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The Bristol Light Show

What does this picture reveal about the safety of power lines

By James Mills  Daily Mail 21/2/2004

IT is a magical show, but entertainment is not the aim.

This display of 1,300 fluorescent light bulbs, glowing bright without any wiring, was created to convey a deadly serious message.

The tubes have been 'planted' on grassland near Bristol in an attempt to draw attention to the danger of electromagnetic fields from electricity Pylons.

They are powered by the invisible energy given off by 400,000-volt cables suspended above them between two pylons.

'It is a graphic illustration,' said Professor Dennis Henshaw, of Bristol University.  "The bulbs are literally drawing the electricity that is emitted from the power cables out of the air around them. The distance that they'go on for shows exactly how far the power can stretch.' 

Professor Henshaw believes there is a link between electromagnetic fields and lung cancer and has been study- ing the health effects on people living near pylons for eight years.

He explained that electromagnetism splits molecules in the air to form charged particles called ions.

This process causes the buzzing noise emitted from pylons. "The ions are charged and attach themselves to air particles which we breathe in,' he said.

'These particles may be polluted air and because they are charged they have a higher chance of attaching themselves to the lung. Polluted air molecules can contain known cancer-causing agents.' He estimates there are between 200 and 400 extra cases of lung cancer in people living either directly below or close to pylons and cables in the UK.

He said research also suggests that people living near pylons are more susceptible to leukaemia, miscarriages and depression.

'It is a scandal that we allow people to live in such proximity,' he said. 'We are lagging behind other countries in what we are doing about this.

'GUI' evidence points to a risk to people who have a history of being exposed to the magnetic force for a very long time.' The light show was created by Richard Box. 34-year-old artist in residence at Bristol University's physics department.

He explained that there is an interactive element to his display. As you move closer to a bulb the light will change strength because the human body is a better conductor than a glass tube.

'And there's sound as well as light,' he said. 'A crackling that corresponds to the flashing of the lights.

'There's a certain smell too, and your hair stands slightly on end.'

Richard Box - Making light of physics
Nick Riddle 
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On certain nights in the past couple of years, at the top of a hill near Skenfrith in Wales, unwary walkers close to the pylons have been confronted with an unsettling sight: a solitary, quiet glowing brain, complete with spine, suspended just above the ground. 

This apparition is the work of Richard Box, Artist in Residence in the Department of Physics, and has its origins in a rumour about overhead power lines. 'So I jumped into a van with some bulbs, found some pylons, and tried it. And they lit up.'

The Brighton-born artist, who moved to Bristol in 1995 to join Spike Island Artspace, was intrigued and began experimenting underneath the power lines. 'I was getting two-millimetre arcs between my fingers and the tubes,' he says. 'At moments like that, I'd start thinking, "Okay, I should go home now".'
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Richard contacted a fellow artist who specialised in glass-blowing and outlined a few of his ideas - including one for a long neon tube bent into the shape of a human brain. He took the result back to the welsh hillside, placed it under the pylons and made a series of timed camera exposures.
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'I was very impressed', says Professor Henshaw, whose study of the health effects of close proximity to power lines is internationally recognised. 'It's very creative and it illustrates graphically that power lines do indeed have these electrical fields around them. Even when the bulbs are on the way out, and start flashing or flickering in their sockets, they still light up under the power lines.'

In 2002, Richard became the Department's Artist in Residence and began learning the techniques of glass-blowing in the Glass Workshop. 'The idea is to leave a permanent commission here,' says Richard, 'but also to enliven discussion and art and science.' 

There's an interactive element to all this, too, if you go to the site itself. 'You affect the lights by your proximity', says Richard, 'because you're a much better conductor than a glass tube. And there's sound as well as light - a crackling that corresponds to the flashing of the lights. There's a certain smell too, and your hair stands slightly on end.' 

'I told him we should have a national event where everybody does this across the country, like the Jubilee chain of bonfires', says Professor Henshaw, 'but there is an element of risk to this - I'm not sure we'd want to encourage children to do it.' Richard has plans to do an installation in Wales that would be open to small numbers of people, but the logistics and the legal considerations have yet to be worked out. 

Funding for the post ran out in mid-March, but Richard is still getting to grips with the craft of glass-blowing. 'This is a labour of love.' he explains. 'I can see it carrying on for quite a while.' 
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