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Innovations in lighting still create sparks at General Electric’s Nela park campus in East Cleveland, where Charles F. Brush developed the first electric street-lighting system for downtown Cleveland in the 1870’s.

At GE’s Lighting Institute, an astonishing array of instruments and gadgetry awaits consumers with residential, retail and industrial lighting needs.

“People want smaller and smaller light fixtures to do more and more,” says GE lighting specialist Kathy Presciano, surrounded by sparking instruments in one of the Institute’s demonstration rooms.

They also want more for less: less energy used and less money spent. And they want the lights to look nice too.

Such demands encourage the development of ceramic metal halide lights with minuscule arc tubes that burn white-hot. Another new development was tiny halogen floodlights that produce extremely bright light while cutting down on ultraviolet exposure. These lights also economically reapply their tungsten coating on the filament inside as it burns. Fluorescent tubes have been reduced to compact cores that fit into table-lamp-sized bulbs for bright light with much lower energy use.

Interest in light as a promotional tool has grown tremendously, says GE product manager Gerald Schuh. And, he adds, it’s theatrical designers whose cutting-edge ideas are spurring some of the biggest trends in the ways light is used.

Shcuh has a name for one of those trends: “architainment.”

“There’s a big push in architectural lighting. You go to Virgin Records in New Your, or to Nordstrom, and they’re using light sources as a draw, as a themed environment.

After decades of rock-concert light shows, stage spectaculars, brilliantly lit buildings and landmarks, and wizardly special effects for movies, TV and computer games, people have come to enjoy having their eyes dazzled.

“People like excitement,” say Presciano, who should know – it is her annual project to design the lighting for the national Christmas tree in Washington, D.C., a job she has held for more than five years. As a designer, she says, “You always want to know what’s new.”

“If you get stale,” Schuh warns, “you generally lose your business.”

