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INTRODUCTIONMedia Technologies and the Digital Humanities

Katharine D. Scherff and Lane J. Sobehrad

DOI: 10.4324/9781003295082-1



Do not to seek the old in the new, but find something new in the old.1



The digital age has shaped our ways of viewing ourselves, society, and culture. Since 2000, regular use of the internet among Americans has risen from around 50% to over 90%. For people under sixty-five, regular internet usage is nearly universal.2 For education and industries, access to the internet is no longer a convenience, it is a necessity. It has also reframed and revealed new perspectives on how medievalists engage with historical phenomena in the classroom, during the research process, and in promulgating new findings through presentations, publications, and other research products.

Pervasive use of digital tools does not necessarily correlate with effective use of those tools. PowerPoint slides continue to be a common feature in the college lecture hall, only skimming the surface of the enormous diversity of media available in digital spaces for teaching and learning. Presenting medieval studies in this way does not reflect the type of work done by medieval studies in 2022 and presents a false image of the field to students and the general public. In the most basic sense, the digital age has dramatically shifted the accessibility of medieval media and the modality through which people use it. Hours upon hours previously spent in archival reading rooms have been replaced with screen time as major archival locations, such as the Bibliotheque Nationale, British Library, and Vatican Library, have endeavored upon major digitization initiatives – Gallica, Digitised Manuscripts, and DigVatLib, respectively. These efforts have made tens of thousands of manuscripts available to researchers around the world in extremely high-quality images. Similarly, the production of academic papers, books, and volumes is now developed primarily, if not exclusively, through virtual communication over digital space – where would medieval publishing houses be without access to Adobe pdfs? The myriad of societal effects due to the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of digital access, digital literacies, and the impacts of media on cultural studies. That is, in understanding medieval and early modern media at a deeper epistemological level, scholars may better understand historical contexts and their populations, thereby facilitating new perspectives. Furthermore, a deeper, more varied understanding of past media will help us understand contemporary and future media and their role in academia.

This multidisciplinary project explores the effects of the digital age on medieval and early modern studies. We aim to examine how people, medieval and modern, engage with medieval media and technology through an exploration of the theory that underpinned audience interactions with historical materials in the past and the real-world engagement of a twenty-first-century audience with medieval and early modern studies through the multimodal lens of a vast digital landscape. Each contribution reveals the diversity of premodern media and media technologies thereby challenging the misconception of a divided world that places at odds pre-electric and electric chronologies – that is, old vs. new media – and asks readers to consider new types of literacy competencies as scholarly, rigorous methods of engaging in premodern investigations of materiality.

This volume is a representation of scholars participating in emerging discourses that will, in some small way, guide the future of medieval and early modern studies. The audiences engaging with this work are likely those who directly and indirectly participate in these academic fields, with a secondary goal to maintain general accessibility to readers who seek to learn more about these eras beyond what they are fed by entertainment and popular media. We argue that the variety of approaches presented here strengthen and diversify those interests. Medieval and early modern studies are reorienting their focus to a richer and more diverse framework that engages with other methodologies beyond traditional self-imposed boundaries of period, geography, and discipline. More specifically, it is our hope that the synthesis of these modalities of analysis will further subvert colonialism and imperialist constructs that medieval and early modern studies have been so beholden to these many decades.

As it explores a burgeoning methodological framework, this volume participates in new discussions through the exemplars detailed below. The increasing prevalence of new media and digital methodologies over the last few decades in medieval and early modern scholarship underpins the relationship between what is old and what is new, blurring the boundaries between them. The authors in this volume have placed their work at this intersection between media studies and the digital humanities. Beatrice Bottomley and Arianna Dalla Costa, for example, discuss how medieval readers accessed and used texts but, critically, show how the use of external tools transforms text-based information through a “mechanization of thought and reality” with cipher disks. Brittany Forniotis argues that early modern maps are not always maps, wherein geospatial positioning takes a backseat to architectural imagery that reflects the socio-cultural context of the cartographer and their audience. That is, the ink on a page cannot provide its full meaning merely through literal comprehension, as Sister Albert Marie Surmanski contends in her discussion of the many uses of tongues in Psalms. Audiences must have access points through which media can be explored, manipulated, and interpreted.

The digital humanities is a relatively new field in academia, which, upon the advent of its inauguration as a permanent office in the National Endowment for the Humanities in 2008, has been an expansive force in new media literacies.3 The efforts of its federal program officers and grantees have also proved both attractive and effective, as federal funding for the Office of Digital Humanities has more than doubled from $2,000,000 in 2008 to nearly $5,000,000 in 2019.4 This scholarly intersection of computing and digital technologies has generally been associated with new media and, in many instances, is described with this characteristic as a lens through which to examine past humanities and histories by way of new media. In a 2009 essay in Cinema Journal, Tara McPhereson demonstrated how the divisions between the digital humanities and new media have been historically hyperbolic.5

Where the digital humanities utilize media technologies as a means of methodological analysis, for media studies it is these very methodologies of communication that are the object of analysis. For example, a digital humanities scholar might use a software-based mapping program to perform a historical investigation. A media scholar might look at the software-based mapping program as an object of inquiry in and of itself. Concomitantly, both strategies are a lens through which to peer into the past. As much as the two fields are their own kind, they are also enmeshed where their use, practices, meanings, and functions are self-referential. That is, our relationship to media is shaped by our perceptions of media.

We cannot, however, disregard that historically media studies and the digital humanities have been assumed to be two divergent disciplines, isolating them into relatively separate infrastructures and differing histories. Jentery Sayers connotes that this is largely due to the disciplines’ contrary theories and histories.6 As we concur with these assertions, it is our intention that essays not only complement each other but also that the two disciplines are intrinsically linked. Understanding media means comprehending the technologies employed. Media studies is the academic investigation of mass media – its content, perception, and the way in which it shapes culture and history. Like all historiographies, the objective of media history is to realize the historical trajectory and processes of those histories. First, the constructs of media are largely sorted into contemporary and traditional media. Since the advent of modernity in the nineteenth century, the invention, evolution, and effects of media had largely gone unstudied until the latter half of the twentieth century. Historically, traditional forms of media consisted of radio, television, and print media, whereas contemporary media consists of social media, digital text, video games, and others of the same kind.

Early media studies in Germany formed much of the foundations of the discourse surrounding traditional forms of media. Media ensembles, social historical study, and the interactions and connectivity of differing media were principally examined by German scholars and were largely restricted to that of visual media like newspapers.7 German theorists in the Frankfurt School (f. 1918) largely saw media as a propagandic tool for the dictatorial and authoritative systems seen to manipulate the masses.8 However, it is the digital age which transformed the field as we begin to see the emphasis of the communicative and interdisciplinary nature of media. This shift emphasized the dynamics and influences of media as they shape and are shaped by their environments. As media and media environments became more complex, the scholarship surrounding revealed the intricate and dynamic complexities of communication spheres. Traditional forms of media were largely the center of Marshall McLuhan’s focus. A Canadian media theorist, he was particularly interested in the effects of mass media, thought, and human nature. Predominantly, he was occupied with the golden age of television of the 1960s. Predicting the fourth era of media, he postulated in his 1964 collaborative work The Global Village, a new era – the electronic age – a “global village” which pervasively maintained the Marxist construct that all would have equal access to information and technology.9 Along a similar trajectory, the German cultural critic Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1935) has also, to some extent, been pointed to as an early contributor to media studies.10

Humanities scholars have, of course, participated in the development of products in the new electronic age, taking advantage of the mathematical power of computers and the ability of the internet to offer dynamically accessible and updateable work products. These efforts eventually came to be called the Digital Humanities, which Digital Humanities Quarterly, explains as, “a diverse and still emerging field that encompasses the practice of humanities research in and through information technology, and the exploration of how the humanities may evolve through their engagement with technology, media, and computational methods.”11 Initial efforts can be dated to at least 1946, when Father Roberto Busa began a career-long project indexing every word in the works of Thomas Aquinas. This concordance, the Index Thomisticus, was joined by Thomas Watson and IBM in 1949. Busa’s work is important not only for its seminal role in the field of the digital humanities, but because it is illustrative of the exponentially increasing ability of new technology to make research more efficient and its products more accessible. This project highlights the rapid advancement in computationally based research as the over 10,000,000 words in his project transitioned from a warehouse of punched cards to 1,800 magnetic tapes in the 1950s to a single CD-ROM in 2004, and finally an ethereal existence online beginning in 2005.12 Busa’s project illustrates how media can be both physically condensed, but virtually expanded. Curiously, McLuhan and Busa, both at the forefront of the emergence of their respective fields, were medievalists.13

Early periodization of media studies and the digital humanities immediately encounters historiography’s debate over modernity. Building on his teacher, Harold Innis, McLuhan divided and defined three eras of communication which assumed three eras of literacy – the oral – where early humankind first acquired speech to the developed early literacies; writing/print – from on the invention of writing to the electronic forms of writing; and electric/electronic – that is, the communication era of the electric flow of communication. The way scholars demarcate media is dependent on the historical milieu. The internet, for example, while certainly requiring access to electricity to function, is not what was used in McLuhan’s definition of electronic media, which focused on audio/visual technologies. The internet includes these technologies but contains as much digital writing as it does audio/visual material. Likewise, the Middle Age saw a gradual shift in the importance of writing/print over its millennium, but oral traditions remained a critically important form of communication in every culture. Where television was the dominant media in the 1960s, by the early 1970s, media studies broadened, expanding as a methodology used in a wide range of fields, including film studies.14 Universities in Europe and Australia established coursework within this relatively new area of study.15 In turn, the radical feminist response to the traditional hostile treatment of women in media ushered in the rise of feminist media theory. Thus, television, film, advertisements, and concepts of domestic and economic determinism deconstructed the person/political relationship which greatly informed research through to the 1980s.16

In 1985, Friedrich Kittler described media in terms of discourse networks that were at the foremost of cultural techniques. These “network of technologies and institutions that allow a given culture to select store and process relevant data” pointed to the cultural implementations and development of literacies.17 A pillar within media studies, his work was largely derived from poststructuralists including Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, and Michel Foucault. Noticeably like McLuhan’s aphorism “the medium is the message,” Kittler’s systems of notations assert that the way in which information is physically recorded and later disseminated could delineate pertinent meaning.18 In Discourse Networks 1800/1900, however, he framed network technologies within the confines of titled centuries prescribing a logic of technological determinism.19 The problem rests, then, with placing media technologies in a position of complete power over society and driving society forward.

Comparatively, though the digital humanities could perform large computations related to word frequency and usage in the mid-twentieth century, it could not use its new mechanical tools to support much of the progressive changes in its associated fields as noted above. Busa was restricted by the technology of his time, and it is why he and his contemporaries focused their electronically based research on linear, logical tasks.20 Commonplace features used today, such as search queries or file organization, were not yet possible. At that time, computers could not recognize special characters or lower-case letters. Scholars wanting to use technology to evaluate medieval text instead relied on additional notations to indicate non-standard characters, necessitating additional literacy competency in addition to the paleogeography and codicology needed to interpret text in the first place. It was not until The Dictionary of Old English, established in 1981, that medievalists began to use computers to tackle more complex problems across medieval media.21 While the Index Thomisticus restricted itself to texts on parchment or paper, The DOE incorporated Old English text wherever it was found to build its dictionary and text body, including stone monuments, jewelry, and art. Yet other problems remained, such as special characters, which could not be solved until the creation of flexible text formats like Unicode in the early 1990s.22

The internet’s place in the digital humanities contributed less to brute computing strength needed for projects like Busa’s, but completely transformed the way in which people accessed medieval content. Paul Halsall’s Internet Medieval History Sourcebook began in 1996 hosted by Fordham University, and it made primary source texts much more accessible to everyone. We contend it is one of the most important public-facing medieval studies projects to ever be undertaken.23 While the work that went into it did not offer ground-breaking insight on a particular topic, it arguably has done more to promote medieval studies to the general public that just about any other medieval studies product. For institutions with substantial manuscript holdings, the 1990s saw the beginning of digitization projects, like the British Library’s Turning the Pages, which began in 1997, and allowed anyone with internet access the ability to view its rare books and manuscripts in a realistic, online setting. Critically, researchers were no longer restricted to what they might gain in a short trip to the archives, the archives had made themselves a globally accessible, immediately available communication resource.

It is evident through the fast-paced evolution of both electronic media and computationally based tools that this progress has made research using electronic media more accessible and efficient favoring the new. The distinction between old and new media has been rather controversial. Media theorists, historically, have not considered an application of modern media constructs to the medieval and early modern periods, an era before digital and automatic compilation, storage, and dissemination of information. To emphasize this difference, in 2003 Wolfgang Ernst made the rather decisive assertion that the Middle Ages were definitively amedial, isolated premodern media. Championing the expulsion of non-automatic materials, Ernst argued to reserve the term for only modern technologies. That would, therefore, negate the classification and analysis of all media before modernity. This resounding assertion that, “there are no medieval media,” only fortified the problems with periodization and disciplinary boundaries, reinforcing contention and division between the pre-modernists and modernists.24 Accordingly, Ernst suggests that media and mediation are always tethered to modern material support, a rather disparaging and limiting view of medieval and early modern literacies.25 McLuhan and Innis asserted that there are many modes of media, proposing that meaning can be channeled through varying modes, whether visual or verbal.26 Elleström discusses the variants of media in four modes: material, sensorial, spatiotemporal, and semiotic. He defines material modality as a “latent corporeal interface of the medium.”27 Media is, then, indexical and, therefore, not reducible to its physical properties; however, neither is it dependent on material. Therefore, old and new media, in actuality, are far less divisive. Busa’s project illustrates this, as his team moved their work products from punch cards to magnetic tapes to book form to, finally, a website. His initial production of punch cards required the user to wait a long period of time, understand complicated annotations, had to be accessed in person, required a large amount of physical space to store the research products and, critically, could not be readily reproduced. The update to a CD made information quicker to access, easier to read through a computer, could be accessed anywhere, required very little space, and was quickly reproducible. However, you still needed to have a physical copy of the CD to access the information. The website, by contrast, can be accessed in seconds, requires no space, has no need to be reproduced, and can be accessed anywhere in the world. The cultural background of these changes to the format of the Index Thonisticus reflects the nature of communication in their respective time periods. Research was an act of patience; it can now act with immediacy. Busa waited for the evening news, we can log-on to Twitter right now. As Ilana Gershon suggests,


[e]ach new medium is instantly enmeshed in a web of media ideologies – old media determine how new media will be perceived. At the same time, every new medium alters how the already existing media are understood to shape communication.28



Media archaeologists including Siegfried Zielinksi and Jussi Parikka challenge the notion of the historical framework surrounding the geology of media, progression, and technological determinism.29 In the 1999 publication Remediation: Understanding New Media, Jay David Bolter and Richard Gruisin positioned concepts of remediation as a more nuanced understanding of media, where new media does not merely emulate but situates media within a cultural condition in which notions of old and new, at times, are less distinguished.30 This belief suggests that media is an ever adaptive and reciprocal force that shapes and reshapes itself. Media is far less defined than the hierarchies proposed by earlier theorists, instead its importance is highly subjective and contextual.31 The works by Martin Foys, Lars Elleström, and the most recent 2022 volume from Thora Brylowe and Stephen Yeager illustrate the transcendence of the media concept demonstrating the trend of a wider acceptance of media and mediation beyond the constraints of historical periodization.32 To reinforce the methodology of media archaeology, the way to understand the present and the future is through the revelations of the past.

Using this perspective, let us “remediate” Beowulf through Keven Kiernan’s development of Electronic Beowulf, initiated in 1993. It started as a digitization of Cotton Vitellius A.xv. In 1993, digitization was still in its infancy, but the re-production of medieval manuscripts in a higher quality format than microfilm, and a much cheaper alternative to facsimiles, was still a major step forward. As it evolved into its iteration, Electronic Beowulf 4.0 made use of digital tools to update traditional structures found in critical editions of texts. For example, it not only offers the text in parallel columns so the reader can compare the transcription to translation, but also allows the reader to place manuscript images alongside them in a tripartite format. It provides footnotes, a glossary, and commentary, but the reader has no need to flip to the back of the book, as these resources are available dynamically, in-line with the text selection.33 The reader also has the choice to compare manuscripts complete with paleographic resources and commentary. Electronic Beowulf is well-situated as an example where new media has adapted itself from old media to reflect cultural changes and the current needs of the people utilizing its communicative properties. Books can become more than text on a page in a digital space, but only if the author has the wherewithal to recognize and use the tools at hand.


Framing the Book

As many of the methodological treatises on the differing media types have predominantly focused on new media, we often conjure ideas of modern media like social media or the internet. In a broad sense, media is a means of communication which does not differentiate between old and new. Media has agency and meaning as conveyors of information. Elleström defines medium as a “‘middle’…a channel for the mediation of information.”34 When McLuhan asserted, “the medium is the message,” he maintained that the nature of the object is more important than its content. In this instance, the message – all messages – are media.35 Media is without borders, and it is diverse with many shared characteristics. Media is an extension of the body, the brain, consciousness, and the physical to be self-outward; it is “the extension of man.”36 Therefore, the media and digital studies use the middle and examine the middle to better understand the past, present, and future. For McLuhan, the fact that we are watching television far outweighs its content. The aesthetics of the television set, the act of congregation, its geography within homes, businesses, and restaurants construct a peer group – a fellowship with a single consciousness.37 Media technologies then, create complex social networks which greatly influence cultural and social perception and reception.

Katharine D Scherff defines media and media technologies that generate and modulate the individual and collective structure of sacredness among assemblages of humans and non-humans. She works within the framework that media is largely based on perception and reception, expounding upon the concepts of mediation and screens. Interpreting the sacred extends beyond sacred spaces, as Sister Albert Marie Surmanski focuses her work on humanity’s original media, the tongue, and Thomas Aquinas’ struggle to interpret its various interpretive uses in Psalms. The tongue acts as both a medium and a mediator to communicate divine knowledge through the senses and sensory experiences. The spiritual meaning generated in these sacred spaces had many applications for medieval people, as Nancy Haijing Jiang explores the productive influence of fiscal accounting culture on the literature of vernacular penitential instruction. Here she explores technological networks through collaborative process that tied sinners to each other in chains of relational accountability. While many have observed that confession is primarily an expression of interior subjectivity, this pedagogical overlap between accounting and penance demonstrates that confession can also be an important communal practice that fostered layers of new relational responsibilities between confessors, penitents, and their fellow neighbors.

Media generates meaning in a variety of modalities, spiritual, fiscal, or otherwise. Brittany Forniotis discusses maps that are not maps, but indicators of cultural predilections of architectural features reinforcing the societal norms of their creators. These chorographies were less useful for practical directions to a particular location but are visual tools that provide insight into how early modern people viewed the world around them. However, chorographies require their audiences to have a level of cultural understanding in order to generate meaning from visual images. Beatrice Bottomley and Arianna Dalla Costa, on the other hand, explain how paper “machines” can be used to acquire meaning through the use of a text where it would otherwise remain hidden or difficult to understand. Ramon Llull’s ars combinatoria, for example, provides a symbolic alphabet to be used in conjunction with the reading of a text, allowing the reader a physical tool that offers a scaffold for readers to identify absolute (i.e. divine) principles and moral guidance. Modern tools offer additional pathways to meaning, as Anne Betty Weinshenker discusses modern viewership and research of the Anglo-Irish impresario, Owen McSwiny’s cycle of some twenty large-size allegorical paintings commemorating English nobles. She argues that her investigation and, by association, other arts historians’ investigations can be made more robust by accessing the art both digitally and in-person. Digital investigation allows the researcher to interact more personally with the art, observing fine details otherwise easily overlooked but of iconographic significance.

Eric Hupe and Caitlyn Carr’s essay expands upon this concept of digital viewership through their development of art history as an academic discipline where classroom teaching remains dependent on technologies that reproduce images. They explore how as image technology advances, so too must the methods art historians use for teaching and conducting research. This article explores new approaches for teaching Renaissance art history that harnesses the full potential of immersive technology. Rather than relying on two-dimensional images to recreate the experience of an architectural space on a flat screen, VR technology allows students to experience these sites with their instructors in digital spaces. Similarly, but less immersive, Margaret Mansfield discusses an interactive in-class simulation where students gain both a broad and individualized understanding of the seventeenth-century Dutch art market viewed through the corrective lens that digital technology provides them. Students are able to concurrently develop the knowledge and understanding of early modern Netherlands along with real-world tools used by historians and art historians. Practical application is key to the continued development of medieval and early modern studies. Lane Sobehrad and Susan Sobehrad discuss how even a basic understanding of multimodality and new literacies may offer medievalists strategies for incorporating complex medieval and early modern topics in an undergraduate setting. As is often the case with academic research in the humanities, it is not always clear how the work of medievalists is either useful to learners or offers any practical insight into modern life. The educator must act as a mediator to ensure that the learner has the necessary tools to access information and meaning in their classroom environment.

These curated chapters reflect the sentiments suggested at the start to not, “seek the old in the new, but find something new in the old.”38 Applying the paradigms and methodologies of media studies to our research and pedagogical practices offers a chance to glean a better understanding of premodern art, sacred practices, and literacies. Historians and art historians have continually reimagined their disciplines through the discovery of new evidence, the development of new approaches to evaluating extant evidence, and by using new tools that alter the ways in which people engage with the past. This volume emphasizes the latter by reframing our understandings of media technologies, in and outside of the digital period, in effort to demonstrate that the ways historical phenomena are accessed are just as important as the information contained therein.
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