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If we're going to try to understand and expand an art form like dance in contemporary 

society, we need to understand the state of culture today. In today's world, technology dominates 

everything, and you're inundated with information at pretty much every moment of the day. So, 

throughout our gradual progression into incorporating more and more technology into our daily 

lives we've had to train ourselves how to obtain the big picture through digesting bits of 

information from different sources of technology. When digesting the information in your email 

inbox, looking at posts on Facebook, watching television, listening to music, or receiving a 

weather update from Amazon Alexa the importance of media literacy has increased dramatically. 

It’s becoming a normal part of life for younger and younger generations.  

Media theorists, such as Henry Jenkins, have focused an area of their research on the 

term transmedia as a way to describe this phenomenon, and its implications within culture and 

society. These researchers have found that as technology has progressed the theory surrounding 

transmedia describes how society weaves together different elements of information across 

multiple media in order to find meaning and gain understanding. For the entertainment industry, 

this has proven to be both a method to exploit the general public for capitalistic gain, but also to 

tell great stories that weave themselves into the cultural tapestry of contemporary society. While 

there have been few experiments into fully exploring the mixture between dance and transmedia 

storytelling, it is a cultural phenomenon that should be considered in the choreographic process.  

Gaining momentum, the transmedia storytelling movement is taking center-stage as a 

means to satisfy capitalistic demand, while conserving ideological value. It’s engaging audiences 

in a world of emerging technology, social media and data-rich insights. Technological 

advancements have altered the way we communicate and express ourselves. If this is truly the 

case, then how does the choreographic process competitively integrate itself into this cultural age 
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of information and technology as a means for expression? Through this review of literature, I 

examine transmedia storytelling and its potential for advancing the choreographic process. 

An overview of transmedia storytelling 

Since the days of classic narrators such as Aristotle:  

Narrative has offered human beings a means by which to impose order on experience and 

a way of transmitting social and cultural meaning. For millennia, storytelling, whether 

oral or written, was text-based, but the late twentieth century saw tellers of tales 

incorporate technology into a new form known as transmedia storytelling, a weaving 

together of the elements of story across multiple media. Transmedia storytelling is 

difficult to define in exact terms because there is no definition upon which the artists, 

storytellers, game designers, publishers, educators, and scholars engaged in the activity 

agree. (Rholetter) 

In order to examine the origin of the term Transmedia Storytelling and explore its various 

dimensions, media theorist Wylene Rholetter suggests that: 

Henry Jenkins, a media scholar and a leading voice in transmedia studies, credits Marsha 

Kinder, another media scholar, with first using “transmedia” in 1991 to describe the 

cross-media systems that had developed around popular children's characters such as the 

Muppet Babies and the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Jenkins coined the term 

“transmedia storytelling” in 2003 when he was director of the Comparative Media 

Studies graduate degree program at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

(Rholetter) 

Additionally, in her expository article into Transmedia Storytelling, Rholetter introduces other 

ideas Jenkins had from early on in 2003 where: 



 3 

Kids who have grown up consuming and enjoying Pokemon across media are going to 

expect this same kind of experience from The West Wing as they get older. By design, 

Pokemon unfolds across games, television programs, films, and books, with no media 

privileged over any other. For our generation, the hour-long, ensemble-based, serialized 

drama was the pinnacle of sophisticated storytelling, but for the next generation, it is 

going to seem, well, like less than child’s play. (“Transmedia Storytelling”) 

The quote above from Jenkins in 2003 was an early stab at defining Transmedia Storytelling, 

which he later refined in 2006 as, “[a narrative that] unfolds across multiple media platforms, 

with each new text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole,” (“Searching for 

the Origami Unicorn”). 

Modalities & Distinctions 

As transmedia storytelling has developed, other researchers like Bryan Clark and Marie-

Laure Ryan have pushed to define what transmitted storytelling is. They offered up, in 2016, a 

way to organize transmedia storytelling into two categories: East Coast and West Coast. “West 

Coast stands for what most of us understand by transmedia; namely, the commercial mega-

franchises of the Hollywood entertainment industry, such as Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, Harry 

Potter, and The Matrix. East Coast means anything that is not West Coast” (Ryan 39). 

Clark’s East Coast definition was suggested to include transmedia journalism, installation 

art, alternate reality games, augmented books, and interactive television.  

All of these projects involve what may be called a top-down use of media, by which 

content is deliberately distributed across multiple means of expression or delivery 

channels. But for many people these examples are not really transmedia. Real transmedia 
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is the West Coast model, namely the expansion of popular storyworlds beyond their 

original medium. (Ryan 40) 

Interactive dance and theatre performances such as, The Crack Up performed at the Deakin 

Motion Lab, or Assault Events’ Pervasive Theatre could be categorized within Clark’s definition 

of East Coast transmedia because of their aim to deliberately distribute information, movement, 

and narrative elements top-down, across multiple means of expression and delivery channels. 

 In examining The Crack Up, researchers at Deakin University shared their efforts at 

creating an East Coast transmedia performance at the International Symposium on Electronic Art 

in 2015. “The Crack Up ‘splits centre’ across its multiple platforms, with the direction of focus 

shared between the screen on stage, the dancers on stage, and the mobile devices” (Vincent 1). 

They went on to describe their production as:   

A kind of “choose-your-own-adventure” experience of trans-media performance, with the 

audience’s decisions about where to look divided between three distinct options: 1) the 

larger-than-life imagery projected onto the stage screen; 2) the dancers standing within, 

in front of, and beneath the imagery, or 3) The content on The Crack Up App.  As Vincs 

has argued, there is no “right” place to look at any one time during The Crack Up; rather 

the work simply exists in multiple forms, simultaneously, with a multiplicity of 

experiences. By consciously drawing the attention of the audience away from the stage 

and actively encouraging some freedom of experience. (Vincent 2) 

Their exploration spread the idea of center found in dance across three media in an extension of, 

“Merce Cunningham’s work in de-centralising the notion of the stage centre in dance” (Vincent 

2). “Rather than abolishing the idea of the centre, The Crack Up instead divides it, quite 
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precisely and consciously, between different perceptual, temporal and technological modalities” 

(Vincent 2). 

Conversely, “West Coast trans media includes novels, generating films, films inspiring 

novels, TV series linked with alternate reality games, comics turned into TV series, computer 

games becoming films, and vice versa” (Ryan 40). West Coast franchises, “arise bottom-up, by 

exploiting the success of an already established monomedial narrative, and they grow in a 

random, uncontrolled manner” (Ryan 40). In a frequently quoted definition of the process 

surrounding transmedia storytelling Jenkins points out:  

Transmedia storytelling represents a process where integral elements of a fiction get 

dispersed systematically across multiple delivery channel for the purpose of creating a 

unified and coordinated entertainment experience. Ideally each medium makes its own 

unique contribution to the unfolding of the story. (Ryan 40) 

Jenkins, Ryan, and Clark suggest and agree upon the ideal transmedia model as:  

Many components [which] are held together by a common frame, which we may call a 

storyworld. Each medium tells a relatively self-standing story, although the bigger 

elements must generally be consumed before the smaller ones because they provide a 

broad background upon which the smaller elements can be built. These large elements 

represent what the media industry calls the Mother Ship. The more stories the users 

consume, the more they know about the storyworld, but it is not necessary to consult all 

the elements. Hardcore fans will know a lot about the storyworld, while casual users will 

know less, but both kinds of users can have a satisfactory experience. (Ryan 40) 

Ideas surrounding West Coast transmedia have many similarities to the idea of 

adaptation, which theatre and dance have explored at length, and Jenkins points out: 
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For many of us, a simple adaptation may be "transmedia" but it is not "transmedia 

storytelling" because it is simply re-presenting an existing story rather than expanding 

and annotating the fictional world. Of course, this distinction assumes a pretty straight 

forward adaptation. Every adaption makes additions–minor or otherwise–and 

reinterpretations of the original which in theory expands our understanding of the core 

story. These changes can be read as "infidelities" by purists but they may also represent 

what I describe in CC as "additive comprehension"–they may significantly reshape our 

understanding of what's happening in the original work. Still, I think there is a distinction 

to be made between "extensions" to the core narrative or the fictional universe and 

adaptations which simply move content from one medium to another (“Aesthetics of 

Transmedia”). 

Marie-Laure Ryan pushes back against Jenkins’ ideas about adaptations by expressing that, 

“retellings are the backbone of transmedia, and audiences love them because they enable people 

to relive stories and revisit their world in a different way” (Ryan 40). 

Based on this understanding of the West Coast modality, an example applied through a 

choreographic process could consist of finding ways to interpret an existing monomedial 

narrative such as a comic book or novel through interpretive movement invention to expand the 

storyworld. This process could then result in the creation of a staged dance work that doesn’t just 

adapt the narrative into movement, but expands it, offering the audience new insight into 

character’s conflicts through tangential narratives. 

Between an East Coast application of transmedia and dance, The Crack Up, and proposed 

theoretical applications of West Coast transmedia and dance, one can begin to see how East 

Coast and West Coast modalities show promise for the choreographer. There is room for 
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expansion and growth within the transmedia movement to weave the moving body as a media 

into the larger transmedia toolbox from which to produce narrative works.  

Participatory culture in transmedia storytelling 

Another aspect that has become attributed to transmedia storytelling by Jenkins and 

others is the participatory culture that surrounds it. Scholars Gordon and Lim cite Jenkins for his 

argument that the participatory culture is not only due to innovations in technology, but also “a 

natural instinct of humans to share and recommend content, which has since found its expression 

in fan sites, social media platforms, and media sharing services” (Gordon 301). Gordon and Lim 

eloquently address how media consumers today express themselves: 

Molding the content to suit their needs and to lubricate their social connections. Instead 

of simply receiving and transmitting media content intact or unexpurgated, they infuse it 

with their personal interpretations and recommendations, thereby capitalizing on the 

spreadability of media content as they serve as active content distribution nodes in this 

participatory, transmedia environment. (Gordon 302) 

Participatory culture folded into the top-down/bottom-up concepts surrounding East 

Coast versus West Coast multiplies and expands the medial ecosystem that surrounds 

storyworlds through user-generated content and cross-overs found within them.  

Top-down expansion managed by producers is complimented by bottom-up expansions 

made by users and disseminated in collaborative platforms such as YouTube, Twitter, 

blogs, wikis or fan fiction. These productions, which can range from friendly expansions 

of the narrative world to hilarious parodies or mashups of narrative worlds, are often 

called user-generated content. (Guerrero-Pico 184) 
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The concept of the “user” of mass media has transformed from a passive consumer to one that 

processes content and actively provides feedback. “The media ecology,” is no longer seen as 

communication in one direction, because, “the advent of the World Wide Web [has] completely 

changed the rules of the game” (Guerrero-Pico 185).  

“Contents born with a marginal and artisan spirit may end up absorbed by the large 

communication systems, in the same way that the culture industry is very attentive to the 

productions of prosumers and has no fear in broadcasting and even profit from them” (Guerrero-

Pico 185). An example of how producers are exploiting user generated content can be seen in an 

example Guerrero-Pico mentions from the transmedia television franchise Lost: 

One of the most elaborate parodies of Lost is the collection of comics Pardillos. Created 

by a Spanish user, Carlos Azaustre, as a textual project on the web, it has sold thousands 

of copies and incorporates a very high level of intertextuality that fully place it in the 

category of crossover. The comic reproduces the original story of Lost, but mutating the 

names of the characters, the accident conditions –in Pardillos a Naufragic Airlines plane 

suffers an accident on the flight Ibiza-Cuenca …– and incorporaterat[es] figures of mass 

culture, [such] as Carmen Russo, the winner of the Spanish version of Survivor. 

(Guerrero-Pico 185) 

Producers and Executives behind Lost were able to work top-down with Azaustre’s bottom-up 

crossover comic Pardillos to expand Lost’s storyworld in an exploitive symbiotic fashion. 

Guerrero-Pico elaborates further on this idea and its exceptions by stating that: 

These paratexts made by consumers can take the most varied forms, from a conversation 

in the hair salon where hypotheses about the next episode of a soap opera are elaborated, 

to a fake trailer on YouTube based on a Hollywood blockbuster. In the same way that not 
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all paratexts are part of the transmedia narrative, not all paratexts made by prosumers 

should be considered an integral part of a transmedia world. (Guerrero-Pico 185) 

The cultural discourse generated through participatory culture thus provides the audience 

or user with entertainment value and a communal experience of expression, but also serves a 

dual purpose as a form of biopower capital for the entertainment industry. This balance between 

capitalism and preserving society’s ideological value has been a fierce negotiation since before 

the time of the critical Neo-Marxists Frankfurt School movement. As technology and mass 

media have developed, viewpoints from scholars such as Adorno and Habermas have influenced 

movement towards an equilibrium point that satisfies the market demand of capitalism while 

leaving breathing room for mass cultural expression within society’s ideological apparatuses 

such as the arts and entertainment industry. Today many transmedia storyworlds are, “fueled by 

a narrative dynamic that all too often foregrounds an anticapitalistic spirit, this energy is at the 

same time counterbalanced by ideological values and media-industrial practices that reinforce 

[the] Empire’s framework of biopower and capital accumulation” (Hassler-Forest 16).   

Within the scope of transmedia, this participatory culture developed out of a, “a culturally 

marginalized and ghettoized culture of niche fan communities,” and was transformed in the late 

90s (Hassler-Forest 6). “Media industries no longer view fans as eccentric irritants but as loyal 

valued consumers … and with the rise of digital culture, … were increasingly mobilized as 

essential ‘influencers’ whose endorsement of a particular product was essential to generating the 

necessary ‘buzz’ that would help attract a mass audience” (Hassler-Forest 6). This economic 

exploitation is not isolated to the entertainment industry, but is a symptom of advanced capitalist 

nations where, “capitalism’s focus has shifted from industrial production to immaterial labor, 
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bringing with it a cultural and economic order that perfectly suits the participatory forms of 

transmedia world-building” (Hassler-Forest 10). 

Ultimately, the nature of participatory culture is heavily utilized by the entertainment 

industry as a means of human capital to perpetually expand transmedia franchises. “The 

simultaneous process of globalization and digitization helped transform transmedia world-

building from a cultural activity that existed on the margins of mainstream culture to one of the 

cornerstones of popular entertainment” (Hassler-Forest 5). Gordon and Lim summarize Mary 

Kearney’s two fold concept of the exploitive participatory nature of transmedia storytelling as, 

“repeated adaptation of an established entertainment text into different media forms … [and] … 

the promotion of a text’s reputation as a successful entertainment property when marketing later 

versions produced in other formats” (Kearney 281). Essentially, “transmedia exploitation is 

predominantly motivated by commercial concerns, rather than to expressly enhance the 

consumer’s engagement with entertainment content” (Gordon 301). In these cases, successful 

transmedia exploitation relies on both the cohesion of the storytelling at hand, and the audience’s 

engagement. Applications of transmedia participation culture to choreography could be instituted 

within the choreographic process as a means to gain insight and feedback on the readability or 

strength of the narrative being constructed, a means to inspire movement generation from the 

audience, or could be used post-production as a marketing tool to generate buzz and attain larger 

audiences and their investment in the storyworld. 

Culturally defining transmedia storytelling 

Between the prior perspectives into Jenkins’s theory, one can roughly begin to 

understand the structural ecosystem of transmedia storytelling and the cultural impact 

surrounding its artifacts. Transmedia Storytelling could be described roughly as telling a story 
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across multiple media, layered with top-down and bottom-up modalities, while being adapted by 

a participatory audience to perpetually expand the world of the story. “The transmedia landscape 

requires that people engage with media on many levels—decode, reappropriate, reshape, 

disseminate—and nimbly exercise criticality and agency as the situation demands” (Gordon 

304). So according to Gordon and Lim, Jenkins’ idea of “transmedia storytelling thus leverages a 

constellation of diverse and dispersed media platforms to tell a series of interconnected stories, 

each of which can also be stand-alone” (Gordon 301). The potential for rich storytelling and 

cultural development through creative discourse is vast.  

At its commercial worst, transmedia is the highly profitable practice of giving audiences 

more of what they want. At its creative best, it could inspire audiences to leave the 

comfort zone of their favorite medium in order to get a fuller experience of the 

storyworld, thereby inviting people to reflect on the expressive power of media. (Ryan 

44) 

Jenkins’s predictions about this generation's youth finding connections through 

storytelling across various media, then demanding this feature as adults is visibly proving true 

fifteen years later. With successes flourishing throughout the box office and entertainment 

industry, transmedia storytelling has become a core element found in large entertainment 

franchises, such as the Star Wars franchise, but also smaller experiments that aim to expand the 

performing arts such as The Crack Up.     

Next Steps 

The dance and technology community should transition from the fascination of video 

technology to the consideration and implementation of how today’s generation culturally 

expresses themselves. As an art maker I'm behooved to understand how society and digital 
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culture interact, and how to implement new methods that consider cultural movements using 

media. Next steps for Dance and Technology could include the mash-up of story with movement 

across multiple media, where the story of our lives translated into the movement of our bodies 

meets expression across medial channels. The pervasive use of corporate exploitation has 

entrenched us in the transmedia movement, forcing our capitalistic society to focus on creating 

storyworlds across different media. This force has also empowered us to culturally express 

ourselves, thus finding an equilibrium between ideology and capitalism within the entertainment 

industry. 

The act of creating a choreographic work for a concert dance performance and the act of 

telling a transmedia story share common roots. Both modes of communicating rely on 

establishing narrative elements through cognitive frames, both intra-referentially and inter-

referentially, that an audience can relate to from their own conceptual organization of 

experience. Henry Jenkins’ idea of transmedia storytelling utilizes the digital realm to find its 

channels of communication, whereas contemporary concert dance currently channels its 

communication and expression through the body and additional theatrical technology. So, if 

Jenkins’ theory rings true, through evidence seen by how this generation is consuming, adapting, 

and creating culture in an entertainment setting, transmedia practices should impact and expand 

the fields of choreography and dance in a similar manner. 
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