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IN THE SECOND ARTICLE IN THIS 
series, we took a look at the three 
different methods for controlling the 
lighting fi xtures that you have patched 
in to your lighting desk - individual 
channel control, submaster control, 
and cue control. Most lighting desks 
allow you to utilise all three of these 
control methods, and it may be that 
you use all three methods during a 
single service or event for different 
purposes. You should now be 
comfortable with getting your lighting 
desk to talk with your lighting fi xtures 
and these ways to control single or 
large quantities of fi xtures to recall 
lighting looks you have programmed. 

The third article in this series is 
going to begin to look at some of 
the background programming that 
you can do on the lighting desk 
that will allow quick, easy access 
to a variety of control parameters 
and hopefully enable you to work 
faster and more effi ciently. All of the 
following programming techniques are 
organisational tools. You can use these 
to better organise the information in 
the lighting desk that will hopefully 
allow you more ‘creative time’ when 
programming for your event.   

Fixture Groups

The fi rst organisational tool that I 
take advantage of is fi xture groups. 
When working with a large quantity of 
lighting fi xtures, the ability to select 
groups of fi xtures (or channels) quickly 
is very useful. The reason I placed 
‘channels’ in parenthesis is that the 
terms ‘fi xture’ and ‘channel’ are now 
virtually interchangeable and different 
console manufacturers may use one or 
the other. When I was growing up, my 
school’s lighting console had 48 control 
channels (or two scenes of 24 when 
in two-scene preset mode). I wasn’t 
limited to using 48 lighting fi xtures, 
but I was limited by the number of 
channels I could use for control. At that 
time, the term ‘fi xture’ referred to the 
lantern itself and ‘channel’ referred 
to the control channel on the desk. 
Modern lighting desks are capable of 
controlling thousands of ‘fi xtures’ all 

patched to individual control ‘channels’ 
if need be, so those terms have 
become synonymous.  

You may be wondering what the 
difference between a fi xture group and 
a submaster is. A fi xture group simply 
selects a group of fi xtures for further 
programming. Selecting a fi xture group 
does not turn on the fi xtures within the 
group. A submaster is a memory that 
records, at minimum, an intensity value 
for all of the fi xtures in the submaster. 
When a submaster is recalled, you will 
see the fi xtures programmed into the 

submaster illuminate to the recorded 
intensity levels (in addition to any other 
control parameters).  

When approaching a lighting project, I 
like to create fi xture groups by breaking 
down the light plot into logical control 
groups that I think I will be accessing 
over and over. This helps me to 
organise the rig in the console such 
that there are fewer keystrokes needed 
to select groups of fi xtures during 

programming. Image 1 shows fi xture 
groups that I programmed for a recent 
show on an ETC Ion lighting desk.  

My recommendation is to create 
fi xture groups according to your own 
organisational style - there is no right 
or wrong here. As the user of the 
lighting desk, program what works 

best for your personal workfl ow. For 
me, I always start by creating fi xture 
groups for my conventionals based 
on hanging location in the plot, 
followed by fi xture groups for each 
non-conventional lighting fi xture type. 
I create these groups because it gives 
me fast, easy access when doing 
lamp checks prior to performances. 
Image 1 shows fi xture groups 1 to 14, 
which are my conventional fi xtures 
plugged in to installed positions 
throughout the facility. Fixture 
Groups 15 to 18 are my groups of 
multi-parameter fi xtures (LEDs and 
automated fi xtures).  

Once I’ve created those fi xture 
groups, I then create fi xture groups 
according to common purposes for 
the fi xtures, whether that be common 
focus positions or other shared 
similarities. You will see that starting 
from fi xture group 19 I have placed 
into groups all of my warm and cool 
front lights for the whole stage. I 
also have fi xture groups set up for 
full stage gobo washes of the same 
pattern, full stage colour wash fi xtures, 
spotlights that would always be used 
together, and all fi xtures associated 
with a particular area of the stage, to 
name a few.  

To recap, fi xture groups are 
memories of groups of channels. You 
can use and create fi xture groups with 
any equipment patched and controlled 
by the lighting desk - conventional 
lanterns, LEDs, automated lanterns, 
colour scrollers, atmospherics, etc. 
The command syntax for recording 
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Image 1 - fi xture groups
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fixture groups is a little bit different depending on 
the model you are working with, so be sure to refer 
to your lighting desk’s manual.  

Palettes

After creating my fixture groups, I then focus on 
programming palettes into my desk, which are 
extremely helpful when working with multi-parameter 
fixtures. There are four main groups of palettes that 
can be programmed, which are: intensity, focus, 
colour and beam. Each palette is a memory for the 
associated control parameters associated with the 
palette type: intensity palettes record the intensity 
values only in each memory; focus palettes record 
the focus values only in each memory, and so on. 
Image 2 through Image 5 show some of the palettes 
recorded in my show file.  

I personally do not use intensity palettes very often. 
I do create a few intensity palettes as shown in Image 
2, but I typically will program the intensity values 
in to submasters or cues manually as opposed to 
referencing these palettes. The intensity palettes 
that I do create (Image 2) are divided in to common 

intensities that I use with specific fixture types. For 
example, the LED wash fixtures in my inventory are 
at full intensity when the intensity signal is at 50 
per cent value. Values from 51 per cent to 99 per 
cent are a series of built-in strobe features, so I 
have programmed intensity palettes specific to my 
common uses for those fixtures.  

The palettes that I do use all the time are my focus, 
colour and beam palettes. I record these palette 
memories to cover every situation I can think of - it is 
not likely that you will use all of the available palette 
memories in a single show!

The focus palette is an extremely useful tool when 
working with automated fixtures. Focus palettes 
record the pan and tilt information for the selected 
fixtures. The rule of thumb that I personally follow 
is to focus every automated fixture in every position 
- you never know when or if you’ll want a particular 
fixture focused in a particular location. The positions 
that you program will of course depend on the setup 
you have going on stage. Image 3 shows you some of 
the focus palettes that I have programmed in to my 
current show. 

The colour palette works the same way as the focus 
palette, but instead records the colour information 
for the selected fixtures. Again, the rule of thumb 
that I follow is to record all of the colour choices I 
am potentially going to use with every fixture. Image 
4 shows you some of the colour palettes that I have 
programmed in to my current show.  

Finally, the beam palette records the beam 
information for the selected fixtures. Just as with the 
focus and colour palettes, I will record beam palette 
memories for every possible beam function I think 
I am going to be using during the event or show for 
all of the fixtures. Image 5 shows you some of the 
beam palettes that I have programmed in to my 
current show.

When creating lighting looks to then record as 
submaster or cue playbacks, I then make sure that 
the intensity (if applicable), focus, colour and beam 
information for the fixtures are recalling the data 
stored in the palettes. You may ask, how does this 
save time when programming? First of all, the time 
that you spend organising your show file and setting 
up these palettes will enable you to program your 
actual lighting looks much faster because you can 
simply recall this data as opposed to manipulating 
these parameters for each fixture individually. For 
example, if you are planning to program 20 lighting 
cues with 30 or more automated fixtures without 
palettes, you would have to adjust focus, beam, and 
mix the colour for each fixture before recording every 
submaster or cue. If you took the time to create the 
palettes, you simply select the fixture(s), recall the 
palette(s), record the submaster or cue, and you’re 
off to create the next look having used very few 
keystrokes or commands to control the fixtures.

Second, and this is perhaps where the biggest 
advantage is, if you need to make any changes 
once the playbacks are all recorded, you can simply 
update the palette memories instead of re-recording 
the submaster or cue playbacks. For example, if the 
drummer on stage is set in one place one week, and 
then sets up 2m to the left the next, simply update 
the focus palette for the drummer’s position. All 
playbacks that make reference to that focus memory 
will recall the updated data and the fixtures will be 
focused in the newly corrected position. By utilising 
palettes, there is no need to go back and make 
changes to the playback memories themselves (of 
course assuming you are running the same ‘show’ or 
sequence of cues).

I hope you have gotten a glimpse as to how helpful 
and time-saving fixture groups and palettes can be 
when using a lighting desk. The real advantages 
come when programming larger rigs, or when 
dealing with multi-parameter fixtures, but these are 
applicable regardless of the size or makeup of your 
lighting rig. Setting up these elements will be time 
consuming, but the payoff comes when sitting to 
program the show itself or if changes need to be 
made to your show.
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Image 2 - intensity palettes

Image 3 - focus palettes

Image 4 - colour palettes

Image 5 - beam palettes

Submasters listed on a lighting desk
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