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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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Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Vectorial Elevation, Relational Architecture 4, Mexico City, Mexico, Photo by Martin Vargas

ical feats such as dams, skyscrapers, and electric light
shows. Notions of natural and artificial were blurred, and
what emerged was a synthetic environment evoking
mystical feelings that sanctified technological progress.
Furthering these mystical associations, pseudoreligious
and overtly Judeo-Christian iconography permeated
these lighting shows.

Large corporations, realizing how night
lighting attracted public attenton, started illuminating
their head ofhices; the brilliant glow seemed to proclaim
the company’s good health, In 1908, the Singer Tower in
New York, the highest in the world at that time, was the
first to be bathed in light from powerful spotlights. By
1913, the Woolworth Skyscraper was also lit up, and its
visibility from any point in the city made it the best
advertisement for the company’s chain of commercial
establishments. Even governments started to realize the
political advantages of the patriotic sentiment awakened
by the illumination of important cultural symbols. In the
United States, dramatic lighting of the Statue of Liberty,
Capitol Hill, the White House, and Niagara Falls created
precedents that were subsequently copied by all the cen-
tral powers in Europe.

The pohitical use of highting reached its
height with the huge nighttime events orchestrated by

architect Albert Speer for the Nazi regime. The most
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famous of these was the Dome of Light, formed by 100
powerful searchlights pointing skyward, which was
staged during the 1935 Nazi Party Congress in Nurem-
berg. These light shows visually II]T]LIP.I[t'd the use of
!1'llilf.lr}' antiaircraft surveillance used all across Europe a
few vears later during the Second World War. A similar
event was the German Solstice Festival celebrated in
Berlin Stadium in 1938, during which a swastika was
formed by thousands of individuals holding torches.
Walter Benjamin described these Nazi ceremonies as
producing an image of the “fungibility of mass man.”
The ceremonies “compared human beings with a con-
trol panel on which are thousands of electric light bulbs:
first these die out, then others hight themselves anew.”
Today artists are responding to the
hyper-lit world of corporate and government propa-
ganda by creating their own large-scale lighting inter-
ventions in public spaces. The presence or absence of the
citizen in today’s urban landscape is one of the issues that
Rafael Lozano-Hemmer explores in Vectorial Elevation.
For many years this Mexican-Canadian artist has been
altering the interpretation of urban settings through
technological interventions, a process he calls “relacional
architecture.” Vecrorial Elevation was initially produced as
part of the millennium celebrations taking place in
Mexico City. Since then it has been presented inVitoria
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