
In the January 1 991 issue of Lights!, we 
learned fr -om David Lazell of the early 

experiments in music and light carried out 
by Professor Wallace Rimington. Here , the 

doyen of the lighting world, 
FRED BENTHAM, puts the record straight . 

There see ms little dottbt that Professor Rimi 11gto11's key
board co11cepts were the forenm11ers of the Stra11d key
board co11trols fo,- theatrica l lighting coming years later.' 
Coming across this in Lights! Vol. 2, Issue 1, in January 19911 
felt I should respond. 

There is grave doubt - but 
no need to speculate. As the 
man who joined Strand Elec
tric in June 1932 with the idea 
firmly in his head and a photo 
of a Light Con sole scale 
model in his pocket , I know 
what had influenced me . It 
was the cinema organ console 
with its 
rows of 
stop keys . 

S e lect 
and play 
from key
board -
masters 
plus pis-
ton s as 
pre Sets . Finsbury Park Theatre . 

Hence th e John Compton 
console and relay to control a 
Mansell-clutch dimmer bank. 
I shall not go into detail as 
th ere have been many 
descriptions since it was 
launched in June 1935 in our 
Floral Street demonstration 

theatre. Items played then 
included: Wagner 's Flying 
Dutchman overture , Twelfth 
Street Rag and 
Tchaikovsky's 4th symphony 
(1st movement). 
Officially it was to. facilitate 
the control of stage lighting 
by a single operator seated 

with a 
good view 
of the st
age. That 
was what 
got the 
three dir-
ectors to 
spend the 
t h e n 
unheard

of sum of £1000 on it. Unoffi
cially it was to pursue 'Light 
as an Art ' - the title of my 
long article in The Builder of 
September 2, 1932. Why that 
Journal? The answer is that 
my own theories covered the 
whole visual ambience . The 

architecture of the auditori
um was as important as the 
set on the stage . 

Ultimately all this was 
incorporated in a veritable 
temple to my colour music in 
the form of the King Street 
Strand Electric theatre of 
1939. After this was bombed 
in May 1941, the console and 
its dimmer bank went into 
the London Palladium that 
December for Robert Nes
bitt 's new show , Gangway , 
proving itSelf in itS other role 
of stage-switchboard. 

Where does Professor Rim
ington 's influence as a 
'patron saint' come in all this? 
The answer has to be: 
nowhere at all! That young 
Fred Bentham was intolerant 
of the theories of Rimington, 
Adrian Klein and the rest , 
when he read Klein's book: 
Colour Music: The Art of 
Light. 

Visual equivalentS of 'music 
notes' and like theories never 
had appealed. What some 
music inspired was a varying 
picture evoked by its changes 
of mood using ma inly (but 

always) dimmers. One 

Portrait of the author as a y oung man. 

playing lighting variations on 
a suitable set of drapes , or 
whatever , as a theme. 

In this , the ideas of Appia in 
the Wagner context were 
exciting. I suppose my earli
est encounter with 'mood' 
lighting as a boy would have 
been the cue: 'Down to 
blues ' for romantic numbers 
in musicals and variety acts 
on the stages of theatre or 
super-cinema . Or long be
fore , when the sun happened 
to come out and shi ne 
through the tall church 
windows at just the right 
music cue during Sunday 
Service! 

'Also it led directly to the 
Strand Light Console ' - more 
nonsense . Thi s time from 
Klein himself in the 1937 edi-

tion of his book. This was a 
reprint of his original colour 
music book of ten years earli
er, with a 13-page 'Introduc
tion ' added , to bring it up to 
date. 

In the latter, four pages and 
three full-page plates were 
devoted to my original light 
console. In strict fact Klein 
staged a trial of his colour 
organ as an interlude at the 
Finsbury Park in London. 

He says 'The show was a 
middling success' . Fiasco 
would see m to have been a 
more appropriate description. 

The audience at this kind of 
super-cinema were not likely 
to be receptive to such high
brnw theories anyway. How
ever, the event was used by 
me to pretend that Stran d 
Electric had a riva l experi
menter in the field of organ 
control of lighting . 

There had been some 
dithering , particularly on the 
part of the th ird director 
(Mansell - of clutch fame) 
about spending all that 
money on my novel notion 
for control. To quote his own 
words in a memo to me: 'I 

think it hardly 

likely the directors will go to 
thi s expense. Certainly I 
would not be prepared to 
recommend it .' Dated 16th 
June 1933 and attached to his 
works quotation , that was 
that. Except that it wasn't. 

Using press cuttings of the 
Klein experiment at Finsbury 
Park and stressing the connec
tion between Major Bell and 
Strand' s rivals , Major Equip
ment , I proved we had 
competition. That it only 
operated in conjunction with 
a very special projector was 
omitted . 

A wily trick , perhaps , but it 
worked . The Light Console 
order went ahead , thereby 
proving that a lie can some
times be a good thing. But it 
has to be a good one! • 
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