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CREATURES OF LIGHT: NATURE’S BIOLUMINESCENCE 

ON VIEW AT THE AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY 
FROM MARCH 31, 2012 UNTIL JANUARY 6, 2013 

 

EXHIBITION INTRODUCES REMARKABLE VARIETY OF BIOLUMINESCENT ANIMALS,  
INCLUDING RECENTLY DISCOVERED SPECIES 

 

Creatures of Light: Nature’s Bioluminescence, a new exhibition on view at the 

American Museum of Natural History from March 31, 2012, through January 6, 2013, explores 

the extraordinary organisms that produce light, from the flickering fireflies found in backyards 

around the world to the alien-like deep-sea fishes and other fantastic creatures that illuminate 

the perpetually dark depths of the oceans. Rare among organisms that live on land, the ability 

to glow—that is, generate light through a chemical reaction—is much more common in the 

ocean, where up to 90 percent of animals at depths below 700 meters are bioluminescent and 

where scientists continue to discover bizarre new bioluminescent species. Like the crystal jelly, 

whose glow led to a revolution in cell biology, these deep-ocean animals may hold important 

clues to essential questions. Scientists are in a race against time as marine habitats are 

increasingly threatened by pollution, overfishing, and global climate change. 

"Creatures of Light reveals to the public some of the most magical, wondrous, and truly 

extraordinary creatures and phenomena to be found in the natural world," says Ellen V. Futter, 

President of the American Museum of Natural History. "The exhibition will take visitors to 

such fascinating places as the far depths of the ocean, explain why and how certain animals 

create 'living light,' and help us all better understand the vast and glorious ecosystem of which 

we are just a part."  

―The discoveries of our scientists and their colleagues about all the amazing ways 

species—many of them new to science—are using bioluminescence is a powerful reminder of 
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how much more we need to know about the natural world,‖ said Michael Novacek, senior vice 

president and provost for science at the Museum. 

―It is thrilling to have our latest work on the evolution and function of bioluminescence 

and biofluorescence in marine fishes, including research from the past few months, featured in 

multiple parts of this unique, immersive exhibition,‖ said John Sparks, associate curator and 

curator-in-charge in the Department of Ichthyology and curator of Creatures of Light. ―Our 

recent studies have shown how bioluminescent signaling systems evolve and diversify in the 

ocean, and have also revealed that the phenomenon of fluorescence is incredibly widespread 

in marine fishes and occurs in sharks, rays, and throughout the tree of bony fishes.‖ 

In Creatures of Light, visitors move through a series of re-created environments, from 

the familiar to the extreme, to explore the diversity of organisms that glow and how they do it; 

discover the variety of ways in which light is used to attract a mate, lure unsuspecting prey, or 

defend against a predator; and learn how, where, and why scientists study this amazing 

natural phenomenon. These immersive sections include a woodland floor with 

bioluminescent mushrooms and a meadow filled with fireflies flashing unique, species-

specific patterns in eastern North America; the Waitomo cave system in New Zealand, where 

glowworms drop sticky threads from their bioluminescent tails to ensnare prey; an interactive 

re-creation of Mosquito Bay on Vieques Island in Puerto Rico, home to dinoflagellates, 

planktonic organisms that create a glowing halo around anything that moves through the 

water; and the Bloody Bay Wall, a remarkable coral wall in the Cayman Islands, lit up by 

fluorescent corals and fishes. Visitors will also encounter live examples of bioluminescent 

organisms, including flashlight fish, dinoflagellates, and bacteria. Throughout the gallery, 

visitors can deepen their experience by interacting with iPads, which will offer engaging 

videos, animations, photographs and additional in-depth content about bioluminescence and 

related phenomena designed exclusively for this exhibition. Additional interactive exhibits 

and videos will offer visitors of all ages engaging opportunities to meet scientists whose work 

contributes to the exploration of bioluminescence. A symphonic soundtrack, created for 

Creatures of Light by composer Tom Phillips, evokes the magical experience of 

bioluminescence. As visitors move through the exhibition, the music in each section sets a 

distinctive mood to create a fully immersive experience. 
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Creatures of Light: Nature’s Bioluminescence is organized by the American Museum of 

Natural History, New York (www.amnh.org), in collaboration with the Canadian Museum of 

Nature, Ottawa, Canada, and The Field Museum, Chicago.  

Generous support for Creatures of Light has been provided by The Eileen P. Bernard 

Exhibition Fund. 

―As an organization committed to increasing awareness and understanding of the 

natural world through scientific research and education, it’s always exciting to collaborate 

with other international first-rank institutions,‖ said Meg Beckel, President and CEO of the 

Canadian Museum of Nature. ―We value our relationship with The American Museum of 

Natural History, which helps bring unique experiences to museum visitors in both Canada 

and the United States.‖ 

 ―The Field Museum is excited to collaborate with the American Museum of Natural 

History once again,‖ says Jaap Hoogstraten, director of exhibitions, ―For more than a decade 

our two great institutions have successfully collaborated on numerous exhibitions, and we are 

looking forward to presenting this fascinating topic to Chicago.‖ 

 

Exhibition Sections 

Highlights of Creatures of Light include:  

 The Introduction welcomes visitors to the woodlands of North America, where a variety of 

bioluminescent mushrooms grow on decaying wood. 

 A Summer’s Night evokes a meadow in eastern North America and demonstrates how 

fireflies use unique patterns of flashing light to communicate and attract mates—or find 

dinner. The females of some species mimic other species’ flashes to lure males, who 

think they are responding to an interested mate but are actually flying towards a 

hungry predator. Large-scale models show intricate details of female and male fireflies 

and explore the uses of light, among them reproduction, defense, and deceit. An 

interactive exhibit allows visitors to communicate with electronic fireflies by flashing 

lights to match the patterns of various species. 

  A Mysterious Cave invites visitors to peer into New Zealand’s Waitomo cave system 

to watch a fantastic spectacle of sticky ―fishing lines‖ strung by bioluminescent larval 
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gnats, known as glowworms, to trap prey. Other glowing terrestrial organisms explored 

in this section include Motyxia sequoia, one of only eight bioluminescent millipede 

species worldwide; and the railroad worm, a larval beetle that resembles a passenger 

train seen at night, with red ―headlights‖ and yellowish-green ―windows‖ on its sides. 

 A Sparkling Sea features an interactive environment that introduces visitors to the 

brilliant light displays of Mosquito Bay on Vieques Island in Puerto Rico, where high 

concentrations of microscopic dinoflagellates create a glowing halo around anything 

that moves through the water. Visitors activate the bioluminescent bay as they move 

through this section. A large-scale model of the dinoflagellate responsible for this 

brilliant display, Pyrodinium bahamense, will illustrate this organism’s armored anatomy, 

and also highlight scintillons, the tiny particles that emit this creature’s light. These 

scintillons are destroyed at dawn and manufactured again at the end of the day. Live 

bioluminescent dinoflagellates will also be on display. 

 Night Dive features a large-scale, day-and-night interactive image of the Cayman 

Islands’ Bloody Bay Wall, a species-rich coral wall that is home to many bioluminescent 

and biofluorescent animals. The latter only glow brilliant green, red, and orange when 

exposed to certain wavelengths of light. Still relatively pristine, the Bloody Bay Wall is 

vertical and drops down 1,000 feet.  

 In Altered Light, visitors encounter the crystal jelly, Aequorea victoria, which combines 

blue bioluminescence with biofluorescence to emit flashes of green light. A protein 

found in its light organs, known as the green fluorescent protein (GFP), has become a 

critical tool in cellular and developmental biology, where it is used for mapping neural 

circuits, observing cancer cells, and much more. Large-scale models of this jellyfish are 

on display, and visitors can also examine a scorpion, minerals, and even objects that 

fluoresce when exposed to ultraviolet light. 

 Borrowed Light examines bioluminescent organisms with symbiotic associations, 

including flashlight fishes, which harbor bioluminescent bacteria in an organ under 

their eyes and use the bacterial light to communicate, avoid predation, and to attract 

prey. This section features live flashlight fish and a large-scale model of a male golden 

ponyfish that illustrates the source of his light—a ring of tissue around his throat that is 
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packed with bioluminescent bacteria. 

 The Deep Ocean takes visitors into the perpetually dark deep ocean, which comprises 

the vast majority of the planet’s habitable space. Increasingly, the ocean and its 

inhabitants are becoming threatened as a result of pollution, overfishing, and global 

climate change. Many organisms are in danger of disappearing, some even before they 

have been discovered and studied. A Deep Sea Theater reveals the diversity of animals 

that marine biologists have captured on camera, including a jellyfish that lights up like 

a flashing pinwheel when threatened and a viperfish whose fangs are so long they don't 

fit inside its head. Large-scale models of a diverse array of deep-sea creatures bring to 

life dramatic interactions between bioluminescent predators and prey. Examples 

include a female anglerfish with her own built-in fishing rod, a modified fin spine 

topped with a lure that pulses with bacterial light and attracts prey to her gaping jaws; 

and a vampire squid that waves bioluminescent arm tips to confuse its attacker long 

enough for it to get away.  

 

Exhibition Organization  

Creatures of Light is curated by John Sparks, associate curator and curator-in-charge in 

the Department of Ichthyology, whose research interests include the evolution and 

diversification of the bacteria-driven bioluminescent signaling systems in ponyfishes, and the 

function of biofluorescence in marine fishes. Sparks’ research seeks to determine the role of 

organismal light in the aquatic realm—specifically, is the ability to produce light or to 

fluoresce correlated with increased species richness in the ocean? 

The exhibition is designed and produced by the American Museum of Natural 

History’s award-winning Exhibition Department under the direction of David Harvey, senior 

vice president for Exhibition. 

 

Creatures of Light Programming 

A series of educational programs for children and adults is being offered in conjunction 

with Creatures of Light and includes the Milstein Science Series Bioluminescence: Creatures 

of Light on April 22, a family-friendly program that explores this extraordinary biological 
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feature; and Luna’s Sea on May 13 and 14, a live performance that tells the story of a young 

girl’s journey to the mystery of the deep ocean with the use of music, dance, and puppetry. 

(For more information, please see the accompanying release on Public Programs.) 

 

The Creatures of Light Shop 

A special gift shop on the fourth floor will offer visitors a wide array of items and gifts 

inspired by the exhibition, including unique toys, entertaining DVDs and books, distinctive 

souvenirs, and gifts.  

 

Creatures of Light Online 

Visitors can learn about Creatures of Light: Nature’s Bioluminescence, watch behind-

the-scenes videos, purchase tickets to the exhibition, and more by visiting the Creatures of Light 

section of the Museum’s website at amnh.org.  

 

American Museum of Natural History (amnh.org) 

 The American Museum of Natural History, founded in 1869, is one of the world’s 

preeminent scientific, educational, and cultural institutions. The Museum encompasses 45 

permanent exhibition halls and galleries for temporary exhibitions and the Rose Center for 

Earth and Space with the Hayden Planetarium. Five active research divisions and three cross-

disciplinary centers support 200 scientists, whose work draws on a world-class permanent 

collection of more than 32 million specimens and artifacts, including specialized collections for 

frozen tissue and genomic and astrophysical data, as well as one of the largest natural history 

libraries in the Western Hemisphere. Through its Richard Gilder Graduate School, it is the first 

American museum authorized to grant the Ph.D. degree. In 2012, the Museum will begin 

offering a pilot Master of Arts in Teaching with a specialization in earth science. 

Approximately 5 million visitors from around the world came to the Museum last year, and its 

exhibitions and Space Shows can be seen in venues on five continents. The Museum’s website 

and collection of apps for mobile devices extend its collections, exhibitions, and educational 

programs to millions more beyond its walls. Visit amnh.org for more information. 
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Collaborators 

Canadian Museum of Nature 

The Canadian Museum of Nature is Canada’s national museum of natural history. A 

first-rank scientific and education institution, it is dedicated to helping shape the attitudes of 

Canadians toward their natural environment through research, discovery and education. It 

achieves this through the creation of signature and travelling exhibitions, public education 

programs, on-going scientific research, a dynamic website (nature.ca), and the maintenance of 

a 10.5-million-specimen collection. A founding member of the Alliance of Natural History 

Museums of Canada, the Museum is working with partners in Canada and internationally to 

expand its national service and to develop programs about the natural environment. 

 

The Field Museum 

Founded in 1893, The Field Museum is dedicated to studying the Earth and its 

people. It is one of the world’s leading natural science research institutions and an education 

resource for millions of Chicagoans. At its core are collections of nearly 25 million scientific 

specimens that document the history of life on Earth.  Informing the collections is the work of 

the Museum’s 140 full-time researchers. Our staff routinely travel the world seeking answers 

to a wide-range of questions, annually making 30 or more expeditions to as many as 20 

different countries and adding 500-800 specimens to the collection each day. The Field 

Museum takes seriously its mission to educate the public. In 2012, The Field will serve more 

than more than 1.3 million people. We relay the latest scientific discoveries to the public 

through a wide-variety of exhibitions, outreach programs, classroom curricula, and digital 

resources. Together, our education outreach initiatives annually serve over 1.1 million general 

visitors, 250,000 school children, and 6 million e-visitors. The Museum’s outreach efforts are 

centered on its outstanding exhibitions, which bring the natural world to life. Currently, we 

present 37 permanent exhibitions covering 350,000 square feet, as well as up to 10 temporary 

exhibitions each year.  Our slate of temporary exhibitions is one of the best in the nation, 

providing visitors with the chance to expand their understanding of nature and culture.  

 

At the American Museum of Natural History 
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The Museum offers a broad array of programs for adults, children, families, students, 

educators, and scientists. These range from special exhibitions to symposia, lecture series, 

workshops, and film festivals. Highlights include Beyond Planet Earth: The Future of Space 

Exploration (November 19, 2011–August 12, 2012), which offers a vision of the future of space 

travel as it boldly explores our next steps in our solar system and beyond; and the Space Show 

Journey to the Stars, narrated by Whoopi Goldberg. 

 

Hours 
The Museum is open daily, 10 am–5:45 pm. The Museum is closed on Thanksgiving and 

Christmas. 
 
Admission 

Suggested general admission, which supports the Museum’s scientific and educational 
endeavors and offers access to the Museum’s 45 halls including the Rose Center for Earth and 
Space, is $19 (adults) suggested, $14.50 (students/seniors) suggested, $10.50 (children) 
suggested. All prices are subject to change. 

 
The Museum offers discounted combination ticket prices that include suggested general 

admission plus special exhibitions, IMAX films, and Space Shows. 
 
o Museum Plus One includes one special exhibition, IMAX film, or Space Show: $25 (adults), 

$19 (students/seniors), $14.50 (children) 
 

o Museum Supersaver includes all special exhibitions, IMAX film, and Space Show: $33 
(adults), $25.50 (students/seniors), $20.50 (children) 

 
Visitors who wish to pay less than the suggested Museum admission and also purchase a 

ticket to attend a special exhibition, IMAX film, or Space Show may do so on-site at the 
Museum. To the amount they wish to pay for general admission, they should add $22 (adults), 
$18 (students/seniors), or $12 (children) for a Space Show, special exhibition, or IMAX film. 
 
Public Information 

For additional information, the public may call 212-769-5100 or visit the Museum’s 
website at amnh.org.  
 

Prepare for your Museum visit by downloading the new American Museum of Natural 

History Explorer App, a groundbreaking enhanced navigation tool available for free from the 
App Store on iPhone and iPod touch or at www.iTunes.com/appstore/. The Explorer 
pinpoints your location within the Museum and offers turn-by-turn directions and customized 
tours, a fossil treasure hunt, and social media links for posting to Facebook and Twitter.  
 
Follow 

http://www.itunes.com/appstore/
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Become a fan of the Museum on Facebook at facebook.com/naturalhistory, or visit 
twitter.com/AMNH to follow us on Twitter. 

 
#   #   # 
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