
Katherine Kilburn 
9/09/09 

MuCT 7800 
 

Response to Manovich Introduction and Chapter 1 
 

The Introduction to Lev Manovich’s The Language of New Media is as well 

structured as the book itself, clarifying his intention behind writing “both a 

record and a theory of the present (of new media)” (Manovich, p.7).  In 

this section he distinguishes between speculation about the future of new 

media, which he says is not his intention, and describing and analyzing the 

current logic, structure, and principles of what he calls the language of 

new media.  

 Beginning with a brief self-introduction he establishes a personal 

connection with the reader that gives us a bit of background and 

enlightens us somewhat to his particular perspective as someone having 

grown up and begun his studies in Brezhnev’s Russia and finished his 

higher education in the United States. The breadth and depth of his 

studies and experience promise an interesting and educated synthesis of 

new media, and an interesting angle at the cusp of significant 

developments in the cultural world of digital media and computers. 

 In the first chapter entitled “What Is New Media?” Manovich defines 

new media and states that we are currently in the midst of a shift to 

predominantly computer-based forms of production, distribution, and 

communication. Unlike previous revolutions like the invention of the 



printing press which only affected the distribution of printed material, and 

the camera likewise only affecting still images, the computer revolution is 

affecting all types of communication and media and thus is much more 

far-reaching in its scope.  

 Starting with the earliest “computers” and continuing the parallel 

developmental trajectories and eventual merging of data processors and 

mass media, Manovich draws a picture of the history of modern machines 

and their influence on society and the culture of the 19th and 20th 

centuries. 

 The principles of new media are as follows: 1) Numerical 

representation, 2) Modularity, 3) Automation, 4) Variability, and 5) 

Transcoding.  Manovich suggests that because new media is created, 

distributed, stored, and archived on computers, and because there are 

two simultaneous layers, the human “cultural layer” and the “computer 

layer” these two layers influence each other and are being fused 

together into a computer culture. 

 After enumerating the various and sundry qualifiers for new media, 

Manovich follows with a list of common philosophies about new media 

and dispels some of the misconceptions about it. He argues that Cinema 

was in fact the first to publicize the idea of discrete visual representation, 

and was also the original multimedia since it combined moving images, 

sound, and text. He continues on to say that random access is also not 



unique to new media. Likewise he avoids the term digital in the book since 

digital can at once refer to analog being converted into digital, a 

common representational code, or numerical representation.  As for 

interactivity, he says that old media required psychological and 

sometimes physical response to art or architecture, or whatever form of 

old media one was observing and that computer-based technology now 

requires less since we are in essence identifying with what the medium, or 

the person who designed it, wants us to identify with. Hence, what on the 

outside appears to be individualization is actually mass-standardization, 

turning unique experiences and living into publicly-exposed life.  


