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Abstract 
Originating in a consideration of the aesthetic concept of atmosphere, this research 

seeks to investigate how light is more than a physical matter or circumstance. Rather, it 

should be conceived as an aesthetic perception and a cultural experience that frames 

allusions of site and context, integrating them in an atmospheric narration situated in 

the context of contemporary Hong Kong. 

Light is an everyday phenomenon, yet it remains an intangible ‘material’ that is hard to 

apprehend. We intuitively associate light with vision, though we do not see light itself. 

Light is the medium within which our sight takes place, and we see but its reflections 

and its varying degrees of brightness.1 We see illuminated things and not light.2 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe has already established in his Theory of Colour that light is 

the pre-condition for the phenomenon of colours.3 What we perceive through degrees 

of brightness is a mixture of colours, each defined by a different electromagnetic 

wavelength emitted by the source of light and reflected by some kind of surface. Seeing, 

or rather perceiving light and colour is a neuro-biological process: light hits the photo 

sensitive retina at the back of our eyes where receptors pick up the signal and pass it on 

to the brain for processing. How we ultimately perceive and understand the processed 

information exceeds neuro-biological functions and moves into domains of sensual 

affect and cultural apprehension. James Gibson contends that because this process in 

the brain, our perception of the visual world, is a phenomenal experience, we may 

never be impartial or neutral when considering light.4 Similarly, Kalekin-Fishman and 

Low confirm that we acquire knowledge “of how meanings are created by ties with 

people and places” through our senses5 – in the case of light through sight.  

The geographer Dennis Cosgrove distinguishes vision – as opposed to sight – to be 

culturally conditioned, a socio-psychological extension of perception. Vision is related 

to what we see and how our images, imaginations and our imagination’s 

representations overlap.6 We perceive conceptions of our environment.7 As such, our 

 
 
1 Despite the fact that we associate light with vision, the common knowledge is that we cannot see light 
itself. We see things in light. The light-sensitive receptors in the eyes can only detect light as reflections. It 
seems a paradox that light is defined specifically as that which we see. Gernot Böhme, “Seeing Light,” in 
Colours Between Light and Darkness (Zürich: Niggli Verlag, 2006), 115. 
2 Please refer to the quote by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe the penultimate page (page 188). 
3 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Goethe’s Theory of Colours, trans. Charles Lock Eastlake (London: John 
Murray, 1840). 
4 James J. Gibson, The Perception of the Visual World (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Compan, 1950), 51–
55. 
5 Devorah Kalekin-Fishman and Kelvin E. Y. Low, eds., Everyday Life in Asia: Social Perspectives on the 
Senses (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 2. 
6 Denis Cosgrove, Geography and Vision. Seeing, Imagining and Representing the World (London; New 
York: I.B. Tauris & Co., 2008), 15, https://doi.org/10.1068/a4007ob. 
7  Ólafur Elíasson and Tor Nørretranders, Light! On Light in Life and the Life in Light (Klampenborg: Forlaget 
Tor.dk, 2015), 21. 
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relationship with light, the way we live within it and the manner in which it shapes our 

identities is a subject of cultural and historical enquiry.8  

Lightscapes – a term that describes our lit environment that is generated, shaped and 

influenced by natural light and artificial light – is a concept that implies a collective 

cultural dimension that “impairs the depth and diversity of this experience,” says 

Edensor.9 Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, the German philosopher who argues for the 

recognition of aesthetics as an academic discipline in its own right, describes knowledge 

as something that implies a coherent intuitive understanding which is given to us 

directly by sense experiences.10 Lightscapes and their perception qualify as sensuous 

knowledge and the appraisal and study of such entails the development of culturally 

specific aesthetics unique to their place. They may reveal knowledge and insight about 

our everyday life, about our behaviour and conceptions of our environment. In 

lightscapes light may become an experiential carrier of meaning that narrates the 

quotidian in a culturally specific way; they are comprehensive tools that aid in our 

understanding of the visual, the tangible as well as the intangible and experiential 

aspects of the places we inhabit. 

The exploration of lightscapes evolves alongside theory and practice-based research. 

To begin, a visual ethnographic investigation of Hong Kong’s lightscapes will be 

traced, analysed and then expanded through creative practice. In additional artistic 

research, conducted through smaller artworks as well as exhibition contexts, the 

phenomenon of light and colour is probed to substantiate how and what we perceive in 

light and lightscapes. The outcome of this research – the Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant 

Harbour’ – is an artistic experiment, an investigation to attune to and think with light: 

from understanding light and colours in their natural and artificial forms in the context 

of contemporary Hong Kong to translating the found lightscapes into an embodied and 

reflective installation reflecting a diversity of narratives. 

 

Key Words 
atmosphere, spatial qualities, light, colour, perception, aesthetics, narrativity, site-
specific art, lightscape, light art 

 
 
8 The relationship of light, material culture and social experience has been discussed by Mikkel Bille and 
Tim Flohr Sørensen, “An Anthropology of Luminosity: The Agency of Light,” Journal of Material Culture 12, 
no. 3 (November 11, 2007): 263–84, https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183507081894. 
9 Tim Edensor, “The Gloomy City: Rethinking the Relationship Between Light and Dark,” Urban Studies 52, 
no. 3 (February 24, 2015): 432, https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098013504009. 
10 Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, Texte Zur Grundlegung der Ästhetik, ed. and trans. Hans Rudolf 
Schweizer (Hamburg: Meiner, 1983), https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.28937/978-3-7873-2574-0. 
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“My Design in this Book is not to 
explain the Properties of Light by 
Hypotheses, but to propose and 
prove them by Reason and 
Experiments” 
Isaac Newton, Opticks, 1730 11 

 
 
11 Isaac Newton, Opticks: Or, A Treatise of the Reflections, Refractions, Inflections & Colours of Light; 
Based on the 4th Ed., London, 1730, 4th ed. (New York: Dover Publications, 1952), 1. 
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Fig. 1. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Medium - Prince Edward Restaurant". 2019, time-lapse 
stills, from day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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Fig. 2. Cornelia Erdmann, Lift Lobby, Fotan, Hong Kong. 2016. 

 

Introduction: From Atmosphere to Lightscape 
About six years ago, the factory building that is home to my studio in Fotan, Hong 

Kong underwent renovation, including a complete re-paint of all of its exterior 

surfaces. Up until then, the narrow inner courtyard that provides light to the lift lobbies 

was kept in a dirty white tone that yielded just enough illumination to make the space 

reasonably lit. Now, it features a bright coral red. The same tone is used on the outer 

façades, but the narrow space of the courtyard transmutes the light, reflecting and 

intensifying the wall colour, causing it to shine in an overwhelming neon orange, in 

contrast the formerly seemingly white fluorescent tubes appear blue. As an effect of 

this, the lift lobby now feels claustrophobic and weirdly askew. The colour pouring in 

from the window feels like a post-apocalyptic vestibule in a Kubrick movie. The space’s 

atmosphere has changed; it communicates a very different story. Even years after the 

renovation, I am startled every time I step out of the lift the light plunging me into a 

world of grave and grotesque garishness. It shifts my emotions. 

What actually made this atmospheric change? In fact, it was the changed light 

condition induced by the new paint colour in the courtyard that now reflects into the 

lobby space. Light, this newly-orange coloured light, brought about new spatial 
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conditions and made an essential change to the affect this environment has upon 

anybody who encounters it. This brings up the question, how is the sensual, 

atmospheric change causally linked with changes of spatial and light conditions?  

In our everyday life, we are aware of and we frequently talk about atmosphere when 

we refer to the character or the aesthetic qualities of a place, of a natural landscape, or 

a situation. We seem to be familiar with the phenomenon, but the language we use to 

describe it is often ambiguous, leaving it rather obscure as to whether we are referring 

to a place or to human behaviour and psychology, a reaction to that particular 

environment, or a feeling in general. As vague and vaporous as atmosphere seems to 

be, we may not consciously make a connection between the particular place and our 

encounter with it, nor with other inter-human relations. Yet, it seems that exactly those 

in-between relationships, between the physical and the mental, the tangible and the 

emotional – this interplay of space and intangible conditions – defy easy 

comprehension and conceptualisation. Our understanding is as nebulous as the 

phenomenon itself.  

 

Atmosphere 
The concept of atmosphere has been explicitly present in the philosophical discourse of 

aesthetics since at least the 1960s, initially introduced by German psychiatrist Hubertus 

Tellenbach12 as well as the German new phenomenologist Herman Schmitz 13, before 

being further developed by the German phenomenologist Gernot Böhme. In his 

writing, Böhme affirmed that a new aesthetics’ theory14 that examines the ecology of 

space and human activity, requires a “new aesthetics [that] is concerned with the 

relationship between environmental qualities and human states. This And, this in-

between, through which environmental qualities and human are related, is 

atmosphere.”15  

 
 
12 The psychiatrist Tellenbach was the first researcher to advance a theoretical notion of atmosphere. He 
outlined his theory in his book Geschmack und Atmosphären [Taste and Atmospheres] on the 
phenomenology of the oral senses, linking the senses of taste and smell with psychopathological 
conditions. Smell and taste play a leading role triggering certain feelings, sensations and experiences. See: 
Hubertus Tellenbach, Geschmack und Atmosphäre. Medien menschlichen Elementarkontaktes. (Salzburg: 
Otto Müller Verlag, 1968).  
13 Hermann Schmitz, Der Gefühlsraum, System der Philosophie, Bd. III: Der Raum, 2. Teil: Der 
Gefühlsraum., Studienaus (Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1969). 
14 Since the end of the 1980s the German philosopher Jens Soentgen has called our attention to an 
‘atmospheric turn’ within European phenomenology, referring to the writings of Hermann Schmitz, Neue 
Phänomenologie (Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1980). In other disciplines such as in anthropology, architectural 
theory, and cultural geography it is more frequently referenced as ‘affective atmosphere’ or as ‘affect’. 
Cited in: Tonino Griffero, Atmospheres: Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces (London: Routledge, Taylor & 
Francis Group, 2016). 
15 First described in: Gernot Böhme, “Atmosphere as the Fundamental Concept of a New Aesthetics,” 
Thesis Eleven 36, no. 1 (1993): 113–26, https://doi.org/10.1177/072551369303600107. Also in Gernot 
Böhme, “Atmosphäre als Grundbegriff einer neuen Ästhetik.,” in Atmosphäre. Essays zur Neuen Ästhetik. 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1995), 21-48. This citation (with original highlights) is from the English 
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Atmospheres accompany us and assume a more or less dominant role no matter where 

we go because they are not simple spatial characteristics, but rather depend on how we 

relate to an environment.16 They seem to be suspended between the material and the 

immaterial, the object and the subject. Fascinatingly, however, atmosphere as a matter 

seems hard to pin down on an ontological level. In fact, it is difficult to discern whether 

it can even be thought of as a ‘matter’ (that is, if it is material) in the first place. 

Contemplating my experience in my lobby, it struck me that a comprehensive, more 

accessible concept of atmosphere may add to our understanding of our lived-in 

environment, of space and its qualities – including light, sound, textures, materials etc. 

that shape it – and how we feel in and about a space.  

 

Light 
Thinking again about the lobby space – how the orange-toned light changed the entire 

feel of the space – light and colour evidently play an essential role in modulating 

atmospheres. Thus, it appears intuitively plausible as a light artist to focus my 

investigation on this key feature: light – more specifically light conditions and qualities 

including colours – and how we perceive those.  

Light first and foremost is a natural phenomenon, but it is also a man-made ‘material’ 

that is as intangible as atmosphere. Without light we would not be able to see anything. 

As Bille and Sørensen remind us, “Light is shed for – and not just on – the material 

environment.”17 It guides how we see and “informs our senses of the shape of space,” 18 

as Tim Edensor points out. Light shapes our experiences and emotions, gives us sense 

of safety and comfort on the positive side – as the luminous metaphor of the 

‘enlightenment’ affirms – but can also cause the opposite, arousing acute feelings of 

discomfort and fear.19 In any case, it has a great influence on us. The agency of light 

seems evident enough, but little has been discerned about the “sociality of light,” as 

 
 
translation by A-Chr. Engles-Schwarzpaul Gernot Böhme, “Atmosphere, a Basic Concept of a New 
Aesthetic,” in Atmospheric Architectures. The Aesthetics of Felt Spaces (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 
2017), 13. 
16 Michael Hauskeller, “Begriff und Wahrnehmung von Atmosphären,” in Atmosphären Entwerfen, ed. 
Jürgen Weidinger (Berlin: Universitätsverlag der Technischen Universität, 2015), 47–61, 
https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.14279/depositonce-4253. 
17 Bille and Sørensen, “An Anthropology of Luminosity: The Agency of Light,” 266. 
18 Tim Edensor, “Light Design and Atmosphere,” Visual Communication 14, no. 3 (August 29, 2015): 313, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470357215579975. 
19 The book “Unpleasant Design” by Gordan Savičić and Selena Savić features a project where they put up 
pink, fluorescent lighting in housing estates in the UK, the glare of which highlights teenage blemishes, as a 
strategy to get rid of loitering teenagers. This demonstration shows that the application of light and spatial 
aesthetics can go both ways. Gordan Savičić and Selena Savić, Unpleasant Design (Berlin: G.L.O.R.I.A., 
2013). 
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Bille (et al.) remind us: “and therefore we are in need of a widened comprehension of 

how light is practised and inhabited.”20 

 

Fig. 3. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Recordings, Snapshots, Sha Tin, Hong Kong. 2018. 

 

Hong Kong Context 
In the daytime, sunlight shapes our world. On a bright day, Hong Kong’s dramatic 

landscape is moulded by sharp contrasts of lit and dark forms. Precipitous mountain 

ranges overlap with steep high-rises forming a landscape dominated by vertical 

structures. On the street level, when one finds oneself between these high buildings 

vertiginous lines draw your gaze up to the horizon where dark building silhouettes 

contrast the sky. The shadows cast by buildings and mountains segment the urban 

texture into a vertical staccato. Seeing this, I can better understand why photographer 

Ho Fan took his iconic pictures that capture the strong shadows and contrasts of Hong 

Kong.21 

When dusk sets, Hong Kong is vividly lit by a myriad of artificial lights. Stars can 

barely ever be seen. It is not dark; it is quite bright at night. With nightfall Hong 

Kong’s topography changes completely. Instead of the vertical expansion, I see 

horizontally stretched out landscapes of luminous shapes. I am again and again 

mesmerized by this enigmatic phenomenon. I am fascinated by the different light 

qualities and hues of light that are emitted through the windows of the dense apartment 

 
 
20 Bille and Sørensen, “An Anthropology of Luminosity: The Agency of Light,” 266. 
21 Fan Ho (何藩), 念⾹港⼈的舊 Portrait of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: WE Press, 2017). 
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complexes. At night the architecture disappears and instead I see radiating light shapes, 

illuminated facades and lit up windows. At night, as material matter vanishes into the 

background, the houses seem to open up, revealing their inner lives, disclosing 

narratives of their inhabitants. Each lit window can tell a different story. The private 

sphere spills out into the public. 

 
Hong Kong is well known for its iconic illuminated skyline, a spectacle which is 

propagated by the Hong Kong Tourism Board and featured across media and social 

networks (see Fig. 4 and 5). Historically, Hong Kong’s neon lights have often been used 

as iconic representations of the city to promote and express Hong Kong’s uniqueness.22 

 

 
 
Fig. 4. Laservision, Symphony of Lights, Hong Kong. 2005. Digital artist's impression.23 

 

 
 
22 See for example the 101 Hong Kong Travel Poster Collection: Keith Macgregor, “Hong Kong – Stay an 
Extra Day,” in Hong Kong Baptist University Library Art Collections, 1990, 
http://bcc.lib.hkbu.edu.hk/artcollection/91512504h757t90/. 
23 Laservision, “Symphony of Lights, Hong Kong,” accessed April 19, 2019, 
https://www.laservision.com.au/portfolio/symphony-of-lights/. 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 8 

 
 
Fig. 5. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Recordings, Snapshots. Victoria Harbour at the Symphony of Lights, 
Hong Kong. September 2018, video still. First observation stage series. 

 

Light, especially artificial light, plays a characteristic role in the purposeful formation of 

realities and identities in Hong Kong, shaping imagination and representation in 

everyday life in as seen in figures 3, 4, 5. But does that representation epitomise and 

encapsulate the reality in which we live? There seems to be a divergence between what 

is presented to us by the media and what we actually can see (see Fig. 5). As part of the 

research, it seems necessary to establish the particular situation of light and lightscapes 

in Hong Kong. What can we actually see from different points of view? 

In my artistic practice I have used light as a medium to create artworks for a long time. 

Now, I would like to look in detail into how light and its facets, as material and 

medium, is important to understanding our reality and our everyday life. I would like 

to enquire into how light and colours shape and narrate our environment in the 

context of Hong Kong. 

Learning from my experience in the lift lobby and looking at images of light in Hong 

Kong, I believe the concept of atmosphere can act as a gateway and a mediator for my 

research; it offers an important tool “to allow analytical insight into a range of topics, 

when we begin to think in, about and through them.”24 Atmosphere’s vagueness gives 

access and offers a sensitivity to perception of light and our lit, lived-in environment. 

However, I chose to give a more specific definition to this concept of atmosphere in 

consideration of the focus, that of light: lightscapes. 

 

 
 
24 Shanti Sumartojo and Sarah Pink, Atmospheres and the Experiential World: Theory and Methods (Oxon: 
Routledge, 2019), 3. 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 9 

 
 
Fig. 6. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Far - Bauhinia Square". 2019, time-lapse stills, from day 
to night to day. Hong Kong 
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Research Context 
My proposed creative inquiry is grounded in my experiences as a trained architect and 

as a practising artist. It is situated within an experiential approach to art production 

that examines the discussion of spatial qualities, such as light conditions – conceived 

and examined with a concern towards how atmosphere is created and perceived – at 

the interface of design principles and the poetics of art. 

The two disciplines of architecture and art have always nourished my practice in their 

respective ways. Traditionally, design, or applied arts, seeks specific solutions to 

problems with specific constraints and parameters, whether these are functional, 

economical, socio-political and/or aesthetical, to create tools or experiences where 

utility plays a major role. Art instead may be more driven by communication of 

context, be it realistic or fictional, personal or social, political or symbolical. Rooted in 

my education at the Bauhaus-University Weimar, I have become interested in the areas 

of coherence between these two subjects. I believe their convergence may sometimes be 

exactly what is necessary to understand certain factors and problematics – such as the 

case of examining spatial conditions of light and colour in an urban context. Lightscapes, 

a term that I shall use to designate these lighted, lived-in environments, are comprised 

of planned, designed and unintentional light circumstances co-created by city-planning, 

companies and people on the one hand, and the natural and built, physical topography 

on the other hand.25 Light and colour conditions require us to examine them from 

different angles. To approach this provision, I am using various methodologies – that 

are emergent throughout the process – borrowed from different fields in ethnography, 

cultural geography, and art-making under the supposition that the aesthetic notion of 

atmosphere is what can link the different aspects of space, site and experience. This 

notion becomes a tool for me to understand and to analyse our made, cultural 

environment of lightscapes, as well as the contexts of my own artworks. 

This research began with a design-oriented enquiry about light conditions and 

subsequently used artistic research to navigate through the process informed by various 

fields. The backbone of the research is the theoretical framework that permeates into 

several small experimental artistic explorations as well as into two major art shows – my 

solo show “Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence” at the 

Goethe-Institut Hongkong 26, and the solo show “Light. Reflections on Material, 

 
 
25 Bille et. al use the term ‘lightscape’ in their text but refer to lightscapes as the “changing landscapes of 
light and darkness”. I believe lightscapes comprise more than just conditions of light and dark, as I will 
proceed to show in the course of the paper. For reference see Bille and Sørensen, “An Anthropology of 
Luminosity: The Agency of Light,” 265-66. 
26 Cornelia Erdmann, Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence at Goethe-Gallery and 
Black Box Studio, Goethe-Institut Hongkong, 9–31 May 2018. See related publication in the Appendix or 
at: >> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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Surfaces and Space” during my artist residence in Zurich27, finally culminating in the 

large-scale installation Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’, embedded in an exhibition 

(the Statement Show) that narrated the entire journey of this research. 

All the experiments, the artefacts and the artworks that were developed as my research 

have piloted my reading and the direction it took into the different fields of enquiry. 

The artworks and the exhibitions have provided me with a basis upon which I can 

practically contextualise my findings, but they have also served as a profound impetus 

and a catalyst for new insights and knowledge. In order to get there, I asked the 

following research questions to navigate through the process. 

 
 

  

 
 
27 Cornelia Erdmann, Light. Reflections on Material, Surfaces and Space at the Kunstraum, Zurich 
University of the Arts, Switzerland, 15–21 December 2019. See related publication in the Appendix or at: 
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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Research Questions 
The intention of this PhD research into light and colour in contemporary Hong Kong 

is to explore the mundane reality of light and its culturally specific meaning and 

aesthetics as rendered in lightscapes through the use of the notion of atmosphere. Here, 

‘atmosphere’ functions as an analytical framework to qualify and to comprehend light 

and colour as they occur in their context. The notion of atmosphere provides the 

sensibility – the “sensory and imaginative form of understanding” 28 – to navigate 

through and examine lightscapes; to explore how a place or an event feels, but it also 

refers to what they mean to us. A practice-based research is the pathway that I shall 

take through that exploration. Often, artists are rather dealing with the construction of 

realities to heighten awareness and/or to alert us on issues that concern us emotionally, 

socio-politically, or experientially in general rather than aspiring towards the 

formulation of straight forward answers.  

The principal and complex question, then, is this: how does artistic exploration 

contribute to a (re-)evaluation of what we perceive through the light conditions we 

encounter? This comprehensive enquiry is broken down to address the different needs 

of theory and practice by asking the following questions: 

 

1. Framing Theory 
May the established notion of atmosphere – with the relations it has traditionally 

established between space and subject, as theoretically pioneered by Gernot Böhme (et 

al.) – be revised and re-envisioned through a concurrent consideration of 

complementary but distinct concepts like e.g., Walter Benjamin’s ‘aura’? Can 

phenomenology be enlisted to understand and to make more explicit the ways in which 

we perceive our environment? 

 

2. Defining Lightscape 
How can theoretical and investigative reflections borrowed from the consideration of 

‘landscape’ be applied to the emerging format of ‘lightscape’? Could these transposed 

observations assist us in providing analytical and practical insight into the culturally 

specific aesthetics of mundane light and illumination, as exemplified by the case of 

Hong Kong?  

 
 
28 Sumartojo and Pink, Atmospheres and the Experiential World: Theory and Methods, 3. 
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3. Conceiving Light & Colour 
How may degrees of light and colour be applied as complementary conditions in the 

context of site-specific art production so as to establish narrativity and ultimately 

(cultural) meaning? 

4. Exploring Lightscapes 
How may my quantitative and qualitative research findings inform and be applied in 

artistic practice, especially to focus an audience’s awareness and attention to the 

subtleties of their experiences of space, light, and colour in lightscapes exemplified in 

the case of Hong Kong? 

 

My PhD will attempt to offer a comprehensive understanding of these approaches and 

achievements by dedicating one chapter to the key issues raised in each of these 

research questions.  

This text constitutes an exegesis that establishes the structure that connects the steps 

taken and the discoveries made throughout the project as they manifested in different 

artworks, artefacts and publications, all of which were documented in accompanying 

research outputs. Here, I would like to mention my non-traditional explorations which, 

because of their nature as temporary artistic interventions and ephemeral exhibitions, 

could not feature as part of a formal submission. These are documented in eleven 

additional publications, the details of which are included in the Appendix. All together 

they are submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy. 
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Scope of Research 
My PhD research intends to combine theory and practice, whereas the theory helps to 

provide the context which the practice responds to and is in dialogue with. The main 

focus of my research is to explore the mechanisms of how light as an artistic medium 

can be considered under the umbrella of the notion of atmosphere in theory and in 

practice. 

Through a review of existing literature, I have established that the intertwined 

conditions of light and colour are formative components in the emergence of 

atmosphere. To the same extent, a phenomenological analysis of the perception of the 

design or layout of light in a specific time and place (in this case Hong Kong) is 

essential for the purposes of this study. This led me to further consider light in the 

context of our lived-in environment as ‘lightscapes’ and then to undertake a visual 

ethnographic investigation into Hong Kong’s lightscapes with the aim of examining, 

understanding, and verifying what conditions and qualities can be found in situ. 

Lightscapes describe our lighted environment as it is generated, shaped and influenced 

by natural and artificial light, from light to darkness in the normal course of time. In 

addition to the built elements – the urban texture, light fixtures etc. – lightscapes are 

comprised of something immaterial that is beyond the immateriality of light itself. 

These immaterial aspects include behaviour and practices that are facilitated and 

evoked by light. In the fields of human geography and anthropology, the affective 

reciprocal influences of landscapes and people is extensively discussed.29 

Simultaneously, light shapes and creates space.30 The notion of ‘lightscapes’ takes this 

into account, situating our consideration of light in an attentiveness to a 

phenomenological experience that goes beyond a purely visual examination of physical 

topography. Light, the expression of light through colour and their reflection in the 

surrounding environment, may be but one pathway to developing an understanding of 

a cultural landscape but it is, I would argue, a very significant one.31 

 
 
29 This idea will be discussed further on in the text. Please see also: Eric Hirsch and Michael O’Hanlon, 
eds., The Anthropology of Landscape: Perspectives on Place and Space (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). 
30 Gernot Böhme has written in several texts about how the immaterial dimension of light creates a space 
with physical qualities. For examples, please see: Gernot Böhme, The Aesthetics of Atmospheres. 
Ambiances, Atmospheres and Sensory Experiences of Spaces, ed. Jean-Paul Thibaud (Oxon and New 
York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2017). 
31 The different senses have become part of the agenda in visual cultural studies. Tim Ingold, speaking 
about the orientation of this turn, notes that ‘they have simply added worlds of sounds, of feeling and of 
smells’ and that this has led to the study of ‘“scapes”’. All those -scapes, all those sensorial pathways are 
part of the ‘same worlds, whatever paths they take.’ Tim Ingold, “Worlds of Sense and Sensing the World: 
A Response to Sarah Pink and David Howes,” Social Anthropology/Anthropologie Sociale 19, no. 3 (2011): 
316. Light may superficially be only affecting our sense of sight, but as I will elaborate further on in this 
paper, there is a distinction between sight and vision, vision being an extension of the ocular act into an 
imaginative one. 
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My concern for cultural processes, place and space introduced me to human geography 

and visual ethnography,32 both of which offer a good framework for the understanding 

and the analysis of lightscapes. I am exploring the story of a cultural landscape of Hong 

Kong told through the lens of light and its agency. While the perception of light is a 

subjective process, the specific ways in which we interpret what we see is refracted 

through socio-culturally formed constructs which emerge in unique, site-specific 

conditions. To come to terms with these contexts is to develop culturally specific 

aesthetics. 

This exploration is rooted in theories from human geography, cultural studies, and 

visual ethnography, but it ultimately aspires to embed itself practically in the field of 

visual arts. As such, it begins with series of studies in visual ethnographic research, 

including field work, interviews, photos and videos that are then used to draw data for 

the next steps. 

My practice does not simply constitute the phenomenological and experiential 

exploration and validation of theory but constitutes an essential component of the 

research in its own right, unravelling the hermeneutics of atmosphere and light.33 Light 

art may help us to reflect on the transcendental processes that mediate our 

comprehension of light as well as our capacity to perceive. (Light) art can inspire 

different (or new) narratives, issues arising from their contexts and a reflection upon the 

places they refer to. 

 

 
 
32 Sarah Pink refers to ethnographical research which I see as being very closely related to the practice of 
artists. Please see: Sarah Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography, 3rd ed. (London and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, 2013), 27. 
33 “…artistic practice is more than just an application of theory and that theory is more than a mere 
reflection on practice.” Please refer to: Kathrin Busch, “Artistic Research and the Poetics of Knowledge,” 
Art Research 2, no. 2 (2009), http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v2n2/busch.html. 
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Fig. 7. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Medium - Choi Hung Estate". 2019, time-lapse stills, 
from day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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Research Methodology 
 

“The conclusions of men are very different according to the mode in which they approach a 

science or branch of knowledge; from which side, through which door they enter.”  

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Theory of Colours, 1840, xlvii  34 

 

Art as Knowledge & Experiential Learning 
Non-traditional research does not endeavour to discover and explicate what we know in 

the arts, but attempts to grasp what we intuit through them.35 Hence, art is a source of 

knowledge, especially of experiential knowledge. It relates the immediate qualities of an 

experience to a certain subject. In doing so, art requires attentiveness and participation 

from the audience and is never just a product of the artist alone. 

Eileen John elucidates this very dimension of art: “Experiential knowledge is knowledge 

of what it is like to experience something. How would it feel to undergo something, to 

observe a certain kind of event, to experience things from a certain perspective, or to 

feel a certain emotion?” The fact that artworks “can inspire imaginative participation 

and emotional response is used to argue that art can be a source of this kind of 

knowledge.”36  

 

Practice /Art as Research 
My research has always been driven by a curiosity about something in my everyday 

reality that puzzles me, about something which triggers an interest in deepening my 

knowledge about what I do.37 These very observations – or artistic hunches – lead me 

to the formulation of research questions that exist – or occur – within a specific context. 

These questions form the basis upon which further observations can then be made. 

This context establishes the parameters for my research. Within this framework, with 

my questions and the goal I aspired to reach, in mind, I had to devise a way to find 

 
 
34 Goethe, Goethe’s Theory of Colours. 
35 Carl H. Hamburg, “Art as Knowledge,” College Art Journal 12, no. 1 (1952): 2, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/773357. 
36 Eileen John, “Art and Knowledge,” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, ed. Berys Gaut (London 
and New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2001), 333. 
37 Here, I am referring to Estelle Barrett’s observation: “Creative arts research is often motivated by 
emotional, personal and subjective concerns, it operates not only on the basis of explicit and exact 
knowledge, but also on that of tacit and experiential knowledge. Experience operates within in the domain 
of the aesthetic and knowledge produced through aesthetic experience is always contextual and situated.” 
Estelle Barrett, “Experiential Learning in Practice as Research: Context, Method, Knowledge,” Journal of 
Visual Art Practice 6, no. 2 (October 3, 2007): 115–24, https://doi.org/10.1386/jvap.6.2.115_1.  



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 18 

answers. This ‘way to find-answers’ is what methodology is for. Yet, how does one go 

about choosing an approach, when there are so many options available to artists? In 

artistic practice and research, it is not as easy as in other disciplines to pick one system 

and run with it. Often the process and the answers sought are not as straight forward as 

a solution to an equation. There might not be one truth to be obtained, but rather a 

range of findings and interpretations that artistic research may offer to an audience, 

opening up new doors to understanding our environment. Most academics are trying 

to prove or test a theory with their research. Artists, on the other hand, often engage 

research in order to discover new ways of seeing. This is not to say that traditional 

research is without discovery, but it is a means to a different end. Art can set out to be a 

new paradigm, and the stakes of this pursuit are rather different from that of traditional 

research. The drive of art is not towards making the world more beautiful, but about 

revealing new ways of seeing. The pathway to that end is research as creative practice. 

The essence of research is always investigative, animated by the impulse to move 

something forwards, to develop innovations that create something meaningful for a 

wider audience. For an artist, research invigorates and transforms the creative process. 

As described in the Research-creation methodology in the following section, research 

permeates practice and vice versa. This process, which in the art context is a fused 

mechanism, is composed of both the process itself as well as the production of new 

works: it constitutes the process of seeking out new knowledge as well as the knowledge 

itself.38 The question is, then, is there ever art making without doing research? 

 

On Methodology 
Mika Hannula (et. al.) has suggested, metaphorically, that the research question and 

the methodology selected for its pursuit should “fit together like a hand and a glove.”39 

According to the authors, the approach also determines what kinds of questions the 

research can address and possibly answer – and the other way around. When you have 

a question in mind and approach the problem of methodology whit a clear idea of the 

kind of data or output you want to achieve, you can then decide on the appropriate, 

corresponding methodology. Yet, within artistic practice there seems to be a 

discrepancy between the hand and the glove which itself is an analogy which 

presupposes the separation between form and data, between research methodologies as 

a tool for obtaining and analysing data, and the data itself.40 Through our artistic 

 
 
38 Linda Candy and Ernest Edmonds, “Practice-Based Research in the Creative Arts Foundations and 
Futures from the Front Line,” LEONARDO 51, no. 1 (2018): 64, https://doi.org/10.1162/LEON_a_01471. 
39 Mika Hannula, Juha Suoranta, and Tere Vadén, Artistic Research Methodology: Narrative, Power and the 
Public (New York: Peter Lang, 2014), 22. 
40 Hannula, Suoranta, and Vadén, 23. 
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practice we often only produce the data we then look at. There is no one hand that fits 

one glove or a glove that fits all sizes. Instead, I see artistic practice as being hands-on 

work with different approaches and questions arising in the process. Continuing with 

the hand-glove analogy, I need to touch things and meddle with them so as to find 

what is best, and maybe I need different gloves for different purposes and steps along 

the way: a white cotton glove for turning precious book pages, a surgery glove to mix 

paints, a hardwearing leather-glove for tool-work, or a disinfectant wipe to clean my 

hands after the dirty work is done so that I may greet the audience and receive their 

responses (which can be data as well). My hands and their actions, with or without the 

different gloves that I choose to employ for varying emergent purposes, become my 

way of practicing and thinking about that practice. 

That means that the different approaches and methods are folded into the research and 

happen within the practice, depending on which phase of the research is currently 

underway within the parameters that I set. The elements that compose this motley 

methodology span the breadth of visual and material experiments, theoretical 

enquiries, and the search for texts that describe and/or explore the research question 

while helping me to think it in expanded terms. This research is a process that is “… 

done inside the practice, by doing acts that are part of the practice.”41  

Along this process the research establishes a reciprocal system between my practice that 

starts from the inside and public elements (such as artworks, their documentation and 

texts, like a thesis) which are then made to feed back into this inside and form a 

contextualised practice. Methodology is emergent within the process and chosen to 

correspond to what is needed at the juncture question. 

 

Research-Creation 
During the literature review I found a framework that seems to fit this processual 

research, that reflects the intersection of art practice, theoretical concept, and research. 

It is called Research-creation:42 

“Research-creation can be described as the complex intersection of art practice, 

theoretical concepts, and research. It is an experimental practice that cannot be 

predicted or determined in advance. It is trans-disciplinary and is used by artists and 

designers who incorporate a hybrid form of artistic practice between the arts and 

science, or social science research; scholars attuned to the role of the arts and creativity 

 
 
41 Hannula, Suoranta, and Vadén, 3. 
42 Research-creation is a methodology approved by the SSHRC (the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada). 
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in their own areas of expertise; and educators interested in developing curriculum and 

pedagogy grounded in cultural production. Research-creation is attuned to processes 

rather than the communication of outputs or products.”43 

 

 

Fig. 8. Cornelia Erdmann, Research-creation visualised in the context of my research. 2021. 

 
 

One of the propositions of Research-creation is that intentions are immanent to 

whatever method is used, rather than refusing them [methodologies].44 This aligns with 

proposals put forward by other scholars: “Artistic research comes into existence 

through the interplay between specific artistic activities and their conceptualizations.”45 

This conceptualisation is what I describe as the parameters, the framework, within 

which the research questions are set. “If the intent of inquiry is to create a different 

world, to ask what kinds of futures are imaginable, then (in)tensions need to attend to 

the immersion, friction, strain, and quivering unease of doing research differently,”46 

explain Springgay (et. al). Research-creation aims not only to reflect on the past, but it 

allows one to think from within the act. In that way it has methodological connotations 

derived from phenomenology but is not limited to that. Research-creation allows to go 

 
 
43 Stephanie Springgay and Sarah E. Truman, “Research-Creation,” The Pedagogical Impulse, 2016, 
https://thepedagogicalimpulse.com/research-methodologies/. 
See also:  
44 Stephanie Springgay and Sarah E. Truman, “On the Need for Methods Beyond Proceduralism: 
Speculative Middles, (In)Tensions, and Response-Ability in Research,” Qualitative Inquiry 24, no. 3 (March 
26, 2018): 203–14, https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800417704464. 
45 Marcel Cobussen, “The Intruder. On Differentiations in Artistic Research,” in Kunst Und Kunstforschung 
[Art and Artistic Practice], ed. Corina Carduff et al. (Zurich: Scheidegger & Spiess, 2010). 
46 Springgay and Truman, “On the Need for Methods Beyond Proceduralism: Speculative Middles, 
(In)Tensions, and Response-Ability in Research.” 
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beyond the one-glove-analogy and offers an umbrella, a processual methodology within 

which different methodologies, theories and methods are afforded the space to arise 

and are then folded into the research as it happens alongside and within the practice. 

Research-creation is the modus operandi of an artist. Hence, this methodology 

description is put before the theory chapter. 

Within the umbrella of research-creation, I employ other methodologies. For example, 

in the work series 24 Hours Hong Kong – a study of Hong Kong’s lightscapes, to shed 

light about light and to examine its culturally specific aesthetics – I apply visual 

ethnography driven by ideas of cultural relativism which I explain in more detail 

elsewhere. Phenomenology is another important qualitative lens I use to look at the 

experiential side of the research components. Some other aspects of my work need to 

be approached through the paradigm of auto ethnography, a methodological 

perspective which is especially useful for reflecting on my own artistic practice. As I 

have described above, artistic research happens from the inside, finds expression in the 

form of artefacts, texts, or other outcomes and feeds back to (the inside) of the practice. 

What this effectively means is that I, the artist, will always be part of my work as author 

and as interpreter. Sometimes I may be the observer, and sometimes the observer-

participant. 

In anthropology, sensory experience is as widely discussed as perception,47 but often 

anthropology tends to separates the different senses from one another in the course of 

debate. Thinking in terms of atmospheres offers a holistic approach to the multisensory 

nature of perception as well as a paradigm which embraces art as knowledge and a 

means by which our sensitivity towards the world around us can be contemplated and 

thought. Atmospheres “are crucial to understand places and events,”48 because we 

learn and look at the respective environments experientially, not just theoretically. 

American philosopher John Dewey described aesthetic experience as, on the one hand, 

being part of one’s surrounding, and on the other hand, being an essential part of an 

artwork’s property.49 Experiential, qualitative methodologies are therefore a necessity 

within artistic research. The notion of atmosphere can be the tool, the lens through 

which we can apprehend this holistic experience.  

On the whole, the notion of atmosphere makes clear that our perception, our everyday 

sensation and (art) encounters are experiential and therefore can be explored 

conceptually and discursively, but most of all, through immersion and practice, because 

 
 
47 See for example writings by James J. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (New York: 
Taylor & Francis Group, 1986). Or Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, 
Dwelling & Skill, ed. Tim Ingold (London and New York: Routledge, 2000). 
48 Sumartojo and Pink, Atmospheres and the Experiential World: Theory and Methods, 2. 
49 John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: The Berkley Publishing Group, Perigee, 2005). 
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“art should not be explained; it must be experienced. But by means of words it is 

possible to help others to experience it...,” writes Steen Eiler Rasmussen.50 

 

Situated Knowledge & Reflexivity 
Methodology is the approach we use to gather and to produce data. This 

epistemological understanding has a very scientific origin and I feel it is imperative at 

this point to reflect on what it means to be objective, to consider the ‘doorway’ we 

choose to enter in this endeavour. In the course of answering such questions, I have to 

acknowledge my own viewpoint and be aware that it may entail limitations. For 

example, doing research in Hong Kong – a place in which I have lived for the last 

fifteen years, but which I am only partially able to call home, because I have my roots 

and had my cultural upbringing elsewhere. Given these circumstances, I can only ever 

be a ‘halfway’ participant or insider. In this research, I am both: an observer and a 

participant, as I am always entangled in the research, as Tim Ingold describes.51 Sarah 

Pink suggests that “it is through a theory of practice and place that we can comprehend 

the material, social, sensory and mediated environments of which everyday life, 

activism and thus processes through which sustainability might be achieved, all form a 

part”52 Thus, Ingold as well as Pink alert us to be aware of the impossibility of 

producing “an objective or a truthful account of reality.” Instead, we are given an 

ethical exhortation to “offer versions of it.”53 

Our versions of truth should be loyal to the context and embrace the fact that they are 

produced as inter-subjective knowledge, implying further that we are not impartial to 

the outcome nor to its production. 

As a result of the postmodern crisis in the 1980s, Donna Haraway expressed the need 

to attend to the how and the where of knowledge production and their partial 

perspectives. Situated knowledge requires awareness of the situation, an 

acknowledgement of the position of power enjoyed by the producer and the interest 

that this producer has in the continued production of power.54,55 

 
 
50 Steen Eiler Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1964), 9. 
51 “The environment . . . comprises not the surroundings of the organism but a zone of entanglement” Tim 
Ingold, “Bindings against Boundaries: Entanglements of Life in an Open World:,” Environment and Planning 
A 40 (August 1, 2008): 1797, https://doi.org/10.1068/A40156. 
52 Sarah Pink, Doing Sensory Ethnography (London & Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2015), 13. 
53 Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography. 
54  Donna Jeanne Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women (New York: Routledge, 1991). 
55 Haraway has a strong feminist bent to the critique that she expresses and that I share as well. Such 
discussions, however, go beyond the scope of what is important in my research, and don’t play a major 
role in what follows. However, I would still like to recognize the significance of feminism and its contribution 
to our awareness of epistemological partiality and finitude. I think of this observation by Haraway in 
particular: “This gaze signifies the un-marked positions of Man and White, one of the many nasty tones of 
the word ‘objectivity’ to feminist ears in scientific and technological, late-industrial, militarized, racist, and 
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I, as an artist and a designer, wear many different hats in the production of my work 

and the pursuit of my research. I am also a white female who was brought up in a 

West-German middle-class background. I have been trained in architecture in 

Germany and Japan, I studied art in an international MFA programme in Germany, 

and now I live in this East-West melting pot of Hong Kong. When going about my 

research, almost by default, I use a situated enquiry that demonstrates a cohesion 

between problem, context and solution. As Estelle Barrett reminds us: “A general 

feature of practice-based research projects is that personal interest and experience, 

rather than objective ‘disinterestedness’ motivates the research process.”56 

 

Atmosphere as Qualitative Methodology 
It is difficult to objectify the design and creative processes of spatial qualities which 

artworks are part of. Using merely quantifiable concepts are not enough as such 

concepts are prone to fail at arriving at an inclusive judgement on spatial settings. In 

order to talk about spaces (and artworks) that also create a sustainable emotional 

resonance and thus, go beyond pure physical parameters, we need to explore the 

qualitative side of phenomena. The concept of atmospheres allows me to study day-to-

day cultural phenomena from a sensory perspective and to describe social challenges 

through the lens of aesthetic issues. It is “a cross-over between the field of sensory 

experience and that of reflective thought, the continuity between empirical and 

theoretical realms,” as Jean-Paul Thibaud reminds us.57 

 

 

  

 
 
male-dominant societies, that is, here, in the belly of the monster, in the United States in the late 1980s. I 
would like a doctrine of embodied objectivity that accommodates paradoxical and critical feminist science 
projects: Feminist objectivity means quite simply situated knowledges.” Donna Jeanne Haraway, “Situated 
Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies 
14, no. 3 (Autumn) (1988): 581. 
56 Barrett, “Experiential Learning in Practice as Research: Context, Method, Knowledge,” 119. 
57 Thibaud uses the term ‘ambiance’ in his texts, which is the more common French synonym used in for 
the word ‘atmosphere’. See Jean-Paul Thibaud, “Urban Ambiances as Common Ground?,” Lebenswelt. 
Aesthetics and Philosophy of Experience 4, no. 1 (2013): 282-3, https://doi.org/10.13130/2240-
9599/4205. 
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Limitations 
This research does not aspire towards the production of definitive, conclusive results 

but rather tries to highlight – metaphorically and literally – a certain aspect of light (as 

a medium in art and as its expression in lightscapes) through a specific 

phenomenological lens (concept of atmosphere). The different steps of encompassing 

the topic theoretically and practically are embedded in the practise-based research, 

which is conducted within the inclusive and organic methodological approach of 

research-creation. Art is the transmission and submission of an artist’s personal 

representation to the individual interpretation of a viewer/an audience. It is a co-

production between the artist and the viewer and therefore cannot be controlled on 

either end of this circuit.58  

 
 
58 John Dewey argued that an artwork is only experienced aesthetically when the recipient allows and 
actively produces the (aesthetic) experience. This process cannot be controlled. John Dewey, Art as 
Experience (New York: The Berkley Publishing Group, Perigee, 2005 [c1934]). 
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Fig. 9. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Far - Sha Tin Shui Chuen". 2018, time-lapse stills, from 
day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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1. Framing Theory 
In this chapter, while elaborating on my first research question and the theoretical 

framework which responds to it, I shall describe how the established notion of 

atmosphere – with its assumed traditional relations between space and subject – can be 

revised and re-envisioned through a consideration of related, yet distinct concepts such 

as that of Walter Benjamin’s ‘aura’. The aesthetic concept of atmosphere can make the 

interactions occurring between an artist’s work, its environment, and the effect created 

in the audience more explicit. Throughout this research, I have placed an emphasis on 

light. While I am drawing parallels between light and atmosphere – with light being 

pivotal in the creation, formation and shaping of atmosphere – I consider their 

contextual relationships and find a new definition for that concept: lightscapes. 

 
1.1. Point of Departure: Atmosphere  
What exactly is atmosphere? It seems that we cannot easily pin down what it is, but we 

know that it is not a thing. We connect emotions and sensations as well as places and 

situations with atmospheres. However, atmosphere does not just have a mental, 

phenomenological, or immaterial existence, it is also related to the experience of 

materiality and spaces. In recent years, the question of what atmosphere is and how its 

affective qualities inform our lives, has become an interest for an increasing number of 

scholars from different academic disciplines such as philosophy, human geography and 

urban environment studies, cultural studies, architecture as well as ethnography.  

The term atmosphere is used with familiar ease in everyday life.59 We identify a spatial 

or a sensory concept of atmosphere when referring to the solemn atmosphere in a 

church or to the thrilling excitement of a football match, but it is difficult to pinpoint 

exactly what we are referring to. Linguistically, atmosphere is derived from Greek: 

ἀτμός (atmos) ‘vapour’ and σφαῖρα (sphaira) ‘sphere’ – a vaporous sphere that 

surrounds a planet, a rather scientific image. Accordingly, in modern times the term 

‘atmosphere’ initially had a meteorological significance before it developed to claim an 

aesthetic connotation. We often allude to climatic conditions, such as to criteria of 

temperature, in describing a situation or occasionally a space.60 If a space or a person 

feels uncomfortable, her or she is described as ‘cold’ or a situation is ‘hot and heated’ 

 
 
59 “…Atmosphäre ist ein geläufiger Begriff der Alltagsprache.” Michael Hauskeller, Atmosphären erleben. 
Philosophische Untersuchungen zur Sinneswahrnehmung (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1995), 6.  
60 In his text Geschmack und Atmosphäre. Medien menschlichen Elementarkontaktes., 63. Hubertus 
Tellenbach notes that “In den Qualitäten kommen überwiegend Kriterien der Temperatur, Spannung und 
Konsistenz zum Ausdruck, die ansonsten für Kriterien der Atmosphäre als Luft gelten,“ (“Criteria of 
temperature, tension and consistency are used to describe their qualties which are normally applied to 
etheral atmospheres,“) (translation by C. Erdmann). 
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when strained with tension. But atmospheres can describe much more than a 

meteorological condition associated with an event or a space. We may also associate a 

harsh situation as tart, a moment of anxious loss as ‘bitter’ or an open space as ‘fresh 

and relaxed’.61 All our senses seem to be involved. At this point the conceptual 

development of our concurrent notion of ‘atmosphere’ is rather obscure as it is no 

longer about meteorology at all, in a conceptual or terminological sense. Instead, it is 

now a framework to distinguish and identify comprehensive complex situations and 

settings, involving all of our senses, emotions and cognition at once. 

As vaporous as the origins of atmosphere are, we are still aware of its relation to 

spatiality. Atmosphere is something hovering, ethereal and liminal, something that is 

suspended between humans and the space they find themselves in. This in-between is 

comprehensively shaped by individuals and by their surroundings, including space, 

other people, and other sensual, often intangible experiences like sound or smell. At the 

same time, human perception of a particular atmosphere is additionally affected by 

one’s biography and background, socio-cultural conditioning, emotional state, etc. 

Thus, how atmosphere is experienced is also a self-reflective mechanism. It is a two-

way, dynamic affair which is profoundly linked to our emotions and sensations. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 10. Cornelia Erdmann, Concept of Atmosphere. 2019, based on the original ‘Concept of Atmosphere’ 
by Gernot Böhme. 

 

 

 
 
61 Tellenbach located the origin of atmospheric perception in our oral senses. He highlights how we 
therefore use a lot of the vocabulary derived from taste in our description of the atmosphere, such as a 
‘sweet atmosphere’.  
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1.2. Spatiality of Sensations 
In the German language, we find the term Raumgefühl – for which there is no equivalent 

in English. ‘Raum’ has the same root as ‘room’ in English but has a wider meaning 

which transcends the spatiality of the English correlate ‘space’. ‘Gefühl’ can be loosely 

rendered in English into a sensation of perception, or feeling, an emotional state. The 

combination of the two words Raumgefühl refers to “the sense or the conception of a 

defined space,” writes Danish architect Steen Eiler Rasmussen.62  This sensation 

denotes rather to physical aspects of a space that shape how we conceive it. Our 

sensations help us to understand, to grasp a space, and also inform us about how it 

makes us feel, what mood or vibe we get from it. This conception is constrained by 

physical parameters such as walls.  

However, if we think about the pleasure we feel when lazing in the sun, then the 

sensation transcends the constraints of Cartesian spatial parameters; they are 

atmospheres of the felt-body (Leib), according to German philosopher Hermann 

Schmitz.63  In his New Phenomenology Schmitz defines two categories of spaces without 

expanse: the space of the felt-body (Raum des Leibes) and the space of sensation (Raum der 

Gefühle) 64, which in its terminology seems very close to Rasmussen’ spatial sensation 

(Raumgefühl), though in meaning it is effectively rather different. By contrast with 

Rasmussen, Schmitz describes spatiality related to bodily-felt physical sensations and 

emotional sensations. He also distinguishes atmospheres of the felt-body as those spatial 

sensations which are not limited by physical boundaries but describe atmospheres as 

poured moods or emotions (into a space). Both of these constitute space as a staggered 

phenomenon which takes place and exists between our own emotional existence and 

our surrounding. Spatiality as well as our human experience of it are understood by 

means of the felt-body (Leib), a corporeal presence that is the surface-less extension of 

our senses beyond our physical body, according to Schmitz.65 Atmospheres, in that 

sense, create a spatiality that is not bound by physical space but are created and framed 

by our emotions, sensations, and affectedness. 

Thus, atmospheres are much more than a physical phenomenon. Atmospheres may be 

ephemeral but are always around us, they may follow us even when we are physically 

distant and removed from them, as we cannot be separated from our emotions. 

Atmospheres have dimensions that can be defined by physical space, but also by our 

 
 
62 Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture, 48. 
63 Hermann Schmitz, “Atmosphärische Räume,” in Atmosphäre(n) II. Interdisziplinäre Annäherungen an 
einen unscharfen Begriff (München: Kopaed, 2012), 22. 
64 Schmitz, 18. And see also: Hermann Schmitz, “Atmospheric Spaces,” in Atmosphere and Aesthetics 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 63–76, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-24942-7_3.  
65 Schmitz, System Der Philosophie. Band III: Der Raum, Teil 2: Der Gefühlsraum. See also Tonino Griffero 
and Marco Tedeschini, “Introduction,” in Atmosphere and Aesthetics (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 1–
7, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-24942-7_1. 
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sensations and our attunement. Therefore, atmospheres are “yet an inescapable 

element of our everyday experiential and conceptual environments,” 66 irrespective of 

whether they are deliberately staged or simply exist as they are. 

 

1.3. Atmosphere as Spatial Quality 
Atmosphere is the product of the sensorial qualities of space, yet its size does not 

essentially matter. The term may refer to a single room or even just to a corner of that 

room, but it is also relevant to larger entities such as entire cities. Atmospheres, 

according to Gernot Böhme “tinge the entire world of sight, they let everything appear 

in a certain light, and they aggregate a multiplicity of impressions into an overall 

mood.”67 McCormack relates the spatial-bodily interconnection of atmospheres as 

“something distributed yet palpable, a quality of environmental immersion that 

registers in and through sensing bodies while also remaining diffuse, in the air, 

ethereal.”68 That being so, atmospheres affect us immediately, physically and 

emotionally.  

Atmospheres determine how and what we feel. We may easily discern if a room feels 

cosy or if a narrow alley feels sinister. Our perception is shaped by the dimensions, 

textures, and colours of the space as we pass through but also takes from our emotional 

responses to theses spaces. Gernot Böhme argues that atmosphere is the perceived 

quality of a situation in a moment in time fabricated by people and things. 

Atmospheres, he continues, are “spheres of the presence of something, their reality in 

space.”69 Therefore, the effused atmospheres are in fact characteristic manifestations of 

the co-presence of subject and object. 

 
 
66 Shanti Sumartojo and Sarah Pink, Atmospheres and the Experiential World: Theory and Methods (Oxon: 
Routledge, 2019), 1. 
67 Gernot Böhme, “The Art of Staging as a Paradigm for an Asthetics of Atmospheres,” in Atmospheric 
Architectures. The Aesthetics of Felt Spaces, trans. A.-Chr. Engels-Schwarzpaul (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2017), 2.  
68 Derek P McCormack, “Engineering Affective Atmospheres on the Moving Geographies of the 1897 
Andrée Expedition,” Cultural Geographies 15, no. 4 (October 2008): 413. McCormack in his own article in 
this sentence refers to: Teresa Brennan, The Transmission of Affect (Cornell, Ithaca, 2004). 
69 Böhme, “Atmosphere as the Fundamental Concept of a New Aesthetics,” 122. 
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Fig. 11. 'Concept of Atmosphere' by Gernot Böhme. Model after Dalsgaard and Kortbet,70 expanded by 
the parameter time (Cornelia Erdmann). 2018. 

 

Böhme further emphasises that, atmospheres are not just individual-subjective 

sensations, but rather that they have an objective character. “In the first instance they 

can be perceived independently of the subject”71, but the material and spatial properties 

extend from an individual experience into a spatial encounter which can be 

experienced by more than a single person at once. This means that the term 

‘atmosphere’ does not simply describe a subjective experience, but it comprises spatial 

qualities that are potentially objectively perceivable. In the case of the cosy room for 

example, a small but decently sized space with soft furnishings and textures, warm wall 

colours and dim lighting could contribute to the evocation of a snug atmosphere. I can 

perceive the cosiness, but so will others, and such parameters are spatial qualities 

applied to a physical place. 

In his book Atmosphären: Architektonische Umgebungen, the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor 

provides a personal account of this phenomenon, elucidating his observation that 

considerations of space cannot be taken away from what encompasses atmosphere. In 

his text, he describes the atmosphere he perceives in an urban square, his observations 

and his feelings. Alluding to the saying that supposedly refers back to Plato’s ‘Beauty is 

in the eye of the beholder’, he vitiates the saying by proving that the beauty of a place, 

the beauty that inheres in its atmosphere, is not just something merely subjective, but 

 
 
70 Peter Dalsgaard, “Staging Urban Atmospheres in Interaction Design,” in Nordes 2009, 2009, 2. 
71 Gernot Böhme, Architektur und Atmosphäre, 2., korrig (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2013), 26. 
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something related to the place, and his sensations. He makes the point that his feelings 

in this moment of time would be entirely different if he was not in this particular 

square; in a different place the atmosphere would not be the same. 72  Therefore, there 

is an interrelation between humans and the objects we relate to when, and most 

importantly, where we perceive them. Spatiality, place and temporality are constitutive 

for atmospheres. 

 

1.4. Temporality of Atmospheres 
It has been established that atmospheres can have spatial qualities that at the same time 

transgress physical boundaries. Additionally, atmospheres can emerge in specific 

situations or at certain moments, as mentioned in the example of laying lazily in the 

afternoon sun, feeling warm, cosy and relaxed in that moment. In that situation, the 

atmosphere would change in an instant once a cloud obscures the sun. Similarly, an 

excited, cheerful and chatty classroom atmosphere changes the moment the strict 

teacher enters. As such, atmospheres can change and “are bound up in temporal 

dynamics,” according to Bille (et al.).73 Their ephemerality is inherent to their very 

nature as atmospheres exist between human subjects and material culture. 

Occasionally, it is this very shift in an atmosphere, rendering its transience patent to 

those who witness this shift, which creates explicit awareness of atmosphere as such. It 

is like the relief we may suddenly experience when clouds cover the scorching sun for a 

moment. It was too bright, too hot, we had to squint our eyes. Now, we can relax our 

gaze and feel at ease until the wind blows the clouds past. Just this moment of pause 

and reprieve made us realise our suffering in the sun prior to its obscuration. 

Atmospheres appear and disappear, sometimes we cannot know where they have gone, 

and we have to ask ourselves how they have come to exist at all in the meantime.74   

Time is experienced in two distinct yet integrated ways, according to Paul Ricoeur. 

Cosmological time, the time that we experience progressively from birth to death, is 

linear and proceeds chronologically. The other experience of temporality which he 

describes is phenomenological time, which we break up into past, present and future. 

This is not a time we perceive in linear fashion but is a time that we experience in 

moments as self-aware embodied beings, through our felt-body. Time’s chronological 

 
 
72 Zumthor, Atmosphären: Architektonische Umgebungen - Die Dinge um mich herum, 16/17. 
73 Mikkel Bille, Peter Bjerregaard, and Tim Flohr Sørensen, “Staging Atmospheres: Materiality, Culture, and 
the Texture of the in-Between,” Emotion, Space and Society 15 (May 1, 2015): 32, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.EMOSPA.2014.11.002. 
74 Hermann Schmitz, “Situationen und Atmosphären. Zur Ästhetik und Ontologie bei Gernot Böhme,” in 
Naturerkenntnis und Natursein. Für Gernot Böhme, ed. G. Hauskeller, Michael and Rehmann-Sutter, C. 
and Schiemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1998), 188. 
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measurement is objective, but its phenomenological experience is relative and 

subjective.75  

Atmospheres are likewise formed by a nexus of the chronological and 

phenomenological senses of time. Their occurrences coincide with events, sensations 

and feelings within our lived-in environment that pass over short or long periods and 

are perceived phenomenologically. Like narratives they describe moments and actions 

that unfold over time and hence, it is important to consider temporality as a defining 

dimension in the concept of atmosphere. 

 

 
 
  

 
 
75 William C. Dowling, Ricoeur on Time and Narrative: An Introduction to Temps et Récit (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2011).  
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Fig. 12. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Recordings, Snapshots, Sha Tin, Hong Kong. 2018. 

This is a rather strange exhibition space in Sha Tin Chan Wai Plaza. As a space it occupies a very 
ambiguous position amongst the other shop fronts. One does not expect an exhibition space in such a 
place. The red lanterns and LED strips are installed to make the space more warm, welcoming and 
attractive, as it could be easily overlooked otherwise. The reddish to blue light is used to evoke a nostalgic 
glow of the red lanterns glowing at night, and to enhance the ‘traditional’ character of the fake brick 
showcase. Standing before such a space, we could perhaps imagine walking by an old alley in the 
evening. If the lights were more dimmed, dark and maybe greenish, it would appear to be quite a scary 
place. 
 
 

1.5. Staging Atmospheres & Light 
Within the discourse and theory of the aesthetic concept of atmosphere it has been 

established that our subjective mood and attunement, coupled with spatial qualities of 

our environment are integral elements to its shaping. But can this shaping or staging of 

atmospheres be done deliberately and if so, how? 

The idea of purposefully staging or making atmospheres seems at first paradoxical or 

“even perverse,” writes Gernot Böhme,76 since atmospheres are this intangible in-

between phenomenon that lacks tangible materiality. Yet, as I have established above, 

different materialities and spatial qualities are constitutive factors in the shaping of 

atmospheres. Thus, atmospheres can be staged through the manipulation of certain to 

be defined parameters. 

 
 
76 Gernot Böhme, “The Art of the Stage Set as a Paradigm for an Aesthetics of Atmospheres,” Ambiances, 
February 10, 2013, https://doi.org/10.4000/ambiances.315. 
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Böhme argues that the art of stage set design is a paradigmatic analogue to this 

manipulation, delivering us from the conception of atmosphere as irrational 

intangibility. These staged and designed atmospheres are not at all a subjective matter. 

If these designed spatial conditions were not objectively perceptible by many, all in the 

effort devoted to the making or staging of atmospheres would be in vain. The 

atmospheres of stage sets are made for the many and can be (re)produced in various 

places. “The term making refers to the manipulating of material conditions, of things, 

apparatus, sound and light,” writes Böhme.77  

Light seems to play an essential role here. Light is not only important to perception 

itself, but it has powerful staging, ambient, and atmospheric qualities. 

In practical application, scenographers, architects, designers as well as advertising and 

marketing professionals have been using light as well as the other elements (such as 

sound, materiality and textures of space) “as a means of engaging the sensing subject,” 

so Dalsgaard et al.,78 to intentionally craft the experience of a place and the emotional 

response to it. Over time, those crafting mechanisms have been used not only to 

conjure up good, theatrical atmospheres for various purposes, but have also been put to 

much more nefarious uses, for example for political  propaganda, most prominently by 

the German Nazis (1933–1945).79 Walter Benjamin referred to these practices as the 

“aestheticizing of political life”.80 Böhme further elaborates in his essay The Art of the 

Stage Set as a Paradigm for an Aesthetics of Atmospheres 81 that the staging of atmospheres for 

the purposes of politics, sporting events, urban design, for marketing of commodities, 

and the formation of personalities and subjectivities “therefore mirrors the real 

theatricalisation of our life.” Böhme links the theatricalisation back to the practical 

aspect of stage set paradigm, underlining the fact that on stage atmospheres are mainly 

created with light.  

The link between light, stage design and atmosphere has been comprehensively 

discussed in a philosophical dissertation by Robert Kümmerlen from 1929. He 

described illumination as the fluid, unifying power between the individual structures on 

stage. According to him, light creates atmospheres: 

 
 
77 Böhme. 
78 Dalsgaard, “Staging Urban Atmospheres in Interaction Design.” 
79 A prominent example of negative propaganda uses of staging light to create atmospheres is the 
Lichtdom [Cathedral of Light] designed by Albert Speer, that the Nazi party used for their rallies in 
Nuremberg, Germany from 1934–38. I would like to point out here, that there is a long list of politically 
staging atmospheres with light, and that it may be a dangerous tool. I will not go much further here as It 
could be treated as a research on its own. 
80 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah 
Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1969). 
81 Böhme, “The Art of the Stage Set as a Paradigm for an Aesthetics of Atmospheres.” 
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“The space to be contemplated is given its brightness by the lighting; stage performances are 

only made visible by light. The first function of lighting, the simple provision of light, 

creates, with the brightness, what might be called the atmosphere in which the space exists. 

The light-atmosphere, achieved in the most diverse ways, varies the space; through the 

lighting the performances take on a characteristic mood. The space creates an effect in its 

totality; the lights of the special representation produce a self-contained impression; the space 

stands in a unifying light. With the illumination of the whole scene a ‘unified character’ is 

produced. A uniform mood emanates from the space; for example, the representation of space 

is subjected to a ‘muted’ light. We find that three-dimensional objects ‘gleam’ in a regular 

light; the space appears, for example, as ‘charming’ or ‘sombre’. The lighting on its own 

generates a fluid between the individual structures of the performance. A specific mood is 

contained in the space represented through the ethereal effect of brightness.” 82 

It is considerations like these that emphasise the importance of light as a major creative 

element in the shaping of atmospheres. “Atmospheres imbue everything, they tinge the 

whole of the world or a view, they bathe everything in a certain light…,” writes 

Böhme.83 Hence, light – as an intangible quality that relates reciprocally to space – does 

not simply bathe everything in certain hue of light but may be comparable to that what 

atmospheres are and do. As artists and designers, we can expand and influence the 

meanings, sensations and experiences of places and events with the strategic use of 

light. 

 

Fig. 13. Cornelia Erdmann, Expanded Concept of Atmosphere I. 2019. 

 

 
 
82 Robert Kümmerlen, Zur Aesthetik Bühnenräumlicher Prinzipien (Ludwigsburg: Schmoll, 1929), 36. 
Translation found in Böhme, “The Art of the Stage Set as a Paradigm for an Aesthetics of Atmospheres.” 
83 Böhme, “The Art of the Stage Set as a Paradigm for an Aesthetics of Atmospheres”,2. 
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1.6. Atmospheres, Attunement, Ambiance & Aura 
 

“L’aura est un souffle – étymologiquement – une atmosphère, un état particulier qui 

accompagne tous les tournants, toutes les crises, toutes les modifications profondes, tous les 

ébranlements soudains de cette chose fragile qui est la personnalité.” 

Léon Daudet, Mélancholia, 1928 

 

When researching atmospheres, one comes across many terms that seemingly describe 

the same phenomenon from different angles, depending on the cultural and linguistic 

background of the subject. I can only give a brief overview here of the words and terms 

I have found that relate to the notion of ‘atmosphere’. 

In Being and Time Martin Heidegger describes the key condition for his 

phenomenological Being-in-the-world as ‘Stimmung’. Heidegger designated a 

significant consideration on human existence as we are “tuned” throughout. In his 

thought, ‘Stimmung’, which can be rendered in English as attunement (being attuned) 

or mood, is constitutive for all cognitive activity. For Heidegger, because of our moods, 

our world is “never the same from day to day.”84  ‘Stimmung’ are subjective emotional 

states that, like atmospheres, accompany us every day and influence our relationship 

and understandings of our surrounding but are also reciprocally influenced by the 

surrounding itself. 

Besides this seminal phenomenological concept there is the term ‘ambiance’ that 

originates from the French discourse. Sometimes in English texts the spelling 

‘ambience’ is used, but often the spelling ‘ambiance’ (with the suffix -ance) is commonly 

preferred for the connotations which it inherits from its French lineage. Rather than 

denoting merely ambient qualities the change of the letter ‘a’ lends the concept 

substance.85 ‘Ambiance’ refers to a sense of place or the ‘feel’ of a room, similar to what 

 
 
84 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1962), 177. 
“Die Stimmung hat je schon das In-der-Welt-sein als Ganzes erschlossen und macht ein Sichrichten auf... 
allererst möglich.“ [Italics original] Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 11th ed. (Tübingen: Max Niermeyer 
Verlag, 1967), 137. 
 Heidegger calls those ‘moods’ Stimmungen, which can be translated as moods but in translations the 
term ‘attunements’ is more commonly used. Please see here: “Die Stimmung first of all refers to the tuning 
of a musical instrument, and die Stimme is the human voice. For this reason, I prefer the translation 
“attunement” above “mood.” Heidegger sometimes uses the term in conjunction with bestimmen (to 
decide, determine, or ascertain), or Die Bestimmung (determination, destination, or vocation). As we will 
see, one’s attunement can contain a certain call that can determine one’s destination. [Italics original] 
Gerard Kuperus, “Attunement, Deprivation, and Drive,” in Phenomenology And The Non-Human Animal 
(Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 2007), 13–27, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-6307-7_2. 
85 “The suffix -ance,” writes Toni Griffero, is “(emblematic in Beaudelaire’s correspondance), has recently 
come to signify ‘not […] an ambient, a world as physical and cultural world, but rather a sort of ethereal 
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Rasmussen described as ‘Raumgefühl’. ‘Ambiance’ is described by Léon Daudet as 

something that: 

“permeates space and time, bursts equally out of the universe and of ourselves; and it is in 
us, consciousnesses, persons and peoples, like an incursion of the universal […] that is 
neither quantitative nor qualitative and participates in both and has in life its own life, 
dissimulated and yet revealable […] Ambiance is not confused with thought, and yet it 
serves as a means of thought. It is not confused with sensation, and yet it propagates it, 
increases or decreases it, it commands every sensation.”  

Léon Daudet, Mélancholia, 1928, 16–17 86 

In the same text, Daudet also discusses the notion of ‘aura’ as he sees atmosphere as a 

composite of aura and ambiance. In his view ‘aura’ represents the spiritual, mental side 

of atmosphere whereas ambiance relates to the context’s materiality.87 “Aura is 

therefore the manifestation of ambiance in the subjective experience through a 

subliminal aesthesia,” explains Carnevali.88 

In the work of Walter Benjamin ‘aura’ is conceived of a function of time and space. 

Similar to atmosphere, he considers ‘aura’ as a term derived from meteorology that 

refers to a light and energy field around a body. Most commonly this ‘aura’ is described 

as a soft glow, and in the natural sciences the term features in observations such as the 

moon halo or the aurora borealis. It is not a coincidence that Benjamin chose this 

meteorological, light-related term ‘aura’ to refer to the fleeting, intangible, and 

ambiguous quality – the aura – of a human artefact that ensconces it in an almost ritual 

and effective narrative, drawing a deeper connection between the artefact and the 

culture which relates to it. This conception of the aura draws a clear correlation 

between the phenomena of aura (or atmosphere) and light. 

Walter Benjamin first introduced the notion of ‘aura’ to the discursive domain of 

aesthetics in his influential essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 

(1935). In this text, the ‘aura’ emerges as an extraordinary force that arises from an 

artwork’s presence in time and space. The ‘aura’ is the artwork’s singularity, its 

irreplaceable existence deriving from its origination in a specific time and place. 

Predictably, the aura diminishes and even disappears with modernity when art 

becomes readily reproducible.89 Benjamin categorises aura as a “unique and 

unrepeatable atmosphere, that is unwillingly (and also mnestically) perceived.”90 Aura, 

 
 
substance that can be perceived and felt.” [original Italics] Tonino Griffero, Atmospheres: Aesthetics of 
Emotional Spaces (London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2014), 76.  
86 Léon Daudet, Mélancholia (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1928). Daudet cited in Griffero, Atmospheres: 
Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces, 2014, 76.  
87 Griffero, Atmospheres: Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces, 2014, 77. 
88 B. Carnevali, “‘Aura’ e ‘Ambiance’: Léon Daudet Tra Proust et Benjamin,” Rivista Estetica (Atmosfere) 
XLVI, no. 33 (2006). 
89 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” 
90 Griffero, Atmospheres: Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces, 2014, 78. 
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then, is an authentic, unique experience of something that is forever distant from us, 

unapproachable and permanently removed from our grasp, but which also returns our 

gaze: “to perceive the aura of an object we look at means to invest it with the ability to 

look at us in return.”91 Just imagine the aura we perceive when looking at the shining 

moon: we contemplate its glow while it also looks back at us. Or consider the aura of a 

sculpture that is suspended between you and its gaze. 

Again, aura, like atmosphere, has the notion of something that takes place in-between, 

established between the human and – in Benjamin’s case – an artwork. Aura, in 

contrast to atmosphere, maintains a distance between ourselves and the object before 

us, like a gaze that looks back at us, and is less immersive than an atmosphere. I believe 

the superimposition – or even the integration of aura and its implicated distance and 

reflection – of these two theoretical frameworks has the potential to make more explicit 

the interactions occurring between an artist’s work, its environment, and the effect 

created in the audience. After all, as Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari state: “It should 

be said of all art that, in relation to the percepts or visions they give us, artists are 

presenters of affects, the inventors and creators of affects. They not only create them in 

their work, they give them to us and make us become with them, they draw us into the 

compound.”92 From this perspective, art creation is not merely about rendering an 

object visible, placing it on a staged platform to be looked at – but it is also about the 

cognitive, sensual and emotional responses the artist evokes in her audience. To solicit 

and elicit such responses, the artist has to reach beyond the materiality of the artefact 

per se. 

However, ‘aura’ remains to this day a fairly obscure term – Daudet likens it to a breath 

– and ‘ambiance’ is in my view, limited to ‘Raumgefühl’, the sense of a constrained 

place. I prefer to use the term ‘atmosphere’ as it is more integral and expansive in what 

it describes. It is into this integrated framework of atmosphere/aura that I position my 

investigation. The notion of atmosphere is well-established in the discourse of 

aesthetics. Discussion of atmosphere involves a hugely complex aggregation of various 

spatial qualities as well as individual attunements and their reciprocal relationship with 

the environment. A re-appraisal of the implications of such a discussion may therefore 

help to shed light on the effects not only of works of art but of entire environments.  

 

 
 
91 Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Beaudelaire,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zorn 
(London: Random House, 2015), 184. 
92 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What Is Philosophy? (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 
175. 
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1.7. Atmosphere as Aesthetic Experience 
The philosopher Alexander Baumgartner introduced the term ‘aesthetic’ for the first 

time in the eighteenth century, referring to it as “cognition by means of the senses, as 

sensuous knowledge.” Later, he would go further to define aesthetics as the perception 

of beauty by the senses, especially in art, states Alan Goldman.93 Immanuel Kant in his 

seminal work, the Critique of Judgement (Kritik der Urteilskraft)94 proceeded to lay out the 

foundations of aesthetics, applying the term to the judgement of beauty in both art and 

nature. In recent times, the concept was broadened even further, and Goldman, now 

qualifies the field of aesthetics as involving “not only judgements or evaluations, but 

properties, attitudes, experience, and pleasure or value as well.”95 Aesthetics is therefore 

no longer restricted to beauty alone but relates to the perception and the conception of 

our environment. Gernot Böhme supplements this by arguing for an expanded notion 

of aesthetics as ‘aisthetic’, 96 concerned with the extensive sensuous perception of the 

environment as manifested in atmospheres. In Atmosphere as the Fundamental Concept of a 

New Aesthetics he writes:  

“The new aesthetics is thus as regards the producers a general theory of aesthetic work, 
understood as the production of atmospheres. As regards reception it is a theory of perception in 
the full sense of the term, in which perception is understood as the experience of the presence of 
persons, objects and environments.” 97 

The concept of atmosphere is not simply a “renewed appreciation of what things (and 

buildings) are made of but refers to the how of appearance, that is, their surfaces,” 

comments Engels-Schwarzpaul, the translator of many texts by Gernot Böhme.98 The 

concept of aesthetics thus begins to overlap and integrate with an expanded notion of 

atmosphere beyond the idea of the beautiful or sublime. This concept of aesthetics – 

and atmosphere – encompasses all of the mechanisms which form and shape it, and 

thereby exhorts us to be attentive to the issues arising not only from the design or 

staging of atmospheres but also from the broader socio-cultural realm. In this take, an 

aesthetics embracing the concept of atmosphere speaks to our “sensory and imaginative 

 
 
93 Alan Goldman, “The Aesthetic,” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (London: Routledge, Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2001). 
94 Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft Werkausgabe (Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag, 2011). Originally published: 
Berlin und Libau: bei Lagarde und Friedrich, 1790. 
95 Goldman, “The Aesthetic.” 
96 Böhme labels aesthetics as “Aisthetik”, which emphasizes its Greek origin (aisthetikos) as it pertains to 
sensitivity, to perception: to sense, be sensitive. Aesthetics should deal with the new relationship between 
man and nature, because nature is an increasingly man-made construct and not nature anymore. See also 
Gernot Böhme, Aisthetik. Vorlesung über Ästhetik als allgemeine Wahrnehmungslehre [Aisthetik. Lectures 
on Aesthetics as a Common Theory of Perception] (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2001). 
97 Böhme, “Atmosphere as the Fundamental Concept of a New Aesthetics.” 
98 A.-Chr. Engels-Schwarzpaul, “Approaching Atmospheres. Translator’s Introduction,” in Atmospheric 
Architectures. The Aesthetics of Felt Spaces (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 10. 
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form of understanding,” writes Pink et al.99 This conception of aesthetics now takes into 

account how a place or an event feels but it also refers to what they mean to us.  

To summarise: this ongoing process of aesthetic perception, of direct interaction 

between the material world and our behaviour provides spatial understanding, 

meaning, and emotional content to the physical world. In addition, our subjective 

emotions, our attunement to a place and imagination are shaping atmospheres as they 

emerge through our experiences of the lived-in world. The aesthetic experience of 

atmospheres, be it in the world or in the form of artworks, extends beyond the space in 

question and into the socio-cultural realm from which it originates, its history as well as 

reaching deep into the memories we hold and the workings of the imagination which it 

calls into action. 

 
1.8. Atmospheres of Imagination & Memory 
Artists and designers make use of their imagination to conceive their work. Imagination 

is the capacity we have to be creative and resourceful; it helps in the shaping of ideas 

and concepts.100 Imagination does not happen out of the blue but is emergent in our 

lived-in actions and the experiences stimulated by our senses. Often, for me the best 

ideas emerge when I am in the kitchen, since the mix of physical activity, textures and 

smells sparks my imagination.101 Similarly, when I enter a solemn, lofty place of 

worship, be it a church or a temple, I can immediately sense a ceremonial spirituality, 

an ethereal atmosphere evoked by a whiff of incense, the smoke of which curls up 

towards the high ceiling structure impelling me to pause and look up while my 

awareness invariably draws inwards. Such observations affirm that our experience is 

multisensory in its very essence and that “atmosphere stimulates activities and guides 

imagination,”102 as the Finnish architect Juhani Pallasmaa writes. In his work, 

Pallasmaa goes on to identify interpersonal, social, family, and workplace related 

atmospheres in addition to environmental atmospheres. Pallasmaa emphasises, that 

there are, even on the scale of cultural or national entities, atmospheres that are closely 

related to the ‘spirit of a place” as in the Genius loci.103 Pallasmaa claims that the 

atmosphere of a place is what “gives its unique perceptible, memorable character and 

identity.” Following this line of thought, the concept of atmosphere expands the notion 

 
 
99 Sumartojo and Pink, Atmospheres and the Experiential World: Theory and Methods, 3. 
100 Brian Funk, Colin and Woodward, “Increasing Human Resourcefulness through Creative Capacity,” in 
Challenges in Organizing and Managing in Rapidly Emerging Economies: Learning to Organize in the Global 
World (New Delhi, 2007), 2. 
101 The aroma of freshly baked bread gives me a sense of comfort reminding me of home, while the smell 
of freshly ground cumin and turmeric transports me to exotic locales. These experiences are the good 
examples of Tellenbach’s theory that atmospheres are derived through our olfactory senses. 
102 Juhani Pallasmaa, “Space, Place, and Atmosphere: Peripheral Perception in Existential Experience,” in 
Architectural Atmospheres, ed. Christian Borch (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2014), 19.  
103 Pallasmaa, 20. 
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of Genius loci – making sure that it signifies more than simply an archetype of (natural) 

places as described by Norwegian architect Christian Norberg-Schulz. He describes the 

Genius loci as an interwoven result of the physical and symbolic aspects of places – a mix 

of the earth’s topography, light conditions, buildings and how they create symbolic and 

existential meanings in a cultural landscape.104 The concept of atmosphere broadens 

this spirit of space into a holistic representation of a unique cultural place with all its 

facets, incorporating human and non-human interaction, sensing and perception as 

well as imagination. Imagination is a critical human agent in that mix as it is also 

concerned with the future of a place, with what can be, and not merely what is. 

Atmospheres may guide our imagination and direct it towards the horizon of the 

future, but their emergence is influenced by the past, by our personal and collective 

memory.105 This idea, the fusion of imagination and memory that is inherent in 

atmospheres, circles back to Benjamin’s notion of the aura as the dimension of the 

artwork which implicates a mnemonic character of authentic experience in the now.  

This authentic, sensuous experience of atmosphere – of cultural- and site-specific 

uniqueness as shaped by place, memory and imagination – leads to my hypothesis that 

light – as a phenomenon intertwined with and comparable to the concept of 

atmosphere – has culturally unique, site-specific, aesthetics which I will describe in 

more detail elsewhere. Atmosphere and light affect us; they encompass a nexus of 

influences ranging from memories of the past to imaginations of the future. This creates 

and shapes our view of the world and in return we influence how the environment 

unfolds – all in a continuous reciprocal flow. The concept of atmosphere describes all 

these complex relations which expand between genius loci, socio-cultural dimensions, 

subjective attunement and imagination (see Fig. 14). 

 
 

 
 
104 Christian Norberg-Schulz, Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture (New York: Rizzoli, 
1979). 
105 Whereas heritage contributes to the construction of identity and a sense of belonging, collective 
memory, first used by French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, stores and recalls social and spatial 
information and experiences from the past. See Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1980). 
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Fig. 14. Cornelia Erdmann, Expanded Concept of Atmosphere II. 2019. 

 
 

1.9. Perception (and Atmosphere) 
Our knowledge of the world is generated by some form of perception. The problem 

with perception, however, is (as the British anthropologist Tim Ingold formulates it): 

“how anything can be translated or 'cross over' from the outside to the inside, from the 

macrocosm of the world to the microcosm of the mind?”106 This question of how we 

gain access and make sense of the world has been approached in a multitude of ways 

over the years. Here, I shall focus on a selection of viewpoints relevant for my research. 

Phenomenology 
In the phenomenological approach, perception starts with the body, its presence, its 

being-in-the world and its interaction with the world. In a similar fashion to Schmitz 

with his notion of the felt-body (Leibliche Anwesenheit), which he considers as the essential, 

primary physical and sensual precondition for perception, French philosopher Maurice 

Merlau-Ponty regards the body “as to the greatest what everything is: a dimensional 

this.”107 The body for Merleau-Ponty is not just an anatomical structure, but a set of 

possibilities for action, a means of “having a world”108, giving us access to the world and 

a means by which to understand it. The body and how it moves in the world creates 

 
 
106 Tim Ingold, “Stop, Look, Listen! Vision, Hearing and Human Movement,” in The Perception of the 
Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling & Skill (London: Routledge, 2000), 243. 
107 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Evanston, IL: Northwestern 
University Press, 1968), 235. 
108 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2005), 169. 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 43 

spatiality through the relations that it forms between subject and space.109 Merleau-

Ponty, in agreement with Martin Heidegger’s conceptualisation of Vorhandensein and 

Zuhandensein (presence in space/ready-at-hand or availableness)110, regards the sensory 

information provided by the body through practical experience as the primary source 

of our reflective knowledge.111 Our knowledge derives from the existential condition of 

bodily immersion. Only through this immersion of our body and its interactions with 

the world can we begin to understand, imagine and reflect upon our existence. The 

body is not just a means but it is the subject of perception. 112 

 
Ecological Approach 
Since René Descartes’ famous declaration in 1637, “cogito ergo sum” – I think 

therefore I am –113 the mind has been taken as the primary basis of our existence and 

knowledge. However, recent thinking on the subject has affirmed that knowledge does 

not simply derive from ‘mind’ as abstract entity considered in isolation from the body. 

The ecological approach to perception was introduced by the American psychologist 

James Gibson in his seminal work The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception114 in 1979. 

Gibson contends that we are constructing representations of the world inside our minds 

informed by our sensory immersion in the world.115 The mind and its transcendental 

cognitive structure processes and forms the raw material of experiences – consisting of 

sensations such as of light, sound, and pressure on the skin – into information. This 

knowledge is then used for guided action.116  For Gibson, sensations alone do not 

constitute sufficient data for perception.117 Rather, perception has to be reconceived as 

the continuous interaction between sensation and the mind’s interaction with the 

environment, a sensory array that takes shape as one moves around. The intentional 

movement and activity of the whole being – that is, of body and mind together – in its 

environment is what provides our knowledge. This moving about takes place in a 

constant reverberation of visual and sensory change. These changes and differences are 

critical for the comparison of data.118 Ingold explains: 

 
 
109 “Everything throws us back on to the organic relations between subject and space, to that gearing of 
the subject onto his world which is the origin of space.” Merleau-Ponty, 293. 
110 Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, §23. 
111 “…the realm in which bodily ‘practical’ experience begins and about which ‘reflective’ knowledge later 
claims to speak.”  Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 130–62. 
112 Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 169. 
113 René Descartes, Discours de La Méthode. Pour Bien Conduire Sa Raison, et Chercher la Vérité dans 
les Sciences (Leyden, 1637). 
114 Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception. 
115 Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 3. 
116 Ingold, 2. 
117 Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, 55. 
118 Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 166. 
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“In visual perception, for example, we do not see patterns of light but objects in our 
environment. We do so because, as we move about, the patterns of light reaching the eyes 
from reflecting surfaces in the environment (that is the optic array) undergoes a gradual 
transformation. It is the invariants that underly this transformation, and not the momentary 
patterns of stimulation themselves, that specify what we see.” 119 

This means that in the ecological approach, perception is a processual, exploratory 

activity by the body and the mind that necessarily entails movement. Knowledge is 

derived from direct perceptual engagement with the environment. What we perceive is 

a direct function of how we act and react and there is no limit to perception as activity 

never stops. Hence, “knowledge obtained through direct perception is thus practical,” 

writes Ingold, “it is knowledge about what an environment offers […] To perceive an 

object or event is to perceive what it affords.”120 This idea of perception as mediated 

and enabled through the affordance of objects returns to Heidegger’s phenomenology 

and his idea of Zuhandensein. After all, both strands of thoughts, the phenomenological 

and the ecological approach, are not that far apart in defining perception.  

So, we can see that perception is a mode of action. Yet, the pivotal question still 

remains as to what exactly it is that constitutes the ‘cross over’ from world to mind or 

mode of action? How does information get from outside to inside? 

 
Seeing, Sight and Vision 
In philosophical and psychological texts, the visual and aural process of perception is 

generally described as seeing and hearing.121 Hearing begins when environmental 

soundwaves (‘from the outside’) reach and enter the ear (‘to the inside’). Seeing is the 

action of the verb ‘to see’.122 Both seeing and sight refer to the physical ability to see; to 

register reflections of visible light on the retina. In the hierarchy of the senses, sight has 

always enjoyed first place as a superior enquiry and observation tool, since it is 

considered to yield positivistic knowledge of the outside world that stems supposedly 

from a rational, detached analytical process, prized by rationalist, positivistic 

empiricism.123 

 
 
119 Ingold, 166. 
120 Ingold, 166. 
121 Ingold, 243. 
122 We often use “I see” as a substitute for “I understand”. Seeing in the philosophical tradition of the West 
has many implications. Often it is equated with the acquisition of insight and knowing. I elaborate further on 
in the text on vision.  
Plato first calls attention to the distinction between seeing (as in perceiving) objects and seeing as in 
insight, in seeing truth. See: E. Jayne White, “A Philosophy of Seeing: The Work of the Eye/‘I’ in Early Years 
Educational Practice,” Journal of Philosophy of Education (Blackwell Publishing Ltd, August 1, 2016), 476, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9752.12158. 
123 Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 245. 
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For most of us who can see, vision is the primary and possibly dominant mode of 

perception. In the book Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision 124 several authors discuss the 

visual paradigm – ocularcentrism – in cultural history that has been hegemonic in 

Western thought since the ancient Greeks.125  

Vision is directional,126 an exterior event that represents an external world of being; it is 

distancing, objectifying, and analytic, dividing and segmenting a sensory flow into 

recognisable and cognisable objects, since we cannot see light internally, “but only the 

things off whose surface light is reflected,” writes Ingold. Hearing on the other hand, is 

unifying, subjective and synthetic, an “incorporating”127 or internal affair – the 

dichotomy of vision and hearing.128  Emphasising the divide between the two: “sight 

isolates and sound incorporates,” writes Walter Ong.129 

Ingold reminds us that ethnographical research has proposed that non-Western 

societies do not regard hearing and vision as opposing senses, but rather treat them as 

interchangeable with one another, with understanding and knowledge coming through 

the participation of multiple senses, a fact exemplified by the saying ‘my eyes touch’. 

“Vision remains paramount” Ingold proposes, “it is vision that is non-

representational,130 a matter of watching rather than seeing, an activity that is 

proactive. Like hearing it is caught in the flow of time and bodily movement.”131 

 
 
124 David Michael Levin, ed., Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California 
Press, 1993). 
125 On this very subject, Aristotle wrote: “All men by nature desire to know. An indication of this is the 
delight we take in our senses; for even apart from their usefulness they are loved for themselves; and 
above all others the sense of sight. For not only with a view to action, but even when we are not going to 
do anything, we prefer sight to almost everything else. The reason is that this, most of all the senses, 
makes us know and brings to light many differences between things.” 
Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book I 980a22-980a27, trans. W. D. Ross, n.d., 
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/metaphysics.html.  
126 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 5th ed. (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2008), 49. 
127 Pallasmaa, 49. 
128 Ingold explains: “Whereas one hears sound, one does not see light, but only the things off whose 
surfaces light is reflected.” Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 155. 
129 Walter Jackson Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the World (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1982), 72. 
130 Non-representational theory (NRT), as introduced by Nigel Thrift [Nigel Thrift, Non-Representational 
Theory: Space, Politics, Affect (London: Routledge, 2007).] into human geography ascribes integrated 
functions of representation, cognition and representation to perception. Human existence is lived on the 
mental plane, but it is equally physical, embodied and practical. This line of thought is rather close to the 
ecological approach to perception as described above. However, in recent years there has been a further 
development calling for a more-than-representational approach, to integrate the affective and sensory 
elements into a reconsideration of knowledge as a performative act between subject and the environment. 
See here: Cosgrove, Geography and Vision. Seeing, Imagining and Representing the World, 4. 
This notion of the more-than-representational is often drawn on in the context of atmospheric research. 
See Hayden Lorimer, “Cultural Geography: The Busyness of Being `More-than-Representational’,” 
Progress in Human Geography 29, no. 1 (February 2005): 83–94, 
https://doi.org/10.1191/0309132505ph531pr. or Sarah Pink, Kerstin Leder Mackley, and Roxana 
Moroşanu, “Researching in Atmospheres: Video and the ‘Feel’ of the Mundane,” Visual Communication 14, 
no. 3 (August 29, 2015): 351–69, https://doi.org/10.1177/1470357215579580. or Tim Edensor and Shanti 
Sumartojo, “Designing Atmospheres: Introduction to Special Issue,” Visual Communication 14, no. 3 
(August 29, 2015): 251–65, https://doi.org/10.1177/1470357215582305. 
131 Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 156. 
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In the phenomenological tradition of Merlau-Ponty, the sense of sight is an embodied 

vision that is “often missing in empiricist and consciousness-based explanations,” as 

Cathryn Vasseleu argues. “Empiricism construes the body as having a casual role in 

perception.”132 In the same manner Juhani Pallasmaa assigns a collaborative role to the 

eyes, considering sight as being entwined with the other senses. He regards all of the 

senses, including vision, as the extension of the sense of touch, a specialisation of the 

skin: “Vision reveals, what the touch already knows,” he writes.133 Thus, vision should 

be considered as much more entangled with other senses, an insight that has been 

explored even by certain renegade thinkers in a Western tradition that has tended to 

divide the senses from one another, privileging some above others.  

Vision is a subjective experience of light, but it is also a complex cognitive process that 

“incorporates the ocular act of registering the external world, and a more imaginative 

sense of creating and projecting images,”134 contends British geographer Denis 

Cosgrove. “There is a complexity and complicity to vision,” Cosgrove writes.135 There 

is a difference between looking, glancing, seeing and staring when we consider the 

social and historical nature of sight and vision. There are social and historical 

considerations, ‘ways of seeing’ that vary with individuals, genders and cultures:136 This 

hermeneutics of suspicion implied in the gaze is rooted in the post-colonial theory and 

in feminism of the 1980s and 1990s that criticizes the ‘objective’ gaze of white men.137  

Vision therefore is not simply the ability to see, nor is it just optics or a sensory mode of 

perception. Visual perception alludes to the ‘mind’s eye’ exceeding the projected image 

of light effects on the retina. It incorporates imagination, a creative capacity that 

transcends both space and time.138 The knowledge, Josef Albers explains, that we gain 

through vision is seeing the world and “seeing here implies Schauen (as in Weltanschauung) 

and is coupled with fantasy and imagination.”139 

As with the atmospheric approach, perception is conceived of as a continuous and 

open-ended process that fuses the beholder and the beheld as co-creators of an event, 

experience of an atmosphere or an artwork. The body is the subject and means of sense 

and is intrinsic to perception, while cognitive processes and our capacity to reflect upon 

 
 
132 Cathryn Vasseleu, Textures of Light: Vision and Touch in Irigaray, Levinas, and Merleau-Ponty (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1998), 21. 
133 Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 42. 
134 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision. Seeing, Imagining and Representing the World, 5. 
135 Cosgrove, 4. 
136 Cosgrove, 5. 
137 Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1993). 
138 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision. Seeing, Imagining and Representing the World, 8. 
139 Josef Albers, Interaction of Color, 50th ed. (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2013), 2. The 
word ‘schauen’ means ‘to see’ in German. ‘Weltanschauung’ translates as world view, how to see the 
world. 
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our environment emerge through the interactions (involving our body and mind 

together) and through relationships with others and the outer lived-in world. Ingold 

contends that we could also speak of the “emmindment” or the “embodiment” of 

perception as “an environmentally situated activity of human being.”140  

Vision and perception, like the notion of atmosphere, may be an isolating individual, 

entirely subjective matter at first glance, but considered up close, we can establish its 

much deeper entanglement with spatial conditions, multi-sensory experiences, meaning 

and identity in the socio-cultural realm. That we see, what we see, and how we see is 

“the making of our reality that is shaped by cultural habits and other presuppositions,” 

states the American artist James Turrell in an interview.141 For that reason vision and 

perception – and therefore light, too – have cultural dimensions, cut through with 

vectors of identity and cultural-specific aesthetics that we should be aware of. 

 

1.10. Narrativity 
I have established that the notion of atmosphere can create awareness and 

consciousness; it can sensitise us, inform us, and tell us about our environment, about 

certain situations, or conditions, where memory and imagination play a decisive role. 

The crux – or it may be exactly its beauty – of this relatively subjective matter is, that 

our “consciousness occupies a central position in our thinking not because it is the 

whole of cognition but because it creates the (sometimes fictitious) narratives that make 

sense of our lives and support basic assumptions about worldly coherence,” as Kathrine 

Hayles affirms.142 This means that we learn about our world through these narratives 

and we have to question if they are true or false. 

At least since the Enlightenment “the study of mind has centred principally on how 

man achieves a “true” knowledge of the world,” notes the American psychologist 

Jerome Bruner.143  On the path of asking and answering (these) questions (how to 

achieve reality), we chronicle stories and we encounter narratives that convey 

knowledge. 

Narratives are entwined with our imagination but remain profoundly rooted in our 

past through our cultural settings. “Narratives depend on understanding events, and 

event sequences, before we cast them into narratives [… and] they require our unique 

 
 
140 Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 171. 
141 Eva Schürmann, Erscheinen Und Wahrnehmen: Eine vergleichende Studie zur Kunst von James Turrell 
und der Philosophie Merleau-Pontys (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2000), 86. 
142 N. Kathrine Hayles, “Nonconscious Cognitions: Humans and Others,” in Unthought: The Power of the 
Cognitive Nonconscious (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017), 9, https://doi.org/doi: 
10.7208/chicago/9780226447919.001.0001. 
143 Jerome Bruner, “The Narrative Construction of Reality,” Critical Inquiry 18, no. 1 (1999): 1–21, 
https://doi.org/10.1086/448619. 
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capacity for metarepresentation: not only to make and understand representations, but 

also to understand them as representations,” explains Brian Boyd.144 He locates 

narratives as an extension of the kinds, depth, and value of true information we may 

have at our disposal. These narratives help us to communicate, to understand and to 

inform others about activities, events, and challenges in our lives.145 Similarly, Bruner 

argues that we use narratives to organise our experiences and our memories to shape a 

version of reality “whose acceptability is governed by conventions and ‘narrative 

necessity’ rather than by empirical verification and logical requiredness”.146 This means 

that narratives are related to our (cultural) identity and how we perceive and devise it. 

However, Bruner further notes that the main issue is not how a narrative is 

constructed, but more importantly, how it operates as a communication tool in the 

construction of reality.147 In that sense, the term narrative applies to the recounting and 

remembering of experiences – the conveying of knowledges – that can be expressed in 

a wide variety of mediums, from literature to film and visual art. These knowledges 

have narrativity, yet narrativity is not the same as stories or fiction. 

“The narrativity depends on various contextual factors, including modes of reception, 

interpretation, or processing, the storyteller’s goals or intentions, or some relational 

property, such as tellability, which depends on the attitudes of both the producers and 

the receivers of utterances,”148 explains Paisley Livingston and continues: “Narrativity 

entails the representation not merely of events, but of those events constituted by 

sequences of purposeful action.”149 Hence, the question is not about true or false 

knowledge we gain through narrativity, but about being aware that knowledge, the 

gaining, using  and dissemination of it, is never independent or “point-of-viewless” but 

embedded into the culture and context it happens in.150 Narrativity is a scalar quality in 

which several key factors contribute to any representations having narrativity and is 

“constituted by (or increases with) the representation of (1) events (2) as temporally 

ordered, (3) as causally related, (4) as unified (for example, as involving the same 

substance or topic), and as (5) actions where (6) the agent(s) encounters and contends 

with nonroutine obstacles to the realization of his or her goals,” as Livingston asserts.151  

 
 
144 Brian Boyd, On the Origin of Stories. Evolution, Cognition and Fiction (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2009), 129. (With original italics.) 
145 Boyd, 129. 
146 Bruner, “The Narrative Construction of Reality,” 4. 
147 Bruner, 5–6. 
148 Paisley Livingston, “Narrativity and Knowledge,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 67, no. 1 
(2009): 28, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6245.2008.01332.x. 
149 Livingston, 27. 
150 Bruner, “The Narrative Construction of Reality,” 2. 
151 Livingston, “Narrativity and Knowledge,” 28. 
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This concept of narrativity offers an important shift “as it moves the question from 

whether an experience is or is not a narrative to whether an experience possesses 

narrativity.”152 The narrativity of atmosphere or an artwork is then a quality that is 

intended as “being able to inspire a narrative response”153 within the audience. 

Considering narrativity as a framework – as a corollary of atmosphere – I, as an artist 

or designer, can stage, direct and manipulate how atmosphere is looked at and 

conceived. I can influence the meaning that the audience or the user attributes to the 

unfolding story or event created through and around my artwork. This manipulation of 

narrativity can be distinguished on three different levels according to Pieter Desmet 

and Paul Hekkert’s “Framework of Product Experience”: aesthetic pleasure, attribution 

of meaning, and emotional response. 154  

At the ‘aesthetic level’, sensory modalities such as beauty, sound or tactile qualities are 

evaluated. I would also place light and colour as well as all spatial, atmospheric 

qualities into this category. At the ‘level of meaning’ cognition is the key factor for 

meaning-making. Through cognitive and conscious processes, we can recognise 

metaphors, we interpret and embed our experience culturally by assessing their 

personal and symbolic significations. We can categorise an atmosphere or an artwork 

by their cultural meaning and relevance. The third component is ‘the emotional 

level.’155 On this plane, we can scrutinise the affect an atmosphere or an artwork has on 

us, or how they make us feel. 

Artworks and atmosphere both adhere to the principles of narrativity.156 As an artist 

and designer, I edit and choose what story I want to tell as well as how I want to tell it. 

Narrativity is created, according to Paul Ricoeur, “to mark, organize, and clarify 

temporal experience.”157 What the audience makes of it after the fact, however, is 

another story. Because “all perceiving is also thinking, all reasoning is also intuition, all 

observation is also invention,” as Rudolf Arnheim argues.158 This ‘thinking’ and 

‘invention’ is what constitutes narrativity. 

In conclusion, the experience and the perception of spaces, objects, artworks and 

atmospheres, designed or not, is comprised of many complex aspects, the breadth of 

 
 
152 Silvia Grimaldi, “Narrativity of Object Interaction Experiences: A Framework for Designing Products as 
Narrative Experiences,” in Designing Experience. Concepts and Case Studies, ed. Peter Benz (London and 
New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), 58. [with original italics.] 
153 Marie-Laure Ryan, “Narration in Various Media - the Living Handbook of Narratology,” Hamburg 
University Press, 2013, http://wikis.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php/Narration_in_Various_Media. 
154 Pieter and Paul Hekkert Desmet, “Framework of Product Experience,” International Journal of Design 1, 
no. 1 (2007): 57–66. 
155 Desmet, 59–61. 
156 Hannula, Suoranta, and Vadén, Artistic Research Methodology: Narrative, Power and the Public. 
157 Paul Ricoeur, From Text to Action: Essays in Hermeneutics (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press, 2007), 3. 
158 Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2004), 5. 
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which is encompassed in the concept of narrativity. The quality of narrativity is 

inherent to an atmosphere or to the experience of an artwork and is not defined by 

whether it falls on the side of truth or fiction, but by how and what they can inspire and 

evoke in us. 

 

1.11. Making Sense of Atmosphere 
The notion of atmosphere is a juxtaposition of seemingly opposed contrasts and 

phenomena, of subjective-individual, sensual, and immaterial experiences and material, 

spatial, and socio-cultural dimensions. Atmosphere is an amalgam of perception, 

cognition and consciousness, further complicated by emotions and imagination. 

Atmosphere depends on perception and is – to a certain extent – phenomenological 

but also exceeds the bounds of such an optic. While phenomenology embraces ‘what is’ 

and ‘what one is feeling’ in that moment, it takes the reality ‘as is’ for granted. In 

phenomenology’s treatment of consciousness, there is no room for ‘schauen’ as Josef 

Albers defined it from ‘Weltanschauung’ (‘seeing into the world’). Phenomenology is 

not about utopia or dystopia, about the hopes and despairs of percipients and bodies. 

Memory, fantasy and imagination are left out its considerations, yet they are inherent 

to the narrativity of atmospheres. Atmospheres are therefore more than 

phenomenological experiences as they inspire narratives in us that tell about places and 

people, their current states but also their cultural past and the imaginations of the 

future that they inspire. 

It has also been shown that atmosphere is not a subjective feeling or overall mood, but 

a dimension that arises from the collective dimension of perception. Atmospheres are 

comprehensive processes of engagement that help us to make sense of our everyday. 

Atmospheres can be staged, as in the creation of an artwork. Sarah Pink (et al.) 

highlights the methodological tool that atmospheres offer: 

“If atmospheres are conceptualized as already part of the world that we inhabit… the core 
question…centres on how we might: identify empirically the contingencies that constitute 
particular atmospheres; understand their qualities and affordances; and use this knowledge to 
generate insights into mundane everyday life worlds where atmospheres, people, things and 
processes together constitute everyday environments.” 159 

 
To return once more to the orange-tinged lift lobby in the industrial centre of my 

studio: its atmosphere changed the moment the lightwell’s wall colour changed from 

dirty white to a stringent coral orange. One would think that orange-red is a happy 

 
 
159 Pink, Leder Mackley, and Moroşanu, “Researching in Atmospheres: Video and the ‘Feel’ of the 
Mundane,” 354. 
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colour, but here it emits doom and gloom. This change in spatial conditions has never 

failed to affect how I feel every time I arrive at that space. Yet, sometimes when I leave 

my studio after a productive and successful day, the orange glow seems conversely 

impregnated with cheerfulness. The light and the colours reflected, narrate an 

atmosphere that is likewise modified by my own attunement.  

Atmosphere is this seemingly vague, vaporous concept, a phenomenon and ecological 

fact that is deeply rooted in my spatial and socio-cultural environment, influenced by 

spatial and light conditions that are equally affected by how we shape our environment.  

With these considerations in mind, I can address my first research question through an 

affirmation that the concept of atmosphere can help (me) to understand, to make sense, 

and to make more comprehensive the perception of the environment in general. 

Besides this, it may also help in framing and describing the underlying principles of the 

perception of art. The aesthetic notion of atmosphere offers not simply a perceptible 

appreciation of our lived-in environment, events or sensations, it can reveal hitherto 

neglected aspects; it can tell us about the ‘how’ and the ‘what’ of our environment as 

we “begin to think in, about and through”160 atmospheres. The notion of atmosphere 

offers us an ontological framework for analysis as well as a methodological tool to 

understand the approaches and work of artists and designers. To conclude with the 

words of Gernot Böhme: “What we experience at first hand are atmospheres and upon 

their backgrounds, through that analytical sensitivity, we can identify objects, light and 

colours.”161 This analytical sensitivity towards perception, vision, and aesthetics guides 

my research on lightscapes. 

 
 
160 Shanti Sumartojo and Sarah Pink, Atmospheres and the Experiential World: Theory and Methods (Oxon: 
Routledge, 2019), 3. 
161 Gernot Böhme, “Atmosphäre als Grundbegriff einer Neuen Ästhetik,” in Einfühlung und 
Phänomenologische Reduktion - Grundlagentexte zu Architektur, Design und Kunst, ed. Jörg Thomas, 
Friedrich und Gleiter (Münster: LIT Verlag, 2007), 309. 
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Fig. 15. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong. "Far - Sha Tin Yuen Chau". 2019, time-lapse stills, from day to 
night to day. Hong Kong. 
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2. Defining Lightscape 
In this chapter I expand on the subject of light as it manifests itself in lightscapes, while 

discussing the implications of my second research question. Through this chapter, I shall 

consider how theoretical and investigative reflections on ‘landscape’ can be transposed and 

applied to the emerging format of ‘lightscape’. The visual ethnographic research 24 Hours Hong 

Kong is at the core of the enquiry of lightscapes and provides analytical and practical insight into 

the aesthetics of mundane light and illumination, as exemplified through the case of Hong 

Kong. 

 
2.1. Point of Departure: Light of Everyday 
Light is a mundane event. In the day, we are bathed in the light of the sun. We 

invented torches and candles before developing incandescent and neon lights, which 

would give way to the LEDs that have banished darkness entirely from urban 

environments, illuminating our houses, streets and places, inundating us with signs and 

advertisements. Light is everywhere from the sun to the insides of our refrigerators, and 

its ubiquity seems to us to be given, since it is a precondition for the possibility of life, 

rendering the world visible. Besides its visibility, we may feel the effect of natural light 

in the warmth of the sun on our skin. However, as a consequence of its omnipresence, 

we do not tend to think about light as a special phenomenon. 

Artificial light is something created by humankind, and we generally believe that we 

are in control over it. In its application it can be designed, but very often it is merely 

used. Light may take many forms, enabling sight and facilitating insight into the 

domain of the everyday. “Light is such a mediation not only between people but also 

between human and nonhuman worlds. Light fills and forms the world,”162 writes Sean 

Cubitt, who posits that it is medium, mediator and material at once. The experience of 

light, then, can transmit experiential spatial and temporal information that structures 

space and time. 

What are the parameters of light, of light scenarios in Hong Kong? For this chapter of 

my research, I shall elaborate on my visual ethnographic investigation into Hong 

Kong’s lightscapes – 24 Hours Hong Kong. This investigation intends to analyse, explore 

and to understand the status quo of light and its meaning in Hong Kong. This visual 

ethnographic research is already a substantive undertaking in its own right, but it also 

forms the foundation for subsequent practical work. 

 
 
162 Sean Cubitt, The Practice of Light: A Genealogy of Visual Technologies from Prints to Pixels 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 2. 
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2.2. Light, Reflections 
 

“The only thing we do not see is light. We never see the light as light, but always as 
something else: as something out there.” 163  

 
When I look out of my window, I see light. Or at least I believe this is what I see. 

Ultimately, this certainty is tempered by the inescapable fact that light is only 

perceivable as reflections of illuminated surfaces. 

During the daytime, sunlight shapes our world. On a bright day, Hong Kong’s 

dramatic landscape is moulded by sharp contrasts of lit and dark forms. Precipitous 

mountain ranges overlap with steep high-rises forming a landscape dominated by 

verticals. At street level between the high buildings, these vertiginous lines draw your 

gaze up, directing your vision towards the horizon of dark building silhouettes which 

contrast the sky. The buildings’ as well as the mountains’ shadows segment the urban 

texture into a vertical staccato. In this context, it is understandable why Hong Kong’s 

photography classic Ho Fan took his iconic pictures of his local environment placing 

strong shadows and contrasts at the centre of their compositions. They essentially 

express how light defines the (urban) texture. 

At night-time, Hong Kong is vividly lit by a myriad of artificial lights. I can barely ever 

see any stars and even my blind out curtains cannot shut out all the illumination. It is 

not dark here, it is bright at night. With nightfall Hong Kong’s topography changes 

completely. Instead of the vertical expansion of buildings contrasting with mountain 

ranges, horizontally stretched out landscapes of light shapes stand out. I am again and 

again mesmerized by this enigmatic phenomenon. I am fascinated by the different light 

qualities in different spaces and by the many hues of light emitted through the windows 

of the dense apartment complexes. At night the architecture disappears and instead I 

see radiating light shapes, illuminated façades and lit up windows. At night, as the 

contours of material matter vanish into the background, the houses seem to open up, 

revealing their inner lives, disclosing narratives of their inhabitants. The illuminated 

private sphere spills out into the public and each lit window tells a different story.  

These distant lights emitted from the apartments’ windows, these luminous images, are 

what Gaston Bachelard referred to as “the greatest of all theorems of the imagination 

of the world of light: Tout ce qui brille voit.” 164  All that glows sees. The lights that shine 

are visible, but at the same time see us and reflect back on us. The light and lights, their 

 
 
163  Ólafur Elíasson and Tor Nørretranders, Light! On Light in Life and the Life in Light (Klampenborg: 
Forlaget Tor.dk, 2015), 21. (original italics)  
164 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1994), 34. 
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glow and reflections l see here is not just a one-way activity, it is something larger, a 

context that unfolds before my eyes. 

 

Fig. 16. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Far - Sha Tin Shui Chuen". 2018, uncropped time-lapse 
stills, morning and night time. Hong Kong. 

 

2.3. Immersion & Inversion 

According to Gernot Böhme, atmospheres “imbue everything, they tinge the whole of 

the world or a view, they bathe everything in a certain light…”165 Furthermore, Derek 

McCormack describes the affective attributes of light atmospheres as “something 

distributed yet palpable, a quality of environmental immersion that registers in and 

through sensing bodies...”166 In both statements the qualities of space, the atmospheres, 

that we observe are attributed to light conditions that are (often) created by artificial 

light. However, atmosphere and artificial light is not only limited to immersive 

conditions. Artificial light in the built environment is defined by two principles: 

immersion and inversion.  

The principle of inversion is what we experience mostly at night: artificial light 

illuminates the dark, lighted windows, colourful advertisements and lit façades stand 

out against the dark background. For an example of this, we can consider the 

illuminated housing blocks in Hong Kong that form new shapes of light of their own at 

night against the dark mountain ranges (see Fig. 3, 9 or Fig. 16) as the contours of 

architecture disappear into the darkness. We look at this light of inversion from a 

distance.167  

The principle of immersion is even more impacted by artificial light, most of all by the 

developing possibilities of electrical light. The introduction of electrical light offers the 

technological possibility of extending the luminescence and activity of the day into the 

 
 
165 Böhme, “The Art of the Stage Set as a Paradigm for an Aesthetics of Atmospheres”, 2. 
166 McCormack, “Engineering Affective Atmospheres on the Moving Geographies of the 1897 Andrée 
Expedition,” 413. 
167 Bart Lootsma, “Multiple Exposure: On Architecture, Artificial Light and Media,” in Lightopia. Volume 1/3. 
Essays on the Cultural History of Light., ed. Mateo and Jolanthe Kugler Kries (Weil am Rhein: Vitra Design 
Museum, 2013), 65. 
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night168 and its artificiality has become in some places – as in Rem Koolhaas’ example 

of “electric bathing” along the beaches of Coney Island – a veritable attraction since 

the early days of electrification.169 Immersion is comparable in many ways to the effects 

of virtual space, because its “enhanced presence seems to draw us in and makes us 

almost forget reality,” as Bart Lootsma argues. This is especially evident in more 

dramatic, spectacular moving patterns of light, be it fireworks in the sky or huge screens 

or as projections as they are particularly fascinating. Lootsma adds: “Light always has 

an additional effect: it holds the promise of surrounding us and often does, be it as 

omnipresent daylight or as ambient light.”170 

Both the effects of inversion and immersion can be atmospheric, though the light of 

inversion is not experienced through our felt-body as much. Yet, we are still affected by 

either one light effect; we still become aware of the socio-cultural context, spatial 

qualities surrounding and being part of it; and they both effects can stir up our 

imagination. 

 

2.4. Light as Cultural Landscape 
We usually consider a landscape as something pictorial laid out in front of our eyes. 

The suffix -scape in a noun denotes to a panoramic view of a place, an expansive 

topography spread out before our gaze, an extensive scenery. A -scape can also exist in a 

representational form as in a picture. The term landscape has rich connotations and 

interpretations often linked with an imagination of our environment that intertwines 

factuality, symbolic meaning and a sense of identity. A landscape has been described by 

Carl Sauer as “a land shape, in which the shaping is by no means thought of as simply 

physical … an area made up of a distinct association of forms, both physical and 

cultural.”171  Iain Robertson and Penny Richards emphasise further that the most 

significant meaning attached to landscape is cultural: “landscapes are products of 

human values, meanings and symbols, and of the, usually, dominant culture within 

society; they are cultural products.”172 This concept of  culture within the context of 

human geography is linked with the work of W.J.T. Mitchell who argues in his book 

Landscape and Power 173 that landscape is not only an object to be seen, nor a genre of art, 

nor simply a text to be read, but an instrument of cultural force. He understands the 

 
 
168 Schivelbusch, Lichtblicke: Zur Geschichte der künstlichen Helligkeit im 19. Jahrhundert. 
169 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York (London: Thames & Hudson, 1978). 
170 Lootsma, “Multiple Exposure: On Architecture, Artificial Light and Media,” 65. 
171 Sauer quoted in Iain Robertson and Penny Richards, “Landscape as Cultural Product” in Studying 
Cultural Landscapes (London: Arnold, 2003), 2. 
172 Robertson and Richards, 2. 
173 W. J. T. (William John Thomas) Mitchell, “Imperial Landscape,” in Landscape and Power, ed. W. J. T. 
(William John Thomas) Mitchell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 5–34. 
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medium of the landscape as ‘a process’, an activity of exchange between humans and 

our surrounding.174 This concept of a dynamic landscape is paralleled by the ‘cultural 

turn’175 in which the complex concept of culture is also seen as “a process, a set of 

practices.”176 Culture and landscape are interrelated and never complete as they are an 

ongoing, dynamic process. This means that our behaviour is linked to what we 

perceive, while ‘how’ we perceive – i.e., the way in which we attribute meaning to what 

we perceive – is structured by our surrounding and our everyday lives. As our 

surrounding, our behaviour and our everyday activity are influenced by these 

anthropic factors, this establishes a continuous interrelated feedback process. 

Landscape conceptually implies this complex, ongoing humanised relationship with our 

surroundings as mediated through our gaze. 

I consider light as in ‘lightscape’ as an urban cultural landscape that performs177 in a 

similar way, that creates and shapes our identities. Lightscapes are part of urban life as 

they are created and shaped by people and their context. The urban environment, 

then, is the product of this reciprocal relationship. Lightscapes affect a city’s urbanity 

on different levels. On the one hand, they are a fusion of the physical image and the 

aesthetic presence that a place emits. On the other hand, they are an expression of the 

urban, cultural life.178 When I refer to lightscape, I think not just of the scenery and the 

stories that light and darkness disclose to us, but of all the implications that come with 

lighting, illumination, lit surfaces, and reflections.  

Recent critiques of the idea of landscape in the field of geography insist that landscape 

is not just a form assumed by an empirical object, but a representation179 of cultural 

process, which concerns the making of place and space. Through the lens of lightscape, 

I consider the materiality of light itself which includes the actual hardware as well as 

the materiality and context that are made visible by light. Lightscapes describe our lit 

 
 
174 Here I find Gillian Rose’ summary of Don Mitchell’s notion of landscape as actively ‘working’ and 
performing to reinforce social identities very relevant. See Gillian Rose, “Afterword: Gazes, Glanzes and 
Shadows,” in Studying Cultural Landscapes, ed. Iain and Penny Richards Robertson (London: Arnold, 
2003), 166. She refers to Don Mitchell, Cultural Geography: A Critical Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Pub, 
2000). 
175 Gillian Rose has previously discussed the consequences of the ‘cultural turn’ in the 1980s, following 
which culture became a crucial means to understand social processes, identities and changes. See Gillian 
Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials, 4th ed. (Los Angeles: 
Sage, 2016), 2. 
176 Rose, 2. Rose quotes in her text Stuart Hall (1997). 
177 I use the word perform in the same way Duncan and Duncan talk about the ‘performativity’ of 
landscape drawing here on J.P. Butler’s theories: “Our view of identities is similar to our view of place; 
although we see them as fluid, performed, fragmented, multiple, and contested (Butler 1990), we find that 
people continually attempt to stabilize and establish se-cure identities and, more often than not, anchor 
them in place.” See: James S. Duncan and Nancy G. Duncan, “Theory in the Field,” Geographical Review 
91, no. 1/2 Doing Fieldwork (2001): 391. 
178 Hasse refers to urban atmospheres. I correlate urban atmospheres with lightscapes. Jürgen Hasse, 
“Atmosphären des Lichts - Medien Des Urbanen?,” in Atmosphäre(n) II. Interdisziplinäre Annäherungen an 
einen unscharfen Begriff, ed. Rainer Goetz and Stefan Gaupner (München: Kopaed, 2012), 34. 
179 Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge, 14. 
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environment that is generated, shaped and influenced by natural light and artificial 

light, from light to darkness and all the shades in between. In addition to this material 

aspect, lightscapes have an immaterial dimension as well. They integrate behaviour 

and practices that are evoked or even made possible by light, such as visibility in 

general or the use of artificial light to extend activities into the night. In a similar and 

concurrent fashion to how landscapes affect people, underpinning and tracing the 

outlines of identity and reality, light is central in the shaping and creation of space in 

the atmospheric context.180 We see degrees of brightness and at the same time smell and 

hear what encompasses us – the atmosphere – that forms our habitat. All experiences 

we have are a built up of knowledge and skills we acquire in and from our everyday, 

our heritage and our surroundings and therefore are not only a subjective, but also a 

culturally conceived construct. Experiences and their understanding – or perception – 

can be unique to where and how they occur. Lightscape has a collective cultural 

dimension that “impairs the depth and diversity of this experience” says Edensor.181 

Considering light through its manifestation as lightscapes adds the connotation of the 

sensory realm, the phenomenological experience as well as the cultural and aesthetical 

discourse to the mere visual or physical medium. Light in the framework of ‘-scape’ 

becomes a pathway to access and to understand a cultural landscape that is not simply 

about raw visual experience and the transmission of sensory data.182 It offers a good 

framework for the understanding, analysis and artistic exploration of light.183 As the 

geographers Stephen Daniels and Denis Cosgrove remark “a landscape is a cultural 

image, a pictorial way of representing, structuring or symbolising surroundings.”184 In 

the work that I shall detail throughout this chapter, I explore the story of a Hong Kong 

cultural landscape as told through the lens of lightscape, a medium which encompasses 

and explores the material and the immaterial form, meaning, and affect of light. 

Through this notion, I want to probe the existence and agency of light in my research. 

The exploration is rooted in theories from human geography and cultural studies but 

aims to embed itself practically in the visual arts. 

 
 
180 Gernot Böhme has written in several texts about how the immaterial light creates a space with physical 
qualities. Please see further for example: Böhme, The Aesthetics of Atmospheres. Ambiances, 
Atmospheres and Sensory Experiences of Spaces. 
181 Edensor, “The Gloomy City: Rethinking the Relationship Between Light and Dark,” 432. 
182 The different senses have become part of the agenda in visual cultural studies. Tim Ingold, however, 
takes issue with the superficiality of this approach, suggesting that ‘they have simply added worlds of 
sounds, of feeling and of smells’ and that this has led to the study of ‘“scapes”’. All those scapes, all those 
sensorial pathways are part of the ‘same worlds, whatever paths they take.’ Ingold, “Worlds of Sense and 
Sensing the World: A Response to Sarah Pink and David Howes,” 316. 
183 Sarah Pink refers to visual ethnographical research as an analytical tool. Visual ethnography is closely 
related to that what an artist does. Please see: Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography, 27. 
184 David and S. Daniels Cosgrove, “Introduction: The Iconography of Landscape,” in The Iconography of 
Landscape: Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design and Use of Past Environments, ed. David and 
S. Daniels Cosgrove (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 1–10. 
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Fig. 17. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Far - Mong Kok". 2018, uncropped time-lapse still, 
night time. Hong Kong. 

 
 

2.5. Light, Aesthetics & Vision 
As we cannot see light but merely perceive gradients of brightness in the form of 

illuminated surfaces, reflecting shades of colours, these reflections essentially create our 

everyday reality. Light and, by extension, colours have an active effect on our 

perception to a degree which renders impartiality and neutrality impossible when 

considering the subject light.185 Through the senses, sight in respect to light – and 

remembering Josef Albers’ Weltanschauung – we acquire “our grasp of how meanings are 

created by ties with people in places.”186 Experiential knowledge of light in particular 

places – as manifested in lightscapes – has cultural and aesthetical implications as I 

have elaborated upon above. Since the invention of artificial light, it has played a 

significant role for our psycho-geographical perception of space.187 In what follows, I 

shall contend that how we live in and with light, how we perceive it and how it shapes 

our identity is a cultural construct, or a cultural material188 – a cultural landscape. 

Lightscapes therefore have to do with how we see, how vision works. Dennis Cosgrove 

distinguishes vision, as opposed to sight, to be culturally conditioned, because it is 

 
 
185 Madeleine Grynszstejn, “(Y)Our Entanglements: Olafur Eliasson, the Museum, and Consumer Culture,” 
in Take Your Time: Olafur Eliasson (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007), 24. 
186 Kalekin-Fishman and Low, Everyday Life in Asia: Social Perspectives on the Senses, 2. 
187 Please see here: Scott McQuire, “Immaterial Architectures. Urban Space and the Electric Light,” Space 
and Culture 8, no. 2 (May 17, 2005): 126, https://doi.org/10.1177/1206331204266372. 
188 The relationship of light, material culture and social experience has been discussed by Bille and 
Sørensen, “An Anthropology of Luminosity: The Agency of Light.” 
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entwined with how vision is the socio-psychological extension of perception. It is 

related to what we see and how our images, imaginations and imagination’s 

representations overlap.189  

Our full-bodied experiences of culture are acquired through transmission of habits and 

values in everyday life experiences.190 The beliefs and values we have are contingent on 

our environment and our culture. Here, I draw on the hypothesis of perceptual realism 

which Tim Ingold describes as the thought “that people from different backgrounds 

perceive reality in different ways since they process the same data of experience in 

terms of alternative framework of belief or representational schemata.”191 Expanding on 

Ingold’s observation, I would suggest that this argument does not simply apply to the 

ways in which we perceive and interpret our environment, we also navigate through it 

and construct the sphere of the everyday in ways which are cultural-specific, with the 

design choices that we make following from this. Hence, this aesthetics of light may be 

said to be unique to its circumstantial location. The examination of such an aesthetics 

can yield knowledge and insight about our everyday life, revealing hitherto unseen 

aspects of our behaviour and conceptions of our environment: Light is an experiential 

phenomenon that narrates our everyday in a culturally specific way. Lightscapes can be 

regarded as a comprehensive conceptual tool through which we can develop a new 

understanding of both visual, tangible aspects of our environment as well as the 

intangible, experiential ones, functioning as an expansive term which describes all of 

the complexities that follow from the phenomenon light. 

I am interested in understanding what I see when I see light, that – which itself I cannot 

see – but that which makes us see. What do I see, when I see this spectrum of 

variegated luminous phenomena, light’s glows, glares and reflections? I look at lights as 

they suffuse places, gleam on and in houses, and fill spaces. Through the research 

project that I have titled 24 Hours Hong Kong I attempt to examine what the different 

stories of light, of lightscapes, can tell the attentive observer about Hong Kong. 

 

 

 
 
189 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision. Seeing, Imagining and Representing the World, 15. 
190 David Howes, Sensual Relations: Engaging the Senses in Culture and Social Theory (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2003). 
191 Ingold, Percept. Environ. Essays Livelihood, Dwell. Ski., 15. 
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Fig. 18. Cornelia Erdmann & Eddy, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Sai Ying Pun Restaurant". 2019, 
photograph, location at night. Hong Kong. 

 
 
 

2.6. Methodology & Methods for Lightscapes 
The research takes its origin in a consideration of the specificities of the visual and 

aesthetics of places or rather of certain landscapes, in this case, lightscapes of Hong 

Kong. Hong Kong becomes for me the case study for probing the concept of 

lightscapes and if and how their culturally distinct aesthetics are articulated. In my 

view, lightscapes are unique and singular phenomenological experiences since they are 

indigenous to the context in which they occur. They need to be seen, perceived and 

somehow captured (through pictorial means) to make them amenable to comparison 

and thereby ‘researchable’. The methodological approach to lightscapes which I 

employ, is a form of visual ethnography coupled with phenomenology.  

Since I hold that the aesthetics of light and lightscapes is always contingent on cultural 

context, arguments for cultural relativism would seem to inform and pertain to the 

work that I am trying to develop. The term refers to the assertion that cultural believes, 

values and social interactions vary from culture to culture and are equally valid relative 

to that culture and should be considered within their own historical background. 192 

 
 
192 The anthropologist Franz Boas first established the concept of cultural relativism along with the Polish-
English anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski) Please see for more: Garrett Brown, Iain McLean, and Alistair 
McMillan, eds., The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics and International Relations, vol. 1 (Oxford 
University Press, 2018), https://doi.org/10.1093/acref/9780199670840.001.0001. Or refer to Jerry D. 
Moore, Visions of Culture: An Introduction to Anthropological Theories and Theorists (Walnut Creek, CA: 
AltaMira Press, 1997), 42. 
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Cultural relativism is an imperative for every researcher to immerse themselves within 

the contexts that they are conducting fieldwork in. 

In my fieldwork and in my interpretations, I try to be aware of my role as a participant 

and the ways in which my perspective shapes and informs what I see. This sort of self-

reflexivity is necessary to “speak accurately about senses of place.”193 Since light is also a 

phenomenological experience, being there and being involved are as necessary as the 

other. Therefore, there is no consideration of light that can dispense with 

intersubjectivity. This part of the research touches on aspects of design-aesthetic 

questions, but in the main it concerns itself with people, their stories and their 

behaviour, reveals the stories and is ethnographical in its essence. 

At the beginning, I tried making use of different methods to capture lightscapes. For 

example, I made solargraphies to record the sunlight’s path. I setup simple pinhole 

cameras in many public spaces across Hong Kong, each for several weeks, in order to 

capture the natural light in each location. For details on this project, please refer to the 

publication “Solargraphies” in the Appendix or a PDF version at: 

>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 

 

I quickly came to realise that this method would not give me the results that I sought, as 

it merely made the sun’s path visible, and sometimes it failed to do even that 

sufficiently. 

I would then continue my research with a GoPro camera that I setup in various places around 

town, to cover many different districts, and locations. At each location I took pictures over a 24-

hour period: roughly one picture per minute, from around noon to noon the next day. I 

recorded in many places, but subsequently footage from nine places was chosen for each 

consequent project stage. The photos were later edited into short time-lapse videos of 45 

seconds length that showcase each locale’s light transitions within a 24 hour-period. Still images 

on their own would not be able to capture the shifts and changes of light conditions in each 

location – a moving image is better. 

I turned to time-based media because lightscapes and light conditions are usually not stable and 

are changing over time. Therefore, it seemed important to me to capture these luminous 

fluctuations with footage taken over longer periods of time. I considered intervals of at least one 

day (a full 24 hours) as suitable to cover an entire cycle of daylight and night-time, to capture 

natural and artificial light changes in each location. To represent the cycle, the photographs 

 
 
193 “The reflexivity of humanistic geography refers to the self-reflection required from the author, and the 
reasons offered for its necessity centred on a perceived need to speak accurately about senses of place.” 
writes Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge. 
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were rendered into time-lapse videos. I am aware that photographs may not yield the ‘truth’ 

about the reality of lightscapes. Cameras have technical difficulties in capturing and processing 

the true light (and colour) conditions. This is always an obstacle when capturing light conditions 

on camera. It is not my ambition to measure accurate lux or CRI levels (colour rendering index) 

and that being so, I can accept inaccuracies. For me the images are about the qualitative 

attributes of light, such as colour, and the (inter)action and reciprocations it evokes. Therefore, I 

place special value on the possibilities afforded by the various time-based media I produce 

because the videos include the record of changes in light conditions, transitions and reveals 

people’s interaction better than still images on their own. Visual material such as photography, 

when treated as cultural texts to be read and interpreted, are an invaluable resource for 

ethnographical and artistic research.  

Besides the creation of time-lapse videos, I also took individual shots, usually with my 

phone, of the site of investigation. In addition, I wrote field notes, while coding, 

arranging and reflecting on the photographs and videos for my ethnographic research.  

During the third stage of the project, the Closeup, I conducted interviews with the 

participants that were involved in the closeup series of lightscapes. I asked them 

questions about their choices of light fittings in the places they were respectively 

responsible for, their intentions behind them, how they felt in their particular light 

environment and what they thought about light in general. All the written material was 

as important to understanding the light conditions as the visual material. Furthermore, 

I invited other researchers and practitioners from different disciplines to engage in 

reflective conversations with me about the time-lapse videos, the lightscape recordings, 

and to analyse the findings therein. The interviews, my field notes, as well as the 

outcomes of these conversations along with their analytical assessments are included in 

the publications accompanying this thesis; they represent my findings about light and 

lightscapes in Hong Kong. 

 

Point of Departure: Macro to Micro 
In my reflection on the material gathered via my ethnographical research, the notion of 

atmosphere offers me the lens through which I can apprehend the in-between 

phenomenon of what happens in changing spatial conditions as in the mundane 

context of lightscapes. It is a lens that starts on a macro level, the conception, to analyse 

the phenomenon of larger spatial conditions and the cultural realm in general. At the 

same time, it is a lens that allows me to zoom in, to come closer to the everyday, to 

individual interaction and attunement to the environment. Theorizing from a macro-

sociological perspective is important to understand the “sweeping trends of how the 

world works”, says Devora Kalekin-Fishman, yet it is equally important to understand 

how individuals actually conduct their lives. She continues to argue that “investigations 
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of everyday life also contribute to the ‘larger’ picture’” and allow a “nuanced 

articulation of the dimensions of the macro-influences and the depth of their impact on 

the world as people know it.” 194 

Likewise, I examine the phenomenon of light in lightscape from both the large outdoor 

scale of urban districts and entire streets as well as the smaller, indoor scale of homes, 

shops, and restaurants. I take my camera from far away to close up, from the outside to 

the inside. The project is divided into three phases to capture different perspectives 

from different distances on Hong Kong’s lightscape.  

Each stage of the lightscape recordings of 24 Hours Hong Kong – Far, Medium and Closeup 

– is arranged in a grid, with each stage represented in a set of nine selected videos. The 

24 hours are captured at a speed of one image per minute and then are compressed 

into videos of 45 seconds each. Seeing the videos arranged side by side in a grid, time 

correspondingly aligned at each location from midday to midday, allows for easy 

comparison between the lightscapes and how they unfold over time.  

 

Far 

The Far series was conducted from June 2018 until July 2019. This first stage – Far – 

intended to establish a broader overview, a perspective from a far distance, a bird’s eye 

survey of larger areas and city districts from afar. The locations cover a broad section of 

Hong Kong’s various neighbourhoods, spanning a range of different functions from 

residential to commercial districts. As a series the videos capture how the sun travels 

over the urban areas, how the natural light shapes the urban textures and how the 

natural light transitions into the artificially lit environment of the night and all of the 

changes in the condition of the light that follows from this. The videos supply a record 

of how the settings change, how light and colours become different, and how the 

atmospheres evolve. The videos also expose patterns in the fluctuations of human 

interaction and behaviour. They show the correlation between time and light, the 

changes that take place in the transition between natural light and artificial light, as 

well as between light and colours and how these shifting light conditions interplay with 

human activities throughout 24-hour periods in Hong Kong.  

 
 
194 Kalekin-Fishman and Low, Everyday Life in Asia: Social Perspectives on the Senses. 
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Fig. 19. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. Far. 2019. Screen capture of video set.  

>> Link to video 24 Hours Hong Kong. Far: www.youtube.com/watch?v=sNFUnCAvldg 

 

Medium 

The Medium series was conducted from August 2018 until March 2019. This set of 

videos – Medium – was shot from a middle ground distance, from a street level 

perspective looking upon the façades of houses and street life, in public squares and 

streets in different social milieux. The locations vary from busy shopping streets to 

residential squares and private and public housing complexes. More details of changes 

in artificial light situations can be observed and distinguished here. The natural light is 

less important as artificial light dominates the sceneries exerting a pronounced 

influence on what people are doing, or how they behave in the spaces. 

 

Fig. 20. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. Medium. 2019. Screen capture of video set.  

>> Link to video 24 Hours Hong Kong. Medium: www.youtube.com/watch?v=kqgR2LrE4cM 
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Closeup 

The Closeup series was conducted from March until July 2019. For the last stage of the 

project – the Closeup series – the camera zooms in even more, into individual windows 

or house segments, into private homes, shops and commercial spaces that are 

exemplary and representative of Hong Kong. Artificial light is even more preponderant 

here when it comes to influencing people’s behaviour. In all the time-lapse shots, the 

camera is placed unobtrusively and is left unattended in the spaces. It is placed in such 

a way that it does not obstruct or intervene with the space user’s (passers-by on the 

streets’, or habitants of individual spaces’) everyday lives. 

 

Fig. 21. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. Closeup. 2019. Screen capture of video set.  

>> Link to video 24 Hours Hong Kong. Closeup: www.youtube.com/watch?v=fUolGEqzaCo 

 

In addition to the time-lapse videos, photos were taken at each of the spaces in different 

angles and of the people in the space while pursuing their everyday routines. I did not 

stage these images, but rather took snapshots without interrupting what would typically 

take place (see Fig. 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 31 or 32). 

Because the information and knowledge to be learned through this research is beyond 

the mere visual, but interweaves cultural, visual and sensory modes of knowledge, I 
have supplemented my field work of the visual ethnographic research with field notes 

and semi-structured interviews with the people at each site from the Closeup series to 

gather more information.195 In the field notes, I intended to record my personal 

 
 
195 All imagery and interviews of the final project stage is taken with prior informed consent by the subjects. 
Interviews are equally conducted only with prior informed consent. See Appendix for remarks and HKBU 
guidelines followed as well as the interview transcripts in “24 Hours Hong Kong. Field Notes & Interviews” 
for more details. 
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experiences of the spaces as well as the light and colour conditions I found in each of 

the sites. I write down what I see and encounter quantitatively and qualitatively. Again, 

I did not intend to scientifically dissect and measure each location, but to empirically 

gather qualitative information. In the semi-structured interviews with the people, I 

asked about the light conditions in the particular space, how and if they were 

intentionally or unintentionally designed, what they thought and felt about the light in 

the space, and any broader thoughts they might have about light in general and in 

Hong Kong more specifically. 

For full details and coverage, please take a look at the publication “24 Hours Hong 

Kong. Field Notes & Interviews” in the Appendix or at: 

>>https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 

 

As a final step in my ethnographic research, I conducted several interviews with people 

who regularly use and work with light in their profession. During the production of the 

videos of 24 Hours Hong Kong, I engaged in conversations with the Hong Kong light 

artist Kingsley Ng, the Hong Kong light designer Christopher Mok and the light 

researchers Florian Bachmann and Marcus Pericin from the Light-Colour-Centre at 

the Zurich University of the Arts. We watched the videos together, analysed what we 

could observe from the footage and discussed the notion of light in semi-structured 

interviews. For full coverage and insight into the interviews, please take a look at the 

publication “24 Hours Hong Kong. On Light: Interviews”.196 

Last, but not least, I drew my own conclusions from my observations, from the videos, 

and from the interviews on what the lightscapes of Hong Kong allude to. 

 

2.7. Cataloguing & Classifications of Lightscapes 
In order to expound on definitions of lightscapes I am applying different description 

techniques to catalogue the lightscapes of Hong Kong. In the research 24 Hours Hong 

Kong and its output as the video collages in three categories (Far, Medium, Closeup)197, I 

visualised and made comparable the different lightscapes in a condensed (time-lapse 

video) form. In my field notes as well in the following point (Hermeneutics of Lightscapes) I 

use language to describe physical and semantical aspects of the lightscapes 

encountered. In a further diagrammatic analysis (see Fig. 23), I detail various 

 
 
196 For the full-length interview transcripts refer to the publication “24 Hours Hong Kong. On Light: 
Interviews” either in the Appendix or at:  
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
197 Please find the videos of 24 Hours Hong Kong at: 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2C6FrpOeypZk6Le8OVmLDmdMnKc8BsOz 
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quantitative and qualitative aspects drawn from 24 Hours Hong Kong to illustrate a 

comparable overview between the three stages of the research – a summary of all the 

sites with their conditions and findings. 

Method 
For each stage the videos of each set are analysed in a respective table. The video 

numbers 1 to 9 correspond with each video set’s arrangement starting from top left 

corner to the right bottom corner (see next figure). 

 

Fig. 22. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. Far. 2020, screenshot with video numbering. 

 

In the following charts I give a diagrammatic overview of the recorded lightscapes in all 

three video sets. Each video location is categorised whether the location is (more) 

residential or commercial; it is quantitatively marked down which light sources are 

occurring and the perceived light conditions during day and night time as seen in the 

video sets are qualitatively analysed.198 This cataloguing diagrammatic analysis and the 

entirety of the research 24 Hours Hong Kong build the data for following classifications. 

  

 
 
198 The ‘day’ and ‘night’ time categories refer to mean day and night times in Hong Kong. The ‘day’ time 
stretches from sunrise until before sunset. Because of the moderate northern location of Hong Kong, the 
average time of sunrise is around the year approximately at 6 am while the sun sets around 6:30 pm. For 
details see: “Sunrise and Sunset in Hong Kong,” accessed August 31, 2021, 
https://www.worlddata.info/asia/hong-kong/sunset.php.  
Since the videos are shot at different times throughout the year, the times don’t align exactly, but I have 
tried to synchronise them as good as possible. 
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Fig. 23. Cornelia Erdmann, Diagrammatic Analysis of Lightscapes in 24 Hours Hong. 2021. 
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A classification of information is necessary to recognise similarities, patterns, and 

differences. Those classifications can illuminate new relationships between the different 

lightscapes which describe our lit environment – the cultural landscape of light, that is 

generated, shaped, and influenced by natural and artificial light and their context. The 

classifications have relevance across the three perspective sets as they touch on different 

aspects of how light appears in and interacts with the environment. 

Light is the primary tool for perceiving the world and the communication that takes 

place within it. Despite its ubiquity, however, there remain no satisfying answers to the 

question what light is. Depending on the context in which light is experienced and 

analysed, the emphasis varies: the physicist might be more interested in physical 

properties, human scientists might be interested in its psychological effects and how 

light is perceived, and light examined according to its function and meaning relates to 

semiotics or semantics, whereas artists such as myself, are drawn to the aesthetic 

dimension of light. Usually, those considerations are considered in isolated studies that 

bear limitations in considering the complex phenomenon light. 

I introduce three classifications – according to physical characteristics, by referential 

aspects, and according to aesthetic qualities – that shall be useful to deal with the 

various aspects of lightscapes.199 

  

 
 
199 I draw inspiration from Murray Schafer’s cataloguing systems of sound as he deemed them useful for 
soundscapes. R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World 
(Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1977). 
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Classification by Physical Characteristics (Brightness) 
The classification by physical properties is the most basic category considering the 

overall (combined) appearance of light as in perceived brightness (in bright and dark) 

over time in each lightscape as a general setting. A visualisation of this classification can 

be drawn in a single chart: 

 

 

Fig. 24. Cornelia Erdmann, Classification by Physical Characteristics (Brightness). 2021. 

 

Classification by Referential Aspects 
This classification is a framework which considers the functions and meanings of light 

and colour in lightscapes and how they occur.  

Light is produced by the sun and/or by artificial light sources. However, it is made 

visible through the reflections in the environment and ultimately depends on individual 

perception (see 1.9, 2.4 and 2.5). This confronts us with the difficulty that no perception 

of light and colour has strictly an objective interpretation or meaning as the perceiver 

always carries cultural attitudes towards it. 

This classification catalogues light sources by empirical method and cross-references 

them with function. Different light sources can appear multiple times as they occur and 

influence various lightscapes simultaneously. 
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Fig. 25. Cornelia Erdmann, Classification by Referential Aspects. 2021. 

 

Classification by Aesthetic Qualities 
Judging lightscapes according to aesthetic qualities is probably most difficult because 

light affects individuals very differently. Brightness or darkness are not decisive when it 

comes to judging if something is ambient or not or atmospheric qualities. For example, 

a stark contrast between brightly lit façades during a sunny day casting deep shadows 

into the concrete canyons is appealing to most although we are dealing with very bright 

light conditions. Whereas the bright cold neon lights in the restaurants and in the 

Mahjong place described in the following section mean inviting openness and 

communicate social and functional opportunities. Opposingly, I perceive those bright 

light conditions as unfriendly and sterile.  

Light has of course functional purposes such as at home to be able to continue activities 

passed sunset, in work environments, on the streets at night to allow for safe traffic. In 

addition, light has semantical connotations such as when light has to scare away bad 

spirits (see next section) or in the case of the red altar lights, they are lit for spiritual 
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reasons. To me those red glows appear somewhat romantic and allude to living 

tradition, but they may as well be considered just as functional as bright light to foster 

(spiritual) safety. 

Simplifying the notion of aesthetic down to its essence we can ask if a light condition is 

appealing and beautiful or if it is ugly and creating uncomfortable feelings. As 

mentioned, some aspects might be culturally given, some may be rather personal. 

Further research would be needed to find parallels and discrepancies. 

Throughout this section light conditions have been considered in different 

compartments. To make the aesthetic qualities more apparent, I continue integrating 

different approaches to light: a) physical attributes, defining what kind of light is 

considered; b) psycho-ecological attributes, considering how light is perceived; c) 

semantical connotations, regarding what light means; and d) aesthetic qualities, 

gauging if and how light appeals. 

Describing a few samples of light and colour conditions that can have a variety of 

physical attributes, functions, and meanings, approaching them from different angles 

shall highlight the issue that the same light and colour condition can be so different – 

sometimes having aesthetics, meaning as in beautiful qualities, but sometimes the 

ambiance is quite contrary, yet both can have aesthetic and atmospheric qualities. 
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Fig. 26. Cornelia Erdmann, Classification Across Attributes, highlighting Aesthetic Qualities. 2021 

 

 

Light & Colour Physical Attributes Psycho-ecological 
Attributes

Semantics Aesthetic Quality

What is it? How is it perceived? What it means? How, if it does appeal?

proprietor: yes

artist: ugly

office illumination, FL lamps funtionality no

sun light
overall brighness; gleaning; 
warm, energetic

energy of life, necesiity
sometimes, energetic, 
sunset/rise: 
fascinating/romantig

proprietor: not particular

artist: romantic, 
nostalgic, pretty

traffic light, LED

very bright at night, bright 
during the day; solid round 
form from distance, dotted 
texture from up close; not 
much reflection in the 
environment

warning, caution no

artist: its reflecrtions on a 
wet surface is pretty on a 
rainy day

advertisment sign, neon; old-
Hongkong-style restaurant

vibrantly glowing Chinese 
characters, red has a pinkish 
tint due to special gas; light, 
curved tubes, reflections in 
the environment

long established business, 
traditional business, 
local/Chinese food; ready 
for business, sentimental

public: "blast from the 
past"; comfort, 
homeliness, familiarity, 
ambient

artist: nostalgic, typical 
Hong Kong; beautiful, 
ambient

advertisement sign, LED 
display; Hong Kong restaurant

vibrantly glowing Chinese 
chracters, bright red; 
pixelated, minor reflections

modern sign/modern 
business, local/Chinese 
food; eager for business; 
practical, more energy 
efficient; retro-futuresistic, 
dated

public: familiarity, 
homeliness

artist: not particular, no 
charm

advertisement sign, light box 
with LED or FL lamps behind 
acrylic pane; Chinese 
restaurant

red rectengular glowing 
surface, ususally with 
contrasting-coloured (white) 
scripture on it; strong own 
glow, refelctions in the 
environment

modern sign/modern 
business, Chinese food; 
eager for business; 
practical, more energy 
efficient

public: familiarity, 
homeliness

artist: nostalgic, typical 
Hong Kong, ambient

counter display, LED pixel 
matrix, restaurant

moving red light dots 
displaying numbers

calling customers to pick 
up food; functional, 
technocratic

no

light, single bulb
intense glow, subdued 
reflections

warmth, cosiness; 
decoration; romantic, 
evocative

yes, alluring

sex business; provocative, 
evocative

no

advertisement sign, neon; bar
vibrantly glowing characters, 
curved tubes, reflections in 
the environment

attractive, energetic, vivid 
place

yes, delightful

artificial light; human 
interference with nature

ambient glow

light pollution scary

night sky above urban area

orange, sometimes brown, 
sometimes white and 
multicoloured luminousity; 
substanceless brightness

orange glow

bright, flooding, spilling 
illumination, cold

white light

restaurant illumination, FL 
lamps

cleanliness, safety, 
openness, functional, good 
work environment

altar lamp, incancescent bulb

small, singular, soft glow, 
round or tear drop shape; soft 
red reflections mainly in altar 
space

spirituality, necessity, part 
of tradition

red light
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2.8. Hermeneutics of Lightscapes – Case Studies from 24 Hours 
Hong Kong 
 
Light is light, light is life, light is knowledge. Looking at light is a good way to explore a 

city. Lightscapes disclose aspects of daily life, aspects which contribute to the 

formulation of particular aesthetics, a more or less intentional design thinking of 

culturally specific knowledge. What did I learn from the lightscape recordings? There 

are many stories to tell. In the following text, I have chosen a selection of highlights 

from my field notes and interviews which focus on different aspects of the lit 

environments – the lightscapes – in Hong Kong. They are written as observational 

stories that are exemplary for ordinary lightscapes in the city. Each is a micro-narrative 

that serves as a record of the mundanities of light in use and as we perceive it. These 

encounters and light records contribute to making sense of the larger picture.200 

 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 27. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Prince Edward Apartment". 2019, 
photograph of interior during evening. Hong Kong. 

 
 

 
 
200 For the full-length documentation and interview transcripts refer to the publication “24 Hours Hong 
Kong. Field Notes & Interviews” either in the Appendix or at: 
 >> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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An Apartment in Prince Edward – Light & Health 
This apartment is occupied by Stephanie, her father and occasionally his girlfriend. 

Visiting a private home of people, I do not know, feels like a sort of invasion to me. We 

meet in the early evening and Stephanie switches on the lights and I feel instantly more 

welcome. The lit room invites me in and the bright light on the ceiling draws my 

attention to the interior of the room, directing me to enter. As written above, light has 

the power to modulate a space, but also to emotionalise it.201 Light can help to guide 

our movement, behaviour and to stage certain atmospheres.  

Stephanie welcomes me into this typical Hong Kong-sized apartment of around 300 

square feet. We are immediately standing in the living area; a small sofa is right next to 

the door. There is almost no room to step into the apartment. I find no space to take 

my shoes off, or where to put my shoes. My shoes suddenly seem enormous, and I feel 

embarrassed that my shoes are now blocking the entrance space. When we entered the 

apartment, it was not dark inside for a small warm light on the right side was on. A cat 

jumped towards us at the door. Stephanie switches on several more lights immediately. 

The switches are right at the door. The apartment is an open living area space that 

looks relatively newly renovated with yellow-coloured painted walls, a dark laminated 

wood flooring, new kitchen cabinets to the right and a small wooden bar table that 

separates the kitchen area from the living room area. There is a brown sofa, opposite a 

TV set against a wall that is filled above with postcards, notes and photos. As it turns 

out, the photo wall is also a sliding door that separates Stephanie’s room from the living 

area. Her room is opposite the entrance door. The sliding door usually remains open to 

allow some light from the bedroom window into the space and to extend the space of 

both rooms. There are two more doors on the same side as Stephanie’s bedroom on 

the right to the TV, one leading to the father’s bedroom and the other to the 

bathroom. I see no window in the living room space but there is another door with a 

metal gate. This gate has small openings to let a modicum of light in. This door leads to 

a balcony-like area outside that is connected to the neighbour’s which used to be the 

kitchen before and due to building regulations led to the kitchen being moved indoors. 

Now this area serves as storage space. It does not feel like an open outdoor space as it is 

almost fully enclosed by walls. On the long side is a wall running from the floor to the 

ceiling and the neighbouring building is so close I can almost touch the wall. Almost no 

daylight can reach this space. 

Just as we settle in, Stephanie’s father comes home and welcomes me to their 

apartment. In the interview, he explains that the warmer downlights in his apartment 

contribute to a more elegant room quality, but for his daily life he prefers the 

 
 
201 Jürgen Hasse, Atmosphären der Stadt. Aufgespürte Räume (Berlin: Jovis, 2012), 21. 
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“clearer”202 cold white coloured light from fluorescent tubes (referring to Fig. 27). As 

such, he is content with the way he designed the lighting situation in his apartment with 

the different options that allow him to adjust the conditions to suit his needs. However, 

the lack of natural light seems to be a problem. Stephanie finds it too dark in the 

apartment. She prefers to spend her days at the university or at other places where she 

can feel more active when in better light conditions.  

Still, Stephanie identifies another problem with too much light: the excessive light that 

is shining in from the illuminations outside during the night-time bothers her greatly. 

The artificial light from the public realm invades the private sphere and they have 

hardly any means to control it. Both residents complain that the brightness at night 

effects their sleep quality. Stephanie also mentions how she feels more comfortable and 

more alert and able to work in other places with better light qualities. 

Stephanie and her father’s comments are a typical example of how light is integral to 

our well-being, and it shows how permutation in light intensity directly affect our 

circadian rhythms.203 We need to be exposed to the full spectrum of natural sunlight as 

well as darkness to feel comfortable and be healthy. The imbalance has a serious effect 

on our ecology, on flora and fauna as well as on humans. Light pollution and too much 

light as well as spaces that are poorly lit can cause health and psychological damages.204 

 
 

 
 
202 Please refer to the full interview transcript in the Appendix for more details. See “Field Notes & 
Interviews” 
203 Circadian rhythm refers to our sleep-wake cycle. Humans live in a 24-hour environment of light and dark 
cycles. Our internal biological rhythm is entrained by ambient illumination which impacts behaviours such 
as sleep and being awake. For example, too much light can disturb the capacity to find rest and sleep. See 
Christine Blume, Corrado Garbazza, and Manuel Spitschan, “Effects of Light on Human Circadian 
Rhythms, Sleep and Mood,” Somnologie 23, no. 3 (September 1, 2019): 147–56, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11818-019-00215-x. 
204 A wide range of research has been done on the effect light has on health. For reference, you may see: 
Angelo Albini, Light, Molecules, Reaction and Health, Light, Molecules, Reaction and Health (London: 
Elsevier Science & Technology, 2019), https://doi.org/10.1016/C2016-0-01959-9.  Ron Chepesiuk, 
“Missing the Dark: Health Effects of Light Pollution,” Environmental Health Perspectives 117, no. 1 (2009): 
20–27. 
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Fig. 28. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Sai Ying Pun Restaurant". 2019, photograph 
of interior during day time. Hong Kong. 

 

A Restaurant in Sai Ying Pun – Light, a Signal 
In this traditional Chinese restaurant in Sai Ying Pun, a still rather local part of Hong 

Kong with lots of small shops selling dried seafood, tea, and paper offerings, we find an 

example of light being employed as a deliberate means of controlling the behaviour of 

others. The restaurant is a family-run business where three generations work together. I 

visit the restaurant in the late morning and stay for an early lunch. The loud chatter 

between customers and staff, and the staff among each other, the TV’s background 

jabbering, the constant clanging of utensils and the street noise pouring in through the 

open door is permeated every so often by loud telephone shrills. 

The restaurant does not have any decorations ornamenting its interior. The walls are 

lined with different menus, pictures of food and special offers and several beer 

advertisements around the TVs and wall-mounted fans. The atmosphere is friendly 

and sociable, but it feels rather more practical and utilitarian than cosy.  

I learn that the restaurant uses light to indicate the restaurant’s closure during the 

afternoon hours between lunch and dinner. The restaurant is not physically closed, its 

door remains open, so that delivery people and other staff can come in and out. 

Though the door remains open, customers however would not enter the restaurant 

because the interior is dark. Similarly, in the evening, the approach of the restaurant’s 

closing time it is not announced verbally but it is indicated visually by the gradual 
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switching off the lights beginning with the front of the restaurant and proceeding to the 

back. The diminishing light condition signals to the customers that the business hours 

are coming to an end. 

The illumination routine in the restaurant is kept “simple” and remains the same every 

day. They use T5 fluorescent tubes recessed in the panelled office-like ceiling. The 

main area of the restaurant is flooded in bright, even cold white light. As Eddy, the 

restaurant proprietor’s son and second-in-charge, explains to me in the interview, “they 

like to keep it simple, because they are not a fancy, but a neighbourhood restaurant” 

serving a variety of clientele throughout the day. In the morning a lot of old people 

come for their breakfast and a chat. At lunch time, the restaurant is mainly frequented 

by workers on their lunch break. In the evening, there are families and again many 

elderly people that come to eat. 

The restaurant’s atmosphere is friendly and sociable, but it could not properly be 

described as cosy. Rather, it feels functional and hard-wearing. The utilitarian 

character of the space applies to the restaurant’s design as well as to the light in the 

restaurant. Besides the functionality and practicality as key motivation for light design 

such choices were made with the intention of providing the same conditions for any 

customer at any time of the day. Eddy mentions that an even, uniformly bright light is 

more attractive and makes it appear clean: “Bright light helps to facilitate openness and 

casual chats among the customers, because it is clean.” 205 He further emphasises how 

the bright light is good as it also conveys cleanliness and transparency, as though they 

had no dirt to hide in the restaurant. 

Light here is used for different signals and non-verbal communication. Lights off, mean 

the restaurant is closed. The bright lights on, signal welcome. By contrast, in Europe 

where I grew up, the gleaming brightness of the fluorescent tubes in the restaurant 

would radiate a cold unfriendliness. Here, on the other hand, it signals cleanliness and 

offers an open atmosphere for social interaction. Light here is a medium of 

communication. 

 

 

 
 
205 For full details and responses of the participant please refer to the publication “24 Hours Hong Kong. 
Field Notes & Interviews” by Cornelia Erdmann. Please refer to the booklet in the Appendix or the PDF at  
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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Fig. 29. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong. "Closeup - Sai Kung Mahjong Place". 2019, photographs of 
interiors during day time. Hong Kong. 

 
A Place to Play Mahjong in Sai Kung – Sociability of Light 
This place to play Mahjong fascinates me as a feminist. It is a normal residential 

apartment on the ground floor in the old part of Sai Kung. I am invited to visit it in the 

morning. Sandy explains to me that the space is shared by twelve women including her 

mother, all from Sai Kung, that come and meet in this apartment every day to play 

Mahjong. Not all come at the same time, but there are always enough players at one 

time to fill at least one or two tables. Only women are allowed in, no men; friends and 

family may be brought in occasionally, but only females (young grandchildren are 

exempted from the gender restriction). 

The apartment has a regular layout with a living space, a kitchen, a bathroom and two 

bedrooms. The two bedrooms off the corridor are of equal size. Both rooms have each 

a traditional wooden Mahjong table with four chairs around it and two small, low 

plastic shelves in them. Some plastic baskets with plastic chips representing money are 

distributed throughout the apartment. Both of the former bedrooms do not have 

windows to the outside, only small windows above the doors in the walls facing the 

corridor. No daylight is coming into the room at all, just reflections of electric light 

from the corridor. Each room is evenly lit by fluorescent tubes. 

Daylight into the apartment has been blocked out through the application of sticker foil 

on all the windows. This is not exclusively to block the light from the outside, as I learn 

from Sandy and her mother, but mainly so nobody can look inside and see what the 

ladies are doing. Especially husbands must not know about the women’s activities. That 

is also the reason why I am not allowed to take time-lapse photography and images of 

the space with the other ladies. They are afraid their secrets may be discovered. I can 

therefore only take some pictures of Sandy and her mother.  

Despite there being no daylight, everything is brightly lit inside the apartment, giving it 

a sterile, rather than a homely feel. It is clean and although not much furnished, it looks 

a little bit untidy. The walls are undecorated except for different wall clocks that are 
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prominently placed in each of the three rooms. Keeping time is apparently of great 

importance in this place.  

While setting up a Mahjong table, Sandy and her mother describe to me how the 

bright electrical light is important for the game. The players are mostly elderly and if 

you play for a long time, their eyes tend to tear up and grow weary. The light, then, is 

of great benefit because it allows one to see the inscriptions and values on the mahjong 

tiles without great effort. This is despite the fact that the ladies tend to ‘see’ their tiles 

through the sense of touch rather than by looking at them directly, as they are always 

apprehensive of their opponents taking a peek at a revealed card. Before they had good 

ceiling lights, they would use additional stand lamps to illuminate the tables, enabling 

them to go on playing for hours. 

What I understand from the restaurant as well as from this gaming place is that light 

and especially bright electrical light, is deeply related to hospitality in this part of 

China. It invites people in and to stay in a certain place, establishing a non-physical 

platform for social interaction. 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 30. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Yuen Leng Apartment". 2019, photograph of 
interior during evening time. Hon Kong. 
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An Apartment in Yuen Leng – Light, Efficiency and Economy 
The village of Yuen Leng is off the Fanling Highway in the New Territories. Getting to 

the village house is difficult, as the windy village streets are very narrow with lots of 

village houses lining up to the left and right. No two cars can pass each other because of 

the extraordinarily narrow lanes. It is early evening, and we park the car right at the 

front doorstep to the village house on a reserved spot. The village house is not old. It 

looks as if it was built within the past two decades. It is built in the typical tiled three-

level rectangular style, each floor with a footprint of 700 square feet. The entrance is 

found on the side that is detached from the neighbouring building. We open a metal 

gate entrance door to the house and walk up the stairs. The apartment is on the first 

floor. The shoe rack is outside on the staircase landing. Another new plastic door leads 

into the apartment. A little Chihuahua dog lives with the couple in this apartment and 

greets us with high pitched barking. It is early in the evening when we arrive. 

It looks all newly renovated. The ceramic floor tiles mimic wood flooring. The walls of 

the entrance and living room area are painted in a pale mint hue. A large sofa sits 

under a large window on the side. The opposing wall is occupied by a huge flat screen 

TV on a low shelf, next to a rectangular dining table with four chairs. In front of the 

sofa is a contemporary mid-century style coffee table and next to it another large sitting 

chair with a separate footrest. Rugs define the sitting area and matching thick grey 

curtains line the window as well as the large four panelled balcony doors. The balcony 

is out to the front of the house.  

Because this is a rental, Raymond and his partner Judy were not able to make many 

design choices for the lamp fixtures in the apartment, they explain to me. They were all 

already there, except for a standard lamp next to the sofa. Both of them like for the 

space to be functional but comfortable. I learn that they are concerned about efficiency 

and costs in lighting. They prefer to use LED lights, but with a warm tone if available. 

At the same time, they comment that there are in the city of Hong Kong too many 

LED lights and screens illuminating everything as brightly at night like as it were 

during the day or even brighter.  Judy further comments that it causes light pollution in 

Hong Kong and Raymond considers it as a waste of money. 

 
Economical and efficiency considerations are often the reason for light design choices. 

Practicality as well as effectiveness of lighting are a dominant factor behind the making 

of lighting decisions, as I have come to learn from my conversations with different 

people, whether they are making light design choices for their private homes or 

business spaces. LEDs have become very affordable and are by now often the only kind 

on the market. However, the light quality that an LED emits is seldom considered. 

Raymond mentions that he prefers yellow, warm white coloured light, but LEDs are 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 83 

often heavier in the blue spectrum of light. Along with fluorescent tubes, LEDs are 

emitting much colder white light. Is the prevalence of cold white light in Hong Kong a 

phenomenon that we can attribute mostly to the fact that this technology is cheap? 

Raymond claims that there is a correlation between cost and pervasiveness – since this 

light is cheap, people can afford to have a greater abundance of it but do not consider 

its quality. Still, for Raymond, this remains a waste of money “[Hongkongers] …spend 

too much for lighting. It is too much for pollution but also too much for money. 

Sometimes the big LCD screens on the buildings are like crazy, like as bright as the 

sun.” This seems to be a waste of resources and in addition a nuisance to many.206 

 
 

 
 
Fig. 31. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Tsuen Wan Apartment". 2019, photograph of 
interior during day time. Hong Kong. 

An Apartment in Tsuen Wan – Light, Black and White Contrast 
This apartment is in Tsuen Wan, in an area developed in the 1960s as one of the first 

new developments on the Kowloon side to ease the demand initially for the growing 

 
 
206 It is not only simply energy and money, but also carbon dioxide that is wasted on bad and inappropriate 
lighting. Light pollution is a serious problem but could be easily controlled. The International Dark-Sky 
Association (IDA) advocates for the reduction and elimination of light pollution by lobbying with 
governments and providing technical advice and assistance. The IDA considers the night sky as our shared 
natural heritage and believes that everyone has a right to observe a dark sky. Please see: International 
Dark-Sky Association (IDA), “Light Pollution Wastes Energy and Money | International Dark-Sky 
Association,” accessed April 19, 2021, https://www.darksky.org/light-pollution/energy-waste/. In addition, 
the health impact of light has been widely researched. Please see: Jane W. Hyman, The Light Book: How 
Natural and Artificial Light Affect Our Health, Mood, and Behavior (Los Angeles: J.P. Tarcher Inc., 1990). 
Blume, Garbazza, and Spitschan, “Effects of Light on Human Circadian Rhythms, Sleep and Mood.” Albini, 
Light. Mol. React. Heal. 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 84 

industry and then for the population. The residential complex is huge and sits on top of 

a shopping mall. We are on the 31st floor. It is late afternoon, and we enter the 

apartment through a typical metal gate and a wooden door. The metal gate is closed, 

but the other door remains open to the elevator hallway and to all the neighbouring 

apartments. Leaving the entrance door open seems to be a normal custom in Hong 

Kong. The rummaging and bustle of the neighbours can be clearly heard, many 

apartment doors are open.  

Mary lives here. The apartment is larger than what I expected for a single elderly lady. 

She welcomes me and my assistant into the living room and is immediately busy 

making tea and ushering us to sit down on traditional Chinese heavy dark wood 

furniture. The living room has a lot of dark wooden furniture in traditionally carved 

Chinese style all around the wall. Among these, we find a sofa, several chairs, a side 

table and a large shelf unit filled with many Chinese arts and crafts, statues, 

knickknacks, and a big flatscreen TV. An oval dining room table with six Chinese 

chairs is on the side with another more modern shelf next to it. The walls are painted 

white and do not feature much decoration except for a small shelf with offerings next to 

the dining table and another shelf with a portrait commemorating an ancestor and a 

bowl of oranges in the corner. 

The space looks stuffed and yet bare at the same time. Maybe it is because of the 

eclectic mix of Chinese style furniture besides the more modern and cheaper looking 

items in the living room? For example, extra furniture pieces are squeezed behind the 

sofa and seats, so that the sofa cannot be placed against the wall but sits awkwardly in 

the centre of the space. 

A large window lets in a lot of light. The coastline is very near to us, but when looking 

out of the window I can only see other apartment towers without a hint of nature to be 

seen in between. There are no curtains on the windows, just empty rails, but it can be 

covered with blinds. Still, it feels dark in the living room. The dark, heavy furniture 

contrasts the white, bare walls. Everything creates dark silhouettes against the window 

light including the dark furniture against the white walls. In the centre of the living 

room is a ceiling glass lamp with five arms that light up the ceiling in cold white light. 

There is another glass ceiling lamp above the dining table. Its light is very bright. Both 

lamps are on although it is only late afternoon. After I looked at them to determine and 

check what sort of light bulbs they are, I am blinded for some time and see flashing 

after-images. There is another lost-looking glass sconce behind the sofa that is not in 

use. 

All in all, the apartment has a very Chinese style with traditional dark wood furniture 

and a collection of Chinese figurines of deities. The bare walls and the eclectic mix of 
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utilitarian things evokes a certain sense of functionality, but this eclectic collection of 

objects does not cohere into a harmonious whole, nor does the space feel as though it 

were designed to look truly homely. The space is dominated by black and white, dark 

and bright contrasts. I am not sure if it is because Mary is visually impaired and 

therefore needs these stark contrasts to see or if this is a design preference. Then again, 

for better viewing, quality of light is important, such as the spectrum of wavelength 

emitted by the light sources.207  There is this saying, ‘where there is light, there is 

shadow’. I wonder, if this adage should not be modified to read ‘where there is light, 

there is no shadow’? When I look at the bright lights, I am blinded. An evenly lighted 

space is as uncomfortable as stark contrasts as the saturation of uniform brightness 

causes us to lose all sense of orientation, flattening the depth of our visual field. The 

related phenomenon is the so-called Ganzfeld-Effect (perceptual deprivation) and occurs 

when a constant and uniform light leads to effects similar to sensory deprivation.208 To 

investigate the duality of light and dark and the importance of shadows I am compelled 

to pursue further artistic research by making the interventions Photophobia.209 

 

 
 
207 We are not speaking here about the stark bright light. It is not about the correlated colour temperature 
CCT, such as the Kelvin degree, since warm white light with 2700K is not necessarily of lesser quality than 
a cold white light of 5000K. It is about the wave spectrum, the colour rendering index (CRI) that renders 
good visibility. For more detail refer to: Kerri B. Burton, Cynthia Owsley, and Michael E. Sloane, “Aging and 
Neural Spatial Contrast Sensitivity: Photopic Vision,” Vision Research 33, no. 7 (May 1, 1993): 939–46, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0042-6989(93)90077-A. Apiparn Borisuit, “The Impact of Light Including Non-
Image Forming Effects on Visual Comfort” (École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, 2013). 
208 Rosella Tomassoni, Giuseppe Galetta, and Eugenia Treglia, “Psychology of Light: How Light Influences 
the Health and Psyche,” Psychology 06, no. 10 (2015): 1219, https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2015.610119. 
209 I look into the importance of shadow and darkness in the publication and documentation “In Praise of 
Shadows: Photophobia”. Please find it in the Appendix or at: 
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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Fig. 32. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup – Kowloon Tong Office". 2019, photograph of 
interior during day time. Hong Kong. 

 

Kowloon Tong Office – Light & Ghosts 
I visit the office in the morning. The office is located on the 10th floor in a university 

building in Kowloon Tong. It is the main administration for a university department, 

on open plan office space where seven staff members have their desk spaces. The office 

is accessible through an internal corridor of the building. This internal, rectangular 

high-frequency space has no windows to the outside – not an unusual setup in Hong 

Kong. Often, if there are windows to be found in such high-rise buildings, safety 

precautions forbid them from being opened. I wonder if the current pandemic and the 

findings that good ventilation is key to good hygiene will change that in the future? 

Along the long wall opposite the entrance are two doors that connect to further 

individual office spaces that have windows to the outside. The doors are often closed, 

but if open they let into the main office space some views to the outside. Along the 

same wall three frosted glass panes interrupt the solid wall, through which a hint of 

natural light can pass into the room if it can penetrate the dense blanket of artificial 

light. 

The office is furnished with floor-to-ceiling cabinet units along half the wall spaces and 

has a few lower filing cabinets along the sides. The desk spaces are separated into 

cubicles by screen panels that allow the staff to look beyond the panels and visually 
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connect with each other and the space when standing up. At the entrance is a reception 

desk and in the centre of the room a round gathering table. 

Light and dark greys dominant the colour palette, except for the purple screen panels 

which partition and segment the room. The floor is beige. The ceiling is a regular 

suspended cassette ceiling with recessed double fluorescent tube casings. A big wooden 

logo sign backlit by LED spotlight in warm white on the wall space opposite the 

entrance literally is the only highlight. The office is filled with office equipment, paper 

piles, water and coffee machines, storage boxes and a scattering of some more personal 

items, plants and student artefacts. 

Apart from the fluorescent ceiling light and the logo illumination there is no other light 

source inside the office space. However, a window front to the adjoining corridor 

permanently lets in more fluorescent light in through the glass. This light is on at all 

times. Additional light sources are the computer screens. Each desk has a computer 

with at least one screen emitting further light. The light in the office is dominated by 

cool white tones which transition into a bluish tone near the screens. 

Sometimes, when entering the office, I find it hard to adjust my eyes. I am not sure if 

this has to do with the incessant flickering of the pervasive fluorescent lighting. My 

observations here become more interesting when I talk with Julie about her thoughts 

on light in general since the office staff has no influence on the light settings in the 

space. Or is this exactly the issue? Julie speaks in the interview about her desire for 

some natural light, which would help with the daily rhythm. She even went as far as to 

unscrew one of the fluorescent tubes above her desk to try to adjust the light levels in 

her area. For a good and healthy work environment there should be options for the 

users to perform some individual adjustments should they need them, to have desk or 

task lights that can be controlled and customised to facilitate a productive 

environment.210 

Julie explains to me how her light preferences have changed since having children. 

Before, she preferred warm white light and now she has more cold white light in her 

home. It may also be due to her mother who lives with her family, an older lady who 

prefers strong cool white light as it can scare away the ghosts in the dark corners. Of 

course, Julie is aware that there are no ghosts, and that these are but beliefs and 

superstitions, but such fears are deeply rooted in Chinese consciousness: ghosts lurk in 

dim and dark corners, especially in wet and humid areas. Similarly, Chinese people 

 
 
210 For detailed research see Morgan Pattison, “Building the Evidence Outside the Lab: Research in the 
Field Is Uncovering Lighting’s Impact on Human Health and Performan,” Lighting Design & Application 48, 
no. 12 (2018). Or Hyman, The Light Book: How Natural and Artificial Light Affect Our Health, Mood, and 
Behavior. 
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tend not to open any wet umbrellas inside an apartment as the ghosts hide in the folds 

of wet umbrellas. Bright light is the remedy to scare them away. That is why they 

switch on all the bright lights inside the home to keep safe from ghosts and bad spirits, 

as Julie explains. 

 

 
Fig. 33. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - LOHAS Park Apartment". 2019, photograph 
of interior during evening time. Hong Kong. 

 

An Apartment in LOHAS Park – Control of Light 
It is the middle of the day. After a long ride on the MTR to the final stop, stepping out 

of the station feels a little bit like approaching ‘the end of the world’. The area above 

the MTR is all residential towers, all new, many still under construction. Apart from 

the towers and some other construction sites, there is nothing else in this 

neighbourhood, no shops or malls in sight. The ocean can be seen between the towers, 

but the most prominent landmark is the looming landfill mountain behind the towers. 

The new, glitzy foyers of the apartment complex with all its make-believe luxury of 

marble, gold and crystal decoration in spacious, high-ceilinged entry lobbies seems in 

stark contrast to the comparatively small-sized apartment units stacked on top. 

Everything is new and has not been occupied or in use for long. 

Kimberly and I take an escalator and then another lift to enter the apartment through 

a narrow corridor. On the left is a small kitchen. The corridor leads into the dining and 

living room area of the family of five. Almost all the wall and floor space is fully 
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occupied with furniture and other bric-a-brac, and on the furniture almost all the 

surfaces are covered with additional things, knickknacks, and everyday objects the 

family uses. In the centre of the living room is a huge, somewhat out-of-place-machine 

to stretch badminton rackets. However, as mismatched as the setup is, it is a friendly 

family home featuring a large dining room table with the short side against the wall, a 

piano, a large fish tank on the other side and a show case cabinet. The main living area 

is split into two zones. On the side of the living room area, against the wall is a sofa and 

opposite to it a large flat screen TV. The dining room side of the space has only a small 

window leading to a dark internal ventilation shaft without view. Opposite this, there 

are large three-panelled sliding doors that open onto a narrow balcony. Other light 

sources are two chandelier-like lamp fixtures resembling ‘the bling’ from the foyers into 

the apartment. One is in the centre above the dining table, the other is in the centre of 

the ceiling between the sofa and the TV. Both glass and crystal chandeliers – in 

different styles – have different lighting settings that can choose between LED light 

bulbs in white colour and/or coloured LEDs. 

I speak to Kimberly, a student and the oldest daughter of the family of five who lives in 

the apartment. She explains to me that all of the light fixtures are part of the rented 

apartment and have not been altered. The only personal light fixtures are an 

unplugged reading lamp on the piano, the light in a glass showcase cabinet and the 

illumination in the fish tank. The fish tank is in the apartment for good fengshui, but the 

light in it has nothing to do with the flow of energy of fengshui, Kimberly explains. The 

lights are always on, and they are just there to keep the fish and the water plants alive. 

The family only switches other lights on when they are at home. The parents prefer the 

LED chandeliers provided that allow for a brighter, cooler white, whereas the daughter 

likes a warmer glow. The parents also like the idea of the colour-changing function of 

their provided chandeliers, though they hardly use it. Kimberley claims the colour 

choice is only from white to blueish and purple, and it is too strong and rather kitsch. 

The generations seem to have different preferences in terms of light uses and 

conditions. 

The family has limited control over lighting options fixed in the apartment. Even if the 

light colour temperature can be manipulated it doesn’t yield the quality they are 

looking for. Modulating and adapting light conditions can influence the perceiver’s 

psychophysical wellbeing, affecting our biochemical and hormonal processes. Those 

options for control should not just serve mere functional illumination purposes but 

should take the processes that the perception of light initiates into consideration.211 

 
 
211 Tomassoni, Galetta, and Treglia, “Psychology of Light: How Light Influences the Health and Psyche.” 
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Fig. 34. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Prince Edward Shop". 2019, photograph of 
interior detail. Hong Kong. 

 

A Shop in Prince Edward – Light Tradition 
I visit the traditional grocery shop, located in the “old” part of Prince Edward, in the 

middle of the day. The shop has a large open shop front without any doors or windows. 

Only stacks of goods, rice barrels and tables with groceries and some hanging baskets 

form the street façade of the shop. The interior has high, bare ceilings and the walls are 

shelved up to the ceiling with neatly arranged and stacked dry goods, household items 

and food, various groceries in bottles and cans. A bamboo ladder leans against the 

shelves to provide access to all displayed items. 

Open barrels hold different kinds of rice grains that are sold by the catty. Fresh eggs are 

displayed in cartons beneath a bare light bulb. Otherwise, the shop is mainly lit by bare 

neon tubes in the ceiling and a few smaller tubes above a mirror surface behind some open 

rice barrels. The cashier has extra neon tubes to its side and an Earth god altar on the floor 

that is illuminated by one small red light bulb. Behind the cashier against the back wall and 

above the doorway to the storage room in the back of the building is another altar 

dedicated to the sky good. This prominent altar is illuminated by two small red light bulbs 

in the shape of candle flames. Above the altar is a big square-shaped clock with gold and 

red numbers and black digits on a white background. This clock box formerly lit up but is 

now out of order. 

The shop is relatively old and has been family-owned and in business for 47 years. Even 

today the shop has three occupants and is run by the old mother, her son and his sister. The 
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old mother usually sits near the shop’s street front and helps passing customers. The 

daughter is behind the cashier and the son walks bare chested between the shelves, helps 

with the more heavy-duty errands and is always chatty with the customers. It is a friendly 

neighbourhood shop. 

The light is utilitarian and functional, nothing is designed for the sake of 

ornamentation, except for the choice of a bare incandescent light bulb above the egg 

display that was originally intended to check the eggs’ quality which has been a habit 

when the quality of eggs was not as regulated. Flanking each side of this light bulb are 

additional uncovered light bulbs that dangle above the goods’ display near the street 

front. The back of the shop is darker than the bright street side but the sheer variety of 

products on display lend great colour and contrasts to the store. The products are 

mainly of Chinese and Asian origin with many of them featuring labels in red or yellow 

or are sold as loose items in transparent plastic bags. 

The shop is one of the few old-style, traditional grocery shops left in Hong Kong, a true 

corner shop, full of tradition and heritage. Even the light fixtures are still reminiscent of 

another era. 

 

Fig. 35. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Prince Edward Shop". 2019, photograph, 
examining egg. Hong Kong. 
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Fig. 36. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong. "Closeup - Prince Edward Restaurant". 2019, photograph of 
exterior during night time. Hong Kong. 

 

A Snake Restaurant in Prince Edward – Light for Functionality 
This small restaurant is situated on a busy street in Prince Edward near an MTR exit. 

The shop front has no glass front but instead features a transparent plastic curtain that 

separates the inside from the outside. On the street front there are two shelves with 

different cook tops where soup is sold to go. Next to it is a glass case that holds eight 

cages with snakes hiding in newspapers. 

The restaurant has a very clean look. There are three small tables with stools in the 

front room of the restaurant and a slim, bar-like but low table counter running along 
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the narrow, deeper part of the restaurant that leads into the kitchen in the back. All 

stools are found underneath the counter. The small kitchen area is divided by a door. 

Everything is white, with all of the tiles from the floor to the ceiling and all other wall 

surfaces also being painted in white. Inside the restaurant there are more shelves above 

head height with preserved snakes in big glass jars. The outside as well as the inside of 

the restaurants is well illuminated by bare bright white neon tubes which are neatly 

arranged in a fashion that almost seems to suggest a pattern. On my visit it is a very 

sunny day, but the inside of the restaurant feels even brighter than the sunny midday 

outside as it is vividly lit by many cool-white fluorescent tubes. 

The restaurant’s proprietor tells me that the restaurant has to be very brightly lit in 

order for customers to be noticed and she does not deem it necessary to think about 

light quality in order to have a nice restaurant. She explains that her main concern is 

convenience and functionality, meaning that it has to be very bright in order for one to 

see and to be seen. She likes it very bright, and the restaurant is more easily noticed by 

passers-by. 

 

 
 
Fig. 37. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Sham Shui Po Apartment". 2019, 
photograph of interior during day time. Hong Kong. 

 

An Apartment in Sham Shui Po – Light of Worship 
This is a former public housing estate was developed in the 1970s to provide more 

residential space for Hong Kong’s growing population at the far end of Sham Shui Po 
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near Shek Kip Mei. The architecture is bland and functional, lacking the vivid 

sometimes rather avantgarde colour scheme of Architectural Service Department 

designed blocks. The apartment is located on the 17th floor and is owned and lived in 

by an elderly lady and her adult daughter. 

I do not meet the daughter. She is at work during the day. A lift takes me and my 

assistant to the 17th floor, off a long, white-tiled yet sparsely lit and dark corridor. The 

apartment is entered through a stainless-steel gate right into the small living space of 

about 2.5 by 3 metres. It looks almost tidy, yet most of the cabinetry’s surfaces are 

covered with everyday objects and utensils (e.g., rice cooker and tea containers), 

pictures, groceries and knickknacks. The apartment has been recently renovated. All 

the walls, floorings, doors, ceilings and light fixtures are new, although some plaster 

patches can still be seen next to the bedroom door frame. A brand new large flatscreen 

TV on a low media shelf dominates the space. Opposite to this shelf is a three-seater 

black leather sofa. Apart from some medium high shelving at the entrance there is a 

small dining table with two chairs, the third dining chair being placed next to the sofa. 

Off the living space and next to the sofa, are two small doors that lead into bedrooms, 

further on is a corridor that leads to the kitchen straight ahead and the bathroom on 

the left. The spaces are compact and functional.  

The space is painted in a pinkish-grey off-white tone. The doors, frames and trimmings 

are in white. The floor is tiled in large tiles that look like light-coloured wood laminate. 

All finishes and furniture look contemporary modern, functional, but this is contrasted 

with the profusion of Chinese decorations, such as two matching sets of gold gourd-

shaped charms and red charms with texts on each bedroom door. There are posters 

depicting Chinese gods stuck to one bedroom as well as on the entrance door. A small 

altar with an incense bowl between the bedroom doors is dedicated to the Earth god 

and a larger altar-mounted high on the ceiling next to the window with a small red 

light bulb and some figurines is dedicated to Kun Yan, the Sky god. 

Natural light comes in through the lower part of a small window next to the dining 

table, with the upper part of the window fitted with a window-type air conditioner. 

There is some indirect ceiling light above some skirting, as well as some down lights 

inserted in the same skirting above the shelf. In the centre of the space is a ceiling-

mounted chandelier with rings and a simple disk-shaped ceiling lamp above the sofa, 

but it seems the strongest light source in the entire room remains the large flatscreen 

TV. 

The elderly landlady Choi informs me that she could only adapt the light fixtures to her 

tastes after the apartment was purchased. Before, one had to live with what was there. 

In her routine, she switches the chandelier above the dining room on as soon as she 
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wakes up and leaves it on until bedtime. Her main light source, however, is the large 

TV that dominates the space. It is switched on most of the time. She seldom looks out 

of the window as she does not need to. Her world is inside. Choi prefers cool-bright 

light. She acknowledges that the warm, indirect ceiling light behind the trimmings is 

pretty, but that she has no use or need for it, since she feels comfortable as it is. To 

serve as protection she has placed paper charms in the four corners of the main living 

space and an altar dedicated to the Sky god. As a sign of reverence, the red altar lamp 

is always switched on and casts a red protective glow into the living room. All the same, 

her TV is the radiant centre of her cosmos. 

 

Choi Hung Estate, January 2019 – Light Can Tell Us About People 212 
With Kingsley Ng – a Hong Kong based artist who grew up in Hong Kong but was 

educated in Canada and in the UK – we look at a time-lapse video (and some still 

images extracted from the same video) that captures 24 hours of a sports ground in the 

public housing estate of Choi Hung (see Fig. 7 or look at the 24 Hours Hong Kong. 

Medium video). The sportsground can be seen in the foreground and the public housing 

estate’s complexes arise in the background, surrounding the open space. The time 

period of the video encompasses midday to midday the next day. We start and end 

with daylight, but when discussing the light conditions and transitions recorded in the 

video, we focus on the artificial light aspects during the night. 

When we look at the imagery, it almost seems to us as though the representations 

captured in the video are prettier than reality. They have a warm aesthetic quality. 

Kingsley associates public housing and lower income neighbourhoods with more 

inexpensive, cooler, and blueish-toned fluorescent lighting. We speculate that at the 

time of construction of these housing estates, the apartments where readily made up 

and came with pre-installed fixtures that would allow efficient and affordable light 

while restricting the lighting options available to the residents themselves.213 As Choi 

Hung is one of the oldest public housing estates in Hong Kong, it could be, that 

fluorescent tubes dating from the construction of the estate are still in use today. Thus, 

a lot of the apartments are illuminated in blue-white light. However, in the foreground 

the public sportsground is flooded with a warmer yellow glow from sodium lights that 

overshadow the bluer tones, at least until they are switched off. Hence, with nightfall 

 
 
212 This text is an interpretation of the conversation I had with Kingsley Ng on 21 February 2019. The 
interview can be read in full in the publication “24 Hours Hong Kong. On Light: Interviews”. 
213 This fact, that public housing came with pre-installed lighting that could not be changed initially, is later 
on confirmed in an interview I had with the subject Choi. Please refer to the publication “24 Hours. Field 
Notes & Interviews”. 
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the scene of the video is bathed in a warmer light tone. Further on in the video, the 

cold blue tones prevail. 

From the images, we can deduce that light signals human presence in the building and 

invites human presence in the public space. In the public sportsground, daylight as well 

as artificial light invite people to come and use the space. In the residential apartments 

this is indicated by the lit windows. The particular layout of the estate codes one 

window as one apartment unit. Because of the time-lapse sequence we can see that the 

lights in some apartments are always on and their inhabitants seem to never sleep or 

require constant illumination for some reason or another. Other lights on the façade 

appear to flash on and off at a relatively fast speed. Kingsley is surprised “to see so 

much activity”. He deduces that a lot of people come and go very frequently 

throughout the night. We speculate if their movements are an “escape” from their 

small apartments and that they would rather make use of the common areas to 

compensate for the cramped private space? In public space, the flood light constructs a 

space within the place that allows human presence and invites for activity and affords 

behaviour that in return connects to sociality and culture. In their text, Duncan and 

Duncan refer to Erving Goffman’s theory and assert that landscapes “are integral to 

the daily production of residents’ identities–identities achieved not just in places but 

through places.”214 I would argue that in the case of Choi Hung the contours of 

communal space are etched and outlined through the use of artificial light, extending 

the use of the space from day into the night. The light here allows for a similar sense of 

(spatial) identity as people can congregate, move, and be active within it. During lit 

night and daytime, the space is heavily frequented by different groups of people who 

put it to different uses. For example, during the day and especially in the morning, the 

lit environment of Choi Hung is used by many elderly people for communal sports 

activities. Later during the day, it quickly becomes evident why and how Choi Hung 

has become a popular Instagram spot for the young, tagged with #myHongKong. 

Here, many people take pictures of each other or selfies. Open space, time and light 

allow people to hang out there, forming their communities of all sorts, be their 

communities, however ephemeral. Kingsley reminds me that he sees this relatively 

large open space as “non-typical [for] Hong Kong”. The spatial density in newer 

developments is much higher. This old-style public housing complex is much more 

generous with open space in relation to how many people live there. 

Still, we can learn from looking at Choi Hung’s lightscape about how people live, how 

it expresses and shapes behaviour over time in an exemplary place in Hong Kong. We 

can guess if people are at home, that they may go in and out frequently indicated by 

 
 
214 Duncan and Duncan, “Theory in the Field,” 403. 
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the on and off switching of their lights, and what they might do there according to the 

light conditions that we observe. A flickering blue light might suggest they are watching 

TV while a bright light alerts us that someone is home. It may not be the same 

“aestheticisation of landscape” that Duncan and Duncan refer to in their Bedford 

example because people have less influence here on the light’s design, but light 

definitely has and affords a similar degree of “performativity” to the users – light 

supplying the premises for public gatherings in squares, for example – that is 

“constitutive of identities”.215 Light makes things visible and allows for activities to 

happen, be it in their homes or in public space. 

 

Light in Chinese Culture – a Designer’s Perspective 216 
I speak to Christopher Mok – a light designer educated in the UK but based in Hong 

Kong – after we watch the video sets of 24 Hours Hong Kong. I am interested in his 

understanding of light in Hong Kong and in general, as well as his extensive knowledge 

on lighting policies in the city. Christopher compares light to a tool akin to a knife that 

he can use to make something good, like carving a sculpture, or which could be used 

for harmful purposes – “killing living patterns” – affecting the ecology of a place and 

creating atrocious atmospheres. For him lighting design has two distinct obligations: 

one is to create effects and to tell a story, while the other involves integrating lighting 

organically and ‘naturally’ into the patterns of life. Light design shouldn’t disturb but 

elevate the environment. Mok stresses how light can “be transformed into a certain 

kind of emotional energy in people” that in consequence the others who come into 

contact with them, meaning that light is never really a solitary occurrence. Despite the 

fact that light and illumination is a public event, he points out how lighting is not a 

consideration for city planning and policy making in Hong Kong. He confirms 

observations that I arrived at through my research that the Guidelines on Industry Best 

Practice for external lighting in the city consider mainly technical angles and are 

routinely ignored.217 Lighting is often only managed by economic factors and light with 

its environmental, psycho-ecological and aesthetic effects is not regulated by the 

 
 
215 Duncan and Duncan in their text draw on J.P. Butler’s theories. 
216 This text is a summary of the conversation I had with the Christopher Mok on 12 September 2019. The 
interview can be read in full in the publication “24 Hours Hong Kong. On Light: Interviews” This text is an 
interpretation of the conversation I had with Kingsley Ng on 21 February 2019. The interview can be read in 
full in the publication “24 Hours Hong Kong. On Light: Interviews” by Cornelia Erdmann  
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
217 Environment Bureau Hong Kong, “Guidelines on Industry Best Practice for External Lighting 
Installations” (Hong Kong, 2015), 
https://www.enb.gov.hk/sites/default/files/en/node78/guidelines_ex_lighting_install_eng.pdf. 
The publication and artwork “In Praise of Shadow: Photophobia” covers more about the particular effect of 
bright light in public space and the problems we encounter in Hong Kong. 
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government. Christopher proposes that it would be good to have a system in place to 

assess, regulate and improve lighting conditions for the city. 

Talking about the meaning of light and the different qualities of light in Chinese 

culture, Mok explains to me that South-Asian people like to have simple light solutions 

and therefore just make everything evenly bight. In fengshui, he says, there are no 

explicit prescriptions for light design. Occasionally, you may be advised to put up a red 

or blue light in a certain corner, but there are no general light design rules in fengshui, 

because fengshui is something that changes every year depending on your birth sign, the 

time of the Chinese calendar, the orientation of the apartment in question etc. Light 

would need to be different every year with the changing astrology. Fengshui in general, 

he explains, is about logical, practical, and functional life advice. Mok speculates that 

this consideration of light on a purely functional level is a mentality which continues to 

prevail today in Hong Kong. 

 

Light and Atmosphere – a Researchers from Zurich’s Perspective 218 
During my artist residence in Zurich, I took up the opportunity to interview the 

researchers Florian Bachmann and Marcus Pericin from the Colour-Light Centre at 

the Zurich University of the Arts. Pericin has a background in medicine before coming 

to art education and Bachmann has worked in three-dimensional studies and art 

education prior to coming  to the Colour-Light Centre. Together we watched the 

videos from 24 Hours Hong Kong and talked about the meaning of light in general and 

about their observations on Hong Kong’s lightscapes in particular.  

Light for them is something essential that has an extreme, far-reaching impact on 

everything, from visual perception to how we behave. Light has a creative potential, 

Marcus Pericin explains, it creates atmospheres and beyond this it has direct influences 

on our psychological conditions and states. It only takes a few interventions and 

lighting design changes to shift the atmosphere of a place completely, says Bachmann. 

However, Pericin notes, how we often tend to lack a common vocabulary for light 

conditions or a set of better concepts for describing it beyond simply as “making it just 

bright.” 

Bachmann expresses the importance of light for our circadian rhythm and how light 

includes more than simply illumination by narrating a story from a farmer’s book. In 

 
 
218 This text is a summary of the conversation I had with Florian Bachmann and Marcus Pericin on 20 
November 2019. The transcript of interview can be read in full in the publication “24 Hours Hong Kong. On 
Light: Interviews” by Cornelia Erdmann 
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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this book, the farmer Martin Ott describes how birds start singing at the break of dawn 

in every place. Like a rolling wave the sound travels around the globe with the spread 

of sunrise and illustrates how light includes and catalyses movement, sound, and 

behaviour. 

Bachmann and Pericin also elucidate the close relationship between light and colour. 

Good light quality can be measured by the colour rendering index of a light filament. 

While colours are, however, a part of light, Pericin reminds us that the relationship 

between light and colour has not been the subject of much research at all. Usually, 

scientific studies are often about the influence of colour rather than of light to our well-

being, he explains. The consideration of light quality, the degrees of dark and 

brightness are incredibly important to our psychological well-being, he says. Light and 

shadow are significant design elements. In Bachmann’s estimation light design should 

start in darkness as you have more control over it, adding a little light at a time to 

achieve the wanted effect, working from negative into the positive. Light and dark are 

complementary elements or contrasts, each pole requiring the opposite to accomplish a 

better effect, as exemplified by the use of colours. But in our everyday life “darkness is a 

luxury good,” says Pericin “because it doesn’t really exist anymore.”  

In considering the specific light conditions of Hong Kong, they are fascinated by the 

vividly illuminated large residential blocks appearing in the time-lapse videos; how the 

mainly cold white light from the windows spills out into the open in various patterns. 

We speculate if the mainly cold white light from the inside is emitted by TV screens or 

by fluorescent tubes. In contrast the light reflected off the façades seems of warmer 

colour. This may be due to the colour constancy effect in which your brain 

compensates contrasting colours, explains Bachmann. 

They remark upon how bright the light is on the street level at night-time and that it 

seems to be brighter than during the day. Bachmann adds that light in the urban 

context tends to connote security, because darkness feels uncomfortable. Pericin 

counters this statement with the question if the need for brightness and security is 

brought from the outside to the inside of the domicile by the dwellers in Hong Kong. 

He thinks not. 

All in all, they say that good light, light design, and the appreciation for light and 

atmosphere are all related to education, willingness, and the investment of time and 

resources into the development of such education, to understand and appreciate light’s 

(bad and good) impact. 
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2.9. Conclusion, Further Research Questions & Outlook 
Light, like atmospheres, has the capacity to enclose or to expand space. As such, it is 

capable of producing powerful effects, as Edensor states.219 Light is only visible to us as 

illuminated surfaces, and any proper consideration of light has to take into account its 

material trappings as well as the intangible context behind these. As such, I have 

chosen to approach this multi-faceted, encompassing the historical and cultural as 

much as it does the physical and psychological dimension of our experiences of light 

through the notion of ‘lightscapes’. Sometimes, lightscapes are purposefully planned, 

sometimes they are uncontrolled and inadvertent, but whatever the case may be, they 

invariably contribute greatly to the unique experience of a city. Urban lightscapes 

mirror a city’s reality considered from the level of perception, where subjective 

experience and socialisation are intertwined with one another, as Jürgen Hasse reminds 

us.220 Lightscapes are cultural phenomena which take place in the present while being 

saturated with memory and imagination, ephemeral artefact which “are culturally 

produced and a cultural production”, as Tia DeNora argues.221 A lightscape is a 

phenomenon that is at once subjective and objective, taking place in between the two 

in a fashion similar to that of atmosphere. 

Lightscapes are unique to the places in which they appear and in Hong Kong they are 

bright and active. The visual material provides evidence. We can observe light 

conditions rendered into light colours in the different time-lapse videos. In the Far set 

we can observe that the city always has an orange-brown glowing haze hovering above 

everything at night and it is never really dark (see Fig. 23 or Fig. 24). During the day, 

buildings in the sunlight form sharp contrasting shadows and at night, when contours 

of the architecture is dissolved in a wash of glows, vibrant screens and lights, 

illuminated fields form new landscapes. The illuminations at night have their own 

charm.  

The investigation into Hong Kong’s lightscapes 24 Hours Hong Kong sheds light onto the 

fact that light involves much more than simply the technical act of illumination and 

creating lit spaces. Light involves human action and reaction, beliefs, psychological and 

physical effects. For example, Stephanie commented on how she cannot sleep well 

because of the bright advertisement light coming into her bedroom at night and how 

she feels more comfortable working in well-lit places during the day. The investigation 

 
 
219 Edensor, “Light Design and Atmosphere,” 332. 
220 Hasse, Atmosphären Der Stadt. Aufgespürte Räume, 27. 
221 DeNora refers to how all action and perception is simultaneously a product of culture and culturally 
produced. She refers to Mary Douglas’ work saying that all perception is cultured.  Tia DeNora, Making 
Sense of Reality: Culture and Perception in Everyday Life (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2014), 108, 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446288320. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts 
of Pollution and Taboo (London: Routledge, c1966, 2002). 
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shows how light, its use and perception are deeply rooted in their cultural context, a 

fact that is intelligibly demonstrated with the example of the Chinese belief that ghosts 

lurking in dark and dim corners can be banished with the use of bright light, as in 

Julie’s home. Religion also dictates that certain red lamps in altars are left on in the 

home or at work places at all times so that the gods of the altars that are lit with this red 

light can provide protection, as for example Choi had mentioned. Christopher Mok 

argues that bright, simple lighting is preferred in Hong Kong and in South-Asia at 

large because it is functional and relates to the practical life advice given through 

fengshui. Similarly, the bright cold light in restaurants is considered to reflect cleanliness 

and friendliness, communicating integrity and transparency, as though there was 

nothing to hide from the patrons to the restaurant. Light is a means to facilitate open 

communication in itself, and light and darkness can communicate different signals from 

being open to the closure of a place as Eddy had explained. 

Lightscapes are part of our daily life: inside spaces, and in the outside, in urban built 

environments, but also in nature. Light is an over-arching, cross-disciplinary and an 

inclusive affair that concerns so many aspects of our life. Natural light is everywhere, 

but sometimes it is not noticed as at times in the streets and open spaces in Hong Kong 

when the high-rise buildings block the sunlight out. Instead, artificial light dominates 

the light scenarios at all times, as seen in the Medium set. This is even more so at night 

and equally ubiquitous in the indoors, as seen in the Closeup set. Light permeates from 

the inside out and vice versa. Light, its reflections, glares and glow shape the world.  

The light and lighting encountered in the different locations of the 24 Hours Hong Kong 

investigation each tell their own story but as a combined whole, as the different sets – in 

Far, Medium, and Closeup – they form an aggregate of lightscapes categorised by 

perspective. The photos, the field work, the interviews and the video collages of 24 

Hours Hong Kong give a comprehensive insight into Hong Kong lightscapes and show 

different light qualities, settings and how people interact within the changing 

vicissitudes of light. The concept of lightscapes supplies the analytical tool and the 

framework for the visual ethnographic research, but further artistic research extends 

the analytical and practical insight into the elaboration of an aesthetics of light, 

exemplified through the case of Hong Kong. 

This visual ethnographic investigation into Hong Kong’s lightscapes is the starting 

point to continue to think about light and to work with light. It is the base for further 

artistic research using the art-making process to learn to a greater extent through and 

with art about lightscapes and what they mean to us. Topic- and site-specific artworks 

and installations can take into consideration the affective experiential, cultural and the 

material aspects of light as found in Hong Kong. To explore the various facets of light 

such as light as material I create the artwork Photoarboreality; the dichotomy of light and 
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darkness I conceive in the work Photophobia; and I deal with the issue of controlling light 

with the work Apparatus for Enlightenment.222 But most of all, the research 24 Hours Hong 

Kong lead me to continue my art practice with the series Colourspaces and the Lightscape 

Sequence which will be described in the subsequent text. 

When describing and analysing lightscapes one of the few and most readily intuitive 

options there are to describe light conditions are colours. ‘‘Different types and modes of 

light create different experiences of colour, and reflect the experience of things 

differently,’’ confirm Bille (et al.).223 We speak of warm and cold lights; we observe the 

orange glow of the night sky; the red lamps devoted to the Earth god; the colourful 

advertisement signs. Light is not neutral, like atmosphere it tinges everything as it 

illuminates the environment and since light finds expression in the form of colour, it 

seems prudent to expand my contemplation on light through a thinking in and with 

light and colour. In the following chapter I explore the aspects of light and colour and 

how they manifest themselves in my research. 

 
  

 
 
222 In the process of this research further questions arose. In order to deal with those questions, I made 
several artworks and separate publications that can be found in the Appendix.  
What is this material, if it can be called at all – a material – mundane light? Illumination and light materialise 
in everyday products, in light bulbs for example. The artwork and publication “Light of the Mundane: 
Photoarboreality” by Cornelia Erdmann discuss the issue of how everyday items are exemplary and imply 
cultural significance. Light, as found in light bulbs, can express the ideas of Baudrillard’s eveydayness 
[Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects (London: Verso, 1996).] and Lefebvre’s relations of everyday life 
[Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, trans. John Moore (London: Verso, 1991).]  
If light is not all positive, what is the significance of light and darkness? This dichotomy of light and 
darkness and the potential negativity of (too much) light is discussed in more detail in the artwork and the 
publication “In Praise of Shadow: Photophobia” by Cornelia Erdmann.  
How can we control light? Light has often been controlled and manipulated through projections. The 
publication “Ars Magna Lucis et Umbrae: Of Projections, Illusion and Allusion” by Cornelia and the related 
artwork Apparatus for Enlightenment explore the topic further. 
You may find the publications in the Appendix or as PDFs at:  
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
223 Bille and Sørensen, “An Anthropology of Luminosity: The Agency of Light,” 270. 
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Fig. 38. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Medium - Tsim Sha Tsui". 2019, time-lapse stills, from 
day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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3. Conceiving Light and Colour 
This chapter focuses on my third research question, on how degrees of light and colour 

can be applied as complementary conditions in the context of site-specific art 

production to establish narrativity, and ultimately, culturally specific meaning. 

 
“From all which it is manifest, that if the Sun’s Light consisted of but one sort of Rays, 
there would be but one Colour in the whole World, nor would it be possible to produce any 
new Colour by Reflexions and Refractions, and by consequence that the variety of Colours 
depends upon the Composition of Light. 

DEFINITION. 

The homogeneal Light and Rays which appear red, or rather make Objects appear so, I call 
Rubrifick or Red-making; those which make Objects appear yellow, green, blue, and violet, 
I call Yellow-Making, Green-making, Blue-making, Violet-making, and so of the rest. And 
if at any time I speak of Light and Rays as coloured or endued with Colours, I would be 
understood to speak not philosophically and properly, but grossly, and accordingly to such 
Conceptions as vulgar People in seeing all these Experiments would be apt to frame. For the 
Rays to speak properly are not coloured. In them there is nothing else than certain Power 
and Disposition to stir up a Sensation of this or that Colour.  

For as Sound in a Bell or musical String, or other sounding Body, is nothing but a 
trembling Motion, and in the Air nothing but that Motion propagated from the Object, and 
in the Sensorium ’tis a Sense of that Motion under the Form of Sound; so Colours in the 
Object are nothing but a Disposition that the rest; in the Rays they are nothing but their 
Dispositions to propagate this or that Motion into the Sensorium, and in the Sensorium they 
are Sensations of those Motions under Forms of Colours.” 

Isaac Newton, Opticks, Book One Part II, 1730 

 
3.1. Light, Wavelength & Vision 
Light is radiation in a specific range (the spectral distribution between approximately 

380nm to 780nm) of the electromagnetic spectrum that stretches from cosmic rays to 

radio waves. The difference between this range and other spans of radiation on the 

index lies in the response of the human visual system to this range: photoreceptors in 

the human eye absorb the energy of this wavelength range and thereby initiate the 

process of seeing. 

The effect of light is mediated by the human eye, by the retina to be precise. The fine 

tissue of the retina contains specialised photoreceptors each with distinct degrees of 

sensitivity: there are three types of cones centred in the fovea (S-cone, M-cones, and L-

cones) that allow us to see specific wavelengths or colours, spatial details and motion at 

light levels that are typical during daytime (photopic vision). Other receptors called rods 

are located around the fovea. They are generally supressed by daytime light levels and 
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responsive to light levels typical for twilight and darker times (scotopic vision). 224  The 

rods cannot differentiate colours and achieve only low spatial acuity. When both light 

levels are active, they allow for mesopic vision.225 226 

When light allows for vision “light is transcendental, in the sense of creating conditions for 

possibilities,” writes Gernot Böhme. Light is emergent and discloses that which is to-be-

seen, rendering it visible. Light as in lightness is the condition for us to see anything at 

all. Böhme further claims that this lightness in the context of vision has a great potential 

which can be used artistically, because in each and every visual experience, visual art 

notwithstanding, broaches the issues of vision and perception at once.227 Vision is not 

confined to the visible. In light, we visually experience much more than wavelengths: 

“We experience what is hidden (occluded) and what is out of view,” as Alva Noë 

states.228 For example, when we look at a green apple, even though we don’t see the 

back of it, we still have a sense of its visual presence and know the apple is green on the 

side which is hidden from us. We also know the apple is of a spherical shape even 

though it looks elliptical from our point of view. 

 

3.2. Light, Lux & Lumen 
The term ‘light’ is derived from the Old English leoht, meaning luminous and is based 

on the Indo-European leuk-, meaning to shine or to see.229 Since classical Greece and 

further elaborated in medieval times230 the concept of light has been often conceived as 

two distinct notions – ‘lux’ and ‘lumen’ – producing a rather ambiguous distinction 

between visible and invisible light. In this line of thought, ‘lumen’ is transparent and an 

external physical factor. It refers to the physicality, the movement of the visible light 

rays in waves and particles as considered scientifically by physicists and is therefore the 

essence of illumination. ‘Lumen’ is what we physically perceive and in this sense is the 

opposite of darkness. On the other hand, ‘lux’ is an internal, psychological process of 

 
 
224 Blume, Garbazza, and Spitschan, “Effects of Light on Human Circadian Rhythms, Sleep and Mood,” 
148. 
225 Charles Arthur Padgham and John Edward Saunders, The Perception of Light and Colour (London: G. 
Bell & Sons, 1975), 4–36. 
226 Since its inception in 1913, the CIE (Commission Internationale de l'Eclairage/International Commission 
on Illumination) has become a professional organisation and has been widely recognised as being the best 
authority on the subject of light, lighting and colour as well as vision standards. Commission Internationale 
de l’Eclairage, “CIE | International Commission on Illumination / Commission Internationale de l’Eclairage / 
Internationale Beleuchtungskommission,” accessed April 19, 2021, http://cie.co.at/. 
227 Böhme, Architektur und Atmosphäre, 95.  
228 Alva Noë, “Précis of Action In Perception,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research LXXVI, no. 3 
(2008): 660. 
229 Constance Classen, Worlds of Sense: Exploring the Senses in History and Across Cultures (Routledge, 
1993), 68. 
230 Plotinus differentiates between an internal light and a secondary light like an image or glow of the first 
one. See more in  Yael Raizman-Kedar, “Plotinus’s Conception of Unity and Multiplicity as the Root to the 
Medieval Distinction between Lux and Lumen,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A 37, no. 
3 (September 1, 2006): 379–97, https://doi.org/10.1016/J.SHPSA.2006.06.006. 
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perception involving vision and sight. ‘Lux’ refers to the sensorial phenomenon of light 

and denotes a subjective experience of light and its effects such as the perception of 

colours, shadow and light qualities.231 Light as ‘lux’ is a mental sensation.232 However, as 

I continue to elaborate below, the experience of light is not merely a subjective form of 

perception but can be considered as a “social orchestration of this experiential process 

between bodily sensation and matter.”233  

I began my research with an examination of light as ‘lumen’ as I encountered it in the 

urban context of Hong Kong, but this research would consequently develop into an 

exploration of the aesthetics of light as in ‘lux’. The amalgam of ‘lux’ and ‘lumen’ is 

inherent in lightscapes. To make sense of lightscapes I need to examine the relationship 

and the interaction of ‘lux’ and ‘lumen’ with the place, culture and society in which 

they emerge, with this imbrication “infer[ring] a three-way relationship.”234 I try to see 

light about light, one might say. Maurice Merleau-Ponty affirms that while we see in 

light, we may perceive through our body. Merleau-Ponty distinguishes sight and 

perception when he characterises seeing as a process through which the thing “makes 

itself visible in us.”235 We initially see or sense the external light ‘lumen’ but then we 

perceive ‘lux’ as “the rest is all in our minds” writes Olafur Eliasson. 236 In his text 

Catching the Light: The Entwined History of Light and Mind, however, Arthur Zajonc explains 

that we cannot physically see light and actually proves it through an experiment. 237 I 

am thoroughly perplexed. What exactly is it, then, that we see? 

 

3.3. Seeing Light, Vision & Cultural Interpretation 
Light upon initial contemplation is a physical phenomenon. We cannot see anything 

unless light shines on it. Conversely, we cannot really see light unless it is reflected by 

an object. This phenomenon is made visible for example in a disco when you see 

coloured laser light beams cutting through the foggy dance floor. The fog’s particles are 

the surfaces reflecting the laser. How we perceive, process and understand that light 

 
 
231 Vasco Ronchi gives are more detailed explanation in Vasco Ronchi, The Nature of Light. An Historical 
Survey, translated by V. Barocas (London: Heinemann Educational Books Ltd., 1970), 261–84. 
232 Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (University 
of California Press, 1993), 29. 
233 Bille and Sørensen, “An Anthropology of Luminosity: The Agency of Light,” 264. 
234 Bille and Sørensen, 280. 
235  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” in The Primacy of Perception and other Essays on 
Phenomenological Psychology, the Philosophy of Art, History, and Politics, ed. James M. Edie (Evaston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 1964), 178. 
236 Elíasson, Ólafur and Nørretranders, Light! On Light in Life and the Life in Light. 
237 Zajonc proves his statement at the beginning of the book with the description of an experiment in which 
he builds a kind of black box into which he projects light. No light can be reflected off the unexplained 
perimeter of the box. Looking into this mysterious box through a hole in the side, nothing can be seen: only 
darkness. Arthur Zajonc, Catching the Light: The Entwined History of Light and Mind (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1993). 
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information goes beyond neuro-biological functions and moves into sensual affect and 

cultural apprehension. James Gibson contends that the neurological process that 

follows vision, our perception of the visual world, is a phenomenal experience.238 He 

also points out that we never see light itself, but the effect it has on the surfaces of 

objects and the environment.239 Similarly, Eliasson and Nørretranders argue – and as 

Zajonc has proven in his experiment (see Footnote 334) – that “the only thing we do not 

see is light. We never see light as light, but always as something else: as something out 

there. We perceive conceptions of our environment240.  

“As beings who see and analyse light, we recognise its importance in human existence 

and our perception of the world,” writes Sidney Perkowitz and elaborates: “Vision… 

enlists much of the brain’s cognitive power to make sense of the flood of energy and 

information that reaches us through the eyes, a flood that also carries spiritual and 

aesthetic meaning. 241 In our perception we interpret what we see. This interpretation is 

comprised of many factors: our sensual affect, beliefs, gender, as well as all of our 

knowledge of what we have learned through cultural fabrication so far. Light is 

therefore not just brightness but a medium of visibility that delivers an aggregate of 

existence, reality and the imaginary.  

 
 
  

 
 
238 Gibson, The Perception of the Visual World, 51. 
239 Gibson, 44ff. See also chapter 1.9. for more detail on perception and vision. 
240 Elíasson, Ólafur and Nørretranders, Light! On Light in Life and the Life in Light, 21. 
241 Sidney Perkowitz, “Illuminating Light: On the Nature of Light,” in Lighttopia. Volume 1/3. Essays on the 
Cultural History of Light., ed. Mateo and Jolanthe Kugler Kries (Weil am Rhein: Vitra Design Museum, 
2013), 26. 
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3.4. Perception of Light & Colours 
“Sight being, as I conceive, in the eyes, and he who has eyes wanting to see; colour being 
also present in them, still unless there be a third nature specially adapted to the purpose, the 
owner of the eyes will see nothing and the colours will be invisible.  

Of what nature are you speaking?  

Of that which you term light, I replied.” 

Plato, The Republic VI, 507d,e 242 

Plato’s Analogy of the Sun expounds on how the experience of light and colour are 

interdependent phenomena. Even if we are not seeing light, we might be able to feel 

the warmth of the sun’s electromagnetic waves. Light creates brightness and this 

brightness, or its lack thereof renders things more or less visible, including their colours.  

Isaac Newton already postulated that if the sun’s light consisted only of one sort of ray, 

there would also be only one kind of colour.243 While we see sunlight as undifferentiated 

“white light”, in fact the “white light” is a blend of millions of colours of all different 

wavelengths mixed additively together to create this so called ‘white light’.244  

“Light is a neutral medium of visibility” writes Gernot Böhme and further explains – 

paraphrasing Goethe – that colours are the “deeds and sufferings of light.” 245 Yet, light 

is much more than a merely neutral medium of visibility: it has an agency and 

aesthetics that are specific to its context as I have established above. For this reason, the 

early colour researcher Johann Wolfgang von Goethe hardly gave consideration to 

light at all. For him the pathway to understanding light was not in terms of waves and 

particles, but in the distinction of light and darkness and discerning the relationships 

between these which “give rise to colour.”246  

In his Theory of Colours Goethe considered light as the pre-condition for the phenomena 

of colours.247 In his writing he distinguished three categories of colour. The first of these 

are “physiological colours” which are those colours established by principles of 

subjective colour perception. They appear through the contrast of light and darkness 

and the resulting correlation of colour to their context (contrast of colour) built by and 

inside the eyes. The second, “physical colours”, are produced by certain material 

mediums and the last, “chemical colours”, are colours fixed to certain bodies. Beyond 

these colour categories, Goethe also established principles behind the psychological 

 
 
242 Plato, “The Republic,” trans. Benjamin Jowett (Public domain), accessed May 29, 2019, 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1497/1497-h/1497-h.htm. 
243 Newton, Opticks: Or, A Treatise of the Reflections, Refractions, Inflections & Colours of Light; Based on 
the 4th Ed., London, 1730. For the full quote please refer to the text above. 
244 Newton had demonstrated in 1704 (1st Edition of Opticks) with his prism experiment that white light was 
not a uniform substance but was composed of (and could be split into) rays of different colours. 
245 Böhme, “Seeing Light,” 127. 
246 Zajonc, Catching the Light: The Entwined History of Light and Mind, 210. 
247 Goethe, Goethe’s Theory of Colours. 
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effects of colour and explained how colour perception is very much influenced by non-

physical circumstances such as mental, symbolical or moral conditions. 

Building on Goethe’s foundational categorisation of colours and emphasising the 

correlation of light and colour, I would like to add ‘light colours’ or ‘luminous colours’ 

as another category in this schema. As David Batchelor defines, these are colours with 

high intensity emitted by light sources. 248 Luminous colours can also derive from light 

that is reflected back from coloured objects. Light colours do not consider the coloured 

object itself, but only the light colour’s reflection.  

What, then, are colours and the light from which they derive? Any consideration of 

these phenomena together has to take into account much more than mutual 

dependence and has to go far beyond considering them simply as physical, purely 

empirical attribute or qualities. Light colours pertain to light’s quality and therefore any 

perception of these colours includes subjective cognitive and sensorial processes. 

According to Tim Ingold, “light is the experience of inhabiting the world of the visible, 

and that its qualities – of brilliance and shade, tint and colour, and saturation – are 

variations, upon this experience.”249  

 

3.5. Light and Colours We Don’t See: Poetics of Light 
What do you see when you close your eyes? This might be a strange question, since 

most people would say that they do not see anything. Yes, this is true. We do not see 

objects or persons, but we still perceive something if you pay close attention: light and 

colours are still ‘seen’ in our mind’s eye even when we shut out the information from 

the outside. 

In 1840, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe had already discussed in his Theory of Colours 

that sometimes our sensory apparatus makes us see colours that are not there. When 

we close our eyes after looking at a bright yellow circle, we “see” a purplish circle; our 

perceptual apparatus creates an after-image effect in complementary colours.250 In 

reality, the light and colour we perceive do not physically exist, but this does not 

invalidate the fact that they are real phenomena. Light experiences, such as the after-

image,251 teach us how light can be understood scientifically, physiologically, and how 

 
 
248 David Batchelor, The Luminous and the Grey (London: Reaktion Books, 2014). 
249 Ingold, “Stop, Look, Listen! Vision, Hearing and Human Movement,” 265. 
250 In the late eighteenth century, Ewald Hering first proposed the opponent-process theory, a theory which 
he offered in an attempt to explain the after-image effect. He attributed this to the physical structure of our 
visual apparatus is built with rods and cones for opposing channels of blue-yellow, red-green, and black-
white. One of the opposing colours suppress the other and therefore we can never see reddish-green or a 
bluish-yellow. Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye, 393. 
251 There are many more light- and colour-related effects that demonstrate not only the interdependence of 
the two but also the relative connections that colours have between them and how illusory and unreliable 
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they can be insights which can enrich and elaborate on reflections on the subject that 

have featured in the course of Western philosophy and its distinction, found first in the 

work of Plotinus, between the outer and inner radiance of light, between ‘lumen’ and 

‘lux’.252 

Rationally generating knowledge is independent of sense experience but based on 

reason. Reflecting on light and colour may reveal to us that knowledge is not about 

discovering, accessing and measuring the intrinsic structure of the universe in order to 

arrive at some incontrovertible positivist truth, but is about creating versions of 

understanding which, ultimately, we consider to be “true”.  

For many philosophers – like Descartes and Locke – seeing light and colour was 

considered as controversial because their perception was, according to Jonathan Crary 

“bound up with the unreality of the human senses [and] could tell us little or nothing 

about what they [Descartes and Locke] believed to be the most important ‘permanent' 

truths about reality.”253 To such anxiety, Rudolf Arnheim reminds us that “all 

perceiving is also thinking, all reasoning is also intuition, all observation is also 

invention.”254 That is to say, all perception therefore has an ineliminable subjective 

dimension to it. Therefore, the truth of what we perceive is an invention, a personal 

narrative rooted in a cultural background that lies between the subjective and the 

objective. This may be true for all perception – be it of an artwork or the world around 

us – initiated by vision, the truth or meaning of any perception, is always completed by 

the spectator. We create our own understanding and narratives. The enigma of 

perception of light, in particular made comprehensible by non-physical phenomena 

like the after-image, I thus like to associate with the poetics of light. The poetics of light 

involve this interplay of what is there, what is visible, and what is ‘filled-in’ with our 

perceptual system and imagination. 

As such, we can say that the seeing of light is not simply a process which is mediated by 

and through contemporary, cultural conditions but it is also a metaphor for seeing the 

invisible, for seeing that which physically cannot be seen separately from cultural and 

 
 
our vision is. See illusory effects in: Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye. 
Also, in regards to the relativity of colour and the fact that we hardly ever see a single colour, but that 
colours represent each other in context and relation with neighbouring colours: Albers, Interaction of Color. 
252 I have explored the perception of light with its various facets, such as the after-image effect, in several of 
my artworks. In the installation Your See What You Want to See, exhibited in Zurich (see figures 55 & 51), 
animated coloured circular OHP projections invited the audience to examine the various vibrant and 
textured projections on the one hand when the projections were switched off the after-image effects 
resulting from these projections could be experienced. The artwork Your Rumination 1 & 2 (exhibited in 
Zurich and in the Statement Show; see Fig. 57) made with manually coloured LED tubes explores how light 
colours mix additively and cancel each other out into white as well as how light and colour are neuro-
psychological phenomena. 
253 Jonathan Crary, “Illuminations of the Unforeseen,” in Your Colour Memory, ed. Olafur Eliasson (Glenside, 
Pa.: Arcadia University Art Gallery, 2006), 20. 
254 Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye, 5. 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 111 

physical mediations. Zajonc in his book Catching the Light has proven that we cannot see 

light255 but he reminds us that “seeing light is a metaphor for seeing the invisible” and 

he concludes his book thus: “Once we have learned to see light, surely everything else 

will follow.”256 

 

3.6. Artificial Light, Memory and History in Hong Kong 
One of the earliest records of artificial light used to illuminate the streets of Hong Kong 

is mentioned in the History of Hong Kong’s Police Force.257 Before the establishment of the 

police in 1844, Hong Kong was kept safe by private watchmen patrolling the streets 

scaring away evil spirits by banging gongs and lighting up the darkness with the glow of 

lanterns, in a fashion analogous to that which was recounted to me by Julie in the 

interview, that light keeps bad ghosts away.258 

I live in the New Territories of Hong Kong. Fotan is an industrial but almost rural area 

embedded in a valley. When I look from my apartment down onto the industrial 

district, at night, I see a huge green and white company light sign that covers the entire 

top façade of one block. Its bright green light reflects onto the surrounding buildings 

and tints everything in the area with the same vibrant green tone. This sign is made of 

LEDs, a newer technology, but it stands in a long tradition of neon signs that have 

become synonymous with Hong Kong’s cosmopolitan image. Light, illumination and 

neon signs have a long tradition in Hong Kong’s public space and have defined its 

skyline.  

If we look at Hong Kong, a lot of the light used within the commercial realm go 

beyond the mere functional lighting of “public”259 spaces and properties. Illumination 

and architectural lighting may be used to express power and economic dominance, as 

the huge brand logos shining from the tops of the buildings demonstrate in imposing, 

ostentatious fashion. It seems, a lot of the built architecture itself is not considered to be 

iconic enough on its own and the dominant brands, corporations and developers in 

Hong Kong tend to use additional light features to either forge or enhance the 

architecture. This illumination either promotes a brand or creates a branding for the 

building itself. Light here serves an ornamental, aesthetic, if not disguising, purpose. 

 
 
255 See Footnote 237. 
256 Zajonc, Catching the Light: The Entwined History of Light and Mind, 343. 
257 “History of Hong Kong’s Police Force - Chapter 1) History - The First Century” (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
Police, n.d.), https://www.police.gov.hk/ppp_en/01_about_us/ph_01.html. 
258 See 2.8. Hermeneutics of Light. Kowloon Tong Office.  
259 I put ‘public’ in quotation marks, since the issue of what really public space is may be very debatable. 
Public in most cases means publicly accessible but privately controlled space. 
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The beaming signs, screens and light bands signal loud and clear to everyone within 

eyesight of them that the citadel of commerce and business is here where the lights are. 

I love to walk through the streets in Wan Chai, Mong Kok or Tsim Sha Tsui where I 

can still find original neon tube signs flickering in bright colours announcing seafood 

restaurants or tailors that recall a nostalgic past that I have only had partial glimpses of 

mainly through movies and pictures. My first visit to Hong Kong was in 2000, yet I 

vividly remember how overwhelmed I was by all the colourful lights and their vibrant 

glow. I stayed in Tsim Sha Tsui, next to Chunking Mansion in a cheap hostel. Like in 

the Wong Kar-Wai film of the same name (see Fig. 35) the building was like a warren 

of corridors and elevator lobbies lit vividly by evocative, colourful and moody neon 

signs. 

Today the atmospheric neon signs are replaced by LEDs and screens. Even if they are 

using colours, changing graphics or motifs, they have a completely different glow and 

are shining much more brightly in blue-white-greenish with a high glare. Colour 

(including white) is produced by mixing red, green, and blue LEDs (or pixels in 

screens). The wavelength distribution of red, green and blue LEDs is narrow, which 

allows for very pure, saturated colours. Any shift in the dominant wavelength, 

particularly with green, will create colour inconsistency.260  Hence, the nuances are not 

subtle, and the intense colours often tinge and overpower everything else.  

Other examples of where light goes beyond functional needs are found in some streets 

in Mong Kok, with Fa Yuen Street, the famous so-called ‘sneaker street’ serving as a 

clear example of this (see Fig. 72). This area is more brightly lit at night than during the 

day by sunlight. A lower level of brightness would suffice to illuminate the commercial 

commodities, but the hyper-brightness, almost brighter than-day-light it appears, can 

draw more attention to the shops and helps to stimulate consumption. 

Another prominent example of illumination being used to advertise Hong Kong is the 

daily laser show Symphony of Lights at the Victoria Harbour (see Fig. 4 and 5). Every day 

at eight p.m. laser lights and coloured lights shone on to the façades of buildings are 

used to create a spectacle aiming mainly at tourists in Hong Kong. In a similar way, 

fostering visual impact through special illumination, architectural lighting is often 

applied to highlight heritage buildings and tourists landmarks in the city. 

 

 
 
260 Remaking Cities Institute, “LED Street Light Research Project” (Pittsburgh: City of Pittsburgh, Carnegie 
Mellon University, 2011). 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 113 

 

Fig. 39. Final Court of Appeal, Hong Kong. (Photo: Shutterstock)261 

 

The development of artificial light technologies is as much a construct of our 

civilization as a symbol for modernity and urban life.262 The emergence of electrical 

light in the 19th century precipitated a comprehensive cultural transformation. 

Wolfgang Schivelbusch contends that, street light was originally installed for safety 

reasons and only later on assumed other significations with the centrality of lighting to 

modern consciousness and bourgeois lifestyle.263 Jürgen Hasse additionally explains that 

the bare functionality of urban light gradually became saddled with promises of 

aesthetic and spectacular values.264 In Hong Kong this development manifested itself in 

the iconic neon signs that have become such an indelible part of the city and its skyline 

since the conclusion of the Second World War. “A million neon signs light the streets 

proclaiming their messages in every colour”, states the Hong Kong Report for the Year 

1964.265 Neon signs have also been celebrated in movies such as Wong Kar-Wai’s Fallen 

Angel from 1995 (See Fig. 35)266 and have become part of the M+ collection of visual 

culture.267 Today, most neon signs have been replaced by newer technologies, but the 

 
 
261 Photo found in “The Most Beautiful Buildings in Hong Kong,” accessed April 22, 2021, 
https://www.timeout.com/hong-kong/things-to-do/the-most-beautiful-buildings-in-hong-kong. 
262 ‘The night skyline has become the signature image of the metropolis, a defying landscape of modernity’, 
says David Nye, When the Lights Went out: A History of Blackouts in America (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2010), 12. 
263 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Lichtblicke: Zur Geschichte der künstlichen Helligkeit Im 19. Jahrhundert 
(Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1983). 
264 Jürgen Hasse, Atmosphären der Stadt. Aufgespürte Räume (Berlin: Jovis, 2012), 122. 
265 Quoted in Elson Cheng, “Discovering Signs: A Study of Cantilever Neon Signage as a Post-War Urban 
Vernacular Heritage of Hong Kong” (University of Hong Kong, 2009), 21. 
266 Neon lights have been a feature in many Western artistic expressions set in various Asian cities, e.g. in 
the photo series Neontigers by Peter Bialobrzeski as well as the films Blade Runner by Ridley Scott and 
Lost in Translation by Sofia Coppola. “The neon world of Asia promised a new, dematerialized city, a revival 
of urban fiction for the Moholy-Nagys of the present day.” Christoph Ribbat, Flickering Light: A History of 
Neon (London: Reaktion Books, 2013), 121. 
267 See the interactive online exhibition that celebrates neon culture: M+, “Mobile M+: NEONSIGNS.HK,” 
2014, http://www.neonsigns.hk/?lang=en.  
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iconicity of these lights and illuminations have now become an indissoluble part of 

Hong Kong’s cultural heritage and identity.268 

 

 

Fig. 40. Wong Kar-Wai, Fallen Angel. 1995. Film still, taken from “Christopher Doyle: Filming in the Neon 
World 杜可風：霓虹光影 | NEONSIGNS.HK 探索霓虹— an online exhibition on Hong Kong's neon signs, 
presented by M+, West Kowloon Cultural District.”269 

 

3.7. Aesthetic & Artistic Light 
While light in general is an everyday phenomenon and natural light as well as artificial 

light strongly affect art and culture, aesthetic light or artistic light are explicitly used in 

the arts context, be it on stages or in other works of art. This light is mainly created by 

artificial light and the continuous development of lighting technology allows the artist 

to produce an ever-increasing range of effects. Aesthetic light is about the control of 

light, be it of natural or of artificial origin.  

Light has always been of profound importance to artists and to art at large, as we can 

see in examples as illustrative as that of chiaroscuro. But for aesthetic light, artists and 

designers embrace and make use of the evolving lighting technology, using light to 

design it for a specific purpose or to set a certain atmosphere. 

  

 
 
268 For the abundance of artificial lighting, be it commercial, publicity or other undesigned purposes, I find 
Hong Kong to be an excellent place to research the usage and the meaning of light. 
269 Christopher Doyle, “Filming in the Neon World 杜可風：霓虹光影 | NEONSIGNS.HK 探索霓虹,” accessed 
May 14, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=97GwbI27w10. 
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3.8. Colours & Aesthetics 
“Colour requires (light), a physical cause, functioning receptive cells and a living 

organism,” reminds us Werner Jordan and affirms: “there is no color without the 

human beholder, for color is not a physical quality …. Color sensation is not an 

absolutely unambiguous faculty, but varies from individual to individual. Like beauty, 

color only exists in the eye of the beholder.”270 As we have seen, the perception of light 

and – by extension colour – is contingent on subjective processes as well as broader 

contextual considerations (see 2.4, 3.3. and 3.4.).  

Johannes Itten has gone even further in his descriptions of “subjective color” as a 

personal preference and taste that belongs to “the aura of the person.”271 This notion 

attempts to elucidate the deep entanglement of light and colour in the perceptive 

process, alluding to the analogous concept of atmosphere. Colours are something 

abstract, a construction dependent on the psychological and associative capacities of 

the individual. 

“The experience of colour is closely related to the experience of light and is also a 

matter of cultivation,” says Olafur Eliasson, “as much as perception is linked with 

memory and recognition, our relation to colour is closely derived from our cultural 

habitat.”272 An easily experienced example of this notion becomes particularly evident 

in the colour constancy effect. Research shows, and we may know this from our 

experience, when we look at a (red) tomato in dim or blue light, we still ‘see’ the tomato 

as red in colour in our minds despite physically no red light is reflected.273 

The perception and understanding of colour, then, are not universal. Rather, they vary 

from culture to culture. For example, in Western tradition the colour yellow is 

associated with jealousy, envy and sickness – a colour with generally negative 

connotations – and therefore has a long, sad history, since the Middle Ages and most 

prominently in Nazi-Germany, of being used to discriminate members of society like 

Jewish minorities in Europe with yellow badges. Yet, in China yellow is analogous with 

well-being, prosperity, being the regal colour of the emperor and his imperial court. 

Similar conflicting observations can be made for essentially any colour across cultures. 

Hardly anybody interprets colours the same way, and colours assume different 

 
 
270 Jordan Werner, “In the Eye of the Beholder. The Nature of Light and Colour,” in Lightopia. Volume 1/3. 
Essays on the Cultural History of Light., ed. Mateo and Jolanthe Kugler Kries (Weil am Rhein: Vitra Design 
Museum, 2013), 83–96. 
271 Johannes Itten, The Art of Color: The Subjective Experience and Objective Rationale of Color (New 
York: Reinhold Publishing, 1961), 25. 
272 Ólafur Elíasson, “Some Ideas About Colours,” in Your Colour Memory (Glenside, Pa.: Arcadia University 
Art Gallery, 2006), 76. 
273 Scientific research shows that our experience of the colours of specific objects often is constant despite 
significant changes in ambient light. David H. Foster, “Color Constancy,” Vision Research (Pergamon, April 
13, 2011), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.visres.2010.09.006. 
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significances from one context to another.274 Even on a physiological level one person 

might see a colour that another does not see.275 One of the leading scholars of colour 

history, John Gage, argues that “the very senses themselves, which have generally been 

thought of as bodily functions, are not exempt from, or are by and large the products of 

cultural conditioning.”276 Those biological and cultural differences complicate the 

perception of colour and – as colours and light are interdependent – the light from 

which colour derives. 

All external vision, including the perception of colour, requires light. This is not a 

purely physical, external event happening to us, but a phenomenological and 

psychological phenomenon that extends into the socio-cultural realm. On that account 

colour is a mental phenomenon as well as “a cultural edifice,” explains Anders 

Michelsen.277 Hence, to develop a working cultural aesthetics of light and colour is to 

scrutinise and unpack this relationship. The culturally and contextually specific 

knowledge we gain through seeing is “between matter and sensation”278 and offers an 

exemplary modality of what ‘atmosphere’ implies. So, when we see light, we experience 

our imbrication within a host of processes which are at once physical, psychological, 

socio-cultural and phenomenological/existential, since, as Gernot Böhme points out, it 

“allows us to see the world in a particular way and thereby founds our affective 

participation in the world.”279 We bear witness to the ways in which light interacts with 

our surrounding and we interpret this interplay in turn.280 Light as medium, mediator 

and material manifests itself as an event, an ephemeral actualisation of subjectivities 

and cultural landscapes through the medium of the lightscape. To understand this 

 
 
274 For a comprehensive visual comparison of cultural meanings of colours, see: David David McCandless 
and AlwaysWithHonor.com, “Colours in Cultures — Information Is Beautiful,” accessed November 21, 
2020, https://informationisbeautiful.net/visualizations/colours-in-cultures/. 
275 For more detail on physiological differences see: Israel Abramov et al., “Sex & Vision I: Spatio-Temporal 
Resolution,” Biology of Sex Differences 3, no. 1 (2012): 20, https://doi.org/10.1186/2042-6410-3-20. Or 
Valérie Bonnardel et al., “Gender Difference in Color Preference Across Cultures: An Archetypal Pattern 
Modulated by a Female Cultural Stereotype,” Color Research & Application 43, no. 2 (April 11, 2018): 209–
23, https://doi.org/10.1002/col.22188. 
276 John Gage, Color and Culture: Practice and Meaning from Antiquity to Abstraction (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1993), 268. 
277 Anders Michelsen, “Color and Self-Creation,” in Your Colour Memory (Glenside, Pa.: Arcadia University 
Art Gallery, 2006), 42. 
278 Bille and Sørensen, “An Anthropology of Luminosity: The Agency of Light.” 
279 Gernot Böhme, Atmospheric Architectures. The Aesthetics of Felt Spaces, trans. Anna-Christina 
Engels-Schwarzpaul (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 156. 
280 Light on its own cannot be atmospheric because light by nature requires surroundings, objects, 
surfaces which it can bounce off to have its effect and affects: an interplay. Further down the text I 
reference Jun’ichoro Tanizaki. He describes in his text Praise of Shadows that the quality of Japanese 
lacquerware comes from its reflective qualities. Likewise, Gernot Böhme denotes: “While light normally 
allows us to see things, it can also liberate itself from them as well. Although it appears on things, it gains a 
certain degree of independence which allows it to dance around them. Hence the shine and shimmer of 
things. And because of certain material conditions, which do not enter into the phenomenon itself – such 
as surface properties that create interference or the atmosphere that surrounds objects.” Böhme, “Seeing 
Light,” 121. However, this interplay is not only restricted to light and surface properties. To speak of one’s 
‘surrounding’ is to refer to something that goes beyond the merely visible. 
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disclosure, we have to develop an aesthetics that is attentive to the situational, 

contextual specificity of these lightscapes. 

“Colour is almost everybody’s business, but it has rarely been treated in a unified way,” 

noted John Gage in 1993.281 I am sceptical as to whether it can be treated in a unified 

way at all, since, as described above, colour and light are entangled with context, 

culture, and most of all with individual experience. Colours (and therefore light) and 

their consideration can reflect the complexity of a social and political context. “Are our 

perceptions lead by colour concepts?” asks Batchelor, suggesting that when it comes to 

colour, the way in which objects appear to us is always “a compelling part of the story, 

even when we know, especially when we know, that our eyes may be playing tricks on 

us.”282 

 

3.9. Colour Systems 
Today, colour in its various forms and materials, whether it assumes the form of 

natural pigments, chemicals or light, has become cheap and accessible to most.283 For 

all that, colour is more than a mere hue or means of representing things in the world. 

Colour is something surprising, sometimes discomforting, since colour affects us in a 

very immediate and visceral way, transporting us to unexpected places and states of 

mind. For example, looking at a lime-green painted wall in a room can first give you 

the impression of a fresh, uplifting space, but it can proceed to make you feel dizzy 

following prolonged exposure, or its viridescent reflection might remind you of times of 

illness in hospital. Colours are complicated, as described in the section above and 

influence behaviour.284 Even just the colour white can be “aggressively white,” as David 

Batchelor notes in his description of an Anglo-American art collector’s postmodern 

dwelling in his book Chromophobia.285 The minimalist house is kept entirely in white, but 

this general whiteness forms a sterile, bleached backdrop which is “pierced and torn … 

by particular instances of  white things,…[that] always carry with them an uncanny 

sense of coldness, inertia and death” Batchelor writes, before continuing to note that 

“White, like black, like light and like darkness, becomes a highly complex term.”286  I 

am reminded of my own discomfiture on encountering overly bright, almost sterile 

 
 
281 Gage, Color and Culture: Practice and Meaning from Antiquity to Abstraction. 
282 Batchelor, The Luminous and the Grey, 91. 
283 Not all colours are free to be used for everyone, as in the pigment VANTAblack that has been uniquely 
licensed for artistic use to Anish Kapoor. Adam Rogers, “Art Fight! The Pinkest Pink Versus the Blackest 
Black,” WIRED 6, no. 22 (2017). 
284 See the study made by C. M. Sherwin and E. F. Glen, “Cage Colour Preferences and Effects of Home 
Cage Colour on Anxiety in Laboratory Mice,” Animal Behaviour 66, no. 6 (2003): 1085–92, 
https://doi.org/10.1006/anbe.2003.2286. 
285 David Batchelor, Chromophobia (London: Reaktion, 2000),  
286 Batchelor, 13. 
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white light when stepping into the restaurants which feature in my Closeup series (see 

2.6. Hermeneutics of Light). To my surprise, the proprietor Eddy thought of the light 

as being clean and welcoming, as being conducive to conviviality rather than being 

reminiscent of coldness. 

It often happens that we run into linguistic problems when speaking of or describing 

colours. We do not have enough words to describe the millions of hues that we come 

into contact with. In most languages we only have eleven names 287 and commonly only 

six terms to classify the basic hues such as black, white, red, green, blue, and yellow. 

This implies that every colour name subsumes thousands of actual colours under one 

over-arching label.288 Additionally, the experience of colour is individual and our use of 

language “is itself inherently subjective and open to multiple interpretations,” as 

Duckworth (et al.) remind us. The linguistic categorisation of colour through language 

and discourse “introduces a certain amount of bias to studies of these phenomena.”289 

This cultural bias towards colour is even deeper entrenched in our behaviour, as David 

Batchelor convincingly shows in his seminal book Chromophobia. He describes the 

existence of a persistent Western cultural prejudice against colour culminating in the 

ideas of critic and colour theorist Charles Blanc, who identified colour “with the 

‘feminine’ in art; he asserted the need to subordinate colour to the ‘masculine’ 

discipline of design or drawing; …For Blanc, colour could not simply be ignored or 

dismissed; it was always there. It had to be contained and subordinated – like a 

woman.”290 This statement sounds rather outlandish to us today, but the biases, 

ambivalences and illusory properties of colours of which Batchelor speaks continue to 

resonate today. 

In order to define different colours over time, many colour systems and models have 

been developed throughout time. Initially the colour systems were often of a more 

experiential or conjectural nature. Later, colour systems were developed rather for 

practical reasons, colour consistency and for industrial use.291 The various colour 

models and systems have always attempted to find visual definitions for the different 

colours and for the establishment of an abstract schema which can impose some kind of 

order on the unruly and unwieldy experience of colour in order for manufactures, 

 
 
287 The most common basic terms are black, white, red, green, yellow, blue, brown, orange, pink, purple, 
and grey. 
288 Batchelor refers here to a study by Brent and Paul Kay Berlin, Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and 
Evolution (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1969). They write that all cultures have terms for 
black/dark and white/bright. If a culture has three colour terms, the third is red. If a culture has four, it has 
either yellow or green. Then come blue, brown, purple, pink, orange and grey. 
289 Chloë Duckworth and Anne E. Sassin, “On Colour and Light,” in Colour and Light in Ancient and 
Medieval Art, ed. Chloë Duckworth and Anne Sassin (Oxon: Routledge, 2018). 
290 Batchelor, Chromophobia, 23. 
291 Klaus and Urs Baumann Stromer, Color Systems in Art and Science: Catalogue 1 (Regenbogen Verlag, 
1999). 
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printers, dyers, weavers, artists of all sorts and everyday people to be able take this 

ubiquitous yet mysterious feature and use it.  

In Chinese tradition there is no such thing as a colour system in the definition of 

Western attempts. Similarly, to Aristotle, who strived to find harmony of colours, 

Chinese tradition in the 4th to the 2nd century BC organised colours in a comparable 

pentatonic scale that was also found in musical compositions. Analogously the harmony 

of colours was established from five basic colours which are collocated with directions, 

elements and animals: red is in the south, associated with summer, fowls and poultry; 

green is in the east representing spring, wood and the dragon; black is to the north and 

is associated with winter, water and the tortoise; white is in the west symbolising 

autumn and the tiger; and yellow has a central role and direction corresponding with 

the earth.292 

The five colours organise the world into its place within the cosmic harmony according 

to their forces and influences. The relationships between these five colours have been 

portrayed in varying ways either as a convex or a star-shaped pentagon.293 Historically, 

the most commonly adopted shape to organise a colour order has been the circle.294  

In the process of organising colours, as in the example of Chinese tradition, harmony 

and organising them according to their relationships, complementary and contrasting 

correlations has always been significant. For many colour scientists and theorists, the 

most prominent phenomenon of interaction of colours is the colour contrast, the 

simultaneous contrast to be precise. This was first described by the director of the 

Royal Parisian Gobelin factory Michel Eugène Chevreul when he noticed during 

tapestry production that the perception of individual colours relies on their contrast 

with the colours next to them.295 He observed that the fabrics, despite being dyed with 

best and brightest dyes, ended up looking dull. He described that the perception of 

individual colour relies on their contrast as this:  

 
 
292 Joseph Needham and Colin A. Ronan, The Shorter Science and Sivilisation in China: An Abridgement of 
Joseph Needham’s Original Text (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978). 
293 Texte: Dr. Ernst Peter Fischer Farb-Licht Zentrum, Zürich in Zusammenarbeit mit Urs Baumann, 
“Chinese Tradition « colorsystem,” colorsystem.com, 2011, 
https://www.colorsystem.com/?page_id=1258&lang=en. 
294 Several different shapes were proposed, from two-dimensional triangles to circles to three-dimensional 
spheres, pyramids, and cones. Amongst the notable inventors of these schemata were: Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe, Tobias Mayer, Johann Heinrich Lambert, Philipp Otto Runge, Michel Eugène Chevreul, 
Hermann von Helmholtz, August Kirschmann, and Albert Munsell. Theo Van Leeuwen, The Language of 
Colour: An Introduction (Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY: Routledge, 2011). Albert Munsell tried to find a 
“rational way to describe color” according to hue, value and chroma that remains useful for comparing 
computer models of human colour vision. Albert H. Munsell, A Color Notation, 2nd (first (Boston, MA: Geo. 
H. Ellis Co., 1907). Today, the CIE (Commission Internationale de l'Éclairage) is the international authority 
on light, illumination, colour, and colour spaces. 
295 Albert B. Costa, Michel Eugene Chevreul: Pioneer of Organic Chemistry (Madison, WI: Department of 
History, Wisconsin Univeristy, 1962). 
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“If we look simultaneously upon two stripes of different tones of the same colour, or upon two 
stripes of the same tone of different colours placed side by side, if the stripes are not too wide, the 
eye perceives certain modifications which in the first place influence the intensity of colour, and 
in the second, the optical composition of the two juxtaposed colours respectively.” 296 

Chevreul’s concept of simultaneous contrast was further channelled through Charles 

Blanc’s writing and the oeuvre of Eugène Delacroix into the work and style of the Neo-

Impressionists in the so-called Chromoluminarism – hen mixing colours, not black was 

added to neutralise the hues but complementary colours – or Divisionism where 

individual dots of colours mix visually to create colours.297 In Divisionism’s colour 

theory, light and colour would be represented as ‘local colour’, referring to the true 

colour of objects such as the green of grass; ‘direct sunlight’ would be as appropriate 

represented as yellow-orange hues to emulate the effect of sunlight; ‘shadows’ would be 

matched with a mix of various colours such as blues, reds and purples to create shadow 

and darkness; adjacent objects could reflect colours to create ‘reflected light’; and 

colours in close proximity cause simultaneous contrast.298  

In later years, Josef Albers experimented with simultaneous contrasts and in his 

teachings and writings299 shows us that the simultaneous contrast suggests a kind of 

relativism and that our body, our visual system adapts to the circumstances of colour. 

No matter how colour is translated or categorised in the different systems, whether 

these take the form of colour circle, RGB, or CMYK systems etc. “each color system 

relies on different models, each contributes something, each is in equal measure 

rational and creative, cognitive and cultural,” so Anders Michelsen.300  

The next step within my practice was to define a colour system or colour palette 

relevant to my research into Hong Kong’s lightscapes, a process which I will proceed to 

describe in the upcoming section. Before that, however, a few further definitions need 

to be made. 

 

3.10. Colour of Light 
The lightest colour is white as it is comprised of all the colours of the visible spectrum 

mixed additively together. ‘Colour of light’, however, refers to the colour or the hue we 

generally perceive as the ambient (light) colour of a space. Often, this colour is not the 

same as the colour of the light source as it mixes with the ambient and the surface 

 
 
296 Michel Eugène Chevreul, The Principles of Harmony and Contrast of Colours, Color Research & 
Application (Longman, Brown, Green, and Longamans, 1855), 7. 
297 William I. Homer, Seurat and the Science of Painting (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1964). 
298 Jean Sutter, The Neo Impressionists (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic Society, 1970). 
299 Albers, Interaction of Color. 
300 Michelsen, “Color and Self-Creation,” 48. 
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colours and textures.301 Commonly, terms which are otherwise used to describe the 

temperature, such as ‘warm’ or ‘cool’, are employed to describe the colour of light. 

Colour of light is not independent of the space it occurs in, since it is usually a 

composite of ambient light, of its (own) light levels, distribution as well as the hue of the 

light itself. Often, the colour of light can be best judged when we perceive a contrasting 

colour next to it. For instance, we can refer back to the example of the lift lobby which 

I described at the beginning of this paper (see Fig. 2): the intense coral red reflected into 

the lobby from the outside makes the light from the fluorescent tubes appear almost 

blue. As we can see, the colour of light that suffuses a space is instrumental in 

establishing, creating and assessing its atmosphere. 

 

3.11. Surface Colours 
A surface colour can also refer to an object colour. Such colours are hues experienced 

as being part of the surface of objects and therefore we perceive them as being much 

more permanent and constant (being a property of this object)302 unless the light 

situation and light colours vary drastically.303 Our ability to distinguish chromatic 

differences (contrasts of colour)304 helps us to separate objects from another as well as an 

object from its background. A high contrast helps to understand the spatial variations 

whereas a low contrast and colour uniformity make it more difficult to differentiate 

spatiality.  

Surface colours may be considered as belonging to an object, but as with all colours, 

they also belong and are dependent on light. 

  

 
 
301 Ulf Klarén, “PERCIFAL: Perceptual Analysis of Colour and Light. Background and Study Guidelines. 
SYN-TES Report 3E” (Stockholm, 2011). 
302 A red tomato still appears red to us even if we look at it in dim light situations, because we ‘know’ it is 
red. 
303 Klarén, “PERCIFAL: Perceptual Analysis of Colour and Light. Background and Study Guidelines. SYN-
TES Report 3E.” 
304 See also M. E. Chevreul’s Law of Simultaneous Colour Contrast. He identified that a colour on a grey 
background is the least likely to produce mutual interactions altering the appearance of either colour (law of 
true colour), and that its luminance contrast directly determines its likelihood to be seen as figure against 
the grey background (law of contrast): “In the case where the eye sees at the same time two contiguous 
colours, they will appear as dissimilar as possible, both in their optical composition [hue] and in the height 
of their tone [mixture with white or black].” Michel Eugène Chevreul, Principles of Harmony and Contrast of 
Colours, and Their Applications to the Arts (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1855). 
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Fig. 41. Cornelia Erdmann, Colourspaces. Far. 2020. 

 

 

Fig. 42. Cornelia Erdmann, Colourspaces. Medium. 2020. 

 

 

Fig. 43. Cornelia Erdmann, Colourspaces. Closeup. 2020. 

 

3.12. Lightscapes: Colourspaces 
I have described above how our world is conceived through light and colour. Hong 

Kong in particular is very much defined by its light and colours, by high-rise complexes 

with myriads of lighted windows, by streets bathed in vibrant light colours, formerly 

from neon advertisement signs which have now been replaced by other technologies 

and screens that illuminate and shape not only Hong Kong’s skyline but also form its 

lightscapes. The modern city in its random orchestration of lights, colours, lines and 

planes is a great symphony of geometric abstraction and “as such it became an 

inspiration and a resource for these and other abstract artists [such as Bruce Naumann, 
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Richard Serra and Joseph Kosuth],” writes David Batchelor.305 In a similar fashion, I 

was captivated and inspired by the lightscapes of Hong Kong. Through my 

explorations of these lightscapes, I became more intimately aware of the profound 

implications of light and colour and the influence they exert on human behaviour and 

our designed environment.  

Through the process and methods of my research, I approach lightscapes by 

perspective level from far away, to middle ground, to closeup. In the case of Hong 

Kong, the lightscapes have very distinct expressions in each level (see Fig. 23, 

Diagrammatic Analysis as well as refer to the video outputs of 24 Hours Hong Kong. Far, 

Medium, Closeup) and in each classification (see figures 24, 25, 26).  

For example, the series of Far refers to the city seen from far away, observing different 

city districts from residential, to mixed-use and downtown areas. The course of the 

natural light can be observed how it changes in a cycle from light to dark. However, in 

the dark period of night, artificial light interrupts this pattern resulting in a prominent 

orange glow above the urban area. Special to Hong Kong is, that in the harbour area 

as well in the highly commercial areas of Hong Kong island and Kowloon a multitude 

of colours emitted by innumerable signs, screens and building illuminations tinge the 

glow in the sky and shift it in the certain areas from an orange-brown to a whiter hue 

(because of subtractive colour mixing), accentuated in places by dominating colours. 

Especially, during the Symphony of Lights show every evening the colour spectacle lights 

up the city and the sky even more (see figures 5 and 6) in a vibrant spectrum of hues 

typical for LED technology: intense reds, blazing greens and rich blues. 

In the Medium set the lightscapes are coined by natural and artificial light, however 

artificial light from many sources overrules the natural cycle of bright and dark (see Fig. 

24). There are many public lights (see. Fig. 25 and refer to their effect in Fig. 26) and 

Hong Kong’s urban area is as coined and is as famous for its myriads of advertisement 

signs formerly in neon, now replaced by other technology. Hong Kong is also a very 

dense and commercial place in which there are almost no quiet and dark exclusive 

residential suburbs to be found. Hong Kong’s middle ground is layered and filled with 

so much uncontrolled illumination that is never switched off: advertisement signs, 

screens, streetlights, building illumination, etc. In consequence when looking at this 

colour of light scheme, it is a vast mix of different hues that overlap each other, they 

blend and hence brighten each other up. 

The Closeup series moves into the interior and there the light conditions vary between 

different commercial uses and residential locations. Each function and each proprietor 

 
 
305 Batchelor, The Luminous and the Grey, 47. 
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has different needs and preferences. Interior spaces by default are darker than any sun 

flooded (even if it is overcast) outdoor area. In many cases only artificial light, especially 

if there are hardly any window openings, can brighten up a space with the effect, that 

the light conditions are determined by what light sources are used. In Hong Kong, we 

often encounter fluorescent lights in offices, but also in a large number of restaurants 

and in many private homes. They emit a dominantly cold-white tone (see Fig. 65). 

When I look at the housing blocks of Hong Kong at night, the light from the windows 

appears mostly in a cold-white hue contrasting with the warmer street illumination (see 

figures 3 and 16). Another specificity to Hong Kong is, although it is such a developed, 

westernised city, there are still prominent traces of local culture we can see in the great 

quantity of red glows of altar lamps that can be found in private as well as in 

commercial spaces. This red glimmer is found across districts, different uses of spaces as 

well as classes. If looked up close, you notice how Hong Kong is dappled with red light. 

Building on the material I collected through my visual ethnographic research 24 Hours 

Hong Kong, I decided to conduct an extended inquiry into light and colour in the city of 

Hong Kong. The video collections produced for each set – Far, Medium, Closeup – are 

the basis for my next course of action. How is light represented in the images and as 

lightscape in the videos that feature in this research? Light in images, no matter if they 

are analogically painted or digital, is invariably represented by colours. Colours, 

reflected hues, are the next best thing we have to study the properties and nuances of 

light in context. To continue my research and to produce data sets I can compare and 

work with, I created the Colourspaces, colour palettes that define Hong Kong’s 

lightscapes. 

 

Methods 
Turning data and information into visual landscapes of knowledge is an effective and 

appropriate way to render information into a form which is amenable to detailed 

examination and comparison. Colourspaces are documents of visual knowledge, of 

research that is represented as artefacts or artworks in itself. 

To create Colourspaces I picked colours with the use of methods derived from visual art. 

From my visual ethnographical research 24 Hours Hong Kong, I first made a selection of 

still frames from each second of each of the time-lapse video sets set (Far, Medium, 

Closeup) I had assembled. Occasionally, in segments of the videos which feature fast 

light transitions such as during dusk and dawn, I picked up to three different still frames 

from each second. This amounts to 52 stills for each video set. 

Then I imported the stills into Adobe Illustrator and zoomed into the images. With the 

colour eyedropper tool, I intuitively chose a colour pixel from the most dominant light 
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and colour reflecting feature in each of the frames. I tried to pick colours either from 

illumination sources or from reflecting surfaces. When choosing reflecting surfaces, I 

tried to choose surfaces that were in themselves relatively colour neutral, such as white 

or surfaces perceived as being white, in order to pick up light colours rather than 

coloured surfaces. I also varied the spots in each frame from which I picked up the 

colours to achieve in the overall sequence a perceivable median of what light colours 

occur in each sequence. The aim was to achieve a qualitative and atmospheric 

representation of colour sequences for each set of videos of 24 Hours Hong Kong. 

As a video is a digital format, any light or colour information originally captured by the 

camera is converted into a code and eventually represented on the screen as an 

artificial approximation of the original light colour. I was aware, when I was selecting 

the colours with the colour picker tool, that the colours I was choosing were not the 

actual light (colours) themselves, but RGB values that were roughly similar to the 

original light. In the print of the large artworks this RGB value is mathematically 

converted into an equivalent – though identical – CMYK value. In the print or display 

of this thesis and its additional publications, the RGB values are transferred into 

CMYK or RGB values respectively. 

Since a different colour pixel was chosen from each frame the resultant colour space 

gives a comprehensive, median overview of the light colours perceived throughout the 

course of time in each time-lapse video. Together they form patterns of light (colours) 

translated into colour sequences of the passing of a 24-hour period, from midday to the 

midday the next day. As the result of this entire process all the hues, shades and tints of 

the colours arranged in chronological order are only an approximation of the real light 

conditions or luminous colours of each video but serve to showcase the light-colour 

correlation perceived in lightscapes. Each colour space is describing a particular 

lightscape: Far, Medium, Closeup (see figures 41, 42, 43). 

For a complete documentation of the artwork Colourspaces please refer to the publication 

“24 Hours. Colourspaces” in the Appendix or at: 

>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 

 
3.13. Light & Colours, Narrativity & Meaning 
If colours are typically understood as the deeds and suffering of light, 306 we might be 

able to revers that thought and use colours as a passageway towards understanding the 

nature of light itself. There are four physical attributes that define light formally: 

 
 
306 Zajonc, Catching the Light: The Entwined History of Light and Mind, 203. 
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polarisation, wavelength, direction, and intensity.307 However, ever since Thomas 

Young’s notable discovery of the wave-particle duality of light308 even Albert Einstein 

was perplexed by the “perverse nature of the photon” that behaves in waves and as 

particles.309  Experiments show that wavelength – that translates as colour – is always 

entangled with the colour next to it, and so on.310 We know that light and therefore 

colour, too, are ambiguous, variegated and multifarious, complex syntheses rather than 

being simply monadic given. The problem is that ever since the Enlightenment science 

has been in pursuit of quantifiable, unambiguous knowledge about reality, knowledge 

which can establish a verifiable truth. The senses only provide secondary experiences 

deemed unreliable. Light and quantum physics, however, teach us that nothing is 

unambivalent.311  

The Colourspaces present data sets showing that the light in lightscapes can be 

deciphered as hues. They are a quantitative representation of the light conditions 

translated into patterns of hues that can then be compared and interpreted. In Far (see 

Fig. 41), the course of time and the distinction between day and night are much more 

easily differentiated than, for example, in the Closeup set (see Fig. 43). Both sets still 

exhibit some distinction between day and night, whereas in the Medium set (see Fig. 42) 

the omnipresence of artificial light renders such a separation much more difficult. 

Another deduction that we can make from the Colourspaces is that Hong Kong’s sky is 

never black. It is never truly dark at night, and during the day the sky is seldom just 

blue. The Colourspaces depict a colour palette of light colours that characterise Hong 

Kong’s lightscapes as described and defined in chapter 2.  

They are an attempt to create an exemplary colour system or colour palette as a 

representation of Hong Kong’s lightscapes which then can be translated back into an 

experiential light artwork making use of colour mixing methods of Divisionism and 

Chromoluminarism.312 

Artistic research may prove to be the best tool that we have to deal with the illusory, 

mirage-like dimension of colour and to invent a ‘unifying’ model – a colour system – 

that is responsive and expressive of the complexities of a specific place. 

Relating to the statement that colours are the “deeds and sufferings of light”313, these 

colour charts are data samples that lead to a sensibility and awareness of the light-

 
 
307 Zajonc, 314. 
308 Thomas Young, A Course of Lectures on Natural Philosophy and the Mechanical Arts Pt. I. Mechanics. 
Pt. II. Hydrodynamics. Pt. III. Physics (Taylor and Walton, 1845). 
309 Zajonc, Catching the Light: The Entwined History of Light and Mind, 296-98. 
310 Zajonc, 314. 
311 Zajonc, 315. 
312 See section 3.9 on Colour Systems. 
313 Böhme, “Seeing Light,” 127. 
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colour correlation. As Eva Schürmann argues, “usually, we see light as informing us 

about something else than itself.”314 My elaborations on light as it manifests and 

mediates itself through lightscapes, as well as the artworks Colourspaces as a development 

of my visual ethnographic research 24 Hours Hong Kong, address the issue how light and 

colours can find not only culturally specific meaning, but how light in lightscapes 

produces narrativity that informs us about so much more than about light itself: it 

relates to people, behaviour, design (thinking and application), and aesthetics. 

The research and artworks of 24 Hours Hong Kong, Colourspaces, and all the other works I 

have detailed in this paper and in the publications found in the Appendix (and see Fig. 

44) are the groundwork for the next step in my research process: the light installation 

Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’ which explores the found light and colour schemes 

unique to Hong Kong. They may also serve as a database for other professionals that 

engage with considerations of light and colour in their work. 

 

 

 
Fig. 44. Cornelia Erdmann, Research Path as Diagram. 2021. 

  

 
 
314 Schürmann, Erscheinen und Wahrnehmen: Eine vergleichende Studie zur Kunst von James Turrell und 
der Philosophie Merleau-Pontys, 83. 
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Fig. 45. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup - Sham Shui Po Apartment". 2019, time-lapse 
stills from day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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4. Exploring Lightscapes 
In this chapter, in response to my fourth research question, I use my creative practice, 

in particular the installation Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’, as a case study to 

elaborate on how my research findings inform and are applied in my creative practice. 

Throughout the chapter, I will attempt to show how I create awareness and attention 

to nuances in the experience of space, light, and colour as they manifest in lightscapes.  

As a short prelude I shall revisit some key points regarding the ways in which art and 

creative practice incite and instigate knowledge, the significance of the making of art 

and the presentation of art to an audience, and the disclosing insights that would not be 

accessible through traditional research methods. 

 

4.1. Art, Experiential Knowledge & Narrativity 
Knowledge is something we create with others and its production is immanent to the 

process of how we relate to the environment and people. It is formative of relationships, 

taking shape between people and places.315 Parallel to how I understand and use the 

concept of atmosphere as a tool, my conception of knowledge and its production is 

responsive rather than prefigurative. We must live through it to make our judgements 

and come to conclusions. This applies across scales both large and small – at the level 

of experience and the understanding of the world in general, at the level of a specific 

artwork as well as to the relations of light and colour as they manifest themselves in 

lightscapes in particular. By direct, experiential engagement we gradually learn and 

draw our conclusions. In that respect art is an explicit source of knowledge, in 

particular of experiential knowledge, because – as Eileen John asks “experiential 

knowledge is knowledge of what it is like to experience something. How would it feel to 

undergo something, to observe a certain kind of event, to experience things from a 

certain perspective, or to feel a certain emotion?”316  

John Dewey in his text Art as Experience contends that any knowledge is experiential 

whether it is derived through art or science. He lays out a model of how artistic practice 

affords knowledge by linking materiality and experience. Dewey’s concept extends our 

understanding of the value of artistic productions beyond the confines of traditional 

 
 
315 Epistemology and the understanding of how knowledge is produced has undergone fundamental 
changes since the end of the 20th century. These changes, taken individual or together, assume a radical 
new perspective towards established institutions, disciplines, practices and policies. This new mode of 
knowledge production entails reflexivity, transdisciplinarity and heterogeneity, with the authors involved 
highlighting the important role of knowledge production in and through social relations. See: Michael. 
Gibbons et al., The New Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics of Science and Research in 
Contemporary Societies (London & Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2015). 
316 John, “Art and Knowledge,” 333. 
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aesthetics. He writes: “A conception of fine art that sets out from its connection with 

discovered qualities of ordinary experience will be able to indicate the factors and 

forces that favour the normal development of common human activities into matters of 

artistic value.”317  

According to the philosopher David Novitz, fiction and works of art can inspire 

“fanciful imagination”, eliciting an emotional response and sense of imaginative 

participation which is fundamental to the production of all knowledge. It is, as Novitz 

puts it “a source of affective knowledge, knowledge as to what it would be like to be in a 

particular circumstance.”318 Novitz further explains: “Our imaginative involvement in 

fiction allows us to respond emotionally or feelingly to the tribulations and triumphs of 

creatures of fiction. It is as a result of these experiences . . . that we often come to hold 

certain beliefs about what it must feel like to occupy situations akin to those of our 

favorite heroes and heroines.”319 The concept of atmosphere with  its ability of inducing 

narrativity can be solicited and employed here as a framework to contextualise this 

‘fanciful’ imagination and the affective knowledge that we stand to gain from it. 

Linda Candy (et al.) argue that art research may not produce new knowledge as it is 

understood in the conventional sense because, “art is not concerned with 

communicating knowledge based on a justification of that knowledge. Artworks offer 

perspectives or ways of seeing: art is made in order to create what he [Scrivener] terms 

‘apprehensions’.”320 Art is an optic or lens by which we can apprehend hitherto unseen 

aspects of our environment, and from the novel perspectives that art fashions new 

insights can be reached. In addition, Susanne Langer states – in the epistemological 

tradition of Alexander Baumgarten’s aesthetics – that “Artistic perception: It is not the 

same thing as aesthetic sensibility; it is insight.”321 In her work, drawing further from 

Wittgenstein, she is concerned with how we give symbolic form to the intangible, 

implicit dimension inhering in our experiences of art. She writes: “I submit that it is in 

an act of understanding, mediated by a single symbol, which is the created visual, 

poetic, musical or other aesthetic impression–the apparition that results from the artist's 

work.”322 Langer contends the meaning of art is found in the work itself, as it is 

presented before our awareness and not in what it signifies according to an established 

code. Through the individual process of experience, we gain insights. This is a process 

 
 
317 Dewey, Art as Experience, 10. 
318 David Novtiz, “Fiction,” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (London and New York: Routledge, 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2008), 271. 
319 David Novtiz, Knowledge, Fiction & Imagination (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987), 120. 
320 Candy et al. refer to a writing by Stephen Scrivener “The art object does not embody a form of 
knowledge”. Candy and Edmonds, “Practice-Based Research in the Creative Arts Foundations and 
Futures from the Front Line,” 66. 
321 Susanne Knauth Langer, Problems of Art: Ten Philosophical Lectures (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1957), 60. 
322 Langer, 61. 
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that evolves and develops over time. As such, meaning disperses and disseminates over 

time in the artwork, which functions in a seminal and generative fashion, proliferating 

meaning and meaningful narratives and as Susanne Langer affirms “A successful 

artwork generates, breeds. It propagates and initiates thought processes in all 

directions.”323 

By examining the everyday phenomenon of Hong Kong’s lightscapes, the experience 

of aesthetics and narrativity that I instantiate through my creative practice – as 

crystalised in the artworks that I have made – can become a vehicle of knowledge or 

even a catalyst of cultural identity that is carried/completed by the audience. Thus, 

through my work, I have attempted to capture and translate the singularity of Hong 

Kong’s lightscapes, this ‘what it would be like to be in a particular circumstance’, into 

an immersive installation that incites and propagates processes of thought. 

 

4.2. Audience Awareness & Interaction 
Spatial perceptual situations are highly complex. As we move around and through a 

space, our perception and experience of the environment with the totality of its 

qualities is successively and simultaneously affected by global and local adaptation to 

varying gradations of light and colours.324 

Furthermore, as John Dewey argues: “The outline of the common pattern is set by the 

fact that every experience is the result of interaction between a live creature and some 

aspect of the world in which he lives.”325 This establishes that for any perceptual activity 

movement is always fundamental in the interaction between a living, sentient being and 

that fragment of the world which she perceives – we need to move about, even slightly, 

to grasp what precisely is happening. “Movement always catches our eye and keeps us 

alert. It therefore plays an important role in the process of immersion. Through 

interactivity, people get involved more than just consuming ways of appreciating a 

work,” Bart Lootsma makes clear.326 An immersive art installation affords the audience 

with the space to move around, to interact with the work of art, and to become part of 

it. By immersing themselves in such works of art, the audience effectively become part 

of the work themselves through their corporeal and perceptual interaction with it. 

 
 
323 Susanne Knauth Langer, Problems of Art: Ten Philosophical Lectures (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1957), 69. 
324 Alva Noë, Action in Perception (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), 17. 
325 Dewey, Art as Experience, 45. 
326 Bart Lootsma, “Multiple Exposure: On Architecture, Artificial Light and Media,” in Lightopia. Volume 1/3. 
Essays on the Cultural History of Light., ed. Mateo and Jolanthe Kugler Kries (Weil am Rhein: Vitra Design 
Museum, 2013), 77. 
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“Beyond mere sight and sound, interactivity is a crucial aspect of immersion,” as Bart 

Lootsma reminds us.327 

I often encourage physical interaction with my works. Such interaction is central to my 

creative practice. The physical interaction becomes necessary to achieve, or rather to 

complete the artwork experience, as for example in my artwork Scanning from 2003 (see 

Fig. 46). In this work, scanners mounted on a wall structure continuously scanned the 

environment, inviting people to interact and leave their temporary body traces behind 

as instances of graffiti, displayed on an opposing wall of screens.  

 

 

Fig. 46. Cornelia Erdmann, Scanning. 2003, multi-media installation detail, in “Communication and 
Architecture”, Munich, Germany. 

 

In a similar way, the artwork Touch. Do Not Please the Work of Art (2010) (see Fig. 47) 

encourages and solicits the participation of the audience to complete and to narrate the 

work of art by inviting the audience to leave their ephemeral shadow silhouettes on the 

wall. 

 
 
327 Lootsma, 73. 
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Fig. 47. Cornelia Erdmann & Michael Lee, Touch. Do Not Please the Work of Art. 2010, multimedia 
installation details, in "iLight Marina Bay 2010," Singapore. 

 

In each of these works, I have foregrounded immersion and audience interaction 

because this participation facilitates the emergence and experience of a different reality 

and the disclosure of a (new) narrativity through their felt-body.  

 

4.3. Light Art References & Light for Reflection 
Light can be explored in many different ways. My work is influenced by questions 

having to do with architectural design, with human geography, phenomenology and 

the aesthetic notion of atmosphere while deriving inspiration from a number of artists 

and their different light works. In general, I am attracted to light as material, because of 

its affective and experiential immediacy as well as its incandescence, the fact that it 

synthesises technology and reality and transcends the mundane (product and 

environment) and transports one into the marvellous. In order to use and modulate it, 

though, light is dependent on space (small or large) on surfaces to be reflected of. Light 

transforms and constructs, but can also deconstruct space “by marking, occupying, 

illuminating and dramatically staging it,” explains Daniela Zyman.328 Beyond its 

spatiality, light and especially light art warrant the development of an aesthetics and a 

form of critique specific to their mediality and metaphoricity, since the entirety of 

Western history has been shaped by the centrality of light and the conceit of light being 

emblematic of civilisation, in the words of Hartmut Böhme: 

“It is contemplative, but not religious, because at issue is only becoming aware of our own 
seeing and feeling. It celebrates light but not because it reveals the divine, but because light is 
the natural material whose aesthetic coincides with the transparency of the logos. It 
celebrates the light because it represents the primordial aspect of nature, it's quinta essentia. 
Light art is thus a ‘cosmo-aesthetics’ in the sense that initiation into the phenomena of 

 
 
328 Daniela Zyman, “On ‘Making-Room’ or How Seeing Takes Place in a Light Space,” in Lichtkunst aus 
Kunstlicht. Art of Light. Artificial Light, ed. Peter and Gregor Jansen Weibel (Ostfildern, Germany: Hatje 
Cantz Verlag, 2006), 467. 
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cosmic light simultaneously represents an introduction to humanity's spatial aesthetic 
capacity.” 329 

Amongst others, my practice is inspired by the early light art works of Laszlo Moholy-

Nagy and his “Licht-Raum-Modulator” (1922–30)330 or Ludwig Hirschfeld-Mack’s 

“Reflektorische Farbenlichtspiele (Apparat)” (1923–24)331, two examples of kinetic light 

projection works that instead of just producing static images, compel the viewer to 

immerse herself into the artwork and take and active hand in controlling and 

participating in the optical events. Another influential early light artist who has made 

an impact on me is Thomas Wilfred, who produced light artworks – works he termed 

“Lumia” (see Fig. 48) – through the use of different machines called the “Clavilux” 

(1930).332 

 
 
329 Hartmut Böhme, “The Absolute Metaphor: The Metaphysics and Aesthetics of Light,” in Lightopia, ed. 
Mateo Kries and Jolanthe Kugler (Weil am Rhein: Vitra Design Museum, 2013), 45. 
330 For reference, please take a look at the “Light-Space Modulator, author: László Moholy-Nagy, 1922-
1930, replica 1970.” on: Bauhaus Kooperation Berlin Dessau Weimar, “László Moholy-Nagy,” 2019, 
https://www.bauhauskooperation.com/knowledge/the-bauhaus/people/masters-and-teachers/laszlo-
moholy-nagy/. 
331 For reference, please take a look at the “Farbenlichtspiel” either on: MUSEION, “Ludwig Hirschfeld-
Mack,” 2019, https://www.museion.it/2019/04/opening-ludwig-hirschfeld-mack_en/?lang=en. Or for a 
video of a replica look up: Michael Candy, “Ludwig Hirschfeld Mack Farben-Lichtspiele,” accessed May 17, 
2021, https://vimeo.com/426665396. 
332 For reference please take a look at: Yale University Art Gallery, “Lumia: Thomas Wilfred and the Art of 
Light,” accessed December 14, 2020, https://artgallery.yale.edu/exhibitions/exhibition/lumia-thomas-
wilfred-and-art-light. Or look at this documentary on: zczfilms, “Thomas Wilfred - Master of Light,” 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbs3NQ2mf4c&t=4s. 
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Fig. 48. Thomas Wilfred, Untitled, Op. 161. 1965. Metal, glass, electrical and lighting elements, and a 
frosted-glass screen in an oak cabinet. Carol and Eugene Epstein Collection.333 

 
 
333 Yale University Art Gallery, “Lumia: Thomas Wilfred and the Art of Light.” 
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All these artists mentioned above have created kinetic light art where movement, light 

and colours are “captured” like paintings without the use of a paintbrush. Unlike 

paintings, however, these images the artworks produce are not static, but change 

continuously, reacting and interacting with the environments and spaces in which they 

are presented, assuming a different appearance with each change in situation. 

More contemporary artists that have had an impact on my practice are: Dan Flavin 

who pioneered the artistic use of standard fluorescent tube lamps;334 the works of Carlo 

Cruz-Diez – especially the works “Chromosaturation” (1965) 335  which relate to the 

idea that every culture derives from a founding, primary event, usually a situation 

giving rise to an entire system of thoughts, sensibility and myths; works of the series 

“Relational Architecture” by Rafael Lozano-Hemmer – in particular the work series 

“Body Movies” (2001)336 – which disorganise the master narratives of a building by 

adding and subtracting audio-visual elements;  

 

 

Fig. 49. Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Body Movies, Relational Architecture 6. 2001, during Cultural Capital of 
Europe Festival, V2 Grounding, Rotterdam, Netherlands.337 

 

 
 
334 For reference please take a look at: Artsy.Net, “Dan Flavin,” accessed May 17, 2021, 
https://www.artsy.net/artist/dan-flavin. 
335 For reference, please take a look at: Carlos Cruz-Diez, “Chromosaturation,” 1965, http://www.cruz-
diez.com/work/chromosaturation/. 
336 For reference, please take a look at: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, “Body Movies. Relational Architecture 6,” 
2001, https://www.lozano-hemmer.com/body_movies.php. 
337 Lozano-Hemmer. Photo by Jan Sprij. 
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James Turrell’s works that create light spaces which heighten or alter not only the 

quality of a space but also the illusory effect of light;338 the evocative light art sculptures 

and installations by Brigitte Kowanz that often use light as a material but also as a 

topic ;339 several works of Olafur Eliasson – especially the large-scale installations 

“Sonne statt Regen” (2003)340 and “Your Uncertain Shadow (Colour)” (2010)341, both of 

which deal with colour perception, the body, its movement and how it has to move to 

see things, to feel present. 

 

 

Fig. 50. Olafur Eliasson, Sonne Statt Regen. 2003. Städtische Galerie im Lembachhaus München, Munich, 
2003.342 

 

James Turrell is part of the Light and Space343 art movement, which also includes artists 

such as Robert Irwin and Douglas Wheeler who have, like Turrell, employed non-

 
 
338 For reference, please take a look at the “Ganzfelds” series or the “Sky Lights”: James Turrell, 
“Ganzfelds,” accessed March 16, 2021, https://jamesturrell.com/work/type/ganzfeld/. 
339 For reference, please take a look at: Brigitte Kowanz, “Now I See” (Wien, 2010), 
http://kowanz.com/en/now-i-see/. 
340 For reference, please take a look at: Ólafur Elíasson, “Sonne Statt Regen,” 2003, 
https://www.lenbachhaus.de/entdecken/sammlung-online/detail/sonne-statt-regen-30031665. 
341 For reference, please take a look at: Ólafur Elíasson, “Your Uncertain Shadow (Colour),” 2010, 
https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK100100/your-uncertain-shadow-colour. 
342 Ólafur Elíasson, “Sonne Statt Regen,” 2003, accessed June 28, 2021, 
https://www.olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK110951/sonne-statt-regen#slideshow. Photo by 
Marianne Franke. 
343 For more detail on the Light & Space movement refer to: Jan Butterfield, The Art of Light and Space 
(New York: Abbeville Press, 1993). 
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conventional materials such as light, projections, and space to create their pieces. The 

works of this art movement, a sub-section of Californian minimalism, have 

fundamental principles in common, and I feel that these principles are relevant to my 

practice: 

“1. Space and movement 
(the work of art opens up into the space and involves moving objects (kinetics)) 
 
2. Perception 
(Constantly changing kinetic shapes and lights call for an active, dynamic perception 
focusing on simultaneity and difference) 
 
3. Experimental machinery 
(To effect this new type of perception, the artist acts as a director staging situations with 
space, light, and props. The machinery employed may also be part of the staging) 
 
4. Activating the viewer (participation) 
(The goal of the artist's experiments with light and space is to activate in the viewer a 
process of recognition and understanding, challenging both the intellectual and emotional 
sides of his perception–that is, his feeling and his thought.)”344 
 

 
These four key principles of kinetics, staging, perception, and the audience’s 

participation have been – unknowingly – relevant in the artworks mentioned above 

from the 1920s and 1930s already. For me, those key principles are constituent and 

significant in guiding my practice. I believe they outline exactly what imparts art with 

narrativity and power to alert its audience of certain aspects of spatial conditions, to 

create awareness, to sensitise society, and to inspire more questions. James Turrell’s 

Ganzfeld work City of Arhirit from 1976 at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam (see Fig. 

51) is a shallow space construction with four consecutive chambers, each lit in a 

different colour. The rooms seemed empty and the walls bare, but they were filled with 

sensory information. Each room – taken on its own one by own, but then in their 

consecutively succession – produce perceptual resonances of changing colours 

manufactured in the (mind’s) eye of the viewer. 

 
 
344 Described by Annelie Lütgens, “Twentieth-Century Light and Space Art,” in Olafur Eliasson: Your 
Lighthouse. Works with Light 1991-2004 (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2004), 34. 
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Fig. 51. James Turrell, City of Arhirit. 1976. Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam. 

 

As the works by the Light and Space movement demonstrate (and this discovery holds 

true for light art at large), light is a vehicle that can create spaces that allow for new, 

and sometimes self-reflective methods of perception. “I hope,” says Turrell, speaking of 

his efforts to incite and stimulate this self-reflectivity, “that you see your own seeing and 

that this act of self-reflection, seeing yourself seeing, says more about the way the 

viewer sees.”345 

 

  

 
 
345 James Turrell quoted in: Lütgens, 37. 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 140 

 

Fig. 52. Cornelia Erdmann, Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence. Goethe-Institut 
Hongkong, Black Box Theatre. 2018, exhibition detail. Hong Kong. 

 

4.4. Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence 
The exhibition Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence was my first solo 

show, presenting early considerations of my PhD research. In late 2017, I was invited 

to produce a solo show at the Goethe-Institut Hongkong by its newly appointed 

director, Dr. Almuth Meyer-Zollitsch. This invitation coincided with my application to 

the PhD programme at the Academy of Visual Arts in January 2018, thus giving me 

the opportunity to use this exhibition to creatively establish the experimental and 

experiential baselines for my research. 

My original PhD proposal was about the creative exploration of the aesthetic concept 

of atmospheres. I was very much intrigued by this ‘something’ in between space, its 

qualities and human, this relationship of the in-between. I wanted to explore how 

atmospheres manifest themselves and how they may be staged through experiential 

qualities such as light, sound and textures. I believe that the ambiguous nature of 

atmosphere, this ‘And’ that is suspended between space and the subject experientially 

constitutes the power of atmosphere. 

My interest, then, was to unravel the possible comparability and complementarity 

between the notion, the narrativity inherent to an artwork’s aura (as articulated by the 

likes of Walter Benjamin) and the concept of atmosphere. For this purpose, I wanted to 

use these correlated concepts of atmosphere and aura as a framework to underpin my 

research, assuming that a synthesis and superimposition of one concept on to the other 
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had the potential to render the interactions occurring between an artist’s work, its 

environment, and the effect created in the audience more explicit. 

The exhibition was inspired by the location and the architecture of the Hong Kong 

Arts Centre itself and was divided in two distinct spaces: the white gallery space of the 

Goethe-Institut’s entrance foyer (see Fig. 53) and the Black Box Theatre (see Fig. 52). I 

used similar visual elements such as neon-orange tape to create abstract landscapes on 

the walls and triangular-shaped lamps in both spaces, though each of the immersive 

environments that I sculpted were intended to be entirely distinct. The Black Box 

Theatre was very black and dark; thus, the UV-light emitted from the triangle shaped 

lamps, activated and enhanced the orange tape lines in an intense glow (see Fig. 52). 

Ambient sounds enriched the scene evoking an abstract deep sea-experience. The 

sounds carried on into the white gallery space where the neon tape landscapes and the 

triangle lamps (here emitting different hues of red, pink, orange, and blue) had a 

different, more open feel evoking utopian landscape. 

The installation Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence, with its artificial 

landscape of abstract lines and light objects, laid the foundation for future work that 

would challenge our perception of that which inheres in between the material world 

and ourselves, inspiring imagination through the convergence of a physical 

environment and felt space. In this work, the opposing spatial settings of black and 

white – rather than artificial light – as well as the sound converged into atmospheric 

settings. The site-specific installation worked well as it was, but it made me realise that 

in order to have more control on these atmospheric conditions I would need to work 

with elements that were more susceptible to artistic manipulation. This would be either 

sound or light. Since sound is not a main interest of mine, I was inspired to conduct 

further investigations into the significance of light in the context of atmosphere. 

In conclusion, this exhibition made it clear to me that my original intuitions about the 

notion of atmosphere and its possible uses as a framework for analytical insight were 

correct, though my theoretical work also showed me that I would need to refine my use 

of the concepts of atmosphere and aura. Audience feedback from the exhibition also 

drew my attention to the fact that the aesthetics of light is contingent on context and 

culturally specific and it is this specificity which I would go on to explore through 

lightscapes. 

For the full documentation of the exhibition, please refer to the separate publication 

“Insides Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence” in the Appendix or 

at: 

>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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Fig. 53. Cornelia Erdmann, Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence. Goethe-Institut 
Hongkong. 2018, exhibition detail. Hong Kong. 
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Fig. 54. Cornelia Erdmann, Light: Reflection on Material, Surfaces and Space. Kunstraum, Zurich University 
of the Arts. 2019, exhibition detail. Zurich, Switzerland. 

 

4.5. Light. Reflections on Material, Surfaces and Space 
Building on the findings I had arrived at in my solo show at the Goethe-Institut, I set 

out to establish a theoretical foundation for further work on atmosphere and light, with 

a focus on light (and colour) in Hong Kong. This theoretical research was supported by 

my own visual ethnographic investigation into lightscapes as well as by several smaller 

scale creative interventions, the purpose of which were to continually test new findings 

for their creative potential (see Fig. 44, sketching out my research as a diagram).  

Through those efforts I became increasingly aware of the correlation of light and 

colour, which shortly became the new focus of my research. It became apparent to me 

that I would benefit from additional expertise in this area, and I sought potential 

academic and creative support. I was able to secure an invitation for a residency at the 

Zurich University of the Arts (ZHdK) sponsored by the city of Zurich. The ZHdK has 

one of the leading research institutions in Europe for matters of light and colour, the 

Colour-Light Centre. Additionally, time spent away from Hong Kong would also allow 

me to approach my findings from Hong Kong from a vastly different cultural 

perspective. 
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Concurrent to all of this, I began with further exploration of my new core research 

interest, light, and in particular with experiments with artificial light and light-colour 

effects. To prepare for my trip abroad and so I would have some material to work with 

from the start, I brought some lightweight colour gel film from Hong Kong with me. 

To avoid getting distracted by technical and technological issues, I decided to utilise 

relatively low-tech means in the beginning and borrowed some overhead projectors 

(OHP) from my hosts. I like to use existing, ‘old-school’ technology for my installations 

and have used OHPs for a long time in my work. The good thing about this equipment 

is that they can be found in most places but are seldom used nowadays. Their light 

quality is powerful and good and can easily fill a space with their projections without 

using much material. 

Step by step, experiment by experiment, using the materials I had found, borrowed or 

bought, I fashioned approaches to my research subjects, light and colour. I started to 

reflect on the material and the space (the Kunstraum) where I was holding my closing 

show. Light – as it needs surfaces to be reflected in order to be seen – can direct us and 

orient us in our navigation through spaces, to reflect on what and how we see as well as 

can probe conceptually and physically our experience of light and space. When 

working with light, I discovered that certain considerations were of the utmost 

importance: the source of light, the light that this source casts on surfaces and 

disseminates into the surrounding space, the arrangement and compilation of light 

sources as well as the mixing of light colours. 

 

 

Fig. 55. Cornelia Erdmann, Light. Reflections on Material, Surfaces and Space. 2019, exhibition detail, 
Kunstraum ZHdK, Zurich. 
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For the exhibition, I created a large main projection installation with OHPs: three 

OHPs projected onto a long wall inside the gallery and two OHPs projected through 

the gallery’s window onto the outdoor space in front of the gallery. The projections 

were very vibrant collages of different colour, composed of layered and textured gel-

film. The projections were then programmed with a DMX controller, which would 

switch them on and off in varying patterns at low speed to draw the audience’ attention 

to different details. 

 

Fig. 56. Cornelia Erdmann, You See What You Want to See in “Light. Reflections on Material, Surfaces and 
Space”. 2019, installation detail, Kunstraum ZHdK, Zurich. 

 

In particular through this installation as well as the artwork Your Rumination 1 & 2 (see 

Fig. 57), I learned how I can mix light and colours and how to create light with texture; 

to explore light not just as intangible wavelengths but as discernible material with 

dimension. 
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Fig. 57. Cornelia Erdmann, Your Rumination 1 & 2. 2019, Kunstraum ZHdK, Zurich. 

 

For the full documentation of the creative processes behind and all the works I made 

during the residency, including a comprehensive record of the exhibition Light: 

Reflections on Material, Surfaces and Space, please refer to the extra publication either in the 

Appendix or at:  

>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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Fig. 58. Cornelia Erdmann, On Lightscapes. 2021, statement exhibition detail, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong 
Kong. 

 
 

 

Fig. 59. Cornelia Erdmann, On Lightscapes. 2021, statement exhibition detail, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong 
Kong. 
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4.6. On Lightscapes: Exploring the Cultural Aesthetics and 

Narrativities of Light and Colour in Hong Kong (Statement Show) 
To bring my research to a practical conclusion I decided to produce an artistic work 

that would integrate and condense my research findings into a single immersive 

experience for my audience. I started my research with the notion of atmosphere (see 

the exhibition Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence). I then, developed a 

focus on the ways in which aspects of light particular to a place are manifested in 

lightscapes (see the visual ethnographic research 24 Hours Hong Kong) while continuing 

to probe the possibilities of light as a creative medium that shapes and defines spatial 

settings as well as our sense of space (see my small interventions in the Appendix and 

the exhibition Light. Reflections on Material, Surfaces and Space). My engagement with the 

lightscapes of Hong Kong sharpened my awareness of light and colours as a distinctive 

element in the production and narration of cultural meaning. My research developed 

in multiple consecutive, partially-overlapping and intricately-intertwined threads. In 

my final creation I aimed at making these processes intuitively experienceable in a 

single artwork. I wanted to show that light is the stimulus which initiates the process of 

vision resulting in the perception of colour; how light (and lightscapes) are continuous 

transitions of different settings caught up in space and time; how light and colour can 

instil narrativity and site-specific aesthetics. 

For the purpose of fulfilling the requirements of my PhD the final statement piece 

needed to be accompanied by supplementary information framing the new work in its 

proper context. Accordingly, I decided to present the piece as part of a comprehensive 

exhibition, a ‘Statement Show’ that would bring together works, materials and texts 

produced throughout the course of the PhD. The research, the artworks (including the 

ones made for previous shows) and the curation of the show bring together all the 

questions, answers and epiphanies that I have arrived at over the course of my PhD 

exploration working with light, colour and atmosphere. 
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Fig. 60. Cornelia Erdmann, On Lightscapes. 2021, statement exhibition floorplan, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong 
Kong. 

 

The core outcomes of my research were articulated in my expansive light installation 

Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’, which integrated the findings of the theoretical 

research and the insights aggregated during the production of the previous 

experimental works into a comprehensive experiential narration.  

The exhibition was divided into two sections in the two rooms of the gallery. The first, 

smaller room showcased (see figures 58 and 59)  the trajectory of the journey of my 

PhD research that led up to the main installation via a) a selection of artworks 

produced throughout the research period; alongside b) documentations of other 

relevant artworks and exhibitions from the process that couldn’t be shown within the 

show; as well as c) the visual ethnographic research 24 Hours Hong Kong and the work 

Colourspaces and their accompanying publications with interviews and texts reflecting 

and complementing my investigations. Finally, a series of booklets with selected 

artworks and references was also exhibited to provide further theoretical 

supplementation and contextualisation. 

(All publications can be found in the Appendix as links or as hard copies.) 

The second space, the main, large gallery, featured the expansive light installation 

Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’, which integrated the focal findings of my theoretical 

research as well as the insights aggregated during the production of the prior 

experimental works into a comprehensive experiential narration. The installation was 
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developed specifically for the main Kaitak Gallery in the Academy of Visual Arts’ 

Kaitak Campus. 

A documentation of the statement show can be found in the separate publication “On 

Lightscapes: Exploring the Cultural Aesthetic and Narrativities of Light and Colour in 

Hong Kong” in the Appendix or at: 

>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/on-lightscapes-exploring-

aesthetics-and-narrativitiy-of-light-and-colour/ 

Or you may take a walk through the virtual tour at: 

>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/on-lightscapes-virtual-tour/ 

 
4.7. Translating Colourspaces into Lightscape Sequence 
After developing the artwork Colourspaces which built upon the bases established by my 

visual ethnography research 24 Hours Hong Kong, I had to devise a way to translate the 

digital prints of colours – depicting frozen moments extracted from lightscapes 

recorded over the span of 24 hours – back into luminous colours and light, into 

experiential lightscapes – taking into account my considerations on light (and colour) as 

material through my various artworks and the exhibition Light. Reflection on Material, 

Surface and Space in Zurich in particular. 

The visible light spectrum is often displayed as a linear sweep of colours, the most 

illustrative example of this being the array we see refracted in the rainbow. The more 

abstract version is, of course, the colour circle.346  With the artworks Colourspaces I had 

compiled a similarly abstract colour system of Hong Kong’s lightscapes as experienced 

in the different perspectives of Far, Medium and Closeup. I wanted to create an artwork 

that transposes the light and colour experience of the lightscapes that I had captured 

into an experiential installation, re-animating the static colour spaces that I had 

captured and compiled from various places in Hong Kong, and channelling them into 

an immersive experience. 

 

Methods 
In my practice I have worked with many different light products. Today, we have 

many options to achieve coloured light, through single colour LEDs or through DMX-

controlled RGB LED-lights for example. For myself, I have always found pleasure in 

using analogue technology to create light colours, such as painting on the glass surfaces 

of the different luminaires (see Fig. 61 and Fig. 62 for the light installation Leuchtturm) or 

 
 
346 Batchelor, The Luminous and the Grey, 79. 
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by using colour gel film to tint the light (see Fig. 63 and Fig. 64). In my opinion, the use 

of these older luminaires and technology yields a sense of authenticity and originality; 

evoking the singularity of a certain place and epoch. The light quality that can be 

achieved with these methods is vastly different because of their luminaire technology 

(see Fig. 65) as well as because analogue mixing achieves a different, extended range of 

colour options. 

 

Fig. 61. Cornelia Erdmann, Leuchtturm. 2004, light installation, Weimar, Germany. Glass paint on 
fluorescent tubes. Left: switched off. Right: Light with colour effect switched on. 

 

 
 
Fig. 62. Cornelia Erdmann, Leuchtturm. 2004, light installation, Weimar, Germany. 
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Fig. 63. Cornelia Erdmann, Your Rumination 1& 2. 2019, light installation, work in progress, Zurich, 
Switzerland. Layers of colour gel film on LED tubes. 

 

Fig. 64. Cornelia Erdmann, You See What You Want to See. 2019, light installation, Zurich, Switzerland. 
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During my residency in Zurich, I continued to use, as I had done before in my practice, 

overhead projectors the light of which I tinted with layered and textured colour gel film 

I had brought along from Hong Kong. For various reasons I like to use overhead 

projectors (OHP) in my work: they are a technology that has been rendered 

technologically redundant and yet they continue be found in most places. The 

repurposing of existing material is, first of all, an exercise in sustainability and secondly, 

OHPs use a halogen (incandescent) type luminaire which has a very good and strong 

light quality. Its wavelength spectrum is an even, progressive distribution towards warm 

colours, a little closer to sunlight while compact fluorescent lamps or LEDs have spikes 

most prominently in the blue spectrum and have therefore a different, lesser light 

quality (see Fig. 65). 

 

Fig. 65. LED Professional, Color spectrum recognized wavelengths emitted by sunlight, phosphor-doped 
LED, incandescent and CFL lights (Ultimate Light Bulb test: Incandescent vs. Compact fluorescent vs. 
LED, Popular Mechanics, November 25, 2012).347 

 

Gel film is available in many colour variations and may additionally be layered to 

create even more light colours. By experimentation with different gels and by 

overlapping the projections themselves I tried to replicate the colours and colour 

sequences found in Hong Kong’s lightscapes as exemplified in the Colourspaces. Initially, 

I worked with static colour projections, but I had always intended to create moving 

 
 
347 LED Professional, “LED Light Spectrum Enhancement with Transparent Pigmented Glazes,” ˙LED 
professional - LED Lighting Technology, Application Magazine, 2016, https://www.led-
professional.com/resources-1/articles/led-light-spectrum-enhancement-with-transparent-pigmented-
glazes-by-light-spectrum-glazes. 
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light colour patterns, time-based projections, that simulate the lightscapes as they are 

evolving with the waxing and waning of natural light, our living patterns and shifts in 

artificial light, all transformations that I captured in my ethnographic recordings during 

the 24-hour periods. Our vision and perception, like lightscapes themselves, are 

emergent, continuous and open-ended processes. As such, it was imperative that I re-

create the moving, changing and sequential light patterns that I had witnessed. 

In my persistence in employing analogue methods, I not only used OHPs but I also 

devised a mechanism of slow motors, rollers and a conveyor-belt-like gel film collage to 

make a continuous flow of overlapping projections to be lit with the help of nine OHPs 

at once: a sequencing machine for lightscapes. 

 

 

Fig. 66. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation detail, AVA 
Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 

 

 

Fig. 67. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation detail, AVA 
Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 
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This rolling, moving mechanism made from motors and rollers, projectors and film is a 

huge machine that uses technology that has been rendered redundant. It is an analogue 

sequencer. Mounted on one side of the Kaitak Gallery it projects a sequence of 

ongoing, analogue mixed colour projections on the opposing wall. These coloured 

projections mix their light colours again additively on the wall. The light colours mix 

and evolve continuously as sequences, time- and site-related as the vivid projections are 

diluted like water-colours when they mix with the gallery’s white walls and blend over 

the trims, chimneys, and other features that belong originally to the space. The 

machinery is noisy: you can hear the sounds of the OHP’s ventilators, the running 

motors, and the crackling of the gel film sliding along the apparatuses all of which 

evoke industrial modernity of Fordist production and its living milieux as well as 

connotations of the well-established analogous of “city as machine” dwelling.  

The sheer materiality of the sequencer in its unwieldy, concatenated form also reminds 

one of Walter Benjamin’s notion of aura, which inheres in the singularity, the 

authenticity and irreproducibility of the artwork. The ephemeral projections by the 

Lightscape Sequencer can never produce the same colour sequences again. Although it is a 

conveyor belt, due to the irregularity in transporting the belt, the same projections can 

never overlap again. 

 

Fig. 68. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation, AVA Kaitak 
Gallery, Hong Kong. 
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The process behind the production of these sequences themselves is not a mystery, we 

can see how it happens as it happens. It is not a hidden process, but a comprehensible 

and sensual experience one can perceive on many different levels: some visitors 

“sniffed” the installation as the ventilators blew out fumes of hot plastic and metal, 

while others walked around, moved their bodies in the projections, touched the walls 

and tried to feel the textures of coloured patterns. Some visitors commented: 348 

“I walked around, took in the slowness of the changing vistas, enjoyed the crackling 

sounds of the mechanisms guiding the color membranes (film) to slide through the 

OHP's. How the space interacted with this installation. The reflection of the wooden 

floor. The cracking of the wooden floor while walking on it, and how that interacted 

with the sounds of the installation. The repetition of the OHPs with the long loop of gel 

film collage is impressively creating this conveyor belt sense. Like there is a machine 

producing something and as a by-product the glowing illuminating colours are 

released. There is a sense of peace and slowness in this scene, which made it quite 

pleasant to remain for a little longer in the installation, and only other obligations and 

unfortunate appointments pulled me out of this almost meditative state of being (sic).”349  

“Wow! What an installation, was my first thought. - After a more detailed look, I got 

lost in the sound of the projectors and the passing colours on the wall. - After one felt a 

little more comfortable, we dropped shadow figures on the wall. (I like) that the space 

has been left as it is and a very minimalist installation produces such a colour power.”350  

“I much preferred the intimacy of this space, the colours, see the machines and having 

the preceding room to build up the journey to this immersive experience.”351 

From comments such as these, one might suggest that this installation, the re-creation 

of lightscapes, with all of its material trappings and workings exposed in plain view, 

poses a challenge to the ‘unmediated view’ which Donna Haraway referred to 

as: “There is no unmediated photograph or passive camera obscura in scientific 

accounts of bodies and machines; there are only highly specific visual possibilities, each 

with a wonderfully detailed, active, partial way of organizing worlds.” 352 The essence of 

a light artwork can be expressed thus – through light a space is sculpted and through 

 
 
348 In an anonymous online survey conducted after the exhibition in April–May 2021, I sent questionnaires 
to members of the audience that had visited the show and left their contact information. (Unfortunately, 
because of COVID-19 related restrictions, the show was not open to the public). The goal was to obtain 
audience feedback on the exhibition in general and the light installation Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant 
Harbour’ in particular. The questionnaire was designed to gather quantitative and qualitative audience 
comments on the awareness of and the attention to the subtleties of experiences of space, light, and 
colour expressed in lightscapes. These are some comments I received through the survey. 
349 Comment by visitor E from survey described in Footnote 348. 
350 Comment by visitor F from survey described in Footnote 348. 
351 Comment by visitor C from survey described in Footnote 348. 
352 Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 
Perspective,” 583.  
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the qualities of reflection between the work of art and the space itself an expansive 

atmosphere is produced. The perception of light, however, is always mediated through 

the subjective process that is involved. The process of perception is the mediation of 

experiential knowledge. 

 

Fig. 69. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, projection detail, AVA Kaitak 
Gallery, Hong Kong 

 

For a 360° photo experience of the installation, please look up the virtual tour at: 

>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/on-lightscapes-virtual-tour/  

Or 360° photographs at: 

>> https://kuula.co/profile/CorneliaErdmann/posts 
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For 360° video documentations, please look up the playlist “Lightscape Sequence 360 

Video Documentation” on YouTube: 

>> https://tinyurl.com/lightscape360videos 

For regular video documentations of the installation, please look up the playlist 

“Lightscape Sequence Video Documentation” on YouTube: 

>> https://tinyurl.com/lighscape-videos 

 

 

Fig. 70. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation projection 
detail, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 

 

Explication 
As lightscapes are not static but are in flux all the time, any representation of these 

lightscapes in the installation would have to involve change and motion. Not only do 

light conditions generally change over the (captured) span of 24 hours, as well as are 

our own bodies constantly in motion, our perception is always in the act of interpreting 

and schematising changing stimuli and information. “The primal function of 

perception is precisely to grasp a series of elementary changes under the form of a 

quality or of a simple state, by a work of condensation,”353 writes Henri Bergson. 

 
 
353 Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution, trans. Arthur Mitchell (New York: Henry Holt & Co., Camelot Press, 
1911), 301. 
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Light and colour perception are emergent processes. They form relationships between 

figure and ground, the perceiver and space (with its various qualities). Human 

perception is a sequence of varying intensities and an observer's sensations always 

depend on the sequence of stimuli that preceded it.354 

Motion, then, is absolutely central to our experience of atmospheres and lightscapes, 

since it is the combination of our attunement, our bodies in movement and shifts in 

sound and light with the passage of time that yields our perception or our 

environment.355 It was this matrix of qualitative and quantitative factors that I wanted 

to render in an explicit way through my installation. It is a time-based process and 

hence, the motion, the installation’s loop of never-ending colour and light mixing is 

part of it. The sequential change of colours and patterns bring about a narrative, 

almost like a movie. You can feel the time passing, setting not only the gaze in motion, 

but also cognition and imagination. 

 

 

Fig. 71. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation audience 
interaction, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 

 

 
 
354 This refers to Gustav Fechner’s discovery of an illusionary colour effect (like an after-image effect) 
evoked by a spinning disc with black and white patterns. Ólafur Elíasson, Olafur Eliasson: Your Lighthouse: 
Works with Light 1991-2004 (Ostfildern-Ruit, Germany: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2004), 28. 
355 See John Dewey’s and Bart Lootsma’s argument that perception involves movement in Footnotes 
314/315 as well as James Gibson’s ecological approach to perception that entails constant movement and 
engagement. See section 1.9. Or Noë, Action in Perception. 
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As the visitor steps into the installation, into the projected lights, they turn from being 

the viewer and the subject of experience into being a moving part, a mobile accessory 

of the installation as their bodies are also a projection surface for the light colours. The 

frame of reference changes from the subjective first-person perspective into the 

objective, third-person perspective. The viewer is here an actor or agent within the 

installation: their shadows create complementary colours through a process of additive 

colour mixing by the overlapping projections. 

 

 
 
Fig. 72. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation detail and 
audience interaction, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 
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Fig. 73. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, projection detail and audience 
interaction, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 

 
 
Fig. 74. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence 'Fragrant Harbour'. 2021, audience interaction, AVA 
Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 
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Fig. 75. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation detail and 
audience interaction, AVA Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 

 

If you close your eyes, you can feel the (warmth of the) light projections, you perceive 

the interplay of projected colours you (through your lids) and the after-images created 

behind your eyelids generate yet another narrative, a different one for each person. 

However, since each viewer effectively becomes part of the installation itself, 

contributing to the impression it makes on the audience at large, the experience of the 

installation cannot be said to an entirely individual one. While each visitor has an 

immersive experience that is unique to them, the effect that their mobile bodies make 

upon the whole can be seen and experienced by the others simultaneously (though each 

in their own way in turn). Finally, the installation is made for the gallery space and as it 

merges with the gallery’s surfaces, it is through its content and performance embedded 

in the larger context of Hong Kong on another level as the installation fuses with the 

architecture of the site. 

The narrativity of an artwork can create feelings, trigger sensations, or tell stories. The 

experience of the Lightscape Sequence creates narrativities and potentially infinite 

temporalities between the viewer and space, which simulates lightscapes of Hong 

Kong. Henri Bergson writes:  

“Becoming is infinitely varied. That which goes from yellow to green is not like that which 
goes from green to blue: they are different qualitative movements. …The trick of our 
perception, like that of our intelligence, like that of our language, consists in extracting from 
these profoundly different becomings the single representation of becoming in general, 
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undefined becoming, a mere abstraction … An infinite multiplicity of becomings variously 
colored, so to speak, passes before our eyes: we manage so that we see only differences of 
color, that is to say, differences of state, beneath which there is supposed to flow, hidden 
from our view, a becoming always and everywhere the same, invariably colorless.”356  
 

In that sense, the becomings, the experience of colour (light) changes in an artwork is 

comprised of both spatial, temporal, and emotional aspects and is foremost generated 

through the interaction that occurs between the audience and the artwork. 

Here, it would be pertinent to revisit the list of key principles formulated by Lütgens 

about the artworks of the Light and Space movement, since they were all observed in the 

creation of the Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’: 1. Space and movement; 2. 

Perception – the kinetics of the artwork and the emitted light invites for an active and 

dynamic perception; 3. Experimental machinery – the sequencer is made by the artist 

as the director staging light and spatial situations; 4. Activating the viewer and enlisting 

their participation in the process of recognition and understanding, challenging both 

the intellectual and emotional sides of his perception – that is, his feeling and his 

thought” 357  The Lightscape Sequence installation adheres to each of these different 

principles and additionally reflects on the culturally specific aesthetics of light and 

colour as they disclose and manifest themselves in the unique lightscapes in the place 

they occur in, here in “Fragrant Harbour”: famed for its luminous history of vibrant 

artificial light and illumination, a tradition that has long been established in Hong 

Kong initially as red lanterns from street patrols and later prominent in the neon signs 

and now in LEDs that stud the skyline; and ultimately by Hong Kong’s efficient, high-

density city machinery that has its unique urban atmosphere with its vivid and vibrant 

illumination. 

All this is reflected in the title of the work (Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’), which 

suggests that the research could be repeated in a different place, showing different light 

and colour conditions adapting the ending of the title to the new place. According to 

one of the visitors the light installation displays “…how different light settings are used, 

not just one and how these settings are culturally so different. The installation proposes 

a way in experiencing this idea and explains the visitor the research in an embodied 

way.” In another comment offered by an audience member the visitor had this to say: 

“The color pallet which refers to HK to me, to the architecture, to the shifting of time, 

The moments of dawn/dusk, where these transitions are so explicitly noticeable.” 358 

 
 
356 Bergson, Creative Evolution, 304. 
357 Lütgens, “Twentieth-Century Light and Space Art.” 
358 Both comments by visitor C from the post-exhibition survey. See Footnote 348. 
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The installation, its light and colour effect are perceivable on different levels. A further 

remark by the visitor reveals: “Visually experiencing accelerated time through these 

time lapses is fascinating and mesmerizing. The contrast of scale that affect our 

experience of space between the internal and external footage is interesting. And the 

color spectrum as can be understood through these different levels of distance is 

creating this interesting unique pallet of Hong Kong. Which returns in the big 

installation so convincingly.”359 

We all have our own perceptions and experiences; colours and light in particular, are 

highly subjective. Yet, light and colour experiences can evoke in us memories and 

associations that are not only subjective and unique but which in some way belong to 

the environment itself, to the context, associations that one shares with others and thus 

have social relevance. In this regard, they occupy the curious nebula between the 

subjective and the objective. Eva Schürmann elaborates on this by noting that “light is 

in principle comparable to attunement or sound. It is a force, an energy and a 

movement, not a condition in the meaning of a fact. Because of that it is beyond the 

duality of subject and object.”360 This description of light being beyond the binary of 

subject and object once again draws parallels to the concept of atmosphere as 

formulated by Gernot Böhme, situating it in the interstitial ‘And’, the in-between, the 

phenomenon that makes it so important and valuable for exploring conditions of light 

and space. “Usually, we see light as informing us about something else than itself,” says 

Turrell.361 Light, especially “atmospheric light,” as Hasse describes it, “is not a light that 

makes us see, that illuminates, but it communicates cultural meaning and aesthetic 

concepts.”362 Accordingly, lightscapes convey cultural meaning and affect us 

synaesthetically. This synaesthesia and the narrativity that it produces is experienced 

on a mundane level in our everyday environments, but these spatial-temporal 

fragments of synaesthetic experience can also be transposed, transmitted and projected 

through the artwork.  

Colourspaces is but one example of this, its static colours creating an experiential 

evocation illustrative (a colour palette) of how light and colour qualities constitute the 

aesthetics and narrativity of lightscapes specific to their point of investigation. The 

installation Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’ is the atmospheric, spatial rendition of 

the aesthetics and narrativity of light and colour in contemporary Hong Kong. 

 
 
359 Comment taken from the survey. See Footnote 348. 
360 Schürmann, Erscheinen und Wahrnehmen: Eine vergleichende Studie zur Kunst von James Turrell und 
der Philosophie Merleau-Pontys, 123. Translated from German by Cornelia Erdmann. 
361 James Turrell in an interview in: Schürmann, 83. 
362 Hasse, “Atmosphären des Lichts - Medien des Urbanen?,” 35. Translated from German by Cornelia 
Erdmann. 
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Fig. 76. Cornelia Erdmann, Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’. 2021, light installation detail, AVA 
Kaitak Gallery, Hong Kong. 
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Fig. 77. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Medium - Mong Kok Sai Yee Street". 2019, time-lapse 
stills, from day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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Conclusion 
Derivation & Findings 
My interest in light originates in my background as an architect, from my sensitivity 

towards spatial conditions and my observations on the impact of light and colours upon 

our nervous and mental systems, not only on scales as small as the warm glow of a 

torch illuminating the hide-out created under a blanket, but also on the larger level of 

illuminated places and dazzling city districts. The implicit meaning of space, light and 

colour belongs to aesthetic experience and therefore present us with fundamental 

questions concerning human existence in space and in time. Architecture and art 

express and relate to man's being in the world.363 “Aesthetic and cultural experience are 

peculiarly susceptible to the changing experience of space and time precisely because 

they entail the construction of spatial representations and artefacts out of the flow of 

human experience,” elucidates David Harvey.364 In architecture and art, we not only 

design and create those artefacts, but in their construction we are compelled to reflect 

on the ways in which such structures shape our experience. That is, as architects and 

artists we are made to question the presuppositions behind our practice, why we do 

things the way we do them. 

The intention behind this research into light and colour in contemporary Hong Kong 

has been to explore the mundane reality of light and colour, its culturally specific 

meaning and aesthetics as they manifest themselves in lightscapes. To do this, I have 

made use of the notion of atmosphere as an analytical framework to qualify and to 

comprehend light and colour as they occur in their context. The notion of atmosphere 

provides the sensibility – the “sensory and imaginative form of understanding” 365 – to 

navigate through and examine lightscapes, to explore how a place or an event feels, 

and what they mean to us. 

Light is first and foremost a physical phenomenon. It provides a sensory stimulus which 

initiates the process of vision and results in the perception of colour. At the same time, 

light is also a man-made material that not only makes the world visible to us, but also 

guides us in how and what we perceive as it informs our senses. Light influences us, 

shapes our experiences and emotions. In an analogous fashion to the concept of 

atmosphere, the perception of light (and colour) is an in-between phenomenon that 

relates to subjective, perceptive qualities as they are entangled with spatial attributes 

and socio-cultural dimensions. This imbrication and mesh of subjective and objective 

 
 
363 Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 16. 
364 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), 327. 
365 Sumartojo and Pink, Atmospheres and the Experiential World: Theory and Methods, 3. 
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factors, infusing space with shared, lived qualities that are neither truly subjective or 

objective manifests itself in what I have referred to as ‘lightscapes’, which emerge out of 

the interaction between light, space, and the percipients who populate this space.  

Like atmospheres, lightscapes are temporal, dynamic, in-between phenomena that are 

bound to a place, describing moments and/or actions in our lit environment. We use 

our felt-body to experience lightscapes. Lightscapes are not just perceived, but they can 

be regarded as cultural landscapes in their own right, emerging from the exchange 

between humans and their surroundings, stretching through their immemorial past and 

the horizon of the future. By adopting the term ‘lightscapes’ rather than just reflecting 

on light and colour in isolation from one another and from their context, indicates that 

light is not simply a mundane, physical event but that the study of how light fills and 

forms our world offers us a unique perspective and insight into our everyday lives. 

In phenomenology the body is not just a means but also the subject of perception and 

this perception is mainly concerned with the here and now, not the past or the future. 

Therefore, the ecological approach to perception gives a more comprehensive 

perspective as we gain knowledge through a mode of interaction with the environment. 

According to Gibson, the sense of sight is similarly engaging as the sense of touch. Our 

ears and eyes are not just receptor cells connected to the brain but are parts of the body 

which are constantly moving and engaging with the environment.366 The sensory and 

cognitive cross-over from the outside to the inside in respect to light is facilitated by the 

relay that we refer to as vision. Vision is a subjective experience of light but also a 

complex cognitive process that “incorporates the ocular act of registering the external 

world, and a more imaginative sense of creating and projecting images,” contends 

Denis Cosgrove.367 Vision entails Weltanschauung (Josef Albers), a culturally formed gaze 

that is coupled with fantasy and imagination. Hence, phenomenology alone is not 

enough of a tool for the thorough exploration of lightscapes. Vision and perception 

may be considered an isolating individual, subjective matter on the first glance, but at a 

closer look it is revealed that their inextricable ties are much deeper entangled with 

spatial conditions, multi-sensory experiences, meaning and identity in the socio-cultural 

realm. The notion of atmosphere goes beyond solitary phenomenological experience, it 

comprises of and/or inspires a narrative in us that tells us about places and people, 

disclosing insight into their current states while tracing the imprint and enduring 

cultural relevance of the past, present and future as well as the imagination. 

Employing the term narrativity, rather than narrative, offers an important shift to the 

question if and how an experience possesses narrativity and if a phenomenon, like a 

 
 
366 Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception. 
367 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision. Seeing, Imagining and Representing the World, 5. 



Cornelia H. Erdmann      •     On Lightscapes: Exploring the Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in Contemporary Hong Kong 

 169 

lightscape or an artwork, are able to inspire a narrative response within the audience. 

Narrativity, like atmosphere, is something, the artist or designer, can stage, direct, and 

manipulate. The quality of narrativity that is inherent to what atmosphere is or how 

the experience of an artwork takes effect, is not defined by true or false, but by how and 

what they may inspire and evoke in us. 

Following Merleau-Ponty, Tim Ingold argues that “light is the experience of inhabiting 

the world of the visible, and that its qualities – of brilliance and shade, tint and colour, 

and saturation – are variations, upon this experience.”368 Light is more than just a 

medium of perception; light and colour evoke agency moulding aesthetics and 

narrativity that saturate lightscapes with generative meaning. 

My artistic research and the creation of experiential artworks have probed the 

possibilities of the theories and hypotheses outlined above while aggregating findings 

that I arrived at through the course of my visual ethnographic work here in Hong 

Kong, using the city as an exemplary case study in my fieldwork. 

Through the course of my research journey – including my solo shows at the Goethe-

Institut Hongkong and at the Kunstraum in Zurich, as well as the fieldwork of my 

visual ethnographic research 24 Hours Hong Kong, which would consequently result 

(among other works that would follow) in the artwork Colourspaces and in the installation 

Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’ – I was able to explore the meaning of lightscapes as 

well as the connotations and implications that light and colour have.  

I have catalogued and classified Hong Kong’s lightscapes (see section 2.7.) in three 

perspective categories: Far, Medium, and Closeup. Each perspective category links up 

with corresponding notions of lightscapes as described in section 3.12.  

In Far, I deal with the overview of city districts and the cycle of natural light and the 

human impact with artificial light on the environment. The videos of the visual 

ethnographic research 24 Hours Hong Kong give evidence; the series Solargraphies trace the 

natural elements of far lightscapes; the artwork Apparatus for Enlightenment alludes to the 

quality of natural light and the publication Snapshots records glimpses.369 Together these 

works explore various aspects of this notion that looks at how the built, urban 

environment and the natural co-exist. 

I approached the notion of the Medium lightscape equally in the corresponding video set 

of 24 Hours Hong; I highlighted the importance of darkness in the work Photophobia; I 

dealt with colour mixing and perception, in particular in the work Your Rumination 1 & 

 
 
368 Ingold, “Stop, Look, Listen! Vision, Hearing and Human Movement,” 264–65. 
369 Please find all publications in the Appendix or at: 
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 
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2 (see Fig. 57); the artwork Drawing Machine for a Brighter Future references activists light 

in public and Hong Kong’s various dapples and rays of red light as they can be found 

caused by advertisement signs, the laser light show or blinking LED displays. 

I explored the notion of Closeup not only through the video set of 24 Hours Hong 

Kong, but also in other artworks, in particular with the works Photoarboreality and the 

Apparatus for Enlightenment, which attend to the mundaneness of lightscapes.  

The aesthetics of light and colour in lightscapes, I have discovered, have always a 

specific aesthetic unique to its singular location, as narrated through distinct sequences 

of more or less brilliant hues of textured, luminous colours. These sequences of 

luminous colours are lightscapes that ultimately carry cultural relevance and meaning 

through their particular colour scheme and their role as a cultural landscape. 

Lightscapes as they are suspended – like atmospheres – between what people do and 

see and the places we live in. They create and illuminate on what these places mean to 

us. 

 
Relevance & Outlook 
As Goethe wrote, the conclusions we draw are very different according to the mode we 

choose to approach a branch of knowledge.370 Light as a mundane, sometimes 

challenging, event can be approached from a variety of different angles: from a 

technical or physical perspective or a philosophical, metaphysical or artistic one. No 

matter which access point is used, any consideration of light is necessarily contingent 

upon interaction with the environment for light to be visible and considerable at all. 

Light exists and manifests itself in and through spatial relationships – from the public 

realm to private spaces – as designed and unintentional occurrences. Lightscapes are 

not only part of a city's urbanity, they also exert a continuous influence upon it on 

different levels at once. Lightscapes are a compound of the city’s unique genius loci and a 

vital expression of its urban, cultural life. 

Hong Kong is a splendid platform for examining light and light conditions. It is a place 

with great urban density and sizeable contrasts between built and un-built 

environments. Lightscapes, as they unfold, help to determine the tenor, gleam and 

feeling of a city. Of course, light is a universal phenomenon, but it seems more sensible 

to consider it on a regional level with a more human-ecological approach. Light and its 

effects can be negative as in light pollution (please also refer here to the publication “In 

 
 
370 Goethe, Goethe’s Theory of Colours. See full quote on page 22 (at the beginning of Research 
Methodology). 
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Praise of Shadow: Photophobia”), but it can also be positive, since life depends on the 

radiance and energy of the sun. 

The implication of this research is to allow creative practice to titillate the public to 

gain not only phenomenological, but also aesthetic insights into light, to explore its 

significance and what it means in the context of Hong Kong and the potential that 

these insights have for future development and elaboration beyond Hong Kong. 

Through the audience feedback, it was confirmed that through artistic research light 

qualities can be explored “how different light settings are used, not just one and how 

these settings are culturally so different. The installation proposes a way in experiencing 

this idea and explains the visitor the research in an embodied way (sic).”371  

An art exhibition in an academic or non-academic context has the potential to reach, 

stimulate and educate the public, being accessible to a large audience beyond specialist 

circles. Artistic research is a mode of producing knowledge that does not simply reveal 

or explain how knowledge is to be read. Rather, at the heart of artistic research is the 

question of how knowledge is to be experienced, how it is to be transmitted from one 

mind and body to another, and what sorts of enduring effects it has upon each. 

Another audience comment reflected on the educational potentiality of the research as 

such: “The significance for a society is that if an audience is educated in the arts and 

curious towards experiencing art, then a community will reap the benefits of a more 

balanced and fair society, less prone to be indoctrinated, or manipulated by corporate 

or political messages, lies etc. As such it will provide a protection mechanism to allow 

civilization to evolve and flourish.”372 

In her work, Susanne Langer suggests that artistic perception is not the same as 

aesthetic sensibility. Rather, it is a form of insight.373 It is exactly this insight that I find 

to be crucial and central to my artistic intentions, since it is just as important to the 

general public as well as to groups of experts who deal with light and its effects 

professionally. The works Colourspaces and Lightscape Sequence could be used by artists and 

light designers if they are in need of a repository of colour schemes and light intensities 

specific to Hong Kong. The research as a whole could be useful to city planners, 

sociologists or human geographers in pursuit of enlightenment (pun intended) on the 

subject of light and its profound influences on our lives and the way we access the 

world. Light illuminates: it not only creates visibility, but it discloses much more than 

 
 
371 Anonymous audience feedback from visitor E, obtained through the online survey. See Footnote 348. 
372 Anonymous audience feedback from visitor E, obtained through the online survey. See Footnote 348. 
373 Susanne Knauth Langer, Feeling and Form. A Theory of Art (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1953), 
60. 
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this, since “light is medium and the message”374 simultaneously. Light with its 

materiality is a medium that communicates cultural meanings, frames aesthetics, and 

has an agency of its own shaping our world. Through the perceptual process that is 

initiated by light we can grasp something that is a link in between light, space and 

perception.375  

This research is a practice-based investigation that makes explicit the impact light (and 

colour) has as it interacts and influences us as a cultural landscape (as in lightscapes). 

Beyond offering a large body of practice outputs to explore light and colour and 

lightscapes – culminating in the main output of an experiential art installation – the 

practice is embedded in the theoretical context of the aesthetic concept of atmosphere 

which sets the analytical framework for lightscapes. The expanded concept of 

atmosphere of this research creates a new sensibility towards how we live in a certain 

place and what role a ‘material’ such as light plays within those interactions between 

people and a place. This consideration merging theory with an artistic approach is a 

significant contribution to new knowledge creating a new aesthetic method for 

transforming experiences in the urban settings that can be of artistic or applied nature. 

Light is functional, useful but is also aesthetic and can be staged in both ways.  

Depending on from which perspective category we view lightscapes in [referring to the 

notions of lightscapes described in section 3.12. (Lightscapes: Colourspaces)], the 

lightscapes can highlight in which further fields this research is applicable: 

As described for Far the light emitted by larger districts, its reflection in the sky glow is 

of concern to city planners, policy makers and city marketing. Far is about the 

evaluation of light conditions on a larger scale and questions how the city’s quality on a 

day-to-day level, considering health and well-being of its citizens, flora and fauna could 

be enhanced as well as how regulated light can be implemented for special marketing 

purposes. The sensibility through atmosphere considerations could lead the answers. 

Similar considerations and applications apply to the Medium lightscape, the streets and 

other open places that form the urban space. This research can guide light designers, 

planners and policy makers to make decisions on light design that reflects Hong Kong’s 

unique light characteristics. Filmmakers, educators and various artists can resort to this 

knowledge and transpose it to create awareness and understanding on the significance 

of light and/or to make new works that are a reflection of what this research has 

brought to light. 

 
 
374 Hartmut Böhme, “Das Licht als Medium der Kunst. – Über Erfahrungsarmut und Ästhetisches 
Gegenlicht in der technischen Zivilisation.,” in Licht, Farbe, Raum. Künstlerisch-Wissenschaftliches 
Symposium, ed. Michael Schwarz (Braunschweig: Leporello, 1997), 111–37. 
375 Zyman, “On ‘Making-Room’ or How Seeing Takes Place in a Light Space,” 466. 
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Finally on the level of considering light from Closeup in the interiors, planners, 

designers, health workers and educators as well as various artists are dealing with 

quality of light in their professions and should be aware about the importance and 

consequences of how light impacts our live immediately be it in the private or in a work 

environment. Light’s impact and its staging quality (for positive and negative effects) 

has consequences for the circadian rhythm or impacts the mental well-being. 

Lightscapes narrate cultural meanings as in religious beliefs or customs that express 

locality and identity. When dealing with light, one can use this research which provides 

useful information, aesthetic concepts and a colour scheme for Hong Kong, to discuss 

and implement sensible works and designs.  

To conclude, we can mention Walter Benjamin’s quote here: “What, in the end, makes 

advertisements so superior to criticism? Not what the moving red neon sign says – but the fiery pool 

reflecting it in the asphalt.”376 Since light is more about ‘the illuminated’377, revealing and 

manifesting itself only through reflection, the notion of lightscapes trains attention to 

the social and aesthetic construct of light as it exists in a particular place and time. 

While this research takes the lightscapes of contemporary Hong Kong as its subject 

matter – offering expertise and apprehension towards light and colour – I am confident 

that different lightscapes in different places can be scrutinised and explored with the 

same framework, methodological tools and method in the future. 

 

 
 
376 Walter Benjamin, “One-Way Street and Other Writings,” in Reflections, trans. Edmund Jephcott and 
Kingsley Shorter (London: NLB, 1979), 88–89. 
377 See the quote by Goethe on the penultimate page. 
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Fig. 78. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Closeup – Sai Ying Pun Restaurant". 2019, time-lapse 
stills, from day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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from day to night to day. Hong Kong. 
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Appendix 
 
Research Ethics Committee 
I have read the University’s current research ethics guidelines and accept responsibility 

for the conduct of the procedures in accordance with the University’s Research Ethics 

Committee (REC). I have attempted to identify all the risks related to this research that 

may arise in conducting this research, obtained the relevant ethical and/or safety 

approval (where applicable), and acknowledged my obligations and the rights of the 

participants. 

All imagery of the final project stage of 24 Hours Hong Kong. Investigating Hong Kong’s 

Lightscapes is taken with prior informed consent by the subjects. All interviews are 

equally conducted with prior informed consent. 
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Links 
Videos 

24 Hours Hong Kong. Far 
>> https://youtu.be/sNFUnCAvldg 
 
24 Hours Hong Kong. Medium 
>> https://youtu.be/kqgR2LrE4cM 
 
24 Hours Hong Kong. Closeup 
>> https://youtu.be/fUolGEqzaCo 

Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’ (short artwork documentation, 2:00 min) 
>> https://tinyurl.com/LigthscapeSequence 

Playlist ‘Lightscape 360° Video Documentation’ ** 
>> https://tinyurl.com/lightscape360videos 

Playlist ‘Lightscape Regular Video Documentation’ 
>> https://tinyurl.com/lighscape-videos 

 

360°-Photo Documentation of the Statement Exhibition “On Lightscapes: 
Exploring the Cultural Aesthetics and Narrativities of Light and Colour in 
Hong Kong” 
Virtual Tour of the PhD Statement Show (website) 
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/on-lightscapes-virtual-tour/ 
 
Lightscape Sequence ‘Fragrant Harbour’ (360° Photos on Kuula) 
>> https://kuula.co/profile/CorneliaErdmann/posts 
 

Booklets & Publications 

All publications can be found at: 
>> https://www.corneliaerdmann.de/portfolio-items/publications-for-on-lightscapes/ 

24 Hours Hong Kong. Field Notes & Interviews 

24 Hours Hong Kong. On Light: Interviews 
24 Hours Hong. Colourspaces 

Ars Magna Lucis et Umbrae: Of Projection, Illusion and Allusion 

Documentation: Inside Configurations: Lines, Light and Nodes of Convergence 

Documentation: Light. Reflections on Material, Surfaces and Space 
Documentation: On Lightscapes: Exploring the Cultural Aesthetics and 
Narrativities of Light and Colour in Hong Kong (Statement Exhibition) 

In Praise of Shadow: Photophobia 
Light of the Mundane: Photoarborealities 

Lightscapes: Snapshots 

Solargraphies 

 
** It is recommended to watch the 360° videos not through a Firefox browser. It has problems to correctly 
display the colours. On a Mac Safari and Chrome work well to display 360° videos from YouTube. 
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“Bestimmt, Erleuchtetes zu sehen, 
nicht das Licht!” 
“Destined to see what is 
illuminated, not the light!” 
 
 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 
Pandora, 1810 378 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
378 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Pandora. Ein Festspiel (Wien und Triest: Geistlinger, 1810) [361]. 
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Fig. 80. Cornelia Erdmann, 24 Hours Hong Kong. "Far – Mong Kok". 2019, time-lapse stills, from day to 
night to day. Hong Kong. 


