
Colin Martin
“Heavenly shades of night are falling, it’s 
twilight time,” goes the song lyric. However, 
twilight occurs at dawn before sunrise each 
morning, as well as at dusk after sunset, 
although its effects then occur in reverse. Its 
duration differs for ‘astronomical’, ‘nautical’ 
or ‘civil’ twilight. It varies from roughly 120 
minutes for astronomers, who need a very 
dark sky to see all the stars, to 90 minutes 
for old-style navigators, who need see only 
the brightest stars to use their sextants, and 
60 minutes for civilians, who need street 
lights when it is only moderately dark. 
In Twilight: Photography in the Magic Hour, 
at London’s Victoria and Albert Museum 
until 17 December, eight contemporary 
photographers are exhibiting around 50 
works that explore the dramatic visual 
effects observed in the sky 
during twilight. Many of 
these effects result from 
the Sun’s position below the 
horizon, which causes Earth’s 
atmosphere to scatter more 
of the shorter wavelengths of 
light (from the blue end of the 
spectrum) than it does during 
the hours of daylight, leaving 
more of the longer wavelengths 
(towards the red end) to reach 
our eyes. 
How we see colour depends 
on light levels. Photographers 
always have to overcome the 
technical limitations of cameras and film, 
which cannot accommodate to the low 
light levels and colours of twilight with the 
flexibility and subtlety of the human eye and 
brain. They can use this distortion, however, 
to heighten the psychological effects of 
twilight, and artists have long attempted to 

capture its alchemical qualities in oils and 
watercolours.
Robert Adams’ Summer Nights series 
(1979–82) reaffirms the ability of black-and-
white photography to convey the effects of 
twilight, tracking urban encroachment in 
Colorado and following its path outwards 
from city centres into wilderness in a 

narrative sequence of twilight scenes. 
Other artists use the full potential of 
colour photography to interpret twilight, 
including the digital manipulation 
of images. In his series of untitled 
photographs (2000–03), Bill Henson 
populates the peripheries of Australian 
towns with posed groups of androgynous 
adolescents, creating an edgier twilight 
zone. “It is not for nothing that twilight 
is [Henson’s] favourite time of day,” says 
Australian critic Peter Craven, quoted in a 
catalogue essay, “that time when colour 
still functions as an agent of definition but 
when it has lost the power to distract the 
mind with any excess of the sensuous, when 
everything has bled and receded.”
Colin Martin is a writer based in London.

Pictures from the edge of darkness
Eight photographers enter the twilight zone.
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 Photographs by Bill Henson (above) and 

Robert Adams reveal the remarkable 

qualities of twilight.
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the Nobel prize changed his life, propelling 
him “into a new and different world of pub-
lic advocacy for science”. During the past ten 
years Doherty has enjoyed travelling the world, 
hobnobbing with politicians, governors, busi-
ness leaders and authority figures from all 
walks of life to explain the nature of the scien-
tific enterprise to them. In return, these inter-
actions have provided a political education and 
awakening for Doherty, who now speaks out 
on the pressing issues of population control, 
global warming and environmental degrada-
tion. In his book, these themes of explaining 
science to the non-expert and exploring the 
place of science in modern society are inter-
twined. Each chapter is an essay that could 
stand alone but cleverly connects with the 

others through the device of the Nobel prize.
This book, which was first published in Aus-
tralia in 2005, follows How to Win the Nobel 
Prize: An Unexpected Life in Science (Harvard 
University Press, 2003) by J. Michael Bishop, 
who with Harold Varmus received the 1989 
Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine. Despite 
their similar titles, size and desire to show sci-
ence’s human face to the public, they are very 
different books, making both for two good 
reads and an interesting comparison. Bishop’s 
is more of a personal memoir, in which one 
learns all about his life and interests outside the 
laboratory. Contrasting with Doherty, Bishop 
reflects that the Nobel prize “has not enriched 
my life by any large measure”.
Over the past month, would-be winners of a 

Nobel prize have been distracted, twitchy and 
unable to look their fellow scientists in the 
eyes. That is now all over — at least until the 
same time next year, when another selected 
group will be looking forward to a wintry week 
in Stockholm and the celebrity status the Nobel 
prize brings. Meanwhile, a headline in The New 
York  Times recently announced: “For Quality 
TV, Mad Scientist Returns”. This referred to the 
planned re-running of a 14-year-old television 
programme, Beakman’s World, which aims to 
introduce the next generation to the joys of 
science through the persona of an electric-
haired, bulging-eyed mad scientist. ■

Peter Parham is in the Department of Structural 
Biology, Stanford University, Stanford, 
California 94305, USA.
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