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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR THEATRICAL
FOLLOWSPOT CONTROL INTERFACE

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates generally to presentation
systems. More particularly, the present invention relates to
control interfaces for presentation systems.

2. Background Art

Live performances such as theatre, concerts, shows, and
other events are often enhanced with dynamic lighting
effects. By targeting followspots or moving spotlights on
specific actors or performers, audience attention can be more
easily directed and focused. In particular, when a stage
shares several performers or features elaborate prop design,
several visual elements may compete for audience attention.
Through the use of followspots, performer movement and
other important stage actions can be more easily perceived,
providing audiences with a more coherent and enjoyable
presentation.

Conventionally, directional lighting fixtures are con-
trolled in real-time to provide followspots for performers.
For example, such lighting fixtures may be manually oper-
ated by lifting a lighting operator high into a hanging truss
system or another remote location providing a vantage point
for covering an entire stage. An obvious drawback of this
method is that the operator must climb up or be carried into
the remote position using a rigging system, and must remain
at the remote location for the duration of the entire perfor-
mance.

As a result, alternative methods have been developed
where adjustable lighting fixtures such as moving head
fixtures are controlled remotely using standard joysticks.
However, such methods often require highly trained lighting
operators as it is difficult to track performers without being
in the same vantage point of the lighting fixtures. Moreover,
control latency and stepper motor cogging of the moving
head fixtures may produce unprofessional results due to
delayed and non-linear motion of followspots, which may
pose a particular problem for active and fast moving per-
formers.

While advanced systems may exist for real time tracking
of performers on a stage, these advanced systems are often
complex, costly, and time consuming to setup. For example,
one advanced system uses infrared and ultrasonic transduc-
ers placed on performers for real-time positional tracking,
but requires significant calibration of the system for each
venue. Thus, such advanced systems may be inappropriate
for smaller venues and productions with limited budgets.
Moreover, such systems may still experience negative
effects from latency between performer movements and
followspot motion.

Accordingly, there is a need to overcome the drawbacks
and deficiencies in the art by providing a way to control
presentation systems such as followspot lighting fixtures in
a cost effective, low latency, and easy to operate manner.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

There are provided systems and methods for theatrical
followspot control interfaces, substantially as shown in
and/or described in connection with at least one of the
figures, as set forth more completely in the claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The features and advantages of the present invention will
become more readily apparent to those ordinarily skilled in
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the art after reviewing the following detailed description and
accompanying drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 presents a block diagram of a system for providing
a theatrical followspot control interface, according to one
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 presents a display showing a theatrical followspot
control interface, according to one embodiment of the pres-
ent invention;

FIG. 3 presents a block diagram of a system implementing
theatrical followspots using a theatrical followspot control
interface, according to one embodiment of the present
invention; and

FIG. 4 shows a flowchart describing the steps, according
to one embodiment of the present invention, by which a
control device may provide a user interface for controlling
a tracking device to follow a location of a performer on a
stage.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present application is directed to a system and
method for theatrical followspot control interfaces. The
following description contains specific information pertain-
ing to the implementation of the present invention. One
skilled in the art will recognize that the present invention
may be implemented in a manner different from that spe-
cifically discussed in the present application. Moreover,
some of the specific details of the invention are not discussed
in order not to obscure the invention. The specific details not
described in the present application are within the knowl-
edge of a person of ordinary skill in the art. The drawings in
the present application and their accompanying detailed
description are directed to merely exemplary embodiments
of the invention. To maintain brevity, other embodiments of
the invention, which use the principles of the present inven-
tion, are not specifically described in the present application
and are not specifically illustrated by the present drawings.

FIG. 1 presents a block diagram of a system for providing
a theatrical followspot control interface, according to one
embodiment of the present invention. Diagram 100 of FIG.
1 includes control device 110, operator 120, network 130,
camera 140, light fixture 150, and stage 160. Control device
110 includes processor 111, input device 112, memory 113,
and display 115. Stage 160 includes performer 165.

To prepare stage 160, light fixture 150 and camera 140
may be first positioned such that the majority of stage 160
can be illuminated by light fixture 150 and captured by
camera 140. Light fixture 150 may comprise, for example,
a high output video projector or a mechanically adjustable
lighting fixture. Camera 140 may comprise, for example, a
standard camera or an infrared camera. If an infrared camera
is used, then stage 160 may be flooded with an infrared light
source.

While light fixture 150 and camera 140 may be co-
positioned to largely share the same point of view, this is not
a requirement. For example, camera 140 may be placed
overhead and in front of stage 160 to capture a frontal view
of stage 160, whereas light fixture 150 may be placed
centrally and directly overhead stage 160 to provide spot-
lights from above. Additionally, although only a single light
fixture 150 and a single camera 140 is shown in FIG. 1 for
simplicity, alternative embodiments may use several cam-
eras or light fixtures.

Camera 140 may capture a video feed of stage 160,
including performer 165, which may be streamed over
network 130 to control device 110. Network 130 may for
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example comprise simple direct cable connections. For
simplified network wiring, the video feed may be captured
at a lower resolution to enable the use of simplified wiring
such as video over CATS using passive baluns. Alterna-
tively, wireless connections may be used. Depending on the
capabilities of camera 140, which may comprise an inex-
pensive web camera or a professional grade video camera,
the video feed may be captured in several different formats.
Standard web camera resolutions may be utilized, such as
320 by 240 pixels, 640 by 480 pixels, 1024 by 768 pixels,
or other suitable resolutions in various aspect ratios such as
4:3 and 16:9. Different frame rates may also be supported,
such as 24, 30, or 60 frames per second. Higher frame rates
may be helpful to support fast motion and low latency
applications.

After receiving the video feed, control device 110 can
present a user interface on display 115 to assist operator 120
in controlling light fixture 150. Control device 110 may
comprise, for example, an all-in-one personal computer with
an integrated display, a laptop computer, a tablet computer,
or a similar device. Advantageously, control device 110 may
therefore comprise an off-the-shelf computer, avoiding the
requirement for specialized control hardware. The only
proprietary component required is a custom software pro-
gram to provide the user interface, which may be provided
on separate media to be stored in memory 113. Input device
112 may comprise any conventional pointing device such as
a mouse, a trackball, a touch sensitive screen, or a tablet
digitizer. Display 115 may comprise, for example, an inte-
grated or external LCD display. The user interface may, for
example, show the video feed received from camera 140,
allowing operator 120 to use input device 112 to, for
example, trace the movement of performer 165 in the video
feed using an on-screen pointer or by using touch or pen
input.

After receiving such input data from input device 112,
processor 111 of control device 110 can determine how to
control light fixture 150 to create a followspot for performer
165 on stage 160. For example, if light fixture 150 is a video
projector, then an image to project may be generated and
transmitted via network 130 to light fixture 150. Advanta-
geously, if a video projector is used, then latency associated
with mechanical movements is eliminated since the image to
project may be changed almost instantaneously. If light
fixture 150 instead comprises a mechanically adjustable
light fixture, then commands for panning, tilting, dimming,
tinting, and other changes may be issued to light fixture 150
via network 130. In this manner, a flexibly controllable
followspot may be provided that follows the movements of
performer 165.

Moving to FIG. 2, FIG. 2 presents a display showing a
theatrical followspot control interface, according to one
embodiment of the present invention. Diagram 200 of FIG.
2 includes display 215, which includes video feed window
216 and parameter window 217. Video feed window 216
includes pointer 218, followspot 219, and performer 265.
Display 215 corresponds to display 115 of FIG. 1. Performer
265 corresponds to performer 165 of FIG. 1.

Display 215 shows an exemplary user interface that may
be used by light control operators, such as operator 120 in
FIG. 1. The interface depicted in display 215 allows the
control of a single followspot, but alternative embodiments
may allow multiple followspots to be controlled concur-
rently, for example by using a multi-touch capable display.
Additionally, multiple operators may each control one or
more followspots to accommodate large numbers of follow-
spots.
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As shown in display 215, video feed window 216 shows
a video feed, which may for example be captured from
camera 140 in FIG. 1. As previously discussed, camera 140
may comprise an infrared camera where stage 160 is illu-
minated with infrared light, in which case performer 265 is
advantageously visible in video feed window 216 even if
stage 160 is dark or with little visible light. Thus, the lighting
operator can calibrate to the position of performer 265
regardless of visible lighting conditions, which may be
particularly useful for the beginning of a performance when
stage 160 may remain dark.

As shown in parameter window 217, the operator may set
and modify various followspot parameters. As shown at the
top of parameter window 217, information concerning the
presently selected followspot may be provided, such as an
identifier number or “Followspot #0017, an assigned control
operator or “Op. A”, and a position of the lighting source as
being “Overhead”. As previously described, multiple light
fixtures may be placed around the stage to support multiple
followspots, and multiple control operators may be assigned
to these multiple light fixtures. Following this information,
the operator may select whether the followspot is active or
turned on, the shape of the followspot, the color or hue of the
followspot, the intensity or brightness of the followspot, and
controls to switch to other controllable followspots, if appli-
cable. The controls in parameter window 217 may, for
example, be mapped to alternative input devices such as a
keyboard or a joystick to allow the primary input device to
focus on controlling pointer 218. It should be noted that the
parameters shown in parameter window 217 are exemplary
and alternative embodiments may include different control
parameters to best suit the needs of the particular venue.

After configuring parameter window 217, the operator
can focus on controlling pointer 218 to follow the move-
ments of performer 265 in video feed window 216. In one
embodiment, the movement of followspot 219 may simply
follow pointer 218 directly, where operator 120 manually
controls pointer 218 by input device 112. Automatic curve
and movement smoothing may be applied to pointer move-
ment to avoid sudden or stuttering movements of followspot
219. In alternative embodiments, the operator may merely
direct pointer 218 to an initial position of performer 265, and
image analysis techniques such as edge and object detection
may be applied to the video feed to automatically detect the
position of performer 265 in the video feed. Optionally,
motion sensors such as moving field detection equipment
may also be placed on the stage to further assist lighting
operators in locating performer 265.

Moving to FIG. 3, FIG. 3 presents a block diagram of a
system implementing theatrical followspots using a theatri-
cal followspot control interface, according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention. Diagram 300 of FIG. 3
includes control device 310, network 330, camera 340,
video projector 350, image data 355, and stage 360. Control
device 310 includes processor 311. Stage 360 includes
followspot 319 and performer 365. Control device 310
corresponds to control device 110 from FIG. 1, network 330
corresponds to network 130 from FIG. 1, camera 340
corresponds to camera 140 from FIG. 1, video projector 350
corresponds to light fixture 150 from FIG. 1, and stage 360
corresponds to stage 160 from FIG. 1. Followspot 319
corresponds to followspot 219 from FIG. 2, and performer
365 corresponds to performer 265 from FIG. 2.

As shown in FIG. 3, video projector 350 is used as the
lighting fixture, which is positioned directly overhead stage
360. After the operator indicates the position of performer
365 in the video feed captured from camera 340, processor
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311 can generate image data 355 to be projected by video
projector 350. For example, the two-dimensional X and Y
coordinates provided by the pointer location indicated by the
operator can be translated into virtual three-dimensional X,
Y and Z coordinates corresponding to the pointer location
within a virtualized simulation of stage 360. By taking into
account the position of video projector 350 and camera 340
and by calibrating the projector output, for example by
projecting a test pattern to be captured by camera 340, the
virtual three-dimensional coordinates can be mapped into a
two-dimensional image, or image data 355, that can be
projected by video projector 350 to create the appearance of
followspot 319. As shown in image data 355, since the shape
of the followspot is a circle, the image comprises a filled
circle at the appropriate position with the remainder of the
image as blank or black. After image data 355 is sent over
network 330 and loaded into video projector 350, image data
355 can then be projected onto stage 360 to form followspot
319. Since the operator of control device 310 can continu-
ously move a pointer in synchronization with the move-
ments of performer 365, continuously updated image data
355 can be provided to video projector 350 so that follow-
spot 319 can follow the movements of performer 365.

As previously described, since video projector 350 can
change updated image data almost instantaneously, move-
ment latency may be advantageously eliminated compared
to conventional mechanical lighting fixtures. However,
alternative embodiments may still utilize mechanical light-
ing fixtures, for example if high output video projectors are
unavailable for a particular application. Thus, rather than
generating image data 355, processor 311 could instead
generate adjustment parameters for pan, tilt, intensity and
color tint, which could then be sent over network 330 to an
associated mechanically adjustable lighting fixture such as a
DMX lighting fixture to move followspot 319 in accordance
with operator directions.

Furthermore, while the embodiments discussed have
focused on the control of lighting fixtures to follow a
performer on stage, alternative embodiments may control
other devices as well. For example, control device 310 may
be used to physically move an overhead microphone to the
position of performer 365 on stage 360. If a microphone
array is used, then the microphone array may instead be
steered towards the position of performer 365 on stage 360.
Furthermore, control device 310 may also be connected with
an audio mixer system for stage 360. This may, for example,
allow a sound operator to isolate or emphasize particular
performer voices at specific times, which may be particular
useful if several performers are on stage 360. Thus, events
with multiple speakers or audience participation such as
debates, game shows, award shows, and other events may be
more easily moderated.

Moving to FIG. 4, FIG. 4 shows a flowchart describing
the steps, according to one embodiment of the present
invention, by which a control device may provide a user
interface for controlling a tracking device to follow a
location of a performer on a stage. Certain details and
features have been left out of flowchart 400 that are apparent
to a person of ordinary skill in the art. For example, a step
may comprise one or more substeps or may involve spe-
cialized equipment or materials, as known in the art. While
steps 410 through 450 indicated in flowchart 400 are suffi-
cient to describe one embodiment of the present invention,
other embodiments of the invention may utilize steps dif-
ferent from those shown in flowchart 400.

Referring to step 410 of flowchart 400 in FIG. 4 and
diagram 100 of FIG. 1, step 410 of flowchart 400 comprises
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processor 111 of control device 110 capturing a video feed
of stage 160 using camera 140. As previously described,
camera 140 may comprise an infrared camera in which case
stage 160 may be flooded with infrared illumination. Cam-
era 140 may be configured to continuously capture a video
feed of stage 160, which can then be streamed over network
130 to control device 110. As previously described, the
capture resolution may be reduced to limit the required
bandwidth, permitting the use of simplified passive wiring
or wireless transmission. Camera 140 may also apply real-
time compression to further reduce bandwidth requirements.
A process thread executing on processor 111 may then
receive and decode the video feed streamed over network
130.

Referring to step 420 of flowchart 400 in FIG. 4 and
diagram 100 of FIG. 1, step 420 of flowchart 400 comprises
processor 111 of control device 110 presenting the video
feed from step 410 on display 115. As previously described,
display 115 may comprise an internal or external LCD
display. For example, referring to an example interface
shown by display 215 of FIG. 2, the video feed may appear
in video feed window 216. As previously noted, if an
infrared camera is used in step 410, then performer 265 will
be visible in the video feed even in low light conditions.
Thus, the operator may calibrate the position of pointer 218
and thus followspot 219 even in complete darkness, which
may be particularly useful prior to the start of a performance.

Referring to step 430 of flowchart 400 in FIG. 4, diagram
100 of FIG. 1, and diagram 200 of FIG. 2, step 430 of
flowchart 400 comprises processor 111 of control device 110
receiving input data indicating a position of performer 265
in the video feed shown in video feed window 216 of display
215. As previously described, operator 120 may use input
device 112 comprising a mouse, a trackball, a touch sensi-
tive screen, or a tablet digitizer. Input data received from
input device 112 may then be translated by processor 111
into movement of pointer 218 such that operator 120 can
follow performer 265 as the position of performer 265
moves during a performance. As previously described, auto-
matic movement smoothing, image analysis and motion
field detectors may be utilized to assist the operator in
following performer 265 with greater accuracy.

Referring to step 440 of flowchart 400 in FIG. 4 and
diagram 300 of FIG. 3, step 440 of flowchart 400 comprises
processor 311 of control device 310 translating the input
data from step 430 into a location of performer 365 on stage
360. Control device 310 and processor 311 corresponds to
control device 110 and processor 111 of FIG. 1. As previ-
ously described, a virtual three-dimensional simulation of
stage 360 may be calculated by processor 311, and the
two-dimensional position of pointer 218 in FIG. 2 may be
translated into a three-dimensional coordinate within the
virtual three-dimensional simulation. In this manner, the
location of performer 365 can be represented within a virtual
simulation corresponding to the actual stage 360.

Referring to step 450 of flowchart 400 in FIG. 4 and
diagram 300 of FIG. 3, step 450 of flowchart 400 comprises
processor 311 of control device 310 adjusting video projec-
tor 350 to follow the location of performer 365 on stage 360
translated from step 440. While the example shown in FIG.
3 uses video projector 350 as the tracking device, the
tracking device may also comprise a mechanically adjust-
able lighting fixture, a transportable microphone, a micro-
phone array, or any other tracking device for following
performers on a stage.

In the example shown in FIG. 3, processor 311 carries out
step 450 by generating image data 355 for projection by
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video projector 350 to create followspot 319 following the
location of performer 365 on stage 360. The characteristics
of video projector 350 may be programmed into the virtual
simulation, thereby allowing the correct calculation of
image data 355. For example, the surface area of stage 360
illuminated by video projector 350 may be calibrated and
mapped into the virtual simulation, and the translated three-
dimensional coordinate from step 440 may then be con-
verted into two-dimensional image data 355 based on how
video projector 350 projects onto stage 360 and the selected
followspot parameters in parameter window 217 of FIG. 2.
Thus, processor 311 can calculate an appropriate image, or
a circular followspot with the chosen color and intensity,
based on the position and configuration of video projector
350 so that image data 355 projected by video projector 350
appears as followspot 319 on performer 365.

By continuously repeating steps 410 through 450 during
a performance, the movements of performer 365 can be
tracked on stage 360 and followspot 319 can be controlled
to synchronously follow performer 365. As previously
described, the system can be scaled to several tracking
devices and several cameras controlled by several operators,
allowing multiple performers to be tracked with multiple
tracking devices. The use of high-output video projectors
rather than mechanically controlled lighting fixtures may
help eliminate mechanical latency, providing followspots
that can readily synchronize with even the fastest moving
performers. By using appropriate tracking devices such as
video projectors and microphones, lighting, sound, and other
stage elements may be manipulated in real-time to provide
a focused and professional stage presentation that is easy
and enjoyable for audiences to follow.

From the above description of the invention it is manifest
that various techniques can be used for implementing the
concepts of the present invention without departing from its
scope. Moreover, while the invention has been described
with specific reference to certain embodiments, a person of
ordinary skills in the art would recognize that changes can
be made in form and detail without departing from the spirit
and the scope of the invention. As such, the described
embodiments are to be considered in all respects as illus-
trative and not restrictive. It should also be understood that
the invention is not limited to the particular embodiments
described herein, but is capable of many rearrangements,
modifications, and substitutions without departing from the
scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of controlling a tracking device to follow a
location of a performer on a stage, the method comprising:

capturing a video feed of the stage using a camera;
presenting a user interface showing the video feed on a
display of a control device, wherein the user interface
is used by an operator to control the tracking device;

receiving input data from the operator using the user
interface to indicate a position of the performer in the
video feed;

translating the input data into the location of the per-

former on the stage; and

adjusting the tracking device to follow the location of the

performer on the stage.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the tracking device
comprises a video projector, and wherein the adjusting
comprises modifying an image projected by the video pro-
jector to form a spotlight on the location of the performer on
the stage.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the tracking device
comprises a mechanically adjustable lighting fixture, and
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wherein the adjusting comprises mechanically directing the
lighting fixture to the location of the performer on the stage.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the tracking device
comprises a microphone, and wherein the adjusting com-
prises moving the microphone to the location of the per-
former on the stage.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the tracking device
comprises a microphone array, and wherein the adjusting
comprises steering the microphone array to the location of
the performer on the stage.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the camera comprises
an infrared camera, and wherein the stage is illuminated with
an infrared light source.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the input data is
received from an input peripheral of the control device
selected from the group comprising a touch sensitive dis-
play, a tablet digitizer, a mouse, or a trackball.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the input data is further
received from a motion sensor detecting movement of the
performer on the stage.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the input data is further
received from image analysis of the video feed.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the translating is by
converting two-dimensional coordinates of the input data
into three-dimensional coordinates of a virtual environment
corresponding to the stage.

11. A system for controlling a tracking device to follow a
location of a performer on a stage, the system comprising:

a camera configured to capture a video feed of the stage;

and

a control device having a processor configured to:

present a user interface showing the video feed on a
display, wherein the user interface is used by an
operator to control the tracking device;

receive input data from the operator using the user
interface to indicate a position of the performer in the
video feed;

translate the input data into the location of the per-
former on the stage; and

adjust the tracking device to follow the location of the
performer on the stage.

12. The system of claim 11, wherein the tracking device
comprises a video projector, and wherein the processor is
further configured to adjust by modifying an image pro-
jected by the video projector to form a spotlight on the
location of the performer on the stage.

13. The system of claim 11, wherein the tracking device
comprises a mechanically adjustable lighting fixture, and
wherein the processor is further configured to adjust by
mechanically directing the lighting fixture to the location of
the performer on the stage.

14. The system of claim 11, wherein the tracking device
comprises a microphone, and wherein the processor is
further configured to adjust by moving the microphone to
the location of the performer on the stage.

15. The system of claim 11, wherein the tracking device
comprises a microphone array, and wherein the processor is
further configured to adjust by steering the microphone array
to the location of the performer on the stage.

16. The system of claim 11, further comprising an infrared
light source illuminating the stage, and wherein the camera
comprises an infrared camera.

17. The system of claim 11, further comprising an input
peripheral connected to the control device selected from the
group comprising a touch sensitive display, a tablet digitizer,
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a mouse, or a trackball, and wherein the processor is further
configured to receive the input data from the input periph-
eral.

18. The system of claim 11, further comprising a motion
sensor detecting movement of the performer on the stage,
and wherein the processor is further configured to receive
the input data from the motion sensor.

19. The system of claim 11, wherein the processor is
further configured to receive the input data by performing
image analysis of the video feed.

20. The system of claim 11, wherein the processor is
further configured to translate by converting two-dimen-
sional coordinates of the input data into three-dimensional
coordinates of a virtual environment corresponding to the
stage.
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