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 Thesis question

How can we redirect perception towards light as a medium 
with the ability to define spatial perception, enhance our 

nocturnal experience, and be implemented throughout the 
design process?



“The pavement is where I left it this morning. The trees are in place. The building 
is still standing. Yet I have entered into an entirely different kingdom.” 

Same place + different time of the day 

= 

different world 

“It’s after dark. I see my world differently. I act differently. Now a new set of 
rules governs my behavior and that of everyone around me. My brain is on 

high alert and in a nervous dialogue with itself.”
           -Linnaea Tilett- 
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Introduction 

“At night we step into an environment where, in an evolutionary sense, we’re not 
supposed to be.”

 -Linnaea Tilett-



The simple idea of nighttime design became a catalyst 
for what would be a year long investigation into how 
our perception, both spatially and experientially, is 
shaped by the effects and implementation of lighting. 
The dark, moody, transformation that happens when 
the sun goes down, completely changes how we 
perceive and experience these nocturnal landscapes. 

While the idea of lighting our landscapes serves a very 
functional and necessary role, this exploration aims 
to extract the qualities, depth, and representational 
methods used in the past and currently, to guide a 
narrative on how lighting needs to be adapted in all 
stages of the design process rather than just as an 
afterthought.  

While looking at a range of scopes that lighting 
falls under with respect to landscape architecture, 
a majority of past and current influences and 
conversations are based around artistic installations 
and interpretations of the use of light. With a goal 
of finding a balance of the evocative nature and 
emotional connection an artistic approach to lighting 
can have while still addressing the outdated more 
functional side that lighting speaks to. 

Finding a balance of these two approaches has 
been one of the biggest challenges faced due to 
the different natures and intentions behind each 
avenue of lighting. Tasked with the challenge of 
representing the richness and depth of light from a 
new perspective, the success or failure of this thesis 
study will be dependent on defining and invigorating 
a graphic representation of the emotional connection 
that lighting can serve.

abstract







It is no surprise that lighting has served a simple and 
straight-forward approach in the past of lighting up our 
streets, and lighting for safety and necessity. While 
this approach attends to a necessary and functional 
approach, the exploration and argument that can be 
extracted through this study, is born out of a missed 
opportunity to take advantage of the qualities of light 
that can begin to shape and form a new and vibrant 
experience and understanding of our spatial perception 
through these nocturnal landscapes that often go 
unnoticed.

As a society, the shift from the standard hours of night to 
five to a more recent trend that often runs long into the 
night, are employing business and social engagement 
into these nocturnal spaces. This calls and demands 
for a new approach to how we not only light such urban 
spaces that interactions are taking place, but using light 
as a tool and medium throughout the design process, 
rather than just an afterthought.

The culture of nighttime is something that Linnaea Tilett 
and several other lighting designers, have addressed 
countlessly through their career. Simply put, this 
adaptation of a “new culture,” a “nighttime culture,” will 
not only open up opportunities to approach landscape 
design from the various “shades of night”, but can also 
shape and articulate a sense of social engagement and 
enrich these nocturnal experiences. 

Light has begun to almost explode out of the growing 
urban core and has completely taken over the night sky 
in a lot of places. This overtaking is one often ignored 
example of how light pollution is becoming just as 
dangerous as other forms of pollution. Just because 
the impact can’t be seen directly, doesn’t mean 
it’s something we can continue to ignore. Through 
reevaluation of the past and current design trends, a 
more sustainable and experiential design philosophy 
needs to be engaged in conversations with the 
designers that our shaping our cities. 

Seeing the potential to not only try and define and 
enhance these nocturnal experience through the 
implementation of better lighting practices, paired 
with discovering past and current representational 
methods that articulate the depth and power that light 
has on our environment and personal relationship 
with the landscape, serves as the foundation on why 
this exploration will prove successful or not. Using 
strategies and frameworks developed from the people 
that are currently changing the lens that light has been 
seen through, outlines the hope to reinvigorate the 
perception of light to be more than just an afterthought, 
but rather a medium and tool that can shape and direct 
how we think and approach design. 

Introduction
Past + Current Framework
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Methodology of Understanding Light

To start to understand the effects that light may have on our 
environment and our personal connection to it, we have to look at 
how to quantify and measure the characteristics of light itself. This 
attempt at quantifying and studying light was implemented through a 
design study across campus and downtown auburn with a photometer 
in hand to measure a series of different lighting fixtures.

The fixtures themselves ranged not only in bulb type, height, and 
intensity, but also looking at secondary properties that are created 
around the fixtures. Some of these properties included, proximity of 
light spillage on adjacent facades, shadows produced by projecting 
through natural filters, and also the qualitative experience that was 
felt from light to light.

PhotoMetric Study





Methodology of Understanding Light
Quantification Study









The power of permenant installation 
James Turrell + Roden Crater Project





James Turrell is well known and respected for his approaches in not 
only the art community but how he has chosen to perceive and articulate 
the exploration of light as a medium. This exploration has taken form 
in an awe inspiring project of the development of an old volcanic crater 
in the painted desert region of Northern Arizona. Classified as a “light 
and space” artist, Turrell has made it his mission to create this celestial 
installation that uses the power and contemplation of light to create a 
one of a kind, thought and visually provoking experience. 

What makes Turrell’s exploration and fascination with light so engaging 
is how he illustrates and paints a picture of how light serves as a powerful 
medium that can be used in many ways to create a psychological and 
sensorial connection to light and art as one. According to his website 
the Roden Crater project “links the physical and the ephemeral, the 
objective with the subjective, in a transformative sensory experience.” 
(Turrell, 2014)

Turrell is one of the first artist that truly embraces and engages the idea 
and power that light can have not only on our environment, but our 
perception, interaction and understanding of spaces. The relationships 
and connections created through the alteration of natural and curated 
light installations starts to illustrate the depth and emotion that can be 
intertwined within these immersive experiences.



“My desire is to set up a situation to which I take you and let you see. 
  It becomes your experience.”

James Turrell







The Art of Temporary installation 
Bruce Munro 





Exploring the works of light artist Bruce Munro, you can start to see some of 
the shared attributes and philosophies that also exists in James Turrell and 
Linnaea Tillett. However, Munro operates on a more temporary and singular 
level. At the same time, he has also mastered an interpretation of light with 
respect to art and uses different ways to transform how light is viewed in 
installations. Having gotten to visit first hand Bruce Munro’s wide variety of 
exhibits in the Atlanta Botanical Gardens, it is truly one of the cliché “had to 
be there moments.” Being swept away and completely engulfed in a field 
of light proved to be one of the deepest and furthest reaching experiences 
curated through an installation or art exhibit. The interpretation and idea of 
this endless field of bulbs and lights completely transforms the landscape 
in a very unique way. 

Thousands upon thousands of lights engulf the rolling hills of the botanical 
garden in Munro’s masterpiece, Field of Light. This installation provides a 
unique perception for light to push back the landscape and become the 
central focus, the foreground, and the literal landscape itself. This change 
of perspective can be seen and starts the conversation on the powerful 
relationship of light and darkness. This relationship serves as a very 
powerful metaphor in that without the other, they do not exist. Such a simple 
concept that really begins to change the viewpoint on lights ability to paint 
our perception of the landscapes and why the shades of nighttime need to 
be articulated and designed to bring out the rich and powerful phenomena 
that exist as we experience landscapes of the nighttime.





The Emotional Connection To Lighting

Looking at undoubtedly the most iconic and influential lighting designer, 
Linnaea Tilett, you can start to see that she has not only painted a picture 
of the emotional connection and relationship that lighting can have on 
our experiential perception, but she also illustrates a depth and response 
to traditional design practices that needs to be reevaluated and adopted 
into future designs. With the intention of classifying the importance of 
site lighting as part of the design process through her projects, she has 
become a curator of emotional and experiential designs, with a focus of 
painting with light. 

Tilett has been at the forefront of advocating for better lighting practices 
through the manipulation of the emotional persuasion that lighting plays 
on our nightly encounters. She often divides her focus between the 
ability to “animate the dark” (Tilett, 2013) and also a natural response 
to what she deems, “Landscapes of fear.” (Tillett, 2013) Both of these 
strategies require an ability to see the impact of light at a depth that most 
people never even think about. Through these avenues of perception, 
she provides validation on how these approaches can be implemented 
through a successful site design and has reimagined how to use lighting in 
a meaningful and evocative nature that tugs at the strings of our deepest 
emotions. It is within these emotions that deploy a need for not just more 
lighting, but better lighting.

Linnaea Tilett



More often than not, Tilett articulates the “co-conscious” as 
a driver of the emotional affect we feel as we walk through 
our nighttime landscapes that evoke a response mechanism 
that is directly correlated to the amount and placement of 
lighting within a site. The “landscapes of fear” stance encom-
passes more often than not, an imbalance between exces-
sive lighting and minimal lighting that has been implemented 
at a fundamentally basic level. Tilett illustrates the emotions 
perceived through a lens of “alarm and anxiety.” While alarm 
is illustrated in having the ability to trigger our animalistic fight 
or flight response, anxiety serves more of a imaginative role 
and becomes a deeply personal matter.  

A balance needs to be found to engage “the interplay be-
tween psychological states.” (Tilett 2013) This interplay per-
fectly sums up why Tilett has truly mastered the ability to de-
sign with light. The “balancing act between what is actually 
happening at night and the feelings that float through human 
awareness.” (Tilett 2013) To be able to not only evoke a se-
ries of curated emotions, but direct and enhance our spatial 
perception that light defines as a core assumption in the em-
powerment of a site design. 

Whether we realize it or not, our emotional state and perception 
of nocturnal landscapes, are shaped and molded by the pres-
ence or absence of light. We often perceive danger before it 
even exists which has been adapted through our evolution and 
response to poorly implemented lighting which has often been 
an afterthought to design. This afterthought has not only limited 
our ability to perceive and define our nighttime landscapes, but 
comes with the loss of the ability to paint our perception using 
light as a medium. 

It is embedded in the reimagining of site lighting to deploy an 
understanding that the design of our nighttime landscapes is 
just as important, if not more, than our daytime experience. This 
is where the true power lies in the exploration of the power 
of lighting, providing a framework of why new philosophies of 
lighting are illustrated as not only a necessity but attempts to 
reimagine how we use and design with light.







Light as Illusion
Graves Ampitheatre

An early approach that was influenced greatly by Munro and 
Turrell’s ability to capture and evoke emotions through art, the 
proposed series of installations were designed to evoke a set 
of intended results and emotions. The curated emotions ranged 
from, weightlessness, depth, and immersion, and would prove 
successful or not based on the representation and implementation 
of these intentional experiences within the landscape. The 
design test was first seen in regards to not only spark and create 
an emotional connection to the landscape but actually getting an 
installation fully embedded within the landscape. 

This test became a fundamental philosophy through the rest of this 
thesis on how to engage the landscape with these installations. 
With the intention of evoking a series of emotions and crafting a 
narrative that would show and represent the experiential qualities 
that lighting can deploy, the Graves Amphitheatre would later 
serve as a guide in how to use lighting to move people through a 
site and start to employ a richer understanding of the qualities of 
light that shape and define our landscapes of night.  
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Illustrated on the left is the ability of light to paint our perception. This 
has been a fundamental philosophy that has been explored throughout 
this thesis study. Trying to envision and also represent the ability of light 
to highlight form, structure, and the many layers and shades of night, is 
one of the most important parts in determining the success or failure of 
this study. 

The way the light paints and bring to the forefront of what we see is 
a unique ability that can be implemented into a design to curate our 
experience and add depth to the way we see these landscapes. This 
is one of the core values in why nighttime design has yet to be taken 
advantage of and explored. Our ability to design and perceive light as an 
“object” has limited us from taking advantage and truly using light as a 
medium that can articulate a richness and depth that not many things can 
do. Here lies the power and argument that light is more than just a object 
but a tool in defining and enhancing our nocturnal experience.



One of the biggest challenges that was discovered through past and 
present trends of lighting design is the ability to articulate through graphic 
representation the depth that lighting employs on the landscape. Light 
is often presented merely as an object and is represented very two-
dimensionally due to limitations of standard software. This limitation was 
often a force dealt with in my renderings that hindered others from seeing 
the power and depth to which lighting can have on our emotions and 
perception. 

Employing an array of representational strategies, the more successful 
iterations engaged the landscape by using lighting effects, textures, and 
shades that could be created using plants & trees as a filtering media. 
Paired with the ability to highlight the form and structure of the landscape 
can be seen by the different scales and placement of the source lights. 
The spread and patterns created not only start to paint an often unnoticed 
spatial perception but acts as a once invisible medium that now clearly 
changes the characteristics and focus of a site design.

Representation
Lighting Effects on Spatial Perception
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Direct, Define, and Enhance
Located in the heart of downtown auburn, the site 
chosen for a design exploration was crammed 
between two buildings making it an interesting 
challenge to successfully implement a landscape 
design. The site being 50’ wide by 100’ long 
provided a smaller than normal space to work with 
but provided a 25’ and 50’ wall to enclose and help 
define this as an urban site. This space provided a 
unique challenge to see how working with light as 
a medium could transform, define, and animate a 
nighttime landscape.    



lighting the site
J&M Site Proposal







This design abstraction is intended to articulate the 
arrangement and selection of the effects meant to 
be produced through curated lighting moments. 
With various effects chosen to be specifically placed 
and articulated through such features as intensity, 
direction, and filtering media being the specific 
plants used, the site design begins to illustrate how 
important site lighting can be in our perception of a 
nighttime culture and design.

With three main focuses of canopy lighting, moon 
lighting, and uplighting, the site can begin to be 
explored and built around these effects. This is part 
of the intention of this study is to not only justify 
why and how a site should be designed with light 
as a catalyst for development but take a different 
approach in regards to how we shape and direct an 
experience. 

The site features and careful design are not only 
the typical defining features of this site proposal, but 
are meant to iterate and define the way light is not 
only perceived but how the specifics of each feature 
act upon the manipulation and perception of lighting 
within the site. 

These features are meant to serve as defining 
elements that with careful selection, positioning, 
and scale, can highlight or dim the boundaries and 
perception that light has within this specific site 
design. The main goal proposed through a site 
defined by light, is to articulate the ability and depth 
that light plays on our emotional, visual, and physical 
connection to our nighttime culture and identity.
To be able to control and manipulate site lighting
we can start to control and define a series of 
intended effects that articulate the importance
of site lighting and how it molds our perception
and emotion.



lighting the site
 Final J&M Site Proposal



 



The last portion of the site plan series is meant to highlight 
and focus on the specific lighting techniques and effects that 
are either intentionally evoked or happen as a secondary 
effect. The examination of the boundaries that the light 
creates is an important part of this specific design study.

The ability to not only see lighting in different forms and 
intensities is one of the main goals to start the introduction to 
how powerful and direct lighting can have on our perception 
and emotional attachment to a particular place or site.

The power to not only evoke emotion through curated 
lighting and shadow effects through site design and specific 
strategies is the main goal.This is achieved through either 
highlighting or dimming certain parameters and areas across 
a site design. The ability to manipulate and control not only 
the lighting and shadow that is produced but designing 
the site features to help shape this effects is what makes 
designing for the nighttime that much more of a challenge.



Designing with light as a fundamental medium and tool has proved 
a lot harder than imagined. The hardest part is trying to articulate 
a design that can imagine and interpret the power and different 
effects that light has on our perception and understanding of 
space. The intention of a successful design is to create a series of 
episodic moments while still blurring the line between landscape 
and light that would cast very specific shadows, textures, and 
effects on and with the trees as a filtering media. 

Using light to define and enhance the spatial perception of 
landscape would create a design that would not only function 
at night but would become animated and alive while directing 
and evoking emotions that are never felt or seen during the day. 
This ability and power comes from the use of light, guiding and 
painting our perception. With this ability and power of shaping 
light as a tool to define and enhance our nocturnal experience 
exists the iteration that designing for the night should not only 
be seen as a unique opportunity but one that can engage and 
enhance social interaction. It is within this interaction that lies 
the ability to provide a safe and functional space through the 
facilitation of engagement rather than the traditional approach of 
washing away our nighttime with an abundance of light

Reflection + further Study
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Capitalizing on the spirit and ability of light to bring 
our landscapes alive and completely change the 
way we perceive our spatial relationship is the true 
power and philosophy that this thesis study has led 
to. Once sites are designed with light in mind and as 
part of the process, rather than a mere afterthought, 
designers can not only start to implement the right 
philosophies of lighting, but create a new era of 
landscapes that respect and value lighting as much 
as any other tool in the designer’s belt.

Light has an ability to highlight, define, articulate, 
and lead us without us even realizing it. We are 
so bombarded by over lit streets and urban cores 
that we have neglected the fact that light has this 
amazing power to be a medium which we can paint 
and design singular and large experiences with. 
There tends to be this notion that it can either be 
used for function or artistry but there is so much 
more depth and rigor to defining how and why we 
should be using light in all of our designs.

Munro, Tillett, and Turrell have blown the doors off of 
the psychological understanding and use of light to 
interact and evoke emotions within people without 
them realizing it. While light has these very basic 
characteristics and does still serve a very important 
and functional role, it has, in the past, always been 
an afterthought.

Through this exploration, the goal has been to  start 
to bridge that gap of balancing function with artistry 
while redirecting a rather lost perspective that light 
needs to be implemented in all stages of design to 
capitalize on this idea as light as a medium and as 
a tool than can paint our perception, awaken our 
experience, and define our ever adapting nighttime 
culture.
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