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Official Documentation 

 
By Fabian Meier - BubbleBoy  

Zürich, Switzerland - Astral Headwash Camp, 4.30 & Estuary 
 
  

 

Looking Artist/Musician to collaborate on next vers ion of this installation : 
I'm looking for an artist to collaborate on Version 3.0 of the Blinkin' Donut installation. The 
person I'm looking for would make the music part happen - I don't know that much about this 
area. The goal of Version 3.0 is to add interactive music - the stimulus for the music is a 3D 
mouse/movement sensor/joystick. Interactive light effects are already working in the prototype 
version.  
 

 

 

Why I built this Installation 
 
This installation is for the burner who wants to chill at night on the playa and gets lost 
looking at beautiful lights. There is no deep meaning or elaborate concept behind this 
piece: I love lights, I am fascinated by the beauty of glowing colors in the dark. The 
combination of the deep darkness of the playa and with the contrasting colors inside the 
inflatable was an inspiration for this project.  
 
The donut shaped body is made out of an inflated nylon fabric. The body is inflated by 
two small air ventilators that runs constantly. Inside are 72 LED elements – each element 
is individual controlled and can take on any color. A rainbow pattern circles slowly 
around – the individual lights cannot be seen because they blend into each other.  
 
The installation is only in its V1.1 stage – my vision to interact with the lights and 
additional music. With hand gestures the patterns of the lights should be influenced, and 
the music should change accordingly. The interactive light patterns works if the lights are 
attached to a computer and a joystick. It was logistically too complicated for my set up a 
PC out in the playa.  
 
This installation had its premiere at Nowhere 2007 (regional European burn in Spain). 
The complete installation is transported by plane from Switzerland. 
 



BLINKIN' DONUT v1.1 Page 2 

Technical Specifications 

 
Inflatable Nylon, custom made, sewed with an industrial sewing machine. 

A one meter long zipper allows the lights and ring to be inserted 
Light System Trilkits (system sold by Marc who built the Cubatron). Total 3 x 

24 LED elements (each element is individually controlled, each 
element has a red, green and blue LED). 

Inflatable fans 2 Axial fans in series  
12V DC, 1.8 W power consumption per fan, 3.6 W total 
Size: 90 x 90 mm (about 4 x 4 inches) 

Structure Wood, PVC ring for the lights, hose clamps. 
Electrical System can run at 12 V DC or with a power supply at 110 V AC 

or 230 V AC 
Power 
consumption 

At night - rainbow pattern: 32 W 
At night - low energy light pattern: 10.8 W 
At day (fans only): 3.5 W 

Size 2.20 meter diameter (about 7 feet) 
Size packaged A few kilos, 1/3 of my suitcase (exclusive some tubes for the 

ring and the poles) 
Setup time About 4 hours (well - this is the plan....) 

 
 

 
 
 
 

The Blinkin' Donut 
v1.0 at Nowhere 
2007 in Spain 
(European regional 
burn
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About the Construction  
 
Inflatable donut shaped body 
The making of the inflatable went surprisingly quickly. I have built a large inflatable 
structure before for a previous burning man installation. My brother Urs is building 
inflatables for a living, this way I have access to the know-how, material and tools. 
Planning and cutting was about 4 hours, sewing took me one long night. After that I few 
modifications were required, which took me another evening. I used a very nice industrial 
sewing machine for this.  
Inflatables designed and created by Urs: http://luftundlaune.ch 
 

 
The industrial sewing machine I used. 

 

First tests in my living 
room. 
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Fans 
This took me a quite a while to find the right fans. My requirements was to find a fan that 
uses as little energy as possible and the fan should as light as possible. By trial and error I 
found the right combination. 
I have two axial fans in series - this increases the pressure, but the volume is the same. 
There are two important properties for fans: air throughput (air volume per hour), and air 
pressure. For inflatables the key is to have a fan with the right minimum pressure - 
otherwise the structure never gets fully inflated, the air pressure has to counter balance 
you have the weight of the structure and possible wind forces.  
 

 
Some fans tested - I chose the one circled. The two radial fans in the middle had way 
too little throughput. 
 
 
Winds on the playa 
Well - as I'm writing this I don't know if the air pressure of my two little fans is enough..... 
I hope so. For my previous UFO installation I had a fairly strong fan (180 Watts) - once 
the UFO (diameter 5 meters, height 2.20 meters) was fully inflated, it didn't move an inch 
during the storms. The structure was so tight; I could jump against the walls. It was even 
quiet inside while outside there were nasty storms. 
The key is to have enough air pressure to fully inflate the structure, then it is really 
difficult for the wind to move anything. The round shape helps also, because of its 
aerodynamic shape.  
 
 
 
Lights 
Mark, the ingenious artist who built the Cubatron installation also sells his lights as a 
system, called Triklits. One string has 24 LED elements on one wire, with a controller 
attached. 12 Volts DC are attached, and you have a fully functioning light show. I use 
three such strings. 
The really cool thing about Triklits is the ability to control them from a PC. Each 
controller can be connected to a USB box, which is attached to the PC.  
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Triklits are very well done - low-cost, simple, and technically very sophisticated. I have a 
huge respect for the technical implementation - and even more how Mark uses them at 
Burning Man with his installations. 
 
Triklits: http://www.nw.com/nw/triklits/ 
 

   
A single LED element - three different LEDs (red, green and blue) are housed together 
in one body (one the left) - LED element with the ping pong shaped white cover. 
 
 

 
 
A complete Triklit set with 24 elements, wires, controller and small power supply. 
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Structure 
The LED elements are attached to a PVC ring with hose clips. The LED element is 
attached to a hose clip with two cable ties. 
The ring is made out of three PVC tubes (diameter 16 mm - 5/8 inch). I used three larger 
tube pieces as interconnects. Since the light elements are not heavy, the structure doesn't 
need to be very sturdy. 
 

  
 
 
 
Hose clamps 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

PVC ring with the LED 
elements already 
attached. 

 
For version v1.0 I used 
fiberglass rods as a 
frame and covered it 
with stretch fabric.  
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Transport  
One of my requirements for a Burning Man art installation is that I have to transport it by 
plane in my luggage. The Blinkin' Donut is pretty small unpacked - it fills about a 1/3 of a 
large suitcase. The only things I will buy in California are the PVC tubes for the ring, 
wooden poles to elevate the structure above ground and wood for the generator box.  
 
I made a custom box out of cardboard for the 72 LED elements, the goal  
I built a special transport box out of cardboard to protect the LED elements from transport 
damage. 
 
The inflatable nylon body is very small - smaller than most of my costumes.... 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Energy concept 
This is was a difficult subject. I own generator that I bought for my previous playa 
installations. Initially I didn't want to use it, because my energy consumption is very low. 
I didn't want to do the refueling procedure every day, and I felt it is an overkill to use only 
a fraction of the electric power of a generator. 
 
 

LEDs in transport box  

Fans and 
power supply 

Solar lights for sattey at night   

Poles that attach to the ring 
inflatible  
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My current energy sources are: 
- At night  I will use my Yamaha generator in Econo-mode (up to 250 Watts can be used). 
The installation needs about 32 Watts power.  It takes about 12 hours to empty the one 
gallon tank under this low load. 
- During the day I need only 3 Watts at 12 V DC for the fans. I will use a 5 Watt solar 
panel. 
 
My initial plan was to use power from a neighboring installation or a camp close to my 
installation. I found a camp that was willing to let me use power from their 24/7 AC 
power grid - I planned to set my art up about 100 meters from the Esplanade. 
Well - the Burning Man organization didn't like my nice little plan at all. I was very 
disappointed to learn that my plan was not appreciated. Digging a cable canal and coming 
up with my own placement must have been the reason for a big NO-NO. I chose not to 
fight the Burning Man Org, I didn't want to direct my energy to fight an administration. 
 
My second plan was to use two 12 V batteries - one for day, one for the night. I would 
recharge while the other was being used. The disadvantes of this approach where that I 
would buy batteries for a one time use (I can't really bring the heavy lead acid batteries 
back onto the plane). Not a very wise choice either - not a very clever use of natural 
resources. Finally went I did final measurements of the actual power consumption I 
realized that 32 Watts requires a big battery.  
 
Finally I came to the conclusion that using my generator  was still the wisest choice. The 
generator needs about one gallon (3.8 liters) per night - one gallon of gas is the equivalent 
of making a small accidental detour when I drive all the way up from San Francisco to 
BRC. So, even if it doesn't look very correct at first sight, using a little bit gas and no 
additional resources is an okay choice. 
For the day I have a very small power consumption- I figured for almost the same money 
for a rechargeable battery I can buy a small solar panel. The fans require very little power 
(3 Watts), a 5 Watt solar panel should be sufficient.  
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Next Versions of the Blinking' Donut 
 
The motivation for Blinkin' Donut was to design an installation that is highly interactive 
with lights and music. I'm inspired by the captivity of a computer game. Below is a the 
roadmap for the next iterations. 
 
Version Major improvements Details 
v1.0 Fabric and fiberglass body July 2007 shown at Nowhere 2007 
v1.1 Inflatable body added Burning Man 2007 
v2.0 Interactive light - with joystick Running since Jan 2007. I need to 

connect a PC to the lights. 
I wrote several programs in Perl that take 
a joystick as input. 

v2.5 Interactive light - with a 3D 
sensor 

Not yet implemented. 
 
Either I will use a 3D mouse/sensor 
system that is based on ultrasonic. This is 
expensive.... 
OR 
I will use the electronics of a couple of 
Theremins, then it will be completely 
only with hand gestures 

v3.0 Adding interactive Music This is the final vision. I would send 
MIDI commands to a sequencer or sound 
program on the PC. 
For this I'm still looking for a 
collaborator! 
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Previous Art at Burning Man 
 
Ever since my first visit at Burning Man in 2001 - it was clear to me that I had to build an 
installation. The UFO in 2004 was a serious undertaking, and also an incredibly inspiring 
experience for me.   
 
More on http://fabelabs.com  
 
BubbleBoy in the Bubble (Buring Man 2003) 
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UFO (Burning Man 2004 and 2005, Nowhere 2005, 2006 and 2007) 
 

 
 
 
The Long Distance Relationship Station (Burning Man 2006, together with Tankgirl) 
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About Fabian / BubbleBoy 
I'm trained as an electrical engineer. Since I was a kid I loved tinkering- Lego was my 
first passion.  
I worked mainly in small companies and startups; my engineering work was in solar 
power stations, video compression chips, video streaming software, search engines and 
audio streaming appliances. Currently I'm heading the development for an audio 
consumer product. 
I have been a burner since 2001. I live in Switzerland, so I'm very happy to be involved in 
making Nowhere an inspiring place for European burners (Nowhere is the regional 
European burn in Spain). 
 
 


