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Abstract
This chapter will explore how digital spaces allow writers to reconceptualise the
process and reception of writing. Traditionally, form shapes the way that writing is
both transmitted and received: a sonnet or haiku will dictate the structure and
composition or a poem, while the physical manifestation of a book signals to the
reader the structural limits of the story. This chapter will explore how Twitter
chain-stories, Instagram narratives and podcasts each present a model as distinct
and formally challenging as a sonnet or novel. Jacques Jouet has suggested, in
reference to the Oulipian process of writing through constraints, that ‘the constraint
is the problem; the text the solution’ (2001, p.4). The chapter will explore how
both practitioners and instructors might respond to the new constraints of online
environments to find new ‘solutions’. In addition, it will suggest ways in which
digital spaces encourage us to think of narrative as a form of exploration, since
utilising the vast and ever-expanding multi-dimensional space of the Internet
suggests a range of possibilities, such as immersive world-building; transmedia
hybrids of text, audio and image; embedded text; site-specific interactive texts;
‘choose your own adventure’ changeable-content; and multiple-choice endings.
Consideration will also be given to the problems inherent in online storytelling,
among them a high degree of competition for audience, the short attention span of
digital readers, and the constraints of various operating systems and devices used
to access online content.
Key Words: Internet, digital storytelling, online narratives, #5MinuteStories,
form, constraint.
*****
The term ‘digital spaces’ sounds like one borrowed from science-fiction: a vast
and unquantifiable expanse that like the universe is ever-expanding; a web of
almost endless connections whose pattern can sometimes seem as that of a dream
within a dream within a dream; a Borgesian labyrinth, whose dimensions, not to
mention length, breadth, depth and capacity, we can seemingly only hint at in
metaphors.
For writers, this presents both opportunity and challenge, especially when we
consider the tyranny of the blank page replaced with the tyranny of endless
hyperspace. So how does one navigate this space? I would argue that digital spaces
provide an invitation to reconsider form, and it is this that allows writers to
reconceptualise the process and reception of writing. Form shapes the way writing
is both transmitted and received: a sonnet or haiku will dictate the structure and
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composition or a poem, while the physical manifestation of a book signals to the
reader the structural limits of the story. Think of the seventeen syllables with which
Basho must balance between season and emotion, the five iambs in the line that
measure out the beat the players must reach. In their own unique ways, Twitter
chain-stories and Instagram narratives present a model as distinct and formally
challenging as a sonnet or novel.
The Oulipian process of setting constraints which would deliberately force
writing into new directions and new spaces (the most famous example being
Georges Perec writing his novel La Disparition without once using the letter ‘e’) is
instructive here. Jacques Jouet has suggested of this Oulipian writing process that
“the constraint is the problem; the text the solution”.1 Digital spaces, with their
evolving rules, codes and constraints, thus offer both practitioners and instructors
an opportunity to explore a variety of new ‘solutions’.
In few places is the Oulipian constraint more obvious that on Twitter, where
content is limited to 140 characters. This enforced brevity aligns the form with the
contemporaneous rise of ‘flash fiction’. In the most satisfying twitter fiction, this
form works best at providing new ways of developing, sustaining, and thinking
about character and voice. Among the narrative possibilities celebrated in the
Twitter Fiction Festival (@TWfictionfest) are multiple handles, where one author
might utilize several different accounts to interact as different characters to tell a
story, and parody accounts where authors tweet as a historical or fictional persona,
often in real time.
For the instructor in particular, Twitter offers key lessons in character creation
and development in first-person narratives. Unable to utilise description of
appearance and attitude, backstory, detailed scene-setting, exposition and, at least
at first, dialogue, the writer is forced to carefully consider their use and application
of voice. Much demographic information (gender, age, ethnicity, social and marital
status, nationality, education level, sexuality, political affiliation, etc.), for instance,
can often only be suggested only by inference and clue. In particular, the
motivations, contradictions, and traits of the character must be communicated
primarily through vocabulary and semantic choices; the mechanics, patterns and
rhythms of thought and speech; references and allusions to events, culture, or
news; and emotional responses to immediate situations or experience.
The New Yorker has noted that “There’s potential on Twitter for wild formal
invention. Rather than just fiction tweeted, writers could find narrative in retweets,
faves, blocks, and unfollows, and write in not just words but images, GIFs, emoji,
and hyperlinks”, and it is here that a new form of fiction might be anticipated. 2
Consider the collaborative stories that Neil Gaiman has written with fans via
Twitter, or the computer-generated ‘characters’ that use sophisticated
programming to mimic and parody real speech and so provoke response and
engagement. Meanwhile, more traditional Twitter fiction, such as David Mitchell’s
“The Right Stuff” (a 280 tweet Twitter story that later developed into Slade House,
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the author’s most recent novel) demonstrate the power of the sustained first-person
narrative to transport and engage. Yet such stories also suggest the inherent danger
of Twitter fiction: namely that it can read as a longer piece arbitrary chopped into
the tiniest of chapters.
Twitter is more than just a prompt or exercise for the writing classroom,
however. As well as functioning as a stand-alone repository for fiction (some key
examples being Nick Belardes’ Twitter novel Small Places, 2008-2010, and
Jennifer Egan’s “Black Box”, a short story told in 606 tweets, 2012, and the
innovative work of Teju Cole), Twiiter can also be utilized as a key tool in seeding,
promotion, development, and audience engagement with a published or
forthcoming traditional text. Tweets, for instance, in the voice of a central
character can effectively trail and tease a novel to build a readership; can develop
tangential narratives or continue aspects of a story beyond the limits or scope
covered in the published text; and the unpredictable formal challenge of real-world
response, whether via direct in-character conversation with audience or
engagement with current news or cultural events.
Twitter appears to be a natural habitat for writers, since it is a text-driven
experience, yet the majority of mobile-driven social media applications, such as
Snapchat, Tumblr, Vine and Pinterest, tend to be image-based. However, once
again it is the limitations here that encourage creativity for the story-teller. In fact,
it has been argued that users of sites such as Instagram frequently employ many of
the techniques familiar to fiction writers in order to create a persuasive narrative.3
Indeed, perhaps the most vital fiction of all for a number of young people is that of
creating and sustaining the narrative of having an exciting life. The posting of
selfies, exotic locations, purchases (particularly fashion and food), cityscapes,
social interactions, and artwork, can cumulatively serve to build reputation,
increase social capital, reaffirm mutual experience, and generate a tribal sense of
belonging.4 In short, like the best storytelling, these narratives fulfil a social
function and are also closely entwined with the negotiation of identity.
What this suggests for the practitioner and instructor is that a large number of
users are already familiar with the codes, signs and symbols at play within such
applications. Eco states that, “codes provide the rules which generate signs as
concrete occurrences in communicative intercourse”, and the use of images to tell a
story (or part of one) therefore depends on this familiarity. 5 The social semiotics of
visual (and part-visual) communication therefore allows for the constructions of a
narrative utilising the ‘visual grammar’ of a collection of images in order to make a
series of complex statements and stories.6 Once again, this allows instructors to
encourage new ways of thinking about how stories are generated and received. In
particular, an Instagram narrative provides key lessons on symbolism.
The iconography of a visual story relies on the connotations of each element of
its composition. Students must consider how the clothes a ‘character’ is wearing,
the products she is using, and the places she is shot in, for instance, might represent
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her socio-economic status, backstory and demographic details, as well as her
mood, motivation and conflicts. In addition, students can be exposed to the power
of symbolism, as well as being encouraged to experiment with the idea of the
objective correlative: an object or event within a narrative that elicits an unspoken
emotional or intellectual response from the reader. This object can take centre
stage in a visual narrative, where everything within the frame might, with
repetition and choice placing, take on significance. The idea of the objective
correlative was defined by T.S. Eliot, who explained that “The only way of
expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an ‘objective correlative’; in
other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the
formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must
terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked”.7
In that sense, the reader participates in the action of the text, with their own
emotion brought into play. A visual narrative provides a perfect environment to
practice using this literary tool, since this object or event can replace dialogue,
stream of consciousness and exposition to demonstrate the ‘heart’ of the story.
Moreover, the overlap with poetic construction is clear: repeated motifs might take
on a symbolic or cumulative power within a visual text, and guide the reception of
that text.
Rachel Hulin’s Instagram novel “Hey Harry Hey Matilda” was revealed over
the course of 200 ‘pages’, presenting a series of framed and stylised images with
captions and annotations that serve to link them together into a coherent narrative,
an approach that is mirrored in the account ‘novelgram: Instagram a novel’ which
also self-reflexively comments on its construction as the story progresses. In other
genres, Instagram has most famously been used as a forum for memoir (such as
Caroline Calloway’s Cambridge based memoir) and micro-essays (as frequently
featured on the Creative Nonfiction journal’s website), suggesting the versatility of
this form. The appeal for both practitioners and instructors is in the marriage of
image and text to complement each other to suggest a deeper thread of connection
and, potentially, to also suggest the elisions, contradictions and differing
interpretations between the two representations.
In order to construct their own image-based narrative, students will be forced to
experiment with storyboarding, a key skill both in terms of outlining longer works
(such as novels and longer short stories) and in thinking about screenplays and
multimedia work. This planning activity might therefore provide a solid grounding
in the different stages of the writing process, by making explicit the roles of
planning, research, outlining, construction, editing and revising as each integral to
the success of the narrative. Finally, creating this type of narrative provides a
perfect opportunity for group work, something that is often missing from the
writing classroom. The ensuing discussion, negotiation and compromise encourage
students to think about writing as more as communication with an audience than as
a solitary, private or necessarily ‘personal’ activity. The scope of such a project
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also means that students can work through each stage and create (and indeed
publish) their final project well within the time constrains of a regular term or
semester.
Image rarely stands alone, however. Much imagery in digital spaces tends to be
used with captions or in an illustrative capacity to complement text or themes.
Indeed, digital spaces are increasingly being used by authors for transmedia stories:
namely, storytelling that use a variety of media platforms to construct a coherent
and complimentary narrative. The aim is that either individual piece (such as
image, podcast, Youtube film, Pinterest images, and annotated Tumblr) should be
able to stand-alone and work as a satisfying single piece, but that added together
the whole will be greater than the sum of its parts. One multi-billion dollar
example would be the Marvel universe, where the same characters exist in
different narratives across movies, television series, comics and graphic novels,
fanfiction, artwork, podcasts, video games, and tie-ins, and where the realised
world in which these characters operate is extended and developed with each
subsequent iteration and narrative. On a smaller (and far cheaper) scale, personal
storytelling that extends across image-based sites, video sites such as Youtube,
downloadable or stream-able podcasts might all compliment, broaden and expand
enjoyment of (and immersion in) these narratives.
Much of the pedagogical focus of writing for digital spaces has been on such
transmedia narratives, with particular emphasis placed on what is now termed
‘digital storytelling’: namely, an online narrative that involves a mixture of digital
medias, most commonly including video, text, imagery, soundtrack and vocal. One
basic example from the writing class is the tale from family history, where students
research by finding old photographs and interviewing family members, before
collating these into a storyboarded and edited Youtube film that might include
edited selections of each of these elements along with voiceover, dramatic
reconstruction or reading, or music. The construction of a digital story mean that
students learn through practice and experiment, and engage in research, scripting,
design, production/postproduction, and education all within a single task.8 Digital
storytelling encourages an approach to writing that emphasises considering how to
balance being flexible, universal, interactive, and community-minded,9 while also
improving students’ skills at critical thinking, media literary and composition.10
Furthermore, digital storytelling once again enlarges the potential of the writing
classroom, by allowing for the creation and production of a viable and realistic
published artefact by the end of the course, something which is difficult to achieve
in a ten-week class on writing a novel, for instance.
Indeed, this is also the point at which the potential of writing for digital spaces
transcends the creative writing classroom. Digital storytelling can be used in a
range of classrooms, from primary school upwards, to encourage and develop news
skills such as digital literacy, global literacy, technological literacy, visual literacy,
as well as the ability to research, evaluate and integrate information into students’
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own work.11 Meanwhile, any research project utilizing audio podcasts, video, or
image-based narrative could provide an effective teaching and assessment strategy
to motivate, engage and develop the creative abilities of students with learning
disabilities (such as dyslexia), or those who might struggle with traditional
literacies. In a different way, the opportunities offered by narratives that are
already at play within digital spaces can provide a clear framework for student
writing. Gerber and Price suggest that video games, which provide the base of a
detailed conceptual universes which is likely to already be familiar to a large
number of students, provide a number of potential lessons for the writing
classroom. These include using the walkthrough guide as a key practice of
expository writing (thinking about audience requirements, context, genre rules,
descriptive techniques and explication); blogging as a way in to persuasive writing
(suggesting doing so in the voice of a character from a game); and use the existing
worlds developed from popular games to develop fanfiction (which might take the
form of lyrics, poems, short stories utilizing pre-existing characters in new
scenarios, plot developments, screenplays or video critiques) as an entry into
creative writing.12 Digital spaces might thus be utilized as a flexible pedagogical
tool within a range of situations and classrooms.
However, any consideration of digital spaces within the classroom must
acknowledge potential issues arising from their use. The creation of digital
products, for instance, present a range of issues for instructors in terms of rubrics
and assessment (particularly for the transmedia narratives that might encompass
both image-based, video, audio and textual work), and also relies on instructors
being proficient with the latest digital platforms and having the technological skills
to both implement and examine work that straddles a range of disciplines and
medias. Making matters more difficult is that fact that when faced with such a vast
array of options in terms of form, content and structure, students may end up
mimicking pre-existing models that they have already seen. Students without much
technological literacy or exposure are also likely to need a large amount of support
in such projects. In addition, questions remain about the nature of dissemination,
democratisation and copyright of the digital works generated by such projects,
while “educators using any web-based form of instruction must be concerned about
equal access for all learners, taking into consideration an individual's
socioeconomic background and learning needs”.13
From personal experience, digital spaces offer new methods of directly
disseminating and consuming work. For my own series of #5MinuteStories, I used
digital spaces to create a short immersive experience that could be consumed
during a short commute, for instance. By constructing a short story via the
presentation software Prezi, I was able to integrate pictures and text side-by-side to
create a click-through narrative that could be wholly read/experienced on a mobile
phone or tablet. Side-by-side with this I offered downloadable podcast of a reading
of the same story, that could be listened to with or without the image-based
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narrative. These transmedia options (visual, textual, and audio) that could be
instantly downloaded and consumed were designed to appeal to the type of reader
who would normally be more likely to spend a short coffee break flicking through
Facebook (with its mixture of text, imagery, video, and hyperlink) than working
through a conventional short story or chapter of a novel. This element of ‘disguise’
also allows the writer to further ‘play’ with (and indeed subvert) reader’s
expectations and the porous boundaries between the factual and fictional. In
addition, these short #5MinuteStories provide a short introduction to my work to
new readers which does, on occasion, translate to sales of my conventionallypublished novels.
This chapter has considered just a few of the examples of writing possibilities
that currently utilise digital spaces to create new forms of storytelling; the vast and
ever-expanding nature of the Internet means that countless other iterations have not
been mentioned, and indeed that many more will undoubtedly continue to appear
in unpredictable forms in the future. What is striking, however, is that each one of
the examples of writing in digital spaces mentioned above takes the reader,
practitioner and instructor back to the central issues of storytelling: namely, the
power and potential of voice, character and plotting. Regardless of the technical,
formal, or cross-platform innovations, tradition narrative tools (particularly the
three-act structure leading from conflict to resolution, the centrality of character
development and transformation, and the specific conventions of the chosen genre)
remain vital to the digital story. This seems an important lesson for seasoned
authors, student writers, and their teachers, as they navigate digital spaces; these
new forms and Oulipian constraints offer the chance to reconceptualise the process,
transmission and reception of writing, in order to do what the best of writers have
been doing for millennia, and communicate a satisfying and well-told tale.
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