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ABSTRACT

Humanisation of public spaces is an important 
part of development strategies for a modern city. 
Design of a luminous environment plays a sig-
nificant part in this process. We can see a corre-
lation between the existing examples of human-
oriented lighting of spaces and the scientific 
understanding of humanism. This helps us set a goal 
of space humanisation, select specific tasks that are 
solved by humanised public spaces, and define fac-
tors influencing humanistic quality of the environ-
ment at the phase of lighting design.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Humanisation of an urban environment as a liv-
ing space of a human and a society has been an im-
portant issue for many decades. It has been drawing 
attention of architects, designers, as well as of re-

searchers in urban, social, and psychological stud-
ies [1–3]. There is no exact definition to humanisa-
tion both in theoretical works of the past years and 
in modern researches that are focused on this issue. 
This term and its close definitions such as “human 
scale”, “human-oriented approach”, and “human 
centric lighting” are appearing in scientific papers, 
monographs, and reports focused on environmental 
design [4–6].

2. HUMAN SCALE OF A CITY

Development of a cityscape has been recently 
tending to offer more human-oriented public spaces 
[7, 8]. J. Gehl, with his huge experience, claims that 
urban design and urban planning should be used 
to bring a modern cityscape to a human scale, be-
ing a universal starting point. He believes that ur-
ban design and urban planning should stem from 
several scale levels: a large scale (multifaceted 
approach to a city, including quarters, activities, 
and transportations), a medium scale (quarters de-

Fig. Narboni, Godoy: a –  São Paulo city centre, with illusive rivers; b –  Valle de Anhagabau, final visualisation
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sign, location of public spaces and buildings), and 
a small scale (human landscape, i.e. human percep-
tion of a city) [8, p. 195]. According to Gehl, a small 
scale is extremely important, but often neglected 
both by customers and designers. He suggests that 
we must consider our five basic senses in rela-
tion to a cityscape and we should focus on land-
scape perception when we walk, not when we use 
transport.

Humanism of public places is often associated 
with a positive and interaction-friendly environ-
ment [3, 8, 9] that supports social activity and col-
lective experience where citizens are satisfied with 
the quality of their lives and their environment.

The demand for night-time public places has in-
creased because of changes in the way of life and 
in the social activity rhythm. Hence creation of 
a lighting environment that would satisfy demands 
of modern citizens and enable new activities for so-
cial experience is one of the most important tasks 
in development of a city strategy.

Luminous urbanism is a style of urban design 
focused on the main modern values: 1) human as 
a part of a social relationship system; 2) integra-
tion and mutual interaction of a human and an envi-
ronment, natural and artificial.

3. LUMINOUS URBANISM

Luminous urbanism appeared in the 1980s 
in France. Now it is used in many cities around the 
world (in Europe, the USA, Russia, Africa, the Far 
East, and the Middle East) and is considered to be 
one of the most effective approaches to public light-
ing. It appeared after the role of lighting in a night 
city was reconsidered. Shifting from strictly prac-
tical and architectural lighting to design of a lumi-
nous environment in public spaces was the first step 
in development of luminous urbanism.

This brand-new strategy was first used when gen-
eral lighting layouts were made for the French cities 
of Montpellier (1988), Lyon (1989), and Nantes, for 
the French communes of Évry and Brides-les-Bains, 
for the French town of Béziers (1992), as well as for 
the Scottish city of Edinburgh (1989) 1.

Urbanism as a whole and luminous urbanism 
in particular are notable for their inter-disciplinary 
concept and their multifaceted approach concern-

1 See [10, 11] devoted to the history, development, and 
future of luminous urbanism.

ing manifold problems of a modern city and its 
citizens.

The concept of this direction in lighting design 
unites several methods which include: sociologi-
cal, phenomenological, cultural, historiographical, 
and functional research methods, as well as psycho-
logical, physiological, and environmental research 
methods.

The multifaceted approach used in luminous ur-
banism includes huge studies at different urban en-
vironment levels: spatial, social, cultural, economic, 
technological, and environmental.

The inter-disciplinary nature and the multifac-
eted approach of luminous urbanism allow balanc-
ing between:

– Urban and natural landscape;
– Human and a city;
– Lighting solutions for various facilities of 

a night landscape;
– Local lighting of a facility (or a group of facil-

ities) and a city;
– Lighting aesthetics and utility tasks;
– Individual and social properties;
– Conservative values and the future;
– Interests of authorities, citizens, and designers.
A bright example of luminous urbanism can be 

the 2011–2012 General Lighting Layout of São 
Paulo. The main task was to create a night land-
scape that would represent a unique Brazilian me-
tropolis, the most populated city in the Southern 
Hemisphere. The combination of different archi-
tectural periods and various styles, different ethnic 
communities, growing districts, plenty of viaducts, 
tunnels, crossovers, which seem not to decrease 
traffic intensity and create a complex visual space 
layout in the Old City, composes an image of this 
industrial giant. Despite this, São Paulo shows high 
social activity at night.

The studies of the lighting environment showed: 
the current lighting does not meet the requirements 
of the city and its citizens; the general plan focused 
on practical lighting does not solve major problems 
of São Paulo [12]. Another approach was needed 
to unite all bright parts of the urban picture and 
to show a huge power of the night landscape.

The history of the city pushed the idea for the 
general lighting layout. There were rivers flowing 
through the historical centre of São Paulo many 
years ago. Their memories served as a lighting im-
age to reproduce the majestic landscape with rising 
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skyscrapers [12]. The story is connected with to-
day (Fig.).

The illumination of various public spaces 
crowded by citizens and tourists complemented this 
poetic theme. The general lighting layout allowed 
to reduce energy consumption and at the same time 
to increase individual morphology of the city at the 
evenings and night hours [12].

Luminous urbanism is a strategic approach 
to lighting design based on the Human–Light–City 
system. Due to interrelations of all 3 components, 
we work on several directions. Each of these direc-
tions includes studies of public spaces, a luminous 
environment, and social problems. The main re-
search levels are:

– Detail review of public spaces by day and at 
night considering their functions in urban develop-
ment and their future changes;

– Highlighting buildings and structures that 
shape the night city considering their perception at 
close, medium, and far distance;

– Highlighting significant facilities in the city;
– Correlation of lighting options with geograph-

ical, natural, climatic, topographic, historical, cul-
tural, and morphological features of the city [10, 
11, 13];

– Revision of current lighting installations, mea-
suring lighting properties, and their revision as per 
the existing rules of lighting [14];

– Revision of light pollution levels;
– Energy saving analysis;
– Revision and analysis of display lighting.
We create a set of tools and analytical recom-

mendations based on this research: a united general 
layout of the urban lighting that is a kind of a map 
for the lighting strategy [10, 11].

The general lighting layout unites the diverse 
aspects of the lighting environment in a city: func-
tional, architectural, and artistic lighting, lighting 
of public spaces, including municipal parks, gar-
dens, squares, as well as festive lighting and dis-
play lighting. The layout includes future possible 
changes of the city on the one hand. These changes 
and appearance of new requirements, people’s de-
mands, new functions, and technologies on the 
other hand suggest regular reconsideration of the 
general layout.

Researchers and specialists in lighting design 
mark that participation of citizens is significantly 
important to create a general lighting layout plan 
[10, 11, 15].

4. HUMAN POTENTIAL

The attraction method for local community at 
different levels of lighting design is an effective 
tool for luminous urbanism (with studies of loca-
tion problems and lighting development, as well 
as with test runs in urban environments). Partici-
pation of citizens in creation of a lighting environ-
ment is considered as a part of humanisation of pub-
lic spaces at night.

First of all, communication with citizens allows 
you to understand current local problems and to ex-
amine these problems from the point of view of lo-
cal people. Even a highest-level designer would 
make a subjective (but professional) assessment 
to a specific case that would not represent a broad 
picture of people’s demands without any interac-
tion with citizens.

Then local citizens represent a specific cul-
tural community: as a country, a region, a city, and 
a social group (subculture). It means there is a de-
veloped set of values, traditions, customs, social 
norms, and rules existing in this community. It is 
a system that defines the way of life, behaviours, so-
cial relations, and processes. To create a lighting en-
vironment that is appropriate for these cultural and 
social conditions, you need to understand the spe-
cific nature of this culture.

After that, you need to get feedback from citi-
zens, i.e. their reaction to the quality of a lighting 
solution, which is one of the main parts in light-
ing design. If urban lighting is something more than 
just a list of requirements for safety and efficiency, 
we must focus on understanding social influence of 
lighting and citizens’ acceptance of public spaces 
and transform this to lighting design [16].

This article suggests that not only considering 
various aspects of night city life (or reaching rea-
sonable compromise) is possible due to direct or 
indirect dialogue between researchers, designers, 
and citizens. The more important thing is that all 
citizens can actively participate in development of 
a night landscape in their city. Usual citizens be-
come designers who transform the environment 
for themselves and other people. Such a participa-
tion in urban transformations makes them feel their 
significance and responsibility, grasp their feelings 
of a united community where the voice of every-
one is important. This shows a level of humanis-
tic community development as humanism is fo-
cused on positive changes in a human and in the 



Light & Engineering Vol. 27, No. 5

31

world around [17]. We can see that development 
of modern cities depends on a level of humanism 
in a community.

Designers interact with citizens in different 
ways: meetings, city walks, workshops, interviews, 
surveys, seminars, etc. Each approach is efficient 
in problem solving in their specific ways. The in-
creasing participation of a community in urban 
planning and the technology development suggests 
new research methods of emotional, psychological, 
and physiological reactions of people living in the 
environment.

For instance, eye tracking that has been used 
in interaction analysis for a long time shows its ef-
ficiency in research of significance for urban light-
ing. We conducted a research with eye tracking 
in the project “Model Development of the Light-
ing of Saint Petersburg”. We studied significance 
of a lighting environment in streets, cross-walks, 
main buildings, and landscapes 2 [2]. The advan-
tages of this technology are that it allows to cor-
rectly measure and to analyse a human gaze di-
rection (of a driver or a walker) and to highlight 
problem areas of night city lighting. However, eye 
tracking does not displace other research methods 
because the received data does not allow you to ex-
plain why some human first stares at something. 
This research method is efficient if combined with 
other studies.

Many other methods, approaches, and models 
allow analysing emotional reactions, perception as-
pects, and social interacting experience in public 
places by day and at night: environmental psychol-
ogy, mind mapping 3, empiric studies, etc. Despite 
their differences, they are all focused on reduc-
tion of psychological, emotional, and mental dis-
tances between a human and a public space, as well 
as on development of good conditions for human 

2 The study was completed as part of the project “Model 
Development of the Lighting of Saint Petersburg within 
the period 2018–2030” in frame of “Combined Program of 
Development of Saint Petersburg as a Centre of Lighting Culture 
with an Outlook until 2050”.

3 Mind map is a smart instrument, a technology allow-
ing to visualize the analysis of associative and logic connec-
tions as a diagram. There are different types of mind map-
ping: cognitive, associative, conception. See: Martin, B., 
Hanington, B. Universal Methods of Design: 100 Ways to 
Research Complex Problems, Develop Innovative Ideas, and 
Design Effective Solutions. Beverly: Rockport Publishers, 2012, 
208 p.

interaction, i.e. increasing humanistic quality of an 
environment.

5. HUMANISTIC QUALITY OF PUBLIC 
SPACES

The level of environmental humanism is a qual-
ity indicator that can be hardly evaluated as quan-
tity. How can we evaluate the quality of humanism 
in this case? How can we define the level of human-
ism? Are such aspects as safety, comfort, ecology, 
and efficiency enough? What is the reason for en-
vironmental humanisation and what is the influence 
on life quality?

According to E. Fromm, let us repeat that hu-
manism is an action oriented to a human and en-
vironmental transformation [17]. We conclude that 
humanisation of public places continues after de-
sign. An active phase of humanisation starts when 
people begin to use spaces.

One of the founders of humanism in design, 
V. Papanek, in his book Design for the Real World, 
suggested that the main task of design is to change 
the human environment and the things used by 
a human, as well as to indirectly change people 
themselves [18, p. 31]. The main function and the 
main goal of a humanistic public space are to in-
crease the humanistic level in society. So, the level 
or degree of humanism can be defined by social ex-
perience of human relations to each other, their city, 
the nature, etc. [19].

A lot of examples can show the influence of pub-
lic spaces lighting on the level of humanistic qual-
ity of life. To clear up the exact process of influence, 
the author analysed some of the examples concern-
ing social tasks fulfilled by public spaces. Accord-
ing to that analysis, he selected a list of task solu-
tions focused on increase in the humanism level. 
You can see the description below.

5.1. Value Reconsideration

Lighting does not only change the image of the 
city; it influences on human outlook and values [20, 
21]. It encourages people to take care of the nature, 
their city, and the environment. This tendency now 
is one of the most important in luminous urbanism. 
It is also presented in specific parts of lighting de-
sign. Here are some examples for influence of light-
ing design on value reconsideration of a city and its 
citizens.
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The first sensor technology was used in refer-
ence to street lights in 2009 in Toulouse (France). 
This allowed lamps to detect warmth of a human 
body. The street lamps shone 2 times brighter sens-
ing a coming pedestrian, and they returned to their 
previous state after 10 seconds [22]. This technol-
ogy saves nearly 50 % of electrical power. It also 
struggles with luminous pollution. A usual pedes-
trian becomes a campaigner of natural beauty and 
ecology in a night landscape. The experience of 
Toulouse was supported in many other cities of the 
globe.

One more example of positive influence of illu-
mination on ecology was shown in the German mu-
nicipality of Dörentrup. Its citizens could control 
lighting in one of the streets a few years ago. Typ-
ing a specific code on a mobile device, a pedestrian 
could turn on lights for 15 minutes. The street was 
dark from 11 p.m. A local public utility estimated 
that it reduced carbon emissions by 12 tonnes per 
year [22].

5.2. Culturally Educational Aspects

Lighting can play a progressive part in public 
spaces in terms of culture and education. There 
are many examples of subtle and interactive influ-
ence of lighting on citizens that improved their in-
ner worlds.

For instance, there was a project in Lyon (France) 
that united illumination, vegetation, and art photog-
raphy (by Yann Arthus-Bertrand). Due to interac-
tion of three components, such as light, art, and na-
ture, a comfortable environment was created on the 
street l’Annonciade. The environment encouraged 
every citizen to feel as a desired guest in the “living 
room” of the city and to enjoy the modern pieces 
of art 4.

A unique cycle/pedestrian lane was developed 
in the province of North-Brabant (Netherlands). 
This lane was a modern representation of the Vin-
cent van Gogh’s works, an artist who lived there 
in the 1880s. The design of the cycle lane includes 
a lot of mosaic stones that absorb solar power by 
day and beam at night. They form a colourful light-
ing pattern that reminds of the Vincent van Gogh’s 
picturesque manner. This project represents a unique 
public space where cultural experience of modern 

4 The project was submitted for the 10th Anniversary edi-
tion, city.people.light award 2003–2012.

art and innovative solutions unite people and make 
an artistic image of a night landscape.

5.3. Attraction of Attention to Culture, 
History, Social Places, and Events as a 
Condition for Identity

The issue to save national, personal, and col-
lective identities [23–25] plays a significant role 
in multicultural conditions of a modern society [26]. 
Lighting responsible for morphology of a night city 
allows highlighting main buildings, to make direct 
allusions, and to symbolically demonstrate com-
mon values. This factor directly depends on condi-
tions for identity at different levels: national and cul-
tural identities, cultural community, self –  identity.

The wide range of lighting solutions that ful-
fil this function and other functions suggests both 
temporary lighting and long-term lighting. For in-
stance, the project in Ghent (Belgium) for a me-
dieval harbour shows a historical courage, builds 
a poetic environment, and makes this place a merry 
and beloved cultural area.

Lighting is treated as a powerful tool to high-
light the historical and cultural area of the Old City 
within the 2013 General Layout, to save and de-
velop the legacy of Toronto (Canada). The rest 
of the environment is less illuminated and fulfils 
a function of a background.

In 2012, at one of main Moscow (Russia) high-
ways the New Arbat, a project presenting lighting 
capabilities of bright mosaic panorama of the night 
city was realized. The modest colourful lighting 
frame located on high-rise buildings highlighted the 
identity in the contextually complex urban environ-
ment and made a unique space that united different 
historical periods.

5.4. Correlation with Dynamic, Location, and 
Nature of Social Processes

Lighting can be an efficient method to solve 
problems that are connected to changes in a daily 
activity schedule and functions of public spaces. 
Well-illuminated public spaces are overcrowded at 
night. Poorly-illuminated or non-illuminated spa-
ces that could also become public centres are al-
most empty, which can deprive citizens of social 
interaction and spare time activities after dark. Be-
sides, one space can play different roles by day and 
at night.
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Lighting and smart technologies allow us to ad-
just urban areas to changing life conditions and de-
mands of modern society. They transform func-
tional and aesthetic criteria of public spaces [27, 28] 
to save their attractive image for people.

The function of single parts of lighting corre-
sponds to changing conditions of urban areas and 
depends on time and area as for the General Light-
ing Layout of Xian (China). In addition to this 
method of lighting management: duration, sunlight 
intensity, purposes of outdoor spaces are also con-
sidered [29, p. 40].

5.5. Positive Influence on Psychological and 
Emotional State

The influence of lighting on psychological and 
emotional state and human behaviour has been re-
cently studied by lighting design specialists. This 
influence is significant to ecology and human phys-
ical health, as well as to spiritual and moral health 
of a human and a society. Lighting in this case plays 
a significant role in humanisation of public spaces, 
cities, and their citizens.

The study of lighting influence on people is con-
ducted in research institutes of different countries. 
For instance, the Eindhoven University of Tech-
nology (Netherlands) studies the possible usage of 
dynamic lighting and landscape design in wind-
down of antisocial behaviour (decrease of excita-
tion level, mood improvement, shift and growth of 
attention, social behaviour relief, self-conscious-
ness and self-control increase) [30]. The project is 
planned in one of the entertaining districts of Eind-
hoven (Netherlands).

The study of art therapy of lighting in urban en-
vironment is conducted at the ITMO University 
(Russia). A combination of light, colour, and sound 
for audio-visual relaxation enables to differently use 
lighting and to improve the life quality in a modern 
city [31, 32].

The project implemented in the Netherlands 
is one of the examples for practical use of light-
ing. R. Teunissen created a social lighting sculpture 
(Broken Light) for Rotterdam. The sculpture dramat-
ically changed the environment and the attitude of 
citizens to one of the streets that used to be known as 
a dangerous and criminal place. However, street At-
jehstraat is now a social and cultural public space 5.

5 The project was submitted for the 10th Anniversary edition, city.people.light award 2003–2012.

5.6. New Communicative Culture and Inter-
cultural Communication

Urban lighting has a great potential that forms 
a basis of a new communicative culture based 
on overcoming social disintegration and alienation, 
on finding general concepts, values, ideas for repre-
sentatives of different cultures and subculture com-
munities, saving their identity [33–35].

The dynamic and interactive capabilities of 
lighting design play a significant role in public spa-
ces that are used, as a rule, for temporary projects. 
There are diverse examples of such interactive light-
ing events in the world practice. You can see some 
of them below.

The famous Marling project (by U. Haque) was 
implemented in Eindhoven (Netherlands) in 2012. 
This performance reproduced live voices of citizens 
and made visual images of urban collaboration dis-
playing diverse options of such interactions. The 
show was fascinating, but the main purpose of the 
project was new ways of communication and par-
ticipation of people in changing their environment.

The Treasure Hill art installation was created 
in Taipei (Taiwan, China) in 2015 by I-Ju Pan. The 
installation suggested an active interaction: citizens 
are participants, authors, and spectators of a unique 
illuminated show; they manage colour and speed of 
light streams with special software.

5.7. Intuitive Navigation

We live in a heterogeneous and constantly 
changing world which includes a lot of connec-
tions and interdependences that go through end-
less information f lows and processes of differ-
ent nature. In this case, different ways of flexible 
structuring in any environment (social, media, ur-
ban, informational, etc.) are especially important. 
V. Papanek, a designer and a humanist, once said: 
“Design is a cognitive and intuitive effort to make 
a significant order” [18, p. 4]. Lighting design from 
this point of view should encourage humans to feel 
their moral certainty (arrangement) despite of the 
heterogeneous environment. This task suggests 
both physical space orientation and creating a spe-
cific psychological situation where humans real-
ize their leadership (which is one of humanism 
conditions).
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Cities Alive: Rethinking the Shades of Night de-
scribes the lighting layout of the London Olympic 
Park (UK). The plan affirms the efficiency of the in-
tuitive navigation method. The lighting plan of the 
Olympic Park is based on nodes and highlighted 
destinations combined with lighting pedestrian 
lanes. The reaction of people to illuminated and 
non-illuminated parts allowed programming of the 
Park public space that could naturally manage peo-
ple’s streams. One of the purposes of the authors 
was to create an intuitive navigation environment 
[29, p. 31].

6. CONCLUSION

Humanisation of public spaces is a main part 
of development in modern cities. Environmental 
development and lighting design now play a sig-
nificant role. The level of humanism in a public 
space is a quality indicator. That is why one of the 
main tasks of modern design is to find and to ar-
range quantitative approaches that could form this 
quality together. These quantitative approaches 
should consider the following factors:

– Correlation of lighting to specifications of so-
cial processes and human behaviour;

– Different user groups and their problems (de-
mands, requirements, expectations);

– Need to decrease conflicts and antisocial 
activities;

– Environmental changes, natural and urban, 
in short and long terms;

– Cultural and educational function of lighting;
– More popular social demand for new commu-

nicative culture as a way to overcome social disin-
tegration and alienation;

– Social request for human interaction and ur-
ban environment.

These approaches allow managing the process of 
public space humanisation and to make this process 
more stable.

E. Garin, an outstanding researcher of philoso-
phy and culture of Renaissance, highlights that the 
basic principle of humanistic world view is the prin-
ciple of balanced combination of personal matters 
and social matters that is established at the rise of 
high self-identity [36]. Considering this principle 
in reference to lighting design, we conclude that hu-
manisation of public spaces is not just yet another 
approach to design, a working method, or a fashion. 
It is not just about improving and creating a com-

fortable, secure, and green environment (these fac-
tors are absolutely important, and they have to be 
considered by default). Humanisation suggests cre-
ating such a physical and psychological environ-
ment and such conditions that would encourage 
people to get social experience and interact with 
each other, the world, nature, and themselves. This 
social experience is based on people understanding 
themselves as personalities that possess a unique 
set of qualities and take a positive, pragmatic, and 
responsible stand to themselves, their society, the 
world, and nature [19]. In other words, the level of 
humanism is indicated by mentality, the way of life, 
and the manner of people that live in this environ-
ment. Humanisation of public spaces means both 
the return of the city to its people [7, p. 13] and the 
return of people to themselves.

The care of ecology, psychological comfort, and 
health, the interaction with other people and the city 
should be presented through conditions that moti-
vate people to develop their humanistic qualities 
and offer a space to show these qualities. Lighting 
design and environmental development improve 
the quality of life and indirectly improve the hu-
man nature.
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Fig. Narboni, Godoy: a –  São Paulo city centre, with illusive rivers; b –  Valle de Anhagabau, final visualisation
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