In Skidmore play, robots built by Ballston Spa students kidnap woman
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SARATOGA SPRINGS — A squad of sentient, autonomous robots kidnaps a pregnant woman and absconds with her to a rainforest, where she is forced to perform the play "Hedda Gabler." As her family in Michigan searches for her, scenes flash back to Henrik Ibsen trying to write "Hedda Gabler" as his great rival in Scandinavian theater, August Strindberg, taunts him.
If, during a performance of the play during which all of this happens, a robot goes haywire, pressing a keyboard's space bar freezes the machine, and it must be manually reset.
"This is the most fun I've had directing a play but also the most challenging show I've ever worked on," said Dennis Schebetta, an assistant professor of theater at Skidmore College.
The play, "Heddatron" by Elizabeth Meriwether, was first produced in 2006 but only occasionally since, in part because of its technical challenges. It opens Friday and runs for seven performances through May 1 at Skidmore's Janet Kinghorn Bernhard Theater with an all-student cast.
If you go
"Heddatron"
When: 8 p;.m. April 22, 23 and 28 to 30, 2 p.m. April 24 and May1
Where: Janet Kinghorn Berhard Theatre, Skidmore College, North Broadway, Saratoga Springs
Tickets: Free, but reservations are required
Info: theater.skidmore.edu/production/heddatron
SEE MORE
In addition to five moving robots — three of which also speak, including some with head, limb and eye movements — the production incorporates live and recorded video. As the human actors perform on stage, offstage robot operators use Xbox gaming controls to guide the robots via WiFi, and actors in the theater's sound booth provide the robot's voices.
"Not only was I not instantly sold on the idea, I was a little terrified," said Sophie Pettit, a senior theater major at Skidmore originally from the Atlanta area, who plays the kidnapped housewife, named Jane.
Pettit said, "When they first mentioned we might be doing it, I had so many questions: We're going to perform with robots? What kind of robots? Are they going to move? Are they going to talk? This is actually happening?"
Many months later, it is.
"It was nice that they had so much time, because it gave us a lot more than the six to seven weeks we usually have for a build," said Darrel Ackroyd, a technology teacher at Ballston Spa High School and coach for the school's competitive robotics team, called OxBe4. Ackroyd's 20-member team built the robots' wheeled chassis and motors and provided the programming that allows them to roll under their own power, move limbs and flash eyes as if blinking.
The high-schoolers were able to accommodate most of the Skidmore production's wish list for the robots. Among those unfulfilled: "They wanted hip movements for one of the mannequin robots, but we just weren't able to get that done in time," said Ackroyd, whose next-door neighbor, Gary Wilson, is also on Skidmore's theater faculty and is designing the exterior look of the robots atop the Ballston Spa-provided chassis and electronics.
"The whole thing has been pretty wild," said Ackroyd, adding, "This is definitely a first for us." In addition to being paid from the Skidmore theater budget for its work, the robotics team is invited to attend "Heddatron" with their families.
"This is totally out of their realm," Ackroyd said. "Everyone's really excited about it." 
As is Pettit.
"When (the robots) move or turn their head and reach out their arm to me, there's an actual sense they are participating in the scene," said Pettit, who has never before acted opposite a robot. A veteran actor with fellow humans, she was expecting more difficulty adjusting to an electromechanical scene partner with a computer brain that speaks in an altered voice she sometimes recognizes as originating from a classmate.
She said, "They're starting to be real to me."   
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Steve Barnes has worked at the Times Union since 1996, served as arts editor for six years, and since 2005 has been a senior writer. He generally covers restaurants, food and the arts, and is the Times Union's restaurant columnist and theater critic. Steve was also a journalism instructor at the University at Albany for 12 years. You can reach him at sbarnes@timesunion.com or 518-454-5489.
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