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ILLUMINATING PUBLIC SPACE

LIGHT SHOWS IN CONTEMPORARY ART

Every year light shows attract millions of spectators around the globe;
however, little critical attention is given to this genre, These shows are often featured in
major tourist centers, including night spectacles at the Pyramids of Giza; the talking
fountains at Caesars Palace, Las Vegas; and projections on screens of water at Epcot Cen-
ter. Others, like laser shows at planetariums or firework displays commemorating special
holidays, are present in most urban centers in the West. Contemporary artists have usu-
:lll}-' scoffed at these presentations, ﬁnding them too banal to merit serious aesthetic
consideration.Yet a number of new media artists, attracted by sophisticated technologies
and potentally huge audiences, are developing light shows. How to effectively inter-
vene in such an ideclogically loaded field? How not to succumb to kitsch and cheap
propaganda when using a medium of such mass appeal? These are some of the chal-
lenges such artists have to contend with.

An historical account of light shows and their origins may help answer
some of these questions. Introduced to Europe from China, fireworks became run-of-
the-mill for urban political rituals such as national holidays or New Year celebrations.
But with its introduction, electrical lighting rapidly became the favorite medium for
such events. The first public demonstrations of lighting using voltaic arcs were in 1870,
The sight of the Brooklyn Bridge or a skyscraper spectacularly lit up changed urban
nightlife forever: A new urban landscape technologically transformed by electricity was
coming mnto being.

Almost all innovations in electrical technology—including electric
signs, illuminated fountains, searchlights, and spotlights—appeared for the first time at
world fairs. At the 1889 Paris Universal Exposition, the public encountered the Electric
Palace, a breath-taking pavilion whose 12,000 dazzling lights and brightly-lit fountains
attracted thousands of amazed spectators every night. Powerful spotlights placed on top
of the recently constructed Eiffel Tower lit, from far above, the finest buildings on the
exposition site, A few years later, on the other side of the Atlantc, electric lighting
became a central motif in the 1893 Columbian Exposition of Chicago. In the Court of
Honor, the main area of the exposition, two gigantic illuminated fountains shot
150,000 liters of water per minute. The Columbian Exposition, also known as the
White Ciry, had more electric lighting than any American city of the time. Considering
that in 1888 less than 1 percent of U.S. houscholds had electriciry, the effect must have
been awe-inspiring. The visual bombardment of these shows allowed urban dwellers to
begin contemplating the enormous inherent power of this new energy source. Since
electricity iself was invisible, electric lighting became the best way to demonstrate the
omnipotence of this new form of energy.

David Nye’s concept of the “technological sublime™ is especially help-
ful when describing the effect lighting shows had on the masses. If Kant invoked the
sublime to describe how human beings felt humbled when confronted with the
immensity and grandeur of Nature, Nye uses the technological sublime to describe
how individuals in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries related to major technolog-
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