
BIG BANG SCIENCE FAIR 

@WATERFIRE PROVIDENCE

Ulrich Heintz, Meenakshi Narain – Brown University

Connie Potter – CERN and the The Big Bang Collective

Chris Thomas – Iowa University and the The Big Bang Collective
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WaterFire Providence
• WaterFire Providence® is an independent, … non-profit arts organization whose 

mission is to inspire Providence and its visitors by revitalizing the urban 

experience, fostering community engagement and creatively transforming the city 

by presenting WaterFire for all to enjoy (from https://waterfire.org/).

• WaterFire is an award-winning sculpture by Barnaby Evans installed on the three 

rivers of downtown Providence. About 100 braziers light about a dozen times 

(usually Saturday nights) and attract about 1.1 million people to Providence each 

season.
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https://waterfire.org/


The vision
• Promote Science for the public in collaboration with 

Art, Design and Music

• Take science to a large audiences who is not 
necessarily science-minded 

• Promote appreciation of science as a normal part of 
everyday life rather than something reserved for an 
academic elite

• Target diverse audiences (girls and under represented 
minorities)

• WaterFire is an ideal venue to supply the audience 

• Organize an evening full of fun and excitement
• Lecture-demos by world renowned scientists

• Hands-on science, art, and design activities

• Goal: establish the Big Bang Science Fair as an 
annual event!

7/30/2019 Heintz - DPF 2019 3



The people
• Main organizers: Meenakshi Narain (Brown U, CMS) & Connie Potter (CERN, ATLAS) 

• Plus
• Carlos Aizenman (Brown University)

• Geeta Chougule (Brown University)

• Gelonia Dent (Brown University)          

• James S. Gates (Brown University )

• Geoffrey Gunter (Citizens Bank)

• Ulrich Heintz (Brown University)           

• Stephanie Mott (Bryant University)

• List of organizers: https://www.brown.edu/academics/physics/event-organizers

• 180 Volunteers
• from Brown University, U Mass Amherst, local high schools, neighbors, friends and family …

• Jessica Pontarelli (Brown University)

• Mary Ann Rotondo (Brown University)  

• Andrea Russo (CS4RI)

• David Targan (Brown University)

• Chris Thomas (University of Iowa)

• Holly Walsh (CS4RI)                             

• Vic-Fay Wolfe (CS4RI)
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The sponsors
• Nothing happens without funding…

https://www.brown.edu/academics/physics/sponsors
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Office of the President, 

Office of the Provost,

The Science Center, 

The Physics Department, 

Office of Institutional Equity and Diversity, 

Carney Institute for Brain Science.

Data Science Initiative, ICERM, 

Athletics Department, Ladd Observatory

Northeast Planetary Data Center

THANK YOU FOR YOUR GENEROUS SUPPORT



The branding
• We needed a name

• Science lighting?

• The Universe at the Micro-Macro Scales?

• Then we needed a logo 

• which didn’t conflict with the WaterFire trademark
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The program
• September 22, 2018, from 3 – 11pm

• https://waterfire.org/big-bang-science-fair-at-waterfire-providence-on-september-22-2018/

• Presentations
• 6 lecture presentations in RISD ausitorium

• Workshops in big tent on market square
• Theremin

• Cloud Chamber workshops

• CS 
• bb8 droids, 

• Zombie, arduino coding

• Game design using Scratch 

• Hands-on-activities all over market square
• Telescopes

• Neuroscience

• RI Museum of Science and Arts

• Chemistry

• CS4RI

• Neutrinoscope

• Science of Cooking

• Physics demos
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https://waterfire.org/big-bang-science-fair-at-waterfire-providence-on-september-22-2018/


The signage
• Every tent was named after a famous female scientist
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Will people sit in an auditorium for 30 min lectures?
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Juliana Cherston (MIT)          Prof. John Huth (Harvard)      Dorit Chrysler 

(NY Theremon society)

Prof. Stephon Alexander        Prof. Jim Gates (Brown)        Micky Dolenz

(Brown)                                                                                 (The Monkees)

Moderated by 

Don Lincoln (Fermilab)



Will people sit in an auditorium for 30 min lectures?
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Juliana Cherston (MIT)          Prof. John Huth (Harvard)      Dorit Chrysler 

(NY Theremon society)

Prof. Stephon Alexander        Prof. Jim Gates (Brown)        Micky Dolenz

(Brown)                                                                                 (The Monkees)

Moderated by 

Don Lincoln (Fermilab)

Yes, they will!



The workshops – 1 hour-ling in depth activities
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Hands off! How to play the Theremin            Talk to your BB8 droid

With Dorit Chrysler

See cosmic rain with cloud chambers

Defeat Zombies/Java and Raspberry Pi



Take a selfie with the Large Hadron Collider
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Sidewalk astronomers
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Fun and Excitement for all ages
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The audience
• Attended by 4000+ people. 

• We counted attendance by giving out stickers and 

stopped counting after 4000   

• Time lapse video   https://youtu.be/Tdqe5oCwLPM
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https://youtu.be/Tdqe5oCwLPM


The maze
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Feedback collection
• We gave out feedback forms at the workshops and at the RISD auditorium

• Almost all forms checked

• Yes – enjoyed the presentations

• Level just right

• Only a few forms had comments

• Mostly from RISD lectures

• All comments were positive

• Is there a better way to do this?
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
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Outlook
• The First Big Bang Science Fair at WaterFire Providence on Sept 22, 2018 was a 

success

• Our goal is to make this an annual event

• Funding for 2019 is already in place and planning is advanced

• Saturday Sep 28th

• On Market Square

• Neuro/Brain Science, Chemistry, RIMOSA, Science of Cooking, Physics, CS, Virtual Reality 

(Zspace.com)/RIVR, SkillsForRI partnership

• In RISD Auditorium

• Women’s Leadership panel discussion

• Prof. John Donoghue: “Merging Man and Machine to help people with Paralysis”

• Prof. Stephon Alexander, Melvin Gibbs et al. “Cosmic Zones” A jazz performance

• And many more to be confirmed

• Planning for 2020 will start in fall…
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More information on Website and Facebook
• Facebook 

• https://www.facebook.com/Big-Bang-Science-Fair-Providence-793571531043146

• Website 

• 2018 https://waterfire.org/big-bang-science-fair-at-waterfire-providence-on-september-22-2018/

• 2019 website will be launched soon

• Providence Journal Article:

• https://www.providencejournal.com/news/20180922/by-light-of-waterfire-beauty-of-science-

shines?fbclid=IwAR3o2st38W2ot0X2G_S1hcBDAl8MTgU4_oBdxUcdyxpp2QnkJN9j0pYgZOI

• YouTube

• https://youtu.be/iOIEr3_bzaY

• https://vimeo.com/293561594

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tdqe5oCwLPM

• Blog

• https://waterfire.org/big-bang-science-fair-at-waterfire-providence-on-september-22-2018/
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