[2]

Keywords:
lighting design,

urban nightscape,
evolution, light pollution,
sustainability

Co-evolution: Cityscapes, Lights, and Us
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Abstract

| propose to address the design development of the urban nightscape
as a co-evolutionary process, by drawing lateral connections between
current research on urban, lighting and visual systems. A complex con-
text, urban space lies in the interstices of the built environment, and
our experience of it is layered, sequenced, and plastic. For instance,
I will illustrate how new paradigms in the cityscape (“kit of parts” and
“shared space” planning strategies, architectural and commercial
“light-tech envy” etc.), “wirelessness” in the sustainability narrative,
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|. From Google Earth: Phoenix, USA. 8 July 2006.

IIl. From Google Earth: Gongqing, China. 8 July 2006.
Ill. From Google Earth: Caracas, Venezuela. 8 July 2006.

“In [...] the pure research area, three topics deserve atten-
tion. The first is mesopic vision'”
Boyce 519

Time - at an evolutionary scale - will tell if Homo Sapi-
ens, ill-equipped for lengthening its days, might eventu-
ally mutate eye receptors better suited to nocturnal life.
Other species have nurtured luminescence? meanwhile
we have accessorized light. Our habitat has grown urban:
“[...] movement towards cities is growing at three times
the rate of population expansion worldwide. [...] in ten
more years roughly two thirds of humanity will live in the
cities” (WRFE, 1996). As UNEP’s Executive Director Achim
Steiner stated at The World Urban Forum, “In 2007, for the
first time in history, more people will be urban than rural
dwellers. By 2050, some six billion people are expected to
be city dwellers” (ENS, 2006). In the context of emerging
urban nightscapes, what lights and lighting systems can
we uncover?

As illustrated in publications such as Professional Light-
ing Design, Transnational Lighting Detectives, or La
lumiére Urbaine (Narboni), Western urbanism, from
historic cities to new towns, sees most of lighting de-
sign. The urban roads of pedestrian and vehicular flows
are paved with a robust model of lighting adjacency
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I. From Google Earth: Phoenix, USA. 8 July 2006.

Il. From Google Earth: Gongqing, China. 8 July 2006.

(Mosser 65), characteristic and unperturbed by cultural
differences or post-modern quests for identity*. This
has led to steady improvements in luminaire design, as
well as lamp and optics efficacy, but to few new lighting
paradigms®. In contrast, in the interstitial realm of the
built environment, public space breeds a spiraling vari-
ety of light installations, temporary or permanent, ever
competing for originality and dynamism®. City agencies
and elected officials conduct works realized by design-
ers and artists in the disciplines of lighting, architecture,
landscape, advertising and graphics, and pyrotechnics’.

Nightscapes that accompany the growth of further con-
temporary urban phenomena are less explored and de-
serve notice. New urban blurring strategies of merged
flows (shared space®) and urban ecosystems commend
our attention. Sprawling urban patterns in developed
countries contrast with bursting cities in the develop-
ing world®. In the footsteps of the Old and New Worlds’
slums, dense shantytowns exist throughout Africa,
South America, and Asia. On sites of urban devastation
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(post war or post-natural disaster), light too needs re-
construction.

The racing expansion of artificial lights and air pollution
led to the unnatural brightness that now glows above',
but how dark is our future? With ubiquitous references
in professional lighting and laymen talk alike, the mis-
sion of “re-darkening” the skies", if reduced to lighting,
could conceal a polluted hell: confluent politics on en-
ergy and environment (Kyoto Protocol, 1987, Clean Air
Act, 1990") are likely to shed a healthier darkness®.

The brilliant technologies of “e-billboards” that display
brand iconography™ have moved on to the sustain-
ability narrative. Smarter than ever, the engineering of
lamps and controls has come a long way since photosen-
sors first crowned luminaire heads; modulated lighting
scenes are now permeating roadway infrastructure'.
Moreover, “wireless” battery operated and/ or solar pow-
ered lights'® may increasingly shine. Freed from linear
utility layouts, they bend the logic of conventional light-
ing masterplanning'.
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1Il. From Google Earth: Caracas, Venezuela. 8 July 2006.

Beyond design, a variety of pervasive patterns of light
and light noise have emerged in cityscapes, with various
levels of brightness (commercial signage, building win-
dows, traffic lights and signals, urbanites’ electronic mo-
bile gadgetry such as phones, shoes, jewelry, clothing, car
kits, etc.). In situations of necessity, adaptive behavior to
lighting takes place as temporary measures are diverted
towards permanence'®.

In researching evolutionary lights in our diverse urban
environments, we can start collecting data on the uses
and applications of products and technologies (new
vs. old, private vs. public, indigenous vs. planned), and
propose correlations and causalities in the lighting
models they are sponsoring. Satellite imaging provides
an unprecedented tool for the observation of anthropo-
genic patterns of construct’. NASA “Global Lights” im-
ages, though diverted from their initial purpose®, and
despite the problems that arose with interpretation?,
have shown light to be a tremendous indicator of global
measures?2. Human groups are complex, nonlinear, and
self-organizing. Computational models have begun to
enlighten us as we engage in the understanding of our
evolutionary systems, from neurophysiology (Rangan)
to regional spatial dynamics (White, Engelen). May they
come to light.
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