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The art of
social distancing

New Bedford’s downtown light show is illuminating
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By Grace Griffin
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

H
ere’s your oppor-
tunity to spy
large-scale art-
works from the
comfort of the

sidewalk — or your own car. With
a series of illuminating — and il-
luminated — installations,
“LIGHT 2020” was designed to
honor New Bedford’s history as
“the city that lit the world”
through whaling and lamp oil
production. The project was cre-
ated by Massachusetts Design
Art & Technology Institute
(DATMA), a noncollecting con-
temporary art institute based in
New Bedford.

On Saturday and Sunday,
works by New Hampshire’s Soo
Sunny Park and the Boston col-
lective MASARY Studios will be
unveiled downtown. Inhabiting
the UMass Dartmouth CVPA Star
Store Swain Gallery (715 Pur-
chase St.) will be Park’s “Photo
Kinetic Grid,” channeling sculp-
tures and projectors into a daz-
zling display that’s visible
through storefront windows.
Park’s installation will be on view
until Sept. 14.

“Her main material she works
with is light,” said DATMA execu-
tive director Lindsay Mis. “A lot
of her work looks like it has a tex-
tiles background. Being a former
textile mill city, we knew her
work would be inspiring for peo-
ple who focus on textiles in the
area.”

The MASARY Studios contri-
bution is called “Vessels,” with a
series of video projections (plus
original audio compositions) de-
signed to cover three prominent
downtown buildings. These digi-
tally animated murals feature
fishing boats, sea life, and other
facets of New Bedford’s maritime
economy. “Vessels” will be on
view nightly from June 21

through Aug. 1.
“The idea was to bring the wa-

terfront to downtown and try to
connect this important world
that many people in New Bed-
ford never see,” Mis said. “I really
feel like we’re doing the fishing
industry a service and they’ll be
really proud to see images of
their boats on the sides of down-
town buildings.”

Also on the light theme,
DATMA has been busy collabo-
rating with students from Great-
er New Bedford Vocational Tech-
nical High School on a renewa-
ble-energy-powered light sculp-
ture, which they plan to install
along busy Purchase Street. The
partnership kicked off in January
when Providence architect Chris
Bardt started working on the de-
sign with more than 60 students.

“We really wanted to celebrate
the talent coming out of some of
the public school systems here,”
Mis said. “We wanted to help
young New Bedforders develop

some citizenry and ownership of
their own city and have some
community pride.”

The initiative was complicated
because of the COVID-19 shut-
down of schools. However, Mis
said, some students have contin-
ued to work remotely on the
sculpture’s design. Assuming
their concept is approved by New
Bedford officials (including May-
or Jon Mitchell), the group plans
to start fabricating the piece when
school resumes in September.

Similar to “LIGHT 2020” was
“Summer Winds,” DATMA’s inau-
gural season of citywide pro-
gramming in 2019. Piggybacking
on the success of last year’s event
— while recognizing the reality
that most Massachusetts muse-
ums won’t open for at least an-
other few weeks — “LIGHT
2020” provides an opportunity to
enjoy art at a safe social distance.
“We found a way to bring new art
to the city and energize it while
these other institutions have to
lay low,” Mis said. “Instead of cu-
rating a gallery, we’re curating a
city.”

A new release, “A People’s Guide
to Greater Boston,” tracks 400 years
of history in the city through the
lens of social and environmental
justice. The collection is made up of
165 location-based entries that
delve into the details of local move-
ments related to labor, race, aboli-
tion, queer rights, and more.

It’s a “radically democratic
view” of the city, said coauthor Jo-
seph Nevins.

“We want people to appreciate
that the history of Boston is much
more than the Freedom Trail and
the Revolutionary War,” he said.
“The very title of the book suggests
that it is indeed the people’s guide
and reflects the desires, hopes, and
struggles of people on all sides of
the power structure.”

The book dives into some lesser-
known tidbits that take place in
Boston and 12 suburbs, including
Waltham, Newburyport, and Sa-
lem.

Topics include the life of Mal-
colm X, who once lived in Nubian
Square, the 1840s abolitionist pro-
tests in Lynn, and the 1912 Law-
rence workers’ movement led by
Latinx immigrants. Another entry
mentions William Lloyd Garrison,
the founder of the
famed abolitionist
newspaper “The Lib-
erator.” Readers will
also learn about An-
toine Thurel, who
set himself on fire on
the steps of the State
House in 1987 to
protest religious per-
secution in his na-
tive Haiti, the 1903
Immigrant Raid Site,
and the Great Molas-
ses Flood Site,
among other stories.

Nevins points out
that different mo-
ments of historical
significance have
sometimes taken place at the same
spots. The first location of Helen
Keller’s South Boston school, the
Perkins School for the Blind, for ex-
ample, later served as the site of an
influential Vietnam War protest.

“Regardless of whether people
in these different protests and
movements knew about it, they are
connected,” said Nevins.

The publication also lays out six
self-guided tours — complete with

walking and public transportation
directions. One dives into the lavish
lives of Boston’s ultra-rich; another
focuses on Sacco and Vanzetti, the
Italian immigrant anarchists
whose execution in Massachusetts
set off a string of global protests.

Shortly after “A People’s Guide
to Los Angeles” became a success in
2012, author Lauren Pulido
reached out to Nevins with news
that the book would be expanded

into a series. Nevins,
a professor of geog-
raphy at Vassar Col-
lege, jumped on the
opportunity to write
the Boston edition.
He and coauthors
Suren Moodliar, edi-
tor of the journal So-
cialism and Democ-
racy, and Eleni Mac-
rakis, a Vassar
graduate and urban
planner, began
working on the 328-
page guide in 2014.

Almost 90 entries
were left out of the
completed manu-
script for the sake of

space. These sections will eventual-
ly be published online, said Nevins.

“It’s not a comprehensive story,”
said Nevins. “It’s rather a sugges-
tive portrait — for the people.”

The book is available electroni-
cally at ucpress.edu, Amazon, and
elsewhere. Print copies go on sale
July 7, through various sellers or by
contacting Peter Perez at pperez@
ucpress.edu.
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Several months of drastic times
call for several minutes of a drastic
measure. Sometimes, though, the
most drastic seeming aren’t drastic at
all — even if they are drastic sound-
ing.

Answer this question: How long
has it been since you sang a song out
loud, either by yourself or with some-
one else? Not in the shower — not un-
der your breath — not just humming
— but out in the open so family mem-
bers can hear.

Try it. Notice what it does to your
mood. Your spirits are sure to improve
at least a little bit. Doesn’t matter if
your voice is any good. In fact, the ef-
fect will be even more pronounced if
your singing is subpar, since the sheer
novelty of vocalizing means any sing-
ing will raise your spirits even more
than it might for someone who’s used
to doing it. And, yes, if your voice isn’t
much good there’s an additional bene-
fit for you, since as singer you don’t re-
ally hear yourself.

The origin of this reflexive raising
of spirits is unclear. Might it be neuro-
logical in nature? Endocrinological?
Psychological? Or simply illogical?
Who knows. Something is in human
nature that likes to be lifted on wings
of song, and nothing matches that lift
when the wings in question belong to
you, the singer.

It’s almost incidental what you
choose to sing. Made-up songs. Christ-
mas carols. Lieder. Hymns. Lullabies.
Folk songs. Norwegian death metal.
Opera. Jingles from commercials. Na-
tional anthems. Show tunes. Scat
singing. Cry-in-your-beer ballads.
Theme songs from sitcoms. Emo. Take
your pick. It’s the act of singing, the
process itself, that’s important; the
fact of what you sing, the content, al-
most doesn’t matter.

Almost. There’s at least one useful
programming suggestion to put for-

ward. Professionally written songs
from before the rock ’n’ roll era tend to
work especially well. There are two
reasons for this. Tin Pan Alley put a
premium on melody, and it’s that
much more fun to sing songs that
have a good tune. Second, the lyrics
from such songs are invariably more
enjoyable to sing.

You can find pretty much any lyric
on the Web, of course, but a splendid
one-stop-shopping source is Robert
Gottlieb and Robert Kimball’s com-
pendious volume “Reading Lyrics”
(2000). Really, the only thing better
than reading the lyrics of Ira Gersh-
win and Lorenz Hart and Cole Porter
is singing them.

And if singing seems too drastic a
measure, consider trying this: reading
poetry out loud. Really, it’s the same
as singing, only the music is more
subdued. A wine-dark sea here, a bare
ruin’d choir there, and before you
know it you’ll feel like singing.

MARK FEENEY

Sing a song, sing out strong

Tour Greater Boston’s
social justice sites with
the help of a new book

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS

RESOURCE

Artist Soo Sunny Park stood with her “Photo Kinetic Grid.”
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South Boston Heights Academy students arrived with a police
escort at South Boston High School in 1974.

‘We want people
to appreciate
that the history
of Boston is

much more than
the Freedom
Trail and the
Revolutionary
War.’

JOSEPH NEVINS,
coauthor of “A People’s

Guide to Greater Boston”
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Soo Sunny Park and assistant Elias Popa looked at “Photo
Kinetic Grid Revisited,” hanging in the Massachusetts Design
Art & Technology Institute in New Bedford.
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