for picturesque and pastoral landscapes 
leads to the discrete, introverted and curvilinear subdivision. The necessity of the 
state to express its power results in massive infrastructural projects. The demand 
for a clean, contemporary environment generates the flood lit store. In all cases the 
sensibility is less a representation, or result, of the underlying organizational ideas 
then the active co-producers of them. 

THE BANAL-SPECTACLE OF SUPERMARKETS
The particular sensibility of suburbia that artists like Flavin  identified and increasingly 
used in the 1960s is best described as the banal-spectacle.7 And, perhaps nothing 
embodies the combination of the banal and the spectacular than the post-WWII su-Figure 2: from Popular Science, April 1939.
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permarket.8  Although often radically different in function and appearance from one 
another, every design effort and element found in and around the supermarket is 
geared towards one goal: maximizing sales. At first glance the repetitive layout and 
white mono-chrome appearance, when compared with dramatic signage and alluring 
packages seem aesthetically and operationally at odds with one another. However, 
this combination of efficient and excessive elements is complimentary, not contradic-
tory. The straightforward systems allow the extreme ones to stand out.9 

The importance of incorporating both of these qualities has been consistently rec-
ognized and recommended to supermarket owners since the typology’s beginnings 
in the 1920s.  The modern store must be both 

“a thing of beauty – yet so constructed that work and labor are reduced to 
a minimum … The application of sight and touch, coupled with efficiency of 
operations, are the most important factors in the new retail salesmanship.” 

Understood as “scientific salesrooms” with the grocer as a “modern sales engi-
neer,” the layouts and products found in the stores were increasingly standardized 
after WWII. 10 Aisles were regularly spaced. The lighting was consistent and intense. 
The flooring was smooth and shiny. The overall function and impression was of a 
matter-of-fact austerity, efficiency and modernity. Such an impression is consistent 
with the economies of scale associated with all large scale industrialized activity. 
This image was said – by social scientists and store owners alike - to appeal to the 
“shrewd” but “refined” female computer concerned both with cost goods and at-
mosphere of store.11 

In contrast, the exuberant packaging and displays appealed to the “irrational” desire 
for “subconscious” sensorial satisfaction. In other words, shopping in such places was 
to literally produce pleasure. The need to set off and highlight produces and packag-
ing was particularly true for what became known in the 1950s as “impulse purchas-
es.”12 Such buying activity was (and is) said to be driven by unconscious desires that 
images tapped into. 

In the years after the war, the accelerated shift to self-service (where products were 
directly obtained by the consumer rather than ask for from a salesclerk) meant that 
the consumer needed to have, or acquire as much knowledge and/or desire for spe-
cific items by themselves. In such an environment – one alternatively referred to as 
a “jungle,” “trap,” “prison” and “labyrinth” - the things and their context had to per-
suade the shopper directly. Thus, aesthetics became the lingua franca of consump-
tion – one that still had to simultaneously appeal to the rational “female computer” 
and “women of taste.” Thus, the design of the store and package became were 
central to the success of this new mode of shopping.13 In this way the assessment of 
products in the store was likened to judging an art work; both modes of evaluation 
relying on immediate aesthetic judgments.14 And, as with art, such objects required 
the proper, and properly lit environment for them to be best perceived.  

FLUORESCENT MEDIA
The codependence on operational efficiency and sensorial effect was reinforced 
within the supermarket via fluorescent lighting. Supermarkets were among the 
earliest adapters of fluorescent fixtures. One of the first supermarket owners to 
recognize its capabilities was George Jenkins. In 1940, only a year after they were 
on the market, he introduced them, along with shopping carts, automatic doors, 
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air conditioning and refrigerator and freezer cases, to his Publix Market in Winter 
Haven, Florida15 (Figure 3).

Both the intense and novel color spectrum of fluorescent light (as well as the other 
new technologies) performed and announced the supermarket’s status as a pro-
gressive and pleasant place to be. Such an environment was antithetical to the 
small, dark, pre-War neighborhood shops and early supermarkets. The latter had 
been housed in raw, unfinished spaces that often had previously been used as ware-
houses and garages. Many first generation supermarkets intentionally invoked a 
carnival like atmosphere, deploying everything from banners to bears to announce 
their novel form of marketing. In contrast, the modern supermarkets of the 40s, 50s 
and 60s were more subtle but no less dramatic in than the earlier, more cacopho-
nous versions of the type. Not quite as minimal as “high modern” architecture, or 
as ornamental as Art Deco, they drew attention to themselves via the intensely 
bright, clean and shiny image they emitted; an effect in no small measure achieved 
via fluorescent lighting.16 

What, if any, are the specific effects of fluorescent light? Certainly they are different 
from the incandescent variety. To start, fluorescent lamps are long and skinny,  can 
cover more area, are longer lasting, produce more light per watt, produce a variety of 
colors, can generate whiter, more like daylight like light; are cheaper to run, and last 
longer. These technical differences contributed greatly to their use in, and prolifera-
tion of, deep windowless spaces, including factories, office floors and supermarkets. 
That is, they contributed to the creating of new, or modified building types; ones that 
which did not rely on having daylight penetrate the building to make it functional.17

No longer solely dependent on the diurnal cycle for light, and thus less dependent 
on a building’s shape to create usable space, the plans of buildings using fluorescent 
lights became much larger. Since the artificial daylight condition in these deep build-
ings was the same all day long, it made no difference what time of day one occupied 
it. This round-the-clock sameness also encouraged that they be occupied at all hours. 
The result was nothing less than a new distribution of the sensible and the creation 
of new social practices.

Fluorescent fixtures were installed in the resultant long, low, (virtually) windowless 
buildings that are now so familiar to us. In this kind of space the interior is cut off 
from, or indifferent to, the outside. The long and low orientation was reinforced by 
the skinny  4’ or 8’ long fixtures laid out end to end and in equally spaced parallel 
rows. In both environments the result was an atmosphere that remained identical 
morning, noon and night18 (Figure #4).

Figure 3: Publix Market, Winter Haven Florida, circa 

1940.
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A textbook on supermarket design from the 1960s recommended general illumina-
tion levels of 200 footcandles (or 2150 lux). While recommended levels are much 
lower today (by more than half), the standards for supermarkets and factory work 
remain similar to one another.19 In the factory these high levels of illumination 
made assembly work more comfortable and less dangerous. In the supermarket, 
it guaranteed that every product was equally and easily visible. If the effect in the 
factory was to enable safe, round the clock production, at the supermarket it en-
gendered consumption to occur easily and safely at anytime or anyplace. In other 
words they (both the lights and the building types) performed Marshal McLuhan’s 
definition of a media by ”changing the scale, pace and pattern of social activities”20 
by acting directly, aesthetically, on the senses.

On the one hand, the supermarket does incorporate two distinct sensibilities – the 
banal and the spectacular - with one another.  However, it is also clear – both visu-
ally and in the literature - that while they are co-present, they remain conceptually 
and architecturally distinct from one another. They may be functionally integrated 
in terms of their ability to generate sales, but they conceptually they were sepa-
rate entities. The specific, generic, character of the post-WWII supermarket was in-
tended to be in high contrast with the merchandise it housed. Similarly, when store 
designers sought to highlight specific products, it is left to other types of lighting to 
do so. According to conventional thinking (and use), fluorescent light can only be 
ambient and generic, never moody or focused. 

However, both this attitude and practice fails to recognize the dramatic effect the 
stores themselves produced, specifically, the spectacular effects produced by fluo-
rescent light, an architectural effect that it took an artist to recognize.21 

NOTHING TO SEE
By the early 1960s both American supermarkets and artists shared the problem of how 
to build upon yet differentiate themselves both from the previous generation’s suc-
cesses and from their contemporaries. Supermarket owners increasingly tried to make 
their stores more “glamorous” and individualized.22 In art, Pop artists returned to repre-
sentation, depicting, among other things, items found in the supermarket. In contrast, 

Figure 4: Safeway Supermarket, circa 1960.
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another group of artists looked at what Robert Smithson called the “entropic” aspects 
of post-war culture – for example, suburban and corporate artifacts and landscapes.23  

If at the supermarket the generic was still juxtaposed against the fantastic, in art ef-
forts were made to more fully integrate them with one another. In Pop, this generated 
larger than life soup cans and comic strips. In the case of Dan Flavin minimalist work, 
the two were collapsed into one everyday device: the fluorescent light fixture. 

At first glance Flavin’s lights seem neither efficient nor fantastic. At second, they 
appear both effective and extraordinary. At a third, they are both simultaneously. In 
his first experiments with electric lights he affixed either incandescent and fluores-
cent fixtures to edges of painted canvases, calling them “Icons.” In 1963 he affixed 
an 8’ fixture with a golden lamp at a 45 angle in his studio. He called it “diagonal 
of personal ecstasy.” Later he changed the name to “diagonal of May 25, 1963 (to 
Constantine Brancusi.)” In January of 1964 he displayed the “diagonal …” and other 
fluorescent pieces in public for the first time (Figure 5).

The initial choice of the gold lamp, along with its orientation and location on the 
wall immediately differentiated it from its familiar location and hue. Soon after, he 
incorporated a variety of colored tubes in different configurations with different 

Figure 5: Dan Flavin, Diagonal of May 25, 1963 (gold 

lamp).
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relationships to the wall. The results were ambiguous spatial effects and the literal 
mixing of colors in the space of the room. These deceptively simple moves exposed 
the conventional use of this device as just that, conventions, revealing fluorescent’s 
artificial and therefore malleable nature. In other words, he showed its capacity to 
produce multiple spatial and experiential atmospheres and experiences; not just a 
crisp, clear, white light good for a particular set of tasks. It could also generate hazy, 
moody spaces with complex combinations of color and space. 

While the general effect of the work is spatial or atmospheric, it would be wrong to 
ignore the geometry and color of it. That is, its painterly qualities. The long length 
and thin proportion of the tube and fixture recall a drafted “line.” When employing 
only one color they recall monochromes and when there are a multiple they echo 
color field paintings.24 While these allusions to contemporary painting practices 
ground it within the specific disciplinary history of that media, as experienced they 
simultaneously combine and evade a particular media.25

In a painting the geometry, shape and color are co-existent with each other. Lighting 
works differently, as the source is related to, but partially removed from its effect. 
To walk in green light is different than walking next to a green wall or painting. The 
relationship between a painting and its audience is phenomenal, occurring in one’s 
mind. With Flavin’s fluorescent the line/form remain on the wall while the color 
literally engulfs its audience.  The same for mixing colors, which literally occurs in 
space, say when a green and pink tube are displayed in close proximity to one an-
other. In this way Flavin is, following the analysis of the 1939 Popular Science article, 
less an artist than a “lighting specialist,” i.e. one who in mid-air “can combine these 
tubes of glowing color, in an endless variety of patterns and hues.”26

The substitution of artist for lighting specialist, while seemingly a downgrade, also 
suggests a new aesthetic practice or genre, one that is neither painting nor sculp-
ture, but an integration of the one with the other. The medium is not color on a can-
vas, but light in a space. Rather than a commentary upon, or rejection of, current 
practices and criticism than it is an experiment testing what can be achieved when 
conventional disciplinary issues are married with new materials and technologies.

What was achieved is an art work that literally occupies the space between it and 
its audience. As such they are not so much visual as they are tactile, architectural 
encounters. As Robert Smithon noted Flavin’s works are “difficult  to  receive  visu-
ally  much  less  instantaneously,  preventing  as  they  do ‘prolonged viewing’ upon 
which  ‘ultimately, there is nothing to see.’”27 

One may not “see” anything, but there is some “thing” to look at. The fixture it-
self. One could say that one is both looking at something and nothing; the fixture, 
the lamp, the light, the shadow, the glow that fills the space.  As such, these early 
minimalist pieces establish a direct physical and theatrical relationship between the 
artifact and its audience – the work (made of light, color, space and time) literally 
leaves the wall and envelopes you. Unlike in the supermarket where the fixtures 
“disappear” overhead – one is forced to look at the intense light produced by it. 
What had been separated in the store – (generic) ambient atmosphere and (spec-
tacular) intense objects – is here intricately combined. 

The relevant question raised by Flavin’s work is not: is it art? Rather, the important 
question to ask is where and when does the art begin and end? Is it the thing on the 
wall, the lit space, the space plus the thing plus the audience? By literally spatializ-
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As architects and teachers, we would be well served to ask:  What other everyday 
technologies and spaces might we use and act upon to generate similarly new and 
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