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CULTURE IN THE DIGITAL AGE « THEATRE STUDIES

Marine (Maka) Vasadze

Keywords: theater, digital technologies, multimedia, director, performance, structure

“The death” of theater and performing arts has been predicted for many years. This was discussed at the dawn of
the creation of cinema. After the emergence of television, the “verdict” turned out to be more categorical, and with
the introduction of multimedia and digital technologies, the opinions of some, including researchers, became more
categorical and unequivocal. Of course, the prophecy “did not come true.”

Within the framework of the Thilisi International Theater Festival, in 2022, in the Marjanishvili Theater, the company
Abstract Engine Co, Ltd. and Rhizomatics, we saw the dance performance “Discrete Figures,” in which, along with
live actors, dancing holograms took part. The movements to create body expressions are based on several algo-
rithms. The revival of the stage of the imagination (fantasy) that ever existed in the human mind, from a technolog-
ical or artistic point of view, was equal to a miracle.

Like the European, American, or Asian theater directors, the directors working in Georgia more or less use the meth-
ods of modern technologies in their productions. One of them is Levan Tsuladze, who has been using multimedia and
digital technologies in his performances for the past few years. E.g., performances - Bakula's Pigs, The Navigator,
Kreutzer Sonata, Crime and Punishment (Marjanishvili Theater, etc.), Othello, The Conductor, and Miss Julie (Fréken
Julie) (Theatre Factory 42).

In this article, on the example of Othello, The Conductor, and Miss Julie (Froken Julie), I'll try to research and analyze

or many years, the “death” of theater and theatrical

art has been predicted. It was talked about this at the

dawn of the creation of cinema, after the emergence
of television the “verdict” turned out to be more categor-
ical, and with the introduction of multimedia and digital
technologies, the opinions of some, including research-
ers, became categorical and unequivocal. Of course, the
prophecy “did not come true.”

Theatrical art born from ritual will always exist, no
matter what way, in what form, structure, or format, be-
cause the need to “play” is embedded in human nature.

“An important area of interaction between practical
and ritual behavior is play. Despite the fact that play in
our consciousness is associated with rest, psychological
and physical relaxation and entertainment, it occupies a
particularly large place in life, in the upbringing of the
individual and in the culture of the society.”

the purpose of using modern technologies in the plays by the director Levan Tsuladze.

Theater has one most important feature: it easily
grasps, assimilates, processes various fields of culture
and art, thus organically adapting to them. For example,
music, painting, cinema, video, multimedia, digital tech-
nologies... it has always been and is this way.

The use of film footage in theatrical art and perfor-
mances began with German expressionist directors at
the beginning of the 20" century. Moreover, expression-
ist directors even filmed street chronicles in advance
specifically for production to make the play more un-
derstandable for the audience. Among them was Erwin
Piscator (1893-1966), whose directorial career began with
the methods and forms of expressionist theater, even-
tually creating political theater.? Afterward, this method
was often used in different countries. Kote Marjanishvili
was the first to introduce cinematic methods in Geor-
gia, and later, in Hoppla, We’re Alive! (1928) he used film

1 Nlotman, 06 Wckycctse, 2005, c1. 585. (Lotman, About Art, 2005, p. 585.)
2 gobodg, ggdbdégbombabggama, 2020, 33.9-20. (Vasadze, Expressionist, 2020, p. 9-20.)
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footage. At that time, Marjanishvili was criticized, for al-
legedly copying this method from Piscator. The criticism
was unfounded, since Ernst Toller (expressionist play-
wright) himself included film interludes in the play.?

Theater organically combined live performance with
modern technologies. Video, multimedia, digital images
are often used in performances today.

“Relationships” with addressees, viewers through
video messages began with Robert Wilson in the 1970s.
His VOOM Portraits, released in 2007, are well known
today. In Wilson’s work, a well-thought-out marketing
project was preceded by the creation of 20-second video
portraits. At that time, even video shooting was a nov-
elty, not to mention the Internet. He even photographed
portraits of Yves Rocher’s representative Helena Rubin-
stein, and Louis Aragon. The project was intended for
television, but was never realized. Wilson suggested to
launch this type of videos to major airlines, but they re-
fused. He was not yet one of the most popular and high-
est paid artists in the world.*

Robert Wilson, Anatoly Vasilev, Robert Lepage, Gra-
ham Vick (opera director Sir Graham Vick, died during the
COVID pandemic)?, Philippe Genty, Rimas Tuminas, Lu-
kasz Twarkowski, etc. In Georgia: Robert Sturua, Levan
Tsuladze, Davit Doiashvili, Data Tavadze, Misha Charkvi-
ani, Dato Khorbaladze, Irakli Gogia, Avto Diasamidze,
Nika Luarsabishvili, etc. This is a short list of directors
who use and have used modern technologies, digital me-
dia in their performances.

In the 21 century, the theater has grasped modern
technologies. Among many others, one of the best exam-
ples of this is Discrete Figures® presented at the Thilisi
International Theater Festival in 2022. Along with live
actors, dancing holograms took part in the dance perfor-
mance. The movements were based on a series of algo-
rithms to create body expressions. In my opinion, the on-
stage “revival” of imagination (fantasy), always present
in the human mind, is nothing short of a miracle from a

technological or artistic point of view.

| have already mentioned that, like European, Amer-
ican or Asian theater directors, directors warking in
Georgia also more or less use modern technologies in
their productions. One of them is Levan Tsuladze, who
has been using multimedia and digital technologies in
his performances for the last few years. E.g. | can name
Bakula’s Pigs, The Navigator, Kreutzer Sonata, Crime and
Punishment (Kote Marjanishvili State Drama Theater),
Othello, The Conductor, Miss Julie (Froken Julie) (The-
ater Factory 42).

In this article, on the example of Othello, The Con-
ductor, Miss Julie, | will try to study and analyze the pur-
pose of the director’s use of modern technologies in his
plays. Does he seek to keep up with modernity, or it helps
convey the artistic idea, the concept of the play? Does it
make this technique an organic part of the performance
or not; Why is it necessary, and how is it used? Does it
become part of the scenography or a direct participant in
the performance.

For the last few years, Levan Tsuladze, and others, is
not only the director, but also the scenographer of perfor-
mances. Theatrologists study and even argue about the
acceptability of a director doubling as a scenographer. |
will not discuss this issue now, only stating a fact. What
is more interesting to me is why it happened. | believe
the main reason for this is the adoption of modern tech-
nologies by theaters. Modern directors—and, of course,
theater artists as well—try to enrich existing theatrical
forms with the possibilities of new technologies. For
example, in today’s performances, they often use so-
called Videomapping’ allowing to create an illusion of
a 3D virtual space without any complex and expensive
scenery. In this virtual space, directors can freely manip-
ulate, easily change entourage, environment, time, place
of action, etc. Also, new technologies allow directors to
have a stronger impact on the audience’s mood, to ped-
al their intellectual and emotional load. As mentioned

3 gobady, gdbdtgbombabanamo, 2020, 33.9-20 (Vasadze, Expressionist, 2020, p. 9-20.)

4 Johnson, Wilson —VOOM, https:/fwww.mutualart.com/Article/Robert-Wilson---VOOM-Portraits/FF53B30BD02873C6

5 Soden, Vick, 2021. https://www.theguardian.com/music/2021/jul/25/letter-sir-graham-vick-obituary

6 Created by the company Abstract Engine Co., Ltd. and “Rhizomatics” - R&D research and development international program. The
company’s goal is an in-depth study of the connection between people and technology - in collaboration with artists, scientists,

researchers.

https://lwww.tbilisiinternational.com/storage/files/doc/TIFT%20Catalogue%202022.pdf , 2022, pp.22-25.
7 https:/[www.dominionprint.com/what-is-video-mapping-and-what-makes-it-so-special/
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above, Levan Tsuladze often uses modern technologies
in his productions. For example, in Bakula’s Pigs (co-di-
rector Ana Tsutskiridze) based on Georgian classic writer
Davit Kldiashvili, the directors use a hologram, an image
of an angel with not only a visual but also an intellectual
meaning. Levan Tsuladze and Ana Tsutskiridze turn K-
diashvili’s tearful and comic story into a tragedy in the
finale. At the beginning of the play, an angel appears in
front of Nika Tavadze’s character Galaktion. In the finale,
the angel leaves Galaktion’s gate and disappears into in-
finite space. The disappearance of the angel is perceived
as a metaphor for a hopelessly godless country.

Othello, staged at Levan Tsuladze’s new theatrical
space (Theater Factory 42), is created with a new vision
and new aesthetics of the director, with focus on working
with actors and bringing forward Shakespearean speech.
Without any pomp, the director and actors create individ-
ual images of each character in the performance staged
with psychological and romantic drama techniques. In
the performance based on a cast ensemble there are
no secondary roles, each character has their own line
and something important to say. Among other themes,
Othello continues the theme of women’s rights of Levan
Tsuladze’a trilogy staged at Marjanishvili Theater: The
Kreutzer Sonata, Crime and Punishment, The Marriage of
Figaro. In Othello, using minimalistic methods and inter-
preted in a modern way, the director depicts a world full
of envy and bitterness, where love is killed in the name
of love.

Levan Tsuladze’s scenography, matching to the con-
cept of the play, consists of several details. A table and
a chair are placed in the left corner of the stage, and
a large black lampshade hangs above it, to be trans-
formed into a sarcophagus in the final scene. It is here,
in this space, that lago begins to think about his cunning
plan; from this space Othello, Cassio and Roderigo tell
us about their problems. In the right corner, the screen
shows an occasionally calm sea, then a raging sea with
stormy waves, then the bloody sun, or a beautiful sight of
the night sky: the moon and the stars. The variation of the
projection onscreen is an expression of the events un-
folding onstage and the inner, mental state of the char-
acters. The play begins with the episode of lago, the light

8 3obodg, mpgmm, 2023, p. 3-8. (Vasadze, Othello, 2023, p. 3-8)

is shed on both the character of lago and the concept of
the entire performance: jealousy caused by strong love
(lago loves Othello, a commander, general, friend, man;
Othello loves Desdemona, a woman, friend, lover, wife)
leads to revenge, and both destroy everything, including
lago himself. The first scene is followed by a beautifully
resolved episode. Three most beautiful creatures: Anu-
ka Grigolia as Desdemona, Anka Vasadze as Emilia, and
Mariam Ghvinianidze as Bianca—dressed in light, airy
costumes against the background of the image of a blue
sea—seem to establish contact with the beautiful spirits
of nature by musical calling and songs, evoking associa-
tions with echoes. This episode is suffused with roman-
tic overtones, a person’s desire to merge with beautiful
nature filled with love. There are several visually beauti-
ful scenes in the performance, in which the director uses
modern technologies. For example, the episode with the
women mentioned at the beginning, then the so-called
moment of the “play” watched by an admiring Othello.?

Levan Tsuladze shows the sea element on the screen
and uses it to reveal the nature of characters and devel-
op the sequence of events. The ocean is sometimes calm,
gentle, beautiful and wonderful, and sometimes stormy,
violent, and merciless.

The Conductor, this is how Levan Tsuladze names the
performance based on Ronald Harwood’s play Taking
Sides, the director’s third performance in the new the-
ater space. Ronald Harwood is a famous playwright and
screenwriter; many performances and movies have been
created based on his works. E.g., Istvdn Szabd has creat-
ed a very interesting movie based on 7aking Sides. In the
play, and in the performance the main problem, conflict
and issue is the fate of art and an artist in a totalitarian,
dictatorial, bureaucratic world. Should the art, an artist,
stand aside from politics? This is the main issue of the
play and the question that each viewer has to answer for
himself.

While working on dramatic material® based on his-
torical facts, Levan Tsuladze shortened the play. He
changed the names of some characters, turned the char-
acter of American Investigator Major Steve Arnold into a
woman, Deborah Arnold, this changes making the perfor-
mance more intimate, compact, and focused on the main

9 1946 Fgamb. Taking Sides tells the story of the 1946 denazification trial of Wilhelm Furtwéngler, the German conductor of the Berlin
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issue. In this ensemble performance,the direction, acting,
scenography, choreography by Tinatin Tsuladze, musical
arrangement by Zurab Gagloshvili and video installation
by Data Dvalishvili create a single, harmonious specta-
cle. The scenery and props created by Levan Tsuladze:
a table, chairs, old telephone, shelves, folders (cases)
arranged on the shelves create a working office envi-
ronment. The digital video installation created by Data
Dvalishvili shows the bombed-out snowy streets of Ber-
lin through large dirty windows. The colors of the lighting
evoke associations with shots from old films. Nino Surgu-
ladze’s costumes matcthis the fashion of the 1940s-50s.
In a two-act play, the place of action and therefore the
scenery are unchanged. According to the director’s plan,
the transition from scene to scene is carried out with the
help of a film technique, darkening, which gives a kind of
rhythm to the performance. The maestro himself and the
members of his orchestra are summoned to this office for
questioning in the case of Furtwéngler—a psychological
duel between the accuser and the accused takes place
for about 2 hours, in this way revealing the personag-
es’ characters, identities, beliefs, and credos.” Anyway,
what is The Conductor about, what do the director, the
creators of the performance want to tell us? Maybe that
different opinions cannot be ignored in the name of free-
dom, democracy. As long as one person does not allow
another one to be different, then dictatorship, fascism,
bolshevism... will be endless and talking about democra-
cy and freedom will remain empty words, explaining why
Levan Tsuladze’s direction is harmoniously combined
with his own scenography, in which the creators of the
play use modern technologies. In addition, with digital
video installations, vivid depictions of the horrors caused
by war are created: bombed streets, houses, destroyed
cities. Also, the stage environment created by new tech-
nologies sets up the mood of the performance and the
audience. And, of course, all this is also financially ben-
eficial, since digital technologies, being cheaper, replace
expensive decorations.

August Strindberg’s Miss Julie staged with the in-
terpretation of Levan Tsuladze is a drama bordering on
tragedy, with emphasis on human values, relationships

between people, women and men, women and women,
parents and children, results of childhood trauma. The di-
rector transfers the text of the play to the stage almost
unchanged, except for a few cuts. The performance is
focused on the ensemble of actors: direction, scenogra-
phy, choreography, digital visual effects or video installa-
tions, musical arrangement serve to present the charac-
ters created by the actors. A triangle is formed from the
very first scene: Miss Julie, Jean, and Christine, and the
“struggle” for self-establishment between people begins
to end tragically.

The action, similar to the play, takes place in the
kitchen. There is nothing excessive in Levan Tsuladze’s
scenography: a kitchen table, shelves for wine bottles,
an oven, a refrigerator, and a few chairs. The screen
stretched across the back wall with a video installation
by Data Dvalishvili and digital visuals by Levan Geliash-
vili show a forest landscape with rustling leaves on the
trees, then a black hole with white tentacles, perhaps
a solar eclipse. Sometimes the image disappears, and
stripes appear onscreen resembling a damaged TV sig-
nal, with hissing sounds. Christine discerns the nature of
the relationship between Jean and Miss Julie, but re-
mains quiet until the critical moment, silently, surrepti-
tiously watching their flirtation. In culmination the screen
shows a close-up image of maid Christine. The director
also shows her jealousy with the help of digital video
sequences: stripes and hissing sounds appear when the
TV signal is damaged. That the love affair between Miss
Julie and Jean ends is, among others, due to Christine—
she will not allow them to take away what belongs to
her. After all, she is an “owner” like all other plebeians.
Christine believes that Jean is her property. Levan Tsu-
ladze presents society on the screen as a faceless crowd,
which will definitely condemn Julie. This crowd on the
screen somehow reminds one of bloodthirsty vampires.

The actors portray their characters with the highest
professionalism. Tastefully selected music (“Somehow”
Citizen Cope, “Just” Radiohead), scenography, video in-
stallations, digital video effects, choreography create a
stunning aura and captivate the audience from the be-
ginning to the end of the performance." Levan Tsuladze

Philharmonic.

10 Vasadze, Talks about Freedom, https:/fwww.theatrelife.ge/rodisrchebatavisflebazesaubari, 2023.

11 goboadg, Loggoomo, 2024,
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creats this performance in a minimalist style. The deco-
rations are also minimalistic, and modern digital technol-
ogies help the director better present his idea and clearly
convey his message to the audience.

Conclusion:

In the introduction | outlined why | am interested in
researching this topic. On the example of Othello, The
Conductor, and Miss Julie, | tried to analyze the purpose
of using modern digital technologies in the performances
by the director. | put forward several questions and tried
to answer them. The use of modern digital technologies
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