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Te Manawa currently has an exhibition of automata from Cabaret Mechanical Theatre (UK) and Blair Somerville 
(NZ) called Curious Contraptions. The exhibition runs until October 27th. This pack contains links to virtual 
automata exhibitions, a brief history of automata and some ideas to start making your own contraptions.

Get Creative!
Auaha-tia

Research
Kia hurahura

Think
E Whakaaro

Ask
Kia pātai

Automata

What is a 
contraption?
A machine or device that 

appears strange or unnecessarily 
complicated, often looking like it 
might fly apart at any moment!

What is a 
automaton?

A relatively self-operating 
machine, or control mechanism 
designed to automatically follow 

a predetermined sequence of 
operations.

The modern history of automata 
goes back to the 18th century, when 

a French bloke called Jacques de 
Vaucanson was inspired by his 

medical studies to make machines 
that mimicked humans.

In 1737 Vaucanson built The Flute Player, a life-size figure of 
a shepherd that had a repertoire of twelve songs. Later that 
year he created two additional automata, The Tambourine 

Player and The Digesting Duck, which is considered his 
masterpiece. The Duck had over 400 moving parts in each 

wing alone, and could flap its wings, drink water, seemingly 
digest grain, and seemingly poo!

Here’s Jacques!
The world’s first automata. The flute 
player, the digesting duck and the 

tambourine player. 

 In 1737 Vaucanson built The Flute Player, a life-size figure of a shepherd that had a

repertoire of twelve songs. Later that year he created two additional automata, The

Tambourine Player and The Digesting Duck, which is considered his masterpiece.

The duck had over 400 moving parts in each wing alone, and could flap its wings,

drink water, seemingly digest grain, and seemingly poo! 
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The modern history of automata goes back to the 18th century, when a French bloke called Jacques

de Vaucanson was inspired by his medical studies to make machines that mimicked humans.
here's

Jacques!

The world's firstautomata. The fluteplayer, the digestingduck and thetambourine player.  

Te Manawa currently has an exhibition of automata from

Cabaret Mechanical Theatre (UK) and Blair Somerville (NZ) called

Curious Contraptions. The exhibition runs until 27th October but

will be closed during the Level 4 lockdown. This pack contains

links to virtual automata exhibitions, a brief history of automata

and some ideas to start making your own contraptions from the
safety of your bubble.
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The modern history of automata goes back to the 18th century, when a French bloke called Jacquesde Vaucanson was inspired by his medical studies to make machines that mimicked humans.
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player, the digesting
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The Curious Contraptions exhibition brings together work from Cabaret Mechanical Theatre in the UK and 
Blair Somerville, who is based in the Catlins region of Aotearoa. You can find more about these creative 

spaces and explore exhibitions of automata virtually by visiting their websites. 

Automata are an awesome combination of art, 
science up-cycling, sustainability engineering 

and design! They are a perfect steam activity!

cabaret.co.uk
(CMT)

Meet the artist

Blair Somerville

thelostgypsy.com 
(Blair Somerville)

Blair calls himself a master of tinkering. 
He’s made an art gallery full of automata in 
an old bus at his home in Papatowai, at the 
bottom of the South Island. Blair is a self-
taught tinkerer who loves playing around 
with electronics, a passion that started for 
him at school. In the last 24 years Blair has 
created 352 projects (and counting!). Blair 
likes upcycling, using materials that others 
might have considered rubbish.

Do you recognise the recycled items 
that Blair used in these creations?

AUTOMATA ARE AN AWESOME COMBINATION OF ART,

SCIENCE  UPCYCLING, SUSTAINABILITY, ENGINEERING AND

DESIGN!  THEY ARE A PERFECT STEAM ACTIVITY!  

The Curious Contraptions exhibition brings together work from
Cabaret Mechanical Theatre in the UK and Blair Somerville, who is
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Making your own 
curious contraption!
We made these automata at the museum but you 
might have to think creatively about your creation 
depending on what materials you have at home. 

We used a paper cup, but you could use any cylindrical 
container that has a lid.
We used wire, but you could use a paper clip (it just has 
to be long enough to reach across your container)
We used beads, but you could use some penne pasta.
We used a skewer but you could use a pencil or a stick 
from the garden.
We used paper and felt tips but you could use 
ANYTHING!
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Tahi Rua

Toru Wha

Poke one hole from one side 
of your cup to the other 
side. Poke one hold through 
the top of your cup.

Take your wire and thread a 
bear into the middle. Bend 
your wire around your bead 
so it has a square bump as 
shown. Make sure your bead 
can still spin easily!

Carefully put a dot of hot 
glue on the end of your 
skewer. Giye your skewer to 
the wooden bead on your 
wire.

The bead will act as he cam 
in your contraption. When 
the handle is turned, the 
cam bead will spin and push 
the skewer up, pushing the 
contraption into motion. 

Poke the skewer through 
the hole in the top of the 
cup. Squeeze the ends of 
the wire through each of 
the side holes in the cup. 

Pop a bead on to one end 
of your wire. Bend the wire 
straight up behind the bead. 
About 1cm from the end of 
your wire, bend the wire to 
the side to create the handle.

Pop a bead on the other end 
of the wire and put a little 
drop of glue behind the 
bead to stop it falling off. 
Trim the end of the wire.

Draw and cut out a picture of 
your contraption. Decorate 
your picture with felts and 
flue it to the end of the 
skewer.
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