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TRANSCENDING BARRIERS 
WITH LIGHT

————

SYLVAIN BERTIN + GILLES ARPIN

1

> FR_LP TRANSCENDER LES 
CLOISONS PAR LA LUMIÈRE : 
DU CONCEPTEUR LUMIÈRE AU 
CONCEPTEUR DE LA NUIT

EN_
DOES THE EMERGENCE of a new 
profession, such as the lighting 
designer, allow us to break out of 
our professional silos in the way 
we manufacture the landscapes at 
night? Perhaps it does. If we look 
broadly at how the design professions 
are evolving, at first glance we see 
the linkages: design is unifying and 
engaging, and can foster cooperation 
among many diverse disciplines. 
However, in practice that is certainly 
less in evidence. Transdisciplinary 
approaches are more relevant than 
ever, but are they really operative?

THE DIFFICULTY OF 
IMPLEMENTATION
The lighting design profession, which 
emerged about 20 years ago, has led 
to a new understanding of the role of 
lighting in urban areas and to a growing 
appreciation for the complexity of the 
lighting engineer’s work. But to what 
extent does the new profession reflect 
the needs for transdisciplinarity and 
openness toward other disciplines?

As our approaches to lighting design 
evolve, we need to examine the scope 
of design professions, the division of 
labour among them and the need for 
renewed thinking about the difficulties 
of implementing transdisciplinary 
approaches in practice.

AS CITIES TURN TO LIGHT
Light transcends disciplines: for interior 
design, architecture, urban planning 
and landscape architecture, lighting is 
essential. The woks here, completed by 
Ombrages – Éclairage Public, illustrate 
the wide variety of competencies 
necessary to each project. Whether we 
consider the highlighting of architectural 
facades, the lighting and light shows 
for urban settings, or the panoramic 
landscapes of illuminated cities, an 
understanding of light is necessary for 
illumination at any scale.

The transition from a functionalist 
approach to a qualitative one in the 1980s 
led to a rethinking of the ways in which 
lighting defines the interaction between 
users and urban space. Designers 
began to increasingly consider the 
visual comfort of pedestrians and to 
question the users’ experience. In the 
1990s, “light urbanism” emerged, and 
planning strategies for lighting at the 

city scale. In the 2000s, as a variety of 
lighting plans were implemented, we 
observed an increase in complexity, 
with the multiplicity of lighting issues in 
urban areas.

An important phenomenon became 
evident: we began to distinguish 
“lighting” from “light”— the latter 
referring to more qualitative approaches. 
Incrementally, cities were turning 
to “light” to serve the tourism and 
recreational market in which branding 
had become essential. Moreover, in a 
context where competition between 
cities had become increasingly fierce, 
lighting design had become a strategic 
urban planning tool.

However, because lighting crosses all 
disciplines and produces a direct impact 
on the landscape, these diverse needs 
sometimes led to conflict or a lack of 
coordination at the landscape scale.

VALUED EXPERTISE?
Lighting design is at the intersection 
of art and technical expertise; it calls 
for transdisciplinary work. As well, the 
complex nature of “luminous material” 
means that technical renewal is essential. 
Nonetheless, a number of professionals, 
including urban planners, landscape 
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1-3 THE ILLUMINATION « CONNEXIONS 
VIVANTES » OF THE JACQUES-CARTIER BRIDGE 
FOR THE 375TH ANNIVERSARY OF MONTREAL. 
MOMENT FACTORY, OMBRAGES-ÉCLAIRAGE 
PUBLIC, ATOMIC 3, AMBIANCE DESIGN, UDO DESIGN, 
RÉALISATIONS AND LUCION, FOR THE SOCIÉTÉ 
DES PONTS JACQUES-CARTIER ET CHAMPLAIN. 
PHOTOS COURTESY OMBRAGES – ÉCLAIRAGE PUBLIC

From lighting designers to the 
designers of the night…

2

3

architects and engineers, execute 
projects themselves. Manufacturers 
also provide lighting design services 
without necessarily being professional 
designers.

Yet lighting requires a fundamental 
knowledge of the installation’s location. 
Many professionals are ill equipped 
to understand the lighting design 
constraints – technical concerns, 
integration, spatial dynamics, as well as 
economic, social or cultural implications.

As well, in many projects, lighting is a 
low priority, often tacked on at the end. 
This can cause installation problems 
and undermine both the project’s 
ambience and the users’ experience of 
the place. Worse, large projects may well 
be tackled piece by piece, by various 
professionals working in parallel. Since 
landscape-scale lighting is subject to 
few regulations, this can lead to an 
important lack of cohesion in the overall 
panorama of the city.

SHARING KNOWLEDGE  
AND KNOW-HOW
The emergence of lighting design 
specialists, however, is a testament to an 
increasing public appetite for nocturnal 
light. In the last decade, we have seen a 
renewed focus on public space, which 
gave rise to new preoccupations and 
sparked demands for lighting equipment. 
At the same time, technology leapt 
ahead, with innovation enabling a 
multiplication of light uses. In 2015, the 
UNESCO declared the International Year 
of Light, demonstrating the transcendent 
qualities of light, and acknowledging the 
impact of lighting on our society.

With this growing complexity, it 
becomes ever more difficult to bring 
together every competency in a single 
expert. Therefore, sub-specializations 
are emerging within the lighting 
design field, from those who develop 
lighting concepts, to graphic 
artists, programmers, technicians 
and engineers.

Research too has ballooned, in fields as 
diverse as chronobiology, environmental 
science, astronomy, history, geography, 
sociology, and environmental design 
disciplines. Yet these research studies 
too rarely feed back into practice.

SPRING | PRINTEMPS 2018   5  



ESSAY 

4, 5 PROMENADE SAMUEL DE CHAMPLAIN, RIVERBANKS OF THE SAINT-
LAURENT, QUEBEC CITY. CLIENT: NATIONAL CAPITAL COMMISSION OF 
QUEBEC (NCC). OMBRAGES – ÉCLAIRAGE PUBLIC, DAOUST LESTAGE, 
WILLIAMS ASSELIN ACKAOUI (WAA) AND GENIVAR – SNC LAVALIN.  
PHOTOS MARC CRAMER

4, 5

This reveals the need for lighting design firms – and 
more generally, design-related firms – to bring new 
researchers into their projects. The illumination of cities 
and the development of nocturnal planning strategies 
raise questions about the uses of light, but debates often 
remain focused on the technical aspects of lighting, or 
on festive lighting in downtown areas. Lighting is still 
seen mainly from an aesthetic perspective without due 
consideration of how people use the city at night. Our 
gaze is very seldom turned to everyday landscapes, 
landscapes that stay in the shadows, or the socio-
cultural elements of nighttime.

As well, city centres represent only a small portion of the 
land. What about the quality of nocturnal life at the local 
scale? There are so many questions to consider: urban 
identity and belonging, mobility and accessibility, social 
inclusion for our aging population, and the sustainability 
of the work we do. We need to invite researchers and 
professionals to innovate, to renew the way we light cities. 
And we need to sensitize politicians and major actors in the 
design of architecture and cities: they need to be involved in 
these debates at a time when lighting is often reduced to a 
propaganda tool.

FROM A NEED FOR RECOGNITION
TO A NEED FOR THE RENEWAL
At an academic level, research is still in its infancy, and 
in practical terms, lighting design professionals are still 
little recognized. Yet the lighting designer profession is 
intrinsically open and transdisciplinary; notably, lighting 
design questions increase our understanding of issues 
in such diverse fields as health, the environment and 
city networking, and have led to a further integration 
among professionals.

The integration of social and cultural issues remains difficult. 
Yet light is relevant to all of our living spaces; it concerns all 
professionals. If the main objective is to improve the quality 
of our nocturnal living environment, isn’t it time for our 
discipline to fully incorporate the design of the night?

sylvain.bertin@ombrages.com 
garpin@eclairagepublic.ca

What about the quality 
of nocturnal life at the 
local scale?
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