A Water Ballet

ALEXANDER CALDER

THE racaDi of the Consolidated Edison Building at the World’s
Fair is a concave quadrant, in front of which is a basin about
200 feet long and, at its greatest width, 5o feet wide. The rim of the
basin bellies out at the left and recedes at the right until there is only
a narrow strip of water, over which a bridge gives entry to the building.
Along the facade of the building there are jets of water 5 feet apart
which shoot directly upward, straight and slender, almost to the
full height of the 4o-foot building. This fountain facade is a part of
the design by the architects of the building, Harrison and Fouilhoux.
The centre of the water basin itself serves as the stage for a water
ballet whose acting elements are jets of water from 14 nozzles which
are designed to spurt, oscillate or rotate in fixed manners and at
times as carefully predetermined as the movements of living dancers.
The ballet is schemed to last § minutes, each time following the same
fixed pattern, with 15 minutes or more between performances.

It occupies a space about 100 feet wide and 30 feet deep. At each
end there is a nozzle which swings in a vertical plane between two
positions, one almost vertical, the other more or less horizontal,
pointing inward toward the centre. These two jets are used for the
opening movement of the ballet.

For the second movement there are 4 nozzles, each of which pro-
jects into the air a sort of bomb, a large detached mass of water
which gives oft a considerable report when it falls back onto the
surface of the lagoon.

Following a cannonade of these ‘bombs’, 7 slender jets appear,
shooting upward almost vertically and rotating slowly, generating
long, slender inverted cones. They grow gradually in height until
they are almost as high as the building and rotate gently all the
while, some in one direction, some in the opposite. After a half minute
of full height, they diminish slowly, and their fall is punctuated by
a single ‘bomb’.

After this pattern the last nozzle comes into play, beginning
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A graphic diagram, by Alexander Calder, of his ‘choreography’
N | Jor a water ballet to play in front of the Consolidated Edison Build-

n ‘5’ ing at the New York World’s Fair (courtesy Architectural Forum).

gradually, lifting to its full height and then diminishing. It is a fan-
shaped spray, originally designed to rotate, but since its installation
it has been found more effective if left stationary in a plane parallel
to the building, permitting it a larger size and more continuous
visibility.

When the fan disappears, the 7 jets reappear, rise up to full
height and stay at that point while the 2 end jets begin to play.
The finale is reached with the end jets playing and cannonade.
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