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Teacher, writer, scholar, artist. Maja 

Petrić defies easy classification, 

but the best description might be 

poet . . . as in using light as poetry to trans-

form space. Petrić recently completed her 

Ph.D. in Digital Art and Experimental Media 

at the University of Washington—adding 

that to two Masters degrees, including 

one in journalism from the University of 

Zagreb in her native Croatia. Her light art 

installations have recently been exhibited 

at the Microsoft Research Gallery, Amazon 

Storefront Gallery and the Henry Art Gal-

lery in Seattle, and she’s been awarded 

a Richard Kelly Light Art Award, Thunen 

Lighting Awards and Doctoral Fellowship 

from Croatian Science Foundation.

At the University of Washington, “all 

Ph.D. students are offered flexibility in 

choosing their media which they are re-

quired to innovate and appropriate in the 

context of art,” says Petrić. “My choice 

of media has been light. My research was 

titled ‘Transforming the Poetic Experi-

ence of Space Through Light.’ 

While the topic sounds highly theoreti-

cal, it was Petrić’s real-life experiences 

that became the catalyst for her career. 

Growing up in Croatia during the violent 

fragmentation of Yugoslavia, Petrić be-

came preoccupied with using art to trans-

form the trauma of her surroundings. The 

result is 13 light art installations produced 

over her five years in the Ph.D. program. 

“They all use light to change the percep-

tions of space. Light, itself, is not the end 

goal of the work but it is used to create 

poetic experiences. It’s used with other 

media such as video, sound, sculptural and 

spatial elements.”

As an example, Petrić points to her 

exhibition called “outSIDEin,” an inter-

active light installation that transformed 

the atmosphere of a shattered pedestri-

an tunnel at a New York subway station. 

“I used artificial light to simulate a strik-

ing natural effect of light emanating from 

the sky, which is projected through false 

cracks of the ceiling in the pedestrian 

tunnel. Lights are programmed to imitate 

the color and intensity of the daylight 

outside of the tunnel. When the weather 

outside is very sunny, the light projected 

inside through the cracks is bright and 

yellow. When the weather outside is 

foggy, the light is blue.” 

Some Kind Words: “Maja’s work can 

wonderfully shift a simple corridor into a 

place to slow down and experience some-

thing unique,” says IES president Dan Sa-

linas. “She has a desire to see creativity in 

lighting become more than just placement 

of luminaires, selection of sources or a 

series of calculations; it should be one in 

which design itself is turned on end as we 

begin to think about how light affects us 

personally and emotionally.”

Aspirations: “My career seems unorth-

odox but it has a very consistent internal 

logic. All the works I have produced in the 

last 14 years are in the field of transform-

ing the poetic experience of space through 

light. In the future I hope to deliver ways to 

integrate it with everyday spaces.” 
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