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Anne E. McMills is uniquely
qualified to reveal the life of a
professional assistant lighting

designer (ALD) and to articulate the
skills and resources needed to pursue
that job path. Her professional light-
ing career spans theatre, dance,
opera, television, industrials, architec-
ture, and theme parks. She began her
career as an (ALD) for both Broadway
and West End productions, working
with numerous award-winning
designers. She has now advanced to
the associate lighting designer level in
those same circles and is a talented
lighting designer in her own right. 

The Assistant Lighting Designer’s
Toolkit is informational rather than
inspirational. It is not meant to be an
entry-level textbook. Its purpose is to
outline the production process from
the ALD’s perspective and to offer
readers the tools to become an ALD.
It is a unique take on the lighting
design process and, for many read-
ers, will offer the first peek at what it
means to be a professional ALD.

The book is written with the
expectation that the reader already
understands the basics of lighting
design and has some practical expe-
rience as a designer. However,
McMills has taken the time to careful-
ly explain the tools, the jargon, and
the process involved in developing
and mounting the lighting design for
various genres of performance and
presentation. 

Her organizational expertise is
evident in the book’s structure, suc-
cinct writing style, and clean layout.
The quantity and quality of the
graphics are consistently strong.
The range of visuals includes color
photography, documents, screen
shots, and draftings of light show
documents and layouts for the light-
ing team’s equipment. 

McMills’ personal voice shines
throughout the text, along with her
humor. She has also taken advantage
of her broad range of contacts, offer-
ing perspectives from a number of
other lighting designers and assis-
tants. These are not the ubiquitous
interviews so often found in contem-
porary lighting books. Instead, the
text is peppered with quotes, specific
information about various types of
productions, and tidbits of advice
from award-winning designers and
consultants. The author repeatedly
points out that the ALD’s responsibili-
ties and relationships with the lighting
designer, associate designer, and any
other assistants are defined by the
personality and character of the
designer heading the team. These
inserted comments remind the reader
of that fact, perhaps more than the
actual text.

The main volume is divided into
five parts:

Part 1: The Profession covers the
client’s expectations awaiting an
ALD, ranging from the preparation

required to the appropriate behavior
and dress, offering tips on how to
interact with the production and cre-
ative teams. Her treatment of the
tools of the trade is in-depth, dis-
cussing everything from the apps
needed to make everyone’s life more
pleasant to being prepared to offer
maps and descriptions of nearby
eateries to the software any ALD
should know how to use. Don’t know
how to make a focus tape? There are
pictures. Not sure what your ALD kit
should include? Check the Assistant
Lighting Designer Theatre Packing
List. I guarantee there will be items
on the list you would never have
thought to include. 

Part 2: The Process outlines typi-
cal assignments for the ALD and
includes graphic/pictorial examples
as well as written explanations of
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how to accomplish those tasks. It
broadly addresses the work of the
ALD from the point of initial design
development to previews and per-
formances. This is not a breakdown
of how to design a show, but rather
an in-depth analysis of actions to be
taken. McMills covers everything
from the initial site survey to the
ALD’s role at load-in and hang.
Laying out focus tapes and running
focus for the designer are also fully
explored. Another section deals with
setting up the tech tables for the
most efficient use and changeover of
the tech tables during previews with
an audience. 

Part 3: The Paperwork is indeed all
about the paperwork, both pre-pro-
duction and in tech. Anyone who
thinks a design begins and ends with
a plan-view light plot, perhaps a sec-
tion, and a hookup needs to spend
some quality time with this segment.
If you are not working in venues
where the designer cannot touch a
fixture or a tool, it is easy to forget
how important complete and accu-
rate documentation really is to a pro-
duction. McMills outlines the specifics
of this documentation, which keep
things running smoothly from load-in
to tech to remount. The extensive
range of magic sheets illustrated and
the specifics of focus charts should
be of particular interest to most read-
ers. A range of styles is represented,
including graphics of magic sheets
for set lighting, LED units, and mov-
ing lights, as well as conventional fix-
tures. The breakdown of the lighting
bible is also explored, with sugges-
tions for organization and contents.

Parts 4 and 5 contain more gener-
alized information about working in
the US and abroad, as well as work-
ing in industries outside theatre. The
sections on architecture, television,
industrials, and theme parks focus on
how those experiences differ from
theatre. While this coverage is less
extensive, a number of illustrations
and work documents are offered. The

inclusion of jargon translations and
lists of equivalent terms for different
work situations—for example, trans-
lating television fixture names into
commonly used theatre names—is
useful for those considering finding
work in these market sectors. 

Part 5 is about the business
aspects of being an ALD, based on
McMills’ life experiences as a free-
lancer and independent contractor.
This segment offers tips on how to
maintain your health and personal
equilibrium in the potentially stressful

arena of professional theatre.  
The Assistant Lighting Designer’s

Toolkit includes nine appendices;
many are checklists offering easy-to-
use reminders of the information cov-
ered throughout the volume. Others
feature a sample shop order, sample
cover letter and resume, and biogra-
phies of the contributing lighting
designers and associates. These sup-
plemental materials are not ancillary;
the content is as valuable as the
other content of the book. 
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Toolkit is a good read; chock-full of information and
insights. Whatever your experience level, it is a worthy
addition to your theatre library. For those making the tran-
sition from life as a lighting design student to the profes-
sional market, it is an invaluable resource. 
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The title Basic Live Sound Reinforcement: A
Practical Guide for Starting Live Audio promises an
elementary text aimed at newcomers to the live

sound field, with an emphasis on practice over theory.
While tightly restricting their focus to small venues with
fairly simple sound systems, the authors have nonetheless
approached the subject with an almost encyclopedic zeal
that makes reading the book a bit tedious at times.

This 391-page volume is divided into six parts.
Beginning with such questions as “What is live sound?”
and “What do we use live sound for?” the authors pro-
ceed to explain the art and science of live sound, with an
overview of audio fundamentals and acoustic theory,
before moving on
to a general dis-
cussion of sound
system compo-
nents; show pre-
production;
equipment setup,
mixing funda-
mentals, and
troubleshooting;
and finally, advice
for those who
wish to become
live sound pro-
fessionals.
Throughout, the
terms “public
address” and
“sound reinforce-
ment” are used
interchangeably.
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website offers two bonus chapters, a
glossary, web links, flash cards, and
more. Unfortunately, all links to this
material from the home page return
the message, “Oops! You’ve arrived
at a non-existent page.” (I have noti-
fied the publisher, and the website, as
we go to press, is now functional.)

On the plus side, the book has
plenty of useful information, illustra-
tions, charts, and tables covering
such essentials as series and parallel
loudspeaker wiring; conductor size,
cable run length, and power losses;
and the correlation of specific fre-
quency bands with sound qualities
often described subjectively as
warmth, harshness, punch, boomi-
ness, and so on, as a guide to equal-
ization.

The authors devote considerable
space to safety as it relates to hear-
ing loss, working with electricity, and
lifting heavy loads, and this can only
be a good thing. One significant
omission, however, is rigging—the

authors apparently assume that loud-
speakers will be either floor-mounted
or pole-mounted, but even in small-
to-medium-size venues this isn’t
always the case. I’d like to have seen
at least a passing reference to the
Entertainment Technician Certification
Program (ETCP) in what is otherwise
a fairly comprehensive treatment of
safe working practices. 

Along the way, the authors offer up
handy checklists and practical com-
parisons of various pro sound alterna-
tives—for example, the use of active
loudspeaker systems versus separate
amplifiers and loudspeakers; appro-
priate applications of wireless micro-
phones and in-ear monitors versus
wired mics and conventional floor
monitors; and the pros and cons of
enrolling in university and college
audio degree programs versus on-
the-job training.

For those considering purchasing
their own rigs, the authors have com-
piled a table listing representative

systems in the budget, mid-range,
and high-end brackets. In the high-
end column, for example, they offer a
choice of a Midas Venice F32 analog
console or Yamaha 02R96VCM digital
board, together with Peavey loud-
speakers driven by Crown amplifiers.

At the other end of the scale, the
choice is between a Mackie ProFX12
compact analog mixer and Yamaha
01V96i digital console, together with
Behringer loudspeakers and ampli-
fiers. Anyone learning the ropes on
the job will likely develop their own
preferences based on hands-on
experience with a variety of systems
as well as budgetary considerations.

Notable by its absence is any dis-
cussion of digital audio networks.
While this may be excused given the
book’s intended audience, the same
cannot be said for the authors’ failure
to acknowledge the existence of
feedback suppression technology,
either embodied in outboard equip-
ment from Sabine, dbx, Peavey, and



Americas  ■  Europe  ■  Asia  ■  www.etcconnect.com

ETC welcomes Vortek Rigging
This is a game-changer.

There really is strength in numbers. Vortek is now a part of ETC, which means customers  

now get more choices, bigger savings and double the amount of rigging solutions,  

not to mention custom hoists available through our new engineering design center.  

And with the outstanding 24/7 technical support that ETC is known for around the world,  

this is surely the start of a beautiful friendship. 

Learn more about this strategic partnership at etcconnect.com.



BOOKS OF THE MONTH

Behringer, or incorporated into a console’s DSP. Whether
or not you’re a fan of this technology, newcomers need all
the help they can get, and there’s no denying that these
tools can be especially useful when club sound levels rise
as the night wears on.

The book seems to have more than the usual number
of errors that should have been caught during editing.
Some are merely comical, such as the priority given to
loading the truck “to maximize wasted space.” Others are
more serious and undermine the authors’ credibility and
authority.

A few examples: 
• “In the US most installations will read +24dBu above

0dBFS.” Since 0dBFS is, by definition, the maximum
digital signal level, what the authors no doubt intend-
ed to say is that professional equipment will produce
an analog signal level of +24dBu corresponding to a
full-scale digital signal, with a 0 VU reference level of
+4dBu at -20dBFS (conforming to SMPTE
Recommended Practice 155).

• “Sounds reaching the listener more than .3 seconds
(1/3 of a second) after the direct sound interfere with
clarity, so try to keep short acoustic paths of under
30'.” The authors are out by a factor of 10 here. A
distance of 30' corresponds to about 30ms, not 0.3
seconds.

• “Oblique modes: The wave travels a closed path that
includes four surfaces.” In a rectangular room,
oblique modes include six surfaces: all four walls, the
floor, and ceiling.

• “Bit Depth Value is bits squared (82 = 256).” No; the
value is two, raised to the power of the number of
bits. For an eight-bit signal, that’s 28 = 256 (not to
mention that 82 = 64, not 256).

• VCAs (voltage controlled amplifiers) are “features of
live boards that won’t be found on other audio mix-
ers,” and “do the same thing as subgroup assigns,
but VCA signal routing allows for a cleaner signal.”
Three errors compounded here betray the authors’
misunderstanding of what a VCA is and what it does:
First, VCAs are, in fact, included in many consoles
apart from live sound consoles, such as the venera-
ble SSL 4000, still found in studios around the world,
and on all boards that feature VCA mix automation.
Second, VCA groups differ in application from sub-
groups, in that subgroups are used to bus and mix
signals together, while VCA groups are used to con-
trol the level of multiple audio channels without mix-
ing them. Third, since VCAs by definition place addi-
tional amplifiers in the signal path, it’s impossible for
audio routed through a VCA to be in any way cleaner
than if it were routed through a signal path with fewer
amplifiers.
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At times, the authors become
excessively verbose. They devote no
fewer than 4,000 words to the impor-
tance of reading equipment manuals,
the tedium reaching its nadir with this
prescription: “Make note of any criti-
cal warnings or safety information
that is different from those that are
standard for that type of equipment.
These are usually hard to miss, and
will be set apart from surrounding
paragraphs, and/or emphasized with
one or more methods: italics, bold
font, by being written in all capitals,

or being preceded by the words
‘warning’ or ‘attention.’ They may
start with the words ‘Do’ or ‘Do not’,
but ‘always’ or ‘never’ are also used.”
Come on, really? Readers who gen-
uinely need instruction at this level
aren’t likely to make it all the way to
page 236 to find it, and probably
shouldn’t be encouraged to work
around live electrical circuits. 

Much of the book’s material may
be usefully applied to sound rein-
forcement for small-scale theatre
productions, such as community the-

atres and high school musicals, but
professional theatre lies well outside
the authors’ purview. Biederman and
Pattison have made a valiant effort to
cover all the bases for newcomers to
live sound in this book, especially
regarding live music reinforcement,
and to a large degree they have suc-
ceeded. The excessive prose, along
with the omissions and factual errors
that should have been flagged by a
competent technical editor tend to
undermine that effort, however, and
make the book something of a chore
to read.

Having said that, I want to temper
these remarks by noting that, over
the past few years, I’ve received
dozens of new audio titles. In almost
every one of them, the authors
attempt in their first few chapters to
cover the same ground: theory of the
decibel, frequency, wavelength, room
modes, phase and polarity, digital
sampling, time code rates and types,
etc. With very few exceptions,
numerous factual and typographical
errors muddy the waters. There
appears to be no peer review
process at work, and scant evidence
that a red pen was ever wielded by a
professional editor with the requisite
technical background.

Is it too much to hope that some
authoritative body with a peer-review
mechanism—PLASA perhaps, or the
AES, InfoComm, or other reputable
organization—might one day produce
a reliable professional audio primer,
an audio bible, and keep it updated
as technology advances? Authors
from the various corners of the indus-
try—theatre, live concert sound,
house of worship, recording, broad-
cast, film sound, and audio post-pro-
duction—might then defer to it, and
ask their readers to “take the foreplay
as read” (to quote John Cleese’s
schoolmaster in Monty Python’s The
Meaning of Life) before adding their
own uniquely valuable contribution,
usually culled from a lifetime toiling in
the trenches. Just think of the reputa-
tions—not to mention the trees—that
might be spared. 
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