Bringing Light to Cleveland One Spot at a Time
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In a nondescript, one‑floor building on South Miles Road in Cleveland, Vincent Lighting President Paul Vincent heads an office whose homey, family‑room atmosphere contrasts sharply with the concrete‑floored utility rooms in the back where cliffs of stacked lighting instruments and anaconda‑sized whorls of cable glint faintly in the greenish overhead light. It is here that many local lighting designers, arts organizations and galleries rent equipment and seek advice.

Talking to Vincent is a Berlitz course in the language of light.

"The workhorse in the theatrical environment is the ellipsoidal reflector spotlight," he says, pointing to an elongated instrument with a long "throw" or ability to cast intense, focused light from a considerable distance.

Ellipsoidals, Vincent explains, describing a theater space with his hands, are used to light performance areas from positions beyond the front of the stage, often from moveable lighting pipes or stationary structures near the auditorium ceiling. Fixed spotlights used to highlight a particular area are called specials. Follow spots are manually operated to keep moving performers lit.

Onstage light, he continues, moving on to another wall of instruments, comes largely from Lekos, which are adjustable lights that can change from narrow, hard‑edged beams and longer throws to broader, softer, shorter ones. Lekos can also be used for special effects by placing patterned steel or glass sheets, called gobos, in front of their lenses to create shadow images of leaves, snowflakes or other shapes.

Options abound: Fresnels (pronounced fteh‑NELS) are good for soft upstage, or background, light; cyc lighting (named for the cycloramas, or curved backdrop screens, it illuminates) provides broad color washes of light; and automated fixtures can be adjusted by remote control and programmed to move by themselves, making them extremely popular with the rock‑music industry.

Nearly every instrument sparks a story from Vincent. The par started literally as a tin can that could hold a car lamp, he explains. "It's a cheap way to get a lot of light," he notes with a grin.

Vincent acknowledges the influence of the entertainment industry on lighting developments.

It was a band, he says, that got the research started on automated lights. Genesis, the now‑defunct rock group that variously included Peter Gabriel, Phil Collins, Tony Banks and Mike Rutherford, gave a Dallas sound company money back in the Eighties to develop the Vari‑Lite 1, the prototype for which "was originally drawn on a napkin at a barbecue place," Vincent says.

Along with the many types of instruments Vincent provides his clients, he also offers production management services that include design concept, installation and operation. Assessing what's right for any lighting situation – a permanent auditorium, a backyard tent for a weekend party – starts with determining how much electrical power is available. “There’s an art to that.”

Each of the lighting instruments and Broadway touring productions can have between 600 and 800 – requires a circuit and each circuit connects to one dimmer, a piece of equipment that functions like a home rheostat, raising or lowering the intensity of the light as needed. Dimmers are collected in racks of 96, with each rack handling 1,200 amps of power.

Dimmers create noise and heat, which is bad for arts productions. So now that technology permits, dimmers are frequently installed in auditorium basements, and monitored by electricians on an in‑house computer, communication network. Perhaps the only real remaining obstacle to effective lighting is one of taste.

"I've seen people overdo do it," Vincent confesses. "They want to see these wonderful production values that they've seen at the opera ... in their backyard tent."

