
 

 
 

 
 
THESPIAN 
MAGAZINE 
An International Refereed Journal of Inter-disciplinary 
Studies 

Santiniketan, West Bengal, India 
DAUL A Theatre Group©2013-15 

 

 

 

 

Editor 

Bivash Bishnu Chowdhury 

 

 
 
Title: Light Design Shapes: A Theatrical Space 
Author(s): Rajesh. K.Venugopal  
DOI: https://doi.org/10.63698/thespian.v3.1.NSXM1107 
Published: 09 May 2015 
Light Design Shapes: A Theatrical Space  © 2015 by Rajesh. K.Venugopal  is licensed under CC BY-NC 4.0. 
To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/ 
 
 

 

 

Yr. 3, Issue 2-5, 2015 

 
Bengali New Year Edition 

April-May  
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 

30 

Light Design Shapes: A Theatrical Space 

……..Rajesh.K.Venugopal 
Asst. Professor, Department of Drama, Sangit Bhavana, 

Visva-Bharati, Santiniketan. 

Introduction 
From the experience of the human being, light plays a significant role and importance in 

space and shape. Providing light enables us to receive and understand the environment around us. 
This includes differentiating the textures, indicating space, and the borders, and recognizing size as 
well as volumes, shapes and material the surroundings are made of. The phenomenon of light as both 
natural and artificial relating as the illuminates and gives shape alongside the context of emotion and 
psychological undertone of the area. This dynamic tension is especially prominent in the theatre: 
lighting does not simply perform the function of illumination but rather participates as a constructive 
element for meaning, mood, and narrative texture. 

A mediation between performance and spectator within the realm of theatre is done primarily 
through lighting design, as perceptual vision is centralized in the theatre as a special and experiential 
form of art. The theatrical event has a sculptural dynamic that stems from the relationship between the 
architectural space and lighting. As Brockett (1923) observes, “Lighting makes other elements of 
theatrical production visible, but it does much more—it plays a role in creating atmosphere and in 
unifying the visual elements” (p. 87). Thus, light is not passive; in fact, light performs. It can create 
spatial layouts, dictate where focus is drawn to, control transitions, and even take the place of a 
character or symbols within a script. 

With modern experimental black box theatres and ancient performances set in open-air 
amphitheatres, light has undergone an evolutionary process due to shifts in technological and aesthetic 
considerations, but its primary goal remains. Vision, as a predominant sensory stimulus, combines 
with tactile and auditory stimuli to form a holistic spatial experience. The integration of lights and 
shadows coupled with structures goes beyond mere observation, shaping sensory perception that calls 
forth for presence, proximity, distance and rhythm. 

This paper analyses the use and impact that lighting can have in the production of theatre, 
especially regarding the creation of expressive, immersive, and symbolic settings. It analyses the leap 
beyond the technical aspect of lighting for a performance to how the lighting functions as narrative 
device and a means of choreography. The research focuses on the attention of the audience as 
harnessed with the framing of the performative space, which has some implications regarding the 
lighting design. Based on the ideas of Swiff (2004) and other theorists and practitioners who 
emphasize the floors in visual design interpretation, this research seeks to explain how the dynamics 
of light and space maneuver is manipulated into a richer theatrical experience. 

As such, inquiring into lighting is not simply looking into the questions of stagecraft. Rather, 
it is pursuing the metaphysical questions concerning the bounded space and how this is occupied and 
performed upon to take on significance. While revealing, light also conceals; it structures vision but 
can disrupt it too. That contradictory power of lighting gives its best within the theatre, for not only 
does it define what the audience should view, it also determines how they will view it, the feelings 
they will experience, and the understanding they will develop of the reality on stage. 

Literature Review 
Multiple theories and practices have studied the impact of lighting and stage setting in theatre. 

Appia’s Die Musik und die Inszenierung (1902), cited in Brockett's History of the Theatre (1923), 
regarded light as one of the major components of staging because it integrates music, space, and light 
into a singular experience. Brockett's narrative paints a comprehensive picture of how the history of 
theatre production contextually framed lighting as an accessory, rather than a core element of focus. 
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Keller and Johann in The Art of Light on Stage: Lighting in Contemporary Theatre (1999) 
delve into contemporary theatre examining how light creates mood and emotion, underlining the 
multifaceted role in performance art. Swiff’s Designing Light: The Art and Science of Stage 
Illumination (2004) broadens this scope by integrating the artistry of illumination with the science 
underpinning lighting design. 

Lefebvre’s ‘The Production of Space’ (1991) presents a spatial consideration about 
performance concerning the strategic use of space and how it relates to meaning. This is taken further 
by Wiles in A Short History of Western Performance Space (2003) where he chronicles the 
development of performing space and its influence on the art of theatre Asto and Savona’s Theatre as 
Sign-System: A Semiotics of Text and Performance (1991) and Rigdone’s The Semiotics of Stage 
Design (2007), the authors focus on the semiotic scope of stage design concerning lighting and space 
as symbols with greater relevance beyond literal interpretation. 

Both readings capture the intricate interplay between light, space, and performance, revealing 
the multiplicative value of design toward the beauty and story of the theatrical experience. 

Methodology 
This work undertakes a qualitative and descriptive approach based on the interpretive analysis 

of performing and visual data alongside the theoretical literature on light design, both historical and 
contemporary. The core focus of this study relies on a multi-faceted analytical approach that 
integrates historical, observational, semiotic, and cultural approaches to examine how lighting affects 
the construction and experience of space in theatre. A significant foundational component of this 
approach is a critical historical review, emphasizing major and landmark writings concerning the 
development of lighting design for theatre. Some of these writings include The Essential Theatre by 
Oscar Brockett published 1923, which provides an overview of the history of theatre and its 
productions; A Short History of Space by David Wiles from 2003, which looks at performance spatial 
philosophy and architecture; Light Fantastic by Keller and Johannes published in 1999, which 
examines light and human vision in theatre and other visual art forms. 

This theoretical framework is supplemented by the observation of modern and classic 
theatrical performances where lighting is crucial and adaptable in a transformative way. This facet of 
methodology enables the finding and scrutiny of performances from various media that use light well 
beyond its technical requirements as a creative and semiotic instrument that alters story, space, and 
audience perspectives. This practice is concerned with the principles of periphery focus concerning 
light on stage architecture, clothing, motion, and gesture within the defined volume enabling 
atmosphere and emotions to merge spatially. 

To unlock the layers of meaning embedded within lighting design, the study uses a spatial-
semiotic approach. Guided by the tenets of semiotics of theatre, this part of the research concentrates 
on how lighting operates as a sign system within the mise-en-scène, conveying spatial structure and 
hierarchy, subordinated sentiments, and deep meanings on a different level of thought. Light is 
analysed as an illuminating agent and a sign within constructs; a sign that actively relates with other 
codes of performance like set design, blocking, rhythm, choreography, and others. 

Moreover, the methodology incorporates an overall contextual assessment of lighting 
treatment within the socio-cultural, historical, and technological scope. It recalls how theatre 
traditions from classical to experimental, ritualistic to postmodern, have engrained cultural, 
technological, and historical aesthetic frameworks. This positioning permits appreciation of lighting 
design not as a discrete term, but a discourse profoundly intertwined with cultural systems and 
creative ecologies. 

Overall, this integrated approach enables to research how light design artistic practices within 
theatre s as a space and unit of culture. Investigation aims to identify values of lighting design 
synthesized by history, theories, live performance, and contemplation. 
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Theatrical Space as a Stage 
A space where a performance takes place is not an empty box but a dynamic structure, 

constantly evolving undergoing change. And always, light stands out as an important builder of 
spatial orientation. The function of light in a performance is not just to make things visible but to set 
limits, shape surfaces, and establish volumes. It structures the experience of being in the performance 
space and not being with in the space. As Wiles (2003) states, “‘space is social and architectural—an 
object conjoined inseparably to the audience as subject’” (p. 14). This summarizes well theatre as a 
living space in combination with spatial volumes. Space does not exist independently. Space is 
created in a presence of collaboration between environment performer, spectator, language. 

In this dialogic process, light serves as more than a mere enhancer of visibility; it now 
becomes an agent of meaning production. Light and shadow form what scenographers refer to as 
“shape,” or enclosed space. Shadows capture silence while light delineates contours and delineates 
thresholds. Because of lighting design, a performance space moves from a static architectural shell to 
a dynamic narrative field bursting with stories. The exploration of shadows (Keller & Johannes, 1999) 
reveals not only the semiotic meanings attached to these elements—cast (shadows falling on adjacent 
surfaces) and attached (hugging the object itself)—but also how they add emotional depth and 
ambiguity. Shadows invoke much more than absence; they portray depth, memory, concealment, and 
revelation. Light and darkness interact to give flat surfaces volume, informing the audience’s depth, 
texture, and spatial hierarchy perception. 

Additionally, the audience’s experience of time is influenced by lighting. The lighting rhythm 
can either slow down or expedite time as transitions can be gentle or abrupt. Through layering, 
contrast, and intensity, lighting creates not only spatial, but temporal fractures in architecture. The 
audience’s placement within the interplay of temporality and choreography is cognitional and 
affective. 

Appia (1902) shattered the two-dimensionality of set painting by advancing the case for light 
as a sculptural and kinetic element. In his concept, light is an integral force of a performance. He 
states: “We can materialize colours and forms … and can bring them alive in space” (as cited in 
Brockett, 1923, p. 89). To Appia, capture theatrics with light, and it will only simulate reality; instead, 
it should partake in the poetic expression of the spatiotemporal interplay involving a theatre. He 
foreshadowed the contemporary view of illumination as a non-functional, independent, aesthetic form 
of art in lighting design—a discourse which discusses how narrative, atmosphere, and motion, 
coherent in a story, experience, transforms into vision and spatial interplay. 

Moreover, light in performance does not exist in a vacuum when it comes to architecture or 
scenography; it engages and animates them. In the words of Lefebvre (1991) in The Production of 
Space, space is socially produced and ideologically loaded. Therefore, light delineates how space and 
the controversial or non-controversial dimensions of ideology and emotion that one intends to convey, 
which are hidden, made visible. A harsh spotlight can alienate; a soft wash can invite intimacy; a 
flickering source can evoke instability. The affective textures, created by light, cannot be separated 
from how the space is read and how it is felt. 

With new digital technologies and modern programmable systems, the role of lighting in 
contemporary performance practices has advanced even further. Lighting designers are able to 
control, in real time, movement, shape, and texture of light, creating highly immersive spatial worlds 
that respond to the performers and audiences. This energy expands the theatrical space into a much 
more complex, dynamic and responsive field, a phenomenon already observed in immersive theatre 
studies and spatial media design. 

Theatrical Area and the Semiotics of Light 
Theatre is semiotic in its very essence. Every object, movement, and location on stage serves 

as a sign that forms a sign system that the audience attempts to make sense of, whether actively or 
passively, on every level they have been taught. In this intricate visual and performing language, light  



 

 
 

 
 
 
 

33 

has a fundamental semiotic function. As Aston and Savona argue (in Rigdone, 2007), “Trying to 
make sense of a badly organized sign system can be frustrating…. And is generally a sign of the 
artistic director’s failure.” This citation serves to illustrate failure in the logic of theatre semiotics, 
particularly in regard to the lighting design. Well executed lighting is more than a fulfilment of a 
functional requirement; it has the narrative and emotional power to transform, rooting symbolic or 
meaning-laden aspects and deeply crafted art into the spatial experience. 

Hence, a theatre’s light design should encompass and cover more than the basic functions of 
brightness and illumination. Light should also tell a story and partake in action. Together with 
darkness, light as a medium can express mood, evoke emotions, change state, suggest the importance 
of different hierarchical spaces, and focus attention. Some details from a presentation can be 
highlighted while others are hidden or muted through light. Thus, invisibility makes it possible for the 
light specialist to design concealment, guiding the audience's eye, and building visuals intended to be 
heard as dialogue or seen in gestures. 

Oil's semiotic capacity should be understood together with its formal characteristics. It may 
reduce potentially positive spirits features flat with contrast in tabular form or it might render space 
flat. Just as Swiff (2004) remarks, the lighting designer, as a penultimate practitioner, works at the 
crossroads of art and technology and the blend of the social and the physical. This dua responsibility 
influences artistic imagination coupled with Marsili technical fluency which enables the designer to 
shape what is felt not what is seen. With respect to that, the making of the scene by smooth altering 
colour, angle, intensity, and movement turns the light into a dramaturgical tool. 

With the precision of a spotlight, the stage comes to life, and the still figures on it animate 
themselves. Each shimmer, shadow, gradient, and direction is skilfully timed to coincide with the 
performance which creates a dynamic spectacle. Shadings, specifically, hold a significant descriptive 
meaning. The object’s shadow assists in moulding shapes while also embellishing the stage elements’ 
volumetric perception. On the other hand, the shadow which is absent from the object adds to the 
volumetric perception of the space and introduces depth towards spatial layering. As Keller and 
Johannes (1999) claim, all these effects help portray physical form, but also draw the audience in and 
temper their understanding about space thus wrapping them into a mesmerizing visual space 
deepening spatial experience in multidimensional sense. 

In addition, with the aid of light, the audience’s perception of time is altered. With colour 
temperature and amplitude changes, the designer is able to increase or decrease the time of the day 
present while prompting certain emotions—blues are warm for the sunset, whereas cold whites 
represent clinical realism. All choices made, however, should have neutral associations. Together with 
these temperature changes, the light can shift the audience’s perception which can introduce a 
surrealistic sense to the scenery, while also implanting the audience’s altered perceptions of scale and 
characterize the set as hyperreal. 

To wrap it all up, theatrical lighting serves as a sophisticated vocabulary encapsulating 
metaphors, feelings, and symbols in a nonverbal dialogue directed towards the audience. It both 
complements the performance and gives clarity to its interpretation. If crafted purposefully, it 
becomes an active performer—expressing motifs, highlighting movements, and setting the emotional 
climate of a scene. Within a semiotic universe of theatre, light functions at once as a medium and a 
message employing captivating beams and shadowed truths—a script forged of light. 

Cultural and Historical Awareness in Lighting Design 
Lighting designers need to pay close attention to the history and culture of different periods 

relative to the creation they are designing for. They need to know the lighting technologies of the past, 
be it candle, oil, or gaslight, along with the aesthetics that come with each one (Swiff 2004). With this 
knowledge, designers are able to create respectful and responsible culturally and historically informed 
design choices. 
From the warm diffused light of the classical basilicas to the harsh, minimalistic strips of light in  



 

 
 

 
 
 
 

34 

modern black-box theatres, lighting paves a history of expressive volumetric sculpting. The history of 
theatre itself can be read through the interplay of evolving lighting techniques. 

Findings 
The findings of this study is that lighting design is extremely vital for the development of 

theatrical spaces because it functions both sculpturally and atmospherically. Designers use light’s 
strength, hue, and angle to create depth within a space, set and manipulate moods, and guide the 
attention of the audience. Furthermore, light performs more than just illuminating; it also has 
symbolic meanings and adds a narrative through colour and contrast without words. The interaction in 
between light, space, and perception creates a multi-sensory experience which changes the manner in 
which the audience and performers experience the space. It has also been noted that modern lighting 
techniques use contemporary technology in a more dynamic and expressive manner which frees 
lighting to become the primary storyteller. In this way, light has been noted to ease the emotional 
bond between the audience and the performance while merging with the architecture in order to make 
the stage an all-round environment. 

Conclusion 
Lighting acts both as a functional element and an artistic touch in the theatre. It elevates the stage 
from a static set to an active participant in the storyline. It is important in forming the perception of 
volume, scale, and texture, determining how the audience interprets the performance. The crafted 
atmosphere influences designers’ emotional and intellectual responses of the viewers as well. While 
balancing the technical expertise of lighting to its metaphoric power, designers have the ability to 
unlock the stage into a vibrant realm where light becomes more than a tool, but a spatial and 
sculptural word that conveys rich ideas. This approach turns the lighting designer into the focal point 
of a multi-layered creation in theatre, shifting the preconceived background role assigned to them. In 
such a way, the light and illumination are transformed from being treated as an instrument and 
transformed to a partner on stage; guiding the spectators’ imagination as well as deepening their 
relationship with the story’s world. 
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