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Abstract
 Although ephemeral, light can visually be read as a physical 
form becoming a material to be utilized by architects and 
artists.  The Light and Space Movement has brought forth an 
awareness of our psychological and philosophical perception 
of light.  Artists and architects use light as a primary material 
to expand and contract space by using precise projected light, 
homogenized light, natural light, artificial light, and colored light.  
Light influences color’s communicative power, allowing one to 
use light and color to cause emotional responses and perceptual 
changes amongst viewers.  By integrating light into structures, 
hierarchy is produced as a method to create wayfinding and 
defines space while sustaining one’s sense of place, position, and 
time.  A new dimension is given to materials that are illuminated, 
connecting interior dwellings to exterior environments.  Light 
becomes three-dimensional when united with other materials, 
visually containing space and creating an interactive sense of 
boundaries.  Although light is ephemeral light can be used to 
help define and re-define physical space.

 As is evident from human physiognomy, circadian rhythms, 
diurnal rhythms, and solar orientation of shelter, humans have 
based their lives around the sun.  The unique and rare natural 
displays of intense light in places such as Upper Antelope 
Canyon, Horsetail Falls and Devetashka Cave has captured 
the imagination of people for millennia.1 We see echoes of a 
fascination with dramatic light in the construction of culturally 
important structures.
 Early man-made structures demonstrate our need for 
connecting the outside environment to inside dwellings by using 
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light to emphasize importance. The Morturary Temple of Queen 
Hatshepsut rests near the banks of the Nile and is embedded in 
a cliff, resulting in the reflection of the vertical rock face patterns 
onto the colonnade integrating the natural landscape into the 
temple.2 As concluded from archaeo-astronomical research, 
Stonehenge is one of many monuments which have been 
constructed to present lunar-solar alignments to astronomically 
show the difference of night and day, winter versus summer, 
and dark moon compared to full moon.3 Similarly, Robert 
Hannah and Giulio Magli acknowledge that the Pantheon relied 
on the sun’s annual and daily characteristics, to spotlight the 
emperor upon entering the structure creating a grand entrance.4 
Although these structures all have their own mysteries, they 
seem to be dedicated to the sun’s predictability or using light to 
communicate importance and wayfinding.  
 Even now, we regularly use light to create visual and 
spacial hierarchy. With the invention of electricity, light is used 
in multiple ways and often focuses our attention consciously 
or subconsciously. With the mere mention of a city, images of 
sparkling skylines come to mind.  Nightlife activities in general 
are focused on using light for drama and hospitality. Whether 
it’s a dimly lit bar with a liquor array hovering in an altar-like 
glow or a club with a light show synchronized to music, light 
is being used as a form of attraction. Decorative holiday lights 
celebrate and communicate the importance of our own values 
and beliefs. Regardless of specific beliefs, many religions view 
light as sacred and spiritual. Choreographed fireworks give the 
viewer a sense of awe.  We use light on a day-to-day basis in our 
society. Strategically lit signs and displays in stores are designed 
to cause a response from consumers. Even in broad daylight 
vehicles are directed by stoplights to control traffic and help 
prevent collisions. However, when a medium such as light is used 
in a different context or in an unexpected or particular way, art is 
created. Using light as a primary material in structures to create 
hierarchy changes perception, creates and diminish space, 
produces a feeling of self, and establishes a sense of direction.
 Well-known architects as well as artists use a hierarchy of 
light to change perception. Michael Govan, director of the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, points out that James Turrell 
is interested in the qualities that make light unique as well as 
light’s ability to obscure objects.5 Turrell explains, “I like to say 
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my work is an architecture of light into space.”6 By studying the 
perception of light, Turrell has been able to successfully create a 
true “bodily experience”.7 Turrell takes light out of context and 
isolates characteristics of light that we often do not recognize 
altering one’s perception.
 Light creates a sense of heaviness and the feeling of being 
both inside and outside throughout experiencing Sky Pesher 
testing our conventional sense of space and depth (figure A).  As 
indicated by Lawrence Weschler, “Seeing is forgetting the name 
of the thing one sees.”8 Once you disregard that the ceiling 
is open and bare you are able to feel the weight of the dense 
and impenetrable sky. Light, which is thought of as immaterial, 
has the ability to take form, letting a void read as a barrier. 
This disruption of our certainty causes a perception-altering 
experience. 
 In Sky Pesher, one gains familiarity with light’s ability to make 
the sky look opaque or transparent, changing our perception 
of depth. Entered through a heat-radiating concrete mass, the 
viewer is invited to contemplate the sky from perimeter benches. 
Turrell explains that giving his work space and adding distance 
affects how we perceive light, offering him the ability to connect 
the sky to the ceiling plane by designing an arrangement 
between the interior space and outside space.9 

A
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Turrell has observed that with distance light acquires solidity, 
but as you approach this dense object the light fades creating 
an experience that is both physical and transient making the 
sky a perfect medium because of it’s constant state of change.10 

The sky’s turn from day to night and night to day is one naturally 
occurring instance of light’s ability to create space, states 
Turrell.11 At night the black or nearing black sky appears to be on 
the ceiling of Sky Pesher; generating a visually opaque object.12 
Nonetheless, during the day there is a transition from being 
transparent to translucent to opaque, each causing a different 
feeling of space.13  Turrell combines this characteristic of light 
with how one’s feeling of the size of a space changes while 
navigating and approaching objects in a space.14 Simultaneously 
our eyes try to understand these feelings of change; all this 
becomes essential in how Turrell lets us see the act of moving 
through a space.15 
 Turrell’s use of light to skew our perception is continuous 
throughout his work in order to accomplish the “Thing-ness of 
light”.17 He does this by isolating characteristics of light that 
commonly go unnoticed. For example, contrary to mixing paint, 
when blue light and yellow light are mixed it becomes white 
light.18 In Twilight Epiphany (2012) (figure B), Turrell controls the 
interior light in order to change the appearance of the light 
outside causing the illusion of the sky changing color.19 While 
Aten Reign (2013) (figure C), is not a illusion, but a manifestation 
of another characteristic of light we can experience.20 
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Similarly to during the day, when we are no longer able to see 
the stars though they are present; this observation demonstrates 
light’s capability of adding and subtracting space.21 By using 
artificial and natural light this outcome causes the viewers 
in Aten Reign to feel outside though they are inside.22 
Correspondingly, in Turrell’s Roden Crater project in the Painted 
Desert in Northern Arizona, which consists of over three decades 
of work and is still in progress,23 Turrell converts a natural volcanic 
crater into a man made structure, further using light to merg 
the feeling of being both inside and outside (figures D, E, F and 
G).24 Turrell explains that when the ordinary is subjected in an 
unfamiliar way, we have to think on a different level, broadening 
our perspective.25

 After experiencing a new perceptions Turrell’s objective, 
“I feel that I want to use light as this wonderful and magic 
elixir that we drink as Vitamin D through the skin—and I mean, 
we are literally light-eaters—to then affect the way that we 
see,” conveys a deeper meaning.26 In Turrell’s Sky Pesher, we 
are held inside the cool earth and blanketed by the sun, left 
alone with our imagination. According to James J. Gibson’s 
second book, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems, 
“we do not see light that is in the air or that fills the air.”27 
However, in Turrell’s installations we respond to light’s ability 
to appear as an object varying in size creating hierarchy in a 
space and, ultimately, light’s ability to challenge our perception. 

 Similar to Turrell, Doug Wheeler develops abstract spaces in 
interior settings creating hierarchy by establishing a relationship 
between industrial light, such as ultraviolet fluorescent, quartz-
halogen, and neon bulbs, and white walls.28 Jori Finkel and 
Randy Kennedy, writing for the New York Times, report that 
Wheeler’s goal in his installations is to create a paradox with 
light and space by showing us a relationship containing tension, 
between light and space that we cannot detect.29 In these 
displays, light becomes his primary material, often creating what 
appears to be vacuums or voids.30

D
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Wheeler demonstrates how light deceives our senses in an 
installation called Infinity Environment, first made in 1975 in 
Milan (figure H).31 He dematerializes a room by turning it into a 
white structure with rounded edges, fully saturated in light.32 To 
create these exact curves he modifies sections of fiberglass and 
tops them with special paints and resins.33 This creates a vacuum-
like effect because one is not able to see either surfaces or 
edges.34 Through Wheeler’s installation one is able to distinguish 
light’s volume and how one’s sense of space correlates causing 
perceptual experiences. By using a hierarchy of light to alter 
perception atmospheric structures are built.

 Additionally, light focused on light absorbing materials alters 
perception changing our sense of space. Further showing the 
importance of material and light placement are Robert Irwin’s 
scrim wall installations. In Five x Five (2007), the scrim’s screen-
like quality and the repetition of the five black scrim panels 
placed perpendicular to five white scrim panels, spanning floor 
to ceiling in height and closely placed, produced overlapping 
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geometric forms that changed when walking around the 
installation (figure I).35 This occurs because minimal lighting is 
concentrated in one corner of the room, turning the simplicity 
of walking into an interactive experience. Each step changes 
the transparency and the opacity of the panels, thus creating 
and diminishing space.36 When discussing scrim as a material, 
Irwin asserts, “Once when I was in Amsterdam, I was walking 
down the street, and I saw this material being used in windows, 
like curtains. It’s a wonderful way to take hold of light. It’s self-
effacing, but can really change a space”.37 

 In Slant/Light/Volume Irwin experimented with how we 
sense and perceive space through physical, sensory and 
temporal experience by rear-illuminating a slanted scrim wall 
(figure J).38 The invasive quality of the slant produces a feeling 
of monumentality and mass. A timeless illumination with a 
shockingly solid presence welcomes confrontation.  The focus 
and orientation of the light invites one to meet a formerly distant 
horizon. Concentrating an arrangement of light on a single wall 
exposes the viewer to light as focal point and light’s tendency to 
change a structure spatially and atmospherically. 

I

J
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 Light has the ability to become a focal point in architecture 
and heightens one’s sense of being. Joan Soranno and her 
team at the HGA Architects and Engineers used light, common 
among all religions, to bring an essence of spirituality to the non-
denominational structure of the Lakewood Garden Mausoleum 
in Minneapolis (figure K). Heavy granite and onyx complemented 
with the weightless, ephemeral quality of light creates a feeling 
of solemnity that is reinforced by nesting the building into a 
hillside.

 Light activates a calm interaction between the mausoleum 
and it’s environment. The position and orientation of the 
mausoleum in the natural landscape allows light to interact 
in a way that heightens the choice of material used. Multiple 
slender and slanted windows line the wall of the chapel keeping 
the room isolated in a time of mourning and allows light to 
enter indirectly creating a humble setting.39 The light soaks into 
the white, handcrafted plaster of the walls and is held there, 
generating a soft, comforting luminosity.  
 Influenced by Turrell, the crypts, which are tucked into the 
landscape, are designed with large skylights. Each skylight uses 
a physical component, such as an old-growth oak or pine tree 
that inhabit the grounds, to add a sense of texture and bring 
an element of nature to the space. Significantly adding to this 
feeling of being engaged by the external environment created 
by the skylight in each crypt, is the natural way that light warms 
and moves throughout the space. The carved ceilings that lead 
up to the skylights make a grand gesture of connecting one to 
the light. Similar to the crypts, the niche rooms are impacted by 
floor to ceiling windows that frame natural light. Light bathes the 
floor in a way that complements the precision and simplicity of 
the room’s design, breathing life into the structure. 
 Saturated light generates a feeling of awakening in the 
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Amber Box Lobby, in Jean Nouvel’s Guthrie Theater (figure L). 
Light enters from the primary east and west facing windows 
where the yellow tint of the windows saturates the natural 
light elevating the sun’s role inducing a primal sense of 
energy. The Amber Box Lobby has a “golden hour” effect, 
giving compliments instead of revealing flaws allowing one 
to experience a filter. The material of the interior was picked 
carefully to expose the light’s supple qualities. The sun naturally 
kisses the floors, walls and furniture of any interior with a window, 
but when the sun kisses the Amber Box Lobby the sun is wearing 
yellow lipstick. The switch from occupying a dark lobby to 
entering a dark elevator and then to emerging into sunlight with 
a yellow hue causes an initial shock awakening the body for a 
new sensory experience. 

 
Although this grand approach has shock value the allure of 
the color yellow is unmistakable. Our response to light and 
color is often subconscious. Karen Haller, a color and design 
consultant states, “The language of color is communicated 
quicker to the brain than words or shapes as they work directly 
on our feelings and emotions.”40 In a sea of obstacles and lights 
our eyes seem to notice and gravitate to yellow, which visually 
overpowers, for example, the golden arches and other fast-
food signs. Haller confirms this; stating, “yellow triggers the 
feeling of happiness and friendliness. Yellow is also the most 
visible color in daylight”.42 Our ability to respond to color and 
light subconsciously becomes significant when considering 
wayfinding and creating a sense of space.
 Architects are also using zones of light in a system-like way 
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to create and differentiate spaces to establish direction. Hotels, 
restaurants, and bars use light zones to define spaces without 
the need for walls or partitions. One feels a sense of intimacy 
when light is used to fill a space yet an open and accessible 
environment still remains. 
 David Rockwell incorporates light to accentuate seating 
areas at Rosa Mexicano restaurant prototypes (figure M). To 
break up an otherwise overwhelmingly vast space, contrasting 
materials and iconic decorative pieces use light as a form of 
hierarchy and act as landmarks to navigate customers through 
the space while visually establishing zones of light.  

 

 The bar made of alabaster is lit from behind functioning as a 
decorative piece and creates a light zone of contrasting yellow. 
Located in the center of the Rosa Mexicano the bar visually and 
physically splits the restaurant seating area in half. 
 From floor to ceiling the area behind and in front of the bar 
is fully illuminated in color creating a lively zone for ordering and 
socializing. Near the top of the back wall of the bar Rockwell 
allows the glow from the bar to shine through, elevating the 
importance and function of this wall while hinting at the bar.      
 The second decorative piece is a sculptural element of 
miniature cliff divers. Transparent strings hold the figurines 
over a long pool of water. Spot lights at the bottom of the 
pool shine on the figurines while letting the water capture it’s 
glow further distinguishing smaller furniture groups positioned 
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around the fountain. Circular shaped backrests with spotlights 
located behind allow light to weave through a metal netting that 
surrounds the booth, visually softening the material making it 
appear to be a soft fabric. This light also illuminates the pink wall 
visually closing off the space in a soft manner.   
 Like the pool with cliff divers, a decorative water wall also 
is used to create space. This full-length wall is made out of 
transparent glass and layered with a constant recirculating 
stream of water. Butterflies illuminated with light vertically 
descend on the wall, similarly to the figurines. Two decorative 
dividers, equal in size, mirror each other creating a seating area 
in the middle and hallways on the outside. This seating area is 
further distinguished by two giant rectangular light fixtures on 
the ceiling, which hang over the groups of tables and chairs. 
Past this zone is a function room located up three steps and 
distinguished not only by the elevation, but four smaller grouped 
rectangular light fixtures.
 At St Martins Lane Hotel in London resides the Light Bar, 
designed by Philippe Starck, which is a series of similar zones 
distinguished only by their respective colored (figure N). When 
entering, the first section is orange including the furniture, 
tables, wallpaper and carpets, followed by the colors purple, 
green, and a brighter orange.42 The walls are lit in a way that 
saturates its color leading the eye to the top of the wall where 
there are large portraits.43 With the combined use of light and 
color a new perception of color is determined, for example 
sitting in a green light zone would cause one to perceive other 
colors differently.44 Repetition further enforces these zones by 
using the same wall condition, the same furniture grouping, 
the same position, size, and correlating color of rug, and the 
continued use of portraits. A simple arrangement maintains 
order with the use of illuminated color adding variety and 
affecting perception while adding charm.

N
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 In Anthony McCall’s piece You and I, Horizontal (II), light 
takes on a trancelike quality by becoming a wall-like interactive 
form. Light travels from multiple projectors, but the mass of 
these rays rendered in a foggy mist piques the curiosity of how 
they are produced and takes on a sculptural quality. A computer 
program permits the light to slowly change its shape, adding to 
the curiosity of the provocative stationary, life-like beams. Using 
light to repeatedly question the illusion of space becomes a 
theme.
 Impenetrable though these light beams appear to be, 
the shape of the structure’s amid the mysterious darkness 
encourages viewers to interact with the light, testing its ever-
changing qualities. Some explored on their own while others 
explored in groups. Inside the spaces formed by the structure 
of these light beams people took comfort. An open room filled 
with haze and a space divided into segments by the light beams 
triggers an association with layers of air or even water. The 
height of the horizontals with the restriction of not being able to 
see the ground contribute to a disconnected feeling.  
 The ability to experience these light rays by oneself adds to 
the uniqueness of You and I, Horizontal (II). By being alone in 
one of these light-encased spaces, one is able to fully engage 
their senses and is encouraged to discover more residential 
spaces created in the areas absent of light. McCall is able to 
immediately separate you away from others causing a feeling 
of seclusion. By crossing one of McCall’s beams of light you 
become surrounded by a piece of work that abstracts the 
gallery’s space. A few steps into a room, one intersects abstractly 
shaped light beams. Formerly aware of the group of people 
sitting on the ground not far away, they instantly disappeared 
upon entering a new space created by light. The uncanny feeling 
of being alone though you are not challenges ones perception 
of reality. In this sudden transition of passing through a beam 
of light and entering another room without having to open or 
shut a door, one realizes that it is not the beauty of the light that 
makes this piece but rather its ability to function as a solid form 
creating and diminishing space.      
 Our imagination is triggered when light becomes a 
three-dimensional, interactive experience. According to 
Juhani Pallasmaa’s book Eyes of the Skin, “Mist and twilight 
awakens the imagination by making visual images unclear and 
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ambiguous. Imagination and daydreaming are stimulated by dim 
light and shadow,” invite one to explore new spaces, challenging 
our perception of space.49 A hierarchy of light creates structure, 
a sense of self and atmosphere, and a continuously changing 
sense of space that challenges one’s perception encouraging 
imagination.  With an awareness of light’s ability to transform 
perception, new settings are designed to amplify our feeling of 
space and depth.
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