





faces,” we will look at how conventions of the printed page, cinema, and tra-
ditional HCI interact in the interfaces of Web sites, CD-ROMs, virtual
spaces, and computer games. The “Database” section will discuss how a data-
base, originally a computer technology to organize and access data, is be-
coming a new cultural form in its own right. Butr we can also reinterpret
some of the principles of new media already discussed as consequences of the
transcoding principle. For instance, hypermedia can be understood as one
cultural effect of the separation between an algorithm and a data seructure,
essential to computer programming. Just as in programming, where algo-
rithms and data structures exist independently of each other, in hypermedia
data is separated from the navigation structure. Similarly, the modular struc-
ture of new media can be seen as an effect of the modularity in structural
computer programming. Just as a structural computer program consists of
smaller modules that in turn consist of even smaller modules, a new media
object has a modular structure.

In new media lingo, to “transcode” something is to translate it into an-
other format, The computetization of culture gradually accomplishes simi-
lar transcoding in relation to all cultural categories and concepts. That is,
cultural categories and concepts are substituted, on the level of meaning
and/or language, by new ones that derive from the computer’s ontology,
epistemology, and pragmatics. New media thus acts as a forerunner of this
more general process of gnlrural reconceptualization.

Given the process of “conceptrual transfer” from the computer world to
culture at large, and given the new status of media as compurer data, what
theoretical framework can we use to understand it? On one level new media
is old media that has been digitized, so it seems approotiate to look ar new




something stored in files and databases, retrieved and sorted, run through al-
gorithms and written to the output device. Thar the data represent pixels
and that this device happens to be an output screen is beside the point. The
computer may perform perfectly the role of the Jacquard loom, but under-
neath it is fundamentally Babbage’s Analytical Engine—after all, this was
its identity for 150 years. New media may look like media, but this is only
the surface.

New media calls for a new stage in media theory whose beginnings can
be traced back to the revolutionary works of Harold Innis in the 1950s and
Marshall McLuhan in the 1960s. To understand the logic of new media, we
need to turn to computer science. It is there that we may expect to find the
new terms, categories, and operations that characterize media that became
programmable. From media studies, we move to something that can be called “soft-
ware studies"—{rom media theory to software theory. The principle of transcod-
ing is one way to start thinking about software theory. Another way, which
this book experiments with, is to use concepts from computer science as cat-
egories of new media theory. Examples here are “interface” and “database.”
And last but not least, along with analyzing “material” and logical prin-
ciples of computer hardware and software, we can also look at the human-
computer interface and the interfaces of software applications used to author
and access new media objects. The two chapters that follow are devoted to
these topics.

Chapter 1
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What New Media Is Not

Having proposed a list of the key differences between new and old media, I
now would like to address other potential candidates. Following are some of
the popularly held notions about the difference between new and old media
that I will subject to scrutiny:

1. New media is analog media converted to a digital representation. In
contrast to analog media, which is continuous, digitally encoded media is
discrete.

2. All digital media (texts, still images, visual or audio time data, shapes,
3-D spaces) share the same digital code. This allows different media types to
be displayed using one machine—a computer—which acts as a multimedia
display device.

3. New media allows for random access. In contrast to film or videotape,
which store data sequentially, computer storage devices make it possible to
access any data element equally fast.

4. Digitization inevitably involves loss of information. In contrast to an
analog representation, a digitally encoded representation contains a fixed
amount of information.

5. In contrast to analog media where each successive copy loses quality,
digitally encoded media can be copied endlessly without degradation.
6. New media is interactive. In contrast to old media where the order of
presentation is fixed, the user can now interact with a media object. In the
process of interaction the user can choose which elements to display or which
paths to follow, thus generating a unique work. In this way the user becomes
the co-author of the work.

What Is New Media?





