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For at least thirty years a part of literary studies has reached beyond
the literary text as the exclusive object of research, and turned instead
to the literary system as a whole, intensively considering the question
of medium. This part of the field offers different theoretical and critical reflections and methodological solutions for how adequately to integrate media into literary discussions. Chief credit for fostering this
methodological and theoretical tradition might belong to empirical literary studies, which from the perspective of media’s historical development, among others, have called attention to the transfer of literature,
traditionally published in print form, to younger (electronic) media
(intermedial approaches), and to the formation of new literary-artistic
types and genres, which are connected with the use of different media
technologies and practices (typologically-genre approach).
Different theoretical explanations of mediality took shape. On the
one hand, mediality refers to three or four central means of conveying
messages—i.e., verbality, writing, audio visualisation and, conditionally, theatricality (e. g., Fischer Lichte); on the other hand, mediality
means a collection of characteristics that define the “essence” of each
individual medium (e. g., the mediality of film, radio, book printing,
speech). As a rule, these definitions cover two characteristics of the
media: its (“rhetorical”) potential for aesthetic expression, which depends on concrete technologies (e. g., speech, print, radio, television)
by means of which media actually communicate themselves, and the
effects that (literary) messages, communicated through the media, have
on the levels of human cognition, comprehension, thinking, remembering and, last but not least, communication. Mediality is therefore
understood as an aesthetic, cognitive and social phenomenon. The concept of mediality has also been precisely defined with respect to the
historical development of media technologies in cultural contexts (e.
g., Flusser, Goody, Kittler, McLuhan, Ong), from (natural) languages
through a long period of oral culture, during which speech was the
main medium and which has practically always coexisted with (hand)
writing and even younger print culture (e. g., Hagland), to audio-visual
5

Primerjalna književnost (Ljubljana) 40.1 (2017)

PKn, letnik 40, št 1, Ljubljana, junij 2017

and the youngest digital media, which, again, in a certain way revitalize
verbality. The methodologically and theoretically different approaches
have in common a critical stance towards continuously evolving media
technologies and the effects they have on the individual and social levels. All thinkers in general agree that no medium is simply a technical
instrument, but always a cultural stage in the development of communication. In brief, this means that media significantly define the
content and formal aspects of communication, as well as the communications practices involved in producing, representing, distributing,
receiving and processing messages.
Due to the breadth of the object of study, which goes beyond textual frameworks, empirical literary studies have always depended on the
exchange of knowledge from proximate and more distant scientific disciplines, such as communications and media science, sociology or social
sciences, psychology, (neuro)biology, and cognitive sciences, drawing
on them for a variety of productive notions, concepts, technical terms
and (hypo)theses. One of these theses and also a sort of maxim comes
from the Canadian media theoretician Marshall McLuhan: “The medium is the message.” He wrote it over fifty years ago in the almost
eponymous book The Medium is the Massage (1964). Almost, because
there had been a typesetting mistake – Massage instead of Message –,
however, the author chose not to correct it, and it proved to be stylistically productive and relatively to the point. Of course, we have in mind
the oft highlighted idea about media’s capacity as a channel of communication, the technological characteristics of which “massage”—i.e.,
“mechanically” affect—the content and formal aspects of that which
it communicates. However, we have to understand the statement on
the background of the historical development of media, which proceeds
from non-technical, human, to technical media. This does not necessarily mean that older media make up, as a rule, the content of newer
media – the content of speech is a thought process, the content of writing is a spoken language, the written word is a content of book printing,
the content or the foundation for film is a book, etc.
McLuhan’s popularity today is, after all, seen in the fact that many
younger theoreticians build on his viewpoints or consider him an inspiration, even if they do not (completely) agree with him. One such theoretician is the University of Milan media expert Alberto Contri. On 18
April 2017, Marinella Testori of King’s College London referred (in
the discussion forum Humanist, in the message “Beyond McLuhan?”)
to Contri’s recent monograph entitled McLuhan non abita più qui: I
nuovi scenari della comunicazione nell’era della costante attenzione par6
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ziale [McLuhan does not live here anymore: A new communications
scenario in the era of constant partial attention] (Bollati Boringhieri,
collection Saggi: Scienze sociali). In it, the author reversed McLuhan’s
famous “slogan,” “the medium is the message,” saying, “people are the
message,” thus changing its point. That is to say, Alberto Contri holds
that McLuhan invented his slogan in the golden age of television, for
which communication “from one to all” was—but is no longer—characteristic. On the contrary, Alberto Contri pronounces this slogan, or
renews it, in the golden age of internet interactivity, which is characterised by “everybody to all” communication (e. g., today internet users
are able to communicate with the publishers of the television channels),
and therefore he modified the media-technological perspective in the
slogan according to the more anthropological constant – people as the
subjects of the communications universe. However, with that the technological momentum in communication is by no means abolished. In
employing different means of communication, people are still and unavoidably “determined” by the laws of the medium in which they communicate. The internet determines the dynamic of communication,
where each is able to communicate with everybody, and this dynamic
is enormous. Maybe we could compare it to a nuclear reaction in a very
hot substance, where enormous (communications) energy is released,
or with an avalanche ionisation, when an electron in the electrical field
triggers an avalanche of more and more electrons, which, again, knock
out other electrons. This is similar to when each new internet publication knocks out another. Contri says that in less than fifty years we have
come from basically only few radio and television channels to a billion
websites. At the same time, he draws critical attention to the risks that
arise with digital media – among them the growth of constant partial
attention, which is actually a pathological behavioural effect connected
to constant brain overload, since in the (hyper)virtual world of internet communication we are, in a non-structured way, “bombarded”
with different messages (from advertisements and advertising e-mail to
newsletters and surveys), and therefore forced into multitasking.
If we understand Contri’s considerations in the book correctly, then
we have to attribute two meanings to the term “people” in his statement – producers and recipients in the communication chain, since
in internet communication we simultaneously take over the roles of
both author and reader. The statement “people are the message” could
therefore also be read as “creative users are the message,” which would
cover the activities of writing or reacting and receiving messages mediated through the internet.
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This thematic series, which consists of seven discussions, also covers different viewpoints of (literary) communications – technological,
production, distribution and receiving. The series opens with a discussion by Andrej Košir (Faculty of Electrical Engineering, University of
Ljubljana). In it, he critically defends the viewpoint that the technologies have to a (too) great extent influenced foremost electronic media,
even though these media are a complex and, it seems, for the most part
sociological notion. His conclusion is that agents in the media communications space are the ones who should, to a great extent, formulate functional demands for media technologies. Dejan Kos (Faculty of
Arts, University of Maribor) presents an interesting and clear discussion of the concept of the medium in all its complexity. The author
walks through the main media-technological and cultural levels in the
development of communications—i.e., writing, print and audio-visual
media. He conceptually layers the media into several levels – the structural level, the level of the symbolic order and that of (literary)aesthetic
conventions. These technically and theoretically based articles, which
fully introduce fundamental issues, are followed by Matija Ogrin’s discussion (The Research Centre of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences
and Arts, Ljubljana), which causes us to pause on the border between
handwritten and printed writing in the Baroque period of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and ascertains that handwritten and
print traditions coexisted in the same ways as did oral and written ones.
This is in accordance with another one of McLuhan’s theses, that newly
risen forms of mediality do not in any way represent a downfall of older
forms of mediality and older media. We move completely to the era of
the no-more-Gutenberg galaxy with Miran Hladnik’s (Faculty of Arts,
University of Ljubljana) discussion, based on his rich experience in the
field of digital humanities, which tries, foremost, to answer the question of how the internet medium forms the text or the message and
how the concept of authorship is changed by “migration” from more
traditional media to the internet. Janez Strehovec’s (Institute of New
Media and Electronic Literature, Ljubljana) contribution introduces us
to the world of hypertext fiction, where texts open new and bold worlds
with the simple click of a link, and which experiments with word and
letter at the intersection of technological achievements and practices.
In his discussion and interpretation of works by the writer and media
theoretician Kathrin Röggla, Željko Uvanović (University of Osijek)
uses selected findings and remarks by Marshall McLuhan. Despite
several differences, Röggla and McLuhan share some beliefs when it
comes to the question of the future. Here we have in mind McLuhan,s
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dystopian announcements (e. g., the media game of the governing and
consumerists’ interest). The thematic series is rounded up by a multiauthor, interdisciplinary discussion by Urška Perenič, Jurij Bon, Grega
Repovš and Indre Pileckyte (Faculty of Arts, University of Ljubljana
and University Medical Centre, Ljubljana). With the help of an experiment and the examples of selected poems that fall into the “period of
the book” or (still) Gutenberg galaxy, the authors try to authenticate
one of the main media-historical theses, saying that when technological
innovations transform the means of representation, distribution and
reception, they also transform the means of perception, cognition, remembering and comprehension. Authors are biased towards the question of which is “better” – classical reading from paper or reading on
screen, even though the results of the pilot research show that there are
no statistically relevant differences between the two. Based on a cognitive approach, which originates with the reader/receiver, we might, on
the basis of this discussion, change McLuhan’s (hypo)thesis to “the
reader is the message”.
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