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Introduction 

L ighthouse
/ˈlʌɪthaʊs/

noun
noun: lighthouse; plural noun: lighthouses

1. a tower or other structure containing a beacon light to warn or guide ships at sea.
 

The Icelandic word for a lighthouse is viti, which means "to know," and know where one 
is sailing.  Lighthouses are relics of a bygone age and engineering marvels that have stood 1

the test of time. Structures such as the lighthouse enable us to see and understand the 
passing of history and participate in time cycles that surpass individual life. These 
structures are instruments and museums of time.
In the greatest of buildings, time stands still, where matter, time, and space fuse into a 
singular individualistic experience, the sense of being. Lighthouses have been a place of 
wonder and awe for people around the world. They serve as reminders of our battles with 
the sea and are remembered for all their contributions towards saving lives. Its 
construction and history remind us of a time that has passed by and how it has witnessed 
human emotions, on and off the coast. Some of the oldest lighthouses in various parts of 
the world have witnessed two world wars, guiding ships and troops safely across seas; 
they have also been witness to many shipwrecks and some fascinating stories at sea. 
These structures have also played essential roles in the lives of the families that have been 
lighthouse keepers. Even though these structures are seen as mystical or poetic structures 
through symbolism in literature, art, and pop culture, the culture built through lighthouse 
keepers no longer exists. A strong culture has been developed between lighthouse keepers 
and the sea and sailors at sea with the lighthouses itself. Over time, small traditions and 
beliefs rose through these communities at sea and on land in lighthouses. This is being 
slowly forgotten and not given enough attention. For example, lighthouses in the United 
States also had something called a Travelling Library, a cabinet filled with 40 volumes 
each sent to isolated lighthouses to keep the keeper's spirit and morale up. Every six 
months, these libraries would be exchanged between the lighthouses. Such stories and 
traditions were only formed in this field of work, where one had to be in isolation for 
months on end, maintaining the lighthouse and making sure sailors at sea reached home 
safely.  Out of the 22,100 lighthouses worldwide, only a few are still operational and 2

manned by a lighthouse keeper. The last lighthouse keeper in Iceland was given notice 
around 2010 when Sigurdur Pálsson at Baugsstadir told a local newspaper that new 
technology in ships and lighthouses has made lighthouse keepers redundant. Some 3

lighthouses today serve as tourist attractions and hotels and lose their significance and 
meaning. In this paper, we will discuss the history, present and future of lighthouses in 

 “Top 10 Lightouses in Iceland.”1

 “Human Interest | US Lighthouse Society.”2

 “Last Lighthouse Keeper Given Notice.”3

Keepers of Light 2



Iceland and worldwide. We will also look at the possibility of using the fields of design to 
create speculations on its future use. 
 

Power of the Sea and The History of Lighthouses 
 

T o understand the history of lighthouses, we should start at the sea. 
 
The sea itself has played a considerable role in developing humans as a species but 

traveling the waters in the early ages was riskier than going into outer space today. Hence, 
a mariner's life was full of superstitions. Even today, any expedition based on chance or 
luck is predisposed to superstitions. Most of these superstitions that rose at sea were 
usually contrived beliefs and rituals that sailors relied on to give them hope that they will 
have a better chance at sea. The maritime museum in New Zealand listed some weird 
superstitions; for example, bananas were believed to be so unlucky they would cause the 
ship to be lost, or some words and sayings brought bad luck on board, including 
"drowned," "goodbye" and "good luck." Even mentioning things that were related to land 
were believed to invite bad luck. Birds were thought to carry dead sailors' souls, so killing 
a gull or an albatross brought bad luck. Throwing stones into the sea was known to cause 
storms, and huge swells and whistling was supposed to get a calm breeze. The ancient 
Egyptians used to paint eyes on the bow to help the ship find its way. Sailors also heard 
strange sounds at sea, usually thought to be blamed on sirens or mermaids who sang 
enchanted songs. These "melodies" lured sailors towards land, causing them to crash into 
underlying rocks.  There have been so many of these superstitions that were born from 4

being lost at sea with no sign of hope. As the technology evolved, these superstitions 
reduced in number because the sea was getting much more comfortable to travel through. 
The technological advancements in navigation also reduced the risk of shipwrecks and 
reduced the fear in sailors. Lighthouses have been important structures that guided 
countless ships across oceans and seas. They have been at the forefront of marine 
navigation after the night sky's reliability, as means of navigation, was in question due to 
changes in climate and its unpredictability. It was a natural source of navigation, but its 
reliability was out of our control. Lighthouses marked dangerous coastlines, shoals, reefs, 
safe entries into harbors.
One can imagine being in the early ages of sailing on the high-seas for a few weeks in the 
North Atlantic, its gale-force winds, and the winter's never-ending darkness. There is no 
marine weather forecast, no radios or satellite communication for months or even years. 
There is no land in sight, but after sailing for a few more days, you see the glow of a 
lighthouse, a sign of hope, safety, and a sense of comfort. You will always grasp any 
support you can, whether real or imaginary, in such conditions. It has been a beacon of 
hope for sailors all over the world, which tells them where the shore is and where home is. 
In today's world, they stand as a testament to the spirit of adventure in humans—a sign of 
an ancient bond with the sea. 
 

 “Top 20 Sailing Superstitions.”4
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The earliest forms of lighthouses were bonfires on the beach to warn the oncoming sailors 
of the presence of land. The earliest known lighthouse structure was built in Egypt around 
280 BCE, the renowned Pharos of Alexandria.  

In various historical findings by Hermann Thiersch in his work Pharos, Antike, Islam und 
Occident, the structure was built by Sostarus of Cnidus for Ptolemy I Soter. It stood on the 
island of Pharos in the harbor of Alexandria at a height of 110 meters. The only human-
made structure that was taller during those times was the pyramids of Giza. The Romans 
built many lighthouses in the process of expanding their empire. By 400 CE, there were 
thought to be around 30 lighthouses from the Black Sea to the Atlantic. The Phoenicians 
used to trade from the Mediterranean to Great Britain and use to mark their route with 
lighthouses. Lighthouses, during this time, were usually fires covered by a roof. During 
the period of 1st Century C.E., oil lams or candles were used in lanterns. The Dark Ages 
resulted in the decline of commerce which led to the a halt in lighthouse construction until 
the revival of a trade. References to lighthouses in books of travel and charts were 
becoming more apparent by the 1500s. Lanterna of Genoa, a lighthouse in Italy, was 
established in 1139 and was rebuilt in 1544. The impressive tower stands the test of time 
even today. Antonio Columbo, the uncle of the Columbus who crossed the Atlantic, was 
known to have been the light keeper at the Lanterna of Genoa. Around this period, lights 
produced from chapels and churches close to the coast frequently substituted for 
lighthouses. By the 1700s, lighthouses started developing and getting new improvements 
in structures and lighting equipment. This era saw the lighthouses being constructed more 
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specifically to last in the open sea and to be able to stand against the forces of the vast 
ocean. By 1820 there were an estimated 250 lighthouses around the world. 5

The construction of these engineering marvels was not an easy task. There were many 
different methods used to construct these lighthouses, sometimes in the middle of the 
harshest conditions on earth. Lighthouses were built in open seas and along the coast. The 
lighthouses built on rocks in the open sea were significant achievements. They were 
designed to last longer than it's builders and architects. These lighthouses were even 
harder to be built in one go due to the constant flow of the sea and ocean. They would 
usually construct parts of the lighthouse on land and then transport them to the middle of 
the sea. They were sometimes constructing the lighthouse in a telescopic structure which 
would rise in height with the help of hydraulics.  Lighthouses are built in the most 
dramatic parts of the coast giving these structures a very dramatic landscape around them. 
So most lighthouses are found in the most beautiful and dramatic environments. 
The lamps in these lighthouses changed from a wood fire, oil lamps, and gas lamps to the 
modern electrical lamps. The electric-filament light, which is still in use today, has a 
power output range from 1500 watts for large structures to 5 watts for the small buoys and 
minor beacons. The lamps used to float on a bed of mercury before they were replaced by 
more mechanical structures. The rotating lens system would usually consist of four large 
Fresnel glass lens panels, each 12 feet high, mounted about four feet from the burner on a 
revolving lens carriage. This would usually weigh five tons with nearly half of it being the 
weight of the glass alone. The rotating system would float in a circular cast-iron trough 
containing mercury. This was a virtually frictionless support bearing and thus the entire 
assembly could be smoothly rotated by weight-driven clockwork.  The mercury in these 6

lighthouses was one of the main reasons lighthouse keepers started developing mercury 
poisoning and hallucinating. This led to many stories and myths about how lighthouse 
keepers were going insane due to isolation.   7
The light in a lighthouse is reflected by something called Fresnel Lenses developed by 
Augustin Fresnel in 1821. 

 “Lighthouse | Coastal Navigation.”5

 “Lighthouse | Coastal Navigation.”6

  Magazine, “The Dark Side of Lighthouses.”7
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Before this, there were mirrors and metal reflectors used to concentrate the lamp into a 
beam. The fresnel lens helped the power of the light go from 20,000 candle power to 
80,000 candle power, and with the help of modern technology, it can reach up to 
1,000,000 candle power.
 

There is an urban myth that talks about a U.S. Navy ship on a collision course with a 
supposedly Canadian boat. They sent a few warnings, but the response from the 
Canadians was for the U.S. to change the course of their ship. In response, the U.S. naval 
officer said that he was in the USS Lincoln, the second largest ship in the United States' 
Atlantic fleet and that they were accompanied by three destroyers, three cruisers, and 
numerous support vessels and demand the Canadians to change their course. In response, 
the Canadians said, "We are a lighthouse; it's your call." 8
 

 

History of Lighthouses in Iceland 
 

L ighthouses in Iceland are vital to the history of Iceland itself. It is an island that 
relied on the seas and oceans for survival and trade for many years and still does. It 
is a country built on Norse traditions and was occupied by Vikings that sailed from 

Norway. People living in Iceland are direct descendants of Vikings, who had a rich history 
of sailing. It has a rich history of fishing, which resulted in a close bond between people 
and the sea. They are no strangers to traveling in the waters and required lighthouses to 
keep them safe at sea. The lighthouses in Iceland are regulated by the Icelandic Transport 
Authority (Samgöngustofa, or ICETRA), which also maintains and operates the major 
coastal lights, while the local port authorities operate harbor lights.  Vitaskrá is the official 9

Icelandic light list. But some of the more readily available information about the various 
lighthouses in Iceland has been compiled on a website called Sjóminjar Íslands, which 
was formally launched on June 20, 2009.  It is intended to be seen as a presentation of 10

what can be termed maritime monuments and maritime preservation in Iceland. There are 
a lot of interesting lighthouses in Iceland. There are currently 104 active lighthouses in 
Iceland. Below we will look at a few of the essential contributions to the history of 
lighthouses in Iceland.
 

The first lighthouse in Iceland stood on Valahnúkur in Reykjanes, built-in 1878. The 
current lighthouse that stands in its place in Bæjarfell was to be built by the Danish 
Lighthouse Institute, and a proposal was made on its behalf for a 70-foot tower, but a 
newly formed local government took matters into their own hands in 1907. The 
lighthouse's original light source was a kerosene lamp, which was amplified by a 500mm 

 “Safe at Sea - the History of Lighthouses.”8

 “Lighthouses of Western Iceland.”9

 “Vitar | Icelandic Maritime Monuments.”10
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rotating lens. The lens had a rotating mechanism that worked on weights, which the 
lighthouse keeper would pull up at regular intervals.

The lighthouse was electrified in 1957. The lighthouse designers were Thorvald Krabbe, 
an engineer who became the lighthouse director, and an architect named Fredrik Kiorboe. 
The lighthouse keeper of this lighthouse lived in Reykjanes from 1878 until 1999. The 
current residential building was built in 1947, designed by architect Ágúst Pálsson. 

Dyrhólaeyjarviti is a lighthouse that was built in Dyrhólaey in 1910. This was a Swedish 
type of iron lighthouse and was the first iron lighthouse installed in Iceland. 
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Dyrhólaey Lighthouse by Alastair Calder



The Dyrhólaeyjar lighthouse was, and is, the brightest lighthouse in the country and the 
first actual settlement lighthouse built here. In addition, the lighthouse also hosted radio 
services from 1928 until the Second World War, and this equipment was on the second 
and third floors of the lighthouse. It was the first radio beacon to be operated in Iceland. 
The original design of the lighthouse was made by Guðjón Samúelsson, the master 
builder, but changed somewhat by the engineers Benedikt Jónasson and Thorvald Krabbe 
when the final design of the lighthouse was decided. 

One of the lighthouses which is visited a lot is Gróttuviti, which is on Grótta Island, close 
to Seltjarnarnes near Reykjavik. It was built in 1897 under the supervision of the Danish 
Lighthouse Society, but the current lighthouse was constructed half a century later in 
1947. The designer was Axel Sveinsson, who is responsible for designing many 
lighthouses around Iceland. This lighthouse was one of the few lighthouses in Iceland 
where the lighthouse keeper stayed in a residential house close to the lighthouse. There 
were only two lighthouse keepers, Þorvarður Einarsson and his son Albert. 

Sauðanes lighthouse by Siglufjörður was built around 1933 -1934 and was also a sound 
lighthouse that would send sound signals in the dark and fog. The useful technology was 
used until 1992.  

Stórhöfðaviti was built in 1906 by Gísli J. Johnsen, a merchant in the Westman Islands, 
according to drawings by the Danish Lighthouse Institute, and Danish technicians 
installed lighting equipment. The structure that was then built was a concrete house with a 
lighthouse, 7.2 m high with an extension for a lighthouse keeper who at first lived there 
alone. In 1910, a corrugated iron-clad wooden house was built over a lighthouse keeper 

and his people, as by then, a family member had joined the lighthouse keeper. A new 
lighthouse was built in 1931 and was enlarged in 1964–1965 to its current state.
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The first lighthouse to be built in the north was Siglunesviti in 1908. It is unknown who 
managed the building, but it is believed that the people of Siglnes took care of it and 
transported concrete gravel on horses from the shore. 

Otto Wathne, an operator in Seyðisfjörður, built a lighthouse in Dalatanga in 1895 from 
his own money to pay for sailings to Seyðisfjörður. He was responsible for the 
construction of the lighthouse, but the Danish Lighthouse Institute provided lighting 
fixtures, a kerosene lamp, and a mirror to amplify its light. Following the construction of 
the lighthouse, the National Treasury took over its operations. The permanent residence of 
the lighthouse keeper was in Dalatanga from 1908 to 1994, where a residential house was 
built for the lighthouse keeper family and sheepfolds and a barn for the operation of the 
lighthouse keeper.
 

The Langanes lighthouse is located inside Arnarfjörður and is visible even though it is 
small, due to the yellow color according to fishers' wishes who find it easy to spot 
lighthouses of this color.
 

Ólafsviti was built in 1943 for money donated by the heirs of Ólafur Jóhannesson, a 
merchant in Patreksfjörður. As it was not possible to procure lighting equipment for the 
lighthouse during World War II, it was not used until 1947.
 

A few of the notable contributors to the designing of lighthouses in Iceland are Thorvald 
Krabbe, Axel Sveinsson, Ágúst Pálsson, Einar Stefánsson, Guðjón Samúelsson, Benedikt 
Jónasson, Guðmundur J. Hlíðdal, Steingrímur Arason, Gísli J. Johnsen. All of them had 
different designs for lighthouses, which gave rise to the diversity in the design of the 
lighthouse itself in Iceland.  11

As you can tell the history of lighthouses in Iceland is very rich and important to the 
country. They have witnessed Iceland grow over time, guiding fishermen and traders to 
safety. The sea is one of Icelands most valuable resources for it’s survival, along with the 
various geothermal activity around the island.   

Symbolism in Literature and Art 
 

L ighthouses have been part of many literary and artistic works over the years. It has 
had an effect on so many different writers, artists, and poets for them to use the 
lighthouse as a symbol of hope, resilience, and as a source of inspiration. 

 

"To the Lighthouse" by Virginia Woolf is a story about Mr.Ramsay and Mrs.Ramsay, who 
bring their eight children to their summer house in the Hebrides, a group of islands west 

 “Vitar | Icelandic Maritime Monuments.”11
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of Scotland.  Across the bay from their home stands a lighthouse, which is used as a 12

symbol throughout the story. The lighthouse sits across the bay, which means something 
different on a personal level for each character. It is a structure that seems inaccessible, 
illuminating the dark sky, and holding infinite perspectives. The lighthouse seems like a 
destination that appears the surest yet seems unobtainable. As the story progresses, you 
see this symbolism used in various situations. At one point, Mr. Ramsay wants his wife to 
tell him that she loves him, but she just can't seem to say it to him. Something he always 
was sure of was now not obtainable. There are a few more situations like these throughout 
the story that talks about this. Because their son James never really does get to visit the 
lighthouse as a family due to various storms and other problems during their stay, it 
strengthens this relation to it being unobtainable. After a few years, when James finally 
visits the lighthouse, he is confronted with the realization that it is not the same way he 
saw the lighthouse as a child. He is forced to look at how he saw it as a child and how he 
views it as a grown man now and decides that both these situations contribute to the 
image of the lighthouse. The idea that it is not only one thing, but it has a multitude of 
interpretations. 
 

A poem called "The Lighthouse," written by the American poet H.W Longfellow talks 
about the lighthouse in a straightforward way. Not only physically, but it also takes into 
consideration its significance to human life. It talks about human-made technology and 
how this technology has paved the way for more straightforward trade and international 
relations. But in this poem, the poet uses a simile where he compares it directly to 
Christopher. 

 “An Introduction to To the Lighthouse.”12
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"Like the great giant Christopher, it stands."13

 

This relates to St.Christopher, the saint of travelers. He was a giant man who converted to 
Christianity and was told by a holy man to stand close to a river to help carry travelers 
across the dangerous waters. He helped the Christ Child across the river, which gives him 
his name, which means carrier of Christ. The poet sees the lighthouse as this giant that 
gets travelers to safety from the waters. 14

Another line in this poem uses a metaphor to compare the lighthouse to Prometheus, who 
is one of the Titans of Greek mythology. 
 

"A new Prometheus, chained upon the rock,
Still grasping in his hand the fire of Jove,

It does not hear the cry, nor heed the shock,
But hails the mariner with words of love."15

 

He was known to have stolen fire from the gods to bring light and warmth to the people. 
He was chained to a rock for eternal punishment, and his immortal liver was eaten by an 
eagle every day. He is not distracted by this and holds the flame high to guide mariners to 
safety. This could also relate to the lighthouse keepers bound to the lighthouse rock for 
many months when the weather is not the best. They still are looking out for the safety of 
others before their own in these conditions.16

In paintings, the lighthouse is almost always portrayed as it is, and the emotion of it is 
performed through the use of colors and strokes that represent the environment around it. 
The lighthouse is seen as this solitary structure facing the harsh sea and the severe 
weather. The atmosphere around the lighthouses keeps changing as you look at various 
paintings. This contrast between something that is continuously in motion versus a 
structure that stands still in time is very apparent. 

The painting named "Neopolitan Lighthouse" by Ivan Aivasovsky was done in 1842.  In 17

this painting, the lighthouse is lit by the moonlight in a raging storm, which gives it the 
romantic spirit that he is known for, but he has also added an erupting volcano in the back. 
The sea is portrayed as a raging sea in a storm with heavy rainfall. But the lighthouse 
seems to be the beacon of hope in this chaos, standing firm and tall. 

 “Longfellow: The Lighthouse, The Seaside and the Fireside.”13

 “The True Story of St Christopher.”14

 “Longfellow: The Lighthouse, The Seaside and the Fireside.”15

 “Prometheus.”16

 “Neapolitan Lighthouse, 1842 - Ivan Aivazovsky - WikiArt.Org.”17
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Another painting that could be studied similarly is a painting by Alfred Wallis, who was a 
Cornish fisherman and a self-taught artist. The painting named "Four Luggers and a 
Lighthouse," shows the lighthouse on a long stretch of land emerging from the mainland.18

The strip of wave breakers seems to divide the painting into two parts: the harbor's calm 
sea and the other is the wild and uncertain sea. The lighthouse is guiding the ships into 

 “Alfred Wallis | Widewalls.”18
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these uncertain waters. His style of painting is known to be childlike but it is the essence 
of his kind that gives meaning to the uncertainty of the vast seas. 
 

In Iceland, currently, there is an artist, Mathilde Morant, who has a project called the Viti 
Project. The project is an attempt to visit and make watercolor paintings of all the 104 
active lighthouses in Iceland.  In an interview with RUV, she says that she started this 19

project when she was traveling the country with her parents and when she saw the road 
map, she wanted to know what the stars on the map were. She soon realized that those 
were lighthouses. She tried to visit each one of them and capture them through watercolor 
paintings. She also talks about how the lighthouses in Iceland have a similar architecture 
in most cases but what separates them is their landscape. She sees the landscape as part of 
the lighthouse, and the environment around it gives each lighthouse it's unique character.20

 

Lighthouse keepers lived a life of solitude/ isolation. They would keep a diary of a daily 
log that would document their thoughts and happenings during the day, often resulting in 
poems and mystical stories.
 

The film "The Lighthouse" by Robert Eggers is an art film based on psychology and 
hallucinations. It was released in 2019 and is in a 4:3 aspect ratio in black and white. This 
aspect ratio gives the film a unique look and sets it in the story's time. The story is about 
two lighthouse keepers named Thomas Wake and Ephraim Winslow, who are sent to 
station a lighthouse on a remote New England island in the 1890s. The film shows the 
relationship between the keepers and also their relationship to the lighthouse. Thomas 
Wake is on light duty while Ephraim Winslow is on other cleaning duties and is never let 
near the light. The story unfolds through various interactions between the two keepers 
who didn't particularly like each other. It shows the struggle of isolation and the hard labor 
that goes into keeping the lighthouse working. Ephraim Winslow starts losing his grasp on 
reality and is confronted by the myths revolving around sailing and lighthouses. He sees 
mermaids that entice him, and also he starts questioning the trust he puts in Thomas Wake. 
He also kills a Seagull, which is supposed to bring bad luck because they are the souls of 
sailors lost at sea. The film does take a turn when they are trapped on the island due to an 
ongoing storm—leaving the two keepers only with the company of each other for a longer 
time that is not specified through the film due to the keepers losing track of time. The light 
in the lighthouse plays the role of something magical since Thomas keeps Ephraim away 
from it throughout the film. It takes on the part of something that is alive and is 
continuously enchanting the two keepers. The film takes very abrupt turns showing the 
psychological state of the two humans on this tiny island. 

In an interview with Vox Media, Robert Eggers talks about how the story is loosely based 
on a true story that took place at the Smalls Lighthouse in Pembrokeshire, Wales, in 1801. 
"The way the story is told and ends is like a folk tale, so how much truth there is to this 

 “Mathilde morant.”19

 “Vatnslitamálar Alla Vita Landsins.”20
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'true' story, who knows," he said. "Very little of that story aside from the fact they're both 
named Thomas came into The Lighthouse, but the idea that they were both named Thomas 
struck a chord. I was like, 'Okay, this is a movie about identity, and can devolve into some 
weird, obscure places.’" 21

 

The actual story is about two lighthouse keepers named Thomas Griffith and Thomas 
Howell, who were sent to the lighthouse to tend to the light to guide ships to safety. They 
had a reputation of disliking each other and were often known to argue between 
themselves. Early in the story, Griffith dies due to an illness, and Howell scared that he 
would be charged with murder, decides to make a makeshift coffin that he ties to the 
railings of one of the lighthouse windows. The weather then takes a turn for the worse and 
destroys the coffin. The body was now left exposed on the lighthouse's railings, and due to 
the strong winds, Griffith's decaying body kept moving. The storm went on for four 
months, and Howell kept using his distress signal. The ships could not reach close to the 
island due to the raging storm. If a boat came close to the island, they would see a figure 
on the railings peacefully waving back at them. They would think everything was fine and 
would leave Howell alone. The two of them were recovered from the island eventually.22

 

It is a story that shows the harsh conditions of remote lighthouses around the world during 
those times. It is interesting to see how lighthouse keepers' lives and the lighthouse itself 
are portrayed across different mediums of expression. There are very poetic depictions of 
the lighthouse, and there are also the struggles of the lighthouse keepers and sailors 
depicted. These mediums of expression have also paved the way for how we think of 
lighthouses. A symbol of hope and a symbol of good over evil but there are always perils 
at sea and a lot of hard work that goes into keeping the sailors safe. The lighthouse is seen 
as a place of solitude in different forms of art and literature. It evokes certain emotions in 
people, and the majority of the people that visit a lighthouse want to get away from their 
busy lives, but let's look at how these lighthouses are used today and how they could be 
used in the future.
 

 Steinfeld, “RPatz’ New Movie Is Based On A Spooky Sea Tale.”21

 “The Lighthouse : The True Story That Inspired Eggers’ Movie”22
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Current State and the Future of Lighthouses 
 

 

T he importance of lighthouses has declined over the years, and their relevance in the 
21st century has been in question with the advancement in GPS and radars to guide 
ships to the coast and guide them around it. They have always been a literal beacon 

of hope for sailors, and now they are historical sites and monuments that serve little 
purpose. Lighthouses across the world today seem to have lost their significance in the 
grand scheme of things. They are currently used as luxury hotels and event venues. This 
brings essential questions to the forefront of its current use and its possible future. A 
lighthouse has always been a symbol of hope, and it is depressing to see them being 
reduced to commercial services. 
 
In a personal interview conducted over Skype with Ken Trethewey, a pharologist from the 
United Kingdom, he talks about how his family heritage of lighthouse keepers had an 
influence on his career as a pharologist. Pharology is the study of lighthouses. He only 
knew about his great-great grandfather being a lighthouse keeper in the Eddystone 
lighthouse when he was 16 years old in 1966. He says, "In those days, there were very few 
books on lighthouses if you required some information." He talks about the idea of 
isolation doesn't bother most lighthouse keepers. They were people that would willingly 
want to be lighthouse keepers. They were living with other people at the lighthouse as 
well. In most lighthouses today, there are no lighthouses keepers, but he also says there 
are some remote places where the lighthouses are still in need of human presence. He also 
talks about the redundancy of the culture and traditions that have been lost over the years. 
And how certain aspects of these cultures you would only find in this community of 
lighthouse keepers. How the traveling library between lighthouses was only a concept 
between lighthouse keepers and these small traditions were born from the nature of the 
work itself.
 

Ken has been traveling to the Plymouth area, visiting many lighthouses where he is 
currently residing. He is in the process of writing a book about the Lighthouses in 
Cornwall and Devon, which requires him to photograph the lighthouses there. During his 
travels to the lighthouses, he has seen how these structures' purpose has been reduced. It 
has become quite apparent that the lighthouses themselves have been switched off. The 
authorities have made a structure with a LED light on top, right next to the lighthouses, 
and so the lighthouse itself now is dark. Now there is a modern LED structure sitting 
alongside it or on the balcony, and he finds that very disappointing because all that means 
is the lighthouse authorities have to spend less money on the maintenance of the 
lighthouse itself and only have to worry about the LED light sitting next to the lighthouse. 
The heritage structure that people value is now just left deteriorating. He even mentions a 
lighthouse that had an LED structure next to it, but the lighthouse itself was vandalized, 
all the glass was broken, it was painted by people all over and it was an unfortunate sight. 
The lighthouse itself is what people value, and the LED structure takes all the magic out 
of it. 
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He talks about the relationship of lighthouses in much more detail. In terms of how 
lighthouses are seen as a warm feeling in people's hearts is because it is all about hope and 
is seen as a good thing generally. The idea of good over evil or light and darkness, the 
ways of using language to represent the lighthouse are all talking about this duality. The 
lighthouse itself has this property of saving lives and good over evil. It is deep in our 
subconscious to protect these structures, whether we like it or not. 
He talks about a ferry that goes from Plymouth to France, and it crosses the English 
Channel twice a day. It crosses the Eddystone lighthouse, which is 10 miles from the 
nearest point of land in Plymouth. He asks us to imagine being on the bridge of the ferry, 
and you have all the new technology on board, and as you go past the Eddystone 
lighthouse, you can see it on the screen; you cannot miss it. But if that lighthouse weren't 
actually lit during the night, you would be pretty worried. So even though you saw the 
lighthouse on your screen, you would still be concerned about whether the screen was 
correct or not or if there were any other faults on the boat. He has talked to a lot of sailing 
boat owners, and they are all worried when they see the lighthouse on their sat-navs but 
can't see the light from Eddystone. It's easy saying that you don't need these lights because 
of all the new development in GPS and navigation aids, but in all the darkness, when you 
see that light, it makes you happy. 
 

He then discusses how these lighthouses are only placed in coastlines that are dramatic, so 
when you go to visit a lighthouse, they are exotic locations that bring you closer to nature 
and its forces. "You leave the modern world behind and be in solitude," he says. He 
imagines his ancestors living in these, and it creates a complex emotion inside. "It is a 
love affair that stays with you when you realize that you love lighthouses."
 

During his process of writing this book, he has been looking at the loss of life and how 
there are people who have suffered from tragedy from accidents in the sea. He was 
looking at shipwrecks and stories about them and how they can still happen today, as he 
said, "You can lay down all the rules for navigation and train the officers as much as you 
want, but humans make mistakes. Everyone makes mistakes in the darkness, and one 
might not realize where they are." He also talks about how the Plymouth university is 
looking at changing climate change has affected the sea levels, which results in huge 
waves battering against these century-old structures. They are researching the effect on 
the architecture of these structures and realizing the need for these lighthouses to be made 
more robust and more rigid for the coming years. So it is still a vital structure that has a 
significant role in the coming decades of climate change and rising sea levels. 
 
                                                                        .

Learning from this conversation with Ken, it is becoming more apparent that these 
structures are losing importance in terms of their purpose, but it is necessary to understand 
that this should not be the case. 
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In recent years designers have used speculation as a base for solving problems through the 
study of Speculative Design. Also, using old structures as something completely different 
has been done by architects around the world. 
 

For example, The Ordinary is a restaurant that used to be a bank. It looks like a bank, but 
it entirely functions as a restaurant. 

The bank's vault is on display behind the bar, which gives a view into the kitchen. The 
teller's booth is also a reception for the restaurant offering a subtle nod to the history of 
the building. 23

 

Another example which most might have heard of is the Tate Modern museum in London. 
It was a power station on Bankside that has been converted into a modern and 
contemporary art museum. The building has many structural qualities of the first one, but 
its use as a museum is beautiful, considering the exhibition spaces provide for large scale 
works due to their enormous size. 24

 

 “The Ordinary.”23

  Tate, “Tate.”24
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Raw Bar at The Ordinary, South Carolina



In recent years, many factories have been reimagined after they are no longer in use. In 
Rotterdam, an old shipbuilding factory was converted into a home for the RDM 
Makerspace.

It is called the Innovation Dock and houses many other creative studios, maker projects, 
and fabricators. 25

In London, a metal workshop at the end of the Isle of Dogs was converted into a space for 
The Forge. It is home to Craft Central, which is a U.K. charity supporting crafts and 
craftspeople. The structure was unused till 2015 when Craft Central took over the space as 
its H.Q. The problem they faced was that the exterior structure and the interior structures 

 “Innovation Dock.”25
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RDM Innovation Dock, image by Theo Peekstok

Studio Space, The Forge, London



like cranes and beams were all to be remained untouched by new owners. This created a 
situation where transforming the space was done by thinking about not touching the sides 
or the roof. The architects at Emrys Architects used the central line of columns to 
naturally divide the space. This gave rise to a two-floored wooden structure that included 
blocks or spaces that could hold 30 small studios. The space has 67 studios in total and is 
home to various makers and designers. The area is also host to many workshops, 
exhibitions, and fairs that engage the community in crafts. 26

 

Another space called Station F in Paris was an old train shed called Halle Freyssinat that 
is majestic in size designed by engineer Eugene Freyssinat. It was turned into the 'world's 
biggest startup campus' by architecture firm Wilmotte and Associates. It can hold up to a 
thousand tech-based startup companies. 

The structure is divided into three spaces, each of 34,034 sq m; the first space is home to a 
370 people auditorium, meeting rooms, co-working spaces, event rooms, and a Tech Lab 
that houses various tools like 3D Printers, laser cutters, and workshops. The second 
section houses many of the other workspaces, and it has used old shipping containers as 
meeting rooms. A nod to its industrial heritage, Xavier Niel chose the site to help gather 
all the dispersed startups in Paris into one hub. This enabled the community in various 
ways, as you can imagine. 27

 “Craft Central at The Forge | Craft Central.”26

 “STATION F.”27
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Station F, Paris



 

Iceland, too has converted its old fishing factories and shipbuilding factories into spaces 
for museums and studios for various purposes. The Art Museum in Reykjavik has been 
converted from an old fishing factory. Hafnarhus is located in the oldest part of Reykjavik, 
where the old docks are. The building was one of the largest buildings in Reykjavik in the 
1930s. It was renovated by Studio Grandi and turned into the Reykjavik Art Museum.  28

The Lunga school of art Seydisfjordur also uses an old fishnet factory divided into many 
studio spaces.  Various other spaces have been repurposed for cultural development in 29

the country.
For example, the result of the collapse of the herring industry gave rise to abandoned 
factories in places like Árneshreppur of the Westfjords, where the town of Djupavik 
resides. It has a history of having a vibrant herring factory, which was once powered by 
the adjacent waterfall. It is resurrecting itself as a town for adventurous tourists and also 
Iceland's creative startups. The factory was purchased in 1985 by a family that has been 
responsible for converting the rustic site for Icelanders and entrepreneurial artisans and 
artists. The old boathouses are used by craftsmen who invite curious visitors to look into 

 “Artmuseum.Is.”28

 “LungA School.”29
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Reykjavik Art Museum in Reykjavik (Hafnarhúsið), image by Tommy Bee

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reykjavik


their workshops. It is currently home to the restoration of classic cars and well-made 
furniture. The older parts of the building are used for temporary art installations. 30

 
It is interesting to see that various heritage sites have been converted into cultural 
development centers, but lighthouses are being used as hotels and event venues. They 
could be used as cultural centers as well. Designers and architects can and should look 
into various ways these structures could be converted into much more useful spaces 
keeping the essence and the historical value intact. 
 
The Atelier Van Lieshout is the studio of sculptor Joep van Leishout built-in 1995. It is a 
studio that deals with projects that deal on the boundary of art, design, and architecture. 
The studio is known for various works, including infrastructural refurbishment. The studio 
works around different topics and challenges conventional ideas of utility and 
functionality. It questions how the viewer perceives or observes an object and the 
environment it is placed.  Such design strategies and further speculations can help in 31

creating a brighter future for lighthouses.

———

Understanding the history and the cultural influence of the lighthouses can help design a 
better space and a space that reflects the purpose of the lighthouses. "Hope" is an often-
used word to describe the essence of a lighthouse, and it should be one of the keywords 
when looking at further developing their use. Iceland has the opportunity to preserve their 
heritage in these lighthouses and also use them as spaces for creating "hope" through the 
word’s various possible meanings. Creating spaces to help build a culture or other 
speculative projects around "hope" could help in preserving these structures while keeping 
their importance intact. 

An example of “hope” playing a metaphorical role in a structure is the Global Seed Vault 
in Svalbard. The seed vault is a secure seed bank located in the Architect Svalbard 
archipelago on the island of Spitsbergen. The seed bank holds more than a million 
samples of seeds and it represents 13,000 years of agricultural history. Even though there 
are more than 1,700 gene banks around the world, there was a need to create a structure 
that could stand the test of time. A place that could handle all natural catastrophes and 
wars. This was needed because all other places were vulnerable to these disasters and also 
poor management and low funding. It is important for the survival of humans in the 
coming future and also a form of hope in terms of saving these seeds from going extinct.  32

The idea of “hope” plays a metaphorical role here but it works because the purpose of the 
structure adds to its meaning. 

 “Fjords and Repurposed Sites: Explorations around Iceland’s Ring Road.”30

  “ateliervanlieshout.”31

 “Svalbard Global Seed Vault - Crop Trust.”32
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The lighthouse is a beacon of hope and can remain a beacon of hope in many different 
speculative ways.

 One way is where it can be used for cultural development. It is structure that is common 
amongst all coastal countries worldwide. This creates a unique opportunity to create a 
network of culture and art development around the world.  This will give rise to these 
physical beacons of communication and network for humans to share culture and various 
findings. Just like lighthouses received and guided ships carrying culture in many different 
forms from far lands, lighthouses could be still be used to form new cultures and accept 
new cultures. The guiding light of the lighthouse is a symbol of safety and is a welcoming 
sign. 

It is a safe space inherently and should be a safe space for culture to thrive in the future. It 
could be a safe space for thoughts to develop without the influence of the world at large. A 
place of solitude for the mind to escape from society. Lighthouse keepers were away from 
society for long periods of time and certainly had a different view on life and how it 
operates. Lighthouses today could be spaces for new keepers to get away from society to 
create and develop culture in ways that is not influenced by society. Sometimes a human 
needs time away in solitude to recenter oneself and to question their position in this vast 
universe. It could be a space for introspection and mental relaxation in a different form 
other than meditation. The structure itself will aid in the feeling of solitude since it is 
usually away from human settlements. A form of meditation that is developed through the 
structure itself. 

Going in a more poetic direction, these new keepers could also be keepers of time. Time 
even though is not something physical that we can see, touch or smell. But human bodies 
are visual indicators that they carry time. They accumulate time and it shows through 
knowledge and through our ageing skin. These new keepers at the lighthouse would be 
keepers of time through the accumulation of culture and through the development of 
human thought. They could be centres of new knowledge and new cultures across the 
world. A sign of “hope” for future generations to learn knowledge that wasn’t conformed 
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Entrance to the Seed Vault during Polar Night, highlighting its illuminated artwork, image by Subiet



to the society around it. It is knowledge not politically bound to the location since it will 
be a culmination of knowledge and cultures across the world. 
 
In the interview with Ken, he said lighthouses will always be in use no matter how 
advanced the navigation systems get. It is very realistic for humans to make mistakes 
eventually. Nature is not always on our side, no matter how advanced we get.

In the coming decades, when sea levels rise, cities along the coasts worldwide will be 
submerged. These coastal cities would push the shores to be more inland. We no longer 
would have cliffs and rocks, but we will instead have buildings and human infrastructure 
that will harm ships at sea. There could be new lighthouses constructed over our 
submerged cities to warn ships about these human-made structures underwater. There will 
be a need to build new harbours and ports to accommodate the changing world. This 
reality is closer than people think, and there will be new structures constructed to adapt to 
the changing coastlines. Speculating such futures will undoubtedly help in tackling the 
imminent threat to us and our shipping routes. The beacon of hope that is the lighthouse 
will always be a beacon of hope in one form or another.
 
These are just a few possible speculations of the future looking at the changing world we 
are living in. Iceland as a country has the opportunity to experiment with its lighthouses as 
beacons of “hope”. It has the infrastructure and it has the ability to experiment with 
various models that could work for the future of lighthouses. Iceland could be a model for 
the world by creating a network between these structures around the island to see what 
rises from it. The cultural and the artistic are given high importance in Iceland and 
connecting it’s towns through the use of these lighthouses could be a way of connecting 
knowledge from different backgrounds of life to come together and build upon itself. It 
would be extremely productive in terms of knowledge being shared and culture being 
shared within the island at a faster rate. 

Lighthouses have always fascinated me since a very young age and it certainly feels 
important for me to write about it for others to read and speculate on. This would 
hopefully pave way for more thoughts and studies into these structures. Hopefully this 
helps other people who are as interested in lighthouses to continue creating awareness and 
solutions to preserve this culture and to see it’s possible futures.

It is a structure that has connected land and sea for centuries, it has guided trade and 
development to what it is today, it has saved many lives, and it is a symbol of hope that 
shows us the unknown in the darkness. A true physical statement of good over evil. 

————————————————————————————— 
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