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Reading Digital Fiction

Reading Digital Fiction offers the first comprehensive and systematic theoretical, methodological, and analytical examination of digital fiction from a cognitive and empirical perspective. Proposing the new concept of “medial reading”, it argues for the centrality of an audience’s interest in, awareness of and/or attention to the medium in which a text is produced and received, and which we argue should be applied to reader data across media. The book analyses and theorises five generations of digital fiction and their reading, including hypertext fiction, hypermedia fiction, narrative video games, app fiction, and virtual reality. It showcases medium- and platform-specific methods of qualitative reader response research across a variety of contexts and settings from screen-based and embodied interaction to gallery installation, and from reading group and individual interview to think-aloud methodologies. The book thus addresses the unique affordances of digital fiction reading by designing and reporting on new empirical studies focusing on hypertextuality, interactivity, immersion, medium-specific forms of textual “you”, ontological ambiguity, reader orientation, and empathy. In so doing, the book refines, critiques, and expands cognitive, transmedial, and empirical narratology and stylistics by placing the reader of these new narratives front and centre.
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Introduction

Digital media offer writers and programmers a whole array of interactive, multimodal tools with which they can build narratives for readers and players to explore. Each of these tools, whether third-party or handmade, brings with it a distinctive set of material and aesthetic affordances, which significantly shape both authoring and reading processes. A reader of a hypertext fiction faces a two-dimensional, mostly text-based network of nodes, or text windows, which they navigate by clicking on hyperlinks. A radically different experience is offered by VR fiction, which immerses us in a fully rendered, 360-degree environment that is replete with multimodal information and multisensory stimuli that phenomenologically resemble our physical environments. Reading in digital media is therefore always platform dependent and materially embodied in the distinctive technological environment within which readers experience digital narrative. In this book, we show how and why these medium- and platform-specific contingencies need to be taken into account alongside transmedial narrative phenomena when we seek to understand reading digital fiction specifically and literary media more generally as a cognitive, embedded, and embodied process.

This book makes key contributions to cognitive and transmedial narratology, stylistics, empirical literary studies, and digital media scholarship by investigating the way that readers cognitively process an emergent yet fast-evolving form of interactive, computer-based narrative: digital-born, literary, and ludic narrative media, or digital fictions, which combine forms of written, oral, cinematographic, aural-acoustic, animated, ergodic-interactive, and ludonarrative storytelling. More specifically, digital fiction is “fiction written for and read on a computer screen that pursues its verbal, discursive and/or conceptual complexity through the digital medium, and would lose something of its aesthetic and semiotic function if it were removed from that medium” (Bell et al. 2010). It is a form of experimental fiction whose structure, form, and meaning are dictated by the computational context in which it is produced and received. It includes works of hypertext fiction, web-based multimedia fiction (typically produced using HTML5, CSS, JavaScript, and historical technologies such as Flash and QuickTime), Interactive Fiction (IF), app fictions for tablets and smartphones, videogames that have a strong narrative element, social-media fiction, AI-based fiction, and narratives created in augmented and virtual reality (AR/VR).

Semiotically, digital fictions may be entirely text based, involving written language only, or they may combine verbal narrative with other semiotic modes such as sound, image, animation, and/or film. Typically, yet not exclusively, digital fictions can be read, played, or experienced in multilinear ways, and readers often make choices about their journey through the text or storyworld by, for example, following links or responding to textual or visual prompts from the work. Readers are therefore involved in the construction of these multimodal narratives and must interact throughout the reading experience. Digital fictions are examples of the broader category of electronic literature, an umbrella term that comprises a multitude of experimental, verbal art forms across platforms, software applications, and aesthetic styles (Rettberg 2019; Tabbi 2018). Unlike more poetically and/or conceptually oriented forms of electronic literature, such as generative, kinetic, and hypertext poetry for example, digital fiction offers primarily narrative experiences with a strong emphasis on plot, character, setting, and narratorial functions. Digital fiction seeks to explore new, medium-specific, and transmedial forms of narrative expression and engagement and therefore simultaneously continues and disrupts the history of prose writing (see Ensslin & Bell 2021).


Six Generations of Digital Fiction

One of the earliest forms of digital fiction is Interactive Fiction (IF), also called text adventure games. IFs were a highly popular type of interactive reading game in the 1970s and 1980s, with seminal works such as Infocom’s Zork (1980), and continued to be produced throughout the 1990s and into the twenty-first century by prolific authors such as Emily Short and Adam Cadre. Typically, IFs use the second person to describe a fictional world in which the player is a character – the “you” of the narrative. The reader must enter text commands in response to fragments of text displayed on screen with the commands then generating more of the story.

From the late 1980s, hypertext fictions were developed. In all kinds of hypertext fiction, readers follow hyperlinks which lead them to different parts of the text. While a finite number of hyperlinks exist within a text, thus setting limits as to its structural organisation, readers are ultimately responsible for their journey through the text and thus partially determine the order in which the story is unveiled, with some structures resulting in multilinear narrative contradictions. Pre-web, hypertext fictions, such as Judy Malloy’s (1986) Uncle Roger, John McDaid’s (1993) Uncle Buddy’s Phantom Funhouse and Shelley Jackson’s (1995) Patchwork Girl, were produced in early programming languages like UNIX and BASIC, as well as standalone software such as HyperCard and Storyspace. They were largely text based or else used greyscale images as afforded by the technology. From the mid-1990s, web-based hypertext fictions, such as Caitlin Fisher’s (2001) These Waves of Girls and Kate Pullinger et al.’s (2010) Flight Paths, take advantage of web technologies such as HTML, JavaScript, and Flash. Like pre-web hypertexts, these narratives require that the reader engages with the digital technology both corporeally and cybernetically, through mouse clicks, and cognitively, by making decisions about their journey through the text. However, authors of web-based fictions were able to access a wider range of tools, leading to digital fictions that combine verbal text with graphics, pictures, animations, and music.

Hayles (2008) defines the affordances of digital fiction in terms of a shift between first-generation hypertexts and second-generation hypermedia. While the first generation, exemplified by Storyspace hypertext fiction, can be defined largely in terms of the link-lexia structure, the second generation of digital fiction, typified by web-based works, has evolved with technology to contain more sophisticated and semiotically varied navigational interfaces. Extending this typology, Ensslin (2007) defines the third generation as “cybertexts … which are characterised by a gradual transfer of control from user to machine, leaving the former increasingly powerless” (10). This third generation, exemplified by Stuart Moulthrop’s Hegirascope (1995) and Urs Schreiber’s Das Epos der Maschine (1998), drastically reduce or remove any agency granted to the reader so that the autonomy of the machine code is foregrounded. The shift to the third generation reflects emergent digital culture during the maturation of the videogame industry in the 1990s, which augmented the competitive relationship between player and game engine, on the one hand, and the rise of AI in generative (verbal) art on the other. So-called literary games (Ensslin 2014), such as Andy Campbell’s and Judi Alston’s (2015) WALLPAPER and Jason Nelson’s (2008) game, game, game and again game, can be subsumed under the malleable category of cybertext as well, insofar as they blend narrative and poetic play with rule-based gaming and algorithmic experimentation in disruptive and often provocative ways.

Representing what Rustad (2012) defines as the fourth generation of digital fiction, social media narratives utilise the participatory affordances of Web 2.0 technology to allow readers to interact with and co-construct stories on social media platforms (see Ondrak 2018). The Sun Vanished (Elliott 2018–) and I Work for the Web (Wittig & Marino 2015), both published on Twitter, allow readers to respond to questions and/or calls for help from protagonists as well as discussing the nature of the narratives as they unfold. The Instagram Zine Filter (2021–) profiles electronic literature for Instagram including works such as I Got Up 2020, Pandemic Edition which uses the multimodality and sequentiality of Instagram to “document home confinement during the COVID-19 pandemic from June 2020 to May 2021” (burrough 2021).

Flores’ (2019) notion of third-generation electronic literature bypasses Ensslin’s concept of physio-cybertext and also conflicts with Rustad’s definition of social media fiction. In addition to literature in “social media networks”, Flores defines it as literature that uses other “established platforms with massive user bases such as … apps, mobile and touchscreen devices, and Web API services”. His conceptualisation of third-generation literature thus merges various technologies based on their potential audience size as opposed to their respective technological affordances and “artisanal” qualities (Berens 2019).

It is important to note that these generations are not necessarily as distinct as the terminology might imply. After all, the use of multimedia, game-like features and other generation-defining features, is a matter of degree rather than kind and, as a form of experimental writing, digital fiction plays with established forms as well as generating new ones. Moreover, one generation does not replace another. First-generation hypertexts are still being written today, albeit using the platform Twine rather than being published on data carriers (see Ensslin & Skains 2017). However, in more recent years digital fiction authors have continued to experiment with new hardware and software, creating participatory narratives in mobile, collaborative, and/or deeply immersive environments.

What we define as the fifth generation of digital fiction, app fictions such as Steve Jackson’s (2014) Sorcery! and Tender Claws’ (2015) Pry, are experienced on smartphones or tablets with readers navigating these texts using the touchscreen. Much like pre-web and web-based hypertext fiction, readers navigate the fictional world via text-based multiple choices and/or as an avatar navigating a 3D space. App fictions can also come in a variety of aesthetic, technological and transmedial forms. For example, they can be locative, as in Eli Horowitz, Matthew Darby and Kevin Moffett’s (2012) The Silent History, whose Field Reports embed readers’ participatory GPS-tagged narratives; they can be ambient, such as Kate Pullinger’s (2018) Breathe, which uses APIs to integrate reader data into the storyworld itself; they can integrate augmented reality, as in Aaron Reed, Jacob Garbe, and N.J. Apostol’s (2016) The Ice-Bound Concordance; and/or they can manifest across media, such as Eli Horowitz and Russell Quinn’s (2015) The Pickle Index.

Finally, we suggest the sixth generation of digital fiction is a newly emerging and highly immersive form of digital fiction which involves first- or third-person avatar navigation through three-dimensional worlds: VR fiction. Produced in virtual reality and involving 360-degree, head-tracked interaction and navigation through 3D worlds, VR fictions use technologies such as HTC Vive and Meta Rift/Quest to make what was once a “castle in the air” for narrative (Ryan 2015: 35) a viable and increasingly more affordable form of storytelling. Some VR fictions, such as Dear Angelica (Oculus 2017), allow readers to enter a 3D fictional world passively in a cinematic-type experience by viewing and listening to a story. Others, such as Mez Breeze and Andy Campbell’s (2018) Perpetual Nomads, offer a more active experience by allowing readers to contribute to the story by solving mysteries or influencing their journey through the storyworld. While some VR fictions can also be defined as a cybertext, insofar as they blend narrative and poetic play with rule-based gaming, we argue that the hardware-specific nature of this deeply immersive and reader re-embodying form of digital fiction warrants its own generational category.


Digital Fiction, Readers, and Three Waves of Scholarship

Irrespective of the software or hardware used to produce digital fiction, theorists have always sought to understand the relationship between the texts and readers. In the first wave of theory that accompanied first-generation hypertext fiction, poststructuralist textual models were deployed to conceptualise hypertextual forms, structures, and associated readerly effects. Since readers can choose which links to follow in a hypertext, they were considered “co-producers” of the text, and thus Barthes’ (1990 [1974]) notion of the “readerly” text was invoked as a comparable model (e.g., Moulthrop 1991b; Landow 1994). Because of its unfixed electronic form, hypertext was also compared to Derrida’s (1981) decentered text (e.g., Bolter 1991) and conceptualised as an embodiment of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1988) rhizome (e.g., Landow 1994). It was also seen as a medium which might facilitate Cixous’ (1991) l’écriture feminine because of the fluid structures and unstable boundaries that it permits (e.g., Landow 2006). In the first wave of scholarship, readers were also often situated in a binary relationship with their print counterparts (e.g., Douglas 1994) with digital writing conceptualised as something that would liberate the reader from what Coover (1992) proclaimed was the “tyranny of the line” that had previously constrained readers of print.

While conceptually alluring, the first wave of scholarship does not offer systematic ways of analysing individual texts or provide insight into how readers process them. As a means of addressing these gaps, a second wave of digital fiction research, which is not specific to a particular generation of digital fiction but instead spans the range, shifts the emphasis of scholarship towards applying replicable analytical tools and frameworks to individual digital fiction works (e.g., Bell et al. 2014; Bell 2010; Ciccoricco 2007, 2015; Ensslin & Bell 2021; Punday 2019). Analysing the linguistic, narratological, multimodal, and/or interactive devices at work in a range of digital fictions, second-wave scholarship has focussed on areas such as narrative voice (e.g., Bell & Ensslin 2011), narrative perspective (e.g., Ciccoricco 2012), fictional dialogue (Thomas 2007), immersion (Ryan 2015), hyperlinks (e.g., Bell 2014), literary ludicity (e.g., Ensslin 2014), and user interface (Punday 2014). Because this kind of scholarship often utilises theoretical models and analytical frameworks from cognitive narratology and/or stylistics, there is an inevitable disciplinary focus on the reader’s relationship to the texts and the fictional worlds they construct, thus providing new analyses of individual texts and new theoretical understanding about how readers process textual features (see Bell et al. 2014). Significantly, however, second-wave research uses the analyst’s introspective, scholarly response (as an exemplary reader) or hypotheses about the attitudes and experiences of a theoretical reader as opposed to collecting data from a wide range of readers from diverse backgrounds. As a result, second-wave analyses inevitably present a necessarily limited point of view, driven by the analyst’s individual biases and theoretical lenses, rather than a broader picture of reading as a multidimensional, individually embodied and embedded process that nonetheless produces certain shared meanings between individuals.

Reflecting the “empirical turn” (Bell et al. 2021) within literary studies more broadly, in which data are gathered from readers to investigate the way that they cognitively process texts, we observe what we define as a third wave of digital fiction research (cf. Bell et al. 2018), in which scholars seek to empirically investigate digital fiction reading by collecting and analysing reader responses to individual texts using both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. Like the second wave of research, the third wave is not aligned to a specific generation of digital fiction but instead began with isolated investigations of hypertext fiction before burgeoning out to other forms. Gardner (2003), for example, uses individual responses to Joyce’s (1987) hypertext fiction afternoon, a story alongside the analysis of reading speed and mouse movements to show “ways that textual elements may have influenced or determined readers’ choices and the ways that readers’ choices ‘configure’ the text” (33). He thus develops a “meta-interpretative method” of analysis for hypertext fiction that accounts for and remains faithful to its multilinear and thus unstable structure. Pope’s (2006, 2010) study likewise seeks to understand how readers read hypertext fiction, but he focuses on the features that cause enjoyment of or difficulty with such texts, concluding that the choice that hypertext reading permits was the source of some irritation or bewilderment for many participants, sometimes leading to “a lack of involvement and reading absorption” (2010: 84, cf. Miall & Dobson 2001).

Gardner’s and Pope’s empirical work is important for pioneering new research methods for digital fiction scholarship and developing insights into readers’ responses to the multilinear affordances of hypertext fiction in particular. However, it attends largely to the structural and interactive affordances of the hypertexts under investigation and, while these are important for and integral to digital fiction reading, this focus alone does not account for the literary features that also form a fundamental part of hypertext fiction as well as other digital fiction reading experience.

Outside the field of digital literary studies, researching the way that readers cognitively process the narrative and/or linguistic features of texts is fundamental to the disciplines of cognitive narratology (e.g., Bernaerts et al. 2013; Herman 2002) and cognitive stylistics (e.g., Stockwell 2020; Brône & Vandaele 2009; Gavins & Steen 2003) respectively. Utilising insights from cognitive psychology and cognitive linguistics, both disciplines rest on the premise that cognition is embodied and experiential. Embodied cognition (Borghi & Cimatti 2010) refers to the idea that the mind is “grounded in the details of its sensory-motor embodiment” and that cognitive processes are “the product of a dynamic interplay between neural and non-neural processes” (Foglia & Wilson 2013: 319). These processes are in turn embedded in everyday real-life contexts, which significantly shape human perception and the processing of information, including aesthetic and narrative stimuli. Hence, contemporary cognitive stylistics and narratology reflect the embodied and situationally embedded qualities of language and communication (Healey & Gardner 2021), which come to the fore in the diverse materialities of reading across media.

Research within cognitive narratology and cognitive stylistics has recently seen an increase in empirical studies which seek to understand the way that readers process texts in print (e.g., Alber & Strassen 2020; Peplow et al. 2015), and empirical research on other narrative media is also emerging (e.g., Bell et al. 2021). This includes research in what Swann and Allington (2009) present as two opposing paradigms: “experimental” versus “naturalistic” approaches, with Peplow and Carter (2014) making a similar distinction between “the empirical study of literature” and “the naturalistic study of readers”. According to this disciplinary distinction, experimental studies aim for maximum experimental controls, test hypotheses, often – but not always – use quantitative methods, take place in a tightly controlled setting – usually in a laboratory with a researcher present – and may involve some manipulation of the text to isolate particular features and/or statistically analyse results (e.g., Sanford & Emmott 2012). Methods associated with experimental approaches in literary studies include interviews (e.g., van der Bom et al. 2021; Mahlberg et al. 2014); think-aloud protocols (e.g., Andringa 1990; Browse 2021); questionnaires (e.g., Kuiken et al. 2012; Alber et al. 2020); text comprehension tasks (e.g., Zwaan 2004); Likert scales (e.g., Bell et al. 2019); and eye-tracking (e.g., Parente et al. 2019). Naturalistic studies, on the other hand, seek maximum ecological validity by presenting texts in their original form, using readers’ discussions about texts in their usual environment, and minimising researcher intervention. Verbal data are thus gathered from (usually in-person) reading groups (e.g., Whiteley 2011; Peplow et al. 2015; Bell et al. 2018), which are “collective(s) who meet regularly to discuss a book that all members (should) have read” (Peplow 2016: 1) and/or internet-based discussions or review sites (e.g., Nuttall 2017, Whiteley 2016). Data are almost always analysed via qualitative methods and sometimes include ethnography (e.g., Benwell 2009). While experimental and naturalistic approaches are generally characterised as representing two opposing paradigms, it is important to note that there are also examples of empirical research that combine the methods typical of each; questionnaires, for example, can be used to elicit data about a text which has been read in its original format (e.g., Kuijpers et al. 2014).

Clearly, both naturalistic and experimental approaches have advantages and disadvantages for researchers, depending on the context. While naturalistic studies can claim to offer the most authentic experience insofar as they target readers in their usual environment, as Peplow and Carter (2014) note, “readers may not discuss the specific textual feature in which the researcher is interested” (449), so that, while the data may be plentiful, it may not actually be relevant for the original research aims. On the other hand, Hall (2008) has criticised experimental studies for researching readers and reading under “atypical conditions” (31) which may not “tell us about the phenomenon it purports to” (31). From this perspective, the data may be relevant to the research question(s), but it may not reflect a naturally occurring reading experience.


Our Medium-Conscious Reader Response Methodology

The overall methodology that we offer in this book intrinsically combines the close textual analysis of both the primary text and reader data generated as a response to that text. We thus adopt the reader response approach advocated by Whiteley and Canning (2017) which


gives equal attention to the text and data evidencing the text’s reception … in order to contribute to a stylistic textual analysis and/or wider discussion of stylistic theory and method … [and] enable the testing and development of stylistic methods and theories.

(72–3)


 Whiteley and Canning’s approach is anchored within print, text-based stylistics and does not pay attention to medial aspects of literary texts and their reception and interaction. In this book, we extend this remit and include integral narratological and medium-specific affordances of digital fiction in both the primary text and as spoken about in the reader responses.

Our methodology draws on Bortolussi and Dixon’s (2003) psycho-narratological distinction between “textual features”, which are “objective and identifiable characteristics of the text” (37) and “reader constructions”, which are “subjective and variable mental processes” as responses to the text (37). In our approach, reader constructions are identified via the analysis of individually and/or jointly negotiated responses to a text to show how readers have processed features from a digital fiction in its medium- and site-specific contexts. The textual features responsible for generating those responses are also examined via the systematic analysis of the multimodal, interactive, linguistic, and/or narratological elements in the text.

In terms of the data collection, we utilise methods from both the naturalistic and experimental paradigms with protocols designed to address the research aims of each study. However, our overall methodological approach is qualitative and thus one that highlights the many ambiguities of reading and interpretation (Patton 2002), placing particular emphasis on the discursive nuances with which individual participants “explain their experiences in regard to a particular phenomenon” (Mligo 2016: 8), while simultaneously aiming to seek patterns of shared experiences and understanding. As each study shows, the sizes of the datasets (ranging between 14 and 20 participants) were designed to capture an appropriate range of responses to the texts in question while also allowing deep and sustained qualitative interpretation of predominantly verbal data. In each study, we adopt purposive sampling which aims to gain “insights … about the issue under study expected from specific participants (or groups)” (Flick 2018: 182). This approach meant recruiting participants from cohorts with experience of and/or interest in the material under scrutiny and the sampling decisions for each study are explained in the respective chapters.

For our analysis, in each case study we use NVivo, which is qualitative research software that facilitates the thematic coding of data. We adopt discourse analysis as a consistent approach to the thematically coded data to capture the way in which reading experiences are conceptualised and expressed in discursive-idiosyncratic ways across all five studies. As Brennen (2022) notes, “it is through our use of language that we make meaning and construct our own social realities” (2). Our principal focus is thus on what the participants’ language use tells us about the way they conceptualise their reading experiences so as to enable “the classification and interpretation of linguistic (or visual) material to make statements about implicit and explicit dimensions and structures of meaning-making in the material and what is represented in it” (Flick 2014: 5). These discursive idiosyncrasies manifest in structural patterns and regularities in participants’ verbal and nonverbal interactions, but also the wider semiotic, site-specific, and cultural contexts within which these interactions are embedded (cf. Brandmayr 2020). Crucial to our analysis is also the application of a medium-conscious typology of response which seeks to capture the different foci of the participant data. From this we extend Peplow et al.’s (2015) discourse model of reading which they develop from reader responses to print fiction in order to capture the “ways in which readers in face-to-face reading groups invoke aspects of their own personal history and identity when discussing fictional texts” (62).

In their model, Peplow et al. (2015) draw on Phelan’s (2005) rhetorical narratological approach in which he argues that readers develop interests in and respond to three components of a narrative. In Phelan’s work, mimetic responses “involve an audience’s interest in the characters as possible people and in the narrative world as like our own” (2005: 20), more recently clarified by Phelan to include a “narrative’s imitations of—or references to—the actual world, including such matters as events following the cause–effect logic of the extratextual world, characters functioning as possible people or being representations of actual people, time and space following the known laws of physics, and so on” (Clark & Phelan 2020: 202).1 This component thus focuses on the extent to which a text corresponds to the actual world and/or is believable. It includes “evolving judgements and emotions, our desires, hopes, expectations, satisfactions, and disappointments” (Phelan & Rabinowitz 2012: 7) about the characters and the storyworld. Thematic responses “involve an interest in the ideational function of the characters and in the cultural, ideological, philosophical, or ethical issues being addressed in the narrative” (Phelan 2005: 7). They thus relate to the reader’s interpretation of what the text is about thematically and/or what it means. Lastly, synthetic responses “involve an audience’s interest in and attention to the characters and to the larger narrative as artificial constructs” (20) and thus relate to the way that a narrative is constructed including the narrative devices that are utilised in a text. Importantly, as Peplow et al. (2015) note, “these three forms of reading are not mutually exclusive, and readers can move between them” (64). Thus, different responses can be provoked to a greater or lesser degree, depending on the type of text being read, and all three responses can be generated by the same text.

Applying Phelan’s framework to their corpus of reader response data gathered from naturalistic reading group discussions, Peplow et al. (2015) find empirical evidence of all three kinds of audience response, thus operationalising Phelan’s theoretical concepts in the context of reader response research (cf. Polvinen & Sklar 2019). While the focus of their analysis means that mimetic reading dominates in Peplow et al.’s participant data, they note that “the interactive nature of reading group discourse” (88) affects the “talk produced by groups” (88) who each have “preferred ways of reading texts” (88) so that “the form of reading … that predominates may well depend on the reading group being analysed and the text being discussed” (88). Implicitly, therefore, the type of text that is used in a reading group discussion has a significant bearing on what members of that reading group will likely focus on.

In further articulating Phelan’s (2005) framework, Phelan and Rabinowitz (2012) explicitly note that genre in particular likely affects the responses that are generated by a narrative, suggesting that “so-called realist fiction … [is] dominated by mimetic interests; … allegories and political polemics … stress the thematic; … the nouveau roman and much postmodern metafiction put priority on the synthetic” (7). They thus hypothesise that texts belonging to a particular genre will stimulate a particular response in readers. However, neither Phelan nor Peplow et al. theorise or analyse the effect that medium might have on reader responses.

The medium naivety in most investigations of print reading is noted by scholars of digital literary media, who see medium as an integral and inevitable component of their scholarship.2 Hayles and Pressman (2013), for example, propose an entire new “comparative textual media” approach which advocates the “comparative study of all text-based media, not only the digital” (xii; italics in original) across the Humanities. Such an agenda is needed, they argue, because “print itself is a medium, an obvious fact that tends to be obscured by its long dominance within Western culture” (vii). Yet while Hayles and Pressman note that Humanities scholars have not historically focussed on medium, Ryan (2006) observes that “it is almost an axiom of contemporary media theory that the materiality of the medium—what we may call its affordances, or possibilities—matters for the type of meanings that can be encoded” (17, cf. Hausken 2004). For scholars of narratives in digital media, attention to medium is usually an intrinsic part of the research process because it is assumed that mediality – that is, “the ‘medial qualities’ that can be attributed to various kinds of media” (Thon 2013: 334) – affects the way that a reader processes and responds to a text (see, e.g., Ciccoricco 2015; Ryan 2015; Ensslin & Bell 2021). From our perspective, mediality should be a variable in any study that seeks to determine the effect that a text has on a reader.

As a means of addressing the methodological gap in Phelan’s and Peplow et al.’s frameworks, we propose the new category of “medial response” which we define as an audience’s interest in, awareness of and/or attention to the medium in which a text is produced and received. This includes the medium-specific affordances inherent in the technologies used and their site-specific, embodied implications for reader-player interaction. Importantly, medial responses are related to but distinct from synthetic readings of texts (Phelan). Synthetic responses focus on the linguistic style in which a text is written, and/or the narrative textual devices employed, including, for example, the type of narration, the temporality of the narrative, and/or metafictional textual devices. Medial readings of a text, on the other hand, relate to devices that are afforded by the material and aesthetic qualities of the medium in which the text is written. This includes, for example, paying attention to hyperlinks, cursors, and/or avatars in relation to digital fiction; paper and/or binding in relation to print; or sound effects and camera angle in relation to film. Clearly, some devices can be enabled across media – images, for example, can be used in both print and digital fiction. However, the aesthetics and functionality of each are determined by the affordances of the medium. Moreover, as with Phelan’s and Peplow et al.’s original frameworks, medial responses are not necessarily experienced in isolation from other kinds of response. A second-person address (synthetic) can be used in conjunction with a mouse click or screen tap (medial). Thus, as we will show throughout the chapters that follow, a reader’s medial response to a text reciprocally shapes and is shaped by their interpretation of the text’s ideational and philosophical meanings (thematic response), their interest in the text as creating a feasible world populated with meaningful characters (mimetic response), and/or their awareness of its textual, metafictional, and structural design (synthetic response). In the analyses that follow we also propose and analyse three new categories of response which are necessitated by the medium- and context-specific nature of the texts under investigation: automimetic response (introduced in Chapter 2), parasocial response (in Chapter 5), and ambimedial response (in Chapter 6).

The centrality of medium in our approach to “reader constructions” is also reflected in our approach to textual features. We draw on relevant theories, models, and frameworks from cognitive stylistics and cognitive narratology to analyse the stylistic and narratological features at work in a particular text. However, we also utilise insights from transmedial narratology and digital media studies to ensure that the effect of medium is also addressed in our analysis. We thus engage in what Hayles (2004) defines as medium-specific analysis, which is “a mode of critical attention which recognizes that all texts are instantiated and that the nature of the medium in which they are instantiated matters” (67). Within this book, this means analysing the distinct technological and phenomenological qualities exhibited by the digital fiction, but also showing how narratological and stylistic models that have been developed in relation to print need to be modified for their application to digital fiction (cf. Bell et al. 2014; Ensslin & Bell 2021). This includes the development of new theories, models, typologies, and methodologies to reflect the affordances of narratives in and beyond digital media. Our approach is thus both medium-specific and transmedial in terms of empirical and analytical practice and theory development.

Overall, in our new medium-conscious approach to reader response research, we pay attention to the discursive construction of readers’ mimetic, thematic, synthetic, and medial responses and the medium-specific and transmedial elements in a text that are responsible for generating them. The new methodologies that we offer in the book are thus unique in addressing the medium-specific “reading” situations and environments associated with a narrative by combining second-wave analyses with third-wave empirical research to offer new theoretical, methodological, and analytical insight into digital fiction reading. Our findings contribute not only to our understanding of reading as a multimodal, transmedial, and medium-conscious process and medially embodied and embedded praxis, but they also inform contemporary theories of literacy, human-computer interaction, and the aesthetics of play.


Chapter Summaries

In the chapters that follow, we focus on the way that readers engage with and cognitively process five different generations of digital fiction: web-based hypermedia fiction, standalone hypertext fiction, 3D immersive fiction (or “literary game”), app fiction, and VR fiction. The chapters capture what we consider the most central medium-specific elements of digital fiction, thus echoing existing formalist scholarship of digital narrative while simultaneously offering empirical insights into their cognitive implications. These elements include second-person narration (Harrigan & Wardrip-Fruin 2010; Montfort 2005), immersion and multimodality (Ryan 2015, 2001; Murray 1997), reader–character interaction (Murray 1997), hyperlinks (Landow 2006), as well as affective engagement and empathy – especially in relation to prosocial narrative game play (Isbister 2016; Chen et al. 2018) and VR narrative (Milk 2015).3 

Chapter 2, “Second-Person Narration in Ludic Hypermedia Fiction”, explores the way in which “you” is used in second-generation digital fiction and offers a new transmedial method for gathering reader responses to individual uses of “you”. It begins by showing the ubiquity of “you” in digital narratives before outlining various typologies that have been devised to categorise “you” in print and digital fiction. The innovative methodology that we offer in this chapter utilises a tool that is usually associated with quantitative research – a Likert scale – but which we use to elicit qualitative data about the use of the second person. We offer the results of an experimental study on Deena Larsen and geniwate’s (2003) hypermedia fiction The Princess Murderer – a ludic, web-based hypermedia fiction which utilises the second person to blend the identities of the fictional villain and the doubly embodied reader. We show ways in which readers accept, reject, and negotiate the characteristics associated with “you”, add new medium-specific and transmedial categories to existing typologies to explain those positions, and propose the new category of “automimetic response” to account for an audience’s interest in and response to the way in which a text’s representation of them as “you-as-reader” corresponds to them and/or is believable.

Chapter 3, “Hyperlinks in Hypertext Fiction”, explores the way in which readers respond to hyperlinks in a third-generation hypertext fiction and offers a new method for gathering reader responses to individual hyperlinks via a structured interview. It begins by engaging with existing theoretical and empirical research on hyperlinks in digital fiction, including work which has investigated their structural, semantic, and cognitive function. It then outlines the empirical study which was designed to examine the different types and associated cognitive effects of hyperlinks in the web-based hypertext fiction The Futographer by Lyle Skains (2017). We show how our think-aloud protocol is designed to capture reader engagement with hyperlinks in terms of deliberation and decision-making, provide an empirically based typology of hyperlinks for digital fiction, and suggest ways in which digital fiction readers employ specific cognitive strategies to parse multilinear hypertext narratives.

Chapter 4, “Immersion in Literary Games”, examines the way that readers are immersed (or not) in literary games. We engage with existing theoretical and empirical research on immersion across media and provide a new systematic approach to analysing immersive features in texts by utilising deictic shift theory. We utilise reading group discourse to show how readers individually and jointly negotiate their responses to Andy Campbell and Judi Alston’s (2015) 3D literary game installation WALLPAPER. We show that while current theories of immersion suggest that it is a completely absorbing experience, our data show immersion to be an intermittent process, stimulated by multiple immersive features which interact – a process we define in terms of a mixing console metaphor. In terms of theoretical contribution, this chapter amends deictic shift theory and adds three new forms of immersion – extratextual immersion, collaborative immersion, and literary immersion – to account for the multimodal and interactional nature of digital fiction.

Chapter 5, “App Fiction and the Ethics of Ontological Ambiguity”, examines the way that reader interact with characters in interactive digital narratives. We engage with transportation theories of reading/playing/viewing and suggest ways in which those models do not always capture the interactions made possible by digital fiction. We utilise reading group discourse and online reader reviews to show how readers individually and jointly negotiate their responses to Blast Theory’s (2015) app fiction Karen and its ontologically ambiguous protagonist. We focus on the interpersonal relationships that are formed between readers and characters as well as the ethics of such fictional involvement. We suggest that ontological ambiguity is an inevitable part of personal interaction in digital media and provide the new concept of “parasocial response” to capture the way in which readers talk about the interpersonal relationships they form with characters.

In Chapter 6, “Orientation and Empathy in VR Fiction”, we engage with critical debates surrounding empathy and develop the theory of narrative empathy based on empirical VR reader research. In a study with readers of Randall Okita’s (2020) The Book of Distance (TBoD), we argue that empathy should be seen as a fluid and dynamic spectrum of affective states (Narrative Empathy Spectrum) that integrates metacognitive reflection vis-à-vis authorial intent and is informed by the very contingencies at play in a narrative VR experience. We further explore aspects of medium-specific reading in VR and derive the concept of ambimediality from data that show the blending of multi-, inter-, and transmedial processing on the one hand, and the ambivalent and ambient contingencies of medium-specific reading in VR on the other. We further examine some of the key spatial and ontological parameters of TBoD, which lead to what we call the “Chalkline Effect” of medium-specific spatial double-deixis. Finally, we consider participants’ responses to the autofictional narratorial situation in TBoD and introduce the term dual embodied metalepsis to mark the cognitive conflation of author and narrator, and of reader and narratee amongst empirical respondents.

In the concluding chapter, “Medially Reading Digital Fiction”, we draw out topic-specific and general conclusions from the preceding chapters. We show that our data offer evidence of “medial reading” in relation to digital fiction and suggest ways in which that concept might apply in other media contexts. We conclude that empirical research on digital fiction necessitates the modification of narratological, stylistic, and reader models that have been developed in relation to print and show that qualitative empirical research is vital for eliciting data about how readers experiences texts across media, thus arguing for a transmedial approach to reader response.


Notes


	Phelan has recently revisited his thematic, synthetic, mimetic triad to redefine the relationships between the categories and to elucidate further what he defined as a “narrative world as like our own” in the original definition of the mimetic. The revisions that Phelan makes to his original definitions do not change the essence of the original framework and, since Peplow et al. also utilise the original definitions, we also engage with the original in this book for consistency.

	See, for example, Gibbons (2011); Nørgaard (2019); Schaefer and Starre (2019) for medium-conscious approaches to multimodal print fiction.

	Participant names were replaced with pseudonyms throughout to ensure anonymity.
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