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F Arts Transforms A Historic Post Office
By Phoebe Zerwick

he neo-classical post office building—now The Millenmum Cen-
rer—in downtown Winston-Salem, NC, with its Corinthian col-
umns and arched windows, hardly looks like a blank canvas or a
stage, but for three nights in November, students from the Univer-
sity of North Carolina School of the Arts transformed the building
with colored light and projected images into a work of public art.

Using warm colors inspired by Impressionist painter Claude
Monet, the students borrowed Abstract Expressionist/Minimalist
Barnett Newman’s palette, splashing columns with orange, blue,
pink, and yellow. They also used bold graphics from pop artist Peter
Max, filling the wings of the fagade with projected images of sun-
beams and stars. “The enormity of this project as they started doing
itand the complexity of the systemns they were structuring kept them
excited,” says Norman Coates, director of lighting for the School of
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Gregory taught a series of classes in September, and Speirs
reviewed the designs from his oftice in Scotland. Both were also on
hand in Winston-Salem the week of November 10 to help students
work out last minute technical details. “Light is such a powertul
medium that it can change people’s perceptions of things when it’s
done properly,” says Speirs. “The important thing with something
like this is the public coming along and getting intrigued.”

The Winston-Salem Light Project was scheduled for Novem-
ber 13 to 15, the weekend of the annual Piedmont Craftsmen's
Fair of contemporary arts and crafts, an event that draws crowds
to downtown’s up-and-coming arts district. The city has its roots
In manufacturing, but with the decline in tobacco and textiles, the
area is looking to a future built around research, technology, and
the arts. And city boosters hoped the illuminated post office, now

www.livedesignonline.com

used as a music venue, would help to establish Winston-Salem as a

regional arts destination. This project was part of a erowing pub-

lic-art movement that uses lighting techniques borrowed from the

theatre and architecture to light public spaces in dramatic ways.

Gregory and Speirs have both used lighting for public art.
Coates, of the arts school, first thought of bringing stage light-
ing to downtown Winston-Salem while he was on a trip to Flor-
ence, [taly about 10 years ago where he saw a catalog from a 1981
arts festival. He was taken with photos of an unfinished church in
the Piazza S. Spirito, lit up with projected images. “What would
Winston-Salem be like if you drove through one night, and every
building was blue?” Coates says he thought. “If downtown were lit
well, that would make it a beacon.”

Public lighting projects in other cities have become annual
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lll Milwaukee, which opened in April, in colors inspired by Georgia
S O'Keefe, the Southwestern painter famous for landscapes and over-
sized paintings of flowers.

¥ %u: Beyond the design work, the students had numerous technical ques-
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B The rented equipment was delivered to the school production shop

e Friday before the show. The school rented 188 Philips Solid-State

T

P

Lighting Solutions/Color Kinetics ColorBlast® 12 TRs, both flood and
tversions to light the facade and backlight the windows. The stu-
E: ents also used equipment from the school’s inventory, including two
""jw PLC-XP57s for projecting images on the wings and 26 ETC
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students had to strike all 188 lights, the };:r*r;_]'uz_':.mrnj and the consoles

f a1
of time planning their work calls and dividing up Larmr for efficient

and be ready to set up again the following night. They spent d: 1y

set up and striking. The trickiest part was making the City Theatrical
SHoW DMX wireless DMX system work on a busy city street. With
the control booth across the street from where the dimmers were set
up, students found that traffic interfered with the signals. Eventually,
they mounted the transmitter in a tree to avoid interference.

"The show opened Thursday night, after it had rained all day, but by
evening, the weather cleared, leaving the air thick with mist. The opening
images and colors ended up being inspired by Claude Monet and Vincent
Van Gogh. In a segment inspired by Marc Chagall, blue light bathed the
facade, the windows glowed red, and the balustrade on the roof was bright
with white light. “Look at the light coming out of the mis

straight,” Gregory said that night as he watched from the street.
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The show lasted about half an hour and repeated through
day, Friday, and Saturday nights. Traffic slowed, and 2
The display ended in brilliant color inspired by Peter Max, and the
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crowd cheered. Some were arts patron
residents drawn to the show by memories. “It’s amazing what you

do with light,” said C.H. Adams, a retired fire ]
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The school’s lighting department trains
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