
 

 

 

 

THINK…AUTOMATION - MECHANICAL THEATRE 

After a trip to the theatre, have you ever wondered how they managed to fly an actor across the 

stage, or moved scenery about, seemingly without being touched? The Automation team are responsible 

for the mechanics and movement of any scenery throughout a production. This can include flown 

elements coming in from above, trucks and flats that appear from the side of stage or lifts that come 

out from under stage. The setting up of a show will involve installing electric winches and/or hydraulics 

and pneumatics and then wiring those elements u p to a control system – often a computer. During the 

technical rehearsal process, the system will be programmed to fit in with the creative design and other 

technical elements. Finally, during the run of the show, the system will be checked and tested daily, the 

show cues operated and any faults dealt with as they appear. A technical mind and an ability to work 

under pressure are important, as well as being able to build good working relationships and work closely 

with colleagues and other technical departments.  

Working Environment 

The Automation department work alongside other technical teams, such as Lighting and Sound. There is 

also a degree of integration with those responsible for the construction of sets as well as working 

closely with directors and Stage Management to produce the desired visual effects. The type of work 

can vary from work of a physical nature demanding stamina and coordination (which may include 

working at height), to wiring electronics or programming a computer. It is also vital to have an 

awareness of safety precautions and procedures as there is an element of danger to the work. The 

hours can be long and unsociable, so a flexible approach is a must.  

Qualifications 

Although there is no specific qualification that you need to get into Automation, you will need to have 

gained further qualifications at a higher level in a technical subject. Some students discover Automation 

after studying a Technical Theatre course at University. Others move into Automation having studied for 

a qualification that is not specific to theatre – such as Mechanical or Electronic Engineering or it could 

be approached from a different angle for example from gaining a qualification/experience in rigging. 

Either way, a technical mind is essential. 

Work Experience  

As with most careers in Theatre, finding opportunities for experience at a local level is the best place to 

start. Once you start to study there could further opportunities via a work placement. This placement 
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could be either with a theatre or an automation installation company. The RSC offers work placements in 

a variety of departments throughout the course of the year. You can find further detail on our website 

www.rsc.org.uk. 

 

CASE STUDIES 

Adam Harvey, Head of Automation, RSC 

Q. What was your first job in theatre? 
A. Flyman on ‘Kiss of the Spiderwoman’ The musical. 

Q. What attracted you to Automation? 
A. It seemed a natural progression from stage crew, especially as I was working on big musicals at the 

time which involved a lot of automation. I was also attracted to the diversity of the job – it doesn’t 

necessarily require you to be an expert on any one aspect, but it does require a knowledge of 
electrics, computers, rigging (including the flying of performers), theatrical staging, sometimes 

hydraulics/pneumatics, safety procedures, etc. 

Q. What is the best thing about your job? 
A.  My current job at the RSC involves a lot of organisation and logistics which I enjoy. We have a 

variety of venues, different automation systems and a large department, so trying to match them all 
up efficiently is one of the more satisfying things about it. Also here at the RSC we are involved 

from the design stage through to construction, into rehearsals and the operation of performances 
which is far more satisfying than simply being involved in one stage only. 

Q. What do you think are the biggest challenges? 
A. The RSC has its own particular challenges! But with automation generally I would say that as well 

as a diverse knowledge as mentioned above – it’s also necessary to be able to communicate 
effectively with very different groups of people. You have to be able to understand the creative 

minds, the concerns of actors and Stage Management as well as the technicians who build and 
inspect the systems (who often don’t understand the way theatre works) Bridging the gap between 

the two can be quite a challenge. 

Q. What advice would you give to somebody hoping to embark on a career in Automation? 
A. Get out there as much as possible – see as many theatres and meet as many people as you can. 

There isn’t a lot in the way of training courses specifically in Automation but there is a company 
called Stage Technologies who are trying to develop systems of training, so they would probably be 
useful people to contact. 
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Gill Stephenson, Senior Automation Engineer, RSC 

Q. What was your first job in theatre? 
A. This one! I have a background in industrial automation, having worked on things as diverse as 

robots, road sweepers, assembly systems and cranes for companies such as Great Universal Stores, 

Sharp, Toyota and Philips 

Q. What attracted you to Automation? 
A. My first automation job enabled me to earn and learn at the same time – I was sent to college on 

day release to do an HNC in Electrical Engineering. I went on to take an Open University degree 

while still working full time – it was hard work but I got my qualifications without incurring debt. 

 

Q. What is the best thing about your job? 
A.  Technically it’s very rewarding to see a physical result of your work – the nature of our work is 

such that if no one was looking at your moment of glory you can repeat it once you have their 
attention! 

Q. What do you think are the biggest challenges? 
A. Being quiet! In industry machines are allowed to be big and noisy, in theatre they must be both 

silent and invisible. 

Q. What advice would you give to somebody hoping to embark on a career in Automation? 
A. Go for it! Make sure you get sound technical qualifications as these will stand you in good stead 

throughout your career and help you change track should you decide to do so later on. 
 
Haydn Wright, Senior Automation Technician, RSC 

Q. What was your first job in theatre? 
A.  Casual lighting crew at the Bristol Hippodrome 

Q. What attracted you to Automation? 
A. The mix between electrical and mechanical elements, being able to create stunning effects/scene 

changes 

Q. What is the best thing about your job? 
A.  Being able to move tonnes of scenery with one button-press 

Q. What do you think are the biggest challenges? 
A. Having to fit all the scenery rigging for the season’s shows on top of each other 

Q. What advice would you give to somebody hoping to embark on a career in Automation? 
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A. Try apprenticeships with Automation suppliers, get casual employment at your local receiving theatre 

and get to know touring crews,  
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