
 
     In our culture today, the light bulb is literally the symbol for a good idea. It is one of
the most important inventions in history. Simply put, a light bulb turns an electric charge
or field into light. Light bulbs have been constantly changing and improving over 200
years since the first electric light was invented. There are two main ways electricity is
converted into light, by passing electricity through things and/or passing electricity
between things. The two oldest electric lights, the carbon ark lamp and the incandescent
lamp, represent each of these categories respectively.

How it was used

     These light bulbs gave off a lot of light, so much that they were only really good for
lighting streets or large spaces. They were also used for a long time in things like movie
projectors that needed so much brightness. There were some major problems too. Many
would only last about 75 hours. They were very hot and a major fire hazard. The rods
were constantly burning down and created a lot of carbon dioxide that could be deadly
in small spaces. All of these problems mean that these bulbs are not used today, but
other kinds of ark bulbs are everywhere. The long tube florescent light in most schools
and commercial buildings are a distant descendant of the first arc lamps. 

A Bright Idea

The Carbon Arc Lamp

     Around 1800, this was the first kind of electric light was
actually discovered by two men at almost the same time -
Sir Humphry Davy in England and Vasily V. Petrov in Russia.
It took another 75 years of work before it was commercially
viableThis was the first kind of elect

How it works

     An electric charge is passed between two carbon rods.
An arc or spark is created in the gap between them. This
basically is lightning in a jar. Though the arc of electricity
itself makes light, most of the light from these early bulbs
actually came from the glowing carbon rods as they slowly
burned down. The difficulty was the rods needed to be kept
at the same distance to create a consistent light, so they
needed a feeding system to keep the rods in place.
Changing the light bulb in some of these lamps actually
meant trimming or changing the rods. 

. 



The incandescent light 

How it works

     An electric current is sent though a material to heat it up to the point of glowing.
The idea is to get it hot enough for it to glow without burning out. The filament, or the
material being heated, need to be made out of something with a high melting point.
The higher the melting point and more durable the filament, the longer the light will
last. Unlike the arc lamps, the electric charge never jumps or sparks, but rather is
constantly running through the filament.

How it is used
 
     Until recently, the basic incandescent bulb that Edison designed was still
everywhere. Just about everything that has ever had an electric light has used an
incandescent bulb at one time or another. While they are still in use, they are being
replaced by different types. The main reason they are being replaced is inefficiency.
90% of the energy goes to heating up the filament, 10% is light. A similar but much
more efficient technology is LED, with stands for Light Emitting Diodes, like the ones in
string lights. Instead of using a filament to heat up to create light, LED’s pass a current
through a material that glows when electrified, this is called electroluminescence. Most
of the energy goes straight to light. 

If you want to know more about all the different types of lights, visit
https://edisontechcenter.org/Lighting.html. 

     This is the light bulb we all think of and is the type that
Thomas Edison made practical, lighting up the world. By 1880,
he had made a lightbulb that would last 600 hours. The idea of
the incandescent light was discovered by Sir Humphry Davy in
1802 around the same time he was working on the arc lamp.
Lots of others had worked on the idea since then, but Edison
made the breakthrough. 

The W.H. Stark House - 2021
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     Whenever a new technology is invented or an old one is rediscovered, it is impossible to
predict exactly what its impact will be. Artists and craftsmen are often some of the first to
explore new ways of doing things. Indeed, there is a strong link between art and invention.
Leonardo de Vinci is probably the most famous artist/inventor but many artists, 

     The W.H. Stark House is filled with beautiful and incredible pieces of art that were also
advanced technologies. When looking at the many lamps, vases, and pieces of furniture that fill
the House, it is impossible to separate art from technology. The two are directly linked. It took
hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of man hours to make everything in the House. 

     Consider  the story of this one lamp. We do not know the name of the artist that made it, but
we can tell a lot from their work. It is one of a kind, made from chunks of colored glass formed
together to make a lamp shade supported by a cast bronze base. The irregular shaped glass is
soldered together. The style of the lamp probably conforms most to the American Arts and
Crafts movement, but has a lot of unique features. The overall design is meant to look something
like a magical tree. The three-sided base is shaped like a tree trunk leading up to three faces,
which branch out to support the colored glass tree top. This lamp was probably made sometime
between 1905 and 1920. Today we have standardized, factory made lamps that are built
basically the same way. In the 20th century there were no standards yet. Unlike most lamps
today with a base that holds the light and lampshade on top, this lamp’s bulbs are suspended
directly from the lamp shade (which is held up by the base). The only limits this artist had were
their own creativity and how much they could manipulate the material. 

working in everything from paint to sound recording,
have made discoveries or invented new things for their
work. Les Paul, the inventor of the electric guitar, was a
musician who used new technology to totally change his
art form forever. 

 

The Beauty of Technology

Table Lamp and Shade, unknown, artist, metal and glass, 10 3/4 inches and 11 inches, The W.H. Stark House, Orange, Texas, 41.900.114.A & B. 


