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Editor’s Preface 
 

The ability to tell stories is one of the central elements of human culture. In the stories we tell, 
our cultural heritage is accessible. We cope with reality and give meaning to it through stories 
– in social communication as well as in everyday life. This integrative power inherent to the 
term storytelling is perhaps the most important reason for its becoming a key term in various 
fields over the past years, especially in connection with the human acquisition of reality. 

It is thus difficult to survey the single findings in the numerous branches of scholarly study, 
which contribute to the research of narrative cultures in everyday life, academia, arts, politics, 
and economy. The traditional role of storytelling has gained unexpected topicality over the 
past decades, among other subjects in psychology, education, cognitive science, media 
theory, literary studies, and philosophy. 

In December 2007, the international conference “Storytelling – Media-Theoretical 
Reflections in the Age of Digitalization” (“Erzählen – Medien-theoretische Reflexionen im 
Zeitalter der Digitalisierung”) took place in Innsbruck. It was organized by the 
interdisciplinary “Innsbruck Media Studies” (IMS) (“Forschungsschwerpunkt”) at the 
University of Innsbruck.1 In the submitted contributions, the diversity of various approaches 
and perspectives is made visible. However, it also becomes clear that, despite the different 
starting points, there are common questions, which, time and again, are the focus of 
discussion. One central issue lies in the conditions and possibilities of storytelling in the 
digital media. This feature is the thread that connects the authors despite their individuality in 
each paper. 

The first group of articles introduces different basic positions. From theoretical perspectives 
the question is addressed how stories, reality, and culture are linked. The opening article by 
Siegfried J. Schmidt deals with the topic of storytelling from a sociological and media-
theoretical perspective and raises the question of the meaning of storytelling in the subjective 
construction of reality. In other essays, the interdisciplinary web of narrative research is 
woven from various theoretical premises. It reaches from fundamental narrative reflections 
(Manfred Faßler) to a critical discussion of the alleged trend topic of storytelling (Ingo 
Schneider), to a brief history of the transition from oral to written storytelling between 
antiquity and modern literary studies (Ana Teixeira Pinto), and to the “oral history” approach 
to historical studies (Wolfgang Meixner and Eva Pfanzelter). 

Storytelling in practice is the common topic of the articles collected in the second section. In 
the essay by Knut Lundby and Birgit Hertzberg Kaare, a project is presented, in which – 
leaning on the example of Joe Lambert’s Center for Digital Storytelling in California – it 
becomes obvious how digital storytelling turns recipients into confident actors of their 
religious (auto-) biographies. Mary E. Hess also puts “religious storytelling” in the center of 
her article on new forms of communication in the World Wide Web, which have a great 

                                                             
1 The conference program and further information are accessible at <http://medien.uibk.ac.at/storytelling>. 
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impact on the conception of authorship, authenticity, and religious authority. Elisabeth 
Schallhart and Diana Wieden-Bischof report how kindergarden children put life into oral 
storytelling with the help of audio-visual media in their creative work on portfolios. Michael 
Klebl and Stephan Lukosch describe the possibilities for applying collaborative, audio-based 
storytelling to knowledge management. 

The role of the media for the construction of narrative processes is discussed in the third 
group of articles. Here, the present rivalry is revealed between the formerly new, meanwhile 
traditional mass media, which increasingly try to turn passive recipients into active 
participants in mass culture, and the actually new media, whose appeal is essentially that their 
users are participants. Angelika Schnell links the primal human urge for community and 
entertainment, as satisfied in football games in stadia, with the staging of these primal urges, 
as transported in television – thus turning all viewers into fellow players. In her article 
Claudia Schwarz shows how the news media create stories and have recently fallen back on 
the narrative resources of their audience. The audience steps out of the recipient’s role and 
contributes to the construction of the news, which, among other things, poses ethical 
questions for modern journalism. Norbert Pachler and Caroline Daly investigate the impact of 
social networking on narrative as a means of gaining meaning and knowledge. Here, the 
traditional mass media recede for the benefit of self-determined narrative practices by the 
people involved. In Ramón Reichert’s contribution, the strategies of identity management on 
Web 2.0. are discussed. However, even in this new framework, storytelling primarily remains 
biographical work.  

The focus of the fourth group of articles is the structure of stories, which changes in the 
digital narrative frame, or doesn’t. Against the background of interactive narrative forms like 
hypertext and computer games, Hans-Joachim Backe describes a model in which both media-
specific and media-independent features of narrative texts can be portrayed simultaneously. 
Nicole Mahne deals with the narrative world and its specific formation through hypertextual 
structure, particularly in view of dealing with various levels of time and possibilities of reader 
involvement. Thomas Schröder’s contribution introduces detective stories on CD-ROM for 
children as an example for the realization of digital narrative forms and critically reveals the 
borders of interactivity and non-linearity in this type of narrative. Philipp Schmerheim turns 
to the medium of film, which very early discovered multi-linear storytelling and has recently 
been particularly creative with these possibilities. Imke Hoppe introduces a different angle: 
the perspective of narrative, interactive, and hyper-medial shaping of real events in as far as 
they can be realized with special software in a new form of documentary film. 

Literary narration is slowly but steadily conquering virtual spheres and finding more 
questions than answers. Alexander Schwinghammer tries to bridge narrative traditions of 
antique Greek theatre and the game practice of virtual worlds in the Internet. Here the 
functions of narration and production in various media come to the fore. Swantje Rehfeld’s 
contribution offers a historical view of the art of literary illustration and introduces an 
interactive version of William Gibson’s science fiction narration “Johnny Mnemonic” as an 
example of innovative graphically digital storytelling at the alleged end of the Gutenberg 
Galaxy. The literary blog by Alban Nikolai Herbst is the example which Renate Giacomuzzi 
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chooses to question partly new and partly traditional – but newly interpreted – questions of 
literary studies in the literary game with reality as well as the responsibility of the author for 
his nevertheless autobiographically founded work of art. 

How recipients deal with stories is the subject of the sixth and last group of essays. From a 
hermeneutical, aesthetic, and semiotic perspective, Henriette Heidbrink discusses the 
theoretical requirements for a possible mode of action in film therapy, a new psycho-
therapeutical approach which tries to help clients gain deeper insight into their own life 
stories through their reception of films. In her article, Alba Ambròs summarizes the findings 
of an analysis of eight-year-old children’s reactions to the animated series The Triplets. On 
the basis of the social and didactic influences of television, gender-specific differences in 
indentification with the characters and the attribution of character traits are illuminated. Last 
but not least, Heike Ortner shows, through the phenomenon of fan fiction, how recipients 
continue stories on a highly individual level while defining new genres and how they, at the 
same time, work on their own (online) identities and their social network through these 
stories. 

The topics and problems, which have become powerful with the spread of digital information 
and communication technologies, bring along new questions for the medialization of 
narrative forms and narrative cultures. Therefore, in media studies, the liaison of narration 
and its digitalization in the internet is understood as synergy and the fusion of two “cultures”, 
the culture of orality, as is known from formerly oral cultures, and the culture of literacy. 
Added to this, there are further cultures – visual, musical, synaesthetic, etc.  

This volume of essays is intended to be a small contribution to the cosmos of narration and 
the storytelling of storytelling. Even various academic fields themselves construct stories; at 
best they are theoretically well-founded, practically applicable and formally appealing. But 
the best story is worthless if it remains unheard. In this spirit, we hope that the articles 
collected in this volume will encourage people to join in spinning and passing on stories. 
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