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revisiting the documented location of  the light the 

next day and referencing it with daytime conditions, 

the geographical location became clear, if  not its 

origin or purpose.  It seems likely that a flashing and 

colour-changing domestic light fixture had been left 

on by a resident of  the upper floor of  a new condo 

development—perhaps within a communal space or 

private unit.  It was interesting to see the effect that a 

small, assumedly unintentional light, had on creating 

a momentary civic beacon and a beckoning force, 

with the ability to attract inquisitive people through 

the city streets.   

In the context of  downtown Ottawa, and particularly 

around Confederation Boulevard, many nocturnal 

beacons exist that become particularly evident at 

night.  The list is rather long and includes but is not limited to:  the Peace Tower, the War 

Memorial, the Chateau Laurier, the Museum of  Civilization, the National Gallery of  Canada, 

Notre Dame Cathedral, the Government Conference Centre, the National Arts Centre, Postal 

Office B, etc.  In the context of  Confederation Square, several buildings play into the equation 

Figure 08: View looking South on Bank Street 
towards Old Ottawa South from the neighbourhood 
of  the Glebe, Ottawa.

Figure 07: View looking North on 
Bank Street towards Downtown from the 
neighbourhood of  the Glebe, Ottawa.  Beacon 
shown in bottom image in dotted circle
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of  the composition of  the surrounding area, with many overlapping and layering effects occurring as you move around and experience 

prominent nocturnal views.   

Though many of  the significant buildings and landmarks in Ottawa are illuminated at night, several miss this opportunity or miss 

an opportunity to fit into a larger system.  Some examples within this group include:  the Rideau Locks, the Rideau Canal’s water, 

and the newly added Museum of  Nature Lantern (especially as a beacon from Parliament Hill at the intersection of  Metcalfe and 

Wellington Streets).  Though this may not be a problem of  poor illumination in all cases, a fine balance of  establishing and linking 

networks and illumination would benefit from their incorporation.  In the case of  the Museum of  Nature lantern, despite the fact or 

the admission that it was designed as a “lantern as beacon,” the choice of  whether or not to light it, as well as the enhanced narrative 

Figure 09: View from Parliament Hill looking South down Metcalfe Street to Museum of  Nature “Lantern”| Diurnal and Nocturnal views
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opportunity would allow it to appear and disappear at night, signifying the building’s history and the reinstatement of  the tower, long 

ago dismantled.  It is important to note that views and connections can, and must, be made not only during daylight hours, but also 

at night when views and networks can be clarified, enhanced, reinforced, and, when appropriate, reversed.

    b. The Use of Lighting as a System:  Figures, Fabric and Temperatures

The use of  lighting as a system, particularly in Ottawa, is one that can generate much discussion based on the role of  the light 

fixture as a figure alone.  As the capital of  Canada, and possessing significant heritage values in many places, this preservation 

effort trickles down into the lighting of  the city and some of  the limitations that come with it.  In some cases, this results in the use 

of  conservative fixtures for their historical semblance while neglecting the desired and necessary illumination.  Although it is not 

evident that the fixtures are constraining, in some cases the lighting fixtures as objects act too much as figures, preventing a cohesive 

network of  lighting and light fixtures.  In some cases the act of  using light fixtures as figures is desirable, however, in other cases 

lighting becoming a figure rather than fabric causes an interruption of  figure and ground, while simultaneously negating the desired 

effect:  this effectively solves neither of  the intended goals.  Incorporating current technology, achieving necessary illumination, and 

preserving historical fixtures is a delicate balancing act that must be carefully considered. 

Light acts not only as a method of  reinforcing a system or network of  vistas and paths, but also as a means to heighten the coloured 

textures of  materials.  Additionally, light can add an ephemeral materiality to neutral surfaces through the use of  patterns, textures, 

or colour.  Colour, especially, is of  utmost importance in order to create a cohesive and consistent system throughout a project, 

a site, or a civic space.  Even when using non-coloured light on neutral-coloured materials, there is much variation within colour 

temperatures of  light, with intended and unintended effects.  Having a system or façade washed in the temperature of  incandescent 
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lamps interrupted or juxtaposed with a fluorescent lamp is enough to completely change the effect and intention of  the initially 

proposed concept.  Though care is often taken to ensure that this is not the case at the outset of  a lighting concept or design for a 

project, often this mixture of  temperatures can result from improper maintenance.  Not only can a variety of  temperatures disrupt 

and look out of  place within a consistent system, in the case of  heritage fixtures it can look completely nonsensical.  In a fixture that 

is meant to allude to a historical fixture, one would associate the light temperature coming from the fixture to be that of  candlelight 

or other means of  warm-coloured incandescent light.  Placing a cool-coloured temperature compact-fluorescent bulb in a historical 

fixture raises concerns that could be compared to the lighting-equivalent of  façadism for buildings.  Conversely, a lighting design 

that carefully mixes colour temperatures can result in dramatic effects and compositional emphases, such as with the Notre-Dame 

Cathedral Basilica on Sussex Drive in Ottawa. 

    3. Moving Through the City

    a. The Canal as a System to Get Downtown and Link Neighbourhoods

A case example of  lighting as a system is the lighting along the Rideau Canal from Hog’s Back Falls through Dow’s Lake to its 

terminus downtown at the Rideau locks.  In this case, lighting has been used in order to light both the pedestrian paths that flank the 

Rideau Canal, as well as along both Colonel By Drive and Queen Elizabeth Drive as parkways.  Traditional lamppost fixtures have 

been used in order to preserve heritage values, however, one questions what role they play in the effectiveness, efficiency, and clarity 

of  lighting of  these pathways and thoroughfares, as well as how clearly intersections are visible within the system.  

Examining the effectiveness of  lighting along both the roads and pedestrian paths, the resulting effect is largely one of  punctuated 

darkness that result in an inappropriate level of  ambient light for comfortable use during evening hours.  Returning to the problem 
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of  non-critical use of  heritage-style fixtures and lampposts, the use of  lamppost fixtures with globe toppers along the pedestrian 

section of  the canal is of  historical beauty, however is a very poor fixture in terms of  lighting the path. Much light is wasted by being 

directed upward—towards tree branches in some cases—and little is directed downward towards the path where it is most needed.  

Although reflected light from the tree canopies could be an interesting solution to the problem, the result being achieved through 

the current configuration of  fixtures is problematic and is not necessarily a solution that would work well during the winter months 

with deciduous foliage.

Looking at how the car realm fares, similar problems exist in terms of  levels of  lighting and spacing of  fixtures.  Several points at 

which combined pedestrian and automobile lighting configurations begin to overlap appear to be most successful, however these 

primarily exist only along the network when moving closer to 

the downtown core, or when passing under bridges.  These 

gateways, and the experience of  moving towards and through 

them, raise other issues and point to potential improvements—

this is discussed and addressed in a following chapter.

Finally, it is important to note that there are instances downtown, 

where the use of  traditional lamps and fixtures have been used, 

but have been altered appropriately in order to help address 

more practical concerns.  On Confederation Boulevard, for 

example, typical streetlights have been combined with historical 
Figure 10: Altered historical 5-globe fixture, showing use of  “S” as top globe for branding, 
as well as traditional globe fixtures with transparent glass and four different bulb types
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fixtures in order to create a hybrid lamp 

post that addresses both the need to 

have properly lit roads, in combination 

with the beauty of  historical fixtures 

in the pedestrian realm.  Similarly, the 

recent addition of  the fluorescent red 

“S” on top of  fixtures on Sparks Street 

combines a modern branding icon 

with a historical lighting fixture.  By 

systematically removing the traditional 

top globe from typical 5-globe fixtures, 

it allows for a unique branding on the street, while still keeping the altered fixtures in their historical context.  This allows the altered 

lamppost to be compared to the traditional ones, setting up a compassion on the street.  This notion of  branding through light—

similar to Quartier des Spectacles in Montreal—allows for the creation of  a diurnal and nocturnal network, albeit more outwardly 

literal and blatant. 

    4. Disconnected, Invisible, Lost, and Missing Networks

    a. The “Lost” Downtown Theatre Network

In contrast to the diurnal and nocturnal network of  Quartier des Spectacles, and the nodal and neighbourhood-linking network 

of  the Rideau Canal, there are networks that are invisible, that are lost, that have yet to be discovered, or which have gone missing.  

Figure 11: Altered historical fixtures in context with non-altered historical fixtures




