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t its essence, theater is an art form devoted to

storytelling—transforming written words into dy-

namic experiences that illuminate the human con-
dition, forging deep connections between performance
and audience, and offering narratives that resonate,
move, challenge, inspire, and prompt reflection on both
the world and one’s own existence.

Since time immemarial, theatrical practitioners have
employed a wide range of techniques—from the very
movements of the actors on stage to elaborate special
effects and technical processes that support the pro-
duction, including sets, sound design, and lighting. This
intrinsic connection to technical innovation is evident
throughout theater’s evolution. From the days of ancient
Greece and Rome—with their use of pioneering architec-
tural methods, stage machinery, and masks—to the early
Renaissance when the art of perspective transformed
theater, renowned architects and artists began design-
ing sets and stage devices to produce ever more striking
effects that captivated audiences and preserved the illu-
sion of the theatrical world.

A true turning point came with the discovery of elec-
tricity and its adoption in theaters during the latter half
of the nineteenth century, both in the auditorium and,
even more so, on stage. The new expressive possibili-
ties offered by electric lighting had a decisive impact on
productions, both in terms of set design and direction—a
field that was beginning to develop timidly, but would
rapidly evolve and fundamentally transform the perform-
ing arts.

The article explores the evolution of theater in response to technological advancements, highlighting its long history
of embracing innovation to enhance storytelling. In the digital age, multimedia elements like video projections, virtu-
al reality, and interactive interfaces have reshaped traditional theatrical experiences, creating more immersive, fluid,
and participatory performances. The article examines how contemporary directors, including Ivo van Hove, Robert
Lepage, Katie Mitchell, and Simon McBurney, use digital tools to expand artistic boundaries while also addressing
challenges such as over-reliance on technology and maintaining the essence of live performance.

Around the same period, emerging recording tech-
niques opened up new ways to manipulate and harness
sound on stage, paving the way for innovative sound ef-
fects that became an integral part of the dramatic lan-
guage. Ultimately, the twentieth century revolutionized
theater with a cascade of groundbreaking innovations—
from the advent of cinema to the evolution of video tech-
nology, digitalization, and the internet—each of which
broadened the artistic horizons of the stage. These ex-
amples clearly illustrate how the performing arts have
always embraced new technologies and experimented
with their creative potential.

Building on this legacy, these historic breakthroughs
laid the groundwork for today’s digital revolution in
theater. Modern technological tools have completely
reshaped our traditional notions of time and space in
theater. By incorporating digital effects and multimedia
projections, the lines between past, present, and future
are blurred. Actors now have the ability to interact with
virtual elements, characters can appear in multiple plac-
es at once, and audiences are invited to explore a stage
world that is more fluid and immersive than ever before.

The practice of projecting film onto the stage dates
back to the last years of the nineteenth century, when di-
rectors and set designers—drawing on the ideas of Adol-
phe Appia and the experimental work of Gordon Craig—
initially experimented with photographic art before later
adopting cinematographic techniques to create innova-
tive visual effects. This approach opened a new chapter
in stage aesthetics, where projections became a vital
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tool for evoking atmosphere and enhancing dramatic ex-
pression, enriching the theatrical experience'. Among the
pioneers of this technique was Vsevolod Meyerhold, and
the German director Erwin Piscator. Ultimately, however,
it was the set designer Joseph Svoboda and director Al-
fred Radok who emerged as the most ardent proponents,
collaborating on the creation of Laterna Magika—a
groundbreaking production specifically designed for the
1958 World Expo in Brussels. Widely regarded as the first
multimedia performance in the world, Laterna Magika
seamlessly blended theater and cinema.

Over time, the experimental use of video imagery
gradually seeped into the arts—especially during the
1960s, when happenings and installations flourished,
particularly those by artists associated with the Fluxus
movement. The arrival of digital imaging, driven by rapid
advancements in computer technology during the 1970s
and 1980s, opened yet another domain for creative ex-
ploration, ultimately giving rise to new, hybrid art forms.

These pioneering innovations not only expanded ar-
tistic boundaries in their era but also set the stage for
a broader digital revolution that has since reshaped the
very fabric of our existence. In a matter of just a few
years, digital technologies have transformed our every-
day lives, altering how we live and interact with art—par-
ticularly theater. Today, many directors aim for the au-
dience to be more than just passive observers, encour-
aging active participation. One of the tools they use to
achieve this is technology, which serves as a sort of dis-
tancing mechanism, creating a new layer of engagement
with the performance. Consequently, the divide between
stage and spectator is increasingly diminished as artists
harness the digital revolution to craft hybrid art forms
that blend classic elements with virtual reality and online
interactivity, continuously redefining the role and nature
of theater in modern society.

In parallel with these sweeping changes in stage-
craft and audience engagement, the art of playwriting
has also evolved to capture and question the digital age.
Playwrights, too, have responded to these technological
shifts in various ways. Some have woven themes relat-
ed to digital communication, online identities and digital
privacy into their work, while others not only incorporate
digital media into their texts but also critically examine

1 Theatre’s digital age.
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its influence. These interactions with technology prompt
fundamental questions about the very nature of theater
and continually reshape its role in our rapidly evolving
media landscape.

A major paradigm shift in the way cultural institutions
engaged with audiences and generated revenue occurred
in 2006. Driven by a desire to both increase income and
reach new viewers, the Metropolitan Opera in New York
launched an ambitious program in December 2006—Met-
ropolitan Opera Live in HD. Some productions from the
Opera’s repertoire were filmed and broadcast via satel-
lite to cinema halls around the globe. The initiative was
met with explosive success, inspiring other prestigious
institutions such as London’s National Theatre to follow
suit in subsequent years. More recently, the COVID-19
pandemic forced European theaters to pivot to virtual
performances in order to survive; between February and
June 2020, roughly 5,000 performances were canceled
in 26 countries, resulting in the loss of over one million
spectators and 61 million euros in revenue.

This evolution in performance delivery not only trans-
formed traditional staging practices but also paved the
way for a more accessible and inclusive theatrical expe-
rience. As a result, one significant benefit of digitaliza-
tion in theater has been its capacity to broaden access
to diverse artistic creations—whether theater, opera,
musicals—to a vast audience. On one hand, it removes
geographical barriers; on the other, it enables individu-
als who might not afford expensive tickets to experience
a performance as if they were seated in the best seats
in the house. Today, live-streaming platforms and virtu-
al reality technologies allow audiences to enjoy shows
from the comfort of their homes, democratizing the the-
atrical experience and inviting participation from people
of all backgrounds.

Building on its proven adaptability, modern theater
has woven digital innovations seamlessly into its fabric,
reshaping the audience’s experience and redefining its
artistic boundaries. Even though audiences born into the
digital era may sometimes struggle to be fully absorbed
by a traditional “analog” performance, theater has con-
tinually proven its ability to adapt and thrive amid tech-
nological revolutions. The integration of multimedia ele-
ments—such as video projections and sound design—to
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craft layered, immersive experiences has become a de-
fining trait of post-dramatic theater. The natural adop-
tion of digital tools in modern theater is a reflection of
its inherently syncretic nature, merging literature, music,
dance, painting, and architecture, and of its long-stand-
ing readiness to embrace new technological innovations.

Digital tools in theater have opened up exciting new
avenues for storytelling. By fusing multimedia compo-
nents—from video projections and interactive interfaces
to augmented reality—modern productions create immer-
sive worlds that engage audiences in ways previously
unimagined. Numerous innovative theater directors have
adopted digital technologies to push beyond the bound-
aries of traditional theater, integrating everything from
live-streaming and virtual reality to interactive elements
and cutting-edge multimedia design. These trailblazers
are radically transforming how theatrical art is conceived
and experienced.

Over the past thirty-five years, Ivo van Hove has
emerged as one of the most influential directors in con-
temporary theater, with more than 100 productions of
theater, opera, and film staged around the globe. Along-
side his long-time collaborator, set designer Jan Ver-
sweyveld, van Hove has redefined the theatrical land-
scape through his iconoclastic vision and his frequent
incorporation of live video projections into his work.
With a deep commitment to reinterpreting the classic
texts of universal dramaturgy, van Hove continuously
seeks new meanings that speak to today’s audiences
and the realities of modern life. A hallmark of his work
is the use of real-time video projections—a technigue he
pioneered with remarkable depth. From the very begin-
ning of a project, the decision to incorporate or not video
is made, influencing the entire design process from the
start. This approach ensures that the visual elements are
seamlessly integrated into the narrative. In practice, van
Hove forms two creative teams for each production: one
dedicated to dramaturgy (translation, adaptation, etc.)
and another focused on ‘visual dramaturgy,” a crucial
aspect of his productions, comprising set and lighting
designer Jan Versweyveld and, typically, video designer
Tal Yarden. These teams work closely to create a uni-
fied vision, where every visual element serves the story’s

2 Randy Gener In Stockholm, a Visceral Blue.

emotional and thematic depth.

When discussing the role of video and multimedia in
his productions, van Hove draws an intriguing parallel
with ancient Greek theater, where masks not only pro-
vided close-ups for the audience but also functioned like
microphones or megaphones? For him, multimedia is not
deployed merely for its aesthetic appeal or novelty; rath-
er, it serves as a vital tool for revealing the inner world of
his characters—often through extreme close-ups project-
ed on massive screens—while also granting audiences
access to action occurring beyond the immediate stage
space (as seen, for example, in the production Kings of
War, where scenes unfold in backstage corridors cap-
tured by surveillance cameras).

Across the Atlantic, Canadian director Robert Lepage
has distinguished himself over the past three decades by
seamlessly blending theater with innovative stagecraft
and cutting-edge multimedia technology. Lepage’s fas-
cination with a wide array of media—from photography
to film and video projection—stems from his early days in
Quebec’s independent theater scene, where limited bud-
gets and unconventional venues necessitated creative
resourcefulness. He learned to maximize every visual and
auditory effect available—from overhead projectors and
slides to filmed sequences, projections, and live music.

Over time, Lepage developed a distinctive personal
style. In his productions, video projections, digital sets,
and interactive design converge to breathe new life into
storytelling, earning him a reputation as a true “magician
of images.” Working closely with set designer Carl Fil-
lion and the technical team of his company, Ex Machina,
Lepage stages productions in which digital elements are
not merely decorative but play a crucial role in shaping
both the visual and narrative dimensions of the work.
Thus, some of the most spectacular examples of using
technology and multimedia possibilities in performanc-
es—whether theater, opera, or circus—came to life’.

For Lepage, modern theater must express itself
through images—a contemporary language that uses
technology not just for spectacle, but as a powerful tool
for artistic expression. In his productions, the stage is in
constant flux, with the underlying technological process-
es laid bare so that an audience, already familiar with

3 His collaboration with the famous company Cirque du Soleil, for which he directed two shows, remains iconic. The first, Ka (2004),
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digital media in everyday life, can appreciate and accept
that these innovations are capable of evoking poetry.

One striking example is Hector Berlioz’s The Damna-
tion of Faust, staged in 2008 at the Metropolitan Opera—
the institution’s first digitally interactive production. In
the opening scene, an aging Faust laments his solitude
in his library, while behind him a massive screen proj-
ects somber images of a gloomy sky filled with a flock
of black birds. Microphones attached to the performer
capture variations in voice pitch and intensity, with these
subtle shifts guiding the movement of the projected
birds. This technology injects a dynamic, ever-changing
quality into the performance, ensuring that no two shows
are exactly alike.

Amid this wave of digital innovation, several vi-
sionary directors have emerged to redefine stagecraft.
One standout example is British director Katie Mitchell,
whose groundbreaking work with real-time projections
and digital effects continues to push the boundaries of
contemporary theater. In 2006, she staged an adaptation
of Virginia Woolf’s The Waves at London’s National The-
atre, marking the first production in which cast members
operated cameras and generated live sound on stage.
Woolf’s novel unfolds as a series of monologues by six
characters, and Mitchell used live filming and projection
in order to allow seamless transitions between different
characters, moments, events, and locations.

Following The Waves, she continued to explore cin-
ematic technigues in subsequent productions such as
Some Trace of Her, Wunschkonzert, Orlando or Fréu-
lein Julia, collaborating with 59 Studio— multi-award-
winning creative team based in London and New York,
specializing in large-scale, story-driven artworks, stage
shows, and immersive experiences. Over time, they be-
gan referring to their collaborative productions as “live
cinema,” constructing film sets on stage with actors
operating the cameras and performing their roles while
being filmed. For certain details, such as close-up facial
expressions or precise hand movements other actors are
filmed in a different corner or side of the set—and these
projections seamlessly replace the live actor’s perfor-
mance in those moments. This technique creates a hybrid
performance, where the live action and cinematic details
complement each other to enhance the storytelling, with

the audience both watching the result and witnessing
how it is being made.

Through this innovative fusion of stage performance
and film, Mitchell redefined the narrative possibilities
of theater. Her feminist approach has allowed her to re-
frame histories and narratives, placing women’s experi-
ences squarely at the center. By leveraging technology,
particularly video, she directs attention to the emotional
and psychological landscapes of her female characters.
This focus not only gives women agency within the nar-
rative but also challenges traditional gender roles, al-
lowing their voices and struggles to be heard more pow-
erfully on stage.

Following Mitchell’s groundbreaking work in blend-
ing stage performance with real-time cinema, another
pioneering figure, Simon McBurney, has redefined the
live performance experience by integrating experimen-
tal sound techniques and immersive stagecraft, further
expanding the boundaries of contemporary theater. One
production that showcases McBurney’s experimental
approach is The Encounter (2016). Here, creative sound
design and immersive stagecraft come together to en-
velop audiences in a sensory experience that blurs the
lines between reality and performance.

The Encounter adapts a book by Petru Popescu about
a National Geographic photographer’s expedition in the
Amazon. In this production, the audience wears head-
phones, immersing themselves in a sound environment
that redefines the boundaries of storytelling. The perfor-
mance is enhanced by live Foley work, intricate looping
soundscapes, and vocal-modifying microphones, with
the standout feature being the use of binaural sound.
This technique mimics the way human ears naturally
perceive sound, creating a heightened sense of real-
ism and spatial awareness. For example, when an actor
speaks without changing position on stage, the sound is
perceived as coming from behind the audience, or when
a sound moves from one side of the head to the other,
the listener experiences it as though it’s happening in
real-time around them—much like how we naturally per-
ceive direction and distance with our own ears.

While the integration of digital technologies has ex-
panded the boundaries of theater, it also presents chal-
lenges. Over-reliance on technology can sometimes shift

holds the title of the most expensive theatrical production in the world, with a budget of 165 million dollars.
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focus away from the core elements of storytelling and
artistic expression, potentially overshadowing the per-
formance itself. Moreover, digital tools require special-
ized technical expertise and resources, which can pose
financial and logistical challenges for theater companies.
There’s also the risk of technical malfunctions disrupting
a performance, which could undermine the immersive
experience. Additionally, the presence of screens and
projections may create a sense of detachment between
performers and the audience, diminishing the immediate,
live connection that theater traditionally offers. Balanc-
ing these technological advancements with the essence
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