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As a nocturnal phenomenon in urban public space at the interface between the festivalisation of the
city and the defamiliarisation of space at night through light art, light art festivals offer fruitful reference points
for geographical perspectives. Although the night has become a research interest, light art festivals remain under-
researched, despite the growing number of such festivals. This study is part of ongoing qualitative research and
uses data from 25 light art festivals in Germany based on their spatial characteristics, implementation reasons
and overall objectives. Furthermore, the article discusses the phenomenon of light art festivals in Germany within
the international debate on the festivalisation and defamiliarisation of urban space. The findings indicate that the
phenomenon is part of an ongoing process of festivalisation within urban marketing and policy strategies. This
process is primarily being driven by small- and medium-sized towns with a spatial-structure growth tendency.
Simultaneously, light art festivals in Germany are utilised as a medium for defamiliarising the perception of
space, enhancing the image of the city through social media and addressing multiple challenges within the city

centre.

Light art festivals, representing a dynamic field of temporary
lighting with artistic aspirations in urban spaces, have devel-
oped in many cities worldwide over the last 2 decades. This
newer type of event and festival, based on establishing light
installations in public spaces and large-scale video projec-
tions on facades, is popular with visitors and numerous local
stakeholders. Like other art festivals, light art festivals can
be perceived as part of a broader trend towards the festival-
isation of urban space and the implementation of urban pol-
icy tools to attract visitors and tourists (Quinn, 2005; Cudny,
2019; Mercer and Mayfield, 2015). Simultaneously, light art
festivals introduce new elements to the geography debate on
festivalisation, as Quinn (2019:11) writes in a commentary
on her influential article from 2013 on art festivals: “techno-
logically inspired festivals like light festivals ... throw cities
into new and different perspectives and encourage citizens to
rethink the familiar in ways that require creativity and can be
challenging, thought provoking and arresting”. Light art fes-
tivals are distinguished by their nocturnal occurrence, a char-
acteristic that differentiates them from other festival formats.

Darkness thus creates a “second city” at night that can be
transformed with light art into what Edensor calls a “defamil-
iarised city”, where familiar space is examined for new ex-
periences and possibilities (Edensor, 2015b; Lovell and Grif-
fin, 2022). In this sense, the debate on festivalisation through
light art festivals is expanded to include new facets. The cen-
tral questions of this article concern what these facets are and
whether and why organisers use these specific facets of light
art festivals to establish festivals in urban space.

The Féte des Lumieres in Lyon, founded in 1999 by local
authorities to improve the city’s image and tourism appeal,
was the first festival to combine culture-oriented urban devel-
opment and light art in a festival format. It is now regarded
worldwide as a blueprint for implementing light art festivals
in the context of urban development for many other cities and
municipalities (Giordano and Ong, 2017). In Germany, the
first light art festival to adopt a comparable approach to Lyon
was founded in Braunschweig in 2000. Based on the findings
of the present study, the number of light art festivals in urban
areas in Germany had increased to 25 by 2024. While there
appears to be a trend of intertwining urban development and
festivalisation in Germany, no research has been conducted



to investigate the spatial characteristics of light art festivals
and objectives of the organisers.

While a rising number of light art festivals have been im-
plemented in German cities, particularly in smaller towns, a
literature review on light art festivals in the context of spatial
science and urban geography reveals two distinctive charac-
teristics of this special festival format, which have received
less attention to date. Firstly, a lack of comprehensive and
comparative analysis of both larger and smaller cities was
identified by research focused on the international debate on
large light art festivals in major cities or metropolises (Quinn,
2019; Skelly and Edensor, 2020). However, these are all gen-
erally single-case studies (Freire-Gibb and Lorentzen, 2011;
Edensor, 2012, 2014; Estrada Grajales et al., 2015; Winton,
2016; Zielinska-Dabkowska, 2016; Miskowiec, 2017; Cam-
prubi and Lluis, 2019; Dell’ Aria, 2021; Wenying and Heng-
ton, 2022; Yin et al., 2023) or comparative analyses of var-
ious larger metropolises (Edensor, 2015b, 2021; Giordano
and Ong, 2017; Edensor and Sumartojo, 2018; Lovell and
Griffin, 2018; Bhatia, 2022; Lovell and Griffin, 2022). How-
ever, especially in these comparative analyses, there are no
overviews of the characteristics (space, size, content, time) of
this new format. Secondly, Foster (2022) notes that existing
studies on the festivalisation of urban space generally refer
to the economic or receptive effect, while the planning pro-
cess and intentions are less considered. Despite the growing
empirical relevance of this phenomenon and the increasing
focus on light art festivals within the scientific debate, large-
scale geographical studies on the intentions and reasons for
implementation within a definable space, including smaller
light art festivals, have been absent from international and
German debates.

By analysing 25 light art festivals in Germany considered
under the definition developed in Sect. 2, this article aims to
consider the perspective of intentions to a greater extent and
to shed light on the phenomenon in smaller- and medium-
sized cities as well. The overarching objective is to facilitate
a comprehensive understanding of a growing phenomenon
within the context of German urban development and in-
ternational literature. The article explores the following re-
search questions:

a. What are the characteristics of light art festivals regard-
ing space, size, content and time?

b. Who establishes light festivals, for what reasons and
with what objectives?

c. What new insights do light art festivals bring to the ur-
ban geography debate on festivalisation?

Questions (a) and (b) address the characteristics and inten-
tions of light art festivals and show that they can be classified
as a phenomenon of festivalisation in the context of urban de-
velopment. Thus, this has considerable relevance to urban ge-
ographical research, and question (c) analyses the new facets

this festival format brings to the debate. This article proceeds
as follows: after developing a definition and presenting the
current state of research (Sect. 2), the methodology (Sect. 3)
follows. Section 4 presents the study’s results based on the
above-mentioned questions, categorising and discussing the
phenomenon within the existing academic debate. Section 5
concludes the article with the key findings and an outlook.

After providing a definition of light art festivals (Sect. 2.1),
a brief analysis of the evolution of the debate on festivalisa-
tion over the past few decades is presented (Sect. 2.2). In the
following step, existing studies on light art festivals are clas-
sified into two strands: one concerning the presented debate
on festivalisation in urban spaces (Sect. 2.3) and the other
based on the question of what new aspects light art festivals
can add to the debate (Sect. 2.4).

Although the phenomenon of urban festivals has been de-
fined by several geographers (Cudny, 2016), most authors
studying light art festivals do not offer a precise and unam-
biguous definition of the term in their research. In his study
on light art festivals in Portugal, Garcia-Ruiz (2019) criti-
cises a discrepancy between what local stakeholders, author-
ities and the public understand by light art festivals. However,
since the phenomenon of light art festivals can be flexible in
terms of content and spatial design, this research requires a
clear and distinct definition that classifies the phenomenon
as an artistic phenomenon of festivalisation in the context of
urban development. Finally, it is notable that light festivals
were held even prior to the Féte des Lumieres in Lyon, while
most authors agree that Lyon was the first light art festival
of its type (Zielinska-Dabkowska, 2016; Giordano and Ong,
2017; Camprubi and Lluis, 2019). However, these prior fes-
tivals did not generally adopt an urban development policy
approach.

While Cudny (2014:643) defines urban festivals as “an
organised socio-spatial phenomenon, taking place at a spe-
cially designated time, outside the everyday routine, shaping
the social capital and celebrating selected elements of human
tangible and intangible culture”, modifying the social struc-
tures of cities and transforming urban space and the city’s
image (Cudny, 2016), Dell’ Aria describes the phenomenon
of light art festivals more concisely as a

Mixture of light installation, interactive artworks,
and moving images projected onto buildings. They
occur at a variety of scales and temporalities —
some sprawl across entire cities, while others oc-
cupy a single part; festivals can run nightly for a



month or only for one night from dusk to dawn”.
(Dell’ Aria, 2021:150)

Dell’ Aria’s (2021) definition includes various artistic as-
pects, such as light installations and interactive artworks,
to distinguish light art festivals from light festivals com-
prising only illuminations; however, urban development, as
posited by Cudny (2016), remains unaddressed. Zielenska-
Dabkowska (2016:64) describes light art festivals as “an
artistic, thematic, live and cultural event, open to the general
public (usually at no charge), repeated regularly, which uses
artificial light as a medium and is part of Cultural Tourism”.
Three further aspects are crucial to this definition: the festi-
val is a live event with a thematic character accessible to the
public, working primarily with artificial light as a medium
for the promotion of cultural tourism. Garcia-Ruiz (2019) in-
troduces yet another new aspect that distinguishes light art
festivals from other festival formats:

Light festivals epitomize this by offering immer-
sive sensory experiences that combine cultural en-
gagement with entertainment. They transform ur-
ban spaces into interactive art installations, inviting
visitors to experience cities in new and dynamic
ways”. (Garcia-Ruiz, 2019:1)

Garcia-Ruiz’s (2019) view of the nocturnal city expands
Dell’ Aria (2021) and Zielenska-Dabkowska’s (2016) defini-
tions, emphasising the sensory defamiliarisation and new ex-
perience of nocturnal urban space facilitated by light art at
night. Subsequently, this paper proposes the following defini-
tion of light art festivals based on the mentioned quotations.

Light art festivals are regularly recurring artistic and socio-
spatial events in urban spaces with different spatial and tem-
poral extensions. The utilisation of artificially generated light
(usually in the form of light installations or projections)
serves to stage and affect the perception of nocturnal public
spaces and generally accessible facades. These artistic pro-
ductions, which are usually freely accessible, are carefully
curated and spatially arranged by a curatorial or organisa-
tional director. The festival is purposefully marketed as a cul-
tural and/or arts festival with a focus on light, promoting a
positive image of its host city and fostering a sense of com-
munity.

This definition synthesises all the aforementioned aspects,
facilitating the categorisation of the phenomenon as a festi-
val in urban space following Cudny (2016) while mentioning
nocturnal public spaces defamiliarised by light art to promote
a positive image of the host city.

The academic debate surrounding the festivalisation of urban
spaces has become increasingly diverse in recent decades.
The debate was initially shaped by the influential text Fes-
tivalisation of Urban Policy (1993) by HiuBermann and

Siebel (1993), which linked two empirical observations: an
increase in festivals in many European and North American
cities since the 1980s and their deliberate integration in urban
development strategies. In this early phase, festivals and ma-
jor events, such as Féte des Lumieres in Lyon, were primar-
ily used as strategic instruments of urban development pol-
icy. The overarching objectives of the initiative encompassed
promoting of economic development, augmenting tourism,
enhancing the city’s image and revitalising post-industrial
areas. Festivals were regarded as a “driving force” for ur-
ban restructuring and revitalisation in shrinking city centres
and abandoned industrial areas close to the city centre. This
“politics of festivalisation” (HauBermann and Siebel, 1993)
aimed to position cities in global competition and improve
their image. However, HiuBermann and Siebel (1993) em-
phasise that larger festivals are less likely to reverse urban
decline and more likely to reinforce existing economic and
spatial restructuring. Cities already on the path to success-
ful restructuring are therefore much better placed to reap
the benefits of festivalisation. Critics such as Harvey (1989),
Zukin (1995) and Reckwitz (2010) have expressed concern
that the post-Fordist, entrepreneurial city has been exploiting
cultural activities such as festivals for economic and sym-
bolic capital and culture-oriented urban development. This
economic and material perspective on festivalisation has his-
torically placed significant emphasis on large-scale events.

During the late 1990s and 2000s, a range of more nuanced
and critical views emerged regarding the social and cultural
impacts of large-scale festivals on urban settings (Quinn,
2005, 2010). Critical authors have identified this instrumen-
talisation and proliferation of festivals as a factor contribut-
ing to increasing homogenisation and serial reproduction of
cultural festivals (Richards and Wilson, 2006; Finkel, 2009),
which limits rather than stimulates creativity as a driver of
urban development (Waitt, 2008). Nevertheless, from the
mid-2000s to the present, interdisciplinary approaches, from
geography, sociology, anthropology, event studies and ur-
ban studies, have become increasingly important, providing
a more nuanced and comprehensive picture of larger and
smaller festivals and their impact on urban space and peo-
ple’s relationship with it (Quinn, 2010; Page and Connell,
2012; Cudny, 2016; Smith, 2012). The establishment of crit-
ical perspectives on the contested nature and complexities of
urban events is indicative of this development, as it involves
the interrogation of power structures, the examination of the
implications for place branding, and the discussion of the
contradictions between inclusive experiences and commer-
cialisation and exclusion (Cudny, 2019; Quinn, 2019; Finkel
and Platt, 2020; Smith et al., 2022).

The contemporary discourse encompasses the relationship
between festivals and the uniqueness of places, exploring not
only the influence of festivals on the shaping of places and
identity but also the reciprocal impact of places on artis-
tic production and festival design (Foster, 2022; Lynch and
Quinn, 2022; Smith et al., 2022). Digitalisation in the broader



sense and social media in the context of festivalisation have
so far had minor roles in the research literature, although fes-
tivals are increasingly using digital formats and social me-
dia to establish direct contact with their visitors (Yin et al.,
2023; Chen and Yu, 2025). As Chen and Yu (2025) and Yin
et al. (2023) observe in their literature reviews, the use of
social media at festivals offers numerous opportunities, en-
compassing the effective promotion of the festival, alongside
the augmentation of participation and interaction with visi-
tors, enhancing the “festival experience”. Concurrently, the
authors emphasise that this phenomenon predominantly im-
pacts younger age groups. In summary, social media has a
multifaceted and increasingly integrated role in the domain
of light art festivals and the nocturnal city. Following Chen
and Yu (2025) and Yin et al. (2023), this technology has
proven to be a potent instrument of marketing, communica-
tion and audience interaction. Moreover, it has been estab-
lished as a mechanism that can be regulated by individual
stakeholders to align with specific image and advertising ob-
jectives.

The first strand of literature presented here links light art fes-
tivals to the summarised debate on urban festivals regard-
ing festivalisation, thus understanding light art festivals as an
event type like other urban festivals.

Geographical and urban studies on light art festivals show
that many perspectives on and insights into light art festivals
address their positive impact in the context of urban devel-
opment: light art festivals can contribute to a city’s positive
reputation and image, sharpen its distinct character, and fa-
cilitate its image and profile dissemination within the urban
population and beyond to attract tourists (Estrada Grajales et
al., 2015; Giordano and Ong, 2017; Dell’ Aria, 2021; Weny-
ing and Hengtong, 2022). In that sense, light art festivals can
be understood as a product to promote cities within the urban
competition on a global market, “which can not only help to
build a distinctive brand of a city, but will also provide added
value for the night-time economy” (Zielinska-Dabkowska,
2016:84). Moreover, the occurrence of light art festivals has
been shown to positively impact the local economy, revitalise
the city centre and create seasonal employment opportunities
(Freire-Gibb and Lorentzen, 2011; Miskowiec, 2017, Bhatia,
2022; Wenying and Hengtong, 2022). Also notable is the in-
creasing role of self-representation by festivals and local au-
thorities on social media to convey a consistent image of the
city and emphasise its status as an innovative and creative
festival (Estrada Grajales et al., 2015; Yin et al., 2023). Fi-
nally, testing new digital innovations at the interface between
art, interactivity and technology also has a role in realis-
ing light art festivals (Schulte-Romer, 2013, 2018; Haeusler,
2014).

In the context of light art festivals, the literature on social
media and its role is limited. Estrada Grajales et al. (2015)
observe that the call to make intensive use of social media
during festivals led to a strong reproduction of the given
narrative of the Colour Me Brisbane light art festival. Yin
et al. (2023) and Quinn (2019) highlight that festival or-
ganisers tend to prioritise social media as a primary plat-
form for promotion and advertising, overlooking its poten-
tial as a digital arena facilitating high levels of interactivity.
Dell’ Aria (2021) emphasises that social media adds a partici-
patory level to the festival space through hashtags and selfies
but can also serve as ready-made publicity. The review indi-
cates that research into the role of social media at light art
festivals has thus far been limited.

Some authors critically note that the production of content
and images in the context of light art festivals is intentionally
and specifically controlled by individual, exclusive stake-
holders through a strong top-down approach (Estrada Gra-
jales et al., 2015; Giordano and Ong, 2017). In his study of
light art festivals in Portugal, Garcia-Ruiz (2019) demon-
strates that, despite the positive outcomes associated with
light art festivals, the proliferation of this type of festival
often encounters obstacles. These include the historical oc-
currence of many art events in numerous urban centres, cou-
pled with minimal awareness of this festival format among
municipal stakeholders (Garcia-Ruiz, 2019). Except for one
study focusing on the Luminale in Frankfurt (Zielinska-
Dabkowska, 2016), empirical research regarding light art fes-
tivals in Germany is lacking in the urban studies debate. Al-
though a few studies mention German light art festivals from
a social or art science perspective (Schulte-Romer, 2013;
Wolf and Jackson, 2015; Tritthart, 2021), they do not con-
tribute to the urban studies debate due to different disci-
plinary lenses and perspectives.

The literature presented in this strand follows the discov-
ery of the urban night by urban studies, which has emerged
particularly in the last decade, focusing on darkness in ur-
ban spaces and the nocturnal specificity for spatial and plan-
ning perspectives. Although the urban night has become a
research interest (van Liempt et al., 2015), light art festivals
remain under-researched, although the number of such festi-
vals is growing.

In this regard, Edensor conceptualises light art festivals
as a manifestation of defamiliarisation of the urban night
(Edensor, 2014, 2015b, 2017, 2021; Edensor and Sumartojo,
2018). Referring to a missing conceptualisation of the noc-
turnal city and its various qualities and potentialities, Eden-
sor introduces the term “second city” to describe how the
perception and management of urban darkness are embedded
in powerful social structures and values. To “critically evalu-
ate contemporary nocturnal practices” (Edensor, 2015a:423),



the “second city” assumes that certain social arrangements
are inscribed in the relationship between nocturnal darkness
and illumination. These arrangements and settings “that are
usually habitually and unreflexively encountered” (Edensor,
2015b:91) can be reopened by light art festivals with the
power to disrupt the unreflected daily routine and repetitive
rhythm of space use and help viewers reflect anew on this
(Edensor, 2014). Edensor describes this disruption and the
reconfiguration of familiar worlds as an alienation through
which the viewer can imagine a new space of possibility as
“defamiliarisation” (Edensor, 2015b:89). On discovering the
city at night in the context of light art festivals, people’s sen-
sory starting point changes, and “a variety of practices and
emotions gain traction within a particular space-time which
generate a special atmosphere associated with particular ac-
tivities, experiences and possibilities” (van Liempt et al.,
2015:408). Urban spaces and architecture that conceal their
materiality in the dark or are familiarised by stationary light-
ing can be given “enchantment” (Lovell and Griffin, 2022:2)
through temporary illuminations and projections.

Geographical studies analyse light art festivals from the
perspective of defamiliarisation, offering visitors unexpected
and engaging experiences. The defamiliarisation and en-
chantment of urban space can be achieved through light art
festivals as an overwhelming and immersive experience in
large spatial contexts (Edensor, 2012, 2014, 2015b, 2021)
and by selected light art installations presented within light
art festival contexts (Edensor, 2015¢, 2017; Winton, 2016;
Edensor and Sumartojo, 2018; Lovell and Griffin, 2018,
2022). The experience of alienation through light art at night
offers the ability “to produce sensory experiences of defamil-
iarisation that leads to a new relationship to form and place”
(Winton, 2016:41). In this sense, light art festivals influence
the individual place identity and place making by deepening
the sense of place (Edensor, 2014; Edensor and Sumartojo,
2018). Light art festivals, which are mainly organised by lo-
cal initiatives with local agendas, lead to strong community-
based engagement and a new sense of place identity for citi-
zens in their hometown (Skelly and Edensor, 2020). Follow-
ing Edensor (2012), this leads to a communality of an emo-
tional and affective sense of place. Light installations as part
of a light art festival also sustainably impact the activation
of the public realm and the production of spatial collective
memory (Erel et al., 2024).

However, referring to the question regarding what light
art festivals add to the debate on festivalisation, they can
be ascribed the characteristic of playing with dissonant and
disruptive elements through creativity and experimentation:
their strategic orientation lies in defamiliarising the city and
creating a state of exception intended to provide viewers with
pleasure and affective stimulation. Moreover, light art fes-
tivals enable surprisingly new perspectives on well-known
spatial patterns and open spaces of possibility through the
defamiliarisation of familiar worlds.

In conclusion, it can be posited that the early 1990s scien-
tific discourse concerning festivalisation from an economic
and urban development perspective is being expanded not
only by interdisciplinary approaches (including sociology,
management and event studies, and urban studies) but also by
new levels of consideration (such as power structures, place
making and inclusion). Existing studies on light art festivals
have classified this newer format as part of this debate. How-
ever, as outlined in this section, light art festivals have the po-
tential to broaden this discussion to include the issue of defa-
miliarisation through light art in a nocturnal city. Despite the
prevalence of light art festivals using digital formats as media
art and social media, this aspect appears to have received in-
sufficient research attention. Evidence suggests that light art
festivals have the capacity to enhance the conventional for-
mats of urban festivals while aligning with economic and ur-
ban development objectives. Camprubi and Lluis (2019) note
that the light art festival in Barcelona fulfilled paradoxical
demands on urban space: the event attracted more tourists,
while residents simultaneously rediscovered and reappropri-
ated inner-city spaces characterised by overtourism. Simi-
larly, Quinn (2010, 2019) advises against thinking in binary
terms between festivalisation as a strategy for urban tourism
and cultural policy and the defamiliarisation of urban space
and encourages further research on the diversity of smaller
art festivals in particular. Dell’ Aria (2021) confirms that light
art festivals can paradoxically serve both functions. To clar-
ify this debate, this study surveys the organisers of light art
festivals in bigger and smaller cities across Germany, asking
what goals they pursue when implementing festivals in pub-
lic spaces.

The objective of this study is to conduct an extensive sur-
vey about light art festivals in Germany by focusing on the
festival’s characteristics (space, size, content, time) and the
organisers’ intentions within the framework of a compre-
hensive study. In addition to desk research, literature re-
search and investigation of websites, qualitative interviews
(Eckardt, 2014; Flick, 2012) serve as the primary data ba-
sis for the presented results. Although light art festivals were
also visited as part of ongoing research, the data collected are
not included in this study.

Exhaustive desk research was conducted by using search
engines and a broad spectrum of prompts in accordance with
established methodological standards to deepen insights into
light art festivals in Germany. The initial objective of the desk
research was to gain an overview of the locations of light art
festivals in Germany. Following the above-mentioned defini-
tion, initial data were collected (including year of foundation,
number of visitors and years of realisation). The investigation
of the websites, as communication documents in the sense of
promotional self-thematisation, identified initial differences



between the light art festivals (Schiinzel and Traue, 2019).
Qualitative interviews were conducted with all of the festival
stakeholders found. A central actor was found during the in-
terviews who could establish numerous contacts for relevant
light art festivals. Simultaneously, the list of light art festivals
compiled by the author was compared with the interviewees’
responses as a communicative validation to include light art
festivals not found via the desk research.

The qualitative data collection aimed to reconstruct the
founding moment of the festivals, collect the goals and inten-
tions for the implementation and continuation of the respec-
tive festivals, and gather qualitative and quantitative data on
categorical characteristics (see below). The semi-structured
guidelines for the expert interviews were created based on
the desktop research and literature review. The guidelines
contained definable thematic complexes about the festival’s
goals; the reasons for founding the festival; administrative
and financial aspects; the curation of artworks; and the fes-
tival’s reference to the city-specific history, population and
identity. The guidelines were expanded individually for each
festival to include case-related questions based on the evalu-
ation of websites (Przyborsk and Wohlrab-Sahr, 2014).

A total of 25 festivals participated in the study. The main
difficulty was that not all light art festivals have clearly de-
fined roles: at some festivals, the organisation is divided into
administrative production and artistic curation, while at oth-
ers, individuals adopt both roles simultaneously. However,
the artistic direction is outsourced at some festivals. This is
reflected in the diversity of the interviewees’ roles and in ad-
ministrative directors and curators being interviewed at some
festivals. To gain both perspectives (if there is a curator and
administrative director), the people in these different roles
were interviewed either together in group interviews or in
additional individual interviews. Therefore, from the 25 fes-
tivals, a total of 35 individuals in the following roles were in-
terviewed in 30 interviews: 11 production directors or CEOs,
15 project and department heads, and 9 curators. Interviews
were conducted with an internationally known light artist and
a board member of the International Light Organisation to
supplement the data. All interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed. Two interviews were conducted in person, while
the remainder were conducted online. A qualitative content
analysis was employed as a mixed form of deductive and in-
ductive summary coding to evaluate the data, as outlined by
Mayring (2022). Some conceptual main categories had al-
ready been developed from the literature for certain thematic
complexes (e.g. city marketing goals or artistic goals), which
served as main codes. Subcodes were then inductively devel-
oped through evaluation, from which main codes emerged
that were not previously foreseeable (Mayring and Fenzl,
2019).

As previously stated, the present study aims to facilitate a
comprehensive understanding regarding characteristics, ob-
jectives and new facets of a growing phenomenon within the
context of German urban development and the discourse on
festivalisation. Section 4.1 and 4.2 address these aims in ac-
cordance with research questions (a) and (b). In Sect. 4.3, the
discussion focuses on identifying significant new aspects in
the context of the festivalisation debate.

Table 1 gives an overview of light art festivals in Germany
regarding their drivers and spatial and temporal characteris-
tics.

Table 1 shows that the phenomenon is most common in
small towns and medium to large cities with populations
of 5000480000 (18 out of 25; typification according to
BBSR, 2024b), while seven light art festivals occur in large
cities with more than 480 000 inhabitants. Apart from Berlin,
none of the other German metropoles (Hamburg, Munich and
Cologne) has implemented light art festivals in public spaces.

The predominant spatial-structure type shown in Fig. 1 is
also striking: 22 of the 25 light art festivals occur in grow-
ing or above-average growing cities. Four of the remaining
six occur in areas with no recognisable growth trend, and
only one occurs in a shrinking area. In this sense, the phe-
nomenon of light art festivals appears to be primarily a phe-
nomenon of medium-sized German cities with a growing
spatial structure. In this sense, even 30 years later, HauBer-
mann and Siebel’s (1993) finding that cities that successfully
adapt to structural change and can be described as grow-
ing implement and use festivals has been confirmed. While
HiauBermann and Siebel (1993) referred primarily to larger
cities such as Barcelona and Munich, this now also applies
to smaller cities such as Mainz and Hildesheim.

Table 1 and Fig. 1 also illustrate the large differences in
the number of visitors and thus also the range of sizes of
the light art festivals: while the Berchinale attracted approxi-
mately 5000 visitors in 2022, the Festival of Lights attracted
3.1 million people in 2023. Notably, three festivals — Licht-
parcours (Braunschweig), Kronach Leuchtet (Kronach) and
Re:Leuchtet (Recklinghausen) — attract significantly more
visitors than their own population. Recklinghausen, a shrink-
ing city, has demonstrated the capacity to temporarily attract
significant numbers of people to its city centre through this
festival format. The existence of many small- and medium-
sized local light art festivals is highlighted by at least 9 of the
25 festivals having fewer than 50 000 visitors and 6 festivals
having 50 000-150 000 visitors.



Overview of light art festivals in Germany (2024). Sourced from qualitative interviews, desk research, emails and telephonic

conversations.

City centre Festival name Founding Rhythm Duration ~ Number of visitors Population

year (d) (BBSR, 2024a)
Augsburg Augsburg Light Nights 2019 Annual 3 Frequency increase 297000
Berching Berchinale 2005 Biennial 2 ~ 5000 (2022) 9,000
Berlin Festival of Lights 2005 Annual 8 3100000 (2023) 3669 000
Braunschweig Lichtparcours 2000 Every 4-6 years 114 360000 (2020) 249000
Bremen Lichter der City 2020 Annual 17  Frequency increase 568 000
Chemnitz Light Our Vision 2023 Annual 4 75000 (2024) 246 000
Essen Essen Light Festival 2016 Annual 11 350000 (2023) 583000
Frankfurt a. M. Luminale 2002 Biennial 4 250000 (2018) 763000
Fiirth Fiirther Glanzlichter 2018 Annual 2 15000 (2023) 128 000
Gelsenkirchen Goldstiicke 2019 Annual 5 ns. 260 000
Hannover Hannover Leuchtet 2018 - 4 80000 (2019) 537000
Hildesheim EVI Lichtungen 2015 Biennial 4 30000 (2024) 102 000
Ingolstadt Lichtstrom 2014 Occasionally 2 40000 (2021) 137000
Karlsruhe Schlosslichtspiele 2015 Annual 32 285000 (2023) 312000
Kronach Kronach Leuchtet 2006 Annual 9 100000 (2025) 17000
Leipzig Lichtfest Leipzig 2009 Triennial 1 75000 (2019) 593 000
Liidenscheid Lichtrouten 2002 Occasionally 10 45000 (2018) 72000
Mainz Mainz Leuchtet 2023 Annual 3 75000 (2024) 219000
Niirnberg Blaue Nacht 2003 Annual 2 150000 (2023) 518000
Recklinghausen  Re:Leuchtet 2006 Annual 17 200000 (2024) 111000
Regensburg Re.Light Regensburg 2024 Annual 11 15000 (2024) 153000
Trier Illuminale 2011 Biennial 2 16000 (2023) 111000
Weilheim Lichtkunst Weilheim 2016 Biennial 2 14000 (2022) 23000
‘Weimar Genius Loci 2012 Annual 3 50000 (2023) 65000
Wilhelmshaven ~ Willumina 2019 Occasionally 5 ns. 76 000

n.s. means not specified.

The analysis of the specific urban spaces used for staging
indicates that the city centre is the predominant location. The
focus on city centres is also linked to the organisational form
of many light art festivals: Stadtmarketing GmbH, for exam-
ple, is usually linked to the city centre as a venue. However,
other forms of organisation (public offices, associations and
private limited companies) also adhere to the inner-city area.
Most of the festivals are free of charge and open to everyone
in public spaces, while only two festivals occur in temporar-
ily enclosed public spaces and charge admission — Illuminale
(Frankfurt) and Kronach Leuchtet (Kronach). Respondents
highlighted that accessibility for all without admission fees
is an essential feature of this type of festival. The city cen-
tre is therefore the spatial focus of organisers, marked as the
urban space and a venue for city staging through light art
festivals.

It is evident that light art festivals have been implemented
in cities of all sizes throughout Germany. However, the num-
ber of attendees varies significantly between festivals, de-
pending on their spatial and size characteristics. As demon-
strated in Fig. 1, small- to medium-sized festivals are particu-
larly prevalent in Germany and are distributed throughout the
entire country. The preponderance of these festivals in areas

of growth indicates that the phenomenon of festivalisation
through light art festivals is attributable to spatial disparities,
with the phenomenon being exclusive to such growth areas.
In contrast, shrinking cities appear to be unresponsive to, or
unable to utilise, this instrument. To conclude, light art fes-
tivals are a widespread phenomenon in Germany, and only
Berlin, with 3.1 million visitors, can be classified as a city
with a very large festival.

In Germany, three types of festivals are identified based on
their programmatic and artistic orientation. Two light art fes-
tivals feature colourful building illuminations and a select
number of video mappings, accompanied by a broad cultural
programme which is free of charge — Re:Leuchtet (Reck-
linghausen) and Blaue Nacht (Niirnberg). Five festivals al-
most exclusively present video mappings: Augsburg Light
Nights (Augsburg), the Festival of Lights (Berlin), Han-
nover Leuchtet (Hannover), Lichter der City (Bremen) and
Schlosslichtspiele (Karlsruhe), while 16 light art festivals de-
velop site-specific light installations (containing video map-
ping and light installations) with internationally recognised
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light artists, namely Lichtparcours (Braunschweig), Essen
Light Festival, EVI Lichtungen (Hildesheim), Lichtrouten
(Liidenscheid), Light Our Vision (Chemnitz), Goldstiicke
(Gelsenkirchen), and Re.Light Regensburg, or with a
clear focus on local artists, such as Berchinale (Berchin-
gen), Fiirther Glanzlichter, Lichtstrom (Ingolstadt), Kronach
Leuchtet, Mainz Leuchtet, [lluminale (Frankfurt), Lichtkunst
Weilheim, and Willumina (Wilhelmshaven). These aspects
indicate a vast and diverse range of light artworks in urban
spaces in the festival context. The interviewees stated that
this variety is a special feature of the format, intended to ac-
tively distinguish it from the monotony of “classic” city fes-
tivals:

It was something completely new for the city,
something that hadn’t happened before. And peo-
ple didn’t even think about whether they needed
a carousel or a bratwurst stand. None of that was
necessary because they just walked through the
city, strolling and marvelling at the spots [Han-
nover Leuchtet].

Organisers can therefore use this variation in content and
programme design to highlight local architectural condi-
tions, local actors and site-specific historical aspects, creat-
ing an individual event- and place-related atmosphere and
programme. Surprisingly, this site-specific design represents
an argument against the mentioned “serial reproduction”
(Richards and Wilson, 2006:1210) and “homogenisation”
(Quinn, 2010:271), as a significant number of light art fes-
tivals request that artists develop site-specific artworks not
intended for transfer between festivals. It is evident that, due
to prevailing local conditions, serial production is not a vi-
able option.

Table 1 shows two trends in terms of temporal characteris-
tics: firstly, the constant growth in the total number of festi-
vals over the last 24 years as an indicator of an ongoing festi-
valisation process. While the first light art festival following
the aforementioned definition was founded in Braunschweig
in 2000, on average, more than one festival per year has been
newly implemented since then. Only Hannover Leuchtet has
been officially discontinued. Most festivals occur regularly
(annually or biennially) and are so firmly anchored in local
authority planning that they are organised despite the cur-
rent (2024) limited financial resources of the municipalities.
The COVID-19 pandemic does not appear to have slowed
growth, with three additional festivals founded since 2023.
The constant growth and regularity of most festivals clearly
demonstrate the relevance of festivalisation regarding urban
planning and tourism policy (HauBermann and Siebel, 1993).

Secondly, they can vary greatly in terms of duration and
rhythm: more than half of the 25 light art festivals occur an-
nually, while five occur every 2 years and five every 3 years
or less, depending on the organisers’ financial and human re-
sources. An analysis of the duration of the individual light
art festivals reveals noteworthy distinctions. Lichtparcours
(Braunschweig) boasts an impressive 114 d duration, despite
its irregular scheduling. Conversely, the Schlosslichtspiele
(Karlsruhe) maintains an annual schedule spanning 32 d. The
remaining festivals last 1-17d, with most lasting a long
weekend. In conjunction with Table 1, it becomes evident
that the Festival of Lights (Berlin) has the highest daily at-
tendance, with 385 000 visitors daily. However, it is notable
that the Festival of Lights (Berlin) is not confined to a single
location; instead, it is conducted at over 50 locations simul-
taneously. In comparison, the Schlosslichtspiele (Karlsruhe),
held over 32 d, attracts an average of nearly 9000 visitors at a
single location. This is unsurprising, as the Schlosslichtspiele
also revitalises the square in front of Karlsruhe Palace, based
on the length of time and daily visitor numbers. The broad
spectrum of these figures indicates the format’s adaptability
to diverse local conditions.

Regarding the first research question, the data show that
light art festivals in Germany represent a highly varied



phenomenon, offering the opportunity for individualisation
through local specifics and creating singular atmospheres due
to content flexibility. In summary, the data indicate that the
phenomenon is part of a general process of festivalisation oc-
curring in cities of all sizes throughout Germany. However,
unlike when the festivalisation process began, this format is
being implemented less in shrinking cities and old industrial
areas and more in the centres of growing cities.

Table 2 shows the organisers and the reasons for implement-
ing a festival in their city. In the following sections, organ-
isers and their forms, the initial reason for implementation,
and the overall objectives are analysed.

As shown in Table 2, 17 of the 25 light art festivals surveyed
are organised directly or indirectly by the city (city depart-
ments, PCMO); light art festivals are primarily implemented
by public authorities. Six of these festivals are organised by
non-profit legal forms. Only one private limited company and
one private association organise the light art festival; how-
ever, based on their statements, they are actively supported
by the local authorities (Berlin, Bremen). Eleven light art fes-
tivals are arranged by organisations with a genuine marketing
interest due to their organisational forms (private marketing
companies in municipal ownership, marketing departments
of the city, private associations of the local retail trade or pri-
vate limited companies). Clear demarcation of city marketing
exists where the cultural office organises it:

And let me put it this way, as long as it has
this artistic claim, it is clearly our responsibility.
... Butif it were purely a light festival ... to gener-
ate more shoppers or to revitalise shopping streets,
then that’s a city marketing matter [Goldstiicke,
Gelsenkirchen].

Overall, city-owned limited liability companies offer the
advantage of legal protection and professional implemen-
tation regarding finances, personnel resources and political
will, while public authorities and non-profit forms of organ-
isation primarily acquire funding from the public sector or
private foundations. Nearly half of the festivals are arranged
by organisations with a genuine marketing interest. The or-
ganisational form of many light art festivals is linked to their
spatial characteristics: PCMOs are usually linked to the city
centre as a venue. However, the other forms of organisation
(public offices, associations and private companies) also ad-
here to the inner-city area.

Table 2 also shows that in 9 of the 25 light art festivals in-
terviewed, the motivation of individuals formed the basis for
the decision in favour of a light art festival. This indicates
that the respective subjects had an existing personal interest
in light art or were inspired by it through a corresponding net-
work and staged the event in the urban space using their own
energy with corresponding creative power qua their function,
with no other reason (e.g. city anniversary), as in Augsburg:

Well, I saw it for the first time in Augsburg. It was
a project at the university in Augsburg. The stu-
dents ... did their first facade illumination. ... And
through a friend of mine . .. he had contact with the
people in Berlin, Festival of Lights, and said, “you,
I'll get you together there” [Night Light Augs-
burg].

A further 10 of the organisers surveyed provided specific
reasons and local circumstances for founding the event: for
example, the Lichtparcours in Braunschweig was founded
due to Expo 2000 in Hannover, as the city had received
many hotel guests who spent the day in Hannover. The city
was staged at night with light art so that Braunschweig had
something to offer these guests at night. Similarly, the ex-
ceptional situation of Chemnitz being named the European
Capital of Culture 2025 led to the founding of the festival
there. In Frankfurt, Messe GmbH wanted to fulfil the ex-
hibitors’ need to see technical innovations in action during
Light & Building, and in Leipzig, the aim was to translate
the historic moment of the peaceful revolution into a mod-
ern format that reflected remembrance culture. Five of the
25 light art festivals implemented were planned as one-time
events for the city’s birthday but were so well received by the
public and organisers that they were repeated on a rotational
basis. The initial reason for three other light art festivals was
to promote the revitalisation of city centres.

Based on the data collected, five main objectives for imple-
menting light art festivals were identified: (i) artistic and me-
dia staging of the city; (ii) tourism, city image and marketing;
(iii) place making, city identity and participation of the local
population; (iv) revitalisation of the city centre; and (v) shap-
ing urban planning and lighting concepts. The objective of a
festival is evidently not a singular entity. Instead, light art
festivals are a multifaceted phenomenon serving various pur-
poses.

The most frequently cited goal is to offer new perspec-
tives on urban space through artistic and media staging of
the city (i). As one of the curators said, artistic staging “can
question habits, it can open up spaces of possibility and it is
simply the openness to treat the city as a kind of material and
to say, ‘how could I see my city differently?”” (Lichtrouten



Organisers and reasons for implementation. Source: own survey (2024).

City Organiser type Name of organiser Reason for implementation
Augsburg Private marketing company in Regio Augsburg Wirtschaft GmbH Establish a new event (initiative from
municipal ownership (PCMO) Augsburg Marketing personal motivation)
Berching Cultural department of the city  City of Berching, cultural department Establish a new event (initiative from
personal motivation)
Berlin Private company Festival of Lights GmbH Establish a new event (initiative from
personal motivation)
Braunschweig Cultural department of the city ~ City of Braunschweig, cultural Expo 2000 in Hannover
department
Bremen Private association of the local ~ City initiative Bremen e. V. Establish a new event (rather than
retail trade Christmas market during COVID-19)
Chemnitz Non-profit association Baukultur fiir Chemnitz e. V. European Capital of Culture 2025
Essen PCMO EMG - Essen Marketing GmbH Establish a new event (initiative from
personal motivation)
Frankfurta. M. PCMO Messe Frankfurt GmbH Showing light products in use

Fiirth Mayor’s and press office City of Fiirth, mayor’s and press office  City anniversary
Gelsenkirchen Cultural department of the city  City of Gelsenkirchen, cultural Replacement event for the Blind Date
department Festival in Buer
Hannover Non-profit association Hannover Leuchtet e. V. Establish a new event (initiative from
personal motivation)
Hildesheim Non-profit association Internationaler Kunstprojekte City anniversary
Hildesheim e. V.
Ingolstadt PCMO Stadtwerke Ingolstadt Beteiligung City anniversary
GmbH
Karlsruhe PCMO Karlsruhe Marketing und Event GmbH  City anniversary
Kronach Private non-profit company Kronach Leuchtet gGmbH Establish a new event (initiative from
personal motivation)
Leipzig PCMO Leipzig Tourismus und Marketing In memory of the peaceful
GmbH revolution 1989
Liuidenscheid PCMO Liidenscheider Stadtmarketing GmbH Establish a new event (to be a City of
Light)
Mainz PCMO Mainzplus Citymarketing GmbH Establish a new event (rather than a
firework show)
Niirnberg Cultural department of the city ~ City of Niirnberg, cultural department City anniversary
Recklinghausen ~PCMO ARENA Recklinghausen GmbH Funding programme for promoting the
attractiveness of city centres in lighting
Regensburg Cultural department of the city ~ City of Regensburg, cultural Establish a new event (initiative from
department personal motivation and funding
programme)
Trier PCMO Trier Tourismus und Marketing GmbH  n.s.
Weilheim Non-profit association Lichtkunst Weilheim i. OB. e. V. Establish a new event (initiative from
personal motivation)
Weimar Private non-profit company MXPerience Festival gUG Establish a new event (initiative from
personal motivation)
Wilhelmshaven =~ PCMO Wilhelmshaven Touristik & Freizeit Funding programme for promoting the

GmbH

attractiveness of city centres




Liidenscheid). This category was identified as the main ob-
jective at 19 light art festivals and refers clearly to the goal
of defamiliarising nocturnal urban space with light art. Ad-
ditionally, digital media staging has a significant role: three-
quarters of respondents rated the role of social media as very
important, not only for reaching a new (mostly younger) tar-
get group but also for presenting the city’s image interna-
tionally. Light art is described as highly “Instagrammable”
(board member of the International Light Organisation), re-
inforcing its impact beyond physical space.

The second-most frequent goal concerns strengthening
tourism, extending the season and the number of overnight
stays, and positive projection of the city’s image exter-
nally (ii). Eleven organisers highlighted this purpose, often
linking festivals to off-season events to stimulate overnight
stays and long-term tourist flows. Light art festivals are used
to “draw attention to ourselves from the outside, to the city’s
history and to the charm we have to offer” (Mainz Leuchtet).

The third-most frequent goal emphasises local engage-
ment and strengthening identification with urban society (iii).
Festivals foster pride and belonging by strengthening the
identification with one’s Heimat:

So, it’s always a bit about giving the people who
live here, and we are at home in a structurally
weak region ... the feeling that “hey, look, that’s
us too, it’s so beautiful here” [Re:Leuchtet, Reck-
linghausen].

Curators often involve schools and universities in realis-
ing their own light artworks. Examples include participatory
formats in Trier and Kronach and installations by local dis-
ability art studios in Hildesheim, highlighting the inclusive
and community-based character of the festival format.

Five festivals pursued urban revitalisation of the inner-city
centre by attracting residents, supporting local retail, and di-
versifying use and target groups (iv). The objective is then
countering urban decline: “We were also simply concerned
with the frequency of visits to the old town .... Keywords:
urban decline, urbanisation, rural exodus, shops dying out”
(Re.Light Regensburg). In some cases, public funding was
directly linked to this aim.

A smaller number of festivals seek lasting urban design ef-
fects (v). In Berching and Kronach, this involved focusing on
architectural lighting concepts; in Chemnitz, where the fes-
tival is organised by the Chemnitz Association for Building
Culture, light art is used to present a very concrete vision of
what a different type of urban development could look like:
“So it was always the visualisation, the vision of how our city
should develop, that was the core of the whole thing” (Light
Our Vision, Chemnitz).

Referring to the second research question, the data show
that nearly three-quarters of German light art festivals are
municipally organised, underlining their role in city market-
ing and urban transformation. While initial reasons vary —
ranging from anniversaries only planned to be one-off to in-

dividual commitment — city centres are the primary stage.
Festivals thus target local populations and regional/national
visitors, combining artistic, economic and social objectives.
Particularly, organisers emphasise the role of light art at night
as a means of defamiliarising spatiality and the easy dissem-
ination of powerful images via social media.

As the data presented show, the format of light art festivals is
extremely flexible and heterogeneous, serving several objec-
tives simultaneously. Light art festivals in Germany exem-
plify the growing trend of festivalisation in urban develop-
ment. Firstly, the number of light art festivals in city centres
of all sizes is increasing significantly all over Germany. They
are often organised by municipalities with limited revenues
but strategic objectives such as tourism, image building and
city centre revitalisation. Moreover, it is notable that almost
half of these light art festivals are organised by city-owned
and private organisations with genuine marketing interests,
potentially indicating a trend towards the festivalisation of
urban space, aiming to build an image and attract tourists
(HauBermann and Siebel, 1993). In this sense, light art festi-
vals continue to catalyse culturally led urban regeneration in
city centres. But, unlike the 1990s, when festivals were used
to counteract post-industrial decline and structural transfor-
mation to foster growth, current festival organisers address
multiple challenges in city centres, such as online retail and
monofunctional and daytime-dependent use of space. How-
ever, it is primarily growing cities that are able to join the
trend of light art festivals in the context of festivalisation.
In this changed context, the phenomenon tends to reinforce
disparities, since primarily growing cities can leverage fes-
tivals to enhance their night-time economy and attract visi-
tors. These observations suggest that although the festivali-
sation of German cities through light art festivals is an on-
going process within urban marketing and policy strategies,
the reasons to implement such a festival are in transformation
due to new challenges and thus changing intentions.
Nevertheless, many light art festivals in Germany seek to
defamiliarise the perception of space (Edensor, 2015a) us-
ing light art. Light art is presented to the public at a low
threshold in urban spaces at night, reconfiguring familiar
patterns of space use and entangling architecture, enchant-
ment and lighting within new spaces of possibilities (Eden-
sor, 2014, 2015b, 2017, 2021). By implementing light art
festivals, some organisers aim to enhance community build-
ing and populations’ identities with the city and its image,
particularly with social media (Skelly and Edensor, 2020;
Dell’ Aria, 2021; Yin et al., 2023), demonstrating the signif-
icant role of discovering the “second city” at night through
light art, not only by tourists but more by local stakeholders
and citizens. Particularly, the production of intense and im-
pressive images of the city at night and their dissemination



via social media have a major role in the implementation.
The manner in which these images and narratives are per-
ceived by the audience, the press and social media users is a
topic that merits further research.

Light art festivals in Germany can therefore be viewed as
a sign of the ongoing trend towards festivalisation, which is
primarily being driven by small- and medium-sized towns
with a spatial-structure growth tendency. Interestingly, the
analysis shows that light art festivals have the capacity to
broaden the scope of festivalisation, as explained in Sect. 2.2
and 2.3, through several key points. As cultural production,
affective atmospheres (Reckwitz, 2017) and the presentation
of the city’s image on social media (Huang et al., 2021) be-
come increasingly significant components of urban develop-
ment, it can be hypothesised that the field of light art festivals
will consequently emerge. This development aligns with the
broader trend of incorporating art festivals into urban gover-
nance as a catalyst for “public engagement and as platforms
for artistic experimentation” (Lynch and Quinn, 2022:258).
In this sense, light art festivals can be understood as a mul-
tifaceted phenomenon of urban development situated within
a differentiating geographical science of festivalisation: light
art festivals offer the opportunity to simultaneously use and
transform digital, affective, productive, social, public and
discursive spaces.

This paper aimed to (1) generate new insights into the
debate on festivalisation by illuminating unexplored facets
of the phenomenon of light art festivals and (2) facilitate a
comprehensive analysis regarding characteristics and objec-
tives of a growing phenomenon in larger and smaller cities
in Germany by collecting spatial and qualitative data from
a geographical perspective. Moreover, this paper elucidates
the phenomenon of light art festivals in Germany by further
defining them.

However, limitations exist regarding the results. This pa-
per examines the production aspect of light art festivals in
Germany. Thus, the extent to which the identified goals are
implemented in practice and the desired effects for visitors
and the urban fabric must be objects of further investigation.
Furthermore, the role of social media in this study is only
one aspect among many; future research could examine the
role of social media more closely, especially at festivals in
small- and medium-sized towns. Future research is also re-
quired regarding the extent to which the reasons for the im-
plementation and goals can be classified under general social
change characterised by a constant process of aestheticisa-
tion, culturalisation and attention orientation within society
and urban policy (Reckwitz, 2017). In order to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of light art festivals in urban
spaces, urban geography offers a particularly useful perspec-
tive as it allows us to understand light art festivals as a socio-
spatial phenomenon that is shaped by social processes, policy
strategies and spatial disparities.
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