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NEW MEDIA ECOLOGIES: INTERFACES 
 

TURN OF THE 21ST CENTURY 
The late 90s early 00s constitute a crucial “moment” as computers 

and networks move to the center of the media ecology and 

become ubiquitous 

 

LEV MANOVICH 
 The Language of New Media (2001) 

     embodied cultural logics 

          [e.g. “the file”; one-way linking] 

 

STEVEN JOHNSON 
 Interface Culture (1997) 

     interfaces & tech. imagination 

     organization of info >>> mindsets 



KEY QUALITIES OF “NEW MEDIA” 
 

1. NUMERICAL REPRESENTATION 
1. Mathematical description 

2. Algorithmic manipulation 

2. MODULARITY 

3. AUTOMATION 

4. VARIABILITY 
1. Database 

2. Multiple interfaces 

3. User info (cybernetic) 

4. Branching interactivity 

5. Hypermedia (links) 

6. Updatability  

7. Scalability 

5. TRANSCODING 



TRANSCODING 
 
 

[popular culture] 

 

 

Cultural Layer 

 

 

MEDIA OBJECT 

 

 
Computer Layer 

 

 

[technical culture] 



INTERFACES: ECHO & AMPLIFY 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

IMAGINING THE WORLD VIA SPATIAL ORGANIZATION 
“The organization of space—all those medieval towns wrapped 

devoutly around their cathedrals—not only implied a specific 

mindset, it helped create it” (43).  

 

“[E]ach design decision echoes and amplifies a set of values, an 

assumption about the larger society that frames it.” (44) 



NEW DATASPACE & DESKTOP METAPHOR 
 

 

1984: THE MAC 
-Inaugurates interface as a medium 

-interface as an artform 

-DOS-Mac/command-line to GUI 

 

 

CONCEPTUAL LIMITATIONS 
-command to desktop to ?? 

-breaking the logic of mimeticism 

-simulation fever 

-dataspace as private space 



INAUGURAL METAPHOR: THE DESKTOP 
 

 

1968 STILL INFLUENCES 2015 
“You can make the argument that it was the single most 

important design decision of the past half-century, altering not 

only our perception of dataspace, but also our perception of 

real-world environments. In an age of information, the metaphors 

we use to comprehend all those zeros and ones are as central, 

and as meaningful, as the cathedrals of the Middle Ages. The 

social life of that time revolved around the spires and buttresses of 

"infinity imagined.“ Our own lives now revolve around a more 

prosaic text: the computer desktop. Understanding the 

implications of that metaphor—its genius and its limitations—is the 

key to understanding the contemporary interface.” 

 

Cf. Douglas Engelbart, “The Mother of All Demos” 



RE-IMAGINING INFORMATION SPACE 
 

 

INTERFACE IDEOLOGIES 
“The most profound change will lie with our generic 

expectations about the interface itself” (213) 

 

TENSIONS IN INTERFACE CULTURE 
1. [Spatial] vs Psychological Depth (games) 

2. Society vs [Individual]   (personalization) 

3. [Mainstream] vs Avant-Garde  (HCI/UX) 

4. [One] vs Many Interfaces  (FB>myspace) 

5. Metaphor vs [Simulation]  (new VR designs) 

  



NEXT TIME: CULTURAL INTERFACES 
 

 

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE INTERFACE 
 

1. Lev Manovich on the Interface 

2. Midterm feedback 

 


