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! ! ! ! ! Digital Textuality

! Digital textuality focuses on texts told through many media forms. The texts used 

to narrate the message takes form in different mediums. Telling a narrative through texts 

digitally, create new meaning from different mediums. McLuhan would state that, “The 

medium is the message”. The medium is the message as the digital text is the narrative. 

A narrative as Ryan would state, “Is a way to explore alternate realities and expand our 

mental horizon beyond the physical, actual world, towards the worlds of dreams, 

phantasms, fantasy, possibilities, and counterfactually” (Ryan 1). The digital platform 

creates a space for the narrative to be told in many ways. A narrative can be told 

through mediums like text, image, sound and moving image. However, the narrative 

uses the digital platform in many mediums. Mediums like text and still image coexist on 

top of one another creating layers. The narrative told on a contemporary digital 

landscape creates a different structure unlike a tangible object, like a book. This new 

structure of textuality creates digital tools, which are used to help tell the narrative. 

Digital tools are used to signify the meaning of a message. Also, digital tools help to 

communicate ideas that would not be able to achieve without a digital platform.Telling 

the narrative through an online platform in many mediums creates digital textuality. 
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! McLuhan meant that the medium is the message to describe a broader 

phenomena, “This revolution [that is, electric modes of moving information] involves us 

willy-nilly in the study of nodes and media as forms that shape and reshape our 

perceptions. For the medium determines the modes of perception and the matrix of 

assumptions within which objects are set” (Essential McLuhan 188, Ryan 27).  The 

word medium in Websterʼs Dictionary is studied as two meanings. “One, a channel or 

system of communication, information, or entertainment. Two, material or technical 

means of artistic expression” (Ryan 16). Messages are encoded through a medium to 

transmit another message once received. Thus, creating a new meaning to the 

message. Just as the nature of the linguistic sign is signified by the signifier from 

language corresponding to the thing that it names. “The linguistic sign unites, not a thing 

and a name, but a concept and a sound-image” (Saussure). A translation of messages 

are revealed through different mediums before the message is received. For example, 

“A painting must be done in oil before it can be digitalized and sent over the 

internet” (Ryan 160). The translation of objects in different mediums create different 

messages. The new digital landscape provides the translation of objects to be 

presented in many mediums to present new messages. Our class portfolios make us 

understand digital textuality and how it works. We focus on the reaction to the message 

told through different mediums on a digital platform. Like Josuha Meyrowitz, we focus 

not particularly on the content of the message, but on “the particular characteristics of 

each individual medium or of each particular type of media” (Ryan 3). In other words we 

are looking at the narrative to describe a form of narrativity however, we are looking at 

how the medium communicates the message and how we react to the signifiers and 
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objects. In class we focus our portfolio on a single object in different mediums to signify 

the message. Our portfolios, like digital textuality, “address the ways in which the 

addition of a new medium to an existing matrix of media” (Ryan 20). We also take into 

effect the reactions that are experienced by the medium. Particularly, how the narrative 

was told, which may alter the meaning of the existing message.  

! Ideally, the mediums should cohesively describe a narrative, like our class 

portfolios. However, the narrative does not need to remain the same. Jerome Bruner 

would state that the narrative being one of the two ways of thinking, argumentative or 

paradigmatic. Thus stating, “A good story and a well-formed argument are different 

natural kinds. Both can be used as means for convincing another. Yet what they 

convince of is fundamentally different: arguments convince one of their truth, stories of 

their lifelikeness” (Ryan 3). Bruner also associates the narrative with aesthetic qualities. 

A narratives aesthetic qualities serves as a feature within the medium. The aesthetic of 

the narrative creates meaning. “The idea that a picture can evoke an emotional or 

sensual response in the viewer is vital to the art, known as synaesthtics” (McCloud 

121). The meaning takes form in many layers from narrativity, fictionality and literariness 

(Ryan 4). The different forms of a narrative, create different meaning. As in the text or 

aesthetics of a narrative becomes the force of narrativity. For instance, “Comics is a 

mono-sensory medium. It relies on only one of the senses to convey a world of 

experience” (McCloud 89). 

! In painting, a centered narrative meaning, resides in an organized form. Cohering 

in a story form that is closely related or organized around a subject. Viewers relate and 

interpret the narrative to personal events creating cohesion in action, discourse and 

! Field  3



resolution or closure. “Closure allows us to connect these moments and mentally 

construct a continuous, unified reality” (McCloud 67). Take for example, M.C. Esherʼs 

lithographs, the design to most would not be considered a narrative. However, if closely 

examined, “We can read the painting narratively by seeing the repeated shapes as 

people, their body postures as gestures, their backgrounds as a spatial environment, 

and the scene represented as a pregnant moment expandable into an entire temporal 

sequence” (Ryan 155). As a viewer, we should look at the medium to not tell the 

message directly. Like M.C. Esherʼs lithographs, we should look at it with a connection 

to narrativity hidden from normal textual favored methods. The same notion can be 

applied to poetry. Specifically looking at Keatʼs poems expressing a narrative through 

symbolism. The power of a message inside of a medium can suggest a narrative, even 

if that narrative is not being implied or specific. Lessing tends to believe that the 

narrative is an absolute split of the spatial from the temporal arts. “What is seemingly 

missing in pictorial narrative is some way of ordering the visual medium. Even if clearly 

temporally distinct moments are being represented” (Steiner 150). Paul Klee would 

state, “Art does not reproduce the visible; rather it makes visible” (McCloud 123).

! To date, the definition of narrativity has remand so entangled with text. The shift 

of a narrative away from text into performance or even nonverbal narrative, is how we 

create new meaning. Creating new meaning to narrativity through texts and objects 

online define digital textuality. Digital textuality, is the platform where a narrative can 

take place in many medium forms and layers. The narrative uses devises, through 

digital tools to tell the message. We cannot define the act of narration without defining 

the object created through the context of the message. However, with the narrative, the 
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overall meaning and wholeness is given to the viewer. Rightfully put, McCloud states, 

“In fact, the general publicʼs perceptions of “great” art and “great” writing hasnʼt changed 

much in 150 years. Any artist wishing to do great work in a medium using words and 

pictures will have to contend with this attitude” (McCloud 150). What is determined 

“great” no longer matters, with digital text. Digital textuality changes up the medium. The 

nature of the narrative in a digital platform is a mix of both old and new texts. It is the 

same concept that Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin coin as “remediation”. Remediation, 

“Is the formal logic by which new media refashion prior media forms” (Ryan 31). Current 

digitalized media is transforming everyday. The comments, changes, and replacing 

other medias need each other to function. In layman's terms, media needs other medias 

to function. With mediums comes remediation to narrate messages. These current 

digital technologies allow for mediums like text, image, sound and moving image to 

remediate new narratives with new messages. 
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