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Held every December, the Fête des Lumières is a magical festival that
lights up Lyon, a city in France’s historical Rhône-Alpes region.
Read about how this festival came to be, and its
modern-day celebrations.
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eputed to be the
largest annual festival
in terms of visitors,
after the Rio Carnival
and the Oktoberfest,
Lyon’s Fête des
Lumières, held in
December every year,
had very humble beginnings. Every
year it attracts about 3.5 million
visitors who descend upon Lyon
to be dazzled by this audiovisual
spectacle.
I had an opportunity to visit this
festival and got talking to a local
baker who had soft and buttery
croissants and crusty baguettes
ready at the crack of dawn. He told
me that many centuries ago when
the plague swept across Europe
like a black flood of death, Lyon
was miraculously unaffected, and
hence saved. The grateful and, no
doubt, immensely relieved populace
decided to install a statue of the
Virgin Mary on Fourvière Hill that
is right next to the Basilica of
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A colourful
projection
complements
throw away
from Lake
Ontario.
the architecture to tell a tale.
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Notre-Dame de Fourvière. Initially
the inauguration was planned for
September 6, 1852, but a heavy
monsoon delayed it by a few months
to December 8. The locals were very
excited about this inauguration and
fireworks and celebrations were
planned but again, bad weather
turned it into a damp squib. But not
to be put off by the manifestations
of Mother Nature, the locals
decided to spontaneously improvise
and lit candles in coloured jars and
put them by their windows, thus
decorating the entire city in a wash
of luminescent colours. And thus, a
tradition was thus born!
The city started lighting up its grand
buildings and historical sites in the late 1980s but
it was in 1999 that the scale was upped to a fourday period, every December. Today advances in
light and sound know-how has taken the visual
feast to great heights. I was dazzled by how well
artistic imagination merged with technology
to project colourful holographic images on
buildings to tell a story. I witnessed more than
70 holographic installations being projected all
over Place Bellecour, a large square in the centre
of the city. One of the most spectacular sights
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was that of the Ferris wheel whose centre was
projected with different images to tell a series
of tales.
You can’t help being a part of the fervour of
celebration. I remember being amidst revellers
and just generally bobbing across the city with
the surge of the crowd. The narrow alleys of
medieval Lyon aren’t designed to accommodate
more than a million people, so if claustrophobia is
one of your demons then you have been warned!
But the euphoria and happiness is infectious.
It was almost like walking through a
storybook set in stone that seemed to have
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Above: The Ferris wheel
light installation is a
crowd-puller.
Right: A spectacular
projection on the
Cathedrale Saint-JeanBaptiste de Lyon.
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come alive; like something from the realm of
JK Rowling’s imagination. Classic buildings and
neo-Gothic statues and fountains formed the
base onto which lasers, neon lights and 3D
animation spelled out stories accompanied by
music. We went along with the crowd through
alleys, into plazas and across bridges, enjoying
the installations and attempting to interpret the
tales they were trying to tell. Some fantastical,
some folklore.
It was December and it was cold – you have
to be well-clad to be able to step out. But there
was solace in the form of mulled drinks and hot
chocolate counters at almost every street corner.
Being spontaneous is the best way to enjoy
the festival. However, if you favour a mapped
tour, head to Office du Tourisme at Place
Bellecour and pick the festival map that lists
the various installations. Huge crowds gather
between 7pm and 9pm.
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At the Basilica of Notre-Dame de Fourvière,
you will see the hushed side of the festival – in
tune with the traditional idea of expressing
gratitude to Virgin Mary. From the high rises that
surround the Basilica, one can get a grand view of
the town below with lasers of light jabbing into
the sky and music floating on wisps of wind.
During the morning hours, Lyon is an
interesting city to explore and take in its history.
Many of its grand buildings are by River Saône.
The most stately of them is the Palais de Justice,
whose grand columns are lit up every evening
during the festival. More architectural telltales
of the city’s rich cultural heritage can be found
along Rue du Boeuf, Rue Saint-Jean and Rue
des Trois-Maries.
Stop to look at the
gargoyles and other
Above: The remnants
cheeky characters
of the Roman
structure, the Ancient
carved on window
Theatre of Fourvière.
ledges along Rue
Below: A bird’s-eye
Juiverie. You may
view of the Place de
also want to head to
Bellecour.
the Ancient Theatre
of Fourvière, one
of the oldest Roman
theatres of its kind. The
amphitheatre is said
to have had a seating
capacity of around 10,000
people. Standing at the
centre, the grandeur and
flamboyance of the space
dawns on you.
Finally, some tips on
what to pick to fuel your
body. Lyon has a plethora
of fine restaurants and
little cafes to choose from
to keep you going with
the frenetic pace and size
of the festival. Daniel
and Denise’s Restaurant
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that sits on the pretty Rue de Créqui is a quieter
alternative. On the menu are the best picks of
French cuisine, accompanied by local cheese and
beverages from the neighbouring regions. After
the long walk and a wonderful meal, stagger back
to bed, satiated with the food and memories of
the colourful festival. 

QUICK FAC T S
GETTING THERE

Jet Airways operates daily flights to
Paris from Mumbai. From here, you
can fly our codeshare partner Air
France to Lyon.
ACCOMMODATION

Lyon offers a variety of mid-range
to luxury hotels.
FOR MORE INFORMATION

Visit www.fetedeslumieres.lyon.fr
This year the Fete will start on
December 8.

Effective October 30, 2016, flight 9W
124 from Mumbai to Paris will depart at
0250 hrs IST and arrive at 0820 hrs local
time, while on the return leg, 9W 123,
will depart Paris at 1130 hrs local time
and land in Mumbai at 0045 hrs IST the
following day. As a result of the revised
timings, guests will now be able to
connect to 25 European cities and more
than 10 North American cities over Paris.

Above: Chocolate and
candy shops churn out
a range of colourful
delights during the
festive season.
Right: The Lyon
Christmas Market is
abuzz during the Fete.
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