
 

 

 
 

THINK… LIGHTING 

Lighting is an important part of creating a theatre production. In collaboration with the Director and Set Designer, 
the Lighting Designer is responsible for a significant part of the visual element of a production. Effective lighting is 
crucial to the establishment of mood and atmosphere. Sympathetic lighting will make a major contribution to the 
appearance of the scenery, costumes and, most importantly, the actors. 

The main responsibilities of the Lighting Technicians are to procure and set up the lighting equipment for all RSC 
productions, to operate it during performance and to maintain both the equipment and the integrity of the 
Lighting Designer’s work throughout the production’s lifetime. The RSC Lighting Department work closely with 
the entire creative team, to build up appropriate atmospheres for productions in Stratford and on tour. In addition 
to hundreds of spotlights, RSC Lighting also operate and maintain all the company’s ‘intelligent’ moving lights as 
well as pyrotechnics, smoke, colour-changers, special effects, hand-held lanterns and electrical props.  

Working Environment 

The work of the lighting department varies enormously according to the requirements of each production, 
company, venue, etc. Lighting Technicians will typically hang, cable, connect and fault-find the lighting rig, lay 
electrical cables, wire fixtures, install colour, effects or image patterns and focus the lights. In addition, the 
designated Lighting Programmer for a production will programme the lighting console to produce all the 
sequences and effects that combine to form the “look” for each cue and build up the Lighting Designer’s vision of 
the show, whilst the Production Electrician ensures that all the practical aspects of the lighting design are 
addressed and can be repeated accurately within the RSC repertoire.  
 
Qualifications 

Aspiring Lighting Technicians may decide to train for an accredited qualification at a drama school or choose a 
course in further education before going on to more professional training.  A Technical Theatre degree is a popular 
way to start on the road to a professional career. It is likely to cover sound and lighting, as well as modules on stage 
management and even set construction. This would provide a good, broad base from which to build a specialism. 
On the other hand, if you are absolutely certain of your chosen career path, you can choose to specialize straight 
from school via a degree course in lighting design or lighting programming, although it is worth noting that even 
specialist degrees include a significant amount of contextual study to help their graduates integrate into the wider 
entertainment industry workplace. 

Work Experience  

The more hands-on experience you can get in your chosen specialism the better, so opportunities to have a go – 
whether it is backstage at the local drama group or the sound desk at your nearest church – are all well worth 
grabbing. Relevant experience, in stage lighting and theatre craft is important to stage lighting employers. You 
don’t need an encyclopaedic knowledge of every moving light on the market to begin a career, but an 
understanding of the hours and ethos of working backstage coupled with commitment, enthusiasm and enough 
practical knowledge to make yourself useful and avoid injuring your colleagues are a definite advantage. 
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CASE STUDY 

Simon Bayliss, Assistant Head of Lighting, RSC 

Q. What was your first job in theatre? 

A. First paid employment was as a hemp flyman (practically speaking, that’s a dead weight that can move about by 

itself!). I worked the first fortnight of Cinderella at the local theatre for nothing because I was too young to be 

paid and worked the second half (after my 16th birthday) on double time to square things up. The wages were £1 

per show with 25p extra for presets. 

 

Q. Why Lighting? 

A.  The Assistant LX was so objectionable that his colleagues “let him go” at the end of his contract and decided to 

employ somebody they all liked instead, which, extraordinary to relate, was me  (even though I was still a self-

moving deadweight at this time). They turned me into a theatre electrician, which was a wonderful and 

generous gift of a quality apprenticeship, something that has never formally existed in this industry. I owe my 

entire subsequent career to these three wise, generous and thoughtful individuals. For my money, they and 

others like them are the true “unsung heroes”: people who efficiently and unobtrusively get the job done to the 

highest standard possible and try to do the decent thing along the way. 

 

Q. What is the best thing about your job? 

A. Every day is something different, unexpected, unique and probably impossible. 

 

Q. And the most challenging? 

A. Every day is something different, unexpected, unique and probably impossible! 

 

Q. What advice would you give to somebody hoping to embark on a career as in Lighting? 

A. Be absolutely sure that you really enjoy it, because it can be long and unsociable hours, and the work has to be 

its own reward. On the other hand, some of my best memories are from experiences I’ve had at work. Every day 

something different, unexpected, unique and probably impossible. 
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