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Abstract 
The aim of this research paper is to analyze the amount – or lack – of engaging elements present in one of the 
first digital tools used for educational aims: Inanimate Alice. The characteristic that makes this novel an 
outstanding one in its field is that it was one of the pioneer digital works of literature to be used at schools 
worldwide. This study will follow a sociosemiotic perspective applied to the multimodal load of this digital 
piece as well as a study of the affordances of this novel for education. Reception will also be studied in an 
attempt to provide a global view of this work, which uses a combination of modes within the digital realm. The 
audience is a key element in this case, since the piece is addressed to children and teenagers as an educational 
resource. 
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1. Introduction: the Evolution of Literature towards the Digital Media 

Inanimate Alice has been labeled a digital novel, but it is more than a novel in the traditional 
sense. It combines characteristics of different digital genres and belongs to the so-called “born-
digital” literature (see Hayles, 2002), in the sense that it was created to be digitally displayed, unlike 
other novels that originate in the printed format and are remediated (for this notion, see Bolter and 
Grusin, 1999). As a hypermedia novel, it combines a hypertextual narrative pattern and a 
multimodal design. Talking of digital literature is referring to a group of texts which have just 
emerged into the sphere of the literary realm (Borràs); this has occurred after traditional book 
formats have led to what is known as “interactive multimedia”. In these formats, the reader takes on 
an undeniably active role as a participant, receiving and producing new material, text, images, sound 
files or video, which can be incorporated to digital works by means of software programs, the 
keyboard and the Webcam. The user’s input becomes crucial in interactive digital literature because 
now “the text is not only a readable text, but also a text to manipulate” (Bouchardon and López-
Varela 2). 

The term multimedia alludes to the on-going process of mixing data which is addressed to 
different senses, and where the stimulus received by the user/participant is turned into 
manipulative acts that transform the digital piece. Not only the digital medium includes more 
images, it allows the possibility of greater mobility of semiotic units because it is programmed by 
means of an algorithmic code that breaks the continuous and linear data characteristic of analogue 
media. Digital data units (pixels, polygons, voxels, characters, scripts) maintain their separate 
identities and independence while being combined into even larger objects, explains Lev Manovich 
(30). The modular structure also facilitates the incorporation of other non-textual units, such as 
image, video, or sound. Besides ‘modularity’, Manovich identifies the principles of ‘numerical 
representation’, ‘automation’, ‘variability’ and ‘transcoding’ in new media. Whereas old media new 
media. Whereas old media involved a manual assembly of visual/ verbal elements into a 
composition or sequence, new media is able to generate many different versions and variations, 
often accomplished with automation (Manovich 36). 
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Certain digital hypertexts, like some forms of concrete poetry, a genre that became popular in 
the 1950s, resist “telling’ and narratology”. In other cases, the complex networked structure of links 
complicates reading paths. In such cases, Aarseth (1997) has used the term ergodic to explain the 
reading process as a work (ergon) of selection of paths (hodos): 

 
[Cybertext] is seen as a machine - not metaphorically but as a mechanical device for the 
production and consumption of verbal signs. […] The machine, of course, is not complete 
without a third party, the (human) operator, and it is within this triad that the text takes place. 
The boundaries between these three elements are not clear but fluid and transgressive, and 

each part can be defined only in terms of the other two (Aarseth 21). 
 

In the analysis of Serge Bouchardon’s creation Loss of Grasp, which won the New Media Writing 
Prize in 2011, we encounter at least two modalities of enunciation which correspond to multimodal 
narration (text) and description (text, image, sound). In the description, the object offers itself to the 
gaze/ear in the simple coexisting present of its parts. In the narrative, we can image the gaze of a 
traveler covering a time span and occupying areas which might offer new vantage points (or points 
of view). Location, embodiment, and distance enter an intricate set of relations and associations to 
help ‘sense’ the loss of grasp by means of several perceptual modes. Bouchardon and López- 
Varela’s discussion shows the dominance of certain sensorial modes – vision, sound, and touch-in 
electronic texts. In a printed text the gaze moves the narrative forward, at least until the reader 
turns the page. In digital formats the tactile experience creates the experience of narrative motion, 
together with eye-tracking movements, introducing information from the outside by means of the 
tracking movements of the keyboard, the cursor, and the webcam that captures the image of the 
user. Transition reading cues that organize information and indicate if a previous proposition will be 
expanded, supported, or qualified in some way following causality rules (consequential/ reversed), 
likeness/contrast, amplification or metonymy/example, are more difficult to identify in intermedial 
configurations with multiple links that can be anchored within images, audio or video files. 

Inanimate Alice consists of a series of on-going episodes – the first one was released in 2005 and 
narrates Alice’s adventures as she travels the world with her parents. The creators of this hybrid 
novel-game are Canadian novelist Kate Pullinger and digital artist Chris Joseph. Both artists are 
currently working together on another digital collaborative project: Flight Paths: A Networked Novel 

(2007–) (<www.flightpaths.net>). It consists of brief ‘sketches’ in the shape of Inanimate Alice’s 
episodes, with the difference that this new project is developed by collaborators in different parts of 
the world, a feature that makes this creation considerably more interactive and engaging, since the 
reader now can, in fact, become a writer. 

Before the first episode of Inanimate Alice was released in 2005, Pullinger and Joshep had 
designed another digital novel together with Stefan Schemat: The Breathing Wall (2004) (<www. 
thebreathingwall.com>). This work does require actual input from the audience, although it 
measures the breathing rate of the participant so that its software acts accordingly to produce the 
strongest possible impact. This is an instance where the crucial output of the participant-audience 
(its breathing rate) activates and determines the input of the novel, allowing for a quasi-human 

inter-relation between the player and the computer as both rely on the other’s output. 
The Italian semiotician Umberto Eco refers to images that represent the physical world as “the 

reflection of a reflection” (205). Those images have the same task as the digitally projected 
representations that appear in the computer, attempting to resemble the outer world. In most 
digital works of fiction, the first visible image on the screen attracts the viewer’s attention and is 
used to create a kind of brief introduction to the atmosphere and plot. The following two sections 
deal with the interaction of the two perceptual modes in the first episode of Inanimate Alice: the 
linguistic (text) and the iconic (image), and my analysis draws from several crucial works in the study 
of digital narratology. 
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2. The Visual and the Written Modes in Terms of Multimodal Interaction 

In Episode 1 of Alice’s digital series the black background with a few white letters in the middle 
suggests that the digital pieces use both linguistic elements but also the visual mode. The opening 
sentence “My name is Alice. I’m 8 years old” is an example of a relational-identifying process (it is a 
self-introduction), with a token (“My name”), an unaccented relational process verb (“is”) and a 
value (“Alice”). The second sentence conveys a relational-attributive process with a carrier (“I”), an 
unaccented relational process verb (to be: “am”) and an attribute (“8 years old”). Relation processes 
operate also at the level of images. In Scene 13, for example, we read: “The jeep has giant wheels, 
and a big satellite transmitter on the roof […]”, where the participant is the jeep. This is another 
example of relational process with no real vectors; an inanimate carrier, a relational-attributive verb 
(“has”) and an attribute. Here the image is an essential element because it helps visualize the 
information conveyed in the written mode. 

 

 
 
Images are capital in multimodal texts. The Italian semiotician Umberto Eco refers to images that 

represent the physical world as “the reflection of a reflection” (205). In her 2010 volume, 
Intermediality and Storytelling, Marina Grishakova includes a useful distinction between 
“metaverbal”, an attribute of verbal texts that evoke images and “metavisual”, an attribute of 
images that reflect on the incomplete nature of visual representation. Thus, images may 
complement textual descriptions providing a quick capture of attention and offering a brief 
introduction to its overall atmosphere and plot of the digital piece. 

In The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich uses “the theory and history of cinema as the key 
conceptual lens through which I look at new media”(9). His exploration goes in both directions, 
seeing also how digital media and their capabilities transform cinema, a deep study on how the 
history of cinema informs and helps us understand new media work. However, its focus falls more 
on characteristics of new media, imagery and visual narrative rather than on written language and 
its signifying potential when placed in motion. John Cayley’s essay “Bass Resonance”, explores the 
cinematic history of words in motion, focusing on the work of Saul Bass – well known for his 
animated title sequences at the beginning of films such as Anatomy of a Murder (1959), North by 

Northwest (1959) and Goodfellas (1990). Cayley’s contribution describes some of the effects of Bass’ 
dancing words, aligning his practice with ‘concrete’ poetics and kinetic texts. Reflecting upon the 
particular environment and ecology of digital texts, Leonardo Flores’ “Digital Textuality and its 
Behaviors” expands these previous studies that do not completely trace the complexities of 
textuality in motion. The author argues that the programmed characteristics of digital texts might 
include codes that enable the continuation at a different statement (jump), the executing of a set of 
statements only if some condition is met (choice), the executing of a set of statements repeatedly 
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(loop), the executing of a set of distant statements, after which the flow of control returns 

(subroutine), or the stopping of the program, preventing any further execution (halt). His essay 
presents and discusses a typology of textual behaviors for electronic poetry (e-poetry) as a model of 
the potential of digital textuality and he distinguishes among the following types of e-texts: 

 
- Static texts are the default we’re used to in print – they are texts that do not move or change on 
the screen. 
- Scheduled texts may reveal themselves over time, which may be linear or looped; they may force a 
rate of reading by disappearing or scrolling; they may also trigger events over a programmed or 
random schedule. 
- Kinetic texts move on the screen: this motion may be looped or linear, random, programmed, or 
responding to cues from the reader. 
- Responsive texts take advantage of the computers’ interface devices (most commonly the mouse 
and keyboard) to create a feedback loop between the reader and the text. 
- Mutable texts involve programmmed or random changes or may be generated on the fly. 
- Aural texts have a sound component: verbal, musical, or simply noise. 
 

Digital textuality in Inanimate Alice does not include elements of kinesis or motion, but it includes 
‘responsive’ and ‘aural’ aspects, as well a paced dialogue between text and images which move at 
regular reading intervals on the screen. Just to give another example from Scene 16 where Alice 

claims, “then I mail the photos to my Dad so he will know that we are on our way, even if he doesn’t 
answer”. Here, the image of a video-player is shown, and the action of mailing photos becomes the 
main process of the sentence, where the affected (“the photos”), the agent (“I”) and the material 
verb in present tense (“mail”) are both present in the image and in the textual mode. This is 
supposed to be a narrative representation of two participants but, as there is no agent depicted in 
the images, there are no vectors relating it to the goal and the narratological structure is only 
present in the written mode: 

 

 
 

Many communicative processes within the episode are linguistically expressed in present simple 
tense, such as in “We drive for a long time” (Scene 17). It represents another performative action 
where we do not visualize the act of driving a vehicle but rather the “result” of the action (i.e. the 
road before the car). For this reason there are no vectors and no agent depicted in the visual mode 
although there is a linguistically implied affected (the vehicle that she is driving). 

Such examples of material processes are significant in that they concern the degree of empathy 
that the audience is expected to reach. In all of these, the agent is always absent in the visual mode. 
Thus, due to the lack of any image of the narrator of the story, one can claim that there should be a 
broader use of the affordance of the two main modes present in the novel. If the novel showed a 
more exhaustive exploitation of the visual and linguistic modes, the potential meaning conveyed in 
each example would be exploited ad maximum so that the participant would engage empathically at 
a deeper level. 
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Considering mental processes, the most numerous category since Alice informs continually on 
what she sees, feels and thinks, a clear instance appears in Scene 31, where the narrator states: 
“And we see my Dad”. It describes a mental-perceptive process where again, we have neither the 
experiencer (Alice) that could be seen in the visual mode nor the phenomenon or in this case, what 
should be visualized (her dad). The reason is that what the image presents is only a setting and 
brown land symbolizing the place of the encounter. And the other way around, there are also cases 
in which the main mode is the visual one and the written mode only accompanies the image (Scene 
28). Here Alice says: “So I look out of the window, though there is nothing to see” and behind the 
text there is the frame of a window and a landscape within it (the resource of framing will be 
analyzed in the next section as a key element of images’ composition). It is a mental-perceptive 
process without any experiencer in the visual mode; therefore, there are no vectors either, only the 
phenomenon, the outer setting: 

 

 
 
 

3. The Viewer as Interpreter and the Images’ Disengaging Composition 

This research has already discussed the total lack of active agents present in the visual mode in 
Inanimate Alice. The paper has argued that this lack leads to a close inter-relation of the images with 
the observer in the first episode. Because of these lack agents, there is also no gaze resource used, 
which diminishes the level of empathy. It becomes then very difficult to determine the degree of 
social distance existing between the protagonist of the novel and the viewer. In general, frames sizes 
are medium-shots or longshots, a fact that does not facilitate an intimate distance with the events 
narrated and their participants. Apart from this, the speech acts that predominate are declarative 
sentences, fitting with the overall feeling of disengagement enhanced by the images, as declarative 
sentences do not require the hearer (viewer of the novel) to produce any response or to feel the 
need to actively engage in the story. 

Regarding the interrelation of the components of images, as shown above, the vast majority of 
the images contain some kind of framing pictorial device for the purpose of achieving a balance of 
the former unequal elements that make it. The most common semiotic resources for dividing the 
elements of the compositions are the frame-lines. They are present not only to separate the object 
that is being discussed from the place-setting, but also to separate the two from the written mode. 

Other semiotic resources for visual disconnections are white lines (or empty spaces) to separate 
the text-space from the image-space, although they still maintain the color synchrony, as in Scene 
18: 
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In some other cases, there are no defined boundaries disconnecting the image form the text and 
colors work as a resource to distinguish them, as there are white letters over a dark background. We 
can see this in Scene 26: 

 

 
 
 

Some other framing resources are a bit more complex. This is the case of iconic representations 
of objects which work as frames themselves because they carry within them the written part. Scene 
19 is a good example. Here, Alice’s player (an iconic representation) is the frame for the textual 
mode: 
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It is also interesting to analyze the amount of salient elements that can be found on the screens. 
As this is a very subjective kind of perception, each viewer will focus or perceive first one element 
over the rest, but because the main audiences are basically young children, it will be slightly easier 
to determine what features will be more prominent. To start with, the dark color that dominates the 
episode is sometimes broken by images in colorful tones. Thus, the contrast of color works here as a 
cognitive-perceptual semiotic resource to provide saliency to some elements at the expense of the 
less visible ones. In episode 1, it is the protagonist’s player that calls the viewer’s attention 
(especially if it is located over a white setting) as it is colored in bright pink: 

 

 
 

Another cognitive-perceptual resource used for saliency is overlapping elements in the images. 
Actually, the written mode is clearly given preference over the visual mode throughout the episode. 
And another evidence of this is that whenever there is a text on the screen it is always placed 
overlapping the image so the viewers are forced to read before they perceive the images (see all the 
photographs above for a graphical illustration of this point). Other type of cognitive perceptual 
resources can be what Frank Nack calls “narranotations”, which are: “annotation[s] to the image[s]” 
(Nack slide 68). This visual aid to the main image “provide[s] information about how an expression 
can be used as an element within a story” (Nack slide 68). They are used in Inanimate Alice as 
overlapping images which serve the purpose of providing extra information while they attract the 
observer’s attention. They are especially used to give information about city spaces and geographical 
locations (which also connects to the iconic and analytical value of the image). The image below 
contains a narranotation: a geographical representation of the location of the setting of the story. It 
provides extra information which is actually present in the text but still helps very much to 
understand the main image (the overlapped one). 
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Although it is true that there are no human figures as such, the novel does contain drawings of a 
human figure: the character of Brad. Brad’s role in the stories is of great importance for the 
protagonist, since he seems to be an extension of her own being – sometimes even mind – advising 
her to do what an adult or her own conscience would recommend at difficult moments. He can be 
regarded as an almost-human extension of Alice’s physical and mental being; in McLuhan’s words: 
“our human senses of which all media are extensions are also fixed on our personal energies” 
(McLuhan 9). When he appears on the screen, he catches the participant’s attention because he is 
the only human-like figure present in the whole episode. It relates to psychological resources for 
perceiving first human images and faces rather than inanimate elements. In the following photo, the 
participant-reader can see Brad and s/he notices that he can be perceived first and from there the 
reader-participant moves his/her focus of attention to the white letters. This tonal resource is 
indirectly making the viewer pay more attention to this character and to see it as a main link 
between all the episodes of the series. The white letters are thus an overlapping element because 
they establish a tonal contrast with the darker setting: 

 

 
 

The setting of traditional novels is commonly established by the use of certain adjectives, 
rhetorical devices, et cetera. When it comes to analyzing multimodal literature, the question of the 
setting becomes even more relevant. In the specific case of Inanimate Alice, there is a regular 
nightmare-like atmosphere with numerous dark settings, which in a way facilitate the viewer’s 
focusing on the brighter (white) written mode. This “form of structuring events in the guise of a 
dream or dream-like vision” (Bakhtin 154) is very used in multimodal digital domains thanks to its 
potential for conveying many sensorial modes in a single (literary) work. In terms of pedagogical 
material, this abundance of dark images and the background effect of tension throughout the whole 
game may result in a less engaging experience for some young participants. 
 
4. An Applied Overview of the Affordances of This Novel-game for Education 

Inanimate Alice is widely used in many countries in primary and secondary education as a 
pedagogical tool to teach e-literacy (also called digital literacy). This new discipline has given rise to a 
renewed interest in the special needs of young children and their learning techniques. Approaching 
any subject in a more interactive and engaging way is always a key method in teaching at any level, 
but it is especially important when dealing with children. Besides, the almost daily use of new 
technologies that people have nowadays is triggering a response in the educational systems, which 
have acknowledged the relevance of e-literacy. E-literacy has, therefore, become a main element in 
bridging the gaps between members of different cultures (for instance the use of social networks as 
culture-bridging elements) and in getting people who are at a great distance in touch. But the scope 
of the use of e-literacy at classrooms goes much further than its use as material for cross-cultural 
exchanges; it is also aimed at providing information on how to work with digital technologies. 



Ana Abril Hernández, ”Digital Multimodality in Pedagogical Tools: A Semiotic Analysis of the 

Hypermedia Novel Inanimate Alice”.                                                                                                  

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part II). 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 2, no 1/2013                                                                                                     Page 10 

 

Discovering new software programs and preparing future specialists in the field of the latest 
technological devices are some of the goals of teaching e-literacy from an early age. 

In order to develop a complete e-literacy program, certain knowledge of multimodal semiotics 
should undeniably be included in the curricula. Any textual artifact that combines images and 
written text is a piece of multimodal literature (among many other combinations of media), the 
great innovation introduced by the Internet are the facilities it brings in engaging the reader into its 
message. In this sense, the hypermedia novel Inanimate Alice should exploit more in-depth the 
quality of engaging the reader-agent and demand more active input from the viewer. Presenting 
more human-like figures and depicting the speaking agent of the written mode may as well improve 
the interactive load and engaging side of the novel. 

An inclusion of the activities within the episodes, for instance, would result in a deeper 
development of the electronic skills of the child, because they would appear in context: that of the 
novel. This is closely related to the input-process-outcome model described by Garris, Ahlers and 
Driskell (2002). In this model, the first step in approaching the pedagogic material is the introduction 
of both the instructions and the novel-game characteristics’ at the same time in order to increase 
the appealing qualities for the user. 

Another example of the deficiencies that I find in Inanimate Alice as a pedagogical tool is the lack 
of human figures in the story. Some authors (e.g. Fitch) have highlighted the positive aspects of an 
online education, where students feel free to express themselves and to communicate with their 
peers. However, one of the aspects lacking in online environments is the absence, for example, of 
eye contact, present in face-to-face communication (Fitch 438). The lack of the physical figure of a 
professor-guide can be extended to the perceptible lack of human faces in this digital novel with 
whom the viewer may identify. Again, this absence is an unexploited device for viewer engagement, 
resulting in a loss of connection between the young audience and the main protagonist of the story. 

Another weak point is the fact that the hyper-narrative experiences presented in this novel are 
significantly simple and maintain a conservative pattern. Viewers notice this when the story moves 
on from one screen to another without any chance to avoid a linear path of storytelling. As a result, 
the reader follows the traditional narratological Aristotelian plot shape, disregarding many of the 
possibilities of forking paths that more ambitious hypertext structures might offer. The use of forking 
paths structures (i.e. more complex hypertexts) aimed at education has a number of advantages. 
Some of the benefits of hyertextual patterns relate to the availability of multimodal material and the 
rise of the learners’ self-awareness of their own reading and processing skills when reading a piece 
of literature (for a more extensive study of the aims and reception of hypertexts and hypermedia at 
education, see López-Varela, 2007). 

This study has also proved the capacity for active engagement very limited in the series. The 
hybrid nature of Inanimate Alice as novel-game should imply a deeper immersion in the story, but, 
as shown, the input required is noticeably low, and the narrative does not move very far from the 
traditional linear paths of storytelling. Moreover, studies (Rieber, Smith, and Noah, 1998) have 
shown the benefits of using PC games for educational purposes as they immerse users in virtual and 
simulated worlds where they may become avatars and exploit their creative skills. However, in this 
novel, the actual input required from the participant does not make the story modify its end. This 
input consists on the little integrated games (such as the one in the first episode where the user has 
to take a photo of some flowers so Alice sends them to her father) as an instance of participant 
action. But as seen, the rest of the performative actions required in the story simply consist on 
clicking on arrows that mark the path to read. 
 
5. Conclusion 

Finally, this research paper has aimed at providing a technical socio-semiotic approach to one of 
the pioneer digital tools employed in education worldwide, the hybrid novel-game Inanimate Alice. I 
have shown how the story, used to teach digital literacy, maintains a considerably conservative style 
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at the level of participant engagement. In the examples shown, the poor connection between the 
information conveyed in the written mode and the one in the visual mode could be seen resulting in 
impoverished empathic engagements with the story. The fact that the only possible perspective (the 
protagonist’s) is even absent from the story, and the lack of hypertextual resources that would 
encourage further interaction with the story may thus be considered as narratological and technical 
elements that should be corrected in future versions of the series. 
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