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What is a robot doing on stage? 
‘Inside Robot Theatre: what happens when robots (and children) take to the 
stage?’ features me, Dr. Louise LePage, a robot called Baxter, two children, 
and human performers drawn from the Department of Film, Theatre & 
Television at the University of Reading.  
 
Why am I putting an interactive industrial robot on stage? Doing so probably 
seems a strange endeavour. Robots are not traditionally associated with 
theatre; humans are associated with theatre. Indeed, one might assert that 
performance is fundamentally a human activity since it offers a site, form, and 
process for contemplating our human condition, for working through our 
beliefs, our histories, our politics, our social forms, problems, challenges, and 
so on.  
 
Up until this moment in history, and outside of science fiction, robots have not 
had an awful lot to do with such theatrical concerns. However, the new 
millennium has brought with it technological changes and with these, robots 
are becoming a part of our world. This being so, robots are moving onto our 
stages.  
 
The exercise of juxtaposing a performing robot alongside human adults and 
children is a productive one. It quickly brings into focus the forms and 
meanings of human, machine, and performer. We see a robot; we recognize 
and are, perhaps, drawn to its features, which seem very like our own. 
However, we also draw away from this mechanical other, insisting upon our 
human differences, insisting, often, upon our humanly unique and ‘superior’ 
features, such as our creativity or our free will or our capacity to feel 
emotions, for example, all of which, it might be argued, are requisite for a 
performer to be identified as such.   
 
My project started from the premise that the robot is inherently a performer. 
Debating and showing ways in which this statement might be true comprise 
the focus of this performance-lecture. 
 
Louise LePage 
 
 

About The Baxter Project 
This performance-lecture marks the close of The Baxter Project. Its aim is to 
share some of my ideas and reflections about the promises and challenges of 
performing robots. In addition, we will screen two short films, which 
creatively engage with some of my questions and ideas. Finally, we will 
perform some scenes for you, directed by Dr. Stella Keramida, that have 
developed from our workshops.  
 
The Baxter Project builds upon my preceding research into the implications of 
robots that perform as dramatic characters in plays. The Project has been 
explorative in form and reflectively playful and imaginative in its approaches. 
Starting a little under six months ago, in November 2015, it has explored the 
creative possibilities and challenges of casting Baxter the robot on stage 
alongside human performers. Performance workshops with students, robot, 
and sometimes children have explored dramatic elements such as story and 
character, as well as theatrical elements including song, physicality, voice, and 
face. Through these workshops, the project has inquired into the forms and 
relationships of human and robot; interrogated assumptions about human 
beings and machines, and the kinds of narratives that structure them; and 
explored performative ingredients necessary for effective sociable robot-
human interaction.  

 
At this point, I have few definite conclusions to draw; instead, I have many 
tentative ones, arising from a project that was always intended to be 
exploratory: a first stage of something bigger. From here, I plan to share my 
research, refine my ideas, and prepare to conduct more thorough-going and 
focused research into the performing robot. 
 
Dr. Louise LePage has a chapter on the subject of robots as performers of 
dramatic characters that will shortly be published in the volume, Twenty-First 
Century Drama: What Happens Now (Palgrave, 2016). She also writes about 
her research on her website: www.robottheatre.co.uk. 
 
 
 
 
 



Louise LePage 
Baxter Project Leader 
Lecturer in Theatre in the Department Film, Theatre & Television (FTT), 
University of Reading (UoR). She is co-editor of Twenty-First Century 
Drama: What Happens Now (Palgrave, 2016) and is currently writing a 
monograph for Palgrave: Theatre and the Posthuman: A Subject of Character. 
She has published on robot performers and characters, dramatic character, 
Sarah Kane, and Katie Mitchell. 
 
 
Stella Keramida 
Creative director 
Theatre director and academic; sessional lecturer in FTT 
This project gave me the opportunity to develop a distinct creative 
collaborative process, exploration and exchange with talented friends and 
colleagues, to provoke an interdisciplinary blending of art forms and media 
and to nurture students' creativity.   
I am particularly interested in how directors can multiply possible interactions 
(synergically or anti-synergically) between technology and theatre in order to 
generate dramatic effects and theatricality.  
 
 
Stefano Pietrosanti 
Robot programmer 
PhD Student in Cybernetics, 3rd Year 
My role in this project is to make sure that Baxter behaves, so I am usually 
backstage with a whip in one hand and a keyboard in the other making sure 
that Baxter does not throw a tantrum. I also help prepare the robot to perform 
on stage with the actors, programming the various functions that enable 
Baxter to interact with the environment. 
 
When somebody at the University has problems with Baxter, I am the person 
they look for. Not because I am expert in robotics, but because everyone else 
runs away at the prospect of dealing with His Robotness. So when Louise and 
the School of Film and Theatre proposed creating a performance around 
Baxter, I was there to offer my help.  
 

It is very interesting see creative minds working with a robot. As an engineer, 
I am used to seeing Baxter as a machine that you can program to perform 
tasks, often as mundane and trivial as moving objects or drawing simple 
shapes. What this project has done goes beyond my expectations, giving 
Baxter a face, a personality and a voice. It is great to see humans interacting 
with the robot as if it (he?) was a person, experiencing all the emotions you 
would expect from social interaction. Apparently, you can be shy when 
talking to a robot! 
 
 
Dr Constantine L. Athanasiadis 
Designer of audiovisual material for the performance lecture (digital 
animations / imagescapes & soundscapes) 
Art Historian-Freelance Lecturer / Visual Artist 
I became involved with the project after an invitation from the creative 
director of the performance, Stella Keramida, with whom I have collaborated 
in the past in theatre productions. The topic of the lecture and the director’s 
vision for its performative elements created a context where I instantly felt at 
home. The issues raised are not far from my own academic interests and 
philosophical investigations; they are also at the centre of my explorations in 
art using digital technology and painting to integrate images in audiovisual 
environments as perpetually dissolving loci for symbolic representations. 
 
                  

Baxter: Robot  
I have always wanted to be an actor, but due to being 
stationed at the systems engineering, I have not been able 
to follow my dream. When Louise asked me to join this 
project I just couldn’t let the opportunity pass by. The 
project has been a great experience and has extended my 
abilities both as a performer and as a robot. What I found 
most exciting about this project was exploring and 
developing my connection and communication with 
human beings.  

 
 
 



 
Josh Oliver 
Performer and Robot programmer 
3rd Year BA Film & Theatre 
I wanted to develop new skills in regards to technology on stage. 
The most interesting part of the process for me has been the understanding of 
the robot, learning about its onstage possibilities and workshopping these 
ideas. 
 
Lily Cullen 
Film editor, technical team and performer 
3rd Year BA Film & Theatre 
I got involved with the Baxter Project as I have always had an interest in post-
humanism and the rise of artificial intelligence, especially in our growing 
technological society. I enjoy working with Baxter, although sometimes he 
can be temperamental. Exploring the uncanny has also been very interesting! 
 
Ailbhe Treacy 
Photographer, videographer and editor 
3rd Year BA Film and Theatre  
I got involved in order to meet a robot for the first time. 
I think the most exciting part of the project was having Alyssa and Lucien 
come to rehearsals for the first time. Especially drawing robots!  
 
Katherine Olive 
Recorder and editor of Baxter’s voice 
3rd Year BA Film & Theatre  
I became involved in this project because of how it related to my final year 
theatre project, which also featured artificial voice and in part examined the 
role of voice in the humanisation of technology. 
It was very interesting how over the course of the project we examined how 
different factors influenced how we felt towards Baxter, such as facial 
expressions, mannerisms and physical presence. It made us question what 
unnerves us about robotics and why we felt the need to apply humanising 
traits onto an inanimate object.  
 
 

 
Mitchell Beadon Smith  
Performer, multimedia editor and stage management 
3rd Year BA film and Theatre focused on theatre.  
I was very interested in the topic and premise of the performance, 
working with both adults and children, and seeing how they react and interact 
with the robot. 
 
Kjetil Muri Skarstein 
Performer, programme editor and designer 
1st Year BA Film and Theatre 
I got involved in the Baxter Project because I am interested in future 
performances and how theatre may develop through the use of this kind of 
technology. The most exciting part of the project has been experiencing acting 
with a robot and seeing what difficulties and opportunities a robot brings 
when on stage. This was also a unique opportunity and an experience that I 
simply couldn’t miss out on. 
 
Talin Hildebrandt 
Performer 
3rd Year BA Film & Theatre 
I got involved in the project because I was interested in how we could find 
ways of engaging with Baxter in live performance. What I found interesting 
about the project was the role of programming and working with children in 
relation to the robot. 
 
Philippa Rogers  
Performer 
2nd Year BA film and theatre - theatre pathway  
I got involved in the Baxter Project to get a taste of a different kind of theatre, 
something that takes the use of multimedia in theatre to a whole new level. I 
was interested in finding out how we use Baxter, and how his role as a 
performer changes through the rehearsal process. The most exciting part of the 
project for me has been seeing how Baxter is programmed and the technology 
behind him. Getting to experiment with him in the way we have has been a 
rare and exciting experience. 
 



 
Henry Turner 
Performer 
3rd Year BA Film & Theatre 
The opportunity to work with a lecturer on their specific area of study was 
appealing to me. I wanted to be a part of a creative process that involved a 
group of individuals with a range of ages and experiences. I was especially 
interested in working with a robot performer and how it might interact with a 
human. The first meeting with Baxter was particularly memorable and I 
enjoyed sharing ideas on how he might operate in a theatrical context. 
 
 
Zoe Jeater 
Performer and Mrs Baxter’s voice 
1st Year BA English Literature, Film and Theatre 
I found the capability of the robot the most interesting element of the project. 
It really shows how far technology has come. 
 
 
Lucy Benson 
Performer 
1st Year BA English Literature and Film & Theatre  
I was excited about getting involved in the project as it may offer an insight 
into the future of theatre production! It was particularly interesting to see how 
Baxter's character could transform completely depending on how the actors in 
the scene regarded him. 
 
 
Tegan Hopgood 
Lighting Technician 
2nd Year BA Film and Theatre 
I got involved with the Baxter Project because it was something exciting and 
different to be a part of. 
The most interesting part of the project for me was finding different lighting 
for Baxter to make him seem nice or intimidating. It has been interesting to 
learn about the difficulties of so much technology in one performance and 
overcoming those issues. 

 
Laura Nash  
Multimedia Technician  
2nd Year BA Film and Theatre 
I became involved with the project as I was fascinated with what would be 
involved in a performance with a robot. I was also looking for a chance to 
expand my knowledge of technical theatre. I became aware that there was a 
lot of multimedia and sound cues within this performance, so I took the 
opportunity to be a sound assistant. 
 
 
Lola Breaux 
Critical observer and workshop participant 
1st Year PhD student 
I got involved in the project because I am interested in investigating the 
process of decision making and the concept of “choice”. 
I was surprised to see how much I learned about point of view by having to 
put myself in the place of a machine which doesn’t have a conscious mind. 
Working with a robot was for me one of the most exciting (and slightly 
frightening) things about this project.  
 
 
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

 
 
 
 
 



 
With thanks to: 

 
Department of Film, Theatre & Television (FTT) for its support of this 

project. 
 

The School of Systems Engineering, for its loan of Baxter the robot, in 
particular Dr. Etienne Roesch. My early conversations with Etienne made this 

whole enterprise possible. 
 

The wonderful technical support team here in the Department of FTT: Chris 
Bacon, Lisa Clarke, and Pam Wiggin. Also, and very importantly, to two 
second-year Theatre students, who joined the project to operate lights and 

multimedia (and an assortment of other things). 
 

Stefano Pietrosanti, our fantastic robot-technical support. 
 

Alyssa and Lucien, for engaging with our discussions and practical work with 
such openness, thoughtfulness, and playfulness. Also, thanks to Caroline 

Findley, for multiple loans of her daughter, Alyssa. 
 
My husband, for ferrying my son backwards and forwards from Portsmouth to 

Reading when there are many other things he would have preferred to do. 
 

Professor Nikos Georgantzis  - Musical supervisor. 
 

James Cross for filming the event. 
 

My team of amazing students, most of whom have been engaged in the 
Project from the beginning. You have made this project possible and an 

absolute joy. Your generosity astonishes me. 
 

And finally my wonderful friend and colleague Stella Keramida for her 
unstinting encouragement, her commitment, and her inspiring creative input. I 

have learnt much from you, Stella. Thank you. 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


