Vari-Lite, Inc.
The Automated Lighting Company

John Offord went te their Dallas H& and falked to Rusty Brutsché, president and chief executive.

Since [ty moeption, the Van*Lite somated
leghting system has been a sort of ‘un-hidden
secret’ ol the entemanment lighting industry.
Thi big boys with thie big budgets and the
begg ahiws have always known about
Vari*Lites and how the rental ‘system’ works
The rest of the ndustry has abways known
aboaut Van® Lites too - but from a distance. To
them it has been a kind of dream machine

Timies are changing. Vart-Lite, Inc. are coime
ing out-front, mgjﬂ_n.-lnu thieir famed systim
s meal active promation. The company
has grown fast, overseas bases have been set
up - with mare o come = and there is the
obvious prompting from  competibon a8
musret and mode femote and colour change
systems come on to the markiet,

Vari-Lite had thewr firstever  exhibition
stand a1 Lighting Dsmenseons Intermational 88
at the Infomart s Dallas in Movember (s
L+51 cover picbwre, December), and | ook
the: opportunty of visiting thetr HOD in Regal
Eow, just a few miles away from the exhibi-
tion halls.

Rusly Brubuchs, presdent and chicl eseoutive
pifices, VarHlile, Ing,

Two scenes from the 1987 albVari*Lite Genesls woild towr, lighting desigoer Allen Branton.

7

WarHLite, Inc, was founded in 1981 |Jg,' Kusty
Brutsché, Jack Maxson and Jim Clark, prine
cipaks of Showco, Inc., the majar somirid hine
operation based in Dallas, together with
miermbsirs of the British music groug Genesis,
And the company was established to design,
Buitled and lease automated Eghting systems
that would overcome the limitations o
herent in conventionsl lighting equipment.
To say they succeeded is something of an
mder-datement, with Van "Lites oW an
established part of the entertainment lighting
N"FIII"I"I:HN" Hurld‘b‘fldl‘.

The Yari *Lite Senes 100 system, comgerised
ol a commel console and auicmated spol
laminaires, was firgdt inbrodeced in 1981,
Kusty Brutsché's team included Jim
Bomhorst, an electncal engineer, and Jahn
Covington, an analog cirout dessgner, who
were  given the task of designing the
luminaire, Jorm Walsh, an expent i digaal
and microprocessor  design, and Brooks
Tayhod, & systermsisaltware engineer, design:
o and programmeed the controd  console,
They created an automated Eghiing system
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The Artisan confrol consobe, Semes 200

that  allows the lighting desagner to
astomatically control pan and tilt, colour,
Dbeam e, and andensity, and wilh its
dichecic filters and arc lamp source, the
systerns alwlity 1o vary colour, siluration,
and intensity provides a range of koks not
pissie wilh convenbonal gels

Rusty Brutsche told me about the firstever
wse of the sytens: “The Van "Lle Sened TO0
atomated lighting system made its debut at
the first peformance of Cenesis” 1981 world
tour, Held in a bull ning in Baroelona, that
show rrarked the fist drme that a truly
autamatied lighting sysbem - ona nowhich all
maper functions are under the realtime
contred of a remobe comsole - was put into
practical use,

Mlamy attempts af automation had been
made befone, but the Senes 100 was the first
1o combnne all the Emportant features; high
speed, reliable mechanisms, and contral of
pan, tile, bam sire, miendily and colour, it
did so with a dicheoic filter colour-changing
Sysbern, & COMmpAact and sounce and a custom-
designed control console, and ||h|-=. Winning
comination made il possible 1o produce
stunning kghting efects never before seen,”
eplained Busty Brulschi

Warking hand-irrhand with Genesis and
other clients, Vari-lite  progressively

i Clark, deecion. Vardite, Inc.
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evialuated and improved wpon the Senes
100, I 1986 thes effon rewled n the
Vari*Lite Sevies 2000 system, boasting a new
wash luminaire and advanced electronics
Ehincousghou,

Leness” 198687 world tow was  the
shivwcase  for the Vari"lite Series 200
system, the second generaton of Yanlige
equiprment, which comprises the V12 spaot
luminaire, the Y1 wash luminaire and the
Artisan conbrel console,”™ explaned Rusty
Brustschit, “The Conesis ng « 150 WiFs and
1530 Wl3's - contained no conwenbonal
lighting foctures, making it the first totally
automated high-spesd lighting syitem under
real-dimie comiputer contnod

“Because each parameter of a Vari®|#e
luminaine can be programmed from a single
remote console, both systems gave Cenasis
lighting designers  previcwsly  wunbeard  of
o Er IO Creale lJ'rrl.:I'I'IIL |:l||:-|.'l|-:.l|Lr.1r|1|r'|t'|J
lighting eHecs, They also made it possible to
achieve an almost infinite rumber of wad-
tional ighting scened, and do so with fewer
lights.”

I askeed Rusty Brutsché how  lighting
designers readted to and accepted the mew
systém in s @arly days.

“The touring, and television mdustries have
reachly  accepted  Vandite's  technology

Jack Maxsos, dinecior, Vasi-lite, ine,
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because it gives them a broad new range of
artistic capabilities,” he explained,
“Automated systerms dio, howewer, nequire
re-thinking some traditional concepts. For
peample, dichroic colour mechanisms pro
disce not only most of the colours that ane
available with gels, but many othars that are
ol

“Dichroic filiers do not buin of fade, colour
|_'h.]r'|g-|:l can either b instantaneous, as in the
W12 spat, or of variable speed 1o enable col
oiir crossfades, as m the VLI wash, Thene ane
no  dichrolc  colour  Swatch  books  fior
dasignens to relér Lo when designing a show.
Although several hundred speciiic duhroic
colours can be programmed into the Astisan
comsole and recalled with an sdentifying
raimiber, experence using dichroic colours i
requiied (o understand how they conmes
pond to gel colours

“The control of an automated system also
challenges designers 1o ne-think old ways: in-
st af having to control a singhe parameter
per  luminaire  {intensity]l,.  an automated
systern must  control  ten to pwelve
pararmeters per I'H-h[- whitch s wastly rmore
complex. VariLite’s philosophy has been to
cuskom desgn & controd console specthcally
fosr automated lights, rather than try to adapt
conventional  consoles o them.  This
philosophy requires a lighting designer o
wse an undarahar controller, one that ded not
evohie in the cofbixt af conventional
lightang.

“Comee users have ressted the change, but
the company Believes that to achieve prec-
shon control of large numbers of automated
lights, & fro=shy appn:.nf_h WLk rl.-::lum-d. We
know that any resodutionary technology &
usually greeted with some apprehension and
scepticism, but most dessgners who have
mache the switch say they find the new cone
trod system Bar Supenof.

“Wari-lite's objective has always been bo
design a totally automated lighting, system,
ane that would miset the needs of designers
in all fields of hghting, We developed the
Series 100 systerm, then mmediately began
WK with our customers 1o adapt and
pedect it. Lsing kaowledge gained from the
farst systern, we spent three years developing
the Senes 2000 We are confinumg Lo
develop mew  products thar will enabbe
automated Eghting vo flourish in all segrents
of the lighting industry.”

Btsh hghting designer Jonathan Sméeton
has regularty worked with Vari-Lite systems
amd thee first timie e used them was in 1983
for the Peter Gabriel towr. “1 seem to recall
usmng 24 V11's Fd never seen them ] wir
til then, | went to ook at the egquipment in
ity at Wembley on the David Bowie show,
bt | defiberately didn’t go and see the show
itsell because | ddnt want to have amy
prieconceived ideas of what | should do.

1 adopted a ‘viegm' approach, as opposed
to having anvbody else’s deas already in
galled before Nd actually managed to leam
the system, | had an excellent opérator on
the desk, and Peter Gabriel was a really
good person to work with as well because
he's 50 theatncal.

“Technically, the systerm is nosw very ad-
vanced, and as it has developed, the control
systerm has now taken on all sons of other
abilities, Bt cam manage conventional lighting,
programme smoke machmes, and so on,
and it is much easier to handle the inesses
and subtlEties that the desigrer nedquires.

s future s operended,” commued
Jonathan Smeston. s endless. Varilite
have taken things cne step further, and its
row not only computerised moving lights,

The WL spad bumdnaire, Sevies D00,

but computerised light control, | do think
people have yet to realise its tree potential.
Thia diesk is a master and phenomenally able.
It works very well, and it's not dithcult to
master, or o undertand e conoept

1 like to use Yari“lites all the time, and
hawe thern on all the time - doing something,
| think they should also dewvelop keng and
shiowtt range remode Sollow Spots, ard | e
this sort of development in the very néar
futuire,

“Oire of the very big plusees that doesn’t
shiow to the ahence, and s definitely one
af the reasons why they are so sucoessiul is
that they have phenomenal back-up
facilines. They are as near instantaneous as
they can possibly be - arywhiere in the
woarld. The equipment is very, wiry rehahle,
The crows are extrersely technical and able,
andd the company has a wery SUrong Cor
peorate siruchane. The man at the top - Eusty
Brutsché - 15 gust brilliang. And brdbant at
caganising peopbe 1o be very positive. Thid i3
a bag plus for Var-Libe and the user.”

Jonathan  Smeetan  admitted  Van*Lie
systems were his facourite subgect,  but
horweewer much you may like them, you can't
buy them. | asked Rusty Brutsché why the
company has a lease only” policy
“Automated hghting is in a state of rapsd
development,  War-Lite s leading  this
development, investing  huge  sums i
research and diedopment,” he saidl, “Each
time an advance is made, we up-grade our

Thie V13 wash luminaing, Sensss 2000

enitire world-wide rental inventory. That way
our customers have the benefit of state-of-
the-an equiprnent. Such fleability would not
b paossibde if wir sold our Sysiems outright
W' therefore feel that this Tease-only” poscy
enables us to bist derve the needs of our
custormers, We do, however, offer special
finaning arrangernents for long-term leases
in fied irstallatons,”

1 had to ask the obwviows lollow-up: Wiy
do Var® Lite systems have 1o come complete
with technical operators!

“WarkLite 15 a service-onenbed company,
and our highly tra nied oeserators ane the key
1o thee sorveoe wie provide, For this reason,
o customers. almest always contract for
Var-Lite personnel to operate and maintain
their sysiems, Wi are actively training free-
lance designers, however, and ugon request
will braim army cusiomies 0 OPerane a van " Line
sysbern, Wi also train the employees ol long-
tenm lease oustomers i e operation and
maintenance of Vam Llite equipment,” ex-
plained Busty Bruticlis

Continuing to develop new products, Vari-
Lite introduced the VLD dimmer mterface in
b 1987, This devioe allows the Artisan con-
sole to control comventional  equipment,
thersly serveng as the ‘missing Enk’ between
the Series 200 system and all other devices
typically contrelled by a  conwentional
lighting board [as mnboned by jonathan
smeeton eadler in this article), In 1989 they
will b introducing a new lurmanasne and con

The pewlyp-ndrduced YLD dimmer inlerlace.
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trod £ 3
“These products will represent a
beeakthrough i terms of added features, in-
creased brightness, low cost, light wight,
and  compact ntinued  Rusty
Brimsche. “Automated kghting has a place in
many lighting markets: television, film, masic
videno, irade shows and theatre. We have a
large reseasch and development depantment
commilted to L'rr'-.'ilm;_:: autormsied |_1r.;:.|_1|,p:1-|.
o address the needs of these diverse
arkeds
To meet the grovwing demand foe automa:
tion in the vanouws fields of lighting. Var-lite
mng 4 world-wide  dismbution

and our  London

Vari-Litee  Europe
Lemited, laas recently established operations
i both Paris and Madrd, In the United
Lrates, wpened a Los .-'|.|'|t1_|e||:'-1. ofice i
Apnl 1988 and we have juit appointed
authorised representatives in MNew York and
Oilando,”

Faor the final w spoke to Dargd Vaughan,
head of promo o Warkle Eunope
Liméted, based in London
The kisy to the sucopssiul doevelopenent ol
our European market bes in the need to
make  the  Vari*Lite ;
available and as easily acce
o potential clients
T this el as WO K
d offices in Faris a
|:-|I"|'I'||"|'It'r of ORI peeil, r'ilJ.'jll“l_-ld [r-
soneie]l and skifled operators Ower the
COFT Aar i anbicipabe setbing up furiises
CHHETd % in Germany and e
I ade
beginning
areas than 3l
particular ho i a8 Eracs s
oomerences, product law
likop, Ty et s with
ANt ORI Es,
L and [TV companies s increasin
amnd Fmi oo i that
=5 10 generl wil Wire o g
The de-mystifcatson of the Van®Lite has
bBegun
VARI*LIME & a regisbened trademark awnied by
Van-lige, g, 207 Regal Rone, Dallas, Texas
Artiam, V11, VLI VLI, VLD, Seres 100, arcd
Seres M g also praclemarks aversis] by
Vari-Lite, fri

Lighting consullant Arbur Seith (nght), based in
Dallas, pictured during technicisn frainieg.
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Var®lite disse-ap - the Geness world bour,
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The cosporaie headquariess of Vadlite, Inc, located in Dallas, Texas, & the cesire of research and
tevrlopment, design, and manulacturing.

Chching Van®lile luminssres 51 Dallas.




Gemesds and Var"Lites on tous, Photographs were Laken 41 various kocation durieg their Lavest {1987) warks 1oar.
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