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Abstract— The article delves into the multifaceted role of lighting 

in architecture, exploring its significance in shaping aesthetics, 

functionality, and emotional experiences within built 

environments. It examines the practical importance of lighting 

for safety and productivity, its aesthetic potential to highlight 

architectural features, and its ability to influence spatial 

perception and atmosphere. Delving into ancient, modernist, and 

contemporary approaches, the article showcases how architects 

during modernist era have utilized lighting as a tool for 

expression, symbolism, and innovation. Through the lens of 

renowned architects like Frank Lloyd Wright, Louis Kahn, and 

B. V. Doshi, it highlights diverse philosophies and design

sensibilities, underscoring the profound impact of lighting on the

human experience within architectural spaces.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Lighting is a critical element in architecture, playing a pivotal 

role in shaping the aesthetics, functionality, and mood of a 

space. Beyond its functional aspects of providing visibility, 

lighting contributes significantly to the overall design, 

atmosphere, and user experience within a built environment. 

The importance of lighting in architecture is multifaceted, 

encompassing both practical and aesthetic considerations. 

From a practical standpoint, lighting is essential for creating a 

safe and functional environment. Adequate illumination is 

necessary to ensure that people can navigate space 

comfortably and safely, minimizing the risk of accidents. In 

public spaces, such as offices, educational institutions, and 

commercial establishments, proper lighting is crucial for 

facilitating tasks, promoting productivity, and enhancing 

overall well-being. In residential settings, lighting is tailored 

to meet the needs of different activities, from cooking and 

reading to relaxing and entertaining. 

Architectural lighting goes beyond mere functionality, as it 

has a profound impact on the aesthetics of a space. 

Thoughtfully designed lighting can highlight architectural 

features, draw attention to focal points, and create visual 

interest. Whether it's accentuating the curves of a modern 

building or illuminating the intricate details of a historical 

structure, lighting serves as a powerful tool for architects to 

emphasize the unique characteristics of a design. 

Furthermore, lighting influences the perceived size and scale 

of a space. Well-designed lighting can visually expand or 

contract a room, enhancing the overall spatial experience. For 

instance, strategic placement of light fixtures and the use of 

varying intensities can make a room feel larger, more intimate, 

or cozier, depending on the desired effect. 

The role of lighting becomes even more pronounced in the 

realm of sustainable and energy-efficient architecture. 

Architects are increasingly incorporating innovative lighting 

technologies, such as LED and smart lighting systems, to 

minimize energy consumption and reduce environmental 

impact. These technologies not only enhance efficiency but 

also provide architects with new creative possibilities, 

allowing for dynamic and adaptable lighting designs that 

respond to changing needs and environmental conditions. 

Importantly, lighting is a key factor in shaping the emotional 

and psychological experience of a space. Different types of 

lighting can evoke specific moods and emotions, influencing 

how individuals perceive and interact with their surroundings. 

Warm, soft lighting in a residential setting can create a cozy 

and inviting atmosphere, while bright, cool lighting in a 

workspace can promote alertness and focus. 

II. LIGHTING IN ANCIENT BUILDINGS

Lighting in ancient buildings was a complex combination of 

symbolism, functionality, and design. Architectural features 

were used to optimize natural light in buildings such as the 

Pantheon in Rome, which has a wide oculus at its dome that 

allows sunlight to seep in dramatically. For artificial lighting, 

the Greeks and Romans used torches, oil lamps, and candles in 

locations like temples and amphitheatres, where the play of 

light enhanced both the structures' functional visibility and 

symbolic meaning. To create visually dynamic interiors, 

reflective surfaces, such as polished marble, were carefully 

placed to magnify natural or artificial light in buildings. 

The metaphorical significance of light was embraced by 

ancient cultures, particularly in religious contexts. Temples 

and tombs used firelight to symbolise a link to the divine. 

With its Doric columns and shiny marble, the Parthenon in 

Athens used natural light to highlight its sculptures and 

produce a brilliant atmosphere. Candlelit interiors added to the 

ambience and served as lighting in homes, just as they did in 

classical Rome. 

Essentially, lighting in ancient architecture was a 

multifunctional tool with symbolic, artistic, and utilitarian 

uses. The flicker of flames, the shine of candles, or the 

deliberate use of natural light—ancient builders showed a 

profound awareness of how light could influence and enhance 

the human experience within their built settings. 
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III. LIGHTING IN THE MODERNIST ERA

During the modernist era, which approximately spanned the 

late 19th to mid-20th century, lighting experienced a 

tremendous transition as designers and architects looked to 

reject traditional designs and embrace new ideas for the future. 

Modernism was characterised by an emphasis on practicality, 

simplicity, and creative material use; these ideas also applied 

to how lighting was used in architecture and design. The major 

features of lighting in modernist era are as follows: 

A. Functionalism

Modernist architects, influenced by the principles of 

functionalism, viewed lighting primarily as a functional 

element serving a specific purpose. The focus was on 

providing adequate illumination for the tasks carried out 

within space. Architects such as Le Corbusier and Walter 

Gropius emphasized the efficiency and clarity of spaces, and 

lighting was designed to be unobtrusive yet effective. 

B. Integration of Technology

Advancements in lighting technology, particularly the 

development of electric lighting, played a crucial role during 

the modernist era. The availability of electric light allowed 

architects to rethink the design of spaces without being 

constrained by the need for natural light alone. Architects like 

Alvar Aalto integrated electric lighting seamlessly into their 

designs, embracing new possibilities for illuminating interiors. 

C. Minimalism and Clean Lines

Modernist lighting design was characterized by simplicity and 

clean lines. Designers sought to eliminate unnecessary 

ornamentation and decoration, favoring a minimalist aesthetic. 

Pendant lights, table lamps, and floor lamps were designed 

with sleek, geometric forms that complemented the overall 

simplicity of modernist interiors. This emphasis on clean lines 

can be seen in the work of designers like Ludwig Mies van der 

Rohe. 

D. Experimentation with Materials

Modernist lighting design was characterized by simplicity and 

clean lines. Designers sought to eliminate unnecessary 

ornamentation and decoration, favoring a minimalist aesthetic. 

Pendant lights, table lamps, and floor lamps were designed 

with sleek, geometric forms that complemented the overall 

simplicity of modernist interiors. This emphasis on clean lines 

can be seen in the work of designers like Ludwig Mies van der 

Rohe. 

E. Open Floorplans and Transparency

Modernist architects often favored open floor plans and 

transparency, breaking down traditional barriers between 

indoor and outdoor spaces. This had implications for lighting 

design, with architects using large windows and glass walls to 

maximize natural light. Artificial lighting was then used 

strategically to supplement natural light, ensuring a consistent 

and well-lit environment. Le Corbusier’s ribbon windows are 

a typical example.  

F. Bauhas Influence

The Bauhaus school, a significant player in the modernist 

movement, had a profound impact on lighting design. The 

Bauhaus approach emphasized the union of art, craft, and 

technology, and this interdisciplinary approach influenced the 

design of lighting fixtures. The Bauhaus ethos of "form 

follows function" contributed to the creation of lighting that 

was not only aesthetically pleasing but also practical and 

efficient. 

G. Emphasis on Ambience

The creation of distinct ambiances within places was given 

more importance, even if practicality remained the primary 

concern. Lighting was carefully chosen to create distinct 

moods and to demarcate various areas within a space. 

Designers such as Arne Jacobsen, whose fixtures were created 

to improve both ambience and practicality, exemplified this 

approach. 

H. The Machine Age

Modernism celebrated the machine age, and this influence was 

visible in lighting designs. Functional, industrial-inspired 

fixtures became prevalent. Architects and designers embraced 

materials like aluminum and glass, reflecting the influence of 

technological progress and the aesthetic of the machine. 

The approach to lighting during the modernist era was 

characterized by a departure from historical styles, a focus on 

functionality, and a commitment to innovation. Lighting 

became an integral part of the overall architectural 

composition, with a shift towards simplicity, clean lines, and 

the integration of new technologies. The legacy of modernist 

lighting continues to influence contemporary design, 

demonstrating the enduring impact of this transformative era 

in architecture and design history. 

IV. LIGHTING BY FAMOUS ARCHITECTS IN

MODERNISM ERA 

Frank Lloyd Wright, Louis Kahn, and Balkrishna V. Doshi, 

three influential architects from different cultural and 

historical contexts, each developed a distinctive approach to 

the use of lighting in their designs. Each architect's approach 

to lighting, from Wright's organic unity to Kahn's 

metaphysical use and Doshi's contextual sensitivity, reflects a 

profound understanding of how light shapes and enhances the 

architectural experience. Examining their works reveals a 

nuanced understanding of light as a form-giving, functional, 

and atmospheric element. 

A. Lighting by Frank Lloyd Wright

1. Organic Architecture: Frank Lloyd Wright, a pioneer of

organic architecture, believed in harmony between the built

environment and nature. His designs often incorporated large

windows, long horizontal windows, open spaces, and a

seamless connection between indoors and outdoors. Natural

light played a pivotal role in his works, contributing to the

overall unity of his designs.

2. Prairie Style Residences: In his Prairie-style residences,

such as the Robie House in Chicago, Wright utilized long

horizontal bands of windows, creating a continuous

connection with the surrounding landscape. These windows
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were carefully placed to allow diffused light to enter the 

interiors, creating a sense of openness and blurring the 

distinction between indoor and outdoor spaces. 

3. Clerestory Windows: Wright's extensive use of clerestory

windows in projects like Fallingwater allowed for the

penetration of controlled, indirect natural light. This not only

illuminated the interiors but also created dynamic patterns of

light and shadow, enhancing the visual interest of the spaces.

The Wingspread residence is another example where

clerestory windows contributed to a well-lit and visually

engaging interior.

4. Stained Glass: Wright's innovative use of stained-glass

windows, as seen in the Unity Temple and the Darwin D.

Martin House, added a layer of artistic expression to his

designs. These windows filtered and diffused sunlight, casting

colorful patterns and creating a spiritual atmosphere within the

spaces.

5. Interior Design Integration: Wright's lighting designs

extended to the interior, where he often integrated custom-

designed light fixtures. The Johnson Wax Headquarters, for

instance, featured mushroom-shaped light fixtures designed by

Wright, contributing to the overall aesthetic unity of the space.

Frank Lloyd Wright's approach to lighting was characterized

by seamless integration of natural light, carefully framed

views, and the incorporation of innovative elements like

stained glass, all contributing to the organic and harmonious

quality of his architectural designs.

B. Lighting by Louis Kahn

1. Monumental Light and Shadow: Louis Kahn's architecture

is known for its monumental qualities and a profound

emphasis on light and shadow. Kahn saw light not just as a

practical necessity but as a powerful tool for shaping space

and creating emotional resonance.

2. Served and Servant Spaces: Kahn's masterful manipulation

of light is evident in his concept of "served" and "servant"

spaces. This strategy is best illustrated by the National

Assembly Building in Bangladesh. The imposing assembly

room is a "served" area with strategically placed apertures that

let in soft natural light. The "servant" areas encircle it; here,

light is filtered by geometric screens to produce elaborate

patterns and regulate illumination quality.

3. Apertures and Skylights: Kahn often employed strategically

placed apertures and skylights to direct and control natural

light. In the Kimbell Art Museum, he used cycloid-shaped

apertures that filter sunlight, creating a soft, indirect

illumination in the galleries. The Yale Center for British Art is

characterized by carefully positioned skylights that provide

controlled natural light to the exhibition spaces.

4. Light as a Metaphor: For Kahn, light was not just a practical

consideration but a metaphor for the sublime and the eternal.

His use of natural light in sacred spaces, like the Salk Institute

and the Dhaka Mosque, emphasizes this symbolic aspect. In

these projects, light becomes a transcendental element, 

connecting the built environment with a higher, spiritual 

realm. 

5. Material Expression: Kahn's choice of materials and their

interaction with light was integral to his designs. The use of

exposed concrete in projects like the Kimbell Art Museum

allowed for the play of light and shadow on textured surfaces,

adding depth and material richness to the spaces.

Kahn's approach to lighting was characterized by a profound

understanding of light as a sculptural and metaphysical

element. His manipulation of light and shadow, strategic use

of apertures, and the consideration of light as a symbolic force

all contributed to the timeless and emotive qualities of his

architectural spaces.

C. Lighting by Balkrishna V. Doshi

1. Contextual and Sustainable Design:

Balkrishna V. Doshi, an Indian architect, is known for his

contextual and sustainable approach to architecture. His

designs often respond to the climate, culture, and socio-

economic factors of the region. Doshi's use of lighting is

rooted in creating humane, energy-efficient environments.

2. Courtyards and Skylights:

Doshi frequently integrates courtyards and skylights in his

designs to optimize natural light and ventilation. The Aranya

Low-Cost Housing project in Indore features well-placed

openings and balconies, allowing daylight to permeate the

interiors. The skylights in IIM Bangalore create naturally lit

and ventilated learning spaces, minimizing the need for

artificial lighting during the day.

3. Vernacular Sensibility:

Doshi's architecture reflects a vernacular sensibility, where

traditional design elements are adapted to contemporary

needs. The use of jali screens in projects like the Indian

Institute of Management Bangalore and the Sangath Studio

allows for controlled daylight, creating patterns of light and

shadow reminiscent of traditional Indian architecture.

4. Sustainable Practices:

Doshi places a strong emphasis on sustainability. His designs

often incorporate passive design strategies to reduce reliance

on artificial lighting. The use of shading devices, reflective

surfaces, and natural ventilation contributes to energy-efficient

and environmentally responsible architecture.

5. Human-Centric Spaces:

Doshi's architecture is deeply human-centric, and his use of

lighting reflects this ethos. Whether in the intricately lit spaces

of the Amdavat ni Gufa or the well-lit and airy residences in

Aranya, Doshi prioritizes creating spaces that enhance the

well-being and comfort of the occupants.

Balkrishna V. Doshi's approach to lighting is characterized by

a thoughtful integration of traditional elements, sustainable

practices, and a deep consideration for the well-being of the

inhabitants. His designs reflect a harmonious balance between

cultural sensitivity, environmental responsibility, and human-

centric principles. 
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V. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

F.L. Wright Louis Kahn B. V. Doshi

Philosophical 

Underpinnings 

Embraced 

organic 

architecture, 

seeking 

harmony 

with nature 

Viewed light 

as a 

metaphysical 

and symbolic 

force. 

Rooted in 

contextual 

and 

sustainable 

design, 

reflecting a 

vernacular 

sensibility. 

Natural light 

integration 

Utilized 

horizontal 

bands of 

windows 

and 

clerestory 

windows. 

Employed 

apertures, 

skylights, 

and strategic 

openings 

Integrated 

courtyards, 

skylights, 

and jali 

screens. 

Artistic 

Expression 

Used stained 

glass for 

artistic and 

spiritual 

expression. 

Achieved 

artistic 

expression 

through 

monumental 

light and 

shadow. 

Incorporated 

traditional 

elements like 

jali screens 

for aesthetic 

and cultural 

significance. 

Material 

Interaction 

Employed 

horizontal 

lines and 

open spaces 

in material 

interaction. 

Emphasized 

the play of 

light on 

textured 

surfaces, 

especially 

concrete. 

Integrated 

shading 

devices and 

reflective 

surfaces for 

material and 

energy 

efficiency. 

Spiritual / 

Symbolic 

Aspects 

Focused on 

a connection 

with nature 

as a spiritual 

aspect. 

Considered 

light as a 

metaphor for 

the sublime 

and the 

eternal. 

Infused 

cultural and 

symbolic 

significance 

in the use of 

lighting 

elements. 

Kahn's monumental play of light as a sculptural element, and 

Doshi's contextual and sustainable approach showcase the 

diverse ways in which light can be harnessed to create 

meaningful and impactful architectural spaces. Their 

collective contributions underscore the nuanced relationship 

between light, form, and human experience, leaving an 

indelible mark on the history and evolution of architecture. 

       VI. CONCLUSION

Lighting in architecture serves much more than just the simple 

purpose of illuminating spaces. It is a crucial step in the design 

process that affects a space's overall experience, safety, use, 

and aesthetics. With its ability to change and elevate the built 

environment, lighting is a dynamic element that architects 

must carefully examine as it contributes to the harmony and 

efficacy of their projects. Future design will probably be 

significantly shaped by the use of intelligent and sustainable 

lighting systems as technology develops. 
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Frank Lloyd Wright, Louis Kahn, and Balkrishna V. Doshi, 

each a luminary, approached the use of lighting in architecture 

with distinct philosophies and design sensibilities. Wright's 

emphasis on organic architecture and integration with nature, 
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