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[57] ABSTRACT

A plug-in dimmer module for providing controlled
power to one or more lighting fixtures or groups of
fixtures. The dimmer module includes a housing with
one or more circuit breakers located at one end, a
power device with one or more dimmer circuits located
at an opposite end, and one or more toroidal chokes
located in a middle section. The power device includes
built-in contacts for output power to the lighting fix-
ture(s) and for control and sensor signals, and the dim-
mer module is adapted to plug directly into a slot in a
rack, to engage the contacts. The components of the
dimmer module are laid out efficiently within the hous-
ing, with minimal wastage of space and without the
need for extraneous electrical conductors.

8 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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LIGHTING CONTROL SYSTEM DIMMER
MODULE WITH PLUG-IN ELECTRICAL
CONTACTS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates generally to lighting control
systems and, more particularly, to lighting control sys-
tems that include separate plug-in dimmer modules for
each of a plurality of lighting fixtures.

Lighting control systems of this particular kind are
commonly used in theater, television and architectural
lighting applications. The systems typically provide
controlled amounts of electrical power to each of a
large number of lighting fixtures that project beams of
light onto a stage or other selected area. Each dimmer
module is associated with one or two lighting fixtures or
groups of lighting fixtures, for controlling the amount
of electrical power supplied to each fixture or group of
fixtures. These modules typically are housed in a rack
that is either stand-up, wall-mounted or portable, and a
central controller supplies to each module a separate
pulse-width modulated control signal whose pulse
width controls the amount of electrical power to be
supplied to each fixture or group of fixtures.

An exemplary dimmer module of the kind referred to
above is disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 4,972,125 to Cun-
ningham et al., entitled “Plug-In Dimmer Module for
Lighting Control Systems.” The module includes a
generally rectangular plastic housing with plug-in elec-
trical contacts on its rearside for carrying input power,
output power to the load (ie., an associated lighting
fixture), and control signals. The module depicted in the
patent provides electrical power to two separate light-
ing fixtures or groups of fixtures. Each module includes
two circuit breakers, an electronic power device for
switching power to the two loads, and two toroidal
chokes, one for each load. The power device includes
silicon-controlled rectifiers (SCRs) for supplying con-
trolled amounts of electrical current through the chokes
to the loads in accordance with pulse-width modulated
control signals supplied to the module by the central
controller. The power device further includes a built-in
heat sink for dissipating heat generated by the SCRs.

All external connections to the dimmer module are
made via plug-in electrical contacts located on the
housing’s rear side such that the module conveniently
can be slid into a rack to complete the connections. In
particular, a single input power contact is located at one
end of the housing’s rear side, for delivering ac electri-
cal power to the two circuit breakers, which are stacked
one above the other at that end of the housing. Immedi-
ately adjacent to the input power contact are a number
of control signal contacts which deliver control signals
via separate conductors to the power device. The
power device is located in a middle section of the hous-
ing, and it includes lead frames that plug directly into
the circuit breakers. The toroidal chokes, which are
arranged side-by-side at the end of the dimmer module’s
housing opposite the circuit breakers, receive controlla-
bly-switched electrical power from the power device
via flat electrical leads that extend around the power
device’s heat sink. The chokes in turn supply the con-
trollably-switched power to separate output contacts
located at the end of the housing’s rear side opposite the
input contact.

The layout of components for the dimmer module
described above is a logical, generally efficient arrange-
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ment; however, it is not believed to be as efficient as is
possible. First, the positioning of the plug-in contacts
for the control signals relative to the positioning of the
power device requires the use of separate conductors
for carrying the signals from one to the other. Second,
the positioning of the power device in a middle section
of the dimmer module’s housing requires the use of
separate conductors for carrying the controllably-
switched electrical power around the heat sink to the
toroidal chokes. These additional conductors are be-
lieved to unnecessarily complicate the dimmer module’s
layout.

It should therefore be appreciated that there is a need
for an improved dimmer module layout that obviates
the need for unnecessary electrical conductors for con-
veying control signals and electrical power from one
component to another, yet that retains the benefits of a
plug-in assembly. The present invention fulfills that
need.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is embodied in a dimmer mod-
ule for a lighting system in which electrical components
are efficiently laid out, with minimal wastage of space,
and with a reduced need for interconnecting conduc-
tors, yet which can be slid conveniently into a rack to
automatically make all of the necessary electrical con-
nections. More particularly, the dimmer module in-
cludes a housing having a first end, a second end oppo-
site the first end, a rear, and a front opposite the rear. A
plug-in electrical contact for input power is located at
the rear of the housing, adjacent the first end, and a
circuit breaker is located within the housing, adjacent to
the first end and electrically connected to the electrical
contact for input power. A toroidal inductor or choke is
located in a middle section of the housing, and it is
electrically connected to the circuit breaker. Further, a
power device also is located within the housing, adja-
cent to the second end, and that power device includes
a dimmer circuit, an input lead frame electrically con-
nected to the toroidal choke, a plug-in electrical contact
for delivering switched electrical power to a load, and
a plurality of plug-in electrical contacts for control
signals. All of the power device’s contacts face the rear
of the housing, and these contacts, as well as the contact
for input power, are automatically engaged when the
dimmer module is slid into an appropriate rack.

The dimmer module thus has an efficient layout in
which the electrical connections between the successive
components are made in a direct fashion. No electrical
conductors must physically bypass any physical ob-
structions or any intervening electrical components in
the same circuit.

In another feature of the invention, the power device
further includes a temperature sensor, an output current
sensor, and an output voltage sensor. Signals from these
three sensors are all supplied to the plurality of plug-in
electrical contacts, for communication outside the dim-
mer module. Further, visible indicators (e.g., light-emit-
ting diodes) for indicating the status of predetermined
variables (e.g., output voltage and control signal duty
cycle) are located on a portion of the power device
facing the front of the housing, whereby they can be
readily observed when the dimmer module is installed
and operating. A heat sink is located on the side of the
power device immediately adjacent to the second end
of the housing. In this position, the heat sink does not
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physically interfere with the conduction of any control
signals or output power signals.

The dimmer module can be adapted to provide con-
trolled electrical power to two separate lighting fixtures
or groups of fixtures. In that case, the module includes
two circuit breakers arranged one atop the other adja-
cent the first end of the housing and two toroidal chokes
arranged side-by-side in the middle section of the hous-
ing.

Other features and advantages of the present inven-
tion should become apparent from the following de-
scription of the preferred embodiment, taken in con-
junction with the accompanying drawings, which illus-
trate, by way of example, the principles of the inven-
tion.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a rack for carrying
twelve separate dimmer modules embodying the pres-
ent invention, with a door of the rack shown in its open
position to reveal the dimmer modules, each dimmer
module providing a controlled amount of power to two
separate lighting fixtures or groups of fixtures.

FIG. 2 is a front elevational view of the dimmer
module rack of FIG. 1, shown with the twelve dimmer
modules removed.

FIG. 3 is a top plan view of a dimmer module em-
bodying the present invention.

FIG. 4 is a front elevational view of the dimmer
module of FIG. 3.

FIG. 5 is a top plan view of power device located on
its side in the right-most section of the dimmer module
of FIG. 3.

FIG. 6 is a side elevational view of the power device
of FIG. 5.

FIG. 7 is a rear elevational view of the power device
of FIG. 5.

FIG. 8 is a front elevational view of the power device
of FIG. 5.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT ’

With reference now to the drawings, and particularly
to FIGS. 1 and 2, there is shown a rack 11 for carrying
twelve dimmer modules 13, each module providing a
controlied amount of electrical power to two separate
lighting fixtures or groups of fixtures (not shown). The
dimmer rack and dimmer modules are part of a dimma-
ble lighting system useful in theater, television and ar-
chitectural lighting applications. FIG. 2 depicts the
dimmer rack 11 with all twelve of the dimmer modules
13 removed. The exposed rear panel of the rack is de-
picted to include three input power buses 15, 15b and
15¢ along its left side, 24 load connectors 17 along its
right side, and a printed circuit (PC) board 19 also along
its right side. The PC board distributes control signals
and sensor signals to and from the dimmer modules.
The three input power buses each carry a separate
phase of a standard three phase ac power line. Alterna-
tively, the buses may be combined for single- or split-
phase operation.

The rack 11 is configured such that each dimmer
module 13 can be slid conveniently into it, to engage
one of the three power buses 154, 1556 or 15¢, two of the
load connectors 17, and a plurality of signal conductors
on the signal distribution PC board 19. A control mod-
ule 21 is located at the bottom of the rack, for transmit-
ting certain control signals via the PC board to the
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twelve dimmer modules and for receiving back and
evaluating certain sensor signals generated by the dim-
mer modules.

FIGS. 3 and 4 depict the dimmer module 13 used in
the dimmer rack 11 of FIG. 1. The module provides
controlled amounts of electrical power to two separate
lighting fixtures or groups of fixtures (not shown). The
module includes a generally rectangular, open-topped,
die-cast aluminum housing 23 with two circuit breakers
25a and 25b stacked one above the other in the left
section of the housing, two toroidal inductors or chokes
27a and 27b arranged side-by-side in a middle section of
the housing, and a power device 29 with a built-in heat
sink 31 in the right section of the housing. The circuit
breakers 252 and 256 each include a finger switch 33z or
33b that is exposed through an opening in the front side
of the housing, to allow the circuit breakers conve-
niently to be reset or switched ON or OFF.

A plug-in contact 35 for input electrical power is
located on the rearside of the housing 23, at its left end.
The contact is sized and positioned to engage one of the
three input power busses 15z, 15b or 15¢ depicted in
FIG. 2. An extension 37 of this input power contact is
connected to input terminals 39z and 395 of the respec-
tive circuit breakers 25z and 25b. Output terminals 41a
and 415 of the circuit breakers are connected directly to
the lead wires of the chokes 27a and 275, respectively.
The other lead wires of the chokes are connected, in
turn, to the power device 29 via lead frames 43z and
43b, respectively, projecting leftwardly from the power
device.

The power device 29 includes two plug-in load
contacts 45¢ and 45b for delivering controllably-
switched output power to two separate lighting fixtures
or groups of fixtures (not shown) and further includes a
plurality of signal contacts 47 arranged in a linear row
for carrying control signals and sensor signals to and
from circuitry included in the power device. The load
contacts 45a and 45b and the signal contacts 47 face
rearwardly on the power device, and they are sized and
positioned to be engageable with the load connectors 17
and the signal distribution PC board 19 included in the
dimmer module rack 11 (FIG. 2). The signal contacts 47
are attached directly to a substrate 51 of the power
device.

It will be appreciated that the interconnections be-
tween the successive electrical components in the dim-
mer module 13 are all made in a direct fashion, without
the need for any extraneous electrical conductors. Each
interconnection is made without the need for physically
bypassing any physical obstructions or any electrical
components from the same circuits. This result is
achieved by arranging the components in the manner
described, with the power device 29 located at the far
right side of the dimmer module 13 and with the load
contacts 45z and 45b and the signal contacts 47 being
carried by the power device, itself, for engagement with
the corresponding rack connectors 17 and 19 when the
dimmer module is fully installed.

FIGS. 5-8 more particularly show the components
and layout of the power device 29. The device includes
a molded plastic housing 49 with an extruded aluminum
heat sink 29 projecting downwardly from its underside,
which is toward the right when the device is installed in
the dimmer module 13, as shown in FIGS. 3 and 4. The
load contacts 45z and 45b and the signal contacts 47 are
shown at the left side of FIG. 5, which faces rearwardly
in the dimmer module housing (FIGS. 3 and 4).
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A bottom wall of the housing 49 is defined by the
substrate 51 that carries circuitry for controllably
switching power for the lighting fixtures or groups of
fixtures. One suitable arrangement for this circuitry is
disclosed in copending and commonly-assigned U.S.
patent application Ser. No. 07/759,500, entitled “DIM-
MING CONTROL CIRCUIT” which is incorporated
by reference. As is conventional, this circuitry includes
two opto-isolator devices 53a and 5356 and four silicon-
controlled rectifiers 55a, 55b, 57a, and 57b. The SCRs
554 and 57a are arranged in parallel, opposed relation-
ship, and they cooperate with the opto-isolator 53a for
providing controllably-switched power through the
first load contact 45a to the first lighting fixture or
group of fixtures. Similarly, the SCRs 55b and 57b are
arranged in parallel, opposed relationship, and they
cooperate with the opto-isolator 535 for providing con-
trollably-switched power through the second output
power contact 45b to the second lighting fixture or
group of fixtures. As previously mentioned, lead frames
43a and 43b project upwardly from the substrate 51, for
direct connection to the respective toroidal chokes 27a
and 27b. Two additional lead frames 592 and 595 also
project upwardly from the substrate, and jumper wires
6la and 61b interconnect these lead frames with the
respective load contacts 45a and 45b.

The lead frames 434, 43b, 59a and 59b and the various
electrical components are mounted on the substrate 51
and connected together in a conventional fashion. One
suitable fashion is described in U.S. Pat. No. 4,972,125.

As is conventional, pulse-width modulated signals are
supplied to the power device by the control module 21
(FIG. 1), for controllably biasing ON the SCRs 55,
55b, §7a and 57b, for powering the lighting fixtures at
selected levels. These control signals are supplied to the
power device via the PC board 19 and three of the
signal contacts 47.

Four light-emitting diodes (LEDs) 634, 63b, 65a and
65b are positioned on the power device 29 such that
they are visible from the front side of the rack 11 when
the power device is mounted in the dimmer module
housing 23. Circuitry on the substrate 51 of the power
device is arranged such that the LEDs 63a and 635 are
illuminated proportionally to the pulse widths of the
control signals being received for powering the respec-
tive first and second lighting fixtures or group of fix-
tures. Conversely, the LEDs 65¢ and 656 are illumi-
nated proportionally to the voltage being transmitted
by the SCRs 55q, 55b, 57a and 575.

The power device 29 further includes a thermistor 67
(FIG. 5) whose resistance varies in accordance with the
temperature of the power device. A voltage signal rep-
resentative of this resistance is transmitted from the
power device via one of the plurality of signal contacts
47. Current sensors 692 and 69b and voltage sensors 71a
and 716 (FIG. 5) generate signals representative of the
magnitudes of the electrical current and electrical volt-
age supplied by the dimmer module to each of the light-
ing fixtures or groups of fixtures. These signals are
transmitted from the power device via four of the signal
contacts 47.

After the power device 29 has been fully assembled,
it is encapsulated in a potting material (not shown) for
protecting and insulating the circuit components. The
potting material extends completely across the substrate
51 of the device. The lead frames 43a, 43b, 592 and 595
project upwardly and out of the potting material to
allow their convenient electrical connection to the
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6
chokes 27a and 27b and load contacts 45z and 455,
respectively.

The dimmer module housing 23 is configured to facil-
itate cooling of the module’s components. In particular,
vents are provided in the housing’s front and rear sides,
to allow a fan (not shown) mounted in a top section of
the rack 11 to draw air across the chokes 27a and 275
and through the heat sink 31 of the power device 29.
Although dimmer module housing 23 is open-topped,
air flows predominantly through the vents because
another dimmer module housing generally is located
immediately above it, as shown in FIG. 1.

It should be appreciated from the foregoing descrip-
tion that the present invention provides a plug-in dim-
mer module having an efficient layout of components,
with minimal wastage of space and without the need for
extraneous electrical conductors. A power device of the
module includes built-in contacts for output power to
the load and for control and sensor signals, and the
dimmer module is adapted to plug directly into a slot in
a rack, to engage the contacts.

Although the invention has been described in detail
with reference only to the presently-preferred embodi-
ment, those of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate
that various modifications can be made without depart-
ing from the invention. Accordingly, the invention is
defined only by the following claims.

We claim:

1. A dimmer module comprising:

a housing having a first end, a second end opposite
the first end, a rear, and a front opposite the rear,
the housing including a plug-in electrical contact
for input power at its rear, adjacent the first end;

a circuit breaker located within the housing, adjacent
the first end of the housing and electrically con-
nected to the electrical contact for input power;

a toroidal inductor located within the housing and
electrically connected to the circuit breaker; and

a power device located within the housing, adjacent
the second end of the housing, the power device
including a dimmer circuit, an input lead frame
electrically connected to the toroidal inductor, a
plug-in electrical contact for a load facing the rear
of the housing, and a plurality of plug-in electrical
contacts for control signals facing the rear of the
housing;

wherein the dimmer module is configured such that it
can be slid into a rack and automatically engage the
plug-in electrical contacts for input power, the
load, and control signals.

2. A dimmer module comprising:

a housing having a first end, a second end opposite
the first end, a rear, and a front opposite the rear,
the housing including a plug-in electrical contact
for input power at its rear, adjacent the first end;

a circuit breaker located within the housing, adjacent
the first end of the housing and electrically con-
nected to the electrical contact for input power;

a toroidal inductor located within the housing and
electrically connected to the circuit breaker; and

a power device located within the housing, adjacent
the second end of the housing, the power device
including a dimmer circuit, an input lead frame
electrically connected to the toroidal inductor, a
plug-in electrical contact for a load facing the rear
of the housing, a temperature sensor, an output
current sensor, an output voltage sensor and a plu-
rality of plug-in electrical contacts for control sig-
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nals facing the rear of the housing, including

contacts for carrying signals from the temperature,

output current, and output voltage sensors;

wherein the dimmer module is configured such that it
can be slid into a rack and automatically engage the
plug-in electrical contacts for input power, the
load, and control signals.

3. A dimmer module as defined in claim 2, wherein
the power device further includes a visible indicator for
indicating the status of a predetermined parameter, the
indicator being located on a portion of the power de-
vice facing the front of the housing, opposite the plug-in
electrical contacts for the load and for the control and
sensor signals.

4. A dimmer module as defined in claim 1, wherein
the power device further includes a heat sink in thermal
transfer relationship with the dimmer circuit, the heat
sink being located immediately adjacent the second end
of the housing, on the side of the dimmer circuit oppo-
site the toroidal inductor.

5. A dimmer module as defined in claim 1, wherein
the electrical connections between the plug-in electrical
contact for input power and the circuit breaker, be-
tween the circuit breaker and the toroidal inductor, and
between the toroidal inductor and the power device,
are made without the use of electrical conductors for
physically bypassing any intervening physical obstruc-
tion or any intervening electrical components.

6. A dimmer module for providing controlled electri-
cal power to two separate lighting fixtures or groups of
lighting fixtures, the dimmer module comprising:

a generally rectangular housing having a first side

wall, a second side wall opposite the first side wall,

a rear wall, and a front wall opposite the rear wall,

the housing including a plug-in input power

contact on its rear wall, adjacent to the first side
wall;

first and second circuit breakers located one above

the other within the housing, adjacent the first side

wall and electrically connected to the electrical
contact for input power;

first and second toroidal inductors located side-by-

side within the housing, adjacent the first and sec-

ond circuit breakers and electrically connected to
the respective first and second circuit breakers; and

a power device located within the housing, between

the first and second toroidal inductors and the

housing’s second side wall, the power device in-
cluding

a substrate,

first and second dimmer circuits mounted on the
substrate,

first and second input lead frames interconnecting
the respective first and second toroidal inductors
with the respective first and second dimmer
circuits,

first and second plug-in load contacts facing the
rear wall of the housing, for supplying electrical
power from the respective first and second dim-
mer circuits to the two lighting fixtures or
groups of fixtures,

a plurality of plug-in signal contacts mounted on
the substrate and facing the rear wall of the hous-
ing, and

a heat sink in thermal transfer relationship with the
first and second dimmer circuits, the heat sink
being located immediately adjacent the housing’s
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second side wall, on the side of the substrate

opposite the first and second toroidal inductors;
wherein the dimmer module is configured such that it
can be slid into a rack to automatically engage the plug-
in input power contact, first and second load contacts,
and plurality of signal contacts.

7. A dimmer module for providing controlled electri-
cal power to two separate lighting fixtures or groups of
lighting fixtures, the dimmer module comprising:

a generally rectangular housing having a first side

wall, a second side wall opposite the first side wall,

a rear wall, and a front wall opposite the rear wall,

the housing including a plug-in input power

contact on its rear wall, adjacent to the first side
wall;

first and second circuit breakers located one above

the other within the housing, adjacent the first side

wall and electrically connected to the electrical
contact for input power;

first and second toroidal inductors located side-by-

side within the housing, adjacent the first and sec-

ond circuit breakers and electrically connected to
the respective first and second circuit breakers; and

a power device located within the housing, between

the first and second toroidal inductors and the

housing’s second side wall, the power device in-
cluding

a substrate;

first and second dimmer circuits mounted on the
substrate,

first and second input lead frames interconnecting
the respective first and second toroidal inductors
with the respective first and second dimmer
circuits,

first and second plug-in load contacts facing the
rear wall of the housing, for supplying electrical
power from the respective first and second dim-
mer circuits to the two lighting fixtures or
groups of fixtures,

a temperature sensor mounted on the substrate,

first and second output current sensors mounted on
the substrate, for sensing the magnitude of elec-
trical current being delivered to the two lighting
fixtures or groups of fixtures,

first and second output voltage sensors mounted on
the substrate, for sensing the magnitude of the
voltage being applied to the two lighting fixtures
or groups of fixtures,

a plurality of plug-in signal contacts mounted on
the substrate and facing the rear wall of the hous-
ing, for carrying signals from the temperature
sensor, the first and second output current sen-
sors, and the first and second output voltage
sensors, and

a heat sink in thermal transfer relationship with the
first and second dimmer circuits, the heat sink
being located immediately adjacent the housing’s
second side wall, on the side of the substrate
opposite the first and second toroidal inductors;

wherein the dimmer module is configured such that it
can be slid into a rack to automatically engage the plug-
in input power contact, first and second load contacts,
and plurality of signal contacts.

8. A dimmer module as defined in claim 6, wherein
the power device further includes a plurality of light-
emitting diodes for indicating the status of predeter-
mined parameters, the diodes being located on a portion

of the power device facing the front of the housing.
* * * * *



