


ABSTRACT

This research examines how writers can exploit the affordances of digital media to shape
narrative experiences towards readerly interactions; that is, activities and behaviours
distinct to literacy that give pleasure to the reader. Creating digital literature requires a
multi-disciplinary approach, as it borrows language and design tools from games, film,
visual arts, music, and creative writing. Despite being placed at this artistic confluence,
works of digital literature are usually designed and critiqued based on gaming
interactivity (Uglow 2014). My research seeks to address this imbalance by creating a
story application for the tablet called Limerence. In producing Limerence, | propose a

new framework to design digital literature: the transmedia triangle.

In this exegesis, | draw on the work of Marie-Laure Ryan to classify how digital
narratives can present interactivity, analysing three case studies through a transmedial
narratology framework: Gone Home (2013), Journey (2012), and Device 6 (2013). From
these case studies, | have furthered my understanding of readerly interactions.

I then explored these concepts further through the creation of two minor studio projects.
The first is a game-novel, a classic pathfinding adventure for middle-grade readers, titled
Choose Your Own Death. The second is a community-based arts project called Player
One/Player Two, where | acted as writing editor and co-producer. This project was
produced by the Edge, State Library of Queensland, and was exhibited at the In Real Life
Festival (2015). The processes of developing these early studio works honed my skills to
create my major research output Limerence. This story application presents themes of
voyeurism, love, and friendship facilitated through social media platforms. Its creation
occurred in three iterations, each version being exhibited and refined based on audience
feedback. This led to the final identification of three distinct types of readerly interactions
present in my work: controlling rhythm through digital tmesis, solving multimodal

riddles, and exploring spatialTtemporal framing.



In addition, as part of my studio practice, | conducted a series of interviews with
practitioners in the fields of games, writing, and transmedia. Their insights combined
with my studio output led to the development of the transmedia triangle. This model
realigns digital narratives to consider gaming, readerly, and filmic interactions equally. It
offers a new approach for digital writers to shift away from hybrid reading-gaming
interactivity and to focus instead on the pleasure of the reader when designing for

interactivity.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Digital literature: Literary works that take advantage of the capabilities and contexts
provided by the stand-alone or networked computer. It has also been described as works
that are fiborn digitalo to discriminate it from books that are purely reproduced on an
electronic reader and does not add a layer of meaning-making to the reading process
(Electronic Literature Organisation n.d). Refers to the same cultural phenomenon as
electronic literature but the term digital literature appears to be in common usage

Electronic literature: See Digital Literature

Freytagos pyramid: Gustav Freytagos theory of dramatic structure, also referred to as a
dramatic arc, includes exposition, rising action, climax, falling action and denouement.

Game genres: Video games have different genres, some of which are as follows:

Platformer game: the player guides an avatar to navigate between suspended
platforms, ledges, staircases or other physical objects to progress the game. It is
typically depicted as a scrolling horizontal or vertical game screen; e.g.,Super
Mario Bros

Fighting game: the player controls an avatar and engages with close combat with
an opponent; e.g., Streetfighter

Simulation game: designed to simulate aspects of reality; e.g., SimCity

Interactive onion: Categorisation system for interactive stories devised by Marie-Laure
Ryan (2011). Interactivity in digital texts is like an onion with different layers of skin.
Interactive text that concerns story presentation sit within the outer layer of the onion
design, while text that penetrates the core of the story reaches the inner layers of the
onion (Ryan 2011, 37).

Intertextuality: Refers to the presence of a text A in a text B to provide additional
meaning to by the comparison between the texts. Text A and B can both be literary texts
or one can be a social or cultural text chosen to shape the readerds interpretation of the
literary text. For example, the Great Gatsby alludes to works by Benjamin Franklin,
another story of the 6American dreamd. Forms of intertextuality include parody, allusion,
commentary and pastiche (Moraru 2005, 2567161).

Intermediality: Refers to texts of a given medium that send tendrils towards other media.
For example, a cross-medial adapation of film to video game, references within the text
to other media objects, a literary text that references filmic technique such as a montage,
the musicalisation of literature, or ekphrasis (Ryan 2014, 9).
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Multimodality: The use of several semiotic modes in the design of a semiotic product or
event, together with the particular way in which these modes are combined (Kress 2003,
20).

Non-linear narrative structures: A narrative technique where events are portrayed out
of chronological order. As opposed to linear storytelling where narrative follows a pattern
of causality eg A happened, then B happened, then C happened, non-linear storytelling
can present story outside this logical, chronological sequence.

Embedded narrative: The narrative content is pre-generated by the game
designer who strategically plants the bones of the story in the space (the nodes)
and leads the players to find the information (Jenkins 2004).

Emergent narrative (game): A narrative arises from the playerds interaction with
the game world. The specifics of the storyline are unknown to the game designer
beforehand; e.g., The Sims.

Maze: The maze can be a labyrinth or multicursal. The labyrinth is a unicursal
path that winds towards a centre but there is no wrong turn. The multicursal maze
has many paths filled with false leads and dead ends but there is only one correct
unicursal path (Doob 1992).

Network: Nodes loop around in a cyclical structure so there are several pathways
to get to the same node.

Open world game: Game where players move freely through a virtual world.
While there is considerable freedom in the objectives of the gamed®players can
choose to explore the space, collect artefacts, complete pre-defined tasksthere is
still some form of structured events that curate the experience.

Sandbox game: Sometimes used interchangeably with 6open world game
structured; however, sandbox stresses playful creativity on the part of the player.
For example, Minecraft is a sandbox game because the player builds freely
(within the game engine limitation) but there are no structured events.

Sea anemone: Each node can expand along multiple pathways that do not
necessarily converge at a later point. It is suitable for narrative frameworks such
as a searchable database.

Participatory dichotomy: Categorisation system devised by Marie-Laure Ryan (2006)
for forms of interactivity based on userbs relation to the virtual world. It is adapted from
Espen Aarsethds typology of user functions in cybertext. Ryan proposes two binary
pairings:

Exploratory/Ontological mode
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In exploratory mode, users navigate the system but their actions do not alter the
plot. In ontological mode, the actions of the user drive the narrative onto forking
paths.

Internal/External mode

In internal mode, users projects themselves as members of a virtual world by
identifying with an avatar in first person or third person perspective. In external
mode, users are situated outside the virtual world and play as a 6god-liked figure
navigating the world from above.

Transmedia storytelling: Relates to stories that unfold across multiple media platforms,
with each new text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole. In the

ideal form, each medium does what it does best; for example, a story may be introduced
in a film, expanded through novels and television and game play (Jenkins 2006, 957196).

Transliteracy/Transliterate: The ability to read, write, and interact across a range of

platforms, tools and media, from signing and orality through handwriting, print, TV,
radio and films, to digital social networks (Thomas et al. 2007).
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This research project stems from a desire to explore my evolving identity as a
transliterate writer and reader in the digital age. In the past decade, technology-driven
changes in entertainment media have facilitated new forms of multimodal storytelling. It
has becoming increasingly common for readers to perform outside the normative readerly
tasks expected to interpret digital narratives. The first digital story | read was Kate
Pullingerds Inanimate Alice (2005), a web-based work that incorporates motion graphics,
music, games and narrative simultaneously. At the time, | felt that this seminal work
heralded the identity of the digital reader®someone who could translate the juxtaposition
of various text systems to make meaningful stories. As an undergraduate, | trained as an
animator but moved towards script and novel writing. Yet the power of visual storytelling
remains a strong driver in my practice as | consistently seek ways to conflate the writerly
aspects through language-based applications. | was excited about the prospects of
electronic literature; however, when | further investigated it, | found that many of the
works were inaccessible due to their experimental nature such as hypertext or kinetic
poetry. Other pieces were technologically focused gimmicks that overshadowed the
essence of the narrative. | wondered in awe at the technological feat of these digital
works, but ultimately | was left feeling that the story had no resonance. The readerly
aspects were hopelessly tangled in the workos ergodic execution. | developed the major
studio project Limerence out of frustration; a desire to prove that the transposition of
readerly forms into a digital format could maintain an essential ébookishness6.

Specifically, my research question is as follows:

How can writers utilise the affordances of digital media to shape narrative experiences

for readerly interactions?

In designing a story application for the tablet, | aim to explore how the digital writer can
exploit the affordances of the tablet platform to present non-linear narrative structures
that resonate with readers. Limerence is a story about love, friendship, and social
connections in cyberspace. The term éLimerenced was coined by psychologist Dorothy

Tennov in 1979 to describe a compulsive addiction involving intrusive and obsessive
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thoughts, feelings, or behaviours towards another person and an acute longing for
emotional reciprocation. The story application Limerence explores how this addiction is
played out online. It follows the life of Clarice Mahon, a twenty-something 6singletond
who has just secured her dream job in a photography studio. She is romantically
entangled with her friend Joe Brody but cannot convince him to leave his wife. In an
effort to re-organise her life, she hires (and then becomes obsessed with) her life coach
Richard Wiley. When she finds out that Wiley has also deceived her, she uses social
media to exact vengeance. Limerence explores themes of voyeurism, the evolving nature
of human connections, and the curation of social realities in online spaces. The story
takes place over websites, blogs, Instant Messenger, and a Facebook-type application to
play with the vernacular and structure of virtual conversations. Clarice is an unreliable
narrator; she curates her public face for a particular audience while her private messages
reveal a different reality. More significantly, Limerence is a commentary on the way our
culture digests mediad®the way that media has been embedded into our daily lives, our

guilty, voyeuristic pleasure, and our addiction to being online (Cash et al. 2012).

This exegesis is divided into two parts. The initial enquiry that catalysed my PhD project
was whether the affordances of digital media could present non-linear narrative structures
for readerly interactions. The first part (Chapters 174) provides background information
on narrative structures and forms, drawing on existing scholarship to contextualise my
research question. The second part (Chapters 5T9) documents the evolution of this
research topic through the practical components of the project; that is, my studio work,
the development of the Limerence application, and my subsequent findings on the digital
writing and reading experience. To complete this research and visual outcome, I have
employed a practice-based methodology consisting of a three-pronged approach: studio
experiments, practitioner interviews, and critical reflection. The creative artefact is the
basis for the contribution to new knowledge within practice-based research; as such, the
studio experiments make up the bulk of my work. By triangulating the enquiry into three
components, | have optimised strategies to probe theoretical, cultural, and technical

aspects of the research question in order to gain new insights.

I will briefly outline the chapters of this exegesis here.
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Chapter 2 outlines the historical context of digital literature. Due to the multi-disciplinary
nature of this practice, the terminologies, theories and applications are woven together
from the fields of game, film, and literature. My supervisors Dr Andi Spark and Dr Sally
Breen approached my research from their respective expertise in animation and creative
writing, often demonstrating through their feedback how different disciplines apply
similar techniques to storytelling. Furthermore, | was often met with conflicting advice
and opinions regarding how to approach the creative development pipeline when
discussing my research among work colleagues within the Animation and Games
departments at Griffith Film School. The initial idea for the transmedia triangle model is
a direct result of my numerous departmental debates. This is hardly surprising, as
multimodality is a natural extension of media convergence. However, it appears that
many practitioners are still perplexed as to how to approach design when combining
moving images, sound, written language, and games. Often, one mode dominates while
the expressive range of other modes is not done justice. This chapter discusses
commonality between the terminologies and issues arising from the convergence of
literatured, and éinteractive narrativesd, and highlights the need to develop an unbiased

framework when evaluating these works.

Chapter 3 discusses the transmedial narratology approach | took to my practice-based
research. Transmedia narratology is a paradigm that does not privilege any one form but
considers the relationship between form and media as essential in the meaning-making
process. Through this lens, | explore the concept of digital affordances proposed by
media theorists such as Lev Manovich, Marie-Laure Ryan, and Janet Murray, and |
describe the adaptation of non-linear narrative structures in the digital space. Ryanbs
interactive onion and participatory dichotomy (terms I define in this chapter) become a
taxonomical foundation for understanding how media affordances can manipulate these
non-linear narrative structures. Chapter 4 is a narrative analysis of digital narratives,
where | use Ryands user binary classification system and interactive onion to evaluate

technical aspects of story structure and interactivity. The works were carefully selected
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based upon recommendations from my supervisors, notable scholars, and practitioners in
the fields of transmedia, games, films, and literature, as well as reviews from reputable
sites such as The Literary Platform, Gamasutra, and Rock Paper. Simogods Device 6
(2013), Fullbright Companyds Gone Home (2013) and ThatGameCompanybs Journey
(2012) are presented as case studies to examine in depth how works can be designed for
readerly impact. | show how Device 6 (2013) elaborates on comic theorist Scott
McCloudos éinfinite canvasé metaphor by considering the pleasure of the reader in its
spatial design. The extensive analysis of Ryangs interactive onion and McCloudds infinite
canvas sets the direction for my practical experiments in exploring readerly experiences

in the digital space.

Having concluded the first part of the exegesis, in the second part, | describe a practice-
based methodology as being the most logical choice for this research as | consider myself
primarily a creative practitioner, who realises answers through my art. As creative arts
researcher Linda Candy (2006) asserts, fiPractice based research is an original
investigation undertaken in order to gain new knowledge partly by means of practice and
the outcomes of that practice.o In developing my major studio project Limerence, |
explored two non-linear narrative structures in digital literature. These precursor projects
form the basis of Chapter 6. The first project is a classical path-finding adventure novella
for young readers titled Choose Your Own Death; the second is an exhibition installation

with audio story called Player One/Player Two.

Choose Your Own Death is an adaptation of a physical book to a tablet application. It
highlights basic issues with user design interface and moves my research away from
gamification techniques. The second project Player One/Player Two consists of twelve
work stations installed in an exhibition space that each feature visual or interactive
gaming elements as well as an audio story component. The audience meanders between
the stations in any order, forming a physical enactment of an open world narrative
structure. This project provides insight into how physical space can be translated
virtually. These initial studio experiments narrowed my scope to focus on how narratives

can be shaped using the spatialTtemporal affordance of digital media.
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Chapter 7 documents three iterative cycles of the Limerence application. The first
iteration was shortlisted for the 2014 New Media Writing Prize at Bournemouth
University, UK. The second version was exhibited in 2015 at the Mix Bath Digital
Conference, UK, and the exhibition at The Edge, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane.
This provided a platform to refine and further test the design for its third iteration. In the
process of completing the Limerence project, | identified several areas in design where
readerly interactions can be implemented, which | detail in Chapter 8: digital tmesis,
multimodal riddles, and infinite canvas. Digital tmesis is an extension of Bartheso reader-
response theory of tmesis: the pacing of stories generated by the reader as opposed to the
writer. Multimodal riddles move away from the type of lateral puzzle-solving that is
prevalent in game design towards a literary puzzle-solving where modes are juxtaposed
to form a mixed semiotic system that requires a high degree of interpretation from the
reader. The infinite canvas is a metaphor borrowed from comic book theorist Scott
McCloud (2000), which urges designers to replace the restrictive process of fitting the
page layout onto a screen with the infinite possibility of an endless canvas framed by a
screen. This forms the foundation for how the tablet device can harness the spatialT

temporal dimension of the story experience.

In addition to identifying these readerly interactions, the process of creating my studio
work articulates a new approach to designing digital literature. Transmedial narratology
serves as an appropriate framework that takes into consideration the expressive powers of
all forms while acknowledging media in the creation rather than just the transmission of
story. However, practitioners, critics and audiences still lean towards interactivity as a
gauge to assess works, in particularly the types of interactivity associated with games. |
propose a new model, éthe transmedia triangled, to re-align interactivity to consider
gaming, readerly and filmic interactions equally. For digital writers, the interactive focus
could be on digital tmesis, placing the writer as conductor of the experience or it could
focus on the power of multimodal riddles, combining the visual aspects with the writerly.
Due to time and cost constraints, | do not attempt to create a comprehensive list of all the

types of readerly interactions that can exploit the affordances of digital media; rather, |
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choose to focus exclusively on non-linear narratives. However, this does not mean that
linear narratives have no place in the digital realm. Likewise, I briefly mention filmic/
visual interactivities in my transmedia triangle, but have excluded any real, in-depth

discussion in this area for the same reason.

My research contributes to a growing body of work that seeks to evolve the specific field
of digital writing so that it does not become a hybrid of or subsumed by the related
disciplines of games or film. While it is inevitable that the convergence of media will
tighten the gaps between these creative practices, it is worthwhile exploring these liminal
spaces instead of relying on the process to occur organically. What techniques and
structures can be adopted or manipulated from various modes to suit a readerly
interaction so that digital literature finds its own aesthetic form in the digital age? To
explore this research area thoroughly requires a broader understanding of how media

convergence has operated throughout history, and I turn to this in the following chapter.
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Chapter 2: The Convergence of Media

Communication theorist Henry Jenkins (2006, 2) defines the convergence of media as
fithe flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple
media industries and the migratory behaviour of media audiences who would go almost
anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they wanto. The
convergence of media is not a new phenomenon. In the 1800s, the Lumiere Brothers
patented the motion picture camera that led to the convergence of photography, music,
and theatre to create modern cinema. In the 1920s, the radio was broadcast into peopleds
homes. It was originally utilised to disseminate news but also contributed to the growing
industry of mass entertainment in the form of popular music concerts and radio plays.
Thirty years later, television superseded radio as the dominant form of mass media,
communication and entertainment expanding on the episodic and serial storytelling
forms. Victorian-era parlour games around the fire evolved to more sophisticated board
games in the twentieth century for entertainment. Board games continued to hold a
relatively small place in mass media forms of entertainment until games moved to the
screen in 1972, when Atari Inc. launched the arcade game Pong heralding the rise of

interactive media.

Jenkins (2006, 3) asserts that ficonvergence represents a cultural shift as consumers are
encouraged to seek out new information and make connections among dispersed media
content.0 Yet, past experiences show that when media converges, the cultural shift to
adopt the new form is slow and often met with resistance and trepidation. In 1992, The
New York Times published an article titled iThe End of Bookso (Coover 1992) that
suggested that through the rise of hypertext, avant-garde computer hackers and
cyberpunks would result in the death of books. Jenkins (2006, 14) dismisses the cultural
fear that convergence means new media will displace old media: iA mediumds content
may shift, its audience may change and its social status may rise and fall ... but once a
medium establishes itself as satisfying some core human demand, it continues to function
within the larger system of communication options.0 A recent survey from Pew Research
Centre (2013) showed that although e-readers were on the rise, parents valued print books

more than their electronic counterparts for reading to children. It could be the case that
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parents assign more legitimacy to the familiar form they grew up with. However, a study
presented at the 2016 ACM Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI
2016) revealed distinct differences in how readers process information between reading
on digital and non-digital platforms. The study found that subjects who read textual
information on a digital mobile device were able to recall concrete details but those who
read the same information on a physical print-out performed better on abstract
interpretation and problem-solving relating to the text (Flanagan and Kaufman 2016).
Another randomised study testing school children in Norway found that students who had
read texts in print scored significantly higher on reading comprehension tests that those
who had read the texts digitally (Mangen, Walgermo, Broonick 2012). These studies
suggest that reading for education versus pleasure may become a driver for the shifting
preference between physical and electronic books.

The Buggleso iconic song Video Killed the Radio Star (1979), in which songwriters
Downes, Horn and Woolley predicted the impact of the new video medium on future
musicians who would have built their career on the radio, was appropriately the first
music video broadcast on the new MTV channel in 1981. However, The Bugglesd
prediction was incorrect: television may have replaced the radio at the time as the
dominant mainstream, storytelling form but this has freed up the radio to become focused
on music distribution. Furthermore, Internet technology has resurrected audio narratives
in the form of podcasts spearheaded by broadcasters such as This American Life and
Radiolab. Although further research is required to understand cognitive learning between
print and electronic text, preliminary data suggest that the electronic book will not replace
its physical counterpart, but content, function, and audience will continue to shift until an

equilibrium is reached between the two mediums.

Throughout history, art forms and media have been intrinsically linked. Art forms evolve
because media have been combined, separated and re-mixed, but it is short-sighted to
view this as a one-way transaction as it downplays the importance of the role of media.
Media theorist Marshall McLuhan (2001) summed up the significance of media with his
famous aphorism fiThe medium is the messageo. This does not mean that content is

unimportant but that the power of the media on society is profound. In relation to the
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railway, McLuhan argues that on a macro level it was unimportant whether trains carried
people, food, or fuel. What was significant was the way the railway changed peopleds
ideas and their relations and interactions by closing distances and changing patterns of
leisure activities. Put another way, historian Lisa Gitelman (2008, 7) defines media firstly
as a technological delivery system that enables communication but, equally importantly,

as a set of social or cultural practices that has grown up around that technology.

Just as audiences need to learn the rules of engaging with new media art forms through
trial and error, so do creators who design content for new delivery platforms. When new
media give rise to new art forms, there is a period of self-consciousness. These emerging
art forms are innovative and experimental but are also deeply rooted in the past,
borrowing from what came before (Jenkins, Thorburn and Sewell 2003). For example,
early films imitated the staging of theatre. Georges M®li sb early dtrickd films drew on the
special effects of a theatrical magic show and did not contain significant plot. His films
such as The Vanishing Lady (1896) and The Haunted Castle (1897) consisted of a single
long, stationary shot, staged at eye level as if Mélies was seeing exactly what the
audience in a theatre would see. The actors borrowed the gestures and movement of stage
magicians building up and then revealing the trick. Mélies moved towards developing
cinematic language with his famous work Le Voyage dans la Lune (1902). Unlike his
earlier works, this film has a complicated plot about a group of astronomers, who fly to
the moon, explore the surface, fight aliens and return to Earth victorious. This plot is
revealed by using cross-dissolve to segue between different scenes. Edwin Porter further
pioneered editing with his body of works, the most famous of which is The Great Train
Robbery (1903). By cutting up film footage and re-arranging the order, he could show
that events were happening at different locations but at the same time. Prior to this, the
Lumiere Brothersd cinematograph recorded, processed, and projected the film. The
brothers were more interested in the spectacle of the new technology than in its potential
as a moving image art form. Louis Lumiere infamously declared in an unsourced
anecdote that 6the cinema is an invention without a future.d6 When the brothers first
screened the Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat (1895) in a theatre, the audience apparently

panicked at the sight of the cinematographic train dashing towards the crowd and ran out
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of the room thinking a real train was approaching (Karasek 1994). This reaction
highlights that although the Lumiere Brothers vision for the cinematograph was to
showcase its technological powers, they had underestimated the power of the machine for
storytelling. Our cultural sense to wonder at novel objects before questioning their
usefulness persists in all new media forms (Gunning 2008, 397143). In 2014, MIT Media
Lab designed a sensory physical book based on the novel The Girl That Was Plugged In
by James Tiptree. Their concept was to introduce a new level of immersion for readers
through touch and temperature. The prototype had LED lights embedded in the cover that
changed colour to signify mood, as well as a sensory vest worn by the reader to vibrate
and change temperature and pressure to increase heart rate during tense moments in the
story. In a review, journalist Carolyn Cox (2014) criticised it as detracting from the
reading experience: fiScientists say sensory fiction will increase immersion in the story
and hopefully slow the exodus from printed books to e-readers, but 16m just glad that
pesky imagination part has finally been taken out of it!o Coxds flippant assessment is that
Media Labds sensory book may be innovative from a technological standpoint, but the
design is flawed because it ignores that when readers use their mindds eye to fill in the
gaps between the text, they are emotionally and physically moved by the impact of the
words. This became a focal point for the development of my research enquiry into

readerly pleasures.

From the Lumiere Brothers to MIT Media Lab, designers who use new technology create
with the primary intention to instil marvel at its 0magicald abilities. The next stage is to
experiment with form often borrowing from old technology such as the appropriation of
theatre to early cinema. This often results in self-conscious works exacerbated by our
cultural disconnect with the new art form. As resistance and fear dissolves, audiences
become empowered finding new ways to engage with the media and to incorporate it into
their daily lives. Transmedia producer Mike Jones (pers. comm., Sept 2014) from Portal
Entertainment asserts that the faudience will always come back to the story even if it
means mastering a new technology platformo. Furthermore, the threat of extinction of old
media has caused resurgence for the nostalgic; a recoil effect driving artists to return to

the physical formats as creative anachronisms. For example, Quentin Tarantino shot his
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film The Hateful Eight (2015) on the classic 70mm film and the resurgence in the
popularity of arcade games, physical books, and vinyl records as objets doart to be
displayed in private collections, entertainment venues and museums supports this theory.
Storytellers have always weathered a shifting landscapeAtraditional versus new forms,
analogue versus digital media. My research focuses on the current transitory period where
artists are testing the balance between media and story, where tools and language from
various artistic disciplines are appropriated, and where audiences are finding new cultural
meaning from these experiences. In this temporal phase, various terminologies have
emerged describing similar forms. This next section dissects the key terms dtransmediad,
omulti-platformd, dinteractive narrativesd and ddigital literatured as temporary placeholder

terms that describe a convergent art practice.

2.1 Is it Transmedia?

In the past thirty years, the rise of the machine has catalysed the convergence of media.
Henry Jenkins used the term 6transmediad in 2001 to describe fithe development of
content across multiple channels. As producers more fully exploit organic convergence,
storytellers will use each channel to communicate different kinds and levels of narrative
information, using each medium to do what it does best.o In the ideal form, the
storytelling potential of each medium should be considered so that that a story might be
introduced in a film, side-characters can be explored through television, novels, or
comics, and its world might be experienced through game play (Jenkins 2003). As the
commercial value of transmedia became evident to the entertainment industry, the
boundaries between transmedia and franchising became blurred, but Jenkins (2007; 2011)

maintains that branding is only one component of this storytelling form.

The resurgence of the Lego brand in the mid-2000s is an exemplar of how companies can
capitalise on the power of transmedia. Since the 1980s, there has been a small community
of fan-made dbrick filmso. Australian filmmaker Lindsay Fleay made one of the earliest
sequences of works, titled The Magic Portal (1985), with funding from Australian Film
Commission. Lego referenced this significant work in their widely popular The Lego
Movie (2014) when the character Emmet jumps into the abyss near Lord Businessd tower

and passes through 6The Magic Portald tube. The momentum of fan-made brick flicks
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grew with online communities such as Brickfilms, Brickflicks, and My Lego Network.
The toy manufacturer expanded on their empire, with franchises such as Lego Star Wars
and Bionicles producing toys, games and television tie-ins. While there is justifiable
concern from parents and advocacy groups such as the Australian Communications and
Media Authority (ACMA\) that television programming for children should remain
focused on quality entertainment and education, restricting the advertisements of tie-in
merchandise, the Lego example demonstrates how toys can be an integral part of
childrends development through play. Game designer Jesse Schell asserts that toys can

provide a gateway to story, fuelling childrends imagination within the story universe:

In May of 1977, the film Star Wars premiered... the toys were a tremendous
success...Some people believe that selling this kind of merchandise is just a way
to cash in on hype and that ultimately, it cheapens a film... But for most children...
they were a gateway into the Star Wars universe. For if you observed children
playing with them, you would notice something very strange. Seldom would they
act out scenes from the movie... instead, they would make up all kinds of stories
featuring these characters. (Schell 2008, 336)

Perhaps, the debate of what is meaningful transmedia is best summed up by experience

designer Steve Peters in this tongue-in-cheek flowchart:
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@ Steve Peters (www.about. me/stevepeters)

Figure 1 Steve Peters Flow Chart Defining Transmedia Storytelling.
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Peters succinctly encapsulates the cultural backlash against the generic usage of this term
in his final stage: iNow come up with a new name for what you do otherwise people will
just think you make € (a crummy entertainment franchise)!0 There are endless examples
of profit-spinning franchises parading under the buzz of étransmediad but examples such
as the Lego franchise are pertinent reminders of how fan-driven participation culture can
drive an innovative story world. Transmedia consultant Robert Pratten broadens the
definition of transmedia into a more practical model that fits both commercial

entertainment enterprises and independent, experimental works.
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Figure 2 Robert Pratten Types of Transmedia 2011.

Reproduced from Getting Started in Transmedia Storytelling CC license.

The x-axis represents the number of platforms used to tell the story and the timing of
these story events across the platforms, while the y-axis represents narrative space.
Buchholz and Jahn (2005, 552) describe narrative space as the fiphysical existing
environment in which characters live and moveo. In the next chapter, 1 will dissect the
concept of narrative space further®in particular, its role in suspending the audiencebs

disbeliefdbut for the purpose of understanding Prattends model, narrative space is a
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single plot line (one story) made up of one set of characters in a specific world at a
specific time (Pratten 2011). A new set of characters can be created in this particular
world and time to form a new narrative space that extends the story world. Alternatively,
the same set of characters can be transported to another time and space to create a third

narrative space.
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Figure 3 Identifying Extensions to an Existing Story 2016.
Adapted from Robert Pratten
Getting Started in Transmedia Storytelling, 2011.

In the case of the Lego franchise, the Lego universe is composed of the Lego building
block environment, which is both an aesthetic style and a play mechanic that stimulates
the imagination through customisable building. The Lego Island (1997) game involves
the player customising the city and building vehicles. The plot of The Lego Movie (2014)
centres on an ordinary construction worker, Emmet Brickowski, on a quest to defeat Lord

Business by banding together with a group of master builders. Lego fan and artist Warren
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Elsmore recreates iconic movie scenes using Lego in Brick Flicks (2014), while real life

dmaster builderd Ryan McNaught exhibits his artworks in museums.

Figure 4 Brick Man Experience 2015. Exhibition at Convention Centre, Brisbane

The Lego universe is therefore composed of multiple narrative spaces and platforms

united by an aesthetic style and mode of playing.

It is important to extend the concept of space into virtual environments, as like its
physical counterpart, it represents concrete spaces. Hank Green and Bernie Suds The
Lizzie Bennett Diaries (hereafter, The LBD) from 2012 also falls under transmedia even
though it appears to be told through a single narrative space on one platform. This web
native story is a modernised version of Jane Austends Pride and Prejudice adapted
primarily as a YouTube web series, with additional content released through other social
media platforms such as Twitter and Tumblr. The original characters of Pride and
Prejudice have been displaced to the virtual world. Not only has the story shifted to a
modern society but it has also been forced through the lens of online culture. In this case,
each social media channel almost becomes a discrete narrative space within the world of
the web. In addition, the Internet may be considered one platform but the social media
channels such as YouTube, Twitter, and Tumblr have such cultural currency that they act

as independent story platforms. | explore the concept of the representation of virtual
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spaces in my studio practice in my major work Limerence, which, like The LBD, exists

on one platform (the tablet) but uses social media as discrete virtual environments.

The cross over between adaptations and transmedia storytelling come under the same
scrutiny from transmedia purists as franchises and brands. The Emmy award-winning The
LBD raises the question of how to critique translations between media forms. Should it be
judged based on the fidelity to the source material or the adaptive qualities to the new
media? A straight adaptation from book to film may transfer content between platforms
but it is not necessarily transmedia unless it combines radical intertextuality and
multimodality (Jenkins 2011). However, all adaptations require a degree of interpretation
to suit the new media and, in some cases, can be highly transformative as the shift
between media allows audience to draw new meanings (Dena 2009). The challenge for
practitioners is to harness the inherent affordances of different media to create innovative
representations of the same content. The LBD uses Twitter cleverly to develop secondary
plot lines, such as how Caroline Bingley constantly tweets Darcy who brushes her off.
Fans of the original text will also appreciate the interpretation of Kitty Bennet as a cat
whose twitter tagline reads fi@thelydiabennet is my master and | follow her everywhereo
and Mary Bennet, who is recast as a cousin with the twitter tagline iil am Mary. Never

Forgotten.o

Similar to franchising, not all adaptations fit under the umbrella of transmedia
storytelling; on one end of the spectrum, some works may be derivative, reproductions, or
limited extensions of the storyworld but, on the other end, there are cases where pushing
the same content across media channels produces a rich interplay between audiences and
story. The LBD is an example of portmanteau transmedia where a single story experience
is told over various platforms (in this case, over social media channels) such that you
need to experience all or some of the media to receive a cohesive story experience
(Pratten 2011). However, it can be argued that the bulk of the narrative is carried through
video and that it also relies on the audienceds familiarity with the canon text to fully

appreciate the translation.
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Figure 5 Robert Pratten Diagram of Portmanteau Transmedia

2011. Reproduced from Getting Started with Transmedia Storytelling CC license.

Alternative Reality Games (ARGS) provide a more definitive example of portmanteau
entertainment. Leading up to the film release of The Dark Knight (2008), Warner Bros
and 42 Entertainment released an ARG that followed a single narrative: Who will take
over control of Gotham City T Harvey Dent or The Joker? It played out online and in the
real world space. Clicking on the bat symbol of the official Dark Knight website turned
out to be the entry into the game, bringing up a patriotic picture of Harvey Dent graffitied
with the Jokerds iconic painted face and smile, and emblazoned with the slogan ¢l believe
in Harvey Dentd. This led to the IbelieveinHarveyDent website where Heath Ledgerds
Joker gave them further instructions. Over time, the website built up a fan base who
gathered at Comic Con to play the game. Real life Los Angeles became the fictional
Gotham City as fans dressed up in full Joker regalia to complete tasks, such as
scavenging the city for clues and taking photos of themselves at famous landmarks.
These clues culminated with the opening of the Dark Knight premiere, where the Joker
infiltrated the famous Bat signal with his own message. Despite being branded as
entertainment, The Dark Knight ARG is generally considered a transformative work of
transmedia, having won the prestigious Cannes Lions Cyber Grand Prix Award in 2009.
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Representing a rich interplay between audience and platform that extends the storyworld
instead of simply translating it between media sets it apart from other branded

transmedia.

Thus, the Lego franchise, The Lizzie Bennet Diaries, and the Dark Knight ARG are three
separate examples of transmedia that successfully combine various platforms and
narrative spaces. Jenkins, Dena, Pratten and many practitioners and theorists have offered
formulas and concepts for refining the boundaries of transmedia. This is not simply a
pedagogical exercise but can provide insight into innovative techniques and new
production culture for storytellers, as well as having implications for funding bodies. In
2013, Screen Australia hosted a presentation on their multi-platform funding programme.
The speaker defined transmedia as ié not marketing, not a TV show and not a film....0
(Halliday 2013). By describing it in terms of exclusion criteria, the Screen Australia
representative appeared uncertain as to what specific characteristics defined transmedia.
This ambiguity was evidenced in their evolving funding models for transmedia over the
years. In 2012, Defiant Developmentds Heroes Call was funded through Screen
Australiaés All Media Fund (Digital Ignition) program. Heroes Call is an action role-
playing game for the tablet. At the time, there was no separate category for game funding
within Screen Australia. In the following year, Screen Australia also funded several story
applications for the tablet through their Multiplatform Production program. Some of these
were narrative extensions of their childrends television production programs such as SLR
Productiondés Guess How Much I Love You (1994) based on the childrends book of the
same title. The application featured two additional episodes with touch interactivity as
well as puzzle-solving games. The Wondrous Adventures of Desmondo Ray (2016), a web
series by animator Steve Baker, was funded through the same multiplatform initiative in
2014 despite the transmission of story occurring across a single narrative space with no
added innovation in audience interaction. The same programme funded Dandelion

(2012), an original tablet application by Protein creative agency.
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o
AND CROW YOUR WINGS."

Figure 6 Galvin Scott Davis Dandelion (Screenshot from story application) 2012.

In Dandelion, the audience has to read the text, tap on the screen to move the story along,
and re-enact the child-like activity of blowing a dandelion and making a wish. Utilising
the microphone feature to shake the petals off the dandelion was a unique interaction. By
Prattends transmedia model, an application such as Dandelion does not span multiple
platforms and should technically fall under the category of ddigital literatured given it is
simply a multimodal combination of different textual systems to be interpreted within a
single media. Transmedia storyteller Christy Dena has extensively discussed the various
interpretations of what constitutes distinct media in her thesis iTransmedia Practice:
Theorising the Practice of Expressing a Fictional World across Distinct Media and
Environmentso (2009) therefore it is not the focus of this exegesis to reiterate the multiple
positions on what counts as distinct media. Instead, | shall elaborate on how innovative

storytelling can occur across discrete spaces within one platform.

Dena (2009) emphasises it is the material experience, not just the nature of the

technology that should be the qualifying trait for differentiating distinct media:
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This under-recognised phenomenon refers to expression of a (fictional) world
across physically distinct hardware or objects such as television, laptop, book,
photograph, cinema, statue or vase. The qualifying trait is its (usually) haptically-
distinct nature...An audience member or player usually has to engage with more
than one interaction technology. They may tap on a keyboard on a computer (and
listen and watch and read), as well as turn pages in a book (and read text and
images), as well as push buttons and twiddle a gaming console controller (and
watch, listen and read), as well as run through the streets or shakes hands with an

actor playing a character. (Dena 2009, 57)

At the same time, Dena acknowledges that innovation can occur in creative works within
a single media platform but spread across various spaces (such is the case of The LBD)
and does not exclude such works from the transmedia category. It appears that Screen
Australia defined émultiplatformd by innovative audience interaction with the media as
opposed to the number of discrete media. In this sense, even though Dandelion was
executed on one platform, its interactive complexity made it eligible for this funding

programme.

2.2  Massaging the Boundaries

It is unsurprising that a blurring of the boundaries between similar concepts of
transmedia, cross-media, multiplatform, digital literature, interactive narrative, and
multimodality is occurring given the polysemous nature of this convergent form. All of
these terms describe a similar sense-making experience based on narrative being
expressed through a combination of language and media systems (Bechmann Petersen
2006, 95). It is a popular position to interpret dacross mediad as being across distinct,
physical objects; hence the term étransmediad is often used interchangeably with émulti-
platformd. However, many theorists including Jenkins and Dena have already shown that
transmedia is more complex than just quantifying media platforms. Another term
commonly used in describing works of this nature is écross mediad. This term has been
variously described as ficreate once, publish anywhereo, the fiability to leverage content
over a variety of mediao and the ficreation and implementation of single graphics for a

variety of mediao (Hannele, Kangas, and Vainikainen 2004, 7). Jenkins (2013)
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differentiates cross media from transmedia because the former focuses on the use of
media channels as distribution mechanisms of the same content whereas in the latter, the

story world significantly transforms between media.

Multimodality is another term that has often been incongruously applied when discussing
transmedia. A mode is a fisocially and culturally shaped resource for making meaningo
(Bezemer and Kress 2008). Multimodality is the combination of several semiotic modes
in the design of an artefact that can be interpreted by an audience (Kress and Leeuwen
2001, 20). All cultural texts are multimodal. A newspaper is made up of written text,
photos, graphic layouts, and comics. A film is made up of moving images, sound, lighting
and performance. This echoes McLuhands (2001, 19720) pertinent reminder that the
content of any medium is also another medium. The ease of combining multiple modes
has been made more accessible by the affordances of digital technologies (Kress 2003, 5).
A transmedia story that plays out across different media will always be multimodal as
each media taps into different affordances to make narrative meaning. However, not all
multimodal stories are transmedia. Transmedia storytelling can be viewed as a specific
type of multimodal practice that focuses on how digital media resources can be combined
to make narrative signs (Jenkins 2011). At the beginning of my research, | assumed that
Limerence, as a tablet application was a transmedia project in the same way that
Dandelion the tablet application or The LBD were. These works were technically
executed over one media; Dandelion emphasised an original interaction utilising an
affordance of that media and The LBD treated each social media platform as a unique
narrative environment. However, | realised the crux of my practice was not necessarily
whether it was a work was distributed over multiple platforms but how the literary
aspects play with and against media. The focus is on transliteracy rather than transmedia.
Transliteracy is fithe ability to read, write and interact across a range of platforms, tools
and media from signing and orality through handwriting, print, TV, radio and films, to
digital social networkso (Thomas et al. 2007). Because | was primarily concerned with
how readers can map meaning between these multimodal states, | shifted my attention

towards electronic literature®its modes, media and degree of audience interaction.
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The Electronic Literature Organisation (the central research body committed to
advocating and distributing digital arts) defines electronic literature (EL) as fiworks with
important literary aspects that take advantage of the capabilities and contexts provided by
the stand-alone or networked computero (n.d). Electronic literature (EL) has also been
described as works that are fiborn digitalo to discriminate it from books that are purely
reproduced on an electronic reader and does not add a layer of meaning-making to the
reading process (Electronic Literature Organisation n.d.). EL includes forms such as
hypertext fiction and poetry, chatterbots, literary apps, interactive fiction and novels that
take the form of emails, SMS messages or blogs. In its infancy, hypertext was considered
a prominent feature of EL. Hypertext is fitext composed of blocks of words (or images)
linked electronically by multiple paths, chains or trails in an open-ended, perpetually
unfinished textuality described by the terms link, node, network, web and patho (Landow
2006, 23). The readerbs ability to choose links was purported as agency that would
transform reading and writing. However, this distinguishing technique had already been
employed by print text in the form of footnotes, endnotes, and cross-references (Hayles
2007). Subverting the sequence of writing and reading text has also been the domain of
experimental writers throughout history. Marc Saportads Composition No. 1 (1963)
consists of 150 unbound pages in a box that is intended to be shuffled by the reader to
determine the order of reading. The French writing group Oulipo imposed patterns and
links in their creation of literary works. In Georges Perecis famous Life: A Userds Manual
(1978), the reader follows the movement of the knight piece in chess to move around the
rooms and stairwells of a fictional Parisienne building encountering the stories of the
inhabitants. Similarly, Aarseth asserted that the reader of hypertext fiction could only
follow a sequence specified by the writer, which was more constraining than print. While
hypertext may offer a new way of writing, it is not a new way of reading (Aarseth 1997,
77778). Electronic poet Loss Pequeno Glazier (2002) claimed that EL lends itself to
experimental practice, disrupting traditional notions and ego-centric discourses. This
perhaps explains why the field of EL has not entered mainstream consciousness, despite
being well canvassed among academic circles. The tagline for the 2015 Electronic
Literature Organisationds conference was The End(s) of Electronic Literature. The

intention of this controversial title was to probe the boundaries of EL now that
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computational media have become ubiquitous, and transmedia practices have blurred
where EL meets other fields such as performance, literature, films and games. For the
remainder of my exegesis, | refrain from using the term delectronic literatured as it is
primarily associated with the first generation of digital writers who mainly produced
hypertext. These first generation writers used the original Storyspace software developed
by Eastgate System to create hypertext stories such as Michael Joyceds Afternoon (1987)
and Stuart Moulthropds Victory Garden (1992). These works were undoubtedly
significant at the time when the processing power of computers limited graphics,
animation, and sound, but technology has enabled modes to be combined with ease and
sophisticated interactivity beyond the click and link mechanism. In recent times, EL has

been superseded by cyber-literature, digital literature and future narratives.

The term 6future narrativesd (FNs) emerged from the Narrating Futures Project (NAFU)
funded through the European Research Council. FNs are narratives with more than one
node; that is, more than one substantiation of an event (Bode and Dietrich 2013). These
are distinct from Opast narrativeso (PNs) that are unilinear. Therefore, FNs can cut across
all fields such as books, films, and games. | do not use the term future narratives in my
exegesis as it seems to privilege literary texts even where it uses concepts from ludology.
For example, literary theorist Felicitas Meifert-Menhard (2013, 4715) discusses game
novels as part of FNs but idraw boundaries to the large (and, in many ways, interrelated)
field of computer gaming (obviously, computer games can also tell stories, but their
presentation is not based on written text, nor do they necessarily create such text) and
filmo. The term dinteractive narratived connotes a bias towards game design and

6transmediad is embroiled in the debate over the nature of distinct media.

| prefer the term ddigital literatured since it appears to offer more flexibility in terms of its
understanding of distinct media and modes. As screens become mobile, the reader is no
longer confined to a desktop. Digital literature has evolved, taking on the affordances of
tablets and phones such as the GPS, microphone and camera features. Audio stories are
on the rise as they enable audiences to experience narrative in-situ. The popular mobile
application Zombies, Run! (Alderman 2012) is an audio story that places the player as a

runner surviving a zombie apocalypse. The physical location aspect of the story adds an
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extra layer of experience for the player. These locative stories draw on the principles of
pervasive games, demonstrating that the study of digital literature is an intermedial field

spanning many practices.

It is evident that digital literature is a discipline in flux and these intermedial forms
fluctuate as they re-purpose or imitate media objects in other fields. As Jenkins (2006,
16) reminds us, ficonvergence refers to a process, not an endpointo. This process occurs
organically but leaves practitioners, audiences, and critics with a conundrum. As media
converge, what criteria do we use to assess whether the work is good? A sociologist may
frame this question within how these forms affect the social fabric of groups of people.
An art critic may only be interested in media as material tools (Ryan 2004, 15716). A
literary theorist may couch narratology within a written/ verbal language system. A
ludologist would focus on how narratives are played out in the work. As Espen Aarseth
(2015) points out, the next big question for digital literature is to work out which digital
mode to innovate and what should be privileged when critiquing digital literature. Is it the
medium, the literary aspects, the interactivity, or a new aesthetic that combines elements
from various fields? In the next chapter, | discuss the significance of approaching my
research through a transmedial narratology framework. Using this paradigm, | dissect
narrative structures to investigate in depth what criteria can be used for evaluating digital

literature.
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Chapter 3: Building a Transmedial Narratology Framework

This chapter will build the case for applying a transmedial narratology paradigm when
critiquing digital literature by discussing in-depth the affordances of old and new media,
reviewing traditional narrative structures and evaluating their transformation to digital
media. Traditional narrative has been defined by some as ia mode of verbal presentation
and involves the linguistic recounting or telling of eventso (Prince 2003, 58) that involves
a narrator addressing a narratee (Ryan 2005, 2-4; Abbott 2008, 14-15). This language-
based position, held by narratologists such as Gerald Prince (2003) and Seymour
Chatman (1978), neglects other forms of storytelling such as music, theatre and events
unfolding in real time as in a game. French structuralist Claude Bremond argued that
story is transposable between media (cited in Chatman 1978, 20); that is, a story that can
be read in a book can be performed as a ballet or enacted in film without losing its
essential properties. Certainly within the Hollywood transmedia model, it is rare to see a
stand-alone film as adaptations across media has become an essential part of a studiods
marketing strategy. It has become common place for audiences to compare book-to-film
adaptation or discuss narrative elements expanded upon in the game. There is a demand
to reassess language-based definitions of narrative, as it disregards the intrinsic
expressive powers of various media. Literary critic H. Porter Abbott (2008, 13) attempts
a media-free definition, describing narrative as fithe representation of an event or a series
of eventso. Literary theorist Marie-Laure Ryan (2004, 14) proposes a binary pairing that
acknowledges language-based versus other forms of narrative modes. The first category
distinguishes between diegetic and mimetic modes, otherwise known as éshow and tell6
storytelling. The diegetic mode assumes the story is told either verbally, through the
tradition of an oral storyteller or through language (e.g. a novel). The mimetic mode
shows the story through art forms, such as movies, theatre, dance, and the opera. The
second category distinguishes between autonomous and illustrative modes. It deals with
how any presumed knowledge of the reader influences their understanding of their text.
In an autonomous mode, the text transmits a story that is new to the reader such that they
need to problem solve the logical sequence of the story from the text. In an illustrative
mode, the text retells or adapts a story that the reader is already familiar with, for

example, the re-imagining of a fable in a pictorial form (Ryan 2004). The third category
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relates to the position of the audience member as either receptive or participatory. A
receptive audience member is an external witness who passively receives the story,
whereas a participatory audience member plays an active role in the story because the
script is not fully fleshed out. For example, a theatre performance may require
improvisation on the part of the audience or a game requires players to act through an
avatar to realise the plot. The fourth category describes plot structure as either
determinate or indeterminate. The determinate text has a specific number of plot
trajectories to make a script while an indeterminate mode contains one or two plot points
and requires the audience to create stories by connecting these points. The fifth category
of narrative defines whether the narrative is literal or metaphorical: the dliterald narrative
is specific and individualised, as opposed to grand, émetaphoricald narratives that address

broader themes of class, gender, or race.

Ryands binary pairing approaches narrative under a transmedial narratology framework

by using cognitive terms to evoke the mental image conjured up by the receiver:

Narrative involves the construction of the mental image of a world populated with
individuated agents (characters) and objects (spatial dimension). This world must
undergo not fully predictable changes of state that are caused by non-habitual
physical events: either accidents (happenings) or deliberate actions by intelligent
agents (temporal dimension). In addition to being linked to physical states by
causal relations, the physical events must be associated with mental states and

events (goals, plans, emotions). (Ryan 2005, 4)

By changing the focus, Ryan opens up the possibility for narrativity; a receiver can create
a story from any semiotic object regardless of that objectds intent to tell a story. For
instance, if | witness a woman crying on the park bench as a man walks away from her, |
might deduce that the two have just ended their relationship. This scene possesses
narrativity because of my interpretation, even if the woman has not deliberately told this
story. Ryan (2005, 6710) acknowledges that literary fiction may be the most versatile of
narrative forms, but other media can make unique contributions to narrative meaning. For
example, language cannot take into consideration the sensory quale one might experience

upon seeing a painting, the adrenaline rush of a console game, or the ineffability of live
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music. Furthermore, the sum of various media may often evoke what textual storytelling
cannot do on its own. Picture the difference between watching a muted battle scene on
screen compared to the surround sound, cinematic experience that comes with pulsing
drums, roar of charged voices as opposing sides charge and the clash of swords. In
Chapter 2, | applied an accurate albeit simplistic definition of media by Lisa Gitelman;
media is a technological delivery system with a set of attached cultural practices.
Designing digital narrative through the lens of a transmedial narratologist requires an
expansion of the concept of media to take into account how the distinct properties of

media can present and evoke narrative experiences.
3.1  Old Media/ New Media
Media can take on different meanings depending on a practitionerds perspective:

Ask a sociologist or cultural critic to enumerate media, and he will answer: TV,
radio, cinema, the Internet. An art critic may list: music, painting, sculpture,
literature, drama, the opera, photography, architectureé An artist's list would
begin with clay, bronze, oil, watercolor, fabrics, and it may end with exotic items
used in so-called "mixed-media” works, such as grasses, feathers and beer can
tabs. An information theorist or historian of writing will think of sound waves,

papyrus scrolls, codex books, and silicon chips. (Ryan 2003)

For this reason, transmedial narratology defines media only as it pertains to narrative.
Ryan (2005, 14717; 2014, 29730) asserts that media can affect narrative on three levels:
semiotic, technical, and cultural. The semiotic level is about the codes and sensory
channels that support various media. These can be verbal, visual and aural. Semiotics
examines the extent to which different media such as painting or sound are capable of
narration. Narrative differences ascribed to media can be further distilled into three
semiotic domains (Ryan 2004, 354). Firstly, semantics is the study of plot or story. For
example, film follows the narrative arc of the Freytag pyramid with an exposition, rising
action and climax. This narrative structure works seamlessly because of the unbroken
format of film. Television must accommodate commercial breaks so has developed a

four-act structure that is related to the original structure.
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Secondly, syntax is the study of discourse or narrative techniques. The spacing of panels
is a unique comic convention interpreted by readers as the sequence of events happening
in the story. By contrast, the sequence of images edited together in film conveys narrative
temporally. In the multimodel novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005), the
protagonist Oskar constructs the world through photos, maps, and diagrams as he
struggles to come to terms with his fatheros death in 9/11. The final pages of the novel
show the now infamous image of the anonymous ¢fallingd man, a picture that became
synonymous with the attack. In the story, Oskar re-arranges the falling man so that when
the reader flips the pages like a flipbook, the man rises, symbolising Oskarfs wish that his
father resurrects. This visual imagery has a profound impact on the story; however,
language remains the principal narrative mode of signification. If one removed the

language, the image would not make sense (Hallet 2014, 154755).

Thirdly, pragmatics has more to do with the modes of user involvement. We understand
the worldwide web or the Internet as a distinct media structure, but to make more
narrative meaning from this, we need to frame specific storytelling modes within this

structure, such as blogging, webisodes, or Twitter fiction.

Semiotics produces a broad understanding of how media can affect narrative in terms of
themes, user involvement, and techniques. Ryands second and third categories refine the
semiotic category, providing a new approach to thinking about old and new media. The
technical dimension includes both raw material supports, such as the human body for
dance, stone for sculpture, clay for pottery, as well as technological supports such as the
computer. Transmedial narratologists are not interested in those types of technology
purely for reproduction, such as a sound recording. They are interested in the
technologies that create new media objects, such as radio, telephone, print, and digital
encoding. The third area of interest for a transmedial narratologist examines the cultural
use of media artefacts (Ryan 2005, 2014). Cultural study is interested in the role of media
insofar as it influences and impacts social behaviours. It is similar to pragmatics in that it
focuses on user experiences such as fan fiction and participatory cultures. In this field,
social media is considered an independent medium even though it uses the same web

technology of blogs and other online platforms because of its profound impact on media
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ecology. My project Limerence draws on this expanded definition of media because it re-
imagines social media platforms as distinct narrative spaces in order to commentate on

how our reading habits and patterns have changed as a culture to absorb new media.

In the previous chapter, | discussed the ambiguity surrounding the term édistinct mediad.
Transmedial narratology provides a framework for analysing narrative based on the
semiotic, technical, and cultural dimensions of media. Most people know instinctively
what would classify as old (analogue) or new (digital) media: records, books, paintings
and radio are artefacts of analogue technology, while screen, Internet, video games,
mobile phones and computer-based installations fall under digital media. As the gaps
between analogue and digital technologies close, many scholars have attempted to come
up with a definitive typology for classifying digital media in order to distinguish it from
its predecessor. Lev Manovich (2001, 49764) lists five principles for analysing properties
of digital media: numerical representation, modularity, automation, variability and
transcoding. Numerical representation points out that all digital media is composed of
digital codes that are programmable. Modularity refers to how individual elements are
arranged into a larger-scale object without losing their identity. Media elements such as
sound, images, shapes or behaviours can be stored independently or remixed to form new
artefacts. The third principle specifies that the computer automates many of the
operations involved in media creation. For instance, the image editing software
Photoshop can automatically correct for colour balance or add filters for different effects.
Certain creative processes involved in creating a new media artwork can be completed
without human intentionality. The fourth principle of digital media is the potential for
infinite variations of the same media object. Computer applications are often updated to
remove bugs that were discovered after release or to deliver added functionality. Text can
be scalable to be read on devices with different screen resolutions. The audience can
customise the media composition by clicking on various subheadings within menus to
create a branching tree structure. The fifth principle of digital media considered by
Manovich to be the most substantial is transcoding: iNew media can be thought of as
consisting of two distinct layers: the écultural layert and the 6computer layerd... this
composite is the new computer culture: a blend of human and computer meanings, of

traditional ways human culture modelled the world and computerés own ways to
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represent itd (Manovich 2001, 64). In other words, transcoding is the translation of

cultural concepts/categories into computer representation.

Ryan (2004, 338) offers a different approach from Manovich to defining the dimension of
digital media based on their effects on narrativity in either a positive or negative way.
The first dimension is its reactive and interactive nature. According to Ryan, fiReactivity
refers to responses to changes in the environment... interactivity is a response to a
deliberate user actiono. The second dimension is its multiple sensory and semiotic
channels; in other words it is likely to be composed of multiple media forms. The third
dimension that distinguishes digital from analogue media is its networking capabilities. It
can connect people across space within a virtual environment. Ryands fourth dimension
of volatile signs is similar to Manovichos variability, in that it highlights the ability of
digital texts to be refreshed and rewritten. Likewise, she agrees with Manovich in
claiming that modularity is a dimension of digital media. Of these five properties, Ryan
believes that interactivity is the true distinction between legacy and digital media (2004,
338; 2006, 98).

A third view of the affordances of digital media comes from Janet Murray (2011, 51),
who asserts that the digital medium exploits the representational power of the computer.
She purports four representational properties of the digital environment: procedural,
participatory, encyclopaedic and spatial. The procedural property is fithe processing
power of the computer that allows us to specify conditional, executable instructionso
(Murray 2011, 434). It refers to game engines, search engines, sensor devices, and control
conventions. The participatory property refers to the ability of the user (or interactor) to
manipulate content. Murray asserts that the combination of the procedural and
participatory affordances creates interactivity, which leads to a feeling of agency in the
interactor. The encyclopaedic property is its capability to store large bits of information
in databases, archives, and portable media players that can be accessed in different ways
by the interactor. The fourth property is to do with how digital media represents space
such as through virtual landscapes, maps, and GPS devices. This property is not just a
function of visual representation, as text adventures can also create a sense of space in the

readerds minds. It has to do with how interactors tend to create spatial metaphors as part
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of their sense-making of the story world (Murray 2011, 66771). This aspect forms an
important element of my studio work, since | explore how non-linear narrative structures

can be applied to virtual space.

There is clearly an overlap between Manovichés, Ryands and Murraybs categorisations of
digital media. Ryan shares some of Manovichds principles on modularity and variability.
She also shares similar ideas on the participatory nature of digital media described by
Murray but Ryangs principles are purely from a transmedial narratology perspective in
that they are driven by how the media properties affect digital narrative, whereas Murray
Is positioned as a designer. She asserts that the goal of all designers should be to design
an intuitive interface that the user can navigate effortlessly (Murray 2011, 9). As an
example, the trash can icon on a computer desktop is an elegant design in that the user
intuitively understands that dragging a file into the trash will delete it as this mimics a
real-world situation. This is despite the fact that as a culture we no longer use this style of
trash can. An object that retains design cues that were of functional value in the original
artefact but serve only ornamental purposes in their current form is called a skeuomorph
(Basalla 1988). Skeumorphism can help users quickly learn new operations by
associating new representations with prior knowledge and expectations. The Apple
operating system was well-noted for its use of skeumorphs, as seen by their iBook
application that was a pine bookshelf with graphical representation of individual books,
or their Notes application that resembled a physical legal pad with lines and margin.
Skeumorphic design may ease initiates into navigating a new system by presenting an
interface with familiar schemas from their real-life experiences. Yet, game theorist
Brenda Laurel (1993, xviiTxx, 14119) suggests that when we engage with these graphical
representations, we are operating through a mediator rather than engaging directly with
the computer. She recommends thinking of the nature of humanTcomputer activity in
terms of an Aristotelian drama. In theatre, actors present imitations of reality through
their performance on a stage. The computer screen becomes the visible stage seen by the
audience with the applications operating backstage. The users are not audience members
but are actors performing actions to enact the script. Laurel claims that fidesigning
humanTcomputer experience isnit about building a better desktop. Itds about creating

imaginary worlds that have a special relationship to reality®worlds which extend and
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amplify our own capacities to think, feel and acto (Laurel 1993, 32). Like many users
uncomfortable with technology, I have certainly found skeumorphic design to be of
practical help when initiating a new application. However, | am also struck by the force
of Laurelds analogy that the screen is like a theatre stage. | am reminded of one particular
scene in the game Heavy Rain (2010) where the player has to soothe a crying baby. To do
this, the player has to perform a slow, gentle, repetitive movement with the joystick that
is reminiscent of the careful movement needed to rock a baby to sleep. The
transformation of the player into a method actor adds a layer of meaning to the humanT

computer experience.

In the long term, skeumorphic design can hinder creativity and innovation when
designing for digital narratives (Murray 2011, 11712). The e-reader is an electronic
device that repackages the content of a book from a physical to an electronic container. It
does not take into consideration the organisational features of the legacy mediadthe
chapters and pages that are essential to its dbookishnesso. It translates these bookish
features directly into the e-reader format instead of considering a more logical design,
such as a scroll bar, to enable a continuous scroll of text. Similarly, video-on-demand
distributors produce television shows that follow the narrative arc of half-hour and hour
formats produced for traditional analogue television even though they are no longer
restricted by these conventions. Designing by skeuomorphic principles is lazy because it
causes complacency about the organisational features of the particular media. The digital
medium is not simply a container for content. Murray (2011) urges designers to look for
new ways to restructure legacy formats to create satisfying interactions that exploit the

unique affordances of the digital medium.

For my research project, | borrow elements of Manovichés, Ryands and Murraybs work to
propose a hybrid categorisation of digital media: procedural, multiple sensory and
semiotic channels, interactive/participatory, spatial and transcoding. The procedural
property is the same as Manovichds automation and Ryands basic principle of
programmability. It has multiple sensory and semiotic channels (similar to Manovichos
numerical representation). It is interactive/participatory in nature. It is spatial in both a

goal-orientated as much as an experiential sense as it offers new pathways to journey
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from point A to B in a narrative. It consists of two layers, the cultural and the technical,
that can be transcoded. The possibility of meaning-making lies at their point of
intersection (Murray 2014, 12). | have selected these five properties as they address the
cultural, narrative and design aspects of digital media, providing a comprehensive
framework for my investigation. The next section revises traditional narrative structures

and discusses how they can be adapted to suit the properties of digital media.
3.2 Traditional Narrative Structures

To understand how digital media opens new narrative structures, we must first examine
classical plots. Aristotle laid down the foundation for the linear plot structure in his
treatise Poetics which stated that a story consisted of a beginning (the first act), middle
(second act, where the main action develops) and end (the third act, where the action
heightens and unravels) (Aristotle, Baxter, and Atherton, 1997, 77). He recognised two
forms of narrative: the epic and the dramatic. The distinction was primarily based on the
mode of presentation; the epic represents events through verbal narration (diegesis) and
the dramatic represents events through an imitation of action (mimesis). Playwright and
critic Gustav Freytag devised a model based on Aristotleds theory, which is referred to as

Freytags pyramid consisting of five parts (Jahn 2005, 189790) (figure 7).

Climax

Rising Action Falling Action

Exposition Denouement

Figure 7 Freytagds Pyramid 2016

49



This linear pattern of rising and falling action in storytelling remained the dominant
ideology up until 1960s when the structural narratologist VIadimir Propp (1927) analysed
a collection of Russian folk tales and identified thirty-one functions (or events) in any
narrative. Some of these functions include introduction (the villain wants something), the
body (the hero leaves on a mission), the donor sequence (the hero and villain do battle)
and the resolution (the hero returns home and is rewarded). The complete thirty-one
events are listed in appendix 1. Propp claimed that although a tale can skip events, their
unvarying order cannot be shuffled. These thirty-one functions became the building block

for writer and mythologist Joseph Campbellés seminal text The Herods Journey (1968).

Campbell ascertained t