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Types of Lights  

While there is no standard for what lights look like and there is a chance that lights will look 

completely different to the pictures below, these are a good reference point as you’ll be able to see 

some commonalities between lights of the same type.  

Each of the types of lights generally have their own purpose and produce very different looks so 

it’s good to know the difference. 

Flood 

 

Use: These are broad lights that are used to light up the audience for before and after the show 

(as well as the interval). These are generally never used to light up the stage itself. 

Fresnel 

 

Use: This is the one of the most basic stage lights and is used generally to created warm washes 

on stage. It covers a relatively broad area and has soft edges on the beam of the light. You can 

attach barndoors on the light to adjust the shape of the beam (more on this later). 

Profile 

 

Use: This is a profile light and is used for spotlights but can also be used for washes. It is more 

powerful than a fresnel so it REALLY lights someone up. It has a hard edge on the beam of light 

but some lights will have lenses which can soften the edge. Also, there might be some shutters 
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built into the light so you can adjust where the edge of the beam is (which is useful if you’re using 

it to light up a particular space or want there to be a straight edge to the beam). 

Parcan 

 

Use: A parcan is the most basic light you could have. You can’t adjust the size or shape of the 

beam. It has a hard edge on the beam (which you can’t adjust). It can be used as a wash (if the 

light is far away enough from the stage that the hard edge softens). You can also use this light to 

create a bright solid circle/oval of light on stage You can use this to have colour on stage using the 

gels. 

UV Cannon 

 

Use: These do exactly what you think they do! They shoot out UV light! Sometimes you might not 

have UV cannons but if you want a vaguely similar effect, you could use intelligent lights and set 

the colour to something similar to UV and you might trick people’s eyes into thinking that there is 

UV. 

Followspot 

 

Use: These massive lights are the ones you see at the back of the theatre and they are used to 

follow someone on stage. They are moved around by a human. Some followspots will have laser 

sights so the people know where to aim the light before turning it on and some will also have filters 

that have various effects on them or gels on levers which you can put into place to change the 

colour. 
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Intelligent Lights 

 

Use: These come in all shapes and sizes and are the advanced lights. Generally, you can change 

the colour, shape, focus of the light and for some fancier lights you can have effects as well. 

They’re by far the most versatile lights and you can do most things that you’d want to with them 

 

Extra Parts of Lights 

Theres some extra parts that attach to lights, some of which are fun and some are for safety. 

Bulb/LED 

 A light needs to have a bulb or LED in them to work. If you have an old fashioned light that 
uses a bulb it generally is very hot (to stand under its light) and extremely hot (to touch 
when it has been on for a while) so you need to be careful if you’re moving or focusing them 
when they’ve been on. LEDs never get as hot so they are normally safe to touch even when 
they have been on for ages and are also less of a fire risk . 

 If you are asked to change a bulb (in a fancy light or even at home) and it is made of glass 
then you should wear gloves so that your finger oils don’t get on the glass. Oiled glass 
would reacts differently to the non-oiled glass and created tension in the glass which makes 
it more prone to shattering as it warms up and cools down with usage. 

Safety Chain 

 Each of the lights you put up should have a safety chain attached to it that attaches to the 
bar that you put it up. If it doesn’t have a safety chain then you need to find one! NEVER 
put up a light without a safety chain. 

 It is important to notice that there are different types of safety chains and you need to make 
sure the chain you use can hold the entire weight of the light it is attached to. The safety 
chain is an extra safety mechanism other than the clamp to make sure that it doesn’t fall 
and hit someone so needs to be able to hold the weight of the light. 

Clamp 

 Normally, any of the lights you put up would already have a clamp built in or one already 
attached to it. This clamp is the main component holding the light to the bar so make sure 
you do it up tight and double check it. 
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Gels 

 

 Gels are thin sheets of coloured plastic that insert into gel frames. These are used to colour 
the otherwise white light that comes out of parcans. These come in all sorts of colours, 
honestly every shade that you can think of. Gels normally come in large rolls and you cut 
them to size to fit the gel frame. You can put them in most generic lights if you have a gel 
frame to colour the light and so let you do more with lighting design 

Barndoors 

 

 Barndoors attach to fresnel lights and are used to block out some of the light so you can 
create straight lines. This can be useful if you’re lighting up the edge of the stage but don’t 
want the light to spill over onto the audience or you want to get a relatively straight line of 
light on your backdrop. 

Gobo 

 

 Gobos are slotted into gobo holders which go into profiles. Gobo holders usually fit into the 
profile about half way along so you can use a gel and a gobo if you want ti. There are many 
designs out there so browse around. They are also relatively inexpensive so can be easily 
bought and you can get custom ones as well if you look enough in advance. Some designs 
are good to use as part of background stage lighting and some can be used more 
dramatically for a specific effect. Some fancy intelligent lights will have gobos built into them 
so you can use them as well. 
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Putting up a light 

You could be putting up a light on several different things: bar, truss, t-bar etc. 

 

 Truss   T-Bar 

 

No matter what you’re putting up a light on, the method in which you put it up is the same. But if 

you are using a T-Bar, you should make sure that you are putting a light (or something of a similar 

weight) on both sides of the T-Bar at the same time otherwise it will be imbalanced and can fall 

over. 

When you put up a light, there are 3 steps to follow: 

1. You put the clamp on the bar and tighten it up. Making sure the clamp sits flush on the bar. 
2. You do up the safety chain around the bar/truss. You need to check that if the clamp were 

to fail, the chain should be looped around the bar and hold up the light and won’t just slip 
off. 

3. Plug in whatever cables are needed to make the light work. 
If you are putting up a particularly heavy light or you have to climb a ladder to rig it then a rope 

should be used to tie the light up and it is hoisted up over the bar. The person taking the weight on 

the rope MUST be wearing a helmet just in case anything falls and another person will be at the 

level of the bar to hook the clamps onto the bar.  

In order to take a light off, you follow the steps listed out above but in reverse order.  
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Types of Cables 

DMX 

 

 DMX cables are essential to lighting as these are the cables that carry information from the 
desk to the light so it knows what to do. Normally DMX cables are 5-pin but you’ll come 
across some that use 3-pin (it’s easy to mix up 3 pin DMX cable with XLR though) 

 Some basic lights like a parcan may not have a DMX input at all as its is controlled by 
power alone (it shines brighter with more power and dimmer with less). 

XLR 

 XLR cables are for sound equipment and carry sound information for sound equipment but 
it is important that you know these exist because they look exactly the same as 3-pin DMX 
so make sure not to get them confused. 

Power 

 There are various different ampages of power and you’ll need different ones for different 
lights. Generally the basic lights use 15 amp and the intelligent lights use powercon or 
truecon converted from either 13 or 16 amps. 

 13 Amp 

 
o 13 amp power is the same as the one used generally at home. It is sometimes used 

in lighting depending on the requirements of the show and what is available in the 
venue. You are more likely to use 13 amp when converting it into something else. 

 15 Amp 
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o 15 amp plugs look basically the same as 13 amp ones except with round pins. These 
are generally used by the basic lights such as parcans, fresnels and profiles and are 
what you’ll see on Alpha Packs. 

 16 Amp 

 

o 16 amp power is more widely used in stage lighting. This is sometimes used to 
transport power to a specific part of the stage and then you convert this to something 
else for your lights or there are some generic lights which will have plugs like this as 
default. 

 IEC 

 

o Some lights take IEC and you can normally convert into this from 13 amp. This cable 
is also widely used in sound equipment and for things such as power lighting desks. 

 Powercon/Truecon 

 

o Normally when using fancy basic lights or intelligent lights, they use powercon or 
truecon cables. You normally convert from 13 amp power to this. You can also use 
link cables (pictured above) to daisy-chain lights together and have power run 
through all of them from light to light rather than needing a separate 13amp plug 
each time. 

 Converting 
o It is impractical to run a cable from a socket to the light for each individual light so 

often extension cables will be used. You can also convert from ampages which is 
useful for carrying power to a certain area (or if you run out of cable of a certain 
kind). 
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o You can find all sorts of combinations for example: 13 amp to IEC, 16 amp to 
powercon, 16 amp to 13 amp (and vice versa), 16 amp to 15 amp (and vice versa). 

 

 

Desks 

There are all sorts of lighting desks that can be used ranging from analog desks to digital desks, 

small and large. If you’ve got any questions about desks then just email 

dst.technical@durham.ac.uk and just know that there are diferent types and digital desks are 

much better at controlling complex lights like intelligent lights. 

 

DMX Address 

For a light to be able to be controled by a desk, you essentially need to tell it ‘where’ it is. A light is 

allocated a channel which controls it (for basic lights only one or a few channels are needed but 

for intelligent lights it may need over 50 or even a hundred). The lighting desk needs to know 

where the channel is so it can communicate with it. This is where the DMX address comes in. The 

DMX address basically gives the channel an address so it can be found. You can set the DMX 

address of intelligent lights and if the address on the desk corresponds to the number you set on 

the light, you should be able to control it. You need to make sure that the DMX addresses don’t 

overlap (eg if a light has a DMX address 1 and needs 5 channels then you have to set your next 

DMX address as 6 or higher). In a DMX universe, you can only have 512 dmx addresses so if you 

need more than that then you’ll need another universe! 

 

Lighting States 

 The most essential lighting state to know is a wash. This can be a warm, yellowy wash or a 
bluey cold wash or everything in between. This is just general lighting (normally from 
fresnels and some colour from parcans) that washes over the stage and lights the entire 
thing up in some gentle light. 

 You may also have a colour state which can be achieved with some colour from gelled 
parcans or intelligent fixtures which can be mixed with fresnels so that you have some 
relatively normal light (or not if you’re going for a dramatic effect). 

 A spotlight (or spot) which can be achieved by a focused beam from an intelligent light or a 
profile or a followspot. These are normally used to highlight a person or area of the stage 
that you want to draw the audience to look at. 

mailto:dst.technical@durham.ac.uk
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 If you do design your own then it is a good idea to keep in mind that you should keep your 
lighting symmetrical in washes or general colour states so that there is no imbalance in 
brightness across the stage (unless you actually intend it of course). 

 You should also make sure that the lighting does not spill over the edge of the stage and 
light up the pit or the audience (unless you intend it) so usage on barndoors and position of 
lights are key. 

 It’s important to not to over look having some light at the back of the stage and lighting up 
the back of the actors! It might look like something is odd or missing otherwise since the 
human eye is used to having light all around someone. Lighting a person only from one side 
can end up looking quite harsh or stark so backlighting will normalise this and make it look 
more gentle. 

 

 


