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News from the TSP conference | By Wayne Howell

“The TSP does great work and we need more people to join. I’ve been involved
for around 20 years and there’s always been more work than people . . .”
I’ve just returned from the Technical Standards
Programme (TSP) conference in California and am
currently sat on a train headed for the PLASA-organised
Plugfest in Lille, France. The event is sold-out and we look
forward to three days of compatibility testing, code tweaking,
technology talks and the inevitable animated discussions over
a few beers. I will report on Plugfest next month; for now, it’s
news from California . . .
The TSP is run by ESTA and is the standards-making
organisation for the entertainment industry. Each year there are
four TSP conferences, two are aligned with USITT and NAMM
tradeshows, the others are in Dallas and occasionally New York.
It’s sad that even in an organisation where much of the effort
is given as people’s free time, petty politics is alive and well. The
California conference is attached to the NAMM Show, which is,
in many ways, an unlikely partner, being 99% audio with a tiny
lighting section; meanwhile the TSP is dominated by lighting and
rigging. The NAMM attachment started around three years back
when the management of ESTA and the Las Vegas-based LDI
show had a spectacular falling out. Toys were thrown out of prams
and the long-standing TSP conference in Vegas ended.
A lot of the people involved with the TSP are hoping that the
powers-that-be will kiss and make up, allowing the LDI conference
to re-emerge. That said, the NAMM Show is putting
a lot of effort into building the lighting part of the show - I was
involved in the seminar programme, which was very well attended.
Notwithstanding silly politics, the TSP does great work and
we need more people to join. I’ve been involved for around
20 years and there’s always been more work than people. If
you have time to get involved - please do join up. It’s a great
team of people and the work is rewarding. OK, so what’s been
happening in California . . .
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the document can become an ANSI standard.
The RDM task group aims to have comment resolution
complete in time for the July meeting. The RDM Task Group is
co-chaired by myself and Scott Blair of Megapixel VR.
RDMNET
RDMnet (E1.33) is the sister protocol to sACN (E1.31). Its
primary purpose is to allow RDM data to be transported over
a network. The standard is published, but a few trivial errors
have been found in the document and preparation of an errata
document is in progress. The RDMnet Task Group is co-chaired
by Sam Kearney of ETC and Scott Blair of Megapixel VR.
FIRMWARE UPLOAD
The Firmware Upload (E1.37-4) Task Group is working on
a mechanism within RDM that will allow updating of fixture
firmware via RDM. The draft is in comment resolution and
it’s hoped that the standard will be completed this year. The
Firmware Upload Task Group is chaired by Peter Willis of
Howard Eaton Lighting.

NEXTGEN STUDY GROUP
The NextGen study group is arguably the most forward-looking
programme at the TSP. It was set up to answer what the next
generation of lighting control would require. The study group
has three sub-groups:
Colour - The way that we control colour of light remains, for
the most part, the same as back in the Stone Age. So often
a colour is selected by mixing RGB faders; this only works if
all the luminaires are identical and so has no hope of allowing
effective colour selection across manufacturers. The DALI
DT8 protocol has attempted to address this, but still has
some significant limitations which the Colour study group will
RDM
research. What is the best way to transfer colour information?
The RDM (E1.20) standard is in the process of being updated to
How should a luminaire handle a colour that is outside its
include a number of new features and improvements. Perhaps
gamut? What happens when a luminaire can generate a given
most significant is the addition of high-resolution handshaking,
colour with numerous different additive mixes? How to relate
which will allow faster and more reliable use of RDM over radio
additive and subtractive colours?
networks. It also has a number of updates that set the stage for
Lamp libraries - Lamp libraries or personalities are the
the new RDMnet protocol. The RDM task group is in the process
method by which a controller understands the capabilities of
of reviewing the hundred comments received in the second
a luminaire. If colour communication is in the Stone Age, lamp
public review.
libraries are arguably just entering the Bronze Age! There’s
What does that mean? The task group works on either
minimal cross-manufacturer compatibility and all the data tends
writing or updating a given standard. In the case of RDM, it’s
to be centred around the relationship between a luminaire and
an update. When they feel they have a good draft, they ask their
DMX512 channels. This is understandable as on a day-to-day
supervising committee to send it out to public review. This is
basis, that’s what’s needed. But this is the thinking of today, and
a formal process where all members of the TSP can comment
it’s unintentionally building in technological limitations. Often
on any aspect of the draft. When the public review period ends,
colour is defined as a 24-bit RGB value of arbitrary units.
the chair of the task group is responsible for ensuring that the
Pan & Tilt is often a random angle-range spread between
task group reviews every comment
the limits of a DMX512 channel.
(called comment resolution) and
We will need a greater emphasis
provides a written reason on why
on encoding real world units that
it was accepted or rejected. This
engender interoperability. This study
Wayne Howell is the CEO of Artistic Licence, the
very formal process of peer review
group will research these issues and
lighting controls company that he founded in 1988.
in mandated by ANSI and is an
many others.
Wayne invented Art-Net and is actively involved in the
absolute requirement in order that
Transport - Protocols such as
ESTA technical standards programme.
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DMX512, RDM, Art-Net and sACN are designed to transport lighting
data in one form or another. These protocols are highly likely to be
with us for the next decade, but when they need replacement, what
will the criteria be? A key point that I took from the industry research
is that the majority believe that Ethernet will be the long-term
successor to DMX512, but that everyone wants the ‘loop through’
that comes with DMX512. With current technology that isn’t
a viable proposition, but the IEEE is working on a new system, called
802.3cg, which will allow loop through Ethernet. 802.3cg is in part
driven by the needs of the automotive industry - which turns out to
have similar needs to lighting. These are some of the issues that the
transport group will be researching . . .
DMX512: RP FOR COMPLIANCE & INTEROPERABILITY
This task group is writing the new recommended practice
(RP). An RP has the same weight as a standard, but is aimed
at explaining how a standard should be implemented and
interpreted, whereas the standard document is solely focussed
on defining the technical detail.
Over the years since DMX512 was invented, there have been
numerous compatibility problems. The problems have primarily
been due to product developers not reading the detail in the
standard. But also, standards inevitably have ambiguities and
sometimes errors, which is why there are revisions.
The RP for Compliance and Interoperability (E1.68) will have
two core sections:
• Interoperability: a detailed analysis of the many things that
can go wrong, and how to avoid them.
• Compliance: extensive tests that should be carried out to
prove DMX512 compliance.
A preliminary draft document exists and progress will
continue this year. The Compliance task group is co-chaired by
myself and Javid Butler.
OBJECT TRANSFORM PROTOCOL
The Object Transform Protocol (E1.59) is developing a standard
for a communication protocol that can report, in realtime, the
motion of objects on stage. A simple example of this would be
a spotlight tracking an actor standing on a stage rotate. E1.59
will allow automation of that task.
The task group recently took the decision to rewrite some
of the core protocol in order to make it stand free, rather than
have compatibility with the older ACN (Architecture for Control
Networks) standard. In my opinion, this was an excellent
decision - the E1.31 sACN standard did not do this, which led
to an unnecessary level of complexity and wasted network
bandwidth. The task group is co-chaired by Dan Murfin of the
National Theatre and Maya Nigrosh of Sonos.
NEXT UP . . .
As mentioned earlier, I am heading out to the PLASA Plugfest in
Lille. From next year, we plan to alternate the locations between
Gatwick in the UK and Lille in France. If you are involved in
development, support or technical sales of lighting controls, this
event is for you - tickets always sell fast, so keep watch for the
announcement for Gatwick in 2021. I
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