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An advertisement for high-visibility
clothing from the Australian workwear
manufacturer King Gee, from 2004,
sums up the genre’s entire evolution:
in the foreground, a man and a woman,
partially nude, are depicted in the midst
of passionate love-making in the kitchen.
In the background, another man has just
entered the scene. He’s wearing fluor-
escent orange overalls, and a broad
smile. The picture precedes the deci-
sive moment in which these two paral-
lel events intersect: the moment when
the man in overalls notices the couple
in front of him (his wife and her not-so-
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point, high-visiblity clothing had been
considered a common safety measure
since the development of fluorescent
fabrics in the first half of the 20th centu-
ry; indeed, as a safety measure, it is on
par with the Davy lamp, a safety lamp
invented by British chemist Humphry
Davy in 1816, which saved the lives of
hundreds of coal miners. Nevertheless,
the achievements of that lamp cannot
compete with those of the retroreflec-
tive technology used in the production
of high-visibility clothing. An experiment
using that technology was even placed
on the moon: when the US space shut-

Nicki Minaj performing a “glowing” lap dance in her music video “Super Bass”

secret lover®), and they notice him. But,
frozenintime, these two events have not
yet disrupted one another. “High-Visibil-
ity Clothing Shows Up Everywhere,” the
ad announces. And, although it refers
to the hi-vis clothing’s actual faculty of
rendering its wearer visible, it uses a
pun to allude to the ability of the wear-
er to appear everywhere (and catch
one’s partner in the act). Thereby, the
ad also alludes to the particular disrup-
tion that has occurred within the uses of
this dress category over the years, and
more precisely, to the surprising turn
that has brought about a widespread
assimilation of hi-vis clothing in contem-
porary society.

However, long before this turning

tle Apollo 11 landed on the moon, on
July 20, 1969, the astronauts took part
in an experiment which measured the
distance between the moon and Earth
by placing a light-reflecting device on
the moon (The Lunar Laser Ranging Ex-
periment). Similar equipment, though
far more elaborate, was installed on
the moon some time later by another
American Apollo team, and by the Sovi-
et astronauts of the Luna program. But,
although scientific observations of this
material on the moon continue to this
day, the significance of retroreflective
technology has mostly been and still re-
mains on Earth.

High-visibility clothing is based
on two main components: reflective

materials, and high-visibility fluorescent
materials. Therefore, its history, too,
is composed of a story in two parts,
stretched between two pairs of broth-
ers. The first half of the story tells the
history of reflective materials. It started
in the 1930s, in the United States, with
the Potters company, responsible for
the production of tiny glass beads which
gave the film industry its “silver screen”
(the movie theater screen composed of
a densely woven fabric with reflective
material on its surface). In 1937, M3, a
leading company to this day, developed
the first retroreflective tape by apply-
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ing these tiny glass beads onto wet paint
or glue. The 1960s then marked a signif-
icant improvement when the brothers
Hugh and Bill Rowland developed an in-
novative retroreflective system based
on tiny prisms instead of beads, which
they patented in the 1970s.

The second half of the story involves
the development of high-visibility mater-
ials and has many more twists to it. Be-
fitting the enchantment that these glow-
ing materials can ellicit, it starts with
an accident and unfolds through magic
tricks. The story, as Christopher Turner
haslaid outindetailin Cabinetmagazine,
begins on an ordinary day in the early
1930s, when a 19-year-old American
teenager named Robert Switzer was
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unpacking boxes as part of his job at the
Heinz factory in Berkeley, California.!
While doing this, Switzer stumbled, hit
his head, lost consciousness, and was
in a coma for several months. When he
finally woke up, his doctors advised him
to stay in a dark room until fully healed.
His father, a pharmacist by training,
turned the basement of his pharmacy
into a darkroom thinking his recovering
son would wish to take on photography.
However, Robert—who at the time of
the accident was a chemistry student at
the University of California—preferred
to harness the darkness of the room
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for refining his and his brother Joseph’s
amateur wizardry performances (which
included a darkened stage and ultravio-
let light).

A great turning point occurred one
night while examining their father’s
pharmacy supply with an ultraviolet
light. The Switzer brothers discovered
that some chemicals glowed brighter
than others under this lighting’s influ-
ence. To their surprise, a certain type
of eye-drop liquid (Murine eye wash)
was highly responsive to the ultraviolet
light, and when the two mixed it with an
alcoholic solution that they had distilled
from a white varnish, they achieved
what turned out to be their first good
fluorescent yellow. To the naked eye the
liquid appeared white, but under ultra-
violet rays it beamed with high intensity.

Soon after this discovery, the broth-
ers started to include this color, later
named Day-Glo, in their magic perfor-
mances. One of their stage tricks was
called “The headless Balinese dancer,”
and showcased afemale dancer appear-
ing on a darkened stage, performing
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a strange dance. At the show’s climax
the dancer started twisting her body in
agony and throwing her hands up in the
air, while her head was slowly breaking
away from her shoulders. (The head
was in fact a phosphoric mask she
was wearing that was being raised by

oda neon yellow leather sneaker, Jai_Nice on Instagram
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1934. In those days, the work was con-
ducted in the family home (the labora-
tory was their mother’s laundry room
and the tools were household kitchen
items borrowed from her), and the
phosphorescent paint they produced
was mostly in use at theater and other

A great turning point occurred one night
while examining their father’s pharmacy
supply with an ultraviolet light. The
Switzer brothers discovered that some
chemicals glowed brighter than others
under this lighting’s influence.

another dancer, dressed in black, who
was hiding behind her). The dancer kept
moving until her body slumped on the
floor and her head floated up in the air.
Viewers were stunned, and in light of its
great success this ruse was offered for
sale in a “for home use” magic kit.
Bolstered by their success, the
Switzer brothers founded the Switzer
Brothers’ Ultra Violet Laboratories in

stage performance acts. A year later
the brothers moved to Cleveland, Ohio,
to work with a subsidiary of Warner
Brothers Theater, and by 1936 they had
developed a series of fluorescent inks,
creating a range of psychedelic colors.
Initially used for film promotions, it later
served as the basis for a further de-
velopment: special ink for the invisible
marking of garments.2



Nevertheless, it was World War Il that
led the brothers to their tremendous
success and to their main customer:
the US Army. As word-of-mouth about
the Day-Glo color continued to spread,
it reached the ears of American mili-
tary officials, raising their interest. At
the time, American forces were fight-
ing in the deserts of North Africa, and
the Switzer brothers were asked to
develop phosphorescent fabrics based
on the pigments they had produced,
hoping to prevent incidents of “friendly
fire” between the armies of the United
States and its allies. Robert Switzer
began working on the task, for which
he recruited his wife’s wedding dress:
he boiled parts of it in the solution he
concocted (the couple was newly wed,
and Robert persuaded his wife to loan
him her wedding dress by saying that
she would never wear it again anyway).
In retrospect, Mrs. Switzer’s wedding

dress became the first item of high vis-
ibility clothing. Eventually the US Army,
which purchased fluorescent fabricsin a
total value of $12 million during the war,
made the Switzer brothers rich beyond

company in Cleveland (which later
became the Day-Glo corporation that
exists to this day, under different own-
ership), and their Day-Glo colors began
to paint life in the United States in new

“Fluorescent color is seen 75% sooner
than conventional color! Fluorescent
color is three times brighter than
regular color! Your eyes go back to
fluorescent color for a second look 59%

of the time!”

their wildest dreams. The phosphores-
cent paint they developed was used for
marking aircraft carriers and helped
landing in low visibility conditions; train-
ing planes were also colored with these
paints in order to prevent air accidents.

Once the war was over, the broth-
ers founded the Switzer Brothers

Promotional image, the Blaklader high-visibility kilt, 2008

shades. In the summer of 1951, Time
magazine noted that “by last week, ad-
olescents were fluorescent from coast
to coast, as Switzer’s ‘Day-Glo’ clothes
became the newest fad.” It referred to
a new breed of garments viewed in the
street (which included shocking pink
caps, electric blue ties, and high-visibil-
ity shoelaces among others). “What’s
so great about fluorescent color?”
Day-Glo’s publicity material asked at
the time, and answered: “Fluorescent
color is seen 756% sooner than conven-
tional color! Fluorescent color is three
times brighter than regular color! Your
eyes go back to fluorescent color for
a second look 59% of the time!” Step
by step, these colors penetrated
more taste communities: beatniks and
punks staked a claim to Switzer colors,
sometimes in the form of fluorescent
powder that could be applied over al-
most anything. At the same time, these
colors glowed in the new artworks of
American pop artists.

Joseph Switzer died in 1973, at the
height of the Day-Glo colors, and when
his brother Robert died in 1997, his
obituary on CBS television began with
the words: “Thank you, Robert Switzer,
for Day-Glo paint. The world is brighter
now, since you came along. Even in the
dark, the world is brighter.”

Ever since they were invented, the
two luminous technologies have saved
countless lives around the world, and
they penetrated different arenas. Apart
from warfare, high-visibility clothing
first came to frequent use in the UK



Print ad by Lowe Stratéus for the French government, 2008

[ts yellow, its ugly, it doesn't match anything,

but it can save lives.
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in 1964 when it was tested by railway
maintenance workers in Glasgow. Since
railway work was becoming increasing-
ly dangerous as quieter, faster elec-
tric and diesel trains replaced steam
engines, “firefly” jackets gave drivers
some warning of men on the line. The
name “firefly” failed to stick, but the
bright clothes were on their way to be-
coming an emblem of the modern world.
A decade later, in 1974, the Health and
Safety at Work Act was enacted in the
UK. Along with the 1992 Personal Pro-
tective Equipment at Work regulations
(PPE), which later formed the basis for
the European standard EN4712, a new
system of monitoring and enforcement
began to take shape, requiring bosses
to guard their workers against poten-
tial industrial hazards, ensuring the
proliferation of high-visibility clothing.?
Starting with railway workers, it spread
to construction and traffic workers
and later to rescue organizations. Af-
ter being written into legal policies,
high-visibility materials also invaded
the relatively safe office space of cer-
tain professions: today, a fluorescent
vest draped over the back of a chair

is a dubious status symbol, indicating a
fire marshal.

The 1990s were the gleaming apogee
of high-visibility clothing, as “blue-col-
lar” was now mostly “fluorescent-yel-
low-collar” (in 1999, the first regulation
regarding protective wear for workers
in hazardous conditions was conceived
in the United States). As stated above,
it took off not only in risky workplaces.
An influential 1981 US study found that
two-thirds of crashes between motor-
cycles and cars took place because the
car driver failed to see the approach-
ing bike, and safety campaigners have
long urged pedestrians, cyclists, and all
other road users to don clothing that is
as bright as possible. The growth in the
hi-vis clothing market was also acceler-
ated later by the introduction of “vest
in vehicle,” a regulation currently in ef-
fect in 13 EU countries, which requires
vehicle owners to carry a high-visibility
vest in the back of their vehicle, to be
worn roadside in cases of breakdown or
accident. (In Spain and Italy alone, that
amounts to 80 million garments.*)

Prior to the introduction of the reg-
ulation in France on July 1, 2008, the

equipped now, H:i“FEIHIIEIII :

French authorities had recruited Karl
Lagerfeld, the emperor of high fashion,
to star in the campaign for increasing
safety. The German designer, one of the
pillars of Parisian haute couture, was
74 years old at the time and unlike the
rest of his generation retained an active
lifestyle (and still does). In the campaign,
Lagerfeld is seen wearing his typical uni-
form—a dark three-piece suit, a white
button-down shirt, dark sunglasses,
and leather gloves—but on top of all
that is an astonishing element: a yellow
high-visibility vest. “It’s yellow, it’s ugly, it
doesn’t match anything, but it can save
lives,” appeared the designer’s state-
ment in bold letters. It was hoped that
the campaign would benefit from the
fact that these words are coming from
Lagerfeld, who’s known as someone
who values life-saving far less than the
existential imperative of looking your
best. And yet, the presence of Lager-
feld in the French safety campaign didn’t
help high-visibility clothing to penetrate
the stratosphere of the high-fashion
industry. Basically, the fashion indus-
try remained indifferent to the dubious
glamor of safety. This might have had



“ILLUMI NATION”, Asia’s first glow-in-the-dark paint party, 2014

something to do with the fact that this
industry is already drawn to its own
glamor, and has no interest in another;
and probably also because the phos-
phoric-safety glow relates to usability,
which has nothing to do with the ethics
of the fashion industry.

Eventually, high-visibility safety gear
began to arouse the curiosity of the
counterculture. It started in the 1990s,
when high-visibility clothing rose to fame,
being worn by ravers, who shared a fas-
cination for everything that was visible in
the dark. Inthose days (and indeed, those
nights), fluorescent colors and reflective
stripes blended well with the stunning

communities who had no real interest in
its safety aspect. Ironically enough, the
distribution of this dress category was
aesthetically symmetrical on either side
of the spectrum, as policemen who came
to disperse the illegal raves shared some
clothing items with the ravers.

By 2007, a re-fermentation of fluores-
cent shades was registered on the run-
ways of high-end fashion houses, grac-
ing the shows of luxury brands such as
Burberry, Prada, Missoni, and Jil Sand-
er, among others. A year later, when the
American designer Marc Jacobs pre-
sented his namesake brand’s fall/winter
2009 womens-wear collection, the hall

Eventually, high-visibility safety gear
began to arouse the curiosity of the
counterculture. It started in the 1990s,
when high-visibility clothing rose to
fame, being worn by ravers, who shared
a fascination for everything that was

visible in the dark.

effect of strobe lights and dancehall la-
sers, as well as with the aesthetics of the
hallucinatory drugs that were commonly
used at those parties. Thus, for a short
time, high-visibility clothing lined up with
fashion trends and became an item of
clothing coveted and appreciated among

was washed with fluorescent shades
straight out of the disco era of the 1970s.
[t was not long before the word “fluoro”
was coined and penetrated the fashion
jargon, describing the growing crop of
neon-colored clothing, accessories, and
makeup. Another textbook example is

American Apparel, the American cloth-
ing company that perpetuates the phos-
phoric heritage 0f 1980s and 90s fashion.
The brand’s flagship items—T-shirts,
sweatshirts, dresses, and tights—have
been consistently dotting the streets
over the last decade, but they are not
alone: products by independent design-
ers and fashion chains such as Jeremy
Scott or Uniglo also responded to the
growing re-enchantment with these late-
20th century clothing styles.

Furthermore, in the current highly
visual information age, conjuring the
past is a fairly common affair and is
part and parcel with the unyielding need
to increase market prominence and ap-
pear consistently innovative. Therefore,
when pop stars like Nicki Minaj or Miley
Cyrus adopt phosphoric wardrobes, it is
not just paying homage to rave culture,
but also a rather explicit expression
of high-intensity self-marketing. Katy
Perry’s performance at the 2015 Su-
per Bowl was an outstanding example:
in addition to her dress and figures of
surfboards and palm trees that looked
like they were pulled straight out of psy-
chedelic cartoons, there was also the
darkening of the stage as rapper Missy
Elliott joined in, her fingernails emitting a
shining yellow halo, which brought to
mind the early performances of the
Switzer brothers.



Jeremy Scott, 2011



Recently, the trend for phosphores-
cent colors seems focused primari-
ly on accessories for urban cyclists.
In the last couple of years, there has
been a huge surge in independent de-
signers, mostly Americans, launching
fashionable clothing lines for cyclists in
an attempt to narrow the gap between
the need for safety using fluorescent
shades and the desire to aesthetically
stimulate the eye. Though it’s not the
reflective pedals or elastic ankle bands
that were central to those designs, but
instead a wide range of light dresses,
T-shirts, tweed scarves, or brooches
woven with reflective materials which
gave riders the ability toilluminate them-
selves in a fashion-conscious way. But
it’s not only cyclists that have internal-
ized this need for personal protection.
Urban households across Europe have
adopted self-illumination as a practice
rather than wait until it’s subordinated
by governmental regulation. This phe-
nomenon is particularly pronounced
in countries where winters are largely
sunless, such as Sweden, Finland, or
Germany. In cities like Berlin, where in
some areas street lighting is sparse,
citizens feel the need to illuminate them-
selves more strongly: at night, the sight
of dogs wearing collars sprinkled with
LED lights has become commonplace,
while during the day children walking to
kindergarten or school don fluorescent
vests (in conjunction with backpacks in
fluorescent shades). In the latter, it is
difficult to determine whether this has
to do with the same fascination with the

Rita Ora, X Factor concert, 2013

This new awakening is fairly evident in
the sportswear market, too, where high-
visibility clothing trickles down, literally,
all the way to footwear. Many major
brands have created supply for this

endless demand.

effect of phosphorescence that excited
the teenage Switzer brothers or wheth-
er it’s just another manifestation of the
anxiety and deep need of parents to
keep their loved ones safe.

This new awakening is fairly evident
in the sportswear market, too, where
high-visibility clothing trickles down,

literally, all the way to footwear. Many
major brands have created supply for
this endless demand. For example,
back in 2007 Newton Running offered
four styles, today it offers 30, most of
which have neon. Brooks, a shoe com-
pany based in Seattle, Wash., sold four
styles of running shoes in 2013; two

years later that figure is up to 11. And
Nike, the biggest player in the field,
sells more than 100 neon shoe styles
on its website. Running shoes have fea-
tured bright colors for years, often for
safety reasons, so runners are visible
in the dark. However, many say neon
took off with the 2012 London Olympics,
when several high-profile runners wore
bright colors. The trendsetters were
Allyson Felix, Sanya Richards-Ross, and
Tyson Gay. In the three years since, the
sports shoe market is on the rise, and
sneakers in vivid shades have entered
high-fashion’s center stage. Although
most analysts do not track shoe sales
by color, it is clear that the new color



scheme trend has much to do with the
booming of the sneakers market. Fash-
ion-wise, this scheme offers a sophis-
ticated alternative elegant enough to
be worn as evening wear, while on the
running track, many will attest that the
phosphorescent colors provide a posi-
tive incentive.

However, as it turns out, that is not
their only effect. Another effect is as-
sociated with the excessive visibility of
these garish colors, which creates a
kind of reverse effect of no visibility or
even transparency. In 2013, when Alison
Feller planned to take part in the New
York City Marathon, she reached the

In fact, this is the fundamental shift
that took place earlier outside of the
tracks, when high-visibility clothing
simply disappeared. That is, it grew
commonplace by entering new arenas.
Which is precisely why it ceased to be
identified with a particular occupation
and gave very little information about
the wearer, save for the fact that she
is working. And so, in the midst of its
popularity, and despite its clear effec-
tiveness, this dress category has expe-
rienced a kind of ideological collapse: it
has become invisible. The more people
wear high-visibility clothing, the more
their visibility is easily ignored.

In the midst of its popularity, and
despite its clear effectiveness, this
dress category has experienced a kind
of ideological collapse: it has become
invisible. The more people wear high-
visibility clothing, the more their
visibility is easily ignored.

starting point in head-to-toe electric
tangerine gear. She believed it would
help her stand out easily, but in view of
all the other runners who were wearing
fluorescent items, she found out she
blended into the crowd rather easily. A
reporter for the New York Times who
was talking to Feller described it this
way: “Squint, and the races look like
bags of tropical Skittles, or perhaps an
outtake from a lost 1980s music video.
Hello, neon. It is everywhere this year.
Flip through a shoe catalog, browse
the shelves of a running store or check
out the winding roads of Central Park’s
jogging paths, and you are likely to see
eye-popping running gear brightening
an otherwise staid sport.”

This turn of events, in which clothes
with high-intensity visibility have be-
come easy to overlook precisely due to
their visibility, is certainly paradoxical.
And yet it turns out the hues which have
become the trademark of the Day-Glo
Color Corporation and were offered for
sale since the mid-’30s—colors like Sat-
urn Yellow, Blaze Orange, and Aurora
Pink—do not make the world brighter,
but rather transparent.

There are many cases that confirm
the belief that phosphorescent safe-
ty clothing has disappeared into the
background noise of our culture and
eventually turned out to be the modern
wardrobe of non-visibility. In fact, over
time, high-visibility clothing has become
a popular camouflage for urban crimi-
nals. One of the most famous cases is
that of the 12 men who tried to steal the
203-carat De Beers diamond from the
Millennium Dome in November 2000.
Although they wore fluorescent colors
from head to toe, and must have glowed
like fireflies, they went unnoticed by the
64 members of the public enjoying the
Dome that day. And it is not only crimi-
nals who are fond of them, but also ac-
tivists who prefer to keep a low profile
and escape police attention in urban
space. Thus, for example, the British
photographer Stephen Gill confessed in
an interview with the Guardian in 2005
that when he wears a fluorescent jacket
nobody gives him a second glance and
no questions are asked. It’s likely that
despite the brilliant idea of this kind of
clothing, those people walking around
us who are responsible for repairing

our roads, constructing our buildings,
or for cleaning our streets, are those
whom the general public prefers not to
see at all.

Shachar Atwan (b. 1977), style
commentator for the daily newspaper
Haaretz, lives and works in Tel Aviv. As
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articles to publications such as Die Welt
and the New York Times. A graduate of
Hamidrasha School of Art at Beit Berl
College, Atwan is currently studying
at the Adi Lautman interdisciplinary
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1 Christopher Turner, “Day-Glo Dreams,”

Cabinet 30 (summer 2008).

2 The special ink in three colors was

durable against machine washing and
ironing heat, and was identifiable in a
special machine that emitted ultraviolet
light. The Switzers later sold their idea
to the US Department of Justice.

3 ENA4712is a European standard which

specifies requirements for protective
clothing capable of signaling the

user’s presence visually, intended to
provide conspicuousness of the user

in hazardous situations under any
daylight conditions as well as under
the illumination of vehicle headlights at
night. Performance requirements are
included for color and retroreflection as
well as for the coverage and placement
of the materials on protective clothing.
Its equivalent in the United States is The
American National Standard for High-
Visibility Safety Apparel and Headwear
(ANSI/ISEA 107-2010), following the
regulation regarding high-visibility
protection equipment for workers in
risk conditions (ANSI/ISEA 2007) from
1999, which was adopted in the United
States by private industries as well as
federal and national authorities.

4 Additionally, in Spain, starting from

2010, prostitutes looking for customers
on rural highways are required to don
a yellow fluorescent vest or face a €40
fine. An estimated 300,000 women work
as prostitutes in Spain, where prostitu-
tion is legal and common on the side of
roads outside of cities.

5 Mary Pilon, “Running in the Dazzle of

Neon,” New York Times, 12 Nov. 2013.
Web 18 Feb. 2015.
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OWERING
NFERNO

POLITIGS OF TIME IN BUILDING AND ARGHITEGTURE

The disaster movie genre reached its commercial peak dur-
ing the 1970s. Based on recurrent features—a simple story,
assembled from multiple intertwining threads, supported by
an extended cast of popular actors, and experimentation
with special effects—it revived the Hollywood cinema indus-
try, long languishing due to television’s definitive expansion.
The spectacularization of the catastrophe, natural or human-
induced, was conceived as a means to counteract the declin-
ing role of the movie theater. Disaster films were far better
appreciated in Technicolor, on a widescreen that could take
advantage of the anamorphic 35mm Panavision cameras,
which were becoming the new standard replacing Cinema-
scope filming equipment, and with a roaring surround sound
system. The immersive quality of the destruction scenes (and
the complexity of their production) paved the way for mul-
tiple later innovations such as digital special effects, IMAX
and 3D movies, and Dolby Stereo. But disaster movies also
succeeded in making the leap to other formats, for instance
video tape, which started becoming available to the public in
the late 1970s.

It is all the more fitting for the purposes of this brief essay,
and the publication within which it is found, that the greatest of
all disaster movies—The Towering Inferno—is about fire and
architecture. The movie premiered in 1974 and was the first
collaboration in Hollywood between two competing major stu-
dios: Twentieth Century Fox and Warner Brothers. Directed
by John Guillermin, it employed a stellar cast, including Steve
McQueen as Fire Chief Michael O’Hallorhan and Paul Newman
as the architect Doug Roberts, as well as William Holden,
Faye Dunaway, Fred Astaire, Richard Chamberlain, Robert
Vaughn, Robert Wagner, and even the athlete-turned-actor
0.J. Simpson.

The story is quite simple: architect Doug Roberts returns
to San Francisco for the dedication ceremony of a tower he
designed for owner James Duncan (Holden). The building
is the tallest in the world (138 stories). A short circuit on

the 81st floor starts a small undetected fire, while Roberts
accuses the electrical engineer (Chamberlain) of having
cut corners to save money in the construction. Of course,
the engineer denies the accusations, assuring him that the
building is a state-of-the-art construction. Then, when all
the lights of the tower are switched on to manifest to the
crowds its overwhelming magnificence, the electrical sys-
tem collapses. From that moment on, a succession of out-
rageous accidents ensues (including a helicopter crashing
into the skyscraper’s facade) as well as heroic rescues, led
by Chief O’Hallorhan, conducting the bth Battalion of the San
Francisco Fire Department. The bad guys die (quite early on,
as usual), some good guys die as well (in general sacrificing
themselves to save others), and then the fire is finally ex-
tinguished by blowing open the water tanks on the roof and
creating a gigantic cascade that washes away the fire in a
cathartic counter-disaster. At the end of the movie, Roberts
is asked by Chief O’Hallorhan (a kind of summit of the bluest
eyes in the history of cinema) to become a consultant to the
Fire Department for the monitoring of future high-rise pro-
jects in the city.!

Historically, each culture has developed specific ways to
conceive of and execute protection from fire, depending on
multiple factors, such as building materials, particular events,
and societal organizations. These cultural specificities have
been translated into legal regulations, leading to the creation
of dedicated organizations of agents (firemen, safety experts,
technical engineers), with continual adjustments for techno-
logical upgrading. Often the primary site of response and in-
tervention has been the city. It is an inherent contradiction of
human life that what is meant to protect us, the house, can
become an agent of destruction: its apparent static nature
in fact hides a thermodynamic state of latent potency, where
minor occurrences—a cigarette falling on a blanket, warm
ashes in a chimney, a peeled electric cable—can escalate,
extremely quickly, into devastating consequences.



The Towering Inferno sums up several current tendencies
inregards to fire and safety and their impact on the policies of
prevention in architecture and construction (or, in the case of
this story, the lack of prevention). It also anticipates a general
approach to building safety that has increasingly become the
standard in Western countries with certain peculiar circum-
stances shaping the American standard. It is useful to con-
sider how the protocols created, reviewed, and constantly
developed within such contexts (as well as in several other
regulatory standards, such as medicine, research, food, or
industrial production) have become international, migrating
towards other countries, and therefore generating complex
consequences.

There are three main elements that emerge in the movie:
the notion of the building as a potential instrument of harm;
the ontological impossibility of creating a 100% fire-proof
structure, and therefore the relevance of managing the time
it takes to escape; and ultimately the involvement of fire and
hazard specialists in the design process.

1. Materials

Chief O’Hallorhan: How long before you can give me a
complete list of your tenants?

Harry Jernigan: Oh, you don’t have to worry about
that; we’re moving them out right now.

0’Hallorhan: Not live-in. Business tenants.

Jernigan: Well, we kind of looked up there, too. The
majority of them haven’t moved in yet, and those that
have aren’t working tonight.

O’Hallorhan: | want to know who they are, not where
they are.

Jernigan: [perplexed] But what does that got to do with
anything, who they are?

O’Hallorhan: [patiently] Do you have any wool or silk
manufacturers? You see, in a fire, wool and silk give off

Chicago in Flames, 1871. Union Publishing Company, lithograph, c. 1872.

cyanide gas. Do you have any sporting goods manufac-
turers, like table tennis balls? They give off toxic gases.
Now, do you want me to keep going down the line?

Jernigan: [now understanding] No. One list of tenants
coming right up.

0’Hallorhan: Thank you.

The morphology of the American city is profoundly influenced
by its response to events occurring very close together in
time (immigration, control of overcrowding, natural and
human-induced disasters, land value fluctuations, depletion of
natural resources, racial and class struggles) and a number of
technical breakthroughs. Between 1850 and 1870, numerous
American cities experienced severe damage due to fires. Half
of Charleston, South Carolina, was destroyed in 1838 and al-
most all of it in 1856. A quarter of Boston was reduced to ashes
in 1872, while Chicago experienced an astonishing sequence of
major fires: 1857, 1859, 1866, 1868, 1871 (“The Great Fire”), and
1874 (“The Forgotten Fire”). In 1906, after a large-scale earth-
quake, the ensuing fires destroyed 80% of San Francisco.?
The common reason for such a drastic impact by fire on
American cities (during the same period in Europe the fre-
guency of large urban fires was significantly lower) was princi-
pally due to poor construction techniques and the employment
of flammable materials, with the predominance (continuing
today) of timber as the main structural element. The progres-
sive surge of regulatory building codes, the professionalization
of firemen—who were commonly voluntary organizations—
and the beginning of fireproofing for buildings led to a spiral-
ing number of incessant adjustments and responses to the
threats determined by rapid urbanization. New construction
materials (steel, glass, and concrete) were explored, not just
for reasons of economy and usage, but also for their inherent
fire-resistance. In a similar way, the inventions of the eleva-
tor brake, electric illumination, and climate control systems
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created a surge in new building typologies, such as the sky-
scraper, and therefore shaped in a particular way the form of
the city. In this way, Chicago and New York established them-
selves as new paradigms of metropolitan density.

A complex apparatus of devices and equipment has ac-
companied the growth of American cities as a means to
provide adequate response in case of fire: systems that
distribute water at high pressure, either at street level with
the now familiar hydrant (the invention of which is attribut-
ed to Frederick Graff, Sr., Chief Engineer of the Philadelphia
Water Works, although, ironically, the patent was destroyed
when the Patent Office in Washington D.C. caught fire in 1836),
or directly inside buildings with pipes, hoses, and sprinkler
mechanisms. Buildings above a certain height started to be
equipped with external fire escapes and stairs to help dwell-
ers evacuate houses and improve access by firemen.® Awhole
array of sensors and devices has been created, supported
by compulsory regulations or sustained by the increasingly

The Towering Inferno
theatrical release
poster, 1974. Directed
by John Guillermin,
coproduced by 20th
Century Fox and
Warner Bros.

regulatory role assumed by insurance companies. Also, a
new profession emerged: fire engineers, specialists involved
in the processes of design and construction, who consult with
architects, civil engineers, developers, and building compa-
nies. In 1903, the first university degree in fire protection engi-
neering was established in Chicago at the Armour Institute of
Technology, a private university that later became the lllinois
Institute of Technology.*

The convergence in the American context of these multiple
elements has led to a renewed interest in the properties of
materials, not just in terms of fire resistance, but also as re-
lated to the consequences of their possible burning as indicat-
ed in the dialogue above.5 Buildings, therefore, started to be
considered not just on the basis of their construction, but also
depending on the functions and content that they host, on their
stability in case of fire: regulations and consequent techniques
varied depending on the flammability of what the buildings
contained, with libraries and archives characterized by more



complex programs, due to the high risk
posed by flammable material and the de-
sire to prevent its destruction.®

The body of knowledge generated in
the American context has influenced the
regulations developed in other contexts
as well as the technologies employed.”
In particular, it is interesting to focus on one specific notion:
passive resistance to fire. Even materials that are not flam-
mable and do not produce toxic fumes are evaluated and then
graded according to the duration of their resistance when ex-
posed to high temperatures. Other developments included
the compartmentation of a building into separate areas, the
use of barriers against the propagation of flames (hence the
word “firewall”), and the choice of components that can sus-
tain, without altering their geometry, 60, 90, or 120 minutes
of exposure to heat. In fact, the whole design of a building is
based on a notion of timing, to allow people to escape and
firemen to enter before everything collapses.

Doug Roberts: [picks up ringing phone] Roberts.

Chief O’Hallorhan: It’s out of control, and it’s coming
your way. You got about fifteen minutes. Now, they wanna
try somethin’. They wanna blow those water tanks two
floors above you. They think it might kill the fire.
Roberts: [surveys room] How’re they gonna get the
explosives up here?

O’Hallorhan: [after already having been given the task]
Oh, they’ll find some dumb son of a bitch to bring it up.

In most so-called developing countries, it has become cus-
tomary for institutions and companies above a certain size
to run unannounced drills, where an emergency is staged to
verify the efficiency of the response, where success is basi-
cally measured in the total number of occupants who have

In fact, the whole design of a building
is based on a notion of timing, to allow
people to escape and firemen to enter
before everything collapses.

left the premises and gathered at a designated site below
a certain time limit. On particular occasions, firemen are
involved, verifying the quickness of the response from the
moment an alarm is set off. The principal objective of such
drills is to confirm that the internal circulation of the building
causes no obstacles to egress, but also that every person
actsin accordance to general rules (“never come back to pick
up stuff from your desk”, “don’t get your coat”) and to the
provisional role of supervision which has been assigned to
her or him. Drills are particularly relevant in institutions such
as schools, kindergartens, and hospitals, where a portion of
the occupants is not fully autonomous. Additional training is
provided either by the security and safety personnel of the
institution itself or by external consultants, sometimes the
firemen (who, interestingly, are almost always civil servants)
or professionalized specialists. The information provided is
about evacuation procedures, early response (when to try
extinguishing a fire and when simply to evacuate, leaving it to
the pros), first aid, and prevention. Several videos are used
for such purposes, in particular a set of quite terrifying ex-
amples that demonstrate how fast a fire propagates (one of
the most used versions shows a Christmas tree burning in a
living room in less than seven seconds—within 30 seconds
the room is just a cloud of black smoke).?

This emphasis on time is part of a system of continuous
feedback loops. Firemen and first responders analyze how
long it takes to intervene and how fast negative consequences
for humans develop, deriving from the exposure to heat and
fumes. Building materials, as described in the previous sec-
tion, are tested and then employed to guarantee particular
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Los Angeles city firefighters battle a fire at Da Vinci apartment complex,
Los Angeles, 2014. Gene Blevins / Reuters:

The length of the feature is carefully
calibrated to imitate the development
of a fire and the effects on a massive
building, acquiring a rather unusual
real-time duration, uncharacteristic

of filmmaking.

resistance, allowing for mobility within the building. Users
are trained to perform a certain series of tasks and to adopt
behaviors, which are not necessarily intuitive (“don’t open
doors and windows so as not to let oxygen enter the space,”
for instance). New monitoring and prevention systems are
constantly researched and developed and then deployed to
detect the fire and limit its consequences. And ultimately, the
layout and architectural features of buildings and surround-
ing external areas are designed according to time-based
concerns (doors, corridors, stairs, walkways are arranged
on the basis of estimated number of occupants, who become
units having to transit within a certain amount of time) and to
allow accessibility. The growth of a temporal interpretation of
space in architecture derives therefore from concerns relat-
ed to the safety of people.®

It does not appear to be accidental that The Towering Infer-
nois a mammoth movie of three hours in duration, where the
rhythm of suspense is determined by the combustion and col-
lapse of the skyscrapers’ components and by the firemen’s
response. The length of the feature is carefully calibrated to
imitate the development of a fire and the effects on a massive

building, acquiring a rather unusual
real-time duration, uncharacteristic
of filmmaking.

Buildings are designed and dimen-
sioned according to the time it takes
to safely evacuate from them. An ever-
expanding graphic apparatus of sign-
age, indicating where and how to “exit”
emerges, especially in collective dwell-
ings (apartment building) and publicly-
accessed structures. The conversion of a built structure into
a diagrammatic set of elements that direct and orient the flow
of panicked persons is also a consequence of the acceptance
of the impossibility to provide an entirely safe environment
and becomes the quotidian physical incarnation of what soci-
ologist Ulrich Beck has identified as a central trait of moder-
nity, the management of risk.™

3. New Designers

Chief O’Hallorhan: You know, we were lucky tonight.
Body count’s less than 200. You know, one of these days,
you’re gonna kill 10,000 in one of these firetraps, and I'm
gonna keep eating smoke and bringing out bodies until
somebody asks us... how to build them.

Doug Roberts: [looks up at the smoking building] Okay.
I’m asking.

O’Hallorhan: You know where to reach me. So long,
architect.

Currently, in numerous countries, firemen have acquired
a pivotal role regarding the design, technical outfitting, and



usage of buildings. They often guarantee a series of pro-
gressive approvals to projects, without which construction
permits and final delivery approvals cannot be granted. They
have therefore acquired a new juridical status and have in-
corporated new knowledge and expertise. Firemen have
emerged as powerful policing agents, operating preemptively
(fire protection departments often employ architects and en-
gineers) through monitoring and intervening.

As a consequence of this involvement and of new regula-
tory frameworks, the impact of urban fires in the contempor-
ary world has diminished significantly. On the other hand, the
intermingled connections between the design and building
industries, the hazard and safety specialists, the insurance
companies, and the governance bodies have significantly
augmented the complexity of design operations at every level
with non-negligible consequences on costs. Although accept-
ing the possibility of disaster as unavoidable, modernity oper-
ates through systems that tend to imagine and simulate mul-
tiple disaster scenarios, generating political choices about
what to implement in order to mitigate their consequences.
Architecture is found at the point of encounter of these mul-
tiple forces, where the horizontal layout of a floor plan or the
elegance of the symmetry of the fagade can depend on the
steering radius of a fire truck or the location of an emergency
exit. Consequently, designers are developing sophisticated
cognitive and creative tools so as to orchestrate the gigantic
amount of data that needs to be managed to comply with mul-
tiple, and often contradictory, requirements.

Even the past is subject to constant reinterpretation as
inspections, often in acquiescence with new laws that tend
to become stricter with time, impose adjustments to bring a

1 Itisinteresting to acknowledge the

5 See Sara E. Wermiel, The Fireproof

building up to code. This can include retrofitting existing struc-
tures, installing new equipment and architectural features,
modifying the occupancy available for rooms and spaces, and
changing a space’s functions and activities in case of a change
in their legal status. Concepts of security and safety circulate
internationally, supported by a constantly expanding industry,
generating intriguing and sometimes frustrating contradic-
tions between different cultural attitudes and traditions. But it
could be intriguing to refer back to the fire in a more spiritual
way, as a means of purification with which to purge the city of
some of its most aberrant architectural deviations.

The annihilation by fire in downtown Los Angeles of the ex-
clusive Tuscan-style apartment complex, pompously named
Da Vinci, which luckily caused no injuries, has been saluted by
many as good news, an occasion to rethink the urban devel-
opment of the city. Early investigations suggest arson. Per-
haps we could imagine, also, designing with fire, rather than
against it.

Fabrizio Gallanti (b. 1969) holds a PhD in architectural design
from the Politecnico di Torino and an M.Arch. from the University
of Genova. Gallanti was among the founding members of gruppo
A12, and he founded Fig-Projects with Francisca Insulza. He was
the architecture editor at Abitare magazine, and the Associate
Director of Programs at the Canadian Centre of Architecture

in Montréal. He also taught at universities in Chile, Italy, and

the United Kingdom. Gallanti is currently the first Mellon Senior
Fellow within the Princeton-Mellon Initiative in Architecture,
Urbanism, and the Humanities.

8 The video was produced by the National

fact that one of the first movies was
dedicated to the action of firemen
intervening to stop a fire, in the English
feature Fire! by James Williamson
(1901). The three-minute movie was the
first to use multiple takes to enhance
the suspense of the narrative. Its novel
montage technique is considered as a
source of inspiration for Edwin Porter’s
Life of an American Fireman (1903), an
early American feature, commissioned
by The Edison Manufacturing Company.

See Greg Bankoff, Uwe Lubken, and
Jordan Sand, eds., Flammable Cities:
Urban Conflagration and the Making of
the Modern World, Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 2012.

See Thomas A. P. Van Leeuwen, “Iron
lvy,” Cabinet 32: Fire, Winter 2008/09.

In the United States, the Society of Fire
Protection Engineers was established
in 1950 and incorporated as an
independent organization in 1971.

Building: Technology and Public Safety in
the Nineteenth-Century American City,
Baltimore & London: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2000.

Fireproofing materials and solutions
were adopted first for warehouses and
factories. In fact, early statistical data
in the 19th century about urban fires
were primarily directed to document
damage to assets and goods—“burnt
money” rather than casualties. See
Margaret Hindle Hazen and Robert
Hazen, Keepers of the Flame: The Role
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Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1992.
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building materials are in the United
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Institute of Standards and Technology
and is often used by fire departments
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New York over a series of deadly fires in
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building code in 1860. See Wermiel, The
Fireproof Building, 190.
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Weg in eine andere Moderne, Frankfurt
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HEARTN g

ON THE NATURE
OF BEING ALARMED ..cs:rve-

Once upon a time, an infant startled in utero was supposed to bear lifelong the
physical and psychic marks of a mutual shock—the mother’s trauma, however
brief, and its own consequent trauma, buffered in time and space by thick intimate
waves of uterine fluid. That, said the moderns, was an old wives’ tale, but the mod-
erns in their contentious midwifery would impute shock psychic and physical to
the “trauma” of birth itself, and again to the terrified alarm of an infant’s cry going
momentarily unanswered, a fear of abandonment so innate as to be less (or more)
than human, manifest as it is among infants of other audible, calling, crying species.
And not solely a fear of abandonment: we arrive extruded into a breathing, oxy-
genated world with a startle reflex so primitive and so universal that we may share
with our single-cell forebears the shiver that comes of a membrane pricked, of a
brush with some tangential semi-solid that disrupts here and there an essential
calcium-ion circuit.

From the start, then, alarms have been, in all senses, electric. And subject from
the start, like other circuits, to unsteady or broken connections, false alarms.

Is the gride a false alarm? Aside perhaps from the cry of an infant abandoned,
the gride is the one sound that prompts a universal human reaction. That is to
say, so far as we know, among people with a healthy neurological and otological
status, the gride produces the same response: hackles at the back of the neck
rise, we shiver and become uneasy, anxious, displeased. The gride? The gride is
the name for the sound most familiar to prior generations as the sound of finger-
nails scratched across a slate chalkboard. Just reading those words, your hackles
may have risen. Why our hackles rise with that sound above and beyond all other
sounds, we do not know, but clearly the rising of the hackles is only one element of
otobiological emergency response, in company with a massive internal release of
catecholamines by adrenal medullary cells that increase heart rate and mobilize
glucose production. Maybe the sound is directly reminiscent of noises made by the
most vicious of antediluvian predators screeching down canyon walls or clawing




across scumbles of slate; maybe it is akin to the most intimidating attack noises of
creatures long extinct but not forgotten, our body-memories so strong that our
only options are fight or flight. But now, surely, the gride makes for an innate yet
false alarm, in that most of us have nothing to fear from fingernails scratched on
slate unless pedantry, bad penmanship, or classroom bullying.

So we enter this fraught world ready to be alarmed, and falsely alarmed. Which
may explain how quickly we shrug off many of the sounds we are taught to hear as
alarms once we feel ourselves secure or, on the other side of the tympanum, when
we are kept for too long on tenterhooks in a “risk society” with its perpetually edgy
states of Code Yellow, Code Orange, Code Red. And in keeping with the startle re-
flex—whose very presence in newborns now serves as an indicator of neurophys-
iological normality—comes both an individual and a societal propensity for “crying
wolf”—or whatever metaphor a culture uses to characterize the crying of uncalled-
for alarms, whether paranoid, lonesome, spiteful, self-important, or hyperacute.

Or surprisingly savvy. While evolutionary biologists debate the degree to which
a group-wide system of alarms represents a naturally occurring altruism that priv-
ileges the community over the individual (since individuals issuing audible alarms
make themselves more obvious, more blatant, hence more vulnerable), ethologists
would remind us of the thrush and the male swallow, who give throat to specious
alarms of approaching predators in order to scare off same-species competitors
for food, mates, or nesting sites. And of the vervet, that cute Old World monkey with
distinct alarm calls for the approach of threats from above (eagles), round about
(leopards), and below (snakes). Not only do vervets use these calls deceptively to
trick other bands of vervets into scattering or detouring from desirable foraging
areas; vervets also appear to “hear through” any false alarms cunningly issued by
other species upon whom they feast. Most impressively, they have been caught try-
ing to scare off eagles by sounding the alarm for leopards—as if they had guessed
that cosmopolitan eagles in the neighborhood had acquired the language of vervet
signals and so would swerve to avoid unwise encounters with big cats.

If false alarms have widely animal traditions and trajectories, so also in other
species parents as carefully teach their young what not to be alarmed about as
what noises to make in the presence of things or beings truly alarming. With our
propensity for language and the manufacture of tales, humans may furnish more
definitive, illustrative instructions to our offspring about how to distinguish the ser-
jously dangerous from the unexpected, how to tell a life-threatening injury from
a superficial scratch or bloody nick, but “don’t panic” is a caution far more wide-
spread than the capacity for rhetoric.

How the goat-footed satyr Pan got to be associated with panic is an exemplary
European mytheme. Hot hornéd Pan, animal-man and player of pipes, demigod of
peak and pasture, “lover of merry noise,” is also a pal of Dionysus, so heis lecherous
and supremely confident in his lechery. When the nymph Echo repeatedly resists
and finally spurns his advances, Pan sends a madness, a panic, among the local
shepherds and goatherds and, so wrote the Greek novelist Longinus, “they in a
desperate fury, like so many dogs and wolves, tore her all to pieces and flung about
them all over the world her yet singing limbs,” so Echo in her remnancy became a
haunting presence across the earth.

How does alarm fit into this mytheme? In four communicative ways, from the
four cardinal directions of Noise Enunciation Warning and Signal (i.e., N, E, W, S). In
order to be effectively expressive of urgency, alarm must be interruptive in much
the same way that noise can be theorized as a sonic (or visual, or statistical) form
of interruption. But alarm must be heard specifically as an alarm, not as a random,
insignificant interruption that should be ignored or filtered out, so alarm requires
a biocultural transcript through which its sounding must be received as Signal and
through which that Signal is Enunciated, clearly announced, broadcast, and ech-
oed as a Warning. Panic of course short-circuits the process, skipping from Noise
to Warning, and the short circuit itself creates a feedback loop, so that Warning
becomes Noise, and Noise Warning, and—

So we enter this
fraught world
ready to be
alarmed, and
falsely alarmed.
Which may explain
how quickly we
shrug off many

of the sounds we
are taught to hear
as alarms once
we feel ourselves
secure.
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Bodies exposed to
chronic threats
and/or chronic
warnings of threat
do more than
mount guard;
they reconstitute
themselves, in
situ, through

the wonders of
biochemistry.

Warning. This essay is about to spin out of control. Surely the deceptively smooth
acts of rhetorical bridging that typify the style of stream-of-historical-conscientious-
ness at play here ... surely those acts of bridging are the polar opposite of alarm,
which concerns—does it notP—the instant. The abrupt. The anti-evolutionary. Some-
thing dreadful on the verge of explosive transformation from the fantastic to the real.
Disaster looming and no longer so distant as to be in doubt. Or maybe not.

Consider the notion and experience of feeling oneself “on a collision course,”
which entails a complex neuromuscular calculus of motion and asymptotes. In
2009, F. Ruud van der Weel and Audrey L. H. van der Meer published pathbreak-
ing research on how and when infants acquire the skill of “seeing it coming.” They
posed an elementary question about humans that had previously been posed nar-
rowly, and primarily visually, with regard to locusts and pigeons: “How does the in-
fant brain sense looming danger?” They found that 5-to-11-month-old human infants,
as they matured, became adept at taking not only time but their own increasing
mobility into account as they assessed and responded to the situational jeopardy
of an object rapidly occupying a larger and larger percentage of their visual space.
Specifically, van der Weel and van der Meer tracked by means of high-density elec-
troencephalography the neural expansion of an infant’s theta-wave activity, which
is “strongly related to cognitive and anticipatory attentional processes,” to show
that a 10-month-old knows immediate looming danger when it sees it. | expect that
other neurobiologists will soon demonstrate that infants much younger know loom-
ing danger when they hear it, for the startle reflex present at birth (and before) is
primarily acoustic. And | take this line of research to emphasize that our surviv-
al skills as soft-shelled beings are neurophysiologically keyed to deal swiftly with
surprise, to maneuver deftly with respect to the sudden appearance of anything
unaccustomed, baffling, or all-too-well-known and catastrophic.

What happens, then, when we so shape, monitor, and electrify our environments
that they keep sending us insistent messages that make emergency feel routine
and suddenness virtually quotidian? In the midst of the last fin de siécle, in 1996,
a team of zoologists and psychologists led by John C. Wingfield at the Univer-
sity of Washington postulated a hitherto undiscovered life-stage among birds (and,
putatively, other beings)—a stage keyed to the constant presence of LPFs, Labile
(short-lived) Perturbation Factors. This they termed the “Emergency Life History
Stage,” which, like other life-stages, has a unique homeostatic regulatory system
with distinct behavioral and physiological changes that enhance a bird’s prospects
for survival. In brief, they found considerable evidence that “glucocorticosteroids,
and other hormones in the hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) cascade, initiate
and orchestrate the emergency life history stage within minutes to hours,” and
that a number of associated sub-stages helped birds, particularly birds captured
from the wild and installed in experimenters’ cages, “avoid potential deleterious
effects of stress that may result from chronically elevated levels of circulating
glucocorticosteroids.” Allow me to rephrase: bodies exposed to chronic threats
and/or chronic warnings of threat do more than mount guard; they reconstitute
themselves, in situ, through the wonders of biochemistry. They become Other in
much the same fashion that adolescents are other than children, or elders other
than adolescents.

Between alarm as startle reflex and alarm as signal!
Between alarm as a technique of damping panic and alarm

as panic-stricken noise!

Between false alarm as confusion and as inevitable result
of technical complexity!

Between false alarm as anti-authoritarian protest and false alarm
as cunning tactic!



Betwixt and between all these it would seem that we have entered a world where
alarm in every form may be heard, seen, felt, incorporated, and internalized as a
steady state: being alarmed as intrinsic to what some now call an “Emergency Life
History Stage.” This steady state has longterm unwelcome consequences: hormo-
nal disruption, digestive disorders, circulatory stress, postural instability, emotion-
al aggravation, and mental distraction, not to speak of larger collective downturns
heuristic, deliberative, cultural, political, and moral.

That is itself alarming, and it may be news, but isn’t there always something
in the news, the omnidirectional N E W S, that is alarming? More to the point,
isn’t “news” now our most common synonym for alarm? And aren’t there always,
now, professionals at the ready to respond on our behalf to alarming news of all
sorts—burglar alarms, fire alarms, tornado warnings, oil spills, hurricanes, traffic
accidents, hijackings, child abductions, an IV drip obstructed, an elevator jammed,
a man passing through security sensors wearing a densely metaled belt buckle ...
professionals at the ready now who had no predecessors at the ready two centur-
ies ago, no ancestors on hand a century ago, and who have been rehearsing for
events unthinkable just fifty years ago, all watching or listening for alarms cardiac
or climatic, attuned to alarms nuclear or naval, attending to alarms seismic or
solar, accounting for alarms fiscal or fraudulent, acting at a moment’s notice on
alarms ecological or epidemic?

Alarms everywhere, throughout the day and into the night, sonically instanced
as sirens, beeps, buzzers, double beeps, incessant beeps, bells, electric bells,
electronic bells, incessant bells, sustained pure tones, paired offset half-tones, wa-
vering warbling tones, artificial shrieks or whoops, recorded announcements over
public address systems, the pulsed modular vibrations of mobile phones.

With the sonic ubiquity of alarms comes a semantic—yea, a semiotic—ambigu-
ity. What do they mean, and what do they mean us to do? Should we run, pull over,
or stand our ground; if run, toward or away® Should we go to help, go for help, or
get out of the way? Should we prepare ourselves, fill sandbags, or abandon all and
evacuate®? Should we wake up and get moving (physically, metabolically, spiritually,
intellectually) or hunker down? Should we flee or hide? Or simply replace the damn
battery on that smoke alarm?

Once upon a time, the chief alarm system in Europe was the church bell. For
about a millennium, church bells roared against thunderstorm and hurricane, tolled
to announce a death or signal a pestilence, rang to alert of fire or flood, chimed to
celebrate weddings and the end of war. People sometimes claimed that they could
tell apart the roaring from the tolling from the ringing from the chiming, but rarely
storm from hurricane, death from pestilence, fire from flood, wedding from the end
of war or a queen’s birthday. The length, motifs, or rhythms of the sounding bells
could give an astute listener clues to the nature of the danger, its sinking or swelling,
its force and direction, but never were there enough different sounds to discrim-
inate (like advanced vervets) among all jeopardies from above, round about, and
down below. It was not merely a question of the sufficiency of bells, which (as in
ancient China) could be elaborately tuned and configured for hundreds of constel-
lations of meaning; it was, and remains, a question of the surplus of jeopardies:
air pollution, avalanches, bridges collapsing, bubonic plague, carbon monoxide poi-
soning, computer hacking, cyclones, dam breaches, drug overdoses, earthquakes,
ebola virus, famine, floods, guerrilla attacks, heart attacks, hurricanes, ice floes,
industrial accidents, carjackers, hijackings, kidnappings, landmines, landslides,
massacres, nuclear meltdowns, oil spills, pandemics, quicksand, radiation, riots,
shipwrecks, sinkholes, superstorms, terrorist bombings, thunderstorms, torna-
does, train wrecks, tsunamis, underground mine explosions, volcanic eruptions,
waterspouts, white collar crime, wind devils, jammed exits, yellow fever ... Shall we
have a differently identifiable alarm for each? And what then?

Edgar Allan Poe, master of suspense and horror, of unwitting descent into peril,
began his 1848 poem, “The Bells,” by celebrating their merriment, their joyful clang-
ing tribute, but by the third stanza he could hear naught but
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What good is

an alarm when
you are not sure
whether to be
vigilant or stand
down, to hold your
breath or breathe
freely? What

good is an alarm
that has lost its
precise affective
relation to time?

... the loud alarum bells,

Brazen bells!

What a tale of terror, now, their turbulency tells!
In the startled ear of night

How they scream out their affright!

Too much horrified to speak,

They can only shriek, shriek,

Out of tune,

In a clamorous appealing to the mercy of the fire,
In a mad expostulation with the deaf and frantic fire,
Leaping higher, higher, higher,

With a desperate desire,

And a resolute endeavor
Now—now to sit or never,

By the side of the pale-faced moon.
Oh, the bells, bells, bells!

What a tale their terror tells

Of Despair!

And not mere despair, for in their tintinnabulation the bells,

How they clang, and clash, and roar!
What a horror they outpour

On the bosom of the palpitating air!

Yet the ear it fully knows,

By the twanging

And the clanging,

How the danger ebbs and flows;

Yet the ear distinctly tells,

In the jangling

And the wrangling,

How the danger sinks and swells,—

By the sinking or the swelling in the anger of the bells,
Of the bells,

Of the bells, bells, bells, bells,

Bells, bells, bells—

In the clamor and the clangor of the bells!

Whether bells, gongs, rattles, horns, conches, drums, or a practiced fluency at
whistling, ululating, yodeling, or town-crying, no alarm system could possibly sound
out all human jeopardies in their clamorous particularity, especially given that iden-
tical sound systems are often invoked to call people to meetings, to judgment, to
worship, to festivity, to market. Indeed, the real problem is neither that alarms
begin to sound generic nor that eventually they go unheard or unremarked. The
real problemis that the sounds themselves come to us ambiguously freighted with
fearfulness, frenzy, or good fortune, signaling urgency or relief or a return to rou-
tine. What good is an alarm when you are not sure whether to be vigilant or stand
down, to hold your breath or breathe freely? What good is an alarm that has lost its
precise affective relation to time?

With the advent of steam engines and steam whistles, the greater the power of
(high-pitched) sound to pierce the environs, the lesser the power of the society to
discriminate among alarms, to tell the direction from which the alarms came, or
indeed to differentiate imminence from aftermath from the sheer imperatives of
timeliness. Manic and panic were fatefully and sonically twinned, as they came to
be in caricature and cartoon and, eventually, animated feature. As they have come
to be among crowds and police in megapolitan times either of crisis or exultation. In



the final event, one may remember the shrill of the whistle but not the context, the
sound of the alarm absent its referent and jeopardy.

Oh, there were and are people who stick to context and go by the barking of their
dogs, the honking of their geese, the hissing of their cats (and the crazy swirling
swimming to the surface of Japanese catfish in the hours before a quake) to alert
them to and convince them of approaching catastrophe. And it may well be that we
should listen more closely to our animals than to our (other) authorities, for the
alarm triggers of our many statisticians, economists, financial advisors, infotechs,
weatherheads, border guards, and terrorism experts have become too exquisite,
too infinitely sensitive, to be credible.

No more crying wolf; attend rather to the cries of wolves: a motto for our times?

If we all still receive counsels on calmness, on how to proceed with least com-
motion to our assigned lifeboat and how to follow blinking lights to the nearest
emergency exit, the visual assurances of orderliness in evacuation maps, shelter
arrows, and LED-stripped floors are belied as much by the green running figure on
requisite E X | T signs as by the ubiquitous invasiveness of sounded alarms in their
acoustic plenitude.

Most terrifying now—cinematically, socioacoustically, psychologically—is that
for which we have no canon of mutually comprehensible alarms, no disambigu-
ated semiotics of warning: phenomena too global, too secret(ory) or perfusive,
too poorly understood or complacently misunderstood, too easily ignored, or too
slowly cumulative to register in the singular moment. We have no potent alarms, for
example, for the “slow violence,” writes Rob Nixon, of millions of land mines and the
spent shell casings of uranium-tipped bullets; for multiple versions of homelessness
in a world whose shores and coastal settlements are already under siege by the
rising waters and extreme waves of an inhumanly complex global warming.

What is it, we need to ask ourselves now, that every 10-month-old can see com-
ing? What is it that, months earlier and farther ahead, our children can hear coming?

It may well be that
we should listen
more closely to
our animals than
to our (other)
authorities, for
the alarm triggers
of our many
statisticians,
economists,
financial advisors,
infotechs,
weatherheads,

border guards, and

terrorism experts
have become too
exquisite, too
infinitely sensitive,
to be credible.

Hillel Schwartz (b. 1948) is an independent scholar with a PhD from Yale
University, a public arts consultant, and a cultural historian who has
published at length on noise and sound, copies and kinaesthetics, fantasies
of the body and of millennial transformation. His essay on alarms derives
from his book, Making Noise: From Babel to the Big Bang and Beyond (Zone,
2011) as well as work on the history of the changing nature and notion

of emergency, a new avenue of research pursued while a fellow at the
American Academy in Berlin, Fall 2014. Also a widely published poet, he

has collaborated on the translation of five books of contemporary Korean

poetry. Schwarz lives in California.
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