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The Philosophical Origins of Digitality
Alexander Galloway

The 
Philosophical 

Origins of 
Digitality 

Following is the full transcript of an interview with Alexander R. 
Galloway for #artoffline (2015), a film directed by Manuel Correa.

Interview by Manuel Correa.
Photo by Anna Kasko, 2013.
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MC  So this is off the charts: could you tell 
me your name a little bit about yourself.

AG  Ok, My name is Alex Galloway; I 
live in New York and teach at NYU.

MC  Alex, I’m interested to see how 
philosophy as such has a certain take 
about the ways that more conventional 
art has been transcribed into the 
realm of the Internet; the vast majority 
of art is produced in an analogue 
way and thus becomes digital.

AG  One of the things I’m trying to explore 
now is the possibility that philosophy 
and digitality might actually be the 
same thing. At least they appear to 
share a similar structure. The digital is 
about creating discrete units of things. 
The digital requires the division of 
things; it has to separate something 
that is undivided and make it divided. 
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As Laruelle has suggested, traditional 
metaphysics does the same thing. 
That’s why artists and metaphysicians 
both talk about representation. Art is 
a “philosophical” undertaking in this 
fundamental sense. What I mean is that, 
if art is always world-bound — if art 
is a system of representation — then 
the artistic relation between an image 
and its original is analogous to the 
philosophical relation between body 
and soul or entity and essence. That’s 
the digital structure of metaphysics. 
So if traditional art is moving into 
a digital space, that might be the 
most natural thing it could do.

MC  Laruelle talks about photography’s 
attempt to perpetuate the project of 
philosophy to propose itself as a facsimile 
of the world. Do you think that it is 
inherent to a medium like photography to 
participate in this project of philosophy?

The Philosophical Origins of Digitality
Alexander Galloway
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AG  In the classical sense, absolutely; 
I think photography is the perfect 
example of this structure — or we 
might say not just photography but 
the camera obscura in general. For 
a long time, the camera obscura has 
influenced how we understand the 
elemental structures of life. And so 
you could think of knowledge, or even 
the tradition of western metaphysics, 
as a type of camera obscura in itself. 
Photography re-enacts that elemental 
philosophical relation with a high level 
of fidelity. But one thing that François 
Laruelle talks about, in describing 
photography and art, is that, even within 
photography, if you withdraw from the 
philosophical decision (as he calls it) 
there can still be a strictly immanent 
core. Here’s where photography 
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begins to deviate from philosophy.

MC  What is the relationship between 
the digital and metaphysics?

AG  This is a fundamental issue. I am 
still exploring it now, so I am not sure 
of all the answers. But for me the 
tradition of western metaphysics is 
based upon a fundamental principle 
rooted in cleaving or cutting, that is, a 
making-distinct or making-discrete. 
For example in many different authors 
there exists a distinction between 
earth-bound entities or actual existing 
things in the world and then some sort 
of form, essence, or transcendental 
that pervades these actually existing 
entities. There are so many instances of 
this kind of fundamental metaphysical 
logic. It’s a logic of representation, and, 
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as I said, I think you can superimpose it 
onto the concept of digitality. The digital 
requires a cutting, a making discrete, a 
distinction that intervenes and breaks 
smooth or continuous phenomenon 
into discrete units. It can be done at 
both a large or small scale. If it’s done 
at the most fundamental scale, then 
we’re dealing with the breaking of the 
one into the two. And this is Laruelle’s 
fundamental concern: What happens 
when the one becomes the two?

MC  What is New Media?

AG  New Media is a complicated 
expression, most certainly. It doesn’t 
have a precise meaning today because 
it’s such a vague term. The adjective 
‘new’ is difficult to pin down because 
it’s relative to whatever media might 
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be new at the moment. During the mid 
19th century, was photography the new 
media? At the end of the 20th century, 
was the computer new media? I’ve 
noticed a lot of people have switched 
and are starting to avoid that phrase, 
instead using more rigorously definable 
terms like, for example, the digital, or 
digital media. (Which, incidentally, are 
not exclusively modern or postmodern 
by any means, but have existed 
since the dawn of time.) New Media 
has become more of a commercial 
category having to do with innovation. 
It is something perhaps more relevant 
in the domains of popular culture, 
commercial culture, and industry.

MC  There are very many photographers 
locally who are overly concerned with 
the idea of the ontology of photography, 

The Philosophical Origins of Digitality
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and they seem concerned with the idea 
that digital technologies are affecting 
the ontology of photography.

AG  I have a slightly unusual position on 
this. I think that photography is digital 
— if you understand photography in the 
classical sense — and that it has always 
been digital. Such a position only holds if 
we accept the previous definition of the 
digital, which has to do with subscribing 
to a fundamental rivenness of the world. 
Photography must reflect on or orient 
itself toward an object or toward the 
world. The viewer (or the camera as 
a ‘viewer proxy’) is already divided, or 
apart, or opposite from its subject. The 
viewer is inside the world of course, but 
the structure of immanence is not in 
effect. Rather, a structure of distance, 
difference, relationality predominates. 
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If the dominant structure is distance, 
difference, relation, etc., it’s digital as 
far as I’m concerned. But that might 
not be a very satisfying answer! Many 
photographers are more interested 
in specific technologies, like the use 
of a pixel-based raster (i.e., digital) 
mode of representation, as opposed 
to a more traditional chemical nitrate 
based substrate. In other words, digital 
and analog could be understood 
in the following way: if we are living 
in a metaphysical universe that is 
riven at its core, the digital instinct 
will preserve the rivenness or even 
accentuate or proliferate it to produce 
an endless stream of distinction, but 
the analog instinct will try to close 
the gap and create a structure of 
identity. For photography to be analog 
it would have to pursue that second 
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quest, to create common identity 
between the object and the image.

MC  Wilhelm Worringer talks to great 
extent about the Naturalist’s urge to 
the representation of nature, and it’s 
interesting to see how photography has 
embraced this concept and, through 
the idea of transparent mediation, and 
since late conceptual art, photographers 
emphatically try to postulate photographic 
representations as objects of thought.

AG  That is a very interesting 
development. I see it, for example, in 
Gilles Deleuze’s writings on art, painting, 
and cinema. But we can extend it to 
photography. And this is the heart of 
the matter. Because when Deleuze 
writes on art he departs from the 
tradition of western metaphysics, and 
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instead explores a series of non-digital 
possibilities. He is a great thinker of 
immanence and it shows in his writings 
on art. Immanence simply means 
that something “remains within” itself. 
(For this reason immanence is often 
contrasted with the transcendental.) 
If the image itself obtains a kind of 
autonomous physical or material 
fact — the image as an autonomous 
aesthetic space — then maybe it 
begins to leave the metaphysical 
or digital tradition behind.

MC  So, it’s all about immanence?

AG  I think so. The problem with the 
transcendental is it’s always cheating. 
The transcendental always inserts 
something else as a point of measure 
toward which other things are made 

The Philosophical Origins of Digitality
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subservient. It could be God, or an 
essence, it doesn’t matter — any kind 
of measure that others must live up 
to or fail to live up to. Laruelle calls 
this “the oldest prejudice.” And so, a 
number of people, including Deleuze, 
Laruelle and other theorists of radical 
immanence, have tried to resolve 
the oldest prejudice by throwing 
out transcendental categories and 
instead thinking about a world that 
is strictly material or immanent to 
itself. In other words, immanence 
is a way to stop cheating.

MC  Reza Negarestani commented 
yesterday that for him art has to 
become like a grain of salt inside 
the oyster’s gut, thus becoming self-
contained and self-irritating. In our 
ever-digitizing world, what, if anything 
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is important about physical spaces of 
art as tools to achieve these goals?

AG  Yes, this is a big issue. In much of 
the 20th century, artists and critics 
were more or less in agreement about 
what constituted avant-garde practice, 
that is, how we understand what it 
means to be political or progressive. 
It entailed antagonism, corruption, 
dissemination — in general anything 
that helps to storm the bastions of 
power in order to fleece them of their 
hierarchies, their centralized power, 
their ability to organize and control 
things. Thus, we could talk about the 
great avant-garde gesture of “revealing 
the apparatus,” evident in figures like 
Godard or Brecht. Yet I think today 
— and it is counter intuitive, to be 
sure — but I think today all of this 
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has changed. It might sound cynical 
but I suspect that the powers that be 
have wised up and have incorporated 
these avant-garde principles into 
their own structures of organization. 
Today “being disruptive” is something 
that Silicon Valley entrepreneurs 
strive to do. Consequently artists 
have become more reticent about 
labelling their practices subversive, 
disruptive, or resistive, because those 
are the virtues of modern capitalism. 
So finally to answer your question I 
think that today we have to be a bit 
old fashioned! We have to reevaluate 
some of the old fashioned categories. 
Things like authenticity, absorption, 
attention, focus or, to use a very 
unfashionable concept, Aura (as in 
the old essay by Walter Benjamin). In 
considering physical spaces of art like 
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galleries and museums, they might 
wish to resist the impulse to go online, 
to resist the notion that their function 
has to be exclusively disseminatory. 
Indeed perhaps we might return to 
that old fashioned category of the 
sanctum. Perhaps we need more 
authentic spaces that are truly different. 
Foucault has a very provocative 
concept, the heterotopia, which means 
a space that is qualitatively its own. 
It’s not a very complicated problem 
to solve. In today’s world everything 
is promiscuous with everything else; 
there is nothing that cannot suddenly 
pop up in a place where it wasn’t 
supposed to be. Everything can be 
in any place at any time. There are 
benefits to that of course, but we 
lose the particularities of things. The 
physical spaces of art should do what 
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they’ve always done best, not try to 
play catch up to AT&T or Apple.

MC  Do you think that giving physical 
spaces of art a priority position in regards 
to the online iterations of art could be 
thought of as mostly in defense of their 
ability to commodify art objects?

AG  Yes, certainly, that would be a 
different way to answer the question. 
I grew up in rural Oregon, but today I 
live in New York, a short subway ride 
from the heart of the commercial art 
world with its unprecedented levels 
of commodification and speculation. 
But now we see the danger of what I’m 
calling the return into old-fashioned 
categories. It would be a mistake 
to fall into the same traps that have 
always existed and that were the 
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original genesis for the historical avant-
garde. But I still think that sometimes 
strategic territorialisation is useful, 
particularly if we live in a world where 
the logic of promiscuity is total.

MC  Do you think that returning to old-
fashioned categories could seen as an 
counter progressive political statement?

AG  Perhaps, although it is dangerous 
given that it could easily be considered 
a kind of romanticism, nostalgia, or 
worse. We all know the dangers of 
territorialization: the nationalist impulse, 
or the proto-fascist impulse to collapse 
into a community of the same. I am 
totally conscious of these dangers 
and remain afraid of them. But I’m also 
afraid of capitalism. In considering 
the forces of promiscuity we must 
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consider them structurally. Networks 
are promiscuous technologies; they 
allow things to connect to places they 
were never supposed to be and to travel 
into places they were never appropriate 
for. Promiscuity can be tremendously 
useful. And certainly it has an important 
role to play in any critique of morality 
or puritan self-righteous. To be more 
historically specific, the tactics of 
promiscuity were very important during 
the 1960s, particularly in trying to break 
through social repression and to invent 
new subject positions. However, I think 
that the usefulness of promiscuity 
as a structural tactic has finally run 
its course. Recently I’ve been toying 
with the “prophylactic” — not without 
a bit of humor — as an alternative 
to promiscuity. Prophylaxis means 
guarding, fending off, or introducing 
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a wall, from the old Greek word for 
guardian or sentinel. If Deleuze is the 
perfect thinker of promiscuity, his 
ontology a promiscuous ontology in 
which everything is always mutually 
de-territorializing into everything 
else, where everything is always being 
mutually corrupted by everything else, 
then Laruelle is the perfect thinker 
of the prophylactic, his theoretical 
schema containing no exchange, no 
dissemination, and no reciprocity. 
As elemental structures, things like 
mixing, alternation, or dialectical 
opposition are militantly denied in 
Laruelle. At the very least prophylaxis 
is incredibly interesting as a thought 
experiment. But it’s more than that, 
because Laruelle represents a radical 
deviation from the current state of 
affairs. It’s not clear where it will lead, 
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but it seems much more promising than 
rehashing the tactics of promiscuity 
that have been fuelling hyper-
capitalism for the last few decades.

MC  How do you think that art is 
affected by its presence online?

AG  The Internet is an extremely 
complicated and multi-faceted 
technology and social infrastructure. 
At the heart is a Faustian bargain. 
Certainly the Internet is the ultimate 
technology of heterogeneity, difference, 
and radical multiplicity. Recall all the 
Deleuzian categories that are so useful 
and interesting. But at the same time 
there exists an absolute standardization 
or homogeneity at the level of the total 
system. That’s the Faustian bargain. 
I’ve written about this in the context 
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of the Internet protocols, the network 
standards that govern how all forms 
of communication take place on the 
internet. The protocols are incredibly 
flimsy, simple, and minimal. And, 
yes, they are developed using open 
democratic discussion, public vetting, 
experimenting, refining, and other 
laudable social practices. But they are 
also total; they are absolutes. You can’t 
violate the Internet Protocol. Or, sure, 
you can very easily — but if you do, 
you pay the price of being completely 
excluded. That’s part of the Faustian 
bargain. Along with the rest of the online 
world, art has to be willing to succumb 
to this same kind of radical levelling, this 
same form of radical standardization 
or homogenization. Everything gets 
put on equal footing; everything is 
subject to the same simple encoding 
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schemes like image formats that render 
colour and compose images within 
certain strict parameters. This is the 
fundamental shift. You lose qualitative 
difference in all of its messiness.

MC  You say that photography is digital in 
its essence. Say that the tonal qualities of 
a photograph outside of the net could be 
qualified to a greater extent than they can 
be in the realm of the Internet. Do you think 
that this, in a way, could depose the artists 
of their role as the final authors of the 
images, and perhaps shift the role of the 
audience to that of the computer screen, 
further mediating the perception images?

AG  Absolutely, yes. What you’re 
describing is, in fact, the old Holy 
Grail of the avant-garde: an art object 
that modulates according to the 
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participation of those involved. But 
today it’s no longer an avant-garde 
principle; it’s built into the mode of 
production, built into contemporary 
technologies. In other words, the old 
avant-garde principles from earlier in 
the 20th century have been co-opted 
and integrated. My naive response 
is: okay, if that’s true, maybe we need 
to unearth a different idea of what 
art (or the avant-garde) should be. 
It’s frustrating to see art works or art 
movements today that simply repeat 
the kinds of tricks that Google or 
Amazon have co-opted. For example, 
there’s noting radical today about 
interactivity in art. Quite the opposite. 
As part of the bedrock of Web 2.0, 
interactivity is at best duplicitous if 
not reactionary. Web 2.0 requires 
the continuous, often involuntary, 
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multi-modal interaction of objects 
and people. If an avant-garde is still 
conceivable today, it ought to stick 
to the original proposal, that the 
avant-garde must in some way leave 
the world behind, deviating radically 
from the current state of affairs.

MC  Do you think that works absorbed 
in the familiarity of the Internet 
loose their protocol of reverential 
respect? Why or why not?

AG  A difficult question. The 
straightforward answer is yes. (But we’ll 
want to complicate that in a moment.) 
Consider Benjamin’s notion of the 
destruction of the aura. It’s certainly 
possible to observe such corruption 
or decay of aura. In the old fashioned 
sense, it can certainly be valuable to 
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recreate the particularity or authenticity 
of certain experiences. Such 
approaches are increasingly valuable 
in a world where authenticity and 
particularity are devalued. But there is 
a different way to answer that question. 
I’m thinking of someone like Bernard 
Stiegler, or even Marshall McLuhan, and 
the way in which mankind’s relationship 
to technology is not absolute. The 
relationship is always provisional or 
local, and susceptible to evolution. The 
question is not “Is there some absolute 
distinction between mankind’s essence 
and a technological prosthetic alien to 
it?” That’s the wrong question. Instead 
we might investigate the gap, where it 
lies and how it moves over time. I can 
write with a pencil and not feel fatally 
corrupted by some alien technology. 
It’s a pencil; it has been integrated 
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into the human sensorium. Clothing is 
another good example: clothing is an 
absolutely artificial external technology, 
but nevertheless also naturalized 
within human life. The size of the gap 
is important, something that Stiegler 
writes about. When a new technology 
is introduced, maybe the gap is quite 
large. It might require a long period 
of mutual evolution. Man-machine 
evolution will perhaps shrink that gap. 
Think of all the technologies that were 
considered horrific or alienating in 
the past but later become normalized 
within human experience. Perhaps 
the phenomena that concern people 
today — for example that networks 
exacerbate attention disorders — are 
simply different from the traditional 
ways of establishing relation. Maybe 
we just have to wait for evolution to 
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unfold for the concern to dissolve.

Found on 16 April 2015 at http://tripleampersand.
org/the-philosophical-origins-of-digitality/ 
Printed with permission from Alexander 
Galloway and Manuel Correa.
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This text pays homage to “In Defense 
of the Poor Image”, an essay in which 
German artist and writer Hito Steyerl 
(2009) speaks of the kind of “charge” 
that the poor image — an image that “has 
been uploaded, downloaded, shared, 
reformatted, and reedited” — acquires 
while circulating through networks. I 
argue that, in the field of digital publishing, 
poor media are able to “transform 
quality into accessibility,” like the poor 
image does. Poor media substantiate 
the book’s potential for duplication and 
dissemination. Conversely, rich media 
are the product of a commercial doctrine 
based on an ornamental understanding 
of digital technology, a Hollywoodian 
rhetoric of engagement, and a reactionary 
conception of the publishing process.
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Part 1—Rich Media

In order to elaborate upon the concept of 
poor media, I’ll explore the notion of rich 
media in the first place. In the context of its 
ad system, Google provides the following 
definition: “A Rich Media ad contains 
images or video and involves some kind of 
user interaction. […] While text ads sell with 
words, and display ads sell with pictures, 
Rich Media ads offer more ways to involve 
an audience with an ad. The ad can expand, 
float, peel down, etc.” (“What Is Rich 
Media?” 2013). According to Wikipedia, 
“the term ‘rich media’ is synonymous for 
interactive multimedia” (“Multimedia” 2015). 

Rich media emerged in a period when the 
bandwidth was growing and animated 
gifs were giving way to interactive Flash 
banners. It’s 2001 and “Rich Media is the 
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buzzword of the moment, but many are still 
in the dark about what ‘Rich Media’ really 
is. […] Rich Media refers to the utilization 
of various technologies to enhance a 
recipient’s experience. Rich Media can 
be interactive, and can be tracked to 
determine among recipients the open, 
view and response rates to a campaign” 
(“An Overview of Rich Media” 2001).
While the expression ‘rich media’ 
seems to have originated in the field of 
advertisement and its usage over time 
looks fluctuating, I believe that it accurately 
reflects the combination of presumptions 
and expectations revolving around what 
was called electronic, and later digital, 
publishing. As I’ll discuss, its marketing 
connotation reverberates in publishing too.

As with the Daily Prophet browsed by 
Harry Potter, rich media are meant to 
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bring to life an otherwise inert artifact 
by adding a ‘magical’ element to the 
printed page. Computer pioneer Alan 
Kay (2001) speaks about magic as well: 
according to him, metaphors employed 
in user interfaces shouldn’t literally follow 
the physical world but express what it 
can’t be done there: “if [the screen] is 
to be like magical paper, then it is the 
magical part that is all important.”

In January 2012, Apple released iBooks 
Author, a software to create enhanced 
ebooks that can include “galleries, 
video, interactive diagrams, 3D objects, 
mathematical expressions and more”. 
These rich media “bring content to life 
in ways the printed page never could” 
(“iBooks Author” 2012). iBooks Author 
doesn’t require any coding or deep 
technical skill. In fact, users can choose 

In Defense of Poor Media 
Silvio Lorusso



40

among several ready-made templates 
and customize them according to their 
needs using a WYSIWYG interface. Finally, 
the books can be seamlessly made 
available into the Apple marketplace. 

The kind of slick enhanced books 
produced, distributed, and sold within 
the Apple ecosystem is what publishers, 
designers and readers often think of 
when asked about the ‘future of the book.’ 
Despite the fact that enhanced books 
represent a small, barely lucrative, slice 
of the overall production of ebooks (The 
Huffington Post 2012), practitioners of the 
field and the general public are still dazzled 
by books that change over time, books 
that speak back, books that self-destruct, 
books that react to the mood of the reader, 
books that connect to the physical location 
in which they are read, etc. Apparently, 
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this is the avant-garde. The reality is that, 
the wheel is reinvented over and over. 
In order to provide just a glimpse of the 
complex history of rich media and to 
extend the definition sketched above, 
I’ll briefly discuss some technologies, 
ideas, and particular moments that 
contributed to the development of such 
notion in the field of digital publishing. 

E-Literature and Hypertext Fiction

The working definition of electronic 
literature (e-literature or e-lit) provided 
by the Electronic Literature Organization 
(ELO) encompasses “works with important 
literary aspects that take advantage of 
the capabilities and contexts provided 
by the stand-alone or networked 
computer” (“What Is E-Lit?”). Several 
genres can be seen as being part of 
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it; one of these is hypertext fiction.

Early interactive novels such as 
afternoon, a story by Michael Joyce 
(1990) and Victory Garden by Stuart 
Moulthrop (1992) are now considered 
milestones. These publications provided 
an impressive amount of narrative 
paths chosen by the user/reader. Both 
novels were realized using Storyspace, 
a software created by Jay David Bolter 
and Michael Joyce himself (another 
successful software to produce hypertext 
narratives was Apple’s HyperCard). 

Such pioneering works, together with 
the development of hypertext theory, let 
e-writers assume that the interactivity 
and non-linear possibilities offered by the 
hyperlink were to revolutionize literature 
(cfr. Hayles 2002, 27). In the New York 
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Times Book Review, Robert Coover 
(1992) decreed the end of books as static, 
monolithic, and unidirectional experiences. 
On the contrary, “[w]ith its webs of linked 
lexias, its networks of alternate routes […] 
hypertext presents a radically divergent 
technology, interactive and polyvocal, 
favoring a plurality of discourses over 
definitive utterance and freeing the 
reader from domination by the author.”

In an episode of the Computer Chronicles 
from 1993, Bob Stein presents some of 
the products of his Voyager Company, 
founded in 1985. Among them, The Beatles’ 
A Hard Day’s Night is an example of 
multimedia CD-ROM where the traditional 
categories of publishing begin to merge. 

Stein shows the Expanded Books as well: 
a series of ebooks on floppy disks for the 
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Macintosh that “look like a book and to 
act like a book” (“Electronic Publishing” 
1993). The Picture of Dorian Gray, one of 
them, includes functionalities such as text 
search, annotations, passages’ highlight. 
The anchorman acknowledges that it 
is more of a research tool than a book, 
but he doesn’t seem totally satisfied and 
asks for graphics. Stein reassures him 
by telling that the toolkit they sell allows 
creating ebooks including movies, audios, 
pictures, etc. As this excerpt shows, 
early ebooks suffered from an inferiority 
complex. Multimedia was the cure: video 
and audio made ebooks unique and 
more captivating than printed matter.

The iPad

In 2010, the first iPad was released. During 
its first public presentation, Steve Jobs 
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described the iPad’s core functions, the 
things that this new device was better at 
than the mobile and the laptop. These 
were: browsing the Web, reading emails, 
watching photos and videos, listening 
to music, playing games, and, finally, 
reading ebooks. Thanks to its handiness 
and its multi-touch, high-quality display, 
the iPad soon became the natural 
environment of rich media applications 
merging the key operations listed above.

Digital Publishing Suite

In the current context of digital publishing, 
iBooks Author is not the only proprietary 
software available to produce rich media 
publications. Mostly employed to create 
enhanced magazines, the Adobe Digital 
Publishing Suite (DPS) was recently named 
“the leading digital publishing solution” 

In Defense of Poor Media 
Silvio Lorusso



46

(“Adobe Digital Publishing Suite” 2012). 
The DPS is meant to “create, publish, 
and optimize content-centric mobile 
apps”, another name for enhanced 
publications. DPS’ apps are supposed 
to be immersive and engaging, thanks 
to “sophisticated text treatments with 
video, audio, animation, and other highly 
interactive elements.” In order not to 
‘shock’ its users, Adobe designed the DPS 
as an appendix of InDesign; maintaining its 
print-oriented workflow basically intact.

Social Reading

The notion of ‘social reading‘ emerged 
around mid–2011 (“Social Reading” 
2015) when platforms like Goodreads 
— later acquired by Amazon — were 
quickly growing and e-reading devices 
like the Kindle began to let users 
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share their reading activity on social 
media. According to the definition 
provided by OpenBookmarks, social 
reading is “everything that surrounds 
the experience of reading electronic 
books” (“What Is Social Reading?” 
2011), like the following example: 

You’re reading an ebook. You find 
a bit you like, and you select the 
text and email it to a friend.

Why do I consider social reading as a 
facet of rich media? Because some 
of the functionalities that go under 
the social reading umbrella — like 
the sharing of highlights — are often 
embedded into enhanced books.

All Together Now
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Shakespeare’s Sonnets, an ebook as 
app for the iPad made by London-
based publisher Touch Press, is a much 
recognized example in the field of 
enhanced publications. The Sonnets 
embody several of the rich media 
characteristics described above. For 
instance, each sonnet is performed by a 
well-known actor. The performances are 
incorporated in the book as entertaining 
videos. The sonnets are accompanied by 
two different sets of annotations. It is also 
possible to browse the 1609 Quarto edition 
of the book. As well as merging text, video, 
and images, the book represents a social 
reading experience since users can share 
passages via email, Facebook, or Twitter. 

In summary, rich media books are 
enhanced by multimedia, interactivity, and 
social features. The promise of rich media 
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is an active, engaging, and public reading 
experience, thanks to intuitive – “natural” 
– forms of interaction, almost infinite paths 
to explore, and dynamic, high-res visual 
artifacts. While physical books appear in 
comparison as obsolete and inexorably 
doomed, the process to develop rich media 
often fits the print workflow that designers 
are used to, which is therefore reinforced. 

The Poverty of Rich Media

What has changed since Voyager’s 
Expanded Books on floppies? Not much. 
Ok, books are not isolated anymore, 
they’re part of a shared experience, but 
the idea of sociality they foster seems 
to be confined mostly within the narrow 
boundaries of dominant social media 
platforms. Social reading can be more than 
tweeting passages. The same Bob Stein 
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of the Voyager Company later founded 
the Institute for the Future of the Book, 
which focuses, among other things, on 
social reading technologies. One of these 
is CommentPress, a plugin for Wordpress 
that allows multiple users to comment each 
paragraph, line, or word of a given text. 
Both the text and comments are not locked 
in the book, instead they can be extracted 
through copy-paste or RSS feeds. As 
seen above, Openbookmarks’ definition 
is a broad one. Here’s another example:

You’re reading a book on one device, but 
half-way through you switch to another 
ereader. Your position and bookmarks 
are automatically synchronised.

iBooks format does not fully allow this. 
Rich media often take advantage of the 
shared efforts to develop open standards 
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for digital publishing without giving back. 
Even though the iBooks proprietary 
format is based on the EPUB standard, 
it can’t be read by other ebook readers. 
While iBooks format allows custom 
functionalities, it prevents users to leave 
the Apple’s ecosystem. This is how Ed 
Bott summarizes Apple’s strategy: “Enter 
a product category supporting a widely 
used standard, extend that standard 
with proprietary capabilities, and then 
use those differences to disadvantage 
competitors” (Bott 2012). Preservation 
is an issue as well: how do you deal with 
many competing standards? Looking 
back in history, not much from the era 
of multimedia CD-ROM has survived.

Both enhanced ebooks and books as apps 
undergo a quality check in order to appear 
on Apple’s or Google’s virtual shelves. What 
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these companies mean by quality is not 
as straightforward as one may think. For 
instance, Seth Godin’s book was rejected 
by Apple because it included “multiple links 
to Amazon store” (Godin 2012). Geometric 
Porn, an app that shows “non-explicit 
description of sexual organs or activity” 
(“Geometric Porn” 2012) was rejected and 
suspended by both Apple and Google. 
These examples indicate that conflicts of 
interest and censorship not only concern 
interactive ebooks, but the impact on these 
is often greater. Users can still install an app 
or download an iBooks file from a source 
other than the Apple Store or Google Play, 
but it’s a clumsy, frustrating process.

Within the ideology of rich media, 
engagement through multimedia and 
interactivity is intrinsically valuable. 
Multi-touch gestures and transitions are 
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portrayed as an unmediated, therefore 
deeper, mode of interaction with digital 
devices. The reality is different: according 
to Dragan Espenschied (2013), “Simple 
actions like searching, writing, editing, 
calculating, controlling became needlessly 
painful to execute […]”. The physical 
keyboard offers instead “the simplest 
two-level interface: Novice users can 
orient themselves visually, if they grow 
to use certain features more often or 
with more detail, they can use precise 
keyboard combinations and shortcuts to 
execute functions that are present in their 
minds rather than the computer screen.”

Many people compared the iPad to the 
Dynabook, a device prototyped by Alan 
Kay (‘magical paper’, remember?) in 1972, 
which was not actually released because 
of the technological limitations of that time. 
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Alan Kay (2013) himself did not approve 
such comparison, since the Dynabook 
was meant to be a device for intellectual 
production. The iPad, on the contrary, is 
consumption-oriented. No need to write 
code to realize this, structuring a short 
essay would be cumbersome enough.

‘Rich media’ is a marketing catchphrase. 
In the context of digital publishing, it is 
the idea of rich media itself that is sold. 
As in the Computer Chronicles, it is not 
multimedia content that counts, but its 
very presence, within a wider narrative 
in which slickness and high resolution 
correspond to technological progress. 
Likewise, interactivity is often there for 
its own sake, becoming free advertising 
for the device, reading software, and 
publishing ecosystem in general. “Widgets 
add Multi-Touch magic to books on iPad 
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and Mac” (“iBooks Author” 2012). This 
is not the authentic magic Alan Kay was 
talking about; it’s a mere bunch of tricks as 
boisterous as the early Web banner ads. 

Some hesitations are emerging. “We 
pursued distractions and called them 
enhancements.” This is how, in the New 
York Times, e-book designer Peter 
Mayers (2013) drily summarizes the 
recent history of multimedia digital 
publishing. Perhaps, instead of rich 
media I should speak of ‘baroque 
media’, media flaunting their opulence 
through ornamental user experience.

Softwares like iBooks Author and the 
Adobe DPS are easy to use: coding is not 
required and there’s no need to change the 
way a designer works. “Building a book is 
as easy as dragging and dropping” (“iBooks 
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Author” 2012). Even though users can 
create their own widgets, iBooks Author is 
focused on customization. The DPS is an 
integration of inDesign. Both are the result 
of a very specific idea of what publishing is 
and how it is performed. An idea developed 
with print in mind and with the hurry to 
reach or build a digital audience. While 
this software work probably well for high-
volume publishing enterprises, these 
tools produce reactionary workflows and 
publications. Supposedly, rich media are 
not expensive in terms of time, money, 
and labour. This is true as long as the 
paradigms encoded in the software are 
accepted. Florian Cramer (2014) puts it 
this way: “[…] we’re looking for pragmatic, 
working solutions – not snazzy design 
show-off work that may create wow-effects 
but will not be a workable model for real 
life […] Focus on showcase projects has 
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been the achilles heel of all electronic 
and multimedia publishing efforts ever 
since the CD-ROM in the 1990s.”

One of the fields where rich media are 
supposed to have a groundbreaking 
effect is education. The assumption is 
that ‘digital natives’ are completely at ease 
with digital technology, therefore learning 
tools and methods must adapt to this new 
kind of cognition. Traditional textbooks 
are static, boring and therefore obsolete. 
The argument is generally supported 
by the frequent statistics showing the 
extinction of strong readers. The solution 
is books in which students “flick through 
photo galleries, rotate 3D objects, tap to 
pop up sidebars, or play video and audio” 
(“iBooks Textbooks for iPad” 2012). 

Italian philosopher Roberto Casati 
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(2013) names this phenomenon “digital 
colonialism.” Sharing Kay’s concerns, he 
highlights the way rich media discourage 
intellectual production. Furthermore, he 
argues that they impose a continuous 
and tiresome multitasking condition. 
Along with push notifications, a bestiary 
of other distractions inhabits the iPad’s 
environment. According to some of 
the early e-lit proponents, hyperlink 
was to revolutionize literature. Today, 
the reassuring consequentiality and 
peaceful inactivity of traditional books 
seems to offer an escape from this 
hammering information overload.

Rich media reflect the privileges of rich 
countries. Several enhanced publications 
are developed without considering 
hardware and network conditions on a 
global scale. In 2012, among the first eight 
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textbooks available through iBooks, the 
smallest was more than 700Mb big. Some 
of them were bigger than 2Gb (Brownlee 
2012). Such files require lot of available 
space and a very fast connection.

‘Rich Media’ Is what Interactive 
Multimedia Stands for

A necessary clarification: I’m not against 
multimedia or interactivity. After all, the 
online instance of this text includes videos 
and links. There are several interactive 
publications that I like. Blackbar is my 
favorite one: a text-based dystopia where 
the reader needs to guess censored words 
in order to proceed. Blackbar was made 
in 2013, but it could have been created 
30 years ago. Is this a book or a game? 
Who knows… By ‘rich media’ I don’t simply 
mean interactive multimedia, but the blind 
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business-minded enthusiasm towards 
these features. In many cases pushing 
interactive multimedia into ebooks only 
makes sense from the commercial point 
of view. The Web is a superb environment 
for multimedia and interactivity. Currently, 
browsers interpret HTML, CSS, and 
JavaScript way better than the render 
engines of ebook readers. But websites 
are not easy to sell. Lincoln Michel (2014) 
suggests a different territory: “Despite 
the regular hyping of enhanced e-books/
hypertext/apps/interactive books, I 
don’t see those going anywhere outside 
of a few specific markets like children’s 
books and textbooks. The problem is 
that we already have a whole industry 
devoted to interactive narratives: video 
games.” But publishers see themselves 
as book makers and when they publish 
enhanced book, they indirectly promote 
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the reading device: would people be 
interested in the iPad if there weren’t 
applications showing off its potential?

Part 2—Poor Media

While rich media mostly emphasize 
the characteristics of the book as a 
technology to be used and consumed, 
poor media express and corroborate its 
potential of duplication and dissemination. 
Since the way in which information is 
structured may encourage or, conversely, 
inhibit duplication, poor media also 
include technologies of production. 

Like rich media, ‘poor media’ is a broad, 
multifaceted concept. Before outlining 
a definition, I’ll depict a few episodes in 
which digital publishing appears as a 
practice bolstered, stimulated, or activated 
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by poor media. A consideration first: the 
whole history of the book, not just since 
the advent of digital networks, can be 
understood as the sacrifice of a certain 
idea of material quality in favor of a faster 
duplication or a broader reach. As Cory 
Doctorow (2004) puts it, “every successful 
new medium has traded off its artifact-ness 
— the degree to which it was populated by 
bespoke hunks of atoms, cleverly nailed 
together by master craftspeople — for 
ease of reproduction.” The Luther Bible was 
not as fancy as monks’ hand-illuminated 
bibles from the previous century, anti-
soviet carbon-copied samizdat were 
fragile and vulnerable, mimeographed 
zines were mostly cheap and unruly.

Project Gutenberg

In 1971, during the night of the fourth 
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of July, Michael S. Hart, at the time a 
Human-Machine Interfaces’ student at 
the University of Illinois, used the time 
available at the mainframe computer 
of his university (time that was worth 
millions of dollars) to retype and publicly 
distribute the text of the United States 
Declaration of Independence. At a time 
in which computers were mainly used 
for data processing, employing them for 
content distribution was not an obvious 
choice. In Hart’s (1992) words, “the 
greatest value created by computers 
would not be computing, but would be 
the storage, retrieval, and searching 
of what was stored in our libraries.”

Michael Hart was profoundly conscious 
of the duplicating potential of computers, 
which he considered a form of “replicator 
technology.” This attitude, together with 
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the adoption of “Plain Vanilla ASCII,” a 
universally interchangeable standard for 
text, led to the development of Project 
Gutenberg, a volunteer-based platform 
whose mission is to “encourage the 
creation and distribution of eBooks” 
(Hart 2004). All the books on Project 
Gutenberg are released in the public 
domain and freely available for download.

Sometimes, the intrinsic limitations 
of plain text led to the development 
of interesting solutions in order to 
include illustrations and the paratextual 
elements of a publication. Consider this 
frontispiece of Flatland, made in 2008. 
Evidently, it is at the same time less and 
more than a neutral replica (fig. t, u).

E-Zines
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Let’s go back to Computer Chronicles 
for a moment. Jerod Pore, speaking of 
his Factsheet Five zine on The WELL, 
praises the instant availability offered by 
the Internet, highlighting how inexpensive 
it is to produce and distribute a work both 
in terms of time and money. At the same 
time, he doesn’t forget to remark that both 
electronic and print publishing don’t come 
for free if we consider natural resources.

Like the early Project Gutenberg ebooks, 
e-zines were originally formatted as 
ASCII text. At first, they were spread 
through the BBS (bulletin board system). 
According to Jason Scott (1999), archivist 
at textfiles.com, “Instead of losing 
individual textfiles in the sea of BBSes, 
many writers chose instead to move to 
the ‘Magazine’ model, where they would 
band together textfiles and release 
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them as a group. This strengthened the 
chances of the files surviving and also 
made for impressive file sizes, a sign 
of quality to people browsing sites.”

Bookwarez

Speaking of ebooks, Cory Doctorow 
(2004) indicates a phenomenon that 
goes under the name of ‘bookwarez’. From 
Doctorow’s point of view, an ebook is not 
necessarily a digital publication produced 
and distributed by a proper publishing 
house, but rather a “‘pirate’ or unauthorized 
electronic edition of a book, usually made 
by cutting the binding off of a book and 
scanning it a page at a time, then running 
the resulting bitmaps through an optical 
character recognition app to convert 
them into ASCII text, to be cleaned up 
by hand. These books are pretty buggy, 
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full of errors introduced by the OCR.”

Markdown

Created by John Gruber in 2004, 
Markdown is a handy markup language 
that allows to create structured text easily 
convertible to HTML (but also EPUB, 
PDF, and more). Unlike HTML, Markdown 
is easily readable to the human eye: for 
instance, <em>italic</em> becomes 
*italic*. Unlike the .doc format, Markdown 
doesn’t need a dedicated processor: one 
can write Markdown in TextEdit as well 
as in Gedit or in TextPad. “Markdown is 
a product of internet culture. It uses ad-
hoc formatting signs commonly used in 
e-mail and chat platforms, and further 
popularized on blogging platforms […]” 
(Digital Publishing Toolkit Collective 2014). 
Although limited and somehow strict, 
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Markdown encourages duplication and 
multiple instantiation of a text in different 
formats. It also facilitates archiving since 
its semantic structure is manifest.

EPUB 

Originally developed around 1998 (OEB 
at that time), EPUB is a free and open 
standard for digital books developed 
by the International Digital Publishing 
Forum (IDPF). EPUB 3, its latest release, 
may include audio, video, and interactive 
elements programmed in Javascript. 
Despite this, I consider it a poor medium. 
Here is why: “A key concept of EPUB is 
that content presentation should adapt 
to the User rather than the User having 
to adapt to a particular presentation of 
content” (International Digital Publishing 
Forum 2011). Instead of imposing its 
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features, an EPUB file tries to do its best 
in each possible situation, from narrow 
E Ink readers to multi-touch tablets. 
Furthermore, its inner architecture is 
crystal clear and easily accessible. An 
EPUB book is basically a portable website: 
a compressed series of HTML and CSS 
files together with metadata and structure.

PDF

The PDF format was created by Adobe 
more than 20 years ago on the basis of 
PostScript — a language that deeply 
contributed to the birth of Desktop 
Publishing — and later released as 
an open standard. Pretty much every 
word processor can export PDFs. This 
format is used for extremely diverse 
kinds of documents, from books to tax 
receipts. Although it is possible to include 
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interactive elements and videos in a PDF, 
here I refer to its quintessential form: “an 
airline boarding pass, printed out or held 
open on a smartphone, or else it is the 
manual that explains the smartphone 
itself, or else the quarterly statements 
the smartphone corporation publishes 
for investors” (Gitelman 2014). While 
PDFs were originally meant for print, 
today’s browsers seamlessly render 
them. As Alessandro Ludovico (2014) 
points out, the PDF can be seen as a sort 
of sub-medium, since it evolved from a 
production standard to a standalone one.

Print on Demand

Print on Demand (POD) is a system that 
allows even just a single copy of a book 
to be printed and made commercially 
available without any prior investment. 
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Is this digital publishing? I’d like to think 
so. POD books represent a genuine 
hybrid of digital and analog processes: 
sent through the regular postal system, 
the physical book is the tip of the 
iceberg of an infrastructure that takes 
advantage of digital printing, desktop 
publishing, the PDF format, and Web 
2.0. Moreover, as N. Katherine Hayles 
(2007) reminds us, “Digital technologies 
are now so thoroughly integrated with 
commercial printing processes that 
print is more properly considered a 
particular output form of electronic text 
than an entirely separate medium.” 

From a graphic designer’s perspective, 
POD is very limiting: the choice is often 
among a couple of different papers and a 
standardized series of formats. When the 
amount of ordered book is small, black 
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and white printing is the only convenient 
one. However, POD books are quickly 
produced and distributed: I upload 
the PDF, I get an ISBN, and my book is 
ready to be purchased (or downloaded). 
Immediately after, I can revise it as many 
times as I wish. The version triumphs over 
the edition. No intermediaries needed, 
apart from the POD platform I’ve chosen.

Poor media foster duplication and boost 
circulation. They are lightweight. Poor 
media suggest an active use: frequently 
they can be converted, dissected, 
remixed, reorganized, updated. The 
modest simplicity of poor media doesn’t 
contradict the possibility to preserve them. 
The duplicating aura they carry amplifies 
their resilience: “lots of copies keep stuff 
safe,” archivists say. The poverty of poor 
media should be better called frugality, 
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since it’s characterized by the conscious, 
serene renunciation of embellishments 
in favor of accessibility and spread. The 
spartan look of poor media might not be 
beautiful, but it’s undoubtedly charming.

[A final remark: most of the ideas expressed in this text 
emerged from the memorable two years-long collaboration 
with the Digital Publishing Toolkit Consortium and from 
fervent conversations with great people such as André 
Castro, Loraine Furter, and the members of OSP and 
Constant. I take this chance to thank them all.]
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Claudia Eve Beauchesne
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Logan K. Young
Girls & Boys.

If the Chorus to Blur’s Best Song off ‘Parklife’ (Food, ‘94) Can be Rendered 
in Vaguely Mathematical Emojis, then it Should Sent to Damon Albarn.pdf
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Logan K. Young
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Louis Porter

Lost and Found 1.pdf
Lost and Found 2.pdf
Lost and Found 3.pdf
Lost and Found 4.pdf
Lost and Found 5.pdf
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Louis Porter



314

Hermann Zschiegner

HermannZschiegner.pdf
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Hermann Zschiegner
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Giovanna Olmos

HorizonAvatar.pdf
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Giovanna Olmos



318

Chantal Zakari and Mike Mandel
Lockdown Archive

LockdownArchive12-13.jpg
LockdownArchive24-25.jpg
LockdownArchive34-35.jpg
LockdownArchive50-51.jpg
LockdownArchive54-55.jpg
LockdownArchive72-73.jpg



319

Chantal Zakari and Mike Mandel
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Zach Verdin

B83ZZmsIEAI0lwd.jpg  
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Zach Verdin
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Roberto Greco
This Is City Heights

this is city heights.pdf
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Roberto Greco
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James Bridle

PrintedWeb3-JamesBridle.pdf
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James Bridle
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Sal Randolph

randolph_ambient.pdf
randolph_language.pdf
randolph_time.pdf
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Sal Randolph
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Josh Brilliant

Josh_Brilliant_1.pdf
Josh_Brilliant_2.pdf
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Josh Brilliant
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Angela Genusa
NO EXPERT (excerpt)

4_02_genusa.pdf
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Angela Genusa
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Oscar Schwartz

Screen Shot 2015-01-30 at 12.28.57 pm.pdf
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Angela Genusa
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Patrick Gallagher

PrintedWeb_1_PGallagher.pdf
PrintedWeb_2_PGallagher.pdf
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Patrick Gallagher
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Chris Klapper

Data - Chris Klapper Printed web (1).pdf
Data - chris klapper Printed web 2.pdf
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Chris Klapper
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Carolyn Wood

the_nine.pages
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Carolyn Wood



340

Mariangela Guatteri
The Day of the Shooting

_The Day Of The Shooting 1.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 2.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 3.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 4.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 5.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 6.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 7.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 8.pdf
_The Day Of The Shooting 9.pdf
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Mariangela Guatteri
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Brian LaRossa

Printed_Web_3_LaRossa.pdf
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Brian LaRossa
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Péter Kupás
one year compressed content for wannabe net artists

the shallowness I feel after a 24 hour walk on the 
internet is like bathing in chicken soup

one year compressed content for wannabe net artists.pdf
the shallowness i feel after a 24 hour walk on the 
internet is like bathing in chicken soup.pdf
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Péter Kupás
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Johanna Ehde

printedweb_growth_ johannaehde.pdf
printedweb_hello_ johannaehde.pdf
printedweb_ jeffkoons_ johannaehde.pdf
printedweb_newnews_ johannaehde.pdf
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Johanna Ehde
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Sebastián Mira

aloalo.pdf
cielo67-26.pdf
tumblrtrouble.pdf
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Sebastián Mira
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Valentina von Klencke

jlo.pdf
Snoop (1).pdf
steven.pdf
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Valentina von Klencke
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Michaël Borras A.K.A SYSTAIME

01.jpg
03.jpg
04.jpg
05.jpg
06.jpg
10903953_841158095925567_6618565214260328781_o.jpg
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Michaël Borras A.K.A SYSTAIME
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Christine Bettis

emojidiptych1.pdf
emojidiptych2.pdf
emojidiptych3.pdf
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Christine Bettis
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Emily Raw
selfiesofstrangers

selfiesofstrangers.pdf
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Emily Raw
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Constant Dullaart

Screenshot_2014-08-31-17-21-44.png
Screenshot_2014-08-31-23-44-29.png
Screenshot_2014-09-01-10-02-47.png
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Constant Dullaart



360

Ingrid Burrington

littlenets.pdf 
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Ingrid Burrington



362

Roc Herms

RocHerms_01.pdf
RocHerms_02.pdf
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Roc Herms



364

Bryce Jensen

submission screenshot 1 2015 .pdf
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Bryce Jensen
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Brent Dahl

Blank_Brent_Dahl.pdf
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Brent Dahl
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Francesca Capone

LOTPW_FrancescaCapone_ALL.pdf
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Francesca Capone



370

Jonathan Rotsztain

rotsztain_rattled.pdf
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Jonathan Rotsztain



372

Sara Shahim
missed connections

craigslist.pdf
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Sara Shahim
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Ori Alon

GmailScrollOriAlon.pdf
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Ori Alon
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Nicola Morton
Propaganda Wants You

Romantic Grass of the Week

PropagandaWantsYou_PW3.pdf
RomanticGrassOfTheWeek_PW3.pdf
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Nicola Morton



378

Martin Brink

LOTPW_Martin_Brink.pdf
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Martin Brink
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Cheryl Sourkes

AcupunctureDatabase.pdf
AstronomyApp.tif.pdf
Grindr.pdf
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Cheryl Sourkes
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Gregory Jones

GeJ#1.pdf
GeJ#2.pdf
GeJ#3.pdf
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Gregory Jones
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Jorge Sanchez

Back and Contact.pdf
Last Modified 1.pdf
Social Media STD.pdf
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Jorge Sanchez
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Kevin McCaughey

PW3_SUBMISSION_KEVIN_MCCAUGHEY.pdf
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Kevin McCaughey
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