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Meteorlites

The company who are specialisis at moving lights around the world are now well-practised professionals in
the art of moving the Instruments by degrees, John Offord falked to Ronan Willson, who has also moved the
company's base and at the same Yime invested huge sums in automated and television lighting equipment.

There is no doubt that young, prvately-owmed,
professienally and siagulady directed
cornpanies are now progressively taking over the
reins o power in the indusiny - be i in manulac-
ture, sale or hire of egepment. Aany  ane
approaching levels of fumever wp bswards the
L3m marker, and more offen than nod, they ane
the drving lemce behind new ideas and Bmnova-
tians. The bosves are usually within a lew years of
tarly, and hive plenty of energy in hand bo take
their operations on fo much bigger things. And as
o o el (b prosoess, soeme of The magor operalions
whose markets they are attacking, have been
geing throwgh o period of selfinflicted wounding,

Ve have already featured many ssch come
panies in the pages of owr previoes Bsues, and |
would fake a gues thal the majorty we have
#piokda 1o have ab beasd Erebled and in some caded
quadrupded thedr busindss since the firs edition of
L&5 im Movembeer 19685, To do it they have had to
brosden thelr market hase, and ressvest profits so
that the Labest techrology cam be taken on board
< be it in new prodwction equipment and reseanch
facilities o7 in the raw tools of the rental basiness.

We profiled Meterolives Productions in late
1987 (see Vol 2 Moo12) and the buiened was
then Sevenage -based and essentially geared
to rental, design and producten af mago:
concirt towrs, peimarily for the reck industry
A litthe hit of telesdsion highting business had
also just begun o oneep n . .

Last auturnin, director Ronan ‘Willson ook
ther compary down o Borchamsood nest
door to the M25, and as pant of the process
has re-aligred the aperation and meesbed
massevely in new technology equipment and
alled  tacilities, | asked him abowt  the
background to the decisson

“The real concept behind the move was (o
increase the profile of the comparsy. Out in
Stevenage we were deliniely perceived as
|:||:'||":3 aon the fringes: we werent quite n
there” as a London company, b perhaps

typifeid LS as an OpEranon; always just bub-
bling wnder the surface but not getting in
there & the way | wanted. So the locanon
change was very spedifically to get close 1o
or Inside the M25, to have a London phane
ramber, and 9 get a much mesne desirable
posstion for people 1o come to. Also, we
reedid bigger prémises

“Here we are very convenient for both the
exiling Elsres Stwdio complexes [BEC amd
Cobdcrest] which are a source of work in
thermseloes and alto extremely useiul for wny
of our clients who wish o mehearse their
shows. We have an AFrAREemEnl whenttry
wWiE Can put our acts e at |:-rr'1:|:'{'nl al rates.
Frorm a practical point of view irs good for
everybody, becawse we can back-up and ser
vice a Client dunng rehearsals

“In :‘n[l!'-'l!'l"l{ll,"l'." wWie wele under prEssune Ve
had a lack of space, as much in offices as
warehousing. Commng here we now have an
adequate tacility for the waork we underake
We've got 23,000 sqft. and a very presen
table office complex, The main advantage
froem day one was that we could aqganise all
o Eacilities - equipmend, racking, etc. - ina
way that evergthing was deardy accessible.

“Iri thie sarmie weay a5 Cation-wise we weie
on the edge of the business, in a pure
baminess-sense we tended to be as well. o
there was a deliberate srategy change 1o say
Iet's grow, and let's pet ebo the magor
markets and do owr very best 1o establsh
ourselves as a division one rental company’
I BooeE0n Lo Al we hase seb ot W dneer-
sily and dispel the image that we perhaps
had, which was that of 2 rock and roll ren-
tal company. To help break down that ime
age we have diversified the hire wock, 0
that we can genuinedy service all these dif
ferent markets, bemg teleasion, industrals,
angd =0 on,”
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It Television
Chver the past beng years, belession has
provided an everghrowing propartion ol
betegriites’ income, and it has come about
G Bwo Eretesds, 4 Konan Willson explain-
ed

“Firsthy, television i$ leaming 1o use Hhe
technology and equipment of the ok in
dustry, %0 the tricks and hardware we ane
aleady wery familiar with have prowed
villuabde, Alio, we have chosen o diversity
our equipment into convenbional televismon
lightimg, and are thersdore able o supply
the total package. On speed of fgging we
can save clients money. Feople who ane us-
ed o working in conventonal television
technologies are definitely hinancially ahead
by using rapid rig and de-rig eguipment that
rack has abasys used.”

Awlomated Lighting - a major investment
Mlpteoaites has invested over ESO0000 G
pure mwenbory ower the past nine months,
and that's in additon to the spend on the
infra-structure  and laclibes ar the niw
premises. Much of the new equipment now
out on hire s amamated Egting, and
Roran Willson desceribed his reasons for
taking & direction that would lnghten may
& traditecnal hire company

“Fartly our decigon was based on the
fact that we have to remain comipetitive in
the rock busness, but we also recognise
that the future of lighting s in e
technodogy. The days of Farcans and sime
ple lunminaires en masse being the main
lighting is really a thing of the past, and it
was necessary for us 1o take a decisive step
‘Wig dedin't want to dabble inoa bew changers
here and there, job by job.

“Ther first thing we did was {0 negotiabe
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Parscars in action on 4 majar bows, Gary Wocne siylle (Bghfing designes Paul Devinel photo: Cassrge Buosdraie
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simpée racks of Parcans, tnesing and cable
has also inviolwed sEfting up sugpoit staff amd
taciitnes.

It's taken time to plece together the team
s not only true of the pure technical re
quirements, but throughout the compary
the mfrastructure has taken bBme o gt
together, with a massively increased tur
nowver companed 1o 15 months ago. B
specifically on the techmical side we have set
up a nucleus al fve people wha handie all
the maintenance, and within the (eam we
have a broad range of talems, fom
mietabwork to electronics, to handle all the
routine maintenance as well as the construc
tion ol specialy inevitably niseded show by
sheny

We dont take on many lrge scale sets
by we frequently indenake small profects
like thr Building of risers, projecson screens
and backdrops - m fact any gadget of grmo
that might be required, Ancther element is
provision of special pleces of control eguep-
rent which might irvolve a combination of
electronics and metabwork such &8 customis
ed contngl units

“Chur staffing is contimeng to expand, and
there are some high skills coming in. One
will be a highly gualified electronics emginger
whia will be able to get imvolved in prepans-
tion of custom software, and also the im
plementation of the compuber Syslem we
are dieveloping |I'H:|I.I|,‘.|II'|E_ a completehy com
puterised job  management package.  In
future we hope we will be able to respond
rarch rore quickly when chents hit us with
extentee  equipment  reguiremaents.  We
want to be able to bid dhem berally moa
matter af rrinutes!

The key men who handle the vanous
avenues of SMebeordites” operations are; Tomy
Panico, who looks after outside beoadcasts
and location comtracts; lohn Cadbury, who
handles mary of the modk and touring s
counts; Geoll Benson, who takes care of dry
hire and rental inbo stwedsos and television
and Tory Slee, who handles the tracle and in-
dustrial market. Ronan ‘Willson, quite
maturally, has connescisons i esch area, but
gets involved principally with the major rock
clidnits,

Technology on the road
There has been some sceplicism  absout
soraller technology, and how reliable it is,
suggested Ronan Willson “What we have
discovened, and it really wery sEraighifor
ward, i that the equipment is guite adquate-
by refable provided you manage and main
tain it & the right way. And this means spern-
ding money, Yo can't hope o buy a Pew
sorollers, chuck them on the shelf, and when
somebody wants therm send them out and
expect them to work

“There are (e things:  preventative
mairtenance to ensune the units are working
properly when they leave, and very cruclally,
the skill of the man on th jode. Provided you
i thiesie twio things, then we have total corr
fufernce in all the automation we put ot

Andd the shows we've proved this on in
the last year have been guite significant
Weve had Supemramp o with a lot of
technology, Iron MMasden, Kss, Elkie Brooks,
and a wery recent one that's stll amning
- Gary Moo

“‘Gary Moore 5 probably the pinnacle of
the shows with technology at the prosent
time, and we have no less than %6 devices
on tour, nchedhing 24 Parscans, whath ang
|'_u-_-."!|:|rr|-1|n|:|; mctremeely wall. | think it an ax-
tremely good-looking show, and warth talk-
ing abowt because of the scephicism that has
extsted.”

Maore Parican acfion from Gary Moore,

0 far, so good. But what abow
manienance on the road, paticulardy foe
ling bowurs?

“There s guy on the Cary Moore our
whose job it is to look after the automated
devices,” explained Bonan Willson, “and e
has the sppromsnsle backup from base as
necessary. Any microprocessor devioe can
crash &l somée dage, but 0% 8 queston of
what conseguences that can have, All tha
equipment has the abnlity to e reset locally,
&0 that if one head does msbethave, you can
shut it down, reset if, and bring it back on
ke within a matter of 30 seconds or 3o
Froem the show's point of view, the fact that
Hs Rob ol al shep 4 nol N any  way
dhetrimesnital

“A lot of problems tend 10 be power pro
blems, and we'we leamed that the way 1o
overoome this B o provide clean power
We camy Iine condiioners with all the
systems bo give accuracy of woltage. That,
wgether with the ather bits of general
managemaent protocol, such as cabling the
systems, all add o the reliabality

But the fundamental starting point s
maintenance and the nght man 1o look after
the equipment. And for this reason we
penerally dont like putting thae EgLipITEn
oul 4% & sub-hirg Becawss the skall doesn’
niscoessanly go abong with it Someons may
rig sometheng, it may then malfunction, and
Because there's nobody whio knows how Eo

The 400 wabi HT1 Steend Lightscan s a hard-
edged automated fisture with two intemal

ecodaud © , fve gobos, remole
condrol of s, and fogus, vansble
speed, and high digital accuracy.
S ety willl o a qonsideralle

stock of these powerful Bght sources - ideal
lar magar comcerts or indusbrials,

L : (ancing) hohn Cadbury, Ronan Willsos and Geoli Benson, with fweated) Tony Slee, Dizry
ﬁmm#u;hnkn. 2
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dheall with it it gets a bad mame, The result s
they blame the equigrment. The nght man on
thi spaod can maingain if (o stop it from glit-
cheng, and if it ever does ghich he knows ex
actly how to deal with it

Innovations
Along with expertise on high echnology
instruments has come some inberesting ine
novamons on the scroller theme, One s a
followspat changer ulilising a “sandwich’ of
Gelpet wnits

“The Celjet was onginally intended a8 &
drogein soroller for Pars or profiles, but our
application is o put three of them together,
with each one carrying bwo colours and
clear, By arranging therm i this way you can
select the exact oolour you want without
having 1o scrodl through several you don
want, and ths is very relevant for follow spot
changing, with dozens of changes
throughout the show,

“We've found them o be extremely
refiable and hawe made thaerm b G 3 numbser
of spots, through the HTI range, Super
trowmpeers, and 0 on. It givies a tremendous
effect of vou have &, B or even 12 spods that
all change, cxactly in time with one another,
ard 0 ragedly. The other advantage s than
the contral muns on the analogue output of
the desk, 5o acually buill in to scene presets
you can have the spot changes, ts an in-
novation that people have fallen i love
with, and heckily thary seem to end up spea-
[-,.-mg it!

Comparative Cosis

Obwiowsly the cost of hardware goes up
dramatically if you companre a Far 64 show’
with an ‘automated” shonw - bat there are ad-
vantages, as Bonan Willson poented out.

“In rurming terms the client can often find 2
cheapger penpheral cost becawse the trucking
1 less, andd ane can o with 200 lamps what
you might préviously have done with 400,
Andd it obviously means there’s less in the air,

“More mmportant, show's stan keoking beds
‘metal” and more ‘creativity’. Thene is a real
education necessary an the pan of desgren,
because working with a static design is one
thing, whalst learming to take the step anto
devices that change colour inmvalves maone
forethousght. But  instruments  that  both
change colour and maowe is a third Bep - and
it readly can be quite difficdt in rn._:ul:ing, thiat
third step.”

Wha leads? Instruments or Designensd

“I'rm swre the changes are designerbed, Fm
aware of good designers being critical of
software available withen some atomated
control sysberns because they feel they want
o do snmﬂthﬂg that the solfwarne inhikuis
them from doig. Inevitably one can over
come these problems, but | think the
dessgniers will set the pace

“The beittomn ling is that amy eli-respecting
desgrer wants o get the opportunity to
wiek with automation. Maybe as yet he
hasm't had the opportunity, but we would all
want o broaden our knowledge, | think.

“| feel that this is whene some of the alker-
native technologies we're mvesting n are
refevant becasse not everyone can afford
the vop of the range products like Vari*Lite,
You can do an awiul kot wath Parscans, and in
EV OpHrion I:|'||‘.-'|.' ang a very under-rated in
strument. Anyone wihoe e thix Liaary hlocng
show will be aware of that. The colowr
change is eatremicly fast, the movement fmsr
and acourate, ard from a calibeation point of
view Gne can repeat the same show in dif
ferent locations and the accuracy stays the
LArmE,

“Contropl-wise, on the Taskmaster Eoard
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Part of Meteorlites” b
sl

there are a lot of copying fackties, grouging,
and & nurmber af things that make program:
ming very easy. Having et up  astal
parametens of foowing and colour and
groups, you can grab elements from other
presets and build rew scemed very quackly.
O all the products it's the Parscan that | feel
most enthusiastic about, and abo | think ir's
the mosl under-rated.

twrope and the Fulure

Meteorlites has been heavily involved both
in Amenca and Europe for a number of
wirars, and Fonan Willson explained  that
there has been a massive swing tawards
Europe in intemational business of Libe

“Our own base in America was established
a ltle avver B yEars g, at whaat wias pro-
baldy the tail end of a boom in Anverican
busiress, which the indusery had enjoyed loe
about 15 years or so, But now there’s a real
Er'|'||.'lha515 o berospse, andd a4 epdl decline in
America,

Much of thes onginates owt of Britain,
although | may be biased, Certainly in the
towing market the whole concept of 1992
EVETPONE IS openang up to. A mumber of hine
companies have made decsions to fomm

—Tay

uge warchouse ab Elstres Way. &
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dequate headroom means full stage sets can be

allegrances with other local companies
around Europe to form a netwask, ar havwe
actually opened their own regional offces,

But the single point B 8 that there
moaey in Europe. The demand is here for
enterainment in a big way where it wasn
before, That's always been the strength in
America, with beg budgets on shows that
could tour mager anenas and yisdivms Tor
risary months, But the business i America
has Bspen dying  possibly due 1o over
cru}'.-.-dlng Thene are now tighter budgets,
and proimoters are being much more careful,
wherpas Europe is in a wory  oplimistic
LA LTRRIL S

“Traditsonally, touring Europe has hosn a
Peor man's business, except for a handnd of
alssolutely top grade acis who can sell
stadiums, Mow, more and maone of what
might b called small or msddle market acts
are able to play the Brger senees, aned (hi
sheer nurbser of acts goung on the road, and
the complexity and scale of productons has
gone up, thus producing a much Eagger
derrand.”

Asg a mesult of these shiftng trading pat-
rerns, Meteodtes made a decsion abowt 18
months ago to place less emiphaiis on itd
Armencan end. “Up to that point we had run
a tatal parallel gperation, and hire ek whi
rvairtained at precisely the same levels, 5o if
we bought a desk we automatically B one
on the other side.

“The chaice was 1o narrow the scope of
the operation in America, bring some of the
plant back bere to Britain, and 1o really con-
centrate all our effosts in one place, and Bet
the bpst pearm we cowld here while still main-
tainirg, the ability to service our chents o
America - which we sill do.”

Ronan Willkkon has taken some very bold
and brave steps to lead Meteorlites nto Uhe
futisre. 50 it's good to repont that things are
buoyant down on Elstres Wy,

Ard by the way - thats 01 for London,



AUTOMATION FOR CONCERT, STAGE AND TELEVISION LIGHTING

FRES-SCAN"® PAR-SCROLLER

SK/CYC/4 LITE SCROLLER DROP IN 6°/8* SCROLLER

PRO-SCAN®

TASKMASTER CONTROL CONSOLE

4 ELSTREE WAY, BOREHAMWOOD, HERTS WDé6 1BS
TEL: 01-207 5111 FAX: 01-207 3655 E-MAIL DGS1518

LITE-SCAN*® * AVAILABLE SO0ON





