
The Art and Science of Colour

14

a phenomenology of light

The understanding and manipulati on of the qualiti es of light has in many ways defi ned the nature of the 
modern life. Developments in the technologies of illuminati on in the twenti eth century have seen our 
private and public spaces transformed by the potenti als aff orded by arti fi cial light. We are in a generati on 
that has come to rely on lighti ng systems. In our homes, workplaces, retail and cultural environments, on 
the facades of our buildings, along our streets, boulevards and freeways we are assisted, directed, informed, 
amused, entertained, comforted and confronted by myriad forms of lighti ng. In recent years, the pace of 
development in lighti ng and material technologies has increased to such an extent that the contemporary 
designer needs to constantly keep pace with the engineering innovati ons available to them. The control of 
light now far exceeds the specifi cati on and diff usion of appropriate lamps as new technologies such as data 
projecti on, light emitti  ng diodes, plasma screens, opti cal fi lms and sensors systems present a whole new set 
of parameters in the approach to lighti ng. 

In order to be able to employ contemporary lighti ng technologies one needs to be equipped with a 
sensibility that can assimilate the potenti als of new lighti ng media and forge new and refi ned methods of 
their manipulati on. A key to the creati ve manipulati on of light lies in the identi fi cati on of the relati onship 
between phenomena and percepti on. The qualiti es of light can only be fully appreciated when they are 
considered as a dynamic system. The percepti on of light and colour can be seen as a questi on of relati vity, 
as the apparent aff ect of a lighti ng conditi on is dependent upon its relati onship to the nature of the ambient 
light and darkness which surrounds it. Our percepti on of a parti cular hue, saturati on or brightness of light is 
dependent on its contrasti ng eff ect with the conti guous environment. Similarly the workings of the eye and 
brain have the ability to manifest further gestalts, illusions and aft er images that can be manipulated to shift  
and alter our experience of a parti cular lighti ng scenario. The potenti als of manipulati ng that space between 
the sti mulus of the opti c nerve and the interpretati on of the mind off ers a new dimension in the thinking of 
light for designers.

 

In coming to terms with the manipulati on of light and colour from a design perspecti ve it was useful 
to consider Goethe’s observati ons of light, parti cularly his focus on the experience of the viewer in the 
comprehension of light’s properti es and his postulati on that ‘colours are the deeds and suff erings of light, 
the deeds and suff erings of light with darkness’.1 Goethe pictured that light and darkness relate to each 
other like the north and south poles of a magnet, and that colours arise at the borders where light and dark 
meet. In this thinking darkness can be seen to weaken light’s power and conversely, light can limit the energy 
of the darkness. So it is possible to think of yellow as a light which has been dampened by darkness and blue 
is a darkness weakened by the light. In negoti ati ng the boundary between darkness and light, it became 
apparent that white light (be it natural or arti fi cial) obliterates coloured light’s intensity and that darkness 
provides the perfect backdrop from which to achieve the full depth of projected colour. Between these two 
extremes lie the ideas of colour emerging from darkness and that colour can be manifest as a shadow within 
a fi eld of light.
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Between Darkness and Light

The development of an appreciati on of the percepti on of coloured light and shadow and the subtleti es 
involved in its controlled manipulati on was conducted through the direct physical engagement with the 
medium of light through the undertaking of a series of experimental design projects. These projects grew 
out of a series of observati ons and discoveries which over ti me developed into a complex ordering of the 
principles of light and the design methodologies that are employed in its manipulati on. The fi rst project in 
the series began as a response to the ‘Chrysalis’ exhibiti on brief,2 that was sent to a number of designers 
in Melbourne, inviti ng them to produce a piece of work that would redefi ne the idea of design in the new 
millennia. As I had been a designer predominantly interested in furniture and the use of natural materials I 
took the opportunity to expand the scope of my design practi ce and to questi on the nature and identi ty of 
objects that we interface with everyday. As a result the Vessel piece was designed to defy the categories of 
typology and use. It was conceived to simultaneously be both a piece of furniture and a sculpture, a seat and 
a light source. 

The form was derived by the considerati on of folded plate structures and the potenti al development 
of curvilinear shapes through the compositi on of fl at panels. The resulti ng shape was created by the 
intersecti on of two overlapping arcs which were traversed by gently twisti ng verti cal side planes, bringing to 
mind the graceful hull of a ship. The piece was made from green ti nged transparent fi breglass impregnated 
with metallic dust. Upon completi on of the moulded shell a series of investi gati ons were conducted 
which explored the potenti al eff ects that could be achieved by lighti ng the pieces from the inside. As the 
initi al installati on of white fl uorescent tubes tended to overpower the form with light, it was decided 
to experiment with ultraviolet fl uorescent lights. The UV light’s diff racti on off  the metallic dust parti cles 
within the piece’s shell, produced an ethereal glow, that engulfed the work as a tangible cloud-like haze 
and created an otherworldly eff ect. Further investi gati ons involved the combinati on of ultraviolet and red 
fl uorescent tubes that coalesced to create a capti vati ng illusion in which the surface of the piece and the 
cloud of coloured haze that surrounded it merged to create an indisti nct boundary between materiality and 
phenomena. This experience of colour, opacity, density and immateriality shift ed and changed across the 
surface of the piece as one viewed it from diff erent angles.

The piece was exhibited at Span galleries in Flinders Lane Melbourne, in this setti  ng it was found that the 
Vessel responded to ambient light conditi ons in a curious way, subtly shift ing its appearance from a steel-
like sheen of metallic opacity when illuminated by the gallery’s overhead skylights during the day to glowing 
with shades of phosphorescent pink, purple, blue and a dazzling white as the ambient light shift ed from 
day to night. Appreciati ng the eff ects achieved by the Vessel and its response to changing light conditi ons, 
led to a renewed considerati on of the phenomena apparent at the twilight hours, when the refracti on of 
light in the atmosphere, caused by the setti  ng of the sun, makes the sky dance with colour and interact with 
the spectacle of arti fi cial light. In these circumstances, the qualiti es of natural light have a tangible reacti on 
with the colours and surfaces of buildings. Opaque and refl ecti ve windows slowly become translucent and 
the lights from within seem to subtly change their colour and intensity as darkness descends. At the edge 
between darkness and light, the qualiti es of inside and outside, materiality and immateriality, colour and 
luminosity undergo a complete transformati on.

Vessel
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Spectrum
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Spectral Shadows

The making of Vessel and the subsequent study of its ephemeral light eff ects established a directi on for 
the further development of the understanding of the interplay of light, darkness and colour. The next piece 
in the series, Spectrum, created for the ‘Light’ exhibiti on at Span Galleries,3 was initi ally conceived of as 
an explorati on of the behaviour of additi ve primary colours (red, green and blue). In this sense, the piece 
adopted the techniques used by Stephen Holl in the design of Shaw Offi  ces and the Chapel of Saint Ignati us, 
in which the façade walls are designed so as to bounce light from externally painted panels into the spaces 
as glowing fi elds of projected coloured light. However in the producti on of prototypes and the testi ng of the 
piece’s qualiti es, a whole range of other phenomena was exposed.  

The design of Spectrum consisted of three gently curving ellipti cal refl ectors that were mirrored on the 
front surface and backed with brightly hued fl uorescent acrylic paint. The refl ectors were supported above 
fl uorescent tubes that were housed in rectangular light boxes so that no white light spilt across the walls or 
the sides of the other boxes. Only light which was refl ected off  the coloured surfaces was visible. Each unit 
was carefully positi oned parallel to each other so that the pools of refl ected coloured light interacted with 
each other to create a secondary hue. Between red and blue refl ectors a deep pink purple fi eld became 
apparent, between green and red refl ectors a powerful and pure yellow light was manifest. The secondary 
colours appeared as subtle gradati ons from one primary to the next. The aff ect of these mixed pools of light 
was dazzling as the interplay of complementary colours tended to makes the viewer’s vision fl icker with faint 
aft er images. One’s gaze would conti nually move across the work while never quite sett ling upon it. 

Beyond this immediate aff ect of the piece there lay another level of phenomena. The sides of the light 
boxes, which sat in the shadow of the refl ectors and received no direct light, glowed with unexpected hues. 
The colours of the sides of the boxes were in sharp contrast to the pools of mixed light transmitt ed to the 
walls. This eff ect was highlighted by the light on the edges of the box which received the most intense 
concentrati on of the original refl ected hue. Further to this, complimentary hues of colour sat in the shadows 
created by the end of the boxes. The composite aff ect was a carnival of unexpected colour and an intense 
illuminati on of perceptual gestalt. This eff ect was reinforced in a diff erent way when the piece was taken 
to a photographic studio to be documented for the exhibiti on catalogue. The coloured refl ectors were 
moved into the studio and laid on the white fl oor and the photographer turned on the powerful halogen 
photographic lights. From underneath the refl ectors an intense coloured shadow appeared. Yet from 
beneath the blue refl ector sat a pink shadow, under the red refl ector was a yellow shadow and beneath the 
green refl ector an aqua blue. These serendipitous discoveries began an appreciati on of what I describe as a 
spectral shadow. 

The discoveries about the nature of coloured shadows and the careful shaping and mixing of pools of 
refl ected light were adopted in a much more formal and pre-empti ve way in the concepti on of the Pixel 
light fi tti  ngs. Using circular fl uorescent tubes and an array of shaped refl ectors the project initi ally sought 
to hone the focusing of light and to create intensifi ed concentrati ons of parti cular hues within a variety 
of bowl forms. These studies led to the development of ray tracing techniques that were used to develop 
specifi c shapes of refl ectors that would interface with the circular fl uorescent tubes. The Pixel piece was 
ulti mately developed as a work of product/lighti ng design in which the spun aluminium base and refl ector 
was carefully designed to allow coloured refl ected light to wash the perimeter of the fi tti  ng while a diff erent 
colour of light collected as a seemingly gelati nous pool at the piece’s centre. This concentrated fi eld of 
colour was framed by white light that traversed the refl ector’s geometry and projected itself directly onto 
the funnel like outer wall of the refl ector’s core. The piece was designed to functi on as a table, standard, 
hanging or wall mounted light shade. The fi tti  ng was envisioned to be employed as a singular lamp or could 
be organised in arrays of any shape to create complex mixes of additi ve light and coloured shadows within 
large public spaces.
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Aft er Images

In the creati on of the Vessel, Spectrum and Pixel pieces it became increasing apparent that not only 
was there incredible eff ects to be found in the nature of the manipulati on of light but there was also an 
equally important manipulati on of our percepti on that could aff ect our experiences of such conditi ons. My 
fi rst exposure to the potenti al power of the mixing of additi ve and subtracti ve colour to create powerful 
perceptual gestalts came through the viewing of the works in exhibiti on on Op art held at the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Sydney in 1996. In one installati on, inside a darkened room, concentric circles in various 
colours were painted on a wall, in front of which a number of chairs were positi oned. Mounted on the ceiling 
were three coloured lamps (red, green and blue) which were set on a simple ti ming device to turn on and off  
at regular intervals. Aft er taking a seat and viewing the painted circles for a few minutes with no apparent 
opti cal change, the painti ng, which had seemed stati c and uninteresti ng, suddenly began to pulsate with the 
aff ects of aft er image. The aff ect was cumulati ve, so that at some point one’s eye seemed to be responding 
to the apparent aft er image of an aft er image that cascaded with increasing speed. The experience was 
thrilling and mildly disturbing and ulti mately one had to look away from the wall as the spiralling colours of 
the concentric rings became too much to bear.

With this experience in mind, I produced a projecti on piece enti tled Targets in which the simple geometries 
of concentric circles were shaded in specifi c hues to create compelling tonal contrasts. Over ti me I developed 
a refi ned understanding of the manipulati on of colour harmonies as specifi c colours (hue), shades of grey 
(value) and intensiti es (chroma). Using the aft er-image aff ects brought about by the transiti on of one image 
into the next, these works sought to manipulate and orchestrate the experience of coloured aft er images so 
that a perceived coloured shape would pulsate, scinti llate and dissolve within one’s vision. This knowledge in 
turn informed a succession of projects in which the manipulati on of residual opti c eff ects became the key to 
the success of the work.

In Pause and Descend, these principles were combined to interact with a soundscape produced by Bruce 
Mowson. The piece begins with complete darkness and subtly introduces small squares of coloured dark 
greys which are barely disti nguishable from the black background. Almost impercepti bly these tonal areas 
dissolve into each other, slowly becoming larger and brighter. As they grow larger, areas of colour remain 
and new smaller squares appear at their centre. The intensity of colour and the level of contrast between 
these framed squares within squares gradually increases to a point where the screen is fi lled with oscillati ng 
aft er images and a complete saturati on of colour. The accompanying soundtrack matches these visual 
eff ects, starti ng with complete silence from which a low soft  broad hum begins to emerge, the sound pans 
between speakers and upward in pitch and volume as the corresponding colour contrasts on the screen 
intensify. At its peak one’s senses are assailed as the screen is fi lled with the dance of intense aft er images 
and the frequency, compression and stereo qualiti es of the sound seem to oscillate between one’s ears in 
unison with the visual sti muli. The intensity of this experience lasts only a moment, then the colours and 
sounds begin to recede to darkness and silence, however subtle residual aff ects halo the darkening grey 
squares and they seem to pulsate with rims of colour. The quietening drone does not dampen the thrill and 
intensity of the sensorial event one has just experienced. The piece plays upon to a synaestheti c confl uence 
of colour harmonies and musical chords, the qualiti es of aft er image producti on inherent in the act of seeing 
and the spati al overlays of the stereo nature of hearing. In doing so, it alludes to the complex interacti on 
between sound and vision that we experience every waking minute of the day.
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Immersive Atmospherics

The lighti ng for the Hybrid Objects4 exhibiti on at the Melbourne Museum provided the opportunity to 
enact the ideas on the dynamics of light and colour on a larger scale. In collaborati on with the museum’s 
technical staff  and with access to a high quality computer-controlled lighti ng system, the project provided 
the opportunity to test the ideas on additi ve and subtracti ve light, complimentary contrast and aft er image 
in ways that enhanced the spati al experience within an exhibiti on context. With the use of the extraordinary 
and powerful lights of the museum it was possible to create a completely immersive environment in which 
one was bathed and surrounded by the ethereal glow of colour. 

The exhibiti on was a presentati on of works by thirty-two Australian furniture designers which had been 
on display at Tokyo Designers Block. The brief for the exhibiti on, called for parti cipants to seek to blur the 
boundaries and defi niti ons of what consti tutes design. The exhibiti on represented cross-ferti lisati on from 
many diff erent sources and included objects whose functi ons were ambiguous, that juxtaposed diff erent 
materials and processes, and which mixed craft  skills and high technology producti on techniques. The pieces 
in the exhibiti on included furniture, products, home ware, lighti ng, sculpture and architectural forms which 
ranged from experimental and theory-based speculati ons to fully-realised and marketable products.

The lighti ng for the exhibiti on att empted to create a zone of space that was disti nctly diff erent from the 
permanent display areas of the rest of the museum. As you entered the gallery space you were assailed 
by the subtle yet dazzling sweep of colour. Turning around in the space would elicit a momentary ti ngle of 
aft er image as your eyes adapted from one colour to its complimentary. The most compelling of these was 
the aff ect as you turned from looking at the orange-red secti on of the exhibiti on to a corner that was lit in a 
subtle blue light. With one’s eyes fi lled with the aft er image of the orange wall, the blue would seem to be 
an intense mist of colour that danced off  the surfaces of the gallery. As your vision lingered, this elusive blue 
would then seem to disappear into white light.

Each wall and alcove was lit with a diff erent hue of light which was precisely masked to create crisp edges 
on the corners where two colours met. Lighti ng pieces in the exhibiti on were placed to balance their colour 
temperature with the aff ects of the luminous interior while the furniture and artworks were disti nguished 
from this fi eld of colour through the use of carefully focused and shutt ered spotlights. A number of pieces 
were placed in colour fi elds that were the complimentary colour of the material from which they were 
made. These pieces appeared neutral grey when left  in the wash of opposite colour, however when lit by a 
focused spotlight they would glow in sharp contrast with their surroundings, and seem to project themselves 
forward into one’s fi eld of vision. The overall aff ect was a stunning alchemy of additi ve and subtracti ve 
colour, an otherworldly experience in which the subtle opti cal aff ects of the background lighti ng worked in 
concert with the desire to draw the viewer to the objects on display.

The Hybrid Objects exhibiti on lighti ng represented a synthesis of the principles that had been developed in 
previous studio-based work. As a designer with a developed sensibility to the contradictory nature of light, 
it was possible to show a new way of thinking about exhibiti on lighti ng to the group of museum technicians 
who assisted in the set up of the show. Over the course of the week in which the show was put together, 
a creati ve partnership was forged between the sensorial qualiti es and poeti c vision sought by the designer 
and the technical specifi cs involved in the colouring, focusing, dimming and masking techniques used by the 
technicians and the lighti ng system. The exhibiti on lighti ng proved to be a watershed in my understanding 
of the potenti als of creati ng illuminated environments through the implementati on of immersive light 
fi elds and opti cal aff ects. The applicati on of these qualiti es and the size and scale of the exhibiti on space 
also shift ed the scope of my vision, from the design of object-based lighti ng elements to the realm of 
architectural lighti ng installati ons and the spati al atmospherics that they can manifest.
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Orchestration

Colour Fields

During the last decade developments in programmable Red-Green-Blue Light Emitti  ng Diodes (RGB LED) lighti ng 
systems has greatly enabled the ability to control the qualiti es of coloured light in an architectural situati on. The 
fl exibility and dimming properti es of these light sources makes it possible to change the combinati ons of primary 
colours with an infi nite number of compositi ons which has seen their large scale adopti on as architectural and 
media facades and interacti ve immersive environments. Orchestrati on was designed to explore the potenti als 
of programmable LEDs to manipulate the physical and perceptual aff ects of fi elds of coloured light and shadow 
by integrati ng shift ing opti cal gestalts and rhythms within a structure’s compositi on. Instead of using the lights 
as the primary source of colour mixing, as in most examples of RGB LED works, the project adopted the lessons 
learnt from Spectrum and Pixel and looked at amplifying the aff ect of these pieces through the generati on of 
large scale wall sized works that manipulated a complex fi eld of light.

The piece was composed of as a system of blades, that projected perpendicular to the wall and which divided 
the light sources in a verti cal rhythm. These elements were accompanied by a confi gurati on of shades that sat 
over the light sources and created a syncopated interlacing patt ern with the blade pieces. These shades acted to 
refl ect the changing coloured light back into and within the arrangement of blade forms.  Adding to the rhythmic 
compositi on of the physical components was a simple system of colour setti  ngs in which there were fi ve diff erent 
circuits of lights, each of which could be red, green or blue (or turned off ). The combinati on of the changing 
primary colours with the blades and shades of the structure set up a dynamic confl uence of complimentary 
shadows and secondary light aff ects. The piece was designed so that much of the colour perceived in the work 
was actually the result of colour mixing from diff erent light sources. Within the compositi on there was a number 
of crossing perspecti ve lines, that were manifest from the gaps in the alternati ng rhythm of blades and shades, 
and which collected a range of colour aff ects within them. From the front view, the coloured light manifest in 
the work seemed to be emanati ng from predictable light sources, however as one approached the work the 
complexity of colour mixing became apparent as seemingly solid bands of coloured light were shown to be made 
up of a spectrum of mixed hues. 

Rather than be seduced by the endless potenti als of RGB LED systems that can interface with DMX controllers 
and produce any colour imaginable, the work sought to explore the range of colour combinati ons that could 
be achieved through the manipulati on of the additi ve primary colours and their interacti on with a fi xed 
physical geometry. In this way the piece became analogous to a musical instrument in which the combinati on 
of a confi ned set of interacti ng wavelengths could be orchestrated to harmonise with a parti cular structural 
arrangement in order to create a conti nuously fl uctuati ng and harmonious temporal compositi on. The expense 
of RGB LED and programmable controlling systems meant that the studies and proposal for the piece were 
produced virtually using Rhino and Flamingo soft ware packages to model and render the intended design. 
Working with the rendering program in such a way led to the development of a comprehensive system for 
organising and testi ng colour aff ects. Representi ng of the lighti ng channels as layers within the program’s 
interface provided a mechanism for not only the accurate rendering of the desired outcome of the design but 
also became the methodology and logic through which the lighti ng circuits would be coordinated. 

The Orchestrati on piece established the parameters for the concepti on of architectural walls and facades in 
which the dynamic interplay between the surface confi gurati on and the system of programmable light sources 
is mediated and controlled. In this case, the ability to create extraordinary colour fi elds which shift  in hue and 
intensity from every viewing angle and varying light conditi ons elevates the potenti als of lighti ng design practi ce 
made possible by the latest generati on of lighti ng technologies. Beyond the washing of walls with coloured light 
or the turning of cityscapes into vast television screens, this project alludes to a mature and poeti c adopti on of 
the revoluti on taking place in lighti ng technology and suggests that the creati ve applicati on of the principles of 
light and its percepti on can defi ne a new sensibility and aestheti c value in the illuminati on of the contemporary 
city.
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Test Patt erns

While the producti on of virtual renders of the Orchestrati on piece provided an invaluable methodology 
that can be used in the concepti on and representati on of lighti ng design proposals, the rendered image falls 
well short of the subtleti es and moments of unintended discovery that are made in the actual producti on 
of built works. To this end the Test Patt ern piece was envisioned and produced. Using sheets of ti nted 
polypropylene, I began a series of investi gati ons into the colour mixing properti es of the material and the 
aff ect achieved when it is back-lit. It quickly became apparent that the slightly frosted nature of the ti nted 
sheet and the intensity of its colours provided a perfect medium in the creati on of soft ly focused yet striking 
colour contrasts and harmonies. Using the large window in my offi  ce at RMIT as the site for the project I 
developed a series of sixteen frames that, when assembled, would fi t in the window frame as a four by four 
grid. These sixteen frames became the test patt ern through which I explored the potenti als of manipulati ng 
the colour balances between four layers of polypropylene sheet. 

The geometry of the Test Patt ern was a simple arrangement of cut out squares within squares, (a homage 
to both Itt en and Albers, subtracti ve colour studies of the twenti eth century), although in contrast to the 
pigment-based work of these arti sts, the frames of ti nted fi lm which I was manipulati ng exposed the nature 
of progressively mixing light through a series of diff erently coloured densiti es. Through these sixteen studies, 
I explored a range of possible combinati ons of colour mixing, from the generati on of the ephemeral and 
indisti nct boundaries that can be achieved between blues, yellows and greens to the vibrant pulsati ons 
that can be made apparent between red, pink, purple and orange and the mixing of the soft  pastel greys, 
achieved by overlapping of complimentary colours in the right balance. These aff ects were refi ned through 
the careful cutti  ng of the square holes in the inner layers of the constructi ons so that a colour contrast could 
fi nd an appropriate balance of size and intensity. In this way the Test Patt ern became a refresher course and 
a honing of my perceptual skills towards the capricious nature of colour and light. The work, which is now a 
permanent feature of my offi  ce, provides an energeti c counterpoint to the drab fl uorescently lit corridors of 
the insti tuti onal building. The joyful reacti on to the window by students and passers-by reinforces my belief 
in the restorati ve and life affi  rming qualiti es of light and colour when it is expressed powerfully in a work of 
art.

While producing the panels for the Test Patt ern piece, I was aware that once installed, the piece would 
create not only a powerful source of harmonic colour contrasts and dazzling opti cal aff ects when looked 
at directly, but that it would potenti ally generate a plethora of colour shadow eff ects in the confi nes of the 
room. Understanding that the intensity of the hues of the coloured shadows work best in a darkened space, 
I began the experiments by blocking out incidental fl uorescent light from the clerestory windows in the 
offi  ce that face the corridor. I then produced a simple rig that would allow me to hang panels of cardboard 
and medium density fi breboard at diff erent distances from the wall. With this set up it was possible to test 
the eff ects of a number of panels that had diff erent patt erns laser cut through them. The panels created 
astonishing eff ects through the manifestati on of deeply coloured umbras, penumbras and antumbras. 
When cut as verti cal strips, these shadows manifest themselves as clearly defi ned bands of hues of the 
colour spectrum. When the panels were cut as a grid of equally spaced squares the shadow eff ects would 
create an interweaving patt ern whose colour and intensity could be changed by moving the cut panel either 
closer or further away from the wall. In a further experiment large arcing curves were cut into the panels 
creati ng multi ple rings of diff erent coloured shadows that intertwined with each other on the adjacent wall. 
While the Penumbra investi gati ons are sti ll in progress, they do suggest the potenti al to create large scale 
architectural screen elements that could respond to facades of coloured glass. Such works would create 
ethereal and atmospheric window corridor spaces which would glow from the intensity of the window 
elements on one side and interweave delicate patt erns of coloured shadows on the other.
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Auroral and Cirrus
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Layered Illuminati on

Shortly aft er fi nishing the Test Patt ern piece, a project presented itself that serendipitously provided the 
opportunity to take the window-sized explorati ons of polypropylene sheet conducted within the confi nes 
of the studio/offi  ce and explore their eff ects on a much grander scale and public space. The work was 
commissioned by the Stylecraft  showroom in Flinders Lane to be part of the ‘The Project’ at Saturday in 
Design, Melbourne in 2010. In this project the client’s brief and vision for how they wanted the showroom 
to functi on for the event helped guide the design development. Aft er a series of design proposals and 
discussions the concept for a two storey high light wall, enti tled Auroral, which framed the staircase of the 
showroom was agreed upon. However rather than confronti ng the visitor with powerful opti cal aff ects, 
as produced in earlier works, the wall needed to act as a focal point and a backdrop for the showroom’s 
furniture collecti on and provide a sensuous and colourful counterpoint to formal corporate austerity of the 
showroom. 

The eight metre by four metre back-lit luminous wall was made from twenty framed panels which housed 
multi ple layers of semi-translucent polypropylene sheet. Departi ng from the strict regularity of the square 
geometries used in the Test Patt ern piece, the Auroral project explored the potenti als of incorporati ng a 
number of overlapping geometries that transcended the boundaries of the structural frame and created 
a large-scale patt ern that ran across the length and breadth of the wall’s surface. The abstracted circular 
patt erns of the piece and the use of subtle pinks, greys and whites were derived from the Stylecraft  
logo however the regular geometry and colours at the top of the wall progressively transformed into an 
exuberant tapestry of concentric geometries and interacti on of vibrant colours at the bott om. 

The installati on was designed as a companion piece to the glowing angularity of Christi na Fogale’s fl oati ng 
cloud-like installati on called Cirrus, an intricate folded fl oati ng form which hung in the ten metre void 
space above the staircase and that cascaded down from the ground fl oor entrance to the basement 
showroom. The wall was designed to ensure that the eye danced across its surface conti nually fi nding 
diff erent relati onships and juxtapositi ons within its overlapping curves and hues. As one moved around 
the showroom the wall’s interacti on with light shift ed and changed. Viewed from behind, the wall took 
on a lustrous sheen and the colours blended as soft  pastels, while from the stairs the wall’s colours would 
intensify and fade as you moved past. At night, from the street, the wall seemed to project itself onto the 
window glass and merge with the furniture forms and corporate graphics, insti lling a dynamic vibrancy and a 
visual presence within the showroom.

Working on Auroral seemed like a fi tti  ng conclusion to this phase of development in my approach to the 
manipulati on of light and colour within the context of architectural space. In many ways the project brought 
together the knowledge, skills and sensibiliti es that have evolved through the undertaking of the research 
into the physical nature of light and the specifi c and personal path to this topic that the individual design 
works mapped out. In working within ti ght constraints of ti me and budget and in taking on board the wishes 
and desires of clients, the project highlighted the creati vity, fl exibility and responsiveness that a designer 
must bring to their profession. This involves dealing with the day to day dramas that the project entails while 
holding true to a creati ve intenti on and being guided by a personal understanding of the physical world that 
is subtle and rarefi ed and not easily arti culated to the layperson. Ulti mately the success of such a design 
revolves around how the elements of light and it’s percepti on have been fused in the built work, and how 
these qualiti es and aff ects are insti ncti vely appreciated by the users of the space.

33



Auroral Installation

34

Future Light

In the twenty fi rst century, the act of design must respond to ever-rapid cultural and technological change 
while developing new ways of inhabiti ng and interacti ng with the spaces we occupy. The role of design 
research in this context is to uncover new and original methods of thinking which anti cipate the currents 
of progress and in doing so extend the boundaries of contemporary design practi ce. In considering the 
orchestrati on of light within architectural spaces, the design approach to the preceding projects has 
encompassed the physics, psychology, arti stry and technical scope of light and in doing so provided the 
framework for the comprehension of a new imagining of light’s interacti on with space. The development of 
such sensibiliti es has involved the appreciati on of the aestheti c and phenomenological concerns embodied 
within contemporary art practi ce and an understanding of the potenti als that new technologies off er while 
implementi ng strategies for the codifi cati on of light’s qualiti es within specifi c design contexts. 

The works documented here explored the wavelike properti es of spectral colour and developed an approach 
to the manipulati on of fi elds of light which identi fi ed the relati onship between phenomena and percepti on 
as a criti cal component. These projects reveal the primacy of percepti on and the value of careful observati on 
in developing a refi ned perceptual sensibility to the subtleti es of the phenomena associated with light.  
However beyond the purely physical experience of light, lies its ability to be used as an expressive medium. 
Light’s curious nature provides the designer with a powerful tool with which to engender warmth, safety, 
wonder, delight and drama. Light can confound, astound and amaze. It can be used to intensify an inti mate 
moment or overwhelm us in spectacular fashion. While it is highly speculati ve to att empt to assign any 
absolute or specifi c value between light, colour and emoti on there is no doubti ng that light plays a tangible 
role in the enhancement of our experience of the world. Ulti mately this shaping of a spati al experience 
through the manipulati on of light must be considered as a response to specifi c places and spaces and 
involves the interpretati on of the qualiti es of light in a contextual, cultural, programmati c, functi onal and 
poeti c way.

James Dodd in his seminars on Phenomenology, Architecture and Light describes this potenti al of light’s 
interacti on with architecture;

‘Ultimately it is the promise of space that draws us to light, the hope that built space holds out 
for us as places in which our interest and concern for our being can be pursued and realized. Built 
space, must unfold in certain defi nite ways in order for it to be engaged at this level. I need to 
be progressively introduced to its forms and structures as articulations of the possible; I need 
to be able read it, to grasp it, to follow it, to let it lead me.  I need, in other words, to discover 
something like a language that is not a language. This, I would argue, is precisely the function of 
light.’ 5

35



Notes
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