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CULTURE IN THE DIGITAL AGE « THEATRE STUDIES

Ana Mirianashvili

Keywords: TYA — Professional Theater for young audiences; contemporary TYA, Challenges of the Digital Age

The 215 century and the rapid development of digital technologies dictate its own rules to the world, this influence
extending to absolutely everything, both everyday life and scientific innovations, and the world of art. For me, as a
researcher of professional theater for young audiences (TYA), it is especially interesting to see how the digital world
affects modern TYA, whether it influences this field, and how this process unfolds in contemporary professional
theater for young audiences, both in Georgia and abroad.

For young people born in the 2010s-2020s, the world of digital technologies is a completely natural environment. We
may say that they were born into this world and grew up with technology. The digital world is an integral part of
their daily lives. But it is interesting to see whether all this is reflected in art created specifically for children/adoles-
cents. Theater makers, researchers, and practitioners, often discuss and argue about whether the language of art, its
means of expression, and artistic methods designed specifically for children and adolescents should change in the
wake of the growth and development of digital generations. In my opinian, this is a big challenge for those artists
who work for children and adolescents—the digital era has a great impact on all fields of contemporary art, including
professional TYA, which serves the fastest-growing and changing audience every day—precisely those generations

who were born and are growing up in the digital era.

s soon as humanity entered the 21 century, it

entered the world of the digital era, a transition

taking place in all scientific and domestic areas,
artistic, educational, etc. levels. The process of transition
to the digital world turned out to be different for gener-
ations born and raised in the 20" century, some easily
accepting the accelerated pace of life and modern tech-
nologies, which have brought a lot of good and a little
bad into our lives, while others not trying to adapt to a
new life, often lamenting over the old times and being
skeptical of modern technologies.

Representatives of different generations may per-
ceive these unusual processes in different ways, but
for young people born in the 2010s-2020s, the world of
digital technologies is a completely natural environment;
we can say that they were born into this world and have
grown up with technologies. What we children of the 20"
century acquire through education seems to be innate
knowledge for the 21*'-century generation.

It is interesting how the digital world affects modern
theater, and, for me as a researcher of theater for young
audiences, it is especially interesting how this process is

taking place in contemporary children’s theater, both in
Georgia and abroad.

As Swedish director Susanne Osten says, today,
thanks to research on the human brain, child psychology,
and cognitive science, we know that humans are born
with an innate desire and need to create and perceive art,
to tell stories. Humans want to know what is happening
in the world. We are born with a desire to create beauty
and enjoy these creations. Humans need alternative aes-
thetics that shock their senses, they need strange stories
that they have never heard before. It is enough for a child
to imagine a specific face, image, or story, to touch this
world at least a little, and they are completely ready to
accept it. A child is much more open to everything new
than an adult. The study of the modern child is most im-
portant in our work. The modern child is not the same
as you or | were when we were children. Everything has
changed completely. | often go to schools, | especially
like to walk around schoolyards or sit somewhere, lis-
ten to what children are talking about, and what inter-
ests them. Usually, adults have a completely different
idea of their dialogues and topics of conversation. It is
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also worth considering that when we ask them how they
liked this or that performance, book, event, or other thing,
what you think about this and that, children always try to
please us, but behind this, their real thoughts are hidden.
To understand what they think, to achieve the maximum
depth of sincerity, we need to spend a lot of time with
them, so | always advise my actors to simply be around
children, get to know them well, ask the right questions,
and not just whether they understood the content of a
performance and specific details. This has nothing to
do with art. Art is open and completely free, and it can
mean different things to different people. Interestingly,
this was said by an artist aged over 80 who, despite his
age, thought and acted in a remarkably modern way until
the end of her life, and who actively used digital technol-
ogies, both in life and onstage.

In the early 2000s, American writer and speaker Mark
Prensky (who has written several articles on education in
the digital age) coined the concepts of digital natives and
digital immigrants. A digital native is an individual born
in the digital age of information technology, mainly mil-
lennials, Gen Z, and Gen Alpha born after 1980. Like other
post-Soviet countries, in our case, technological devel-
opment began later than in the US, Europe, and Canada,
and the generational division is slightly different, and
the digital generation can be considered the generation
born in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Representatives
of this generation quickly and comfortably obtain and
consume digital information through electronic devices
and various platforms (computers, mobile phones, social
networks, etc.). The term digital immigrants can be ap-
plied to those who grew up in the pre-Internet era, when
print media and television prevailed. Aborigines and im-
migrants are quite different from each other. The digital
generation trusts modern technologies much more and
cannot imagine daily life, education, work, entertain-
ment, etc. without them. Digital technologies are an in-
tegral part of their lives, and aborigines are attached to,
and dependent on, modern technologies.

Prensky, and many modern researchers, conclude that
due to daily close interaction with technologies, the digi-
tal generation has developed a completely different type
of thinking. Of course, anatomically the human brain has
not changed, but the model of thinking itself has. The
fundamental difference between aborigines and immi-
grants is that they process information received in the
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same way differently. Digital aborigines seem to be able
to think in parallel, perform several tasks at the same time
(multitasking), quickly receive and share information, but
quickly forget it, prefer extensive texts, diagrams, and
graphs, visualization, often lack patience and attention;
long-term concentration on one thing, in-depth research/
analysis are not characteristic of this generation. Thanks
to advanced technologies, they can quickly receive in-
formation or update existing data. Thus, old forms of
education are outdated and uninteresting to such young
people, they perceive the world with smiles and emoji,
they express their feelings in this way, and they often
look up to YouTubers, gamers, and TikTokers unknown to
adults. In the development of information and communi-
cation technologies, the characteristics of digital gener-
ations depend on the geographical location of different
countries, political and economic, social factors. Roughly
speaking, we are now following the path that Western
Europe took in the late 1990s and early 2000s.

How will all this affect art? In the wake of the
growth and development of digital generations, should
the language of art, its means of expression, and artis-
tic methods designed specifically for them, children and
adolescents, change? | think this is a particularly acute
challenge for those artists who work for children and ad-
olescents—the digital era dictates its rules to all types of
modern art, including theatrical art, especially theater for
young audiences, which serves the fastest-growing and
changing audience—precisely those generations who
were born and raised in the digital era.

Such challenges are not new to dramatic theater;
even at the dawn of cinema, theater was predicted to
disappear, but this did not happen. The same thing hap-
pened with television: part of society believed that tele-
vision would absorb and kill theater, cinema, and other
fields of art, but as we can see, theatrical art withstood
this test, and now, on the contrary, television is on the
verge of extinction and may be absorbed by social media
and various Internet portals in a few decades. Another
challenge was the pandemic period. In the post-pan-
demic era, theater was expected to either disappear
completely or undergo radical changes, but this did not
happen. On the contrary, audiences longing for live in-
teraction, mutual exchange of emotions, and theatrical
catharsis turned to theaters.

Another challenge for theater is the global digital
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information space, modern technologies that are devel-
oping at lightning speed. Involuntarily, the theater must
compete with the innumerable amount of digital content,
to receive which a person does not even need to get up
from the chair. How should children’s theater adapt to
the interests and needs of adolescents? How should
theatrical art be made interesting and necessary content
for o digital native? Have the academic, classical meth-
ods and forms of the last century become so outdated,
so unacceptable for the new generation, that we should
throw them straight into the trash? Such questions are
frequent, although we should not forget that in the case
of TYA, the change of generations is a continuous and
regular process; each generation brings its novelty and
challenge, which often becomes the basis for new forms
and creative searches.

According to the latest scientific observations and
studies, today almost 100% of the lives, time, and inter-
ests of modern teenagers (mostly 10-18 years old) are
connected with digital technologies. More than half of
them are not interested in theater at all. The main rea-
son is that theater does not offer an adequate repertoire
for this age. How should theater attract an audience of
this age? Obviously, by offering interesting material and
artistic forms to them. Theater must know its audience
thoroughly, constantly communicate with them, and re-
ceive feedback after each performance. It is a must-con-
sider factor that the digital generation will never take a
step back, they only move forward, and the usual theat-
rical forms for us, those born in the twentieth century,
will never be completely acceptable and interesting to
them. This is neither bad nor good, this is a fact that we
should face and try to learn more about their world from
the digital natives to create adequate and interesting art
for them. Themes and problems, literature and dramatur-
gy, modern language and texts, performance timing and
tempo-rhythm, stage technical equipment, lighting and
sound effects, performance music and artistic decora-
tion—these are a small part of the issues and challenges
that modern children’s theater has to think about and
work on every day.

As the elderly but remarkably modern Susan Aus-
ten noted, The creation of alternative artistic aesthetics
should also involve those for whom this art is created,
that is, children themselves. Do not offer what you think
they need. This is always the easiest way, even a kind

of cliché. Children like the truth. What is the truth? They
like absurdity, changes, rhythm, and all sorts of surprises
onstage, surprises, as interesting stories about people
(even dramatic anes), children like stories about animals,
but most of all, they are interested in people. Children can
receive and perceive a lot of interesting things, and our
task is to find out what is the subject of their interest and
subordinate our vision to their interests, to their vision in
a specific time and space. Art, including for children, is
existential—we ask the most important questions: Why
did | come to this world? Why is life so difficult? Why
does no one love me? Or where is love? Why is there war
and death in this world? And so on. No one can give us
answers to these big questions, and art serves precisely
this purpose—we ask questions about existence, the es-
sence of life, and the meaning of it.

According to recent studies, many children’s theaters
around the world (in varying percentages) lose their au-
diences from the age of 9-10 (some no longer want to go
to theater and refuse, and some are forced by teachers
and parents, and a small number are still sincerely happy
to go to theater); phrases are often heard: “l don’t care”,
“I'don’t like it”, “I don’t understand it, it’s long, drawn-
out”, “This is for little ones”, etc. Approximately from
the age of 16, 40 percent of the “lost audience” return
to theater and already choose interesting repertoire for
themselves.

The digital era has given rise to another serious
thought: adults working in theater, parents of children,
and grandparents very often argue about whether to
ban the use of gadgets by teenagers in theater. There
is a constant debate about the 21*-century teenage au-
dience and their gadgets: is this a dramatic reality that
we should fight against or a new way of perceiving the
world, receiving, and understanding a work of art? | think
there is no unified answer and this issue needs to be
taught and discussed by psychologists, sociologists, and
theater-related researchers. However, we can cite the
example of one of the most developed countries in pro-
fessional theater for young audiences, Denmark. The list
of topics that modern Danish TYA pitches to its audience
is surprisingly diverse: friendship, family and society,
ecology, relationships between people, gender, human
rights, love, the search for oneself and identity, sexual
education, history, etc. When a child’s theatrical up-
bringing begins in kindergarten, it is natural that perfor-
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mances intended for 13-16-year-olds have such a variety
of topics and problems, that even adult theaters in other
countries sometimes envy. Danish children’s theater has
a very wide range of scenic and artistic freedom, which,
for example, is still inaccessible to the relatively con-
servative British. Usually, visual effects are minimized
in performances, and video projection is also used less
here, the duration of performances varies from 30 to 70
minutes and depends on the specific age target group.
Before the performance, everyone is warned to turn off
their mohile phones and everyone obeys this rule during
the performance. | think that is why the audience is
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maximally involved in the performance and, without any
gadgets, simply enjoys the work of art. However, on the
other hand, we can also understand the audience who
wants to record some episodes of the performance, a
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All the issues discussed above are only a small part
of this endless, vast topic that requires future research.
The fact is that in the wake of the digital era and the
development of modern technologies, both our lives and
various forms of art will change every day, and we will be
direct participants and witnesses of this process.
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