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On 30 May 1952, the Château of Chambord hosted the first sound and light show in history. The performance launched a new type of tourist attraction that not only transformed the image of old French châteaux but also met with resounding success across the globe. Encouraged by the success of an experiment in the neighbouring area, which had organised an illuminated châteaux tour the previous year, the Prefect of Loir-et-Cher, supported by the Departmental Council, decided to work on a major project to illuminate monuments in the area, with a sound and light show at Chambord as the grand climax. Right from the outset, this initially rather vague project was seen as a means to develop the region's tourist potential by reinstating a heritage that the French sometimes took for granted. Pierre Sudreau, the young prefect who had just moved to the area, took charge of the project, using his network of relations at the highest echelons of power to achieve his goals. Basically, he had just a few months to find the funding for a new kind of performanc with the Château of Chambord as its centrepiece, and whose main stakeholders had difficulty envisaging the final outcome.

An incredible series of circumstances enabled him to rapidly muster all the resources needed for his project to take shape. Together with Paul Robert-Houdin, who came up with this unique idea to showcase architecture, there was also Jean Martin-Demézil, chief archivist of Loir-et-Cher, who wrote the script for the spectacle with the script writer, Yves Jamiaque, as well as Maurice Jarre, who composed the music. On the technical side, José Bernhart and Jean-Wilfrid Garrett, who worked for 'Radiodiffusion Française', and had just patented the ORTF stereo microphone technique (stéréophonie dirigée), were responsible for the sound broadcasting and lighting. Lastly, Mazda, Pathé Marconi and Elipson provided the new equipment needed for the installation of the show's dynamic lighting and sound effects. The idea was simple, namely, to tell a well-written story without actors, using the château as the backdrop and the main character, thanks to movement simulated by changes to the lighting and the stereophonic sound.

The venture was a huge success. In the first year, 150,000 spectators came to watch "The Very Rich Hours of Chambord". The President of the Republic, Vincent Auriol, inaugurated the event with many famous personalities invited for the occasion. Pierre Sudreau even managed to get a postage stamp produced commemorating the event, issued on the day of the first performance. These factors illustrate the enthusiasm with which the project was welcomed in France and even abroad. The following year, the Château of Versailles also put on a hugely successful and grandiose spectacle, produced by the director of the Opera of Paris.

This paper takes a fresh look at the history of the first sound and light shows through the lens of the tourist-oriented policies that gave rise to such events. In particular, we emphasise the way that the monuments enveloped by light and sound served to create fascinating fictional narratives to the delight of an incredulous public.
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