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The Heart of Light

The Heart of Light: A Holistic Primer for a Life and Career in Lighting Design and Production is a fresh look into the ever-evolving fields of lighting design and technology for arts and entertainment.

Full of practical information, historic perspectives, engaging projects, and opportunities for deep inquiry, practice, and reflection, this book offers a well-rounded foundation in the art, technology, and industries of light. It explores a wide range of topics, including:


	how to observe, communicate about, and use light effectively
	how quietive practices can deepen the creative process
	current lighting equipment used across the various arts and entertainment industries and strategies for keeping up with its rapid innovation
	how to choose a career path that keeps you inspired, as well as ways to search for work with dos and don’ts of effective career building
	how to cope with and celebrate the unknown and related challenges of implementing a design under pressure
	considerations for using self-reflection to be successful and impact positive change.


From her perspective of lighting designer, educator, and contemplative practitioner, the author explores lighting not just as a subject, but as an invitation to a fulfilling lifelong adventure.

Written for students of Theatrical Lighting courses and emerging lighting professionals, The Heart of Light is a must-read for anyone intrigued by the power of light.

Deanna Fitzgerald is a professional Lighting Designer and member of United Scenic Artists. Her lighting design credits include a wide range of theatre, dance, opera, circus-themed shows, puppets, architectural lighting, and more. She toured as the Lighting Director for the international tour of STOMP for six years and designed its Las Vegas incarnation STOMP OUT LOUD. At the University of Arizona she is an Associate Dean for the College of Fine Arts and a Professor in the School of Theatre, Film, and Television where she directed the BFA and MFA lighting design and technology areas for 12 years. Deanna serves on the Boards of Directors for URTA (University Resident Theatre Association), USITT (United States Institute of Theatre Technology), and the Western Region Exam Committee of United Scenic Artist Local 829. She is a yoga and meditation teacher and conducts classes and workshops focused on using these and other quietive practices to aid in the creative process.
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CHAPTER 1



Introduction and an Invitation
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One of the exciting things about lighting design is that it requires both artistic and technical skills, not to mention management, leadership, organization, patience, and a good sense of humor. Not only must you harness the elements of design and create effective compositions in the way that other visual artists do, but you must do those things by using technology and skills that in some ways feel unrelated to the product they produce.

Think about a painter who picks up a brush, dips it in the paint, and applies that paint to canvas to create their work. Painting requires planning and technique, but consider the unique gap between the tools a lighting designer uses in order to get to a product and the product itself. The effective picture that the lighting designer creates requires schematic drawings, lights that have to be plugged into cables connected to mechanical rooms, and hours of computer programming in a syntax that doesn’t sound anything like a visual image. This is part of the reason that lighting programmer and entertainment technician are their own careers separate from lighting designer, but imagine a painter trying to create a painting by telling someone else with a brush in their hand what to do. You might argue that scenic designers have to be able to instruct scene painters in that way, but even in that case there is still usually a hand connected to a brush, connected to the paint, connected to the canvas. For the lighting artist there are usually more pieces of technology and more space between the artist, their medium, and the observer, who – by the way – may not even realize that medium (light) is there.

My approach to lighting design and the education of designers is informed by years of another vital set of practices, which we’ll call quietive practices. If you think about the kinds of over-arching skills a lighting designer or collaborative artist need – an awareness of what is around them, an ability to maintain focus on objectives as ideas evolve, an openness to others’ perspectives, an ability to keep generating fresh ideas and hold a lot of information in their head at one time, stay calm under pressure, etc. – all of these things can be a routine outcome of many of the quietive or contemplative practices available. If you’ve tried any of these things and think it’s not for you, I invite you to keep an open mind and read on, because there are lots of examples of pros who thought the same thing but just hadn’t found what they needed yet.

Consider this: in order to create a good design, we have to be able to generate new ideas. In the 1990s, popular psychology told us that our minds come up with an awful lot of thoughts throughout the day, but most of them are the same thoughts. Truly new ideas come when our minds stop looping through all the information we already know. If quietive practices can help us do that, isn’t it worth a try?

If we honor this incredible gift of our minds, but take the time to condition it away from constantly chewing on immutable information, we may find ourselves with a vibrant, creative life. People will often say to me, “I tried…” (insert any quietive practice you think you don’t like) “…and I can’t clear my mind, so it doesn’t work for me.” Or “I tried that and I couldn’t sit still.” In the kind of quietive work I teach, sitting still isn’t the goal, nor will I ever instruct you to “clear your mind”. Think of the irony of this. We have spent our whole lives developing our ability to think, solve problems, communicate… But now we think we’re going to make that lifetime of conditioning stop by sitting down and willing it so? This is not likely to happen. And why would we want to? Research shows that we might be happier not thinking about the past or future, but we also wouldn’t be able to create a lighting design or manage much about life.

Are you ready yet? It won’t take much time to get started. We’ll go further on this idea in the next chapter, but for now, engage with the project “Getting Started Being Quiet” at the end of this chapter and give it a try!

In the meantime, get ready for a book about lighting that will inspire you to create like someone who cultivates skill in action (one of the many ways the work of yoga is sometimes defined) and channels creative potency. We’ll start our journey by considering how we can most accurately comprehend the visual world around us (Observe, Chapter 2). Next we’ll dive deep into what is known about light and consider how we can go about knowing more (Inquire, Chapter 3). After that we’ll take a long trip through the resources the industries utilize, while strategizing on keeping up with its constant innovation (Gather, Chapter 4). Then we’ll begin the process of coalescing this information into your own choices (Choose, Chapter 5). After that we’ll consider how the artist turns choices into actions, and then hones the result (Do and Adapt, Chapter 6). We’ll begin to wrap-up by learning to self-assess and grow (Reflect, Chapter 7).

In the last chapter, I’ll offer some inspiration (Chapter 8) for your new life’s journey and ask you to consider your contribution. Following that, the Appendix will be a potpourri of important information waiting for you when you need it. For those of you using this book to teach a class or classes, jump to Appendix 4 now for “Suggestions for Scaling this Book”.


[image: Figure 1.1 Performers waiting for technical adjustments during a musical theatre rehearsal under light at the University of Arizona]
Figure 1.1  
Performers waiting for technical adjustments during a musical theatre rehearsal under light at the University of Arizona

Photo courtesy of Danny Gurwin



If you’ve ever been to a yoga class, you may have heard the word Namaste. Don’t worry, you don’t have to do yoga to be a lighting designer,

but since I do, I infuse some of the gifts of my practice into my teaching. I respectfully borrow the word Namaste from east Indian culture. It has been translated in many ways, but I invoke my former students, colleagues, and collaborators who prefer this version: “The light in me sees and honors the light in you.” Namaste, y’all!



Project: Getting Started Being Quiet




Why?



To condition the mind for creative thought.





What and How?



If you have just a moment:


	Sit or stand comfortably.

	Close your eyes.

	Bring your attention to your breath as it moves in and out of your body. Don’t try to control the breath, just observe it.

	Notice any sensations in the nose, throat, chest, or abdomen.

	Continue with this for a few moments or minutes as you are able. When you notice that thoughts or other things have interrupted (and they surely will), bring your attention back to the breath. Do not try to engage, argue with, or judge the distractions. Just favor your breath.

	When you feel ready to come out of this, relax for a moment, tilt the head forward to shield your eyes, then open the eyes slowly.

	Be sure to rest for a few moments before reengaging with things. An abrupt switch from quiet to engaged can cause agitation. The longer the quiet moment the longer transition needed.



If you have a half an hour or more:


	Try a little movement before sitting. Walking, yoga, tai chi, a gentle bike ride, swim, or just moving around as you are able may help to unravel tension as long as you can work with favoring the breath or another focal point. Modifications to yoga and other quietive practices exist for different kinds of mobility and physical or mental considerations, so don’t hesitate to look around for resources (a local class or an instructional video) that meet you where you are.

	When you are ready to be still, follow the instructions above.



Measuring Success: This kind of activity does not allow for an immediate measuring of success. You can use a more-often-than-not meter, but know that how you feel about quieting can be affected by all kinds of things in your life. If “more often than not”, you feel lighter and more clear headed in the time following a quietive moment, then it is likely that you are experiencing the positive effects of these practices. If after practicing for some time, your quiet practice feels like a safe place – familiar and warm – this also can be a sign of success. But remember that almost nothing is a sign of failure. Feeling like “it didn’t work” and resistance to taking the time usually has more to do with what is going on around you than the quietive exercise itself. It takes commitment and a certain degree of trust, but it will pay off.

Timetable: If you are new to this, start with a minute at a time two to four times a day. If you have access to a device app that can randomly cue you throughout the day, that can be helpful, or maybe you can find a buddy. After a minute a few times a day seems doable, try five minutes in the morning or in the evening, and then try both. After that is comfortable, follow your instinct to lead you to longer periods or join a meditation group. However you go about it, consistency is key. The more consistent you are, the more comfortable it will be; the less consistent you are, the more challenging it will be. Set a goal that is practical for your particular situation and stick with it.









CHAPTER 2



Observe
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We’ll begin Chapter 2 by jumping right into a project designed to hone your ability to observe thoroughly.


Project: Lighting Moments




Why?



One of the lighting designer’s most important tasks is to use light to affect others. In order to do that, they must gain an awareness of light around them and its impact. In this project you observe, document, and reflect on single moments when the light in the experience affected you in some way. In the beginning, favor moments in which the light is naturally occurring (rather than designed), because those take more practice.





What?



Explore two questions:


	What is the physical reality of the moment? In other words, what specifically caused this experience? Where is the light coming from, what is it landing on, and what is its color, texture, and quality?

	How and why does it make you feel? This is usually the harder question to answer when you’re just starting out, but rest assured, there is almost always an answer. If it grabbed your attention, there was an effect. For example, a sunrise that leaves you feeling invigorated, perhaps because of the vibrant red. Or maybe a movement of shadow in an unexpected place that leaves you feeling anxious. It may feel hard to answer this question at first, but the effort will be time well spent.








How?



This works well as a class exercise on a discussion board, or organized on social media. Upload a picture, answer the two questions, then view other participants’ submissions and comment on them. Sharing or even capturing the images is not absolutely necessary in order to meet the basic objectives of the project, but doing so can spark good conversations and be the beginning of a useful personal library of images. Simple journaling in a notebook about an experience is also quite sufficient.

Measuring success: A progressive depth of analysis over time is the best indicator of success. If you’re having trouble analyzing the impact, ask yourself why you noticed the moment in the first place. What were you feeling before you noticed it and what were you feeling after? What about the experience might have caused that change in feeling? Over time, this gets easier and your ability to detail your experience will grow.

Timetable: In the beginning, set a goal of one entry every couple of weeks. Eventually you will find yourself doing it automatically and be amazed at what was always there. Until that happens, use deadlines. If you haven’t had an experience as the deadline is nearing, make some time to find one.

Always honoring my teachers, this project has evolved from one that James H. Gage called the “Lighting Diary”.





Quietive Practices and the Creative Process


Quietive practices are more commonly known as contemplative practices, but I think this can be a bit confusing. In the way that I have learned and instruct quietive practices, we aren’t meant to be contemplating things when we practice. So I have borrowed the word “quietive” from one of my teachers, Al Kaszniak, who holds an unusual pair of titles: professor emeritus of neuropsychology and Buddhist Sensei. For me, good contemplation is a cherished effect of quietive practice, but not something we do intentionally when we practice.

The seemingly most popular contemplative or quietive practices are yoga and meditation, but there are many more. The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (contemplativemind.org) has a tree graphic that lists other activities you may have heard of: tai chi, Aikido, qigong, even dance and some others you may not have realized can have similar results: singing, journaling, visualization, volunteering.

Not all of these activities will achieve the results that I’m suggesting we – as artists – aim for, so let’s define what we’re trying to accomplish.
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If you’ve tried one of these things and thought it wasn’t for you, what if you considered the long game? Think of these activities not as magic pills, but as practices, or maybe in the same way you might see your favorite exercise or recreational activity. When you first started out, was it fun every time? It was probably hard sometimes, but you kept doing it. Why?
Meditation and most quietive practices take some time to pay off too. Most of the time, most people will feel calmer when they are done, but it is also true that it will often feel hard, especially if you are a fast-moving, always-busy person like me. The rewards, however, are many and they get richer over a lifetime. Some of them are obvious and don’t take many cycles of practice to attain, like feeling calmer, having less anxiety, having better moods, and better sleep. The longer you keep it up, the more profound the effects.

It is also important to consider that the reason we talk about both meditation and meditative practices is that meditation as we commonly think of it isn’t for everyone or even for every situation. For people who have serious anxiety challenges, or even in a moment when the nervous system volume is turned up, sitting still can worsen anxiety and agitation. Very experienced meditators may be able to effectively sit through that, but for others, there are better options. In the project “Getting Started Being Quiet” in the last chapter, you noticed that I suggested walking as an option. In fact, walking meditation is standard practice in some traditions. Done with the same intentions, many kinds of movement may become meditative on their own.

Consider this finding from a meta-analysis of MRI studies published in Biomed Research International:


Results of the present ALE [activation likelihood estimation] analysis suggest that meditation practice induces functional and structural brain modifications, especially in areas involved in self-referential processes, including self-awareness and self-regulation, as well as in areas involved in attention, executive functions, and memory formations.

(Boccia et al. 2015, p. 14)



Meditative practices actually re-wire your brain and may make it work better. It didn’t happen the first time you tried it, though, so give it another chance.

So what intentions are we aiming for? Our first objective as meditator-creatives is interrupting repeating thoughts. You can relate this to another colloquial term we’ve been hearing a lot lately: “creating bandwidth”. When the mind is thinking, it is doing exactly what we have trained it to do: think, plan, mull, solve. There’s no reason to judge or set up conflict with that. But most of the time, we don’t have much influence over what it decides to think about and it will keep trying to work on a problem even when there is no new or useful information to consider. “What am I going to have for lunch?” or “Why did that other driver look at me that way?” or “I wonder what was bothering my co-worker this morning?” These are questions you aren’t likely to get answers to until more time passes, but that won’t stop them from taking up bandwidth in your mind.

Meditation allows you to choose a point of focus – often the breath, or maybe a “mantra” or sound, maybe a candle flame, depending on what type of practice you choose. Then (and more importantly) it gives you the opportunity to notice when your mind wanders and practice deliberately placing it back on that point of focus. As I mentioned in the “Getting Started” instructions, it is important not to approach this as a battle of wills. The mind doesn’t respond well to being handled in that way and mental stress can develop when you try. All you have to do is favor your point of focus. When you realize your mind has gone someplace else, gently bring it back. Over time, you begin to see that the freedom to direct your mind is connected to how aware you are about where else it is trying to take you.

A student once said to a meditation teacher: “I sat in meditation for only five minutes and I swear my mind wandered off at least a hundred times.” “That’s great!” said the teacher. “You had a hundred chances to practice coming back! Imagine how much better you’ll be at it now!” My teacher always instructs: “Do not judge the effectiveness of your meditation experience by its subjective quality.” Often it will feel great, but when it doesn’t, just remember the long game. Regular yoga practitioners will tell you that even when they have a “bad” morning practice – and by that they usually mean they were frustrated by it in some way – the day that follows that practice still goes more smoothly than days when they don’t practice at all. Don’t expect meditative practices to be a magic pill. With consistent repetition, they will be so much more than that.

So how do we know if an activity is meditative or not? The key is how attuned you can be to what the mind is doing. How aware are you of when you are in charge versus when the mind is dragging you places? This is why seated meditation in a quiet place is the preferred method because you reduce all possible distractions except the mind activity itself. You are more likely to notice sooner when the mind wanders, so you really will have many, many chances to come back. I sometimes like to meditate when I’m hiking, but the downside is that the scenery will grab my attention for a long time before I notice that I’m not in charge anymore. For that reason, it is even possible for yoga to not be meditative. When the class is challenging, you might be filled with anxiety about what’s coming next and it can take some time before it’s just you and your body attuned to the moment. That’s not to say that in a challenging yoga class you can’t have a meditative experience. You can. What matters is how much opportunity you have to practice being present, and there’s nothing quite like being present to what your body is experiencing. But fearing or anticipating something that hasn’t happened yet is the opposite of being present.





Being More Informed than Influenced


Designers usually need reference material for their creations. We’ll look at this more in depth when we talk about the design process, but as we get started on our journey together, I want you to begin considering in what ways this exploration can have its greatest usefulness and how it can get you into trouble. Designers research reference material that is both contextual and visual.

Contextual research is usually an intellectual exercise. We look for information about the author, the period, locations, past productions, scholarly analysis – especially if you’re doing a piece that people may have a strong frame of reference for – like a Shakespeare play, a classic musical, or a remake of a popular movie.

Visual research sometimes means abstract visuals such as color or texture palettes, but we may also be referring specifically to what light will look like. For instance, if we know we’ll have to light a scene where people will be driving in a car at night, we might look for visual examples of people sitting in a car at night to see how exactly the dashboard light or passing headlights reveal what we see. Or maybe we are lighting something that takes place in Italy over the summer and we’ve heard that the summer light in Italy has a certain unusual quality about it, so we find visuals to understand what that is.

Here is my question to you: should you watch or even look at past productions? Take some time to brew your answer before reading on.

Many creatives say not to watch other productions, because it will immediately impact your choices and pollute your unique contribution to this new work. Others say do it because in order to create something that is truly new, you have to know what has come before. What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages to watching other versions of things and why might you not?

One thing to consider is that you are not designing in a vacuum. When you’re working with a director or producer who has 20 or 40 years’ experience ahead of you, if you don’t know anything about previous productions you could be sending a message that you are unwilling to do your homework, or that you are disinterested in what others have done. It is also possible that you’ll come up with and get attached to an idea that seems fresh to you but in fact was done before and seems a too obvious choice to others.

For these reasons and many more, I suggest that not only should you take a look at past iterations, but that sometimes it is your professional responsibility to do so. This will be especially fraught with peril when you are first learning to design or when you find yourself creatively drained. Other people’s solutions may become particularly difficult to un-see. Or it may just be that the other idea you see is so good, so definitive, that anything you can come up with feels inadequate. You need learn how to do it anyway.

So how do we do it? The simple answer is that (like everything else) it will take practice and experience. The more experiences you have and the more new ideas you take in, the more you will develop your discernment as an artist. This will allow you to more fully participate in an experience as an observer and let it become part of you, but not have it be the only thing you can imagine.

The first strategy is to get out there and experience everything you can. Ticket prices and demands on time may make it challenging for the new artist, but there are lots of creative ways to make this investment in your career and life’s work. Many organizations have discount days, student pricing or invited dress rehearsals. Often road venues will facilitate shadowing so that a student can sit next to a professional as the show is going on. Sometimes volunteering to help gets you access and can help you make contacts. There are many generous people working in the business who may be willing to help you while you are learning. Take this responsibility seriously now and begin your lifelong strategy to experience all that you can.

Another strategy that will help is to consider the timing of your research. More general background information – like what the material is about, its genre, its historical or cultural context, location, time, and season – are easier to take in without being influenced. The process of exploring those things early will lay the groundwork for a deeper understanding and make you more immune to outside influence. Researching what audiences and scholars thought will be more likely to influence, so perhaps save that until you have formed your own thoughts. Looking at visuals from other incarnations of a production are the most likely to imprint deep in your psyche, so perhaps don’t look at those until you feel you have a strong relationship of your own to the material.

There are times when it may be appropriate not to watch a previous version. If you know that the material has an iconic place in the world, you might want to check in with your director or producer about their feelings. I once designed a production of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time in which the director so wanted to distinguish our production from the iconic National Theatre version that she asked us not to look at it. A similar thing happened when I was hired as the lighting director for the iconic STOMP tour. Typically, when you are hired onto a tour that has a home show on- or off-Broadway, the first thing you do is fly in to see the home show. But the creators of STOMP let me know in the interview that they wanted me to stay away from their off-Broadway creation because they felt that the tour better represented the way they wanted the lighting to feel.
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