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PREFACE: THE LIGHT SEMINAR
TEN YEARS OF EXPERIMENTS

It is nearly 35 years since I first became involved in the de-
sign of light. Ironically, when I decided to become a light-
ing designer in 1988, I felt there was something dubious
about the profession. With all due respect to the leaders of
the profession at the time, lighting design then was synon-
ymous with magnificence and glitter and meant the design
of household lighting fixtures--products displayed in store-
fronts. Though I had studied product design at a university,
it seemed to me ultimately a way of producing a mountain
of industrial waste; [ wanted to avoid it.

I therefore find it difficult even today to say why I became
a lighting designer. There frankly wasn’t a good reason. I
had no choice because I could not find any work in environ-
mental design, the field in which I was interested. This does
not make for a very stirring account. When I did enter light-
ing design, the world of which I had been critical, I called it
“the design of light.” It felt better to think of it as the design
of a light environment. I would design, not the look or the
shape of lighting fixtures, but the profound relationship be-
tween light and darkness and people. It would be a challeng-
ing world of limitless possibilities. I foresaw a delightful yet
difficult future for the design of light.

How I Learned to Design Light

I had not previously studied the design of light. It was at the
research center of a lighting company that I began to study
the design of light for the first time. On learning that archi-
tectural lighting design was already an established genre in
the eastern United States, I made a deliberate effort to go
out into the field to experience both natural light and the
effect of light on architectural spaces throughout the world.
The intensive growth of the Japanese economy made it
possible. The research center for the lighting company sent
me off to various countries to undertake studies because I
was relatively proficient in English. I pored over architec-
tural books and magazines, analyzed lighting catalogs from
overseas and studied technical papers edited by the Illumi-
nating Engineering Institute of Japan. However, I did not
trust theories unreservedly. I was persuaded by theoretical
explanations only when they were borne out by my own
experience with light, and at times I rejected such explana-
tions altogether. I was frankly an empiricist. The more new
things I saw, the more aspects of light I found myself assim-
ilating through my eyes, brain and body. I learned to value
that sensation. I had a chance to collaborate with a light-
ing consultant with a busy practice on the American East
Coast, and imitated what I admired about his movements
and technique. I visited and was moved by many modern-
ist works of architectural illumination in the United States
by architects such as Eero Saarinen, Mies van der Rohe,
Louis Kahn, Philip Johnson and I. M. Pei. I also learned that
light in a historic, premodern building, even a Japanese su-
kiya-style building, Shinto shrine or Buddhist temple, rep-
resented an attempt to design a light environment within a
particular cultural context. Everything I saw was a part of a
process of learning how to design light.
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The Reason I Began the Light Seminar

For 12 years, I was a member of the research center of a
lighting company called Yamagiwa and in that capacity
dealt with a number of project sites. During that period, I
was absorbed in the design of architectural lighting and
fortunately had many opportunities to cooperate with out-
standing architects such as Arata Isozaki, Fumihiko Maki,
Hiroshi Hara, Toyo Ito and Tadao Ando. I had many fulfill-
ing experiences during those years at the research center. I
built up my stamina and reserves of strength in that period.
In 1990 I retired from TL Yamagiwa Laboratory and with
six colleagues established the first genuine architectural
lighting design office in Japan, a company called Lighting
Planners Associates (LPA). Now in its 22nd year, LPA has
given rise to many capable rival companies. It maintains of-
fices in Tokyo, Singapore and Hong Kong and has a staff of
50 enthusiastic, talented individuals. The years at Yamagiwa
and with LPA have been busy and flown past.

I met with “misfortune” in spring of 2001. Takashi
Sugimoto, the interior designer, who had become like a
big brother to me, told me to report for duty to Musashino
Art University. My days were so busy and fulfilling at the
time that being a full-time professor at a university seemed
unthinkable. I politely refused, not once but several times. I
was then a part-time lecturer at eleven universities, but that
mostly meant giving a few lectures, sometimes just one lec-
ture, a year at any given institution. Being a full-time profes-
sor would mean an entirely different level of responsibility.
Since I could not do it, I repeatedly asked Mr. Sugimoto to
wait about five years. However, he refused to compromise
and eventually got his way.

What ultimately made me decide to come to Musashino
Art University was not only Mr. Sugimoto’s zeal, but the
fact that I myself had long been interested in the similari-
ty between teaching students and designing. On the site of
an architectural lighting design project, the only badge of
honor one receives is the joy that comes from having pro-
duced a wonderful light environment through one’s efforts.
Teaching students is much like that. I wanted to feel the ela-
tion that comes from having played a role in whatever they
accomplish. Education is after all a methodology of design.
Moreover, I was intrigued by the idea of a “light seminar,”
something with which I was unfamiliar. It was with both
anxiety and anticipation that I wondered how I might es-
tablish a relationship with students on the basis of light and
shadow. In the end, I thought, it will work out somehow, so
why not begin?

The Aim of the Light Seminar
I now had to decide what sort of aim or specific objective
to set for the Light Seminar. Being in the habit of making
ten-year plans, I made this my first task. I already had an in-
ternational reputation as a lighting designer and was invit-
ed to lecture on lighting at leading educational institutions
in the field of lighting design throughout the world such as
KTH in Stockholm, Hochschule Wismar in Germany, and
Parsons in New York City. How would I be able to teach
within the Department of Scenography, Display and Fash-



ion Design in Musashino Art University and continue my
busy practice as a designer? For those were the conditions
and the task I was given.

Initially, I wanted to teach only students at the gradu-
ate school level who were aiming to become professional
designers of light. That was because I dreamed of creating
the top technical seminar on light in the world. However,
the reality was that I would be teaching undergraduate
students, and they would not have even basic knowledge
about lighting. There was too great a risk in teaching them
a technical course on light. The majority of students would
be motivated by curiosity about light rather than desire to
become a lighting designer. I quickly decided to change my
plan and conceived the idea of a seminar that would touch
on various fields of design through the design of light. The
department had a diverse faculty and a set of courses in fash-
ion, scenography, interior design and environmental design
to begin with, so I concluded that the proper approach to
take would be to knit all these fields together through the
design of light.

The design of light basically has to do with the quality
and manipulation of visual information, which is said to
account for 87 percent of all information. Unless one closes
one’s eyes, one takes in an endless stream of visual infor-
mation from the immediate environment, day and night.
Carefully unraveling these diverse strands of information is
the role of the design of light, and the dream is to improve
the quality of our everyday lives many times over through
the use of the design of light. That being so, a person who
intends to enter any field of design ought to learn the design
of light first.

Having developed this line of reasoning, I suddenly re-
laxed and was happy. I was intrigued by the idea that by
training students I myself would grow and become more
disciplined. I felt that in the Light Seminar I might experi-
ence things that are difficult to find in the everyday work of
lighting design. Using light as a medium, I would search to-
gether with students for diverse targets of design. Through
a filter of light, we would get an overview of society. I
thought, that would be a goal suitable for an art university.

Educational Program:

The Role of Seminar Assignments and Extracurricular Projects
In teaching the design of light at Musashino Art Universi-
ty, I did not reference educational programs at other uni-
versities. There are only a few institutions anywhere in the
world with a course in lighting design. Most lean one way
or the other, either teaching only the technical aspects of
light—that is, electrical systems, illumination optics or en-
vironmental perceptual psychology—or having students
take an artistic approach to the subject and ignoring the
technical aspects. Convinced that the design of light was a
matter of going back and forth between science and art, I
did not want to adopt an extreme, technically-oriented ap-
proach or an approach that was oriented too much toward
art. A designer shuttles between science, art and economics
and arrives at a solution somewhere in that mix. I there-
fore concluded that the Light Seminar would not need an
educational program of the sort described in an established

university syllabus. Nonetheless, I distributed the following
text to students in the belief that something like a statement
of the mission of the Light Seminar was needed.

The Mende seminar is a forum for studying the relationship
between human beings, space and the environment and de-
signing new ‘scenes of life,” with light as the keyword. Guid-
ance will be provided in three ways, and these will dictate
the way the subject matter covered by the seminar is orga-
nized.

1 Study and analysis of light: the relationship between hu-
man beings and light will be explored through the study
and analysis of light.

Light collection and participation in the activities of the
Lighting Detectives.

2 Experiments and exercises with light: new lights and en-
vironments will be encountered through experiments and
exercises with light.

Light Up Guerrilla, Candle Night(@Omotesando Eco-Av-
enue.

3 Creation of Light: new ways of living will be proposed
through the design of light.

Individual work assignments: innovative answers are to
be presented to given assignments.

Graduation work: each student is expected to produce a
work of intense self-expression.

I believe a design education ought to start with the re-dis-
ciplining of one’s own sensory functions. One must devel-
op the ability to observe a subject sensitively and accurate-
ly and to grasp what one is seeing. Especially with respect
to light, sound, and smell, we have allowed our senses of
vision, hearing and smell to atrophy since the Edo period
because society has placed so much priority on making
life more convenient. We must first recover those senses.
Therefore, at the beginning the participants in the seminar
do nothing but walk about looking at light, both natural and
urban, and collecting specimens of light. Students also take
part in walks organized by the Lighting Detectives. As a re-
sult seminar students are busy being out in the field.

After repeated surveys and analyses, students go out into
the field once more, this time to undertake experiments and
exercises using actual light. There are plenty of stage light-
ing equipment at Musashino Art University; the assignment
is for students to carry such equipment out into the field and
light up anonymous urban spaces and get away before they
are chastised. I called this “Light Up Guerrilla.” (The trick
is to quickly light up a scene and quickly flee.) The event
called Candle Night @@ Omotesando Eco-Avenue, of which
I am one of the main organizers each year, is a chance to
carry out experiments and exercises with candlelight, which
can be inconvenient but charming. The stage is the zelko-
va-lined street known as Omotesando in Tokyo; there, in-
stallations of candles are set up, candles are used for light-
ing cafés, a light workshop is held with children from the
Jingumae Elementary School, original lanterns are prepared
and a parade is held. This series of performances is an op-
portunity to take up the challenge of using the faint light
from candles. Attempts at environmental illumination that
I call Light Up Guerrilla and the performances that depend

on the faint light of candles are the core experiments and ex-
ercises using light.

After students have carried out surveys and analyses as
well as experiments and exercises, I at last give out design
exercises where individuals must create light. These tend to
come in the first semester of their fourth year, but the sec-
ond semester of the fourth year can be given over to a single
assignment constituting the graduation work. I wanted to
give students plenty of opportunities to do creative work in-
dividually. The aim of an assignment is indicated simply and
clearly and conceived so that each student is free to inter-
pret and develop the project and give full play to his or her
own personality. Students for whom education has been a
matter of simply accepting what is taught, ever since their
days in cram school, find it difficult to decide on a theme
and finish an assignment on their own. To discover oneself
and boldly decide one’s own course or direction is some-
thing that is always required of a designer. Without a doubt,
the final assignment in the Light Seminar is to overcome the
difficulties presented by the preparation of the graduation
work. A work that is 100 percent successful is rare, but [ am
sometimes even more excited by examples of useful failure.

It may be an exaggeration to call it an educational pro-
gram, but the main issues actually addressed in the sem-
inar have been made clear after the ten years of the semi-
nar were reviewed for the purposes of this publication. A
workshop that included past students of the seminar was
held and identified keywords that suggested “Seven Ways
to Study the Design of Light.” It was decided to detail in
this book seven courses of action I demanded of students,
from looking to creating new light. See light, gather light,
touch light, study natural light, become acquainted with
darkness, play with shadows and manipulate light. I always
required students to pursue these seven courses of action.
To put it another way, these are attitudes to study that I be-
lieve are fundamental to learning how to design light. I am
convinced that these are indispensable to the study of the
design of light as opposed to lighting design, which can be
learned as a part of natural or social science.

The results of studying those seven elements are al-
ways ambiguous and often impossible to evaluate clearly.
However, simply imitating and repeatedly adopting this
approach is sufficiently meaningful. Disciplining oneself to
open one’s eyes as wide as possible and observe the subject
or to listen carefully and distinguish between faint sounds--
one must continue to do such things throughout life. For a
student, therefore, the Light Seminar may be the first step
in a lifelong education program. It has been nearly 40 years
since I was a student, but I still enjoy practicing these seven
program elements.

Design Education and Contemporary Issues
They say ten years can produce a sea change, and indeed the
social changes that have taken place in the last decade have
been unprecedented and dramatic. The Japanese economic
bubble had already burst ten years ago, but in the last ten
years we have experienced the world financial crisis that be-
gan with the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, emergence
of China as an economic power, meteorological anomalies
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caused by global warming, failure of the European econo-
my, extraordinary rise in value of the yen, economic slump
in Japan, emergence of LEDs, advent of the age of mobile
devices, Great East Japan Earthquake and still unresolved
problems of radiation from the nuclear power plant. There
has not been much to cheer about in the last decade.

However, the events of the last ten years, which have in-
deed given rise to a besieged mentality on the part of many
Japanese, were not totally unexpected or sudden. We are
simply paying the price for having made unwise decisions
in the past. We are paying the price for unwise decisions
in the arena of education as well. The shortage of students
arising from a dwindling birthrate is one such problem,
and Japanese universities of which there was an excess are
now having to downsize, merge or close down altogether.
Applicants to art universities are decreasing year by year,
forcing those institutions to consider changes in their role
in society or to question the way the educational system
is linked to society and the economy. Issues of technology
and artistic culture, the development and degeneration of
communication, new areas of design and changes in social
function, the declining birthrate and the transformation of
universities into businesses. How should the social value of
Musashino Art University and the role of the Department of
Scenography, Display and Fashion Design change? I hope
that constructive change and reform will take place with a
view toward, not the next year or the year after that, but at
least 10 or 20 years into the future.

There has also been a striking change in the character
of students at art universities. Students at Musashino Art
University all seem serious and obedient, but that is by no
means a good thing at an art university, a place that ought
to embrace the avant-garde. The image of delicate, hot-
house flowers springs to mind. Moreover, the experience
of having been a child during the rapidly developing age of
IT has led to not just a strong attachment to PCs and mo-
bile phones but also frequent difficulties with face-to-face
communication. Fortunately, the students in my seminar
enjoy having a drink together, readily share their feelings
and generally deal with each other in an open way. How-
ever, students in general do not drink as much as they used
to, and fewer art students make fools of themselves nowa-
days. Students who say they do not want to make fools of
themselves in public need to be rehabilitated immediately.
Making a fool of oneself quickly and often ought to be the
prerogative of the student.

The ten years of the Light Seminar also represented a
testing ground for developing a new field of design. I am by
no means satisfied with the process or the results but do not
believe our efforts were in vain. I hope that this book will
serve as more than just a memento for my university col-
leagues and the approximately 140 students who completed
my seminar.

Kaoru Mende
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The effort put into the Light Seminar and the fruits of that effort, mainly in the
form of seminar assignments and projects, were recorded on cards, and the aims
of those assignments and projects were analyzed. It was discovered as a result that,
though design is ultimately a creative act, there were few general design assign-
ments given in the Mende seminar.

What sorts of things were studied in order to learn how to design light? We
identified seven ways to study light from often used phrases: see light, gather light,
touch light, study natural light, become acquainted with darkness, play with shad-

ows, and manipulate light. These are keywords that were often repeated in the
Light Seminar.
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Observing Light
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First, see, view, observe, etc.
Observe light defenselessly while
vigorously walking

Be overly thrilled by artistic light
Be outraged by distasteful light

Deduce the reasons for the thrills or outrage

M%% 5

Knowing Darkness
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Everything starts in darkness
Fear darkness

Know and accept darkness

No aesthetics of light is formed
without darkness

Is darkness beautiful?
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Collecting Light
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Extract light from a landscape in sight
Get close to light and shadow

Collect light, or sample light

Determine whether the light examples are
heroes or villains

Talk poetically about the light you observed
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Touching Light
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Light never tells a lie

Light never works like its image
Touch light and get burned

from time to time

Be thrilled by light
Develop a friendship with light
through innumerable failures
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Playing with Shadows
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The world is made of various shadows

Dim light makes comfortable shadows

Moon’s shadow and shadows made

by candlelight

Play with shadows
Know light through shadows
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kEHD
Manipulating Light
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Finally, design light

Blast your inner oppressiveness and
imagination

Freely create light and shadow
Residential, commercial, urban

and other environments
Manipulate light, manipulate shadows
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Learning from Natural Light
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Live with natural light

Natural light is composed of solar light
and the light of the fire

All thrills exist in natural light
Carefully steal the art of natural light

Color temperature, location of light, depth
of shadow, velocity of changing light, etc.
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Light in the traditional private house
Gokayama camp
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One of the dormitories of Musashino Art Uni-
versity is “Gokayama Mumeisha” located in
the city of Nanto, Toyama Prefecture, which is
a gasshozukuri, or an A-framed, private house
with thatched roofs. Mainly first-year students
participated in a camp spending four days and
three nights at the dormitory to learn from
natural light. Students got excited simply by
having the opportunity to stay in the preserved
house with a fireplace away from the city.

In order to understand the indoor light en-
vironment in the private house, students ex-
amined the effects of sunlight during the day
and simulated the life with the lights of the
fireplace and lamps during the night.

Life of 20 people under the same roof itself
was of value. Students are constantly obliged
to compete to serve one another with carefully
cooked dishes in the camp of the Mende Sem-
inar. Nightly good meals and feasts required
strength in mind and body.

Ishikawa

Toyama

« Gokayama




