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The history of lighting is more than a chronicle of functional utility; it is a profound narrative of human progress, 

architectural transformation, and the mastery of electromagnetism. Between 1878 and 1959, the world transitioned 

from a society reliant on combustion-based illumination to one powered by the versatile and transformative force of 

electricity. This era, meticulously documented in Charlotte and Peter Fiell's seminal work, 1000 Lights (Vol. 1),

represents the golden age of industrial design. By examining the technical workflows, material innovations, and

stylistic shifts during these eight decades, we gain insight into how light became a fundamental building block of the

modern interior.

The Theoretical Framework of Artificial Light

To understand the magnitude of the developments between 1878 and 1959, one must first grasp the core physics 

of light production. Throughout this period, three primary mechanisms for light generation emerged and matured: 

Incandescence, Gas Discharge, and Fluorescence.

1. The Mechanics of Incandescence

Incandescence occurs when a solid material is heated to a temperature high enough to emit visible light. In the 

early 1880s, the technical challenge was finding a filament that could withstand high temperatures without melting 

or oxidizing. Joseph Swan and Thomas Edison independently arrived at the carbonized filament, but it was the later 

introduction of Tungsten(with a melting point of 3,422°C) in the early 20th century that revolutionized the efficiency

of the incandescent bulb.

2. Gas Discharge and Neon

By the 1910s and 20s, designers began experimenting with passing electric currents through ionized gases. This

led to the development of neon lighting, which allowed for the creation of luminous shapes that were not

constrained by the traditional bulb housing. This technical leap moved lighting from a localized point source to a

linear, sculptural medium.

Chronological Technical Analysis: 1878 to 1959

The progression of lighting design can be categorized into distinct technological and aesthetic phases. Each phase

was dictated by the availability of new materials and a deeper understanding of electrical safety and light

distribution.

The Incandescent Dawn (1878–1900)

In the late 19th century, the primary focus was on the transition from gas mantles to electric sockets. Lighting 

fixtures from this period often mimicked the forms of gas lamps, a phenomenon known as Technological Inertia.

Technical constraints included high heat output and the fragility of carbon filaments. Designers like Louis Comfort

Tiffany utilized stained glass to diffuse the harsh, direct light of early bulbs, combining traditional craftsmanship with

the new electric reality.

The Rise of Industrial Modernism (1900–1925)



As electricity became more stable and accessible, the Deutscher Werkbundand early modernist movements

began to treat the lamp as a machine for lighting. The introduction of the drawn tungsten filament in 1911 allowed

for smaller, brighter bulbs. This period saw the emergence of the task lamp, where adjustable joints and reflectors

allowed for precise light placement in industrial environments.

The Bauhaus and the Functionalist Revolution (1925–1940)

The Bauhaus school transformed lighting into a study of geometry and material efficiency. Designers like Marianne 

Brandt and Christian Dell utilized spun aluminum, steel tubing, and opal glass. The focus shifted toward the 

Photometric Performanceof the lamp—how effectively it could distribute light across a workspace without

causing glare. The use of the parabolic reflector became a standard engineering practice during this time.

Comparative Evaluation: Key Design Movements (1878-1959)

The following table provides a comparative matrix of the dominant design philosophies and technical

characteristics found in the 1000 Lights collection.



Era Design Movement Primary Materials Technical 
Innovation

Luminous Goal

1880-1900 Art Nouveau Bronze, Lead, 
Stained Glass

Carbon Filament Atmospheric/Artistic

1900-1920 Edwardian/Early 
Industrial

Brass, Enameled Iron Tungsten Filament Practicality/Safety

1920-1935 Bauhaus / Art Deco Chrome, Bakelite, 
Opal Glass

Standardized 
Sockets

Functionalism/
Geometry

1935-1950 Streamline Moderne Aluminum, Molded 
Plastics

Fluorescent Tubes Aerodynamics/Speed

1945-1959 Mid-Century Modern Teak, Plywood, 
Fiberglass

Dimmable Circuits 
(Early)

Organic Integration

Technical Components of a Historic Luminaire

To analyze the designs featured in the Fiell's compendium, we must break down the technical assembly of a classic

mid-century or industrial lamp. A high-performance fixture from the 1950s generally consists of four critical sub-

assemblies:

•  The Luminous Source: The bulb or tube, selected based on wattage and color temperature.

•  The Optical System: Reflectors, refractors, or diffusers (such as the multi-shade system of the PH-lamp) 

designed to control the light path and prevent glare.

•  The Support Structure: The base and arm, often employing counterweights or tension springs (as seen in the 

Anglepoise lamp) for ergonomic adjustment.

•  The Electrical Interface: The wiring, switch, and insulation. The transition from silk-wrapped wire to rubber and 

eventually PVC insulation marks a key safety evolution in this period.

Engineering Case Study: The Poul Henningsen PH-5 (1958)

Perhaps no light better represents the culmination of the 1878-1959 era than the PH-5, designed by Poul 

Henningsen. This fixture solved the fundamental problem of the incandescent bulb: the blinding glare of the 

filament. Using a logarithmic spiral shade system, Henningsen ensured that every ray of light was reflected at least 

once before exiting the lamp. This resulted in a completely Glare-Freeluminaire that distributed light evenly and

warmly. The mathematical precision of the shade curvature remains a benchmark in optical engineering.

The Physics of the Reflective Curve

Henningsen utilized the principle that the angle of incidence equals the angle of reflection. By curving the shades in

a specific ratio, the light intensity ($I$) at any given distance ($d$) followed the inverse square law ($I = L/d^2$)

more effectively than a bare bulb, while the internal red and blue coating corrected the color spectrum of the light to

make it more pleasing to the human eye.

Material Science and Manufacturing Progress

The period covered in Volume 1 of 1000 Lights witnessed a revolution in material science that directly impacted

lighting design. The chronological adoption of materials can be mapped as follows:



1.  Metals: Shifted from heavy cast irons and brass to lightweight spun aluminum and stainless steel, allowing 

for larger cantilevered designs.

2.  Glass: Evolution from clear hand-blown glass to machine-pressed borosilicate and sandblasted diffusers that 

offered better thermal shock resistance.

3.  Polymers: The introduction of Bakelite in the 1920s provided the first heat-resistant synthetic insulator for 

switches and sockets. By the late 1940s, fiberglass and acrylics allowed for organic, sculptural forms that were 

previously impossible with rigid glass.

Field Guide: Evaluating and Restoring Vintage Lighting

For collectors and historians using the 1000 Lights reference, technical evaluation of vintage pieces requires a

systematic approach to ensure both authenticity and safety.

Step 1: Structural Integrity Assessment

Inspect the frame for stress fractures, particularly in early die-cast alloys (zinc pest) or fatigue in tension springs.

Verify that the articulating joints retain sufficient friction to hold the lamp's position without drift.

Step 2: Electrical Forensic Analysis

Original wiring from the 1920s-1940s often features degraded rubber insulation under a fabric braid. This presents

a high risk of short-circuiting. Technical restoration involves replacing the internal conductors with modern UL-rated

wire while maintaining the aesthetic integrity of the exterior cord.

Step 3: Photometric Compatibility

Vintage luminaires were engineered for specific bulb shapes (A-type, G-type). Modern LED retrofits often have

different light distribution patterns. To maintain the designer's original intent, one must select a 'filament-style' LED

that mimics the omnidirectional output of the original vacuum-sealed tungsten bulb.

Broader Implications of the 1878–1959 Lighting Era

The designs documented in the first volume of 1000 Lights did more than illuminate rooms; they defined the

boundaries of the nocturnal world. The move from the 1878 carbon arc to the 1959 sophisticated modernist

pendant tracks the journey of industrial society from the experimental to the essential. These fixtures are artifacts of

a time when engineering and art were inseparable, and when the simple act of flicking a switch was a testament to

a century of scientific breakthrough.

As we look back at the 1200+ examples provided in the Fiell collection, we see the roots of contemporary

sustainable lighting. The principles of glare control, material efficiency, and modularity established during the

Bauhaus and Mid-Century periods continue to inform the development of modern LED systems. Understanding this

history is not merely an exercise in nostalgia; it is a technical requirement for any designer seeking to master the

interplay of shadow, form, and light in the built environment.
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