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ABSTRACT

“If light is scarce then light is scarce; we will immerse ourselves in the 

darkness and there discover its own particular beauty.” 

Junichirō Tanizaki, Writer, ‘In Praises of Shadows’

This thesis is an exploration of how darkness could provide an immersive com-

forting experience, what it takes to define the relationship between human and 

comfortable darkness, and finally to take this exploration into lighting design 

field. The study investigates through questionaires, studies of literature review 

and interprets aspects of darkness, emotional comfort and spatial decisions 

to conclude guidelines for the installation – in  ● hiatus . The outcome is an 

abstract attempt to translate ‘darkness’ to predict and dispose a sense comfort 

in a contemplative space through a partial sculptural and partial architectural 

lighting installation, which intends to provide a multi-sensory experience both 

personal and collective.

Abstract



8 9

INTRODUCTION
RECONNECTING WITH DARKNESS 

Darkness, the polar opposite to brightness, is understood as a lack of illumina-

tion or an absence of visible light. Since ancient times, the concept of darkness 

has always been associated with negative qualities. 

Questioning traditional thinking, is it really darkness that makes us feel uncom-

fortable or is it the visual unknowns creating these fears?

The Greek word of the early 20th century, nux or nukt means ‘night’, defining 

an abnormal fear of night or darkness – defining the word ‘nyctophobia’. Nyc-

tophilia, on the other hand, is a medical term for the love of darkness or night, 

when one finds relaxation and comfort in darkness. On a personal note, it is 

the feeling of not clearly knowing your surrounding, the details and colours 

of things. This idea may sound terrifying to some, yet to others the beauty of 

darkness has an indescribable sensation of comfort.

A comfort zone is a psychological state in which things feel familiar to a person 

and they are at ease and in control of their environment, experiencing low 

levels of anxiety and stress. 

Figure 1 and 2 shows the subtle aesthetics and reverie that darkness brings 

has its own particular beauty, as Junichirō Tanizaki describes in ‘In Praises of 

Shadows’. 

“We Orientals seek our satisfactions in whatever surroundings we happen 

to find ourselves, to content ourselves with things as they are, and so dark-

ness causes us no discontent, we resign ourselves to it as inevitable. If light 

is scarce then light is scarce; we will immerse ourselves in the darkness and 

there discover its own particular beauty.” 

Junichirō Tanizaki, Writer, ‘In Praises of Shadows’

This thesis is not aimed to challenge the magnificent qualities of light, but to 

propose a discussion on its inevitable, yet often neglected, counterpart – dark-

ness – and what darkness could offer.

It is an exploration of how darkness could provide an immersive comforting 

experience, what it takes to define the relationship between human and com-

fortable darkness, and finally to take this exploration into lighting design field. 

The outcome is an abstract attempt to translate darkness in light to provide 

and predict comfort in a contemplative space through a partial sculptural and 

partial architectural lighting installation, which intends to provide a multi-sen-

sory experience both personal and collective.

Introduction

Figure 1
Plain Space Exhibition, John Pawson
Design Museum, London, 2010-2011

Figure 2
Planar House, Steven Holl Architects
Paradise Valley, United States, 2005
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BACKGROUND : THE VISION
DEFINING DARKNESS

“This representation (of light) is not complete without its opposition: 

darkness. While light is charged with an inherent language, darkness also 

has its own.”

Gustavo Avilés and Talina Aguila, 

Lighting designer and research assistant

Deconstruction is a critique of the relationship between text and meaning 

originated by philosopher Jacques Derrida. Adopting Derrida’s philosophical 

approach in language to explore, through the understanding between the op-

posites - first, what is darkness and even more, what darkness is not.

1. Darkness is not discomforting, the visually unknowns are what make us 

uncomfortable in darkness. Therefore, darkness should not represent fear. 

In English language, the dictionary definition of word ‘darkness’ is 

1. the absence or deficiency of light; 

2. wickedness or evil; 

3. obscurity and concealment; or

4. even a lack of knowledge or enlightenment. 

We even use the metaphor being “kept in the dark”, to describe keeping some-

one uninformed or to exclude someone from full knowledge of something. 

Novelist Philip Roth once said,

“Seeing is believing and believing is knowing and knowing beats unknow-

ing and the unknown.” 

Philip Roth, Novelist

According to Roth’s quote, if seeing equates to knowing and darkness leads 

to the lack of vision then philosophically speaking, darkness seems to have an 

unstated association with ‘not knowing’. 

The fear for darkness due to the lack of vision to the unknown leads to a liter-

al and inferential misunderstanding history and negative connotation of dark-

ness. This thesis intent to disregards associations relating to wickedness and 

lack of knowledge to darkness, as the dictionary defines, that are not related 

to vision.

Beyond the vision, in his book “The eyes of the skin” Junhani Pallasmaa asserts 

us that other senses are equally capable of provide a sense of our surround-

ings. Therefore, the thesis follows to approach and explore the use of other 

senses to aid  in ‘knowing’ and eliminating sense of fear in a space of darkness.

2. There is no absolute darkness.

“When your eyes are closed – the light is inside, and still, everything is 

in sight. The non-light doesn’t exist. There is no such thing as absolute 

darkness, something is always lit up somewhere.” 

Srdjan Valjarević, Author

With technology advancements, a nano-material Vantablack is the darkest 

man-made substance that is said to be the closest thing to a black hole. Vantab-

lack is so black to the human eye that it is almost impossible to decipher what 

it is seeing, absorbing 99.96% of the light that hits its surface. It is not a colour, 

because it is almost the absence of colour. The absence in colour and light 

creates a lost in visual depth, as seen in Figure 3. With this understanding, no 

material apart from Vantablack would mean complete darkness. Have we ex-

perience absolute darkness? Perhaps only in outer space, in a black hole.

 

Background : The Vision

Figure 3
Vantablack VBx2 building, Winter Olympics 
Pavillion, designed by Hyundai and Asif Khan, 
PyeongChang, South Korea, 2018

Exterior of VBx2 building painted in Vantablack 
resulting in the absence in colour and light creat-
ing a lost in visual depth.
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3. Darkness is the lack of light and is not the colour black.

The English dictionary definition of the word ‘black’ is the darkest colour. Many 

a time it is symbolically and figuratively representing darkness, while its coun-

terpart, the colour white would represent light.

In the history of English language, the colour black has associations to both 

dark and negative connotations in words such as blacklist, black humor, black-

mail or blackout. Naturally, the word black is connected with fear, undesirables  

and the unknown through these words and we readily accept the connection 

between black and fear on a superficial level. 

Scientifically, the colour black is the absence of colour because of the complete 

absorption of visible light. The lack of light resulted in the lack of colours and 

therefore the visual perceptual colour black in darkness. Yet, nothing in the 

dictionary and scientific definition of black speaks about darkness. 

In this thesis, we strive to eliminate the direct connection of darkness to the co-

lour black and its negative associations. Darkness is the lack of light and there-

fore it should not be loosely inferred and represented through the colour black.

Figure 4
Perceived contrast, Graphical Illustration, Wenyi Kong, 2018 
In the image above, the two inner rectangles are exactly the same shade of 
grey, but the inner rectangle with a black border (Figure 4.B) appears to be a 
lighter grey than that of the white border (Figure 4.B). 

Information processing: simultaneous contrast Information processing: simultaneous contrast 

4.A White border

4. Darkness is perceived contrast. 

Through the simple graphical representation in Figure 4.A and 4.B, it goes to 

illustrate that just like brightness, darkness is relative through the perceived 

contrast. 

4.B Black border
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IN-BETWEEN DARKNESS 

Light in cities represents a flourished nation, urban lit areas today meant en-

hanced safety and security. In this thesis, we address darkness in relation to 

emotional comfort and temporarily disregarding safety and security. 

As more attention goes into lighting urban areas, the absence of light hastily 

took the misconception of negativity of non-light. I was born in a tropical cli-

mate, Singapore is the place I spent most of my life. Singapore is a small nation 

with an area size of 719.9km2, densely populated with 5.61 million people as of 

June 2017. She is today, one of the most light-polluted countries in the world. 

A personal growing up experience with light during night, would meant being 

in a brightly lit space by street lamps (Figure 5) or a dimly lit back alleys (Figure 

6). Cognitively, the distinct experience between two polarities formed a per-

ception of fear and danger in darker spaces. 

Being geographically situated near the equator, means having constant daylight 

hours of approximately 12 daylight hours through the year, instantaneous sun-

rise and sunset and extremely short twilight (Figure 8) compared to the long 

twilight experience in Nordic regions such as in Stockholm, Sweden (Figure 7). 

In both natural and artificial lighting, what Singapore lacks or the ‘light’ quality 

absent in my formative memory is the experience of what I would term as 

‘in-between darkness’. ‘In-between’ darkness stands as a guideline leading to 

gradual increase in darkness level and evenly distributed darkness for the proj-

ect installation design.

Background : The Vision

ATMOSPHERIC DARKNESS 

“Focal glow, ambient luminescence and play of brilliants” are terms coined by 

Richard Kelly that theorised the distinct types of lighting and remain widely 

used in lighting design field till today. In the history of lighting design, we learn 

and discuss theories of lighting. Polarity is the nature of the Universe. Arguably, 

we say light cannot exist without darkness. 

The thesis is motivated by the lack of appreciation for atmospheric darkness 

in spaces. Even though we would not use it to describe something positively 

compared to its counterpart - brightness, darkness should not be a word to 

serve a negative purpose. 

‘Atmospheric darkness’ as I would describe, is a counter-balance of ‘ambient 

luminescence’. It is a distinctive mood driven by the light quality of a dimly lit 

space, characterised by the lack of visual noise and distraction, minimal details 

and colours. Atmospheric darkness could put one in a state of being pleasantly 

lost in one’s thought, leading to a deep experience of inner peace and content-

ment. 

Atmospheric darkness is not a total absence of light. This leads to the discus-

sion of the range of darkness and darkness quality that serve as the guidelines 

leading to an end result of a project installation. 

Figure 6
Dark spaces: back alleys

Figure 5
Bird’s eye view of streets of Singapore
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April 2018 — Sun in Singapore
January GoMonth: Year: 20182018

▾  1 07:04  (86°) 19:12  (275°) 12:07:19 +0:04 05:55 20:21 06:20 19:57 06:44 19:32 13:08 (86.8°) 149.475
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 Singapore, Singapore — Sunrise, Sunset, and Daylength, April 2018
◢
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06:58 – 19:07 

12 hours, 8 minutes

Current Time: 23 Apr 2018, 21:34:33
Sun Direction:  286.78° WNW
Sun Altitude: -36.48°
Sun Distance: 150.420 million km
 
Next Solstice: 21 Jun 2018 18:07 (June Solst.)
Sunrise Today: 06:58  78° East
Sunset Today: 19:07  283° West
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Figure 7
Yearly Sun Graph for Stockholm, Sweden
Figure 7 and 8 compares twilight hours between two cities through all four 
seasons. 
Stockholm, Sweden of Figure 7 shows significantly longer, almost twice the 
amount of twilight hours than that to Singapore. This means Stockholm has 
much longer transitional ‘in-between’ darkness periods as compared to Sin-
gapore in Figure 8.

Figure 8
Yearly Sun Graph for Singapore
Relatively shorter twilight periods and constant twilight hours throughout 
the year.

Background : The Vision
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 Stockholm, Sweden — Sunrise, Sunset, and Daylength, April 2018
◢

Daylight
05:11 – 20:22 

15 hours, 11 minutes

Current Time: 23 Apr 2018, 15:36:23
Sun Direction:  232.51° SW
Sun Altitude: 33.70°
Sun Distance: 150.420 million km
 
Next Solstice: 21 Jun 2018 12:07 (Summer)
Sunrise Today: 05:11  63° Northeast
Sunset Today: 20:22  297° Northwest
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April 2018 — Sun in Stockholm
April GoMonth: Year: 20182018

▾  1 06:14  (80°) 19:30  (281°) 13:15:34 +5:18 03:41 22:05 04:40 21:04 05:32 20:12 12:51 (35.3°) 149.485

▾  2 06:11  (79°) 19:32  (281°) 13:20:52 +5:18 03:36 22:09 04:37 21:07 05:29 20:14 12:51 (35.7°) 149.528

▾  3 06:08  (78°) 19:34  (282°) 13:26:11 +5:18 03:32 22:12 04:33 21:10 05:26 20:17 12:50 (36.1°) 149.571

▾  4 06:05  (77°) 19:37  (283°) 13:31:29 +5:18 03:27 22:16 04:30 21:13 05:23 20:19 12:50 (36.5°) 149.615

▾  5 06:02  (77°) 19:39  (284°) 13:36:47 +5:18 03:23 22:21 04:26 21:16 05:20 20:22 12:50 (36.8°) 149.658
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Average Total Twilight Hours
for Stockholm, Sweden

• Spring      4hr 47min 
• Summer      5hr 23min
• Autumn      4hr 47min
• Winter      5hr 23min

Average Total Twilight Hours 
for Singapore

• Spring      2hr 17min
• Summer     2hr 31min
• Autumn      2hr 17min
• Winter      2hrs 30min
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COLLECTIVE EXPERIENCE WITH DARKNESS

‘You say Light - I think Shadow’ is a book of collective perspectives of poetic, 

personal thoughts, vision, definition and statements of light and darkness, col-

lected and visualised by Sandra Praun and Aleksandra Stratimirović. Apart from 

my initial investigation, this book affirmed my pursuit of qualities of darkness 

as many professions in the field of photography, architecture and lighting de-

sign shared their insights on darkness. 

In an essay on lighting, Finnish architect Vesa Honkonen notes that his decision 

to take darkness as the main design element is motivated to praise the light. 

 “If you ask from me about light, I tell you about darkness.” 

Vesa Honkonen, Architect

According to Honkonen, “when you really want to study what is going on inside of 

you, you do not want to be exposed to bright light.” 

I would like to draw this analogy of Honkonen’s point of view to Richard Kelly’s 

focal glow in theatrical lighting. The example is when a performer is on stage, 

theatrical lighting uses focal glow to create focal point on the protagonist. Focal 

glow as Richard Kelly explains, “draws attention, pulls together diverse parts, 

and separates the important from the unimportant, to help people see.” 

The association of focal light is perceive the opposite to a personal space for 

oneself or to contemplate on experiences on a personal level. I would boldly 

presume that seldom, or never, would one enjoy being in the spotlight when 

he or she needs an intimate moment with oneself or a loved one. 

This proposition is further supported in the initial investigation questionnaire 

(Appendix A), where an unexpected overwhelming percentage of the respon-

dents — 88.2% — showed preference in seeking comfort in dimly lit spaces 

as opposed to brightly lit spaces. Subconscious, most of us are not rejecting 

darkness.

DARKNESS AND FAMILIARITY

As people choose to seek comfort in dimly lit spaces, it comes with the basis of 

being familiar with the space. The word familiarity means acquainted with or 

having the knowledge of something - ‘to know’ the space. 

How do we stimulate an installation space which the viewers will visit for the 

first time and adopt a sense of familiarity? 

Being familiar, as I would define, begins with adaptation (Figure 9). Adapta-

tion is adjusting to new conditions; this installation would require adapting to 

brightness levels and comfort level. Repetition is a method for expedited adap-

tation. Gradual transition through repetition in the spatial design is an attempt 

to compensate of the fear for darkness through ‘knowing’ the space better. 

Background : The Vision

comfort  in  darkness

famil iar i ty  with  space

adaptat ion

adaptat ion through repet it ion 

Figure 9
Visual connection between darkness, familarity, 
adaptation and repetition.
Wenyi Kong, 2018 
(Section of Methodology: Visual Workflow)
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THE TOUCH
LIGHT AND HAPTIC REALM

The primary and dominance sense associated to light is intuitively the sense of 

sight. Light enables us to perceive the world around us. In this thesis, we seek 

to push the boundaries of isolating light in the realm of vision and expanding 

to the haptic realm of light.

In his ‘An Architecture of Seven Senses’, Juhani Pallasmaa points out that,

“The eye is the sense of separation and distance, whereas touch is the sense 

of nearness, intimacy and affection. During overpowering emotional states 

we tend to close off the distancing sense of vision; we close our eyes when 

caressing our loved ones. Deep shadows and darkness are essential, because 

they dim the sharpness of vision and invite unconscious peripheral vision 

and tactile fantasy. Homogeneous light paralyses the imagination in the 

same way that homogenisation eliminates the experience of place.”

In Pallasmaa words, “vision reveals what the touch already knows. We could think 

of the sense of touch as the unconscious of vision”. 

This is supported by the initial investigation (Appendix A) with conversational 

survey through open-ended questions to gain quantitative insights without re-

vealing relevance to lighting design. The first question was, which of the five 

senses would one associate with ‘comfort’. Most respondents (64.7%) associ-

ated comfort with the sense of touch, followed after by the sense of sight (of 

29.4%).

Background : The Touch

CASE STUDY: MATERIAL AND HAPTIC REALM

Sensing Spaces: Architecture Re-imagined at The Royal Academy of Arts in Lon-

don, United Kingdom is one of the most influential art-architecture exhibition 

experience that has since add depth to my design thinking. The installations 

provided both physical engagement and emotional responses that the observ-

er has with the space through amplified elements and the subtlest use of ma-

terial qualities. 

The tactile quality of material should never be underestimated. It is undeniable 

that different material is able to provide different sensual qualities on two lev-

els; both visual and physical tactile ‘feel’. Perceived qualities of materials such 

as wood and ceramics deemed warm and comforting, while others like glass 

and steel are perceptually classified in a separate category of cold, silent or 

stark. 

Chilean architects Mauricio Pezo and Sofia von Ellrichshausen’s gigantic in-

stallation at Sensing Spaces was slightly confrontational to me at first sight. 

Despite that the warmth nature of the wooden material added a welcoming 

and nurturing sensual quality to the installation (Figure 10). On the assumption 

that the structure is made of steel, most visitors would give a second thought 

before entering. This installation made me comprehend how material may not 

change the function but the ‘feel’ would be entirely different. 

The structure offers an elevated balcony platform to the cornice level of the 

architecture that is often neglected (Figure 11). High walls of the structure re-

strict viewers’ view to the heavily decorated cornices and glass roof. The bright 

and openness of elevated balcony space was an interesting contradiction 

between anticipation and reality to the intimidating gigantic structure when 

viewed at ground level.
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“I think there is often a discrepancy between the experience of seeing and 

the knowledge or expectation of what we are seeing.” 

Olafur Eliasson, Artist

Thoughtful selections of materials combined with spatial decision in this tem-

porary architecture strive to dictate viewers’ point of view and emotional re-

sponses through interesting contrast between anticipation and reality.

Background : The Touch

Figure 10 
Installation (Blue Pavilion),
Pezo von Ellrichshausen.
Royal Academy of Arts, London, 2014.
Photography: James Harris.

Figure 11
Installation (Blue Pavilion),
Pezo von Ellrichshausen.
Royal Academy of Arts, London, 2014.
Photography: James Harris.

Figure 12
Details: Peepholes framing angels 
gilded in gold, 2014
Photography: Wenyi Kong

TEXTURE AND VISUAL WEIGHT

When light falls on a highly textured surface, it brings out rich contrasts of high-

light and shadows. Similarly, a surface that lacks texture (Figure 13.C) tends to 

appear lightweight. On the other hand, a heavily textured surface (Figure 13.A 

and 13.B) would appear heavier. The varying tactile surfaces could achieve ef-

fects of visual weight or weightlessness. 

The structure offers an elevated balcony platform to the cornice level of the 

architecture that is often neglected (Figure 11 and Figure 12). High walls of 

the structure restrict viewers’ view to the heavily decorated cornices and glass 

roof. The bright and openness of elevated balcony space was an interesting 

contradiction between anticipation and reality to the intimidating gigantic 

structure when viewed at ground level.

Figure 13
Comparing surface textures and varying visual weight between three surfaces

13.A 13.B 13.C
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THE SOUND
DARKNESS AND SILENCE: MINIMALISM

Minimalism is an art movement that began in post-World War II Western art 

and is used to describe a phenomenon in multiple aspects music, architecture, 

product design and even fashion. 

To American artist Carl Andre, the meaning of Minimalism is “art excludes what 

is not necessary”. To me, personally, “necessary” means serving a specific pur-

pose or with a meaning and if otherwise should be excluded. In my view, as a 

lighting designer, minimalism means reducing all elements to basic to focus 

and fully appreciate the quality of light, and in this thesis non-light.

“Darkness also has a language of its own: it communicates not through 

what it speaks, but through what it decides to keep quiet. It is a language 

of silence, of absence. It evades our sight and seduces us not by what we 

see, but by what it hides in the shadows. It is a language that is distin-

guished by pause, of moderation, of reticence, and voids.” 

Gustavo Avilés and Talina Aguila, 

Lighting designer and research assistant

The minimalistic approach amplifies darkness and its inherent perceptual qual-

ities of silence and void. Darkness is non-light. How do we then relate dark-

ness to silence, involving the sense of hearing? The lack of light that creates 

darkness makes details, colours and forms less distinct. Darkness cancels visual 

noises and distractions, resulting in an inevitable amplified feeling of empti-

ness, void and silence.

The introduction of the third sense of hearing is naturally taken into account 

as a consideration for the project installation. Sound plays a silence role, both 

metaphorically and literally, in the installation. 

METHODOLOGY

The thesis takes on the following steps to draw concluding guidelines and de-

sign development for the installation project:

(Refer to next page for, Visual Workflow, visually string together the steps 

taken to develop this thesis.)

1. Background: The Vision, The Touch and The Sound provide literature re-

views and a collective perspective of definition, thoughts, vision and in-

sights of darkness. 

2. Initial investigation is done through a qualitative questionnaire to better 

understand and attempt to interpret other’s perspectives of darkness re-

lating to comfort. (Refer to Appendix B: Initial Investigation and Results 

Interpretation)

3. Material studies, conceptual sketches and conceptual study models are 

tools used to evaluate the relationship between darkness, material, forms 

and space. Followed by further development in Project Context: Form and 

Proportion chapter. 

4. Seven descriptors of light is a tool for consideration while designing the 

visual experience for the installation project

The result is in the form of a installation project named - in  ● hiatus  - and is 

presented through storyboard, technical drawings and a 1:25 scaled model.

Methodology
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step two
PRACTICAL APPROACH

comfort  in  darkness

famil iar i ty  with  space

adaptat ion

adaptat ion through repet it ion 

col lect ive  exper iences

BACKGROUND:
l i terature rev iews

• The Vision
• The Touch 
• The Sound

METHODOLOGY:
tools

• Qualitative 
        questionnaire
• Material study
• Conceptual sketches 

and study models
• Seven descriptors 
        of light

step one
INVESTIGATION

• Poet ic           
  Understanding
• Results 
  Interpretat ion

results :
drawing conclus ional  guidel ines

for  the insta l lat ion

personal  exper ience in 
col lect ive  space

step three
DESIGN DEVELOPMENT

because
comfort  i s  indiv idual

in    ●     hiatus
noun │ verb │ in - hi·a·tus 

a space of poetic darkness and emptiness,
awaiting for personal discovery 

of comfort in darkness.

step four
RESULTING OUTCOME

INSTALLATION DESIGN

VISUAL WORKFLOW
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INITIAL INVESTIGATION & RESULTS INTERPRETATION

As part of the initial investigation, sets of images (Appendix A) were given to 

respondents to select one image in each set that they would associate with 

the feeling of comfort, positivity and hope. The images were abstract, with no 

definite answer to right or wrong, yet the results came to provide clues of how 

most people feel about the relationship between light and darkness. 

In such an abstract selection of images, it came to my surprise that a sizable 

number has selected Image F, shown as Figure 14. Some interpretations in-

clude, “darkness moves apart” in a vertical manner, “the least contrast” among 

all the images and “in-between darkness”. These responses provided concep-

tual orientation and guidelines for the installation. Inspired by Viika, I too, de-

cide to search the positive dimension of greyness. 

“In a series, I searched the gray for the feelings of the seasons: melancholia, 

introspection. I wanted to discover positive dimension in the grayness.” 

Sakari Viika, Photographer

Figure 14
Image F of Set 1 Initial Investigation:
Untitled P1080118, Joachim Bandau,
black watercolor on paper, 2012
(Refer to Appendix A)

Figure 15
Image B of Set 2 Initial Investigation:
Image B has the least contrast and visual 
weight. The non-representational conclu-
sion from this survey is the visual lightness 
of touch makes most people feel comfort-
able.

Following the search for the tactile quality, a set of four images of various tex-

tures was given to respondents to select as a preference that symbolise com-

fort, positivity and hope. As a result, Image B was a favored choice. Out of 

all four images, Image B shown as Figure 13, has the least contrast and visu-

al weight. The non-representational conclusion from this survey is the visual 

lightness of touch makes most people feel comfortable. This brings us to an 

understanding between brightness in relation to texture. 

In Set 3 of the abstract survey of images, Image B shown as Figure 16, stood 

out the most as a representation of comfort, positivity and hope to most re-

spondents. The image can be described as gradual, soft transition and dissemi-

nation. The blurring and soft transitions qualities in lighting may be interpreted 

and translated to diffused, indirect lighting and ambient luminescence. 

Figure 16
Image B of Set 3 Initial Investigation:
The blurring and soft transitions qualities in 
lighting may be interpreted and translated 
to diffused, indirect lighting and ambient 
luminescence. 
(Refer to Appendix A)
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Results from the initial investigation lead to an understanding of contrast, a 

term used to describe difference in brightness in visual context, and the types 

of contrast between areas (Figure 17): sharp border, diffused border and gra-

dient transition. The results suggested most people relate comfort towards dif-

fused border and gradient.
3 types of contrast: sharp contrast 3 types of contrast: soft contrast 3 types of contrast: brightness gradient 

17.A Sharp Border/Contrast 17.B Diffused Border/Contrast 17.C Gradient (no border is seen 
in the transition)

Figure 17
Three basic type of contrast between area: Sharp border, diffused border and 
gradient with no border
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MATERIAL STUDY

After studying some fabric material, such as organza, silk, cotton and linen, 

and their qualities, linen is selected for its natural, irregular texture and is a 

relatively soft material.

Both organza and silk (Figure 18 and 19) are sheer providing good layering ef-

fects for a gradual increase in darkness for the project installation. However 

they both create a moiré patterns through transparent gaps when they are 

overlaid which creates undesired visual noise. On top of that, silk reflects light 

in many angles giving a natural sheen and soft shine. This soft shine reflects the 

luxurious quality of silk that may give of a sense of coldness giving off a distant 

and aloof space that is not the intended emotions for the installation. 

Linen (Figure 20 and 21) is very breathable due to its loose weave which plays 

the perfect role for layering. Even though the irregular texture of the linen has 

creates some visual details, as the layers increases, the atmospheric darkness 

gradually cancels off the linear details (Figure 22). 

Figure 18
Organza (black) is a thin, 
plain weave, sheer fabric 
and is matte.

Figure 19
Silk (black); The flat surfac-
es of the fibrils reflect light 
at many angles, giving silk 
a natural sheen.

Figure 21
Linen, grey-green

Figure 20
Linen is selected for its nat-
ural, irregular texture and 
is a relatively soft material.

Figure 22 (all images)
Material study with cotton canvas and grey-green linen
Wenyi Kong, 2018

Single layer Double layer Triple layerSingle layer (cotton)
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Figure 23
Conceptual Sketches, Wenyi Kong, 2018
The curved edges remove visual details and distractions 
- top, provides a comfortable view and bottom, provides a comfortable rest. 

Figure 24 (all images)
Conceptual Study Model, 
Wenyi Kong, 2018

CONCEPTUAL SKETCHES AND STUDY MODELS
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SEVEN DESCRIPTORS OF LIGHT 

The seven descriptors of light is another qualitative tool used to consider var-

ious aspects of light, which in this case, absence of light while designing the 

visual experience of project installation. 

•	 Level	of	lightness: Level of lightness gradually decreases from a bright to 

an extremely dark room. 

•	 Spatial	distribution: The light distribution is even at each section of the 

journey beginning from an evenly diffusely lit room and gradually dimmer 

to almost complete darkness at the end of the journey. 

•	 Shadows: The installation aims to eliminate all shadows through the lack 

of light as the observer moves along the installation. One way in which the 

installation takes to reduce shadows by the arch shape of the roof.

•	 Reflections: The intentional use of the linen on the ceiling, walls and floor 

of the installation reduced all reflections through the matt quality and lack 

of shine and lustre of grey-green linen. 

Methodology

41 2 3 5

Bright Dark

41 2 3 5

Uniform Dramatic

41 2 3 5

Vague Distinct

41 2 3 5

None Distinct

•	 Glare: The gradual change in brightness level towards deep darkness from 

the entrance to the exit prevents any form of visual discomfort allowing 

the vision to gradually adapt to the darkness. 

•	 Colour	of	darkness/colour	of	surface: The lack of light triggers the use of 

rods for dark or night vision, reducing the visual ability to distinguish de-

tails and colours. Through the gradual transition into deep darkness, the 

colour of grey-green linen will gradually be perceived as black at the dark-

est section of the journey due to the lack of light. Hence the installation 

also answers the question of which, darkness is not black. 

41 2 3 5

Cool Warm

41 2 3 5

None Intolerable
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in    ●    hiatus

 a  space of  poet ic  darkness  and emptiness 
await ing  for  personal  d iscovery  of  comfort  in  darkness.

RESULTS : PROJECT IN-HIATUS

The investigation, observations, literature review and interpretations discussed 

about darkness, emotional comfort and spatial decisions in the above chapters 

aid in drawing concluding guidelines and design decisions represented and em-

bodied in an installation project – in  ● hiatus . 

Guidelines for the installation:

• The installation is designed as a multi-sensory experience considering as-

pects of visual, touch and sound that influences the experience of dark-

ness.

• The installation aim to reduce fears of darkness by creating a familiar space 

through adaptation and repetition.

• Creating a comfortable space of darkness through reduced sharp contrast 

and creating gradual transition. 

• The colour black does not represent darkness.  

• The installation selects lightly textured materials for visual lightness (in 

relation to visual weight), taking into careful consideration difference be-

tween being visually dark and visually light-weighted.

• A space of perceptual silence and void through eliminating details, colours 

and blurring forms creating less visual noise and distraction.

• Apart from reducing visual noise and distraction, physical noise such as 

footsteps should also be eliminated as much as possible to create an ideal 

meditative space.

• The exterior outlook of the installation does not provide hints of the atmo-

spheric darkness the observer would experience within the interior space 

of the installation, providing a contrast between anticipated expectation 

and reality of interior darkness. 
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CONTEXT 
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE IN A COLLECTIVE SPACE

In the background research chapter ‘Darkness and Familiarity’ we discussed 

about designing a space with analytical flow of understanding of familiarity, 

adaptation and repetition - to help visitors ‘to know’ the space (Figure 9). The 

following step is to aid visitors ‘to like’ the spatial darkness. ‘To know’ the space 

does not equate to feeling comfortable and liking a space.

Distinct cultural differences affect individual preference in light and darkness. 

As we strive to attempt to homogeneous space and conclude design guidelines 

through the investigation and literature reviews, I gladly acknowledge that no 

singular space is able to provide the same comfort to each individual. Hence it 

is important that the installation takes on the objective of creating a personal 

experience in a collective space (Figure 25). 

As a collective space, in  ● hiatus  is designed as a traveling public installation 

located in an outdoor space, regardless of its geographical location and is to be 

experienced during daylight hours. 

The intention is to provide the observer with an altered relationship with their 

initial cognitive understanding of and with darkness, as well as empowering 

them with their own way of seeing and feeling darkness. The space is designed 

for the observer to explore and draw their personal conclusions.

Project : in  ●   hiatus

Figure 25
Visual illustration of personal experience in a 
collective space.
Wenyi Kong, 2018 
(Section of Methodology: Visual Workflow)

personal  exper ience in 
col lect ive  space

because
comfort  i s  indiv idual

80%40% 60%

Figure 26
Floating Landscapes, Design: Numen
Hasselt, Belgium, 2011
Public space, a community hammock

THE HAMMOCK ARCHITECTURE

To fulfill the multi-sensory experience of appreciating the non-light experience, 

it is of great importance to consider the manner in which the observer walk 

through, sit or stay to ‘feel’ the space. The architecture takes on a suspended 

fabric hammock structure for the observer to swing, rest and even sleep on 

it as he or she wish in the most unrestricted posture to experience the atmo-

spheric darkness. 

A hammock carries through the haptic element of touch in this installation en-

veloping the observer’s body, providing a relaxing viewing experience where 

his or her body conforms involuntarily to the fabric (Figure 26). The hammock 

is commonly seen as a symbol for leisure, relaxation and simple, easy living. 

The rocking motion and zero-pressure point experience of resting on a ham-

mock promotes deeper sleep. In this subdue manner, the installation encour-

ages the body to be in its most relaxed posture and eventually to a state of rest 

and meditation.
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FORM AND PROPORTION

The conforming curves of the hammock led to an interest in curves and arches 

in architecture. 

The history of arches, in architecture and civil engineering, dating back to 2nd 

millennium BC, in Ancient Greek and Roman architecture. We are no strangers  

to the visual imagery of arches. Throughout history, we have seen an exten-

sive use of arches in bridges, churches, monumental architectures and even 

interiors from ancient to modern architecture. With modern technological ad-

vancements, arches are no longer used for its structural support, and widely 

for its aesthetics: what is the qualitative beauty in these arches? What will the 

emotional response be under different roof structures? (Refer to Figure 29)

A study into architect John Pawson’s architecture (Appendix B) I noticed a re-

curring theme of curves and arches. The study led to an understanding of how 

arched roofs are commonly used in churches with the visual association to 

transcendent and ethereal, providing a visually gentle and embracing physical 

space. 

The curved arches (Figure 28) is one potential solution to blur lines of the hard 

edges and reduce harsh shadows formed by slanted (Figure 27) or flat roofs. 

Through reducing elements, the installation addresses visual clarity and sim-

plicity enhancing comfort in the midst of darkness.

Project : in  ●   hiatus

Figure 27
Baron House, John Pawson, 
Skåne, Sweden, 2003 – 2005

Figure 28
Plain Space Exhibition, John Pawson
Design Museum London, 2010 - 2011

When you produce interiors with less in them the light becomes more 

interesting and there is a sense of freedom in the space.

John Pawson, Architectural Designer

Figure 29
Comparison between roofs - Visual height, Edges, Association and Emotional Interpretation
Graphic illustration, Wenyi Kong, 2018

Slanted Roof Arched Roof Flat Roof

Lower High Higher

Multiple Lack edges Distinct

Homes Transcendent / Ethereal Clear boundaries

Visual height

Edge

Association

Comfort Gentle / Embracing RigidEmotional Interpretation
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Apart from the form, determining the proportions, such as decisions on the 

height and width, of the interior space was equally significant to the project. 

Computed aided drawings on AutoCad and using scaled human figures were 

in helpful tools in visualising the overall space from a bird’s eye view, it was 

however unable to provide a sense of ‘being within’ the space. It was indeed 

a challenge, using solely AutoCad was simply insufficient for a project that re-

quires a good sense of spatial comfortableness. The intent was to create both a 

personal and collective space for the observer to seek comfort in an unrestrict-

ed space and a sense of embracing openness. 

I decided to visit several tunnel walkways of similar form and dimensions (Fig-

ure 30 and 31) before deciding on the final arched form and dimension of the 

space: 3.6m in height, 5.4m in width and 15m depth (Refer to Design Develop-

ment: Technical Drawings of in  ● hiatus ).

Project : in  ●   hiatus

Figure 31.A
Exterior: Arched entrance

Figure 31.B
Interior: Flat roof 

Figure 30.A
Exterior: Arched roof and entrance

Figure 30.B
Interior: Arched roof and entrance

Stockholm, Sweden, Photos by Wenyi Kong, 2018

Exterior Interior

Both Arched Roofs Comparison between interior arched and flat roof
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NATURAL MATERIALS

Inspired by the Moodboard (Appendix C), a palette of natural biological derived 

material such as wood, linen and cotton are selected for the installation (Refer 

to Figure 34 and 35 for Floor Plan and Perspective view/material render).

The primary material of the interior is linen. Figure 21 shows the medium tone 

grey-green linen that is chosen for the installation. The hint of green suggests 

nature and an organic quality. It is one of the more neutral colour most people 

could relate comfortably to as it is represented in largely in natural outdoor 

environment. This is a conscious decision as an attempt for the observer to feel 

familiar and ‘to like’ the space, as discussed previously.

(Figure 33)

The exterior structure uses a palette of light-coloured natural materials such as 

wood, cotton canvas and concrete to create the perception of a light-weighted 

space, which is a deliberate contrast with the interior deep darkness. 

Textile is an excellent material for absorbing sound. It is an ideal material for 

this project installation, contributing to both the visual and physical ‘silence’ of 

the dark space.

In addition, the ground of the interior space is covered with a layer of acoustic  

floor tiles beneath the grey-green linen (Figure 37) that feels soft to the touch 

with the intention for sound control and noise reduction within the space.

All materials in this installation are environment friendly and renewable mate-

rials that are recyclable ideal for the intention of a temporary installation. 

Figure 21 (repeated)
Linen, grey-green

CONCEPT
EXPERIENCING THE WORK: THE CONTEMPLATIVE SPACE

in  ● hiatus  – is a space of poetic darkness and emptiness – awaiting for person-

al discovery of comfort in darkness. 

‘ in  ● hiatus’  is the name of the installation with a grammatical wordplay of 

a verb - that describes action or a state of being, and a noun - to define the 

place, which perfectly defines the space. The noun ‘hiatus’ is a short pause in 

which nothing happens or is said, or a space where something is missing, and 

to go ‘on hiatus’ means taking a break.  Therefore, ‘ in  ● hiatus’  may loosely be 

translated as ‘going into a pause’.

The installation was designed as a work of art that aims to draws the observer 

into a state of contemplation when his or her mind eventually comes to rest in 

a state of emptiness of meditation.  
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Legend

           Storyboard: Position and Viewing angle

A B C D E G

Wooden
Steps

Wooden 
Platform 
Bridge

Foyer & Adaptation Zone
Flat Roof Structure

in  ● hiatus  (Hammock Pods) Zone
Curved Roof Structure

Gradual increase into deep darkness

The Vision: Decrease in details, shadows and colour

Interior
 The Touch: Soft ground (Acoustic floor tiles)

The Sound: Linen fabric interior and Soft ground (Acoustic floor tiles)

The Touch:
Hammock Pods

Exterior
The Touch: Hard ground

F

A
Figure 32
Annotated	Floor	Plan

Figure 33
Perspective	:	Exploded	View	/	Material	annotations

The light-coloured, rigid and perfectly right-angled exterior shows no hint of 
the ‘soft’ fully textile-covered, dark interior space, providing a contrast between 
anticipated expectation and reality of interior darkness. 

Cotton canvas Wood Interior: Grey-green linen

Exterior: Cotton canvas

Interior: Grey-green linen
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Figure 37
Perspective	Exploded	View

Marked by the blue area: The ground 
is layered with a layer of acoustic tiles 
beneath the grey-green linen to cre-
ate a softer ground and a sense of fall 
safety.

In addition, the softer ground further 
absorbs and eliminates sounds such 
as foot steps within the interior space 
to entice the observer into a state of 
contemplation when his or her mind 
eventually comes to rest in a state of 
emptiness of meditation in the in  ● hi-
atus  zone. 

Figure 36
Position	C:	Foyer	(Within)

The foyer is the entrance of in  ● hia-
tus  and the introduction to the grey-
green linen covered space.

When entering the foyer, observers 
would notice a softer ground com-
pared to the wooden bridge, deliber-
ately engaging haptic realm marking 
the beginning of the multi-sensory 
experience. 

At the foyer, the observer has the 
choice between two arched openings  
both leading to a common space.

Figure 34
Position	A:	Approaching

In addition to the materials, the inte-
rior structure is elevated to creates a 
visual perception of a ‘floating’ and 
visually light-weighted space that 
contrasts the interior deep darkness.

Figure 35
Position	B:	Entering

The wooden steps were designed as 
part of the journey to slow down the 
pace of the observer, while the plat-
form bridge before the entrance cre-
ates a gradual emotional disconnec-
tion between the interior and exterior 
space.
(Refer to Figure 34: Floor Plan)

THE STORYBOARD
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Figure 40
Position	F:	Hammock	Pods

Personal experience in a collective 
space: 12 individual resting Hammock 
pods are designed for observers to sit 
or lie depending on their individual 
preferences on the level of darkness.

The hammock envelopes the observ-
er’s body, providing a zero-pressure 
point and relaxing viewing experience 
where his or her body conforms invol-
untarily to the fabric.

Figure 41
Position	G:	Exiting

Exiting the space follows the same 
route taken to enter in ● hiatus. How-
ever, this visual experience would 
be reversed, walking into back into 
brightness leading to a new and dif-
ferent experience.

Figure 38
Position	D:	Adaptation	Zone

A space where the observers gradu-
ally moves through layers of arched 
openings leading to a common space 
- in  ● hiatus  zone. 

The repetitive and widening curved 
openings was designed with the in-
tention to create familiarity through 
adaptation within the collective dark 
space. 

Figure	39
Position	E:	in 	 ●	hiatus 	Zone

The continuous curved arch is one 
solution to blur lines and reducing 
shadows, addressing visual clarity 
and simplicity enhancing comfort in 
the midst of darkness.

Low contrast and gradual transition 
attempts to reduce fear and disco-
mofort as the observer walks towards 
deeper darkness.

The lack of light eliminates visual de-
tails, shadows and colours creating 
a space with lesser visual noise and 
distraction and eventually a space of 
perceptual silence and void. Note: Kindly refer to the following pages for technical drawings for project: in  ● hiatus 
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D E S I G N  D E V E L O P M E N T

Technical  Drawings 

&

1:25 Scaled Model
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Images by Wenyi Kong, 2018

1:25 SCALED MODEL (IMAGES)

CONCLUSION

This thesis begins motivated by the lack of appreciation for atmospheric dark-

ness in spaces. It aimed to explore the opposite spectrum of ‘light’, its often-ne-

glected counterpart – darkness, qualities of darkness and how darkness could 

provide comfort. 

The phase ‘comfortable darkness’ may be regarded as an oxymoron of two con-

joining, seemingly, contradictory terms. The progressive steps of the research 

helped gained insights of ‘darkness’ and goes to prove otherwise. 

The research begin with collective perspectives of other’s views of darkness, 

poetic interpretation and analytical understanding resulting in a consolidated 

guidelines that subsequently led to a partial sculptural and partial architectural 

lighting installation, which intends to provide a multi-sensory experience, both 

personal and collective, intended to dispose a sense of comfort.

In these ways, the thesis and project installation has accomplished its purpose 

to deliver an alternative relationship and a poetic appreciation of and with 

darkness, as well as empowering others with their own way of seeing and feel-

ing darkness.

Conclusion



62 63Future Development / Direction

FUTURE DEVELOPMENT / DIRECTION

As the designer behind this thesis and project installation, it comes naturally 

to me how to realise this project and how to put in  ● hiatus  into a space of 

occasional purpose. 

Given the short 10-week duration of the thesis, the installation is currently best 

represented in a 1:25 scaled model. The aim is to ideally be built as a life-scale 

installation in near future. 

The current installation is limited to a daylight experience. Future directions in-

clude providing two distinct experiences during day and night. During the day, 

it allows us to gradually experience darkness and select individual preference 

comfortable darkness level, to ponder and experience the space. 

During night, the observer is able to take on the same journey towards dark-

ness and experience a lighting sequence poetically inspired by the Moon. As 

we discussed about darkness, shadows are the darkness of light and the lunar 

cycle is the epitome of light and shadow in nature. 

The contemplative space was designed with the idea and practice of medita-

tion and well coincides with the idea as a communal space to hold a unique 

experience of yoga practices in the dark.  
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APPENDIX A INITIAL INVESTIGATION & RESULTS INTERPRETATION

Which of the five senses you would associate with comfort?

Do you prefer an enclosed or open space?

Do you prefer to be in a dimly lit or bright space when seeking comfort?

A

D

B

E

C

F

Question: In the following images, in each set, select one that symbolises positivity, hope and comfort?

Set 1 Results Interpretation:

Image	F has the least contrast and visual weight. The non-repre-
sentational conclusion from this survey is the lightness of touch 
makes most people feel comfortable.

Set 1 Images:

A total of 27 participants took part in the qualitative questionnaire. 
• 55 percent women and 45 percent men,
• 92 percent of participants are age below 35 years old, and 
• 74 percent were architects, students of KTH School of Architecture or professions in the field of design. 



68 69

A

C

B

D

Appendix A  Initial Investigation and Results Interpretation

Question: In the following images, in each set, select one that symbolises positivity, hope and comfort?

Set 2 Results Interpretation:

Image	B has the least contrast and visual weight. The non-repre-
sentational conclusion from this survey is the lightness of touch 
makes most people feel comfortable.

Set 2 Images:

D

A

C

B

Question: In the following images, in each set, select one that symbolises positivity, hope and comfort?

Set 3 Results Interpretation:

Image	B has the least contrast and visual weight. The non-repre-
sentational conclusion from this survey is the lightness of touch 
makes most people feel comfortable.

Set 3 Images:
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Abbey of Our Lady of Nový Dvůr
Bohemia, Czech Republic
1999 - 2004

Appendix B  Curves and Arches in Architecture

APPENDIX B CURVE AND ARCHES IN ARCHITECTURE

Plain Space Exhibition
Design Museum London
2010 - 2011

Abbey of Our Lady of Nový Dvůr
Bohemia, Czech Republic
1999 - 2004

Abbey of Our Lady of Nový Dvůr
Bohemia, Czech Republic
1999 - 2004

Moritzkirche
Augsburg, Germany
2008 - 2013

Plain Space Exhibition
Fondazione Bisazza, Vicenza, Italy
2012

Curve and arches in Architecture

Images source: http://www.johnpawson.com/works

APPENDIX C INSPIRATION MOODBOARD

Appendix C  Inspiration Moodboard


