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Abstract

How can concepts from literature and technology design combine to create new forms of
storytelling on mobile devices? This paper examines the theory and practice of bringing literary
techniques into mobile technology design. First I present a model of media technology evolution
which is not progressive, but atemporal—grounded in the ongoing expressive challenges of the
humanities. This theory forms the basis for what I call the exchange: temporary collaborations
between creative writers and interaction designers which lead to new forms of fiction and
communications technology. I promote close readings of literature as a starting point for the exchange,
examining specific passages for mobile storytelling inspiration and innovative means of modeling
users. I then look at nascent efforts in storytelling over mobile devices, focusing on museum tours,
grassroots organizations, artist collectives, research groups, and, lastly, my own work. In the end, I
advocate a hybrid form of “Moving Fiction,” combining mobile media characters with live actors,

music, and sensory input from the surrounding environment.
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1 Novelists, Interaction Designers, and the
Exchange

Thought is essentially infinite. What confines it is the spoken word.
Then why does man try to express himself?
I’ll tell you why: the spoken word'’s function is to humanize thought.

Rebbe Wolfe of Zhitomir as paraphrased in Elie Wiesel’s, Souls on Fire (87)

Introduction

This thesis explores how concepts from literature and technology design can combine to
create new forms of storytelling on mobile devices. Why bring these two media forms together? I
admit I have some skepticism about any technological proposals to improve, expand, augment, or
enhance the craft of writing. My wariness finds some solace, however, in the challenges the written
word encountered three millennia ago as a new communications technology. In Phaedrus, Plato
bemoans the alphabet’s displacement of the crafts of speech and listening: “I cannot help feeling,
Phaedrus, that writing is unfortunately like painting; for the creations of the painter have the attitude of
life, and yet if you ask them a question they preserve a solemn silence...if they are maltreated or
abused, they have no parent to protect them; and they cannot protect or defend themselves.” (Phaedrus,
line 275e.) The idea of a book orphaning rather than housing words may seem ridiculous now. In our
time, the book seems to be the word’s best friend. The quote exemplifies, then, the immense
challenge, even for the sharpest minds, of modeling what happens to communication as its

technologies evolve.

Professors Grusin and Bolter of Georgia Tech University look at the modern media landscape
and see a similar threat being posed to text by the power of the moving image. They claim “that
television, film, and now computer graphics threaten to remediate [in this context, “displace”] verbal
text both in print and on the computer screen—indeed, to remediate them so aggressively that they

may lose much of their historical significance.” (Remediation, p. 23).

Such language of displacement, struggle, and loss runs strongly through certain discussions of

media evolution.' Walter Benjamin set the tone for this argument with his concept of aura loss in “The

' I would define “media evolution theories™ as those which model the scientific, historical, artistic, and
socioeconomic forces that generate new means of producing, receiving, and, in turn, modeling media. Media can
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Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”, 1936.2 In this essay, Benjamin argues that
unlike the plastic arts, film brings viewers closer to the reality represented and thus loses artistic aura.
or natural distance between viewer and object. Such loss of distance is not necessarily a bad thing—
such immediacy might appeal more to the masses. The essay begins an ongoing conversation about
how media technology impacts culture. Media guru Marshall McLuhan continues this conversation
under the banner of “The medium is the message.” In what has been termed a “formalist” view

(Remediation, 77), McLuhan characterizes specific media as determining corresponding social

reactions. For instance, television inspires inward thinking, “orientalizing” Western culture (Letters of
McLuhan, 189). Today a similar determinism lurks in the proclamations that networked computers
will foster “deterritorialized” thinking (Levy, 2000). Bolter and Grusin temper this technological
determinism, however, by spreading out the cause and effects of media technology in a decentralized
ecology of material and social forces: “the agency for cultural change is located in the interaction of
formal, material, and economic logics that slip into and out of the grasp of individuals and social
groups” (Remediation, 78). As influential as they may be, though, these arguments for, against, and
around technological determinism seem to have overlooked an essential element of media: the craft of

storytelling, that which propels individual media from the inside.

More than saying powerful stories make certain media types popular, I will show how story
can support, challenge, and reconfigure technical evolution. “Moving Fiction” thus explores the
potential and actual roles creative writing (specifically, the novel) plays in the development of media
technology (focusing on handheld technology). [ emphasize less the productive and receptive
differences of various media, but rather more the unity of message, an ongoing expressive

conversation, across the ages, in the field called, conveniently. “the humanities.”

Discussions of specific works of art within new media frameworks, tend to describe media
makers’ creative impulse as a type of dark matter that lives within a progressive media evolution

universe’. I see this model differently—not linear or circular, but as atemporal and multi-linear. |

be taken to mean, in its broadest sense, all forms of interpersonal communication. In Moving Fiction the work of
words and language are brought to the forefront in media evolution theories. 1 also tend to focus on the material
aspects of media, that is, as a medium--a substance through which sensory impression are transmitted.

* See the slew of digital age derivatives: Jenkins, “The Work of Theory in the Age of Digital Production,” or “The
Work of Art in the Age of Digital Reproduction” by Douglas Davis, or perform a search on the Internet for pages
containing “in the age of digital production” or “work+art+age+reproduction”.

* Bolter and Grusin claim, “Computer photorealism is trying to achieve precisely what digital photography is
trying to prevent: the overcoming and replacement of the earlier technology of photography” (Remediation, 105).
And Benjamin claims, “Dadism attempted to create by pictorial—and literary—means the effects which the public
today secks in the film.” (“The Work of Art”, 237). In personal correspondence Brenda Laurel talks of the “Holy
Grail” of mobile storytelling, that is, the equivalent of cinema or television on mobile devices.
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approach the subject of media technology evolution through a creative impulse for timelessness. I will

” &«

attempt to deride such temporal, spatially fluid terms as “replacement,” “ecology,” and “evolution.”

s

Rather we should think of “disruptions,” “jumps,” and “subversions.” Creative singularities—be they
from individuals or groups—can alter the mediascape through the power of their message. The general
idea of this thesis is, then, that the message can overpower the medium. The following graphical
representations show a temporal, “medium-based” model followed by an atemporal, “message-based”

model. These models will serve as a reference point for the increasing specificity of this thesis.
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Medium-Based Model: Art as “Dark Matter”

Creative Work (“a” for Art) permeates but doesn’t affect media evolution.
It’s there but we’re not sure what it does or how to measure its impact on
the advancing forms of media technology. Newer envelops (remediates)
older forms. Thus digital media contains all other media forms and on
down the line.

HANDWRITING

DIGITAL MEDIA

Message-Based Model: Art as Collision Point, Combining Artists and
Technologists

Art aggressively acting upon media evolution and understanding. Creates
multiple directions for media evolution. Current media absorbed in past and
future media. Old and new media form an ongoing dialogue and disturbance.
Media delineations are faded and of less importance; the cumulative message
gains ascendancy.

Digital media can be found
in older media forms. A
filmmaker gets production
techniques from Dickens, N
for example e T
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¢ old. n the process of
credtion, media sources
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technologies.




