






Jason Badger has found a unique niche as 
a specialty automated lighting program-
mer.  For over 10 years, he has been pro-

gramming major attractions and rides for Dis-
ney parks around the world.  As if this is not 
enough, he also spends his free time work-
ing in the Los Angeles area on other types 
of productions.  However, what is distinctive 
about Jason is his work on Disney attractions.  
I wanted to learn more about programming 
theme park attractions, so I interviewed him 
about his specialty.

PLSN: How did you get to this point in your 
career?

Jason Badger:  I have been involved with 
theatre since I was seven.  In 1994 I started 
working as a stage technician at Disneyland 
in Anaheim doing a full range of tech type 
things and did some minor programming.  
Most of the shows at Disneyland required 
that the lighting consoles use SMPTE and 
odd integration requirements that I was get-
ting used to, like MIDI Show Control and serial 
commands and such.  In 1997 I started pro-
gramming for Brian Gale, an Imagineer, and 
after working at a show at the park, he start-
ed hiring me outside of the park for shows 
at other Disney Parks and for odd things like 
movie premieres for the Disney Studios.

Because of that connection, and having 
a good working knowledge of show control 
integration and intelligent lighting consoles, 
I started to work more and more with Walt 
Disney Imagineering, starting with a refur-
bish of the Enchanted Tiki Room at Tokyo Dis-
neyland, which was the first attraction that I 
worked on.  Since then, I have been involved 
with the show lighting programming, inte-
gration and control design for over 16 new 
and refurbished attractions at all 11 Disney 
Theme Parks worldwide.   

What separates the kind of productions 
you work with from the “normal” touring 
or theatrical shows?   

First off, it really requires a very long lead 
time.  I’ll be brought in to start talking about 
control of the lighting system at least two 
years before programming starts.  There are 
a huge amount of contingencies that need 
to be accounted for, like what happens when 
the attraction emergency stops? How does 
one scene interact with another scene?  Is 
there enough time for the scene to reset be-
fore another vehicle enters the scene?  How 
will different scenes be triggered? SMPTE? 
MIDI Show Control? Contacts?  Will certain 
scenes require randomness or are different 
scenarios required for different vehicles in the 
same scene?  Would a simplified stand-alone 
controller or advanced cue list-based control-
ler work better? Do maintenance hooks need 
to be put in? Day mode? Night mode? Start-
up routines?  Basically everything is made so 
that the attraction operator or maintenance 
team doesn’t ever have to physically touch 
the lighting controller.  Everything needs to 
be able to be accessed through the show 
controller and have maximum up time.

Are conventionals programmed on your 
console with the automated lighting or on 
another desk? 

It used to be that all conventionals were 
programmed on the proprietary Imagineer-
ing console, the same one used to program 
the Audio-Animatronics figures. If you want-
ed one of the front lights to go to full, you had 

to ask for them to turn the dial for the “Right 
Foot.”  When the demands of lighting pro-
gramming became more complex because of 
automated lighting, they switched to having 
a separate lighting controller.

What was your most challenging program-
ming task in the recent past?

Because of a very short time frame on a 
recent rehab, it wasn’t going to be possible 
to have all of the vehicles of the attraction 
able to run the attraction all at once until I 
had to leave the project.  So with only a few 
vehicles running and using a program on 
my laptop, I was able to simulate more ve-
hicles running.  This was necessary to make 
sure there were no problems with scenes 
and triggers stepping on each other.  Oh, 
and also having to endlessly ride an attrac-
tion over and over again (Space Mountain, 
175 times in a week and a half ).

What is the best thing about working 
with the types of productions you are in-
volved with? 

The longevity these attractions have 
and the ability to make sure they’re perfect. 
They could last over 20 years. 

Do you use a “palette disk” with your fa-
vorite colors, and parameter settings? 

I’ll import my palettes from a previ-
ous show.  I’ll also pull macros, snapshots, 
settings, views, etc.  Ever since using the 
Wholehog 2 in 1996, I’ve been naming ev-
erything the same as well as using the same 
26 colors. I’ll add more if the production 
calls for it, but I’ve found all that I need is 
26.

What about position palettes? 
There usually aren’t many position pal-

ettes in an attraction, because typically, 
dimmers rule the day.  There are however, 
lots of Intensity Palettes that I’ll use.  Typi-

cally I’ll build the nominal 
value for an entire scene 
into an Intensity Palette.  

How do you prefer to 
number most rigs? 

In a very large multi-
scene attraction, I’ll usually 
number all the channels 
to correspond with the 
dimmer rack and number 
they’re on.  If there are 
moving lights then they’ll 
be given the fixture num-
ber from the architectural 
plot.  It gets maddening if 
you start introducing new 
numbers when perfectly 
good numbers already ex-
ist in these huge architec-
tural plots.  I’m going to use 
groups to program anyway.  The thought is 
that you keep it simple for the maintenance 
folks so they don’t have to cross reference 
some sheet when all they want to do is just 
bring a light up.

Do you have a programming “horror” 
story?

Not a horror story so much, but on one 
attraction at Disney’s California Adventure, 
we found that when we turned on the work 
lights in the ride shaft at certain points of 
your drop that it heightened the excite-
ment.  The trouble was we didn’t have them 
under dimmer control yet; they were just 
on a switch.  We wanted to get a creative 
buyoff from our CEO at the time and wanted 
to simulate this somehow.  Well, I grabbed 
the short straw and sat on the attraction 
with the CEO and his entourage with a ra-
dio and had to call cues for the lights to be 
turned on and off while careening up and 
down in the ride shaft, all the while trying 
to be as discreet as possible.

What is your most proud lighting mo-
ment?

Cinderellabration: Lights of Romance at 
Tokyo Disneyland.  I got to program the 
effects in the hub, a vast array of 88,000 
LEDs broken up into 1,700 fixtures, two-
thirds of which were three color and one-
third of which were white, that made up 
this instrumental re-telling of the story 
of Cinderella through light and a fully 
orchestrated 13-minute track that used 
all the major themes from the movie.  It 
was such a hit and so much fun to see the 
guests enjoy it every night.  It was before 
we were doing media servers and other 
“shorthand” for controlling mass amounts 
of LEDs and we really pushed our gear to 
the limit.

Is it true you often include “Easter Eggs” 
in your programming that cause cues to 
happen only on certain days or in special 
colors?

Yes there are Easter Eggs, but where 
would the fun be in telling? 
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Jason Badger in front of Tokyo Disney’s Tower of Terror
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LD-AT-LARGE

The subject of lighting really covers a 
broad scope of fields. The best light-
ing designers are folks who pay at-

tention to detail. Whether they’re lighting 
a car or a rock star, certain designers will 
spend hours on minute things, but they all 
add up. That’s why they are good.

A Hard Days Night PLSN

When I was an electrician, I met a lot 
of designers. My head was in a different 
world back then. I remember skating by on 
some easy gigs with minimal effort. Then I 

remember working like a dog for hours on 
end while some designer would fuss over a 
PAR can focus forever. I knew guys in New 
York City who could be totally set up for a 
show three days before the opening night, 
but they weren’t happy. They needed to 
move fixtures, change gels and refocus for 
three days. Three days!? 

Yes, three days. I first met Jeff Ravitz 20 
years ago in a convention center. He was 
lighting cars for a regional auto show. I 
have yet to meet a designer close to Jeff 
in his attention to detail. He’ll spend hours 
combing over every shadow on a prod-
uct, focusing every PAR three times. At 
this show we had a dozen cars up on scaff 
platforms. Ravitz spent days focusing and 
softening the edges of Lekos to perfec-
tion. He lit them to a beautiful sheen and 
illuminated them from the top and side. It 

was just awesome. The show producer and 
everyone thought it looked great, but not 
Jeff. 

He insisted that the wheel wells needed 
to be illuminated from underneath. After all, 
people would be looking up at the cars as 
they walked by. They would see the dark un-
dercarriage. So we had 50 1k Mole Richard-
son nook lights placed under all the wheels 
to uplight them. There were three days until 
the show opened and we thought we were 
done. I kid you not; Jeff focused and refo-
cused these damn nook lights for three full 
days. But clients love this attention to detail, 
and they love to hire Jeff.

 
The Eye of the Camera PLSN

I learned from stuff like that. Over the 
years I’ve learned why certain people are 
really good at this stuff. Last month I did 
my yearly fashion show. But this time they 
were using parts of it on a television show. 
Designing a regular show for a live audi-
ence is dramatically different than lighting 
it for the camera. The human eye is forgiv-
ing and doesn’t always catch bad lighting. 
I needed some professional help. Lo and 
behold, Jeff Ravitz called to let me know 
he is doing the TV lighting. This was great 
for me. We have worked enough over the 
years to have a mutual respect for what we 
do. Jeff lights major rock tours as well, but 
I think his greatest attribute is his knowl-
edge of television lighting. He brings so 
much to the plate that I knew he would 
make my show look good.

Since the event was being televised, 
we couldn’t use my usual approach with 

multiple spotlights to illuminate the mod-
els. It was Jeff’s gig to figure out how to 
get an even wash for the cameras while 
keeping the sexy looks. We went through 
every scenic look on every camera angle. 
He pointed out black holes in the ceiling 
that needed a splash of blue to fill the cam-

era shot. He found shiny objects on cam-
era shots that needed to be dimmed. Stuff 
that I wouldn’t have seen with the naked 
eye, he pointed out in my camera monitor. 
I adjusted levels accordingly. 

 
The Power of PMA PLSN

Working with guys like Jeff is great be-
cause they have a positive mental attitude 
(PMA). I like working with Bob Peterson for 
the same reason. He knows exactly what 
he’s doing all the time. He’s another design-
er who lights rock stars but whose forte is 
TV lighting. He has an uncanny ability to 
walk into an empty stage and start putting 
lights up in strategic locations. He finds 
out what the camera angles will be for this 
particular day, sets up lights accordingly, 
and then leaves me alone for a few hours 
to do my thing. Then he critiques my looks 
while fixing every little dark spot in every 
camera shot.

Bob is more hands-on in every look 
than most designers. He will change a 

color scheme instantly if he sees a cos-
tume change that differs from the script. 
He balances all the light levels on a set in 
comparison to how much light is on any 
individual, depending on where they are 
standing at a particular time in the shoot. 
Then he coordinates which colors to use 
for some band’s live performance, depend-
ing on the video content being played in 
the background. Or he’ll just tell you to 
shit-can the video content and roll some-
thing fresh. That is a lot for one man to pay 
attention to, without blowing up.

While I’m focusing movers to create a 
nice look, Bob or the other LDs are tweak-
ing focus and patching tons of conven-
tional fixtures with the studio hands. For 
hours on end they focus. If you are nice to 
the permanent working guys in the studio, 
they will go the extra yard for you. They 
will find those cyc lights you thought you 
could really use, or re-hang a certain drape 
in record speed. Because you’re a nice guy 
with a good attitude, they like showing 
off their competence and ability. I equate 
a good attitude with mutual respect. I re-
spect what these guys can do in a short 
amount of time; they respect that their TV 
show will look nice.

 
The Flip Side PLSN

On the other hand, I’ve been in the 
same studios with the same guys when a 
different LD is brought in for a shoot. The 
local guys will start warning me that it will 
be a slow day, yada, yada... That’s because 
this particular LD likes to bark at people. He 
is a sourpuss who obviously would rather 
be golfing. And he is downright rude on 

the head set while barking out orders. Why 
does anyone have to harsh my mellow like 
this? He’s not even yelling at me; I’m just 
listening to him talk about everyone from 
the actors to the spot operators. His atti-
tude is what miffs me, but I do a great job 
and it’s off to the after-show pizza wrap.

Now Mr. Sourpuss is giving me the old 
back slap while asking for my card.  I de-
cline and act like I don’t have any cards left. 
Life’s too short to work with bad attitudes. 
I imagine that if I worked with this guy all 
the time it would rub off on me like a can-
cer. I would have a short temper, come in 
late, bearing demands instead of donuts. 
People might start associating me with 
this guy and that would be like a big black 
smirk across my resume. Nah, I think I’m 
better off working with guys like Jeff and 
Bob. 

 
Nook Schoenfeld is a freelance lighting de-
signer. He can be reached at nschoenfeld@
plsn.com.
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By NookSchoenfeld

Attention to Detail 
Is the Key to Success

Jeff Ravitz focused 
and refocused 

these damn nook 
lights for three 

full days.

Bob Peterson has an uncanny ability to 
walk into an empty stage and start put-
ting lights up in strategic locations.
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