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e-Media studies have focused increasing attention on online interactive fiction (including 

games, hypertext, and digital art), and, in recent years, academics have realized the importance 

of online venues for increased accessibility, decreased printing and distribution costs, and 

intensified visual and aural information for nonfiction and ethnography.
2
  The recent book 

Electronic Literature by N. Katherine Hayles, and an on-line collection edited by Hayles and 

others <http://collection.eliterature.org/>, serve to culminate a lineage of theory and criticism 

about electronic fiction and its consequences, and responses to changes in readers' types of 

attention (from deep- to hyper attention).
3
 In terms of e-Media's importance for ethnography, an 

increasing group of visual anthropologists advocate using e-Media at least as a supplement to 

print-based and lecture-based instruction.
4
 Nevertheless, in the production of online scholarship, 

traditional print forms usually guide the production rather than hypermedia theories. This is a 

very different situation than the production of electronic and interactive fiction works. Johanna 

Drucker explains that "humanities computing has had very little use for analytic tools with 

foundations in visual epistemology. In this respect humanities computing follows the text-based 

(dare I sayïlogocentric?) approach typical of traditional humanities."
5
 Instead of employing any 

unique e-Media advantages, scholars have embraced electronic publication usually because e-

Media can easily "reproduce printed text forms."
6
 Especially in fields focused on cultural 

analysis and conservation, the practices have not yet caught up with the theories. For example, 

online ethnographic websites must appeal to scholars in visual anthropology that often do not 

even consider visceral multi-sensory experiences as legitimate forms of scholarship.
7
 Even visual 

media has found little traction among those worried about the value of electronic forms.
8
 

Theories of interface have many insights,
9
 but few of these theories have found applications in 

scholarship including ethnographic websites.
10

 

Within that context, in which ethnographic studies of art and culture have traditionally 

found legitimation in print-based forms, Folkvine.org attempts to demonstrate design 

approaches, and scholarly methods, that serve the needs of three different audiences. First, the 

website seeks to serve a general-public looking for greater access to often inaccessible folk life 

and art. Second, it appeals to folklorists and ethnographers looking for scholarly studies of folk 

life. Third, and most relevant to this essay, the site demonstrates methods and approaches that 

take advantage of the specific tools available online. In this essay, both the images and text are 
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hot-linked back to the site; for example, in the next paragraph, the reader can either click on the 

phrase "enter the site" (highlighted and italicized) or click on the picture. In other instances, the 

highlighted phrases hot-link the reader to locations.   

When you enter the site <http://www.folkvine.org/>, the flash movie unfolds from your 

first person point of view. You drive down a road with a series of signs on the side, creating a 

Burma Shave, or South of the Border, type of poem leading toward a honky-tonk tourist center. 

You hear the sounds of the road, the wildlife, and then the car stopping in the gravel and your 

footsteps walking up to the tourist center. It is a composite image, created by Chantale Fontaine, 

the lead web-designer for Folkvine, with images and video from Lynn Tomlinson, the lead editor 

and videographer, and technical and web-design support from Jeff Beekman. The images, and 

the entire site, document and examine the atmosphere of these, now fading, roadside scenes and 

situations. The tourism industry's publicity, and developers' campaigns, favor the shiny-new, and 

safely managed, theme parks and gated communities rather than community-based traditions, 

making do with what's at hand, idiosyncratic themes, and artisanal production processes. Florida 

has become a contested ground, environmentally, meteorologically, and culturally. Folkvine 

began as an effort to enlighten ourselves about that other cultureïa culture of outsidersïand 

became a way to allow an international audience access to this cultural milieu. 

 

  

 

Obviously, a large-scale website requires collaboration and external funding. So, the website had 

to appeal to the Florida Humanities Council. Those publicly funded institutions' mandate, in their 

raison d'etre, that projects provide humanities content to a general-public usually in live events 

and forums. Following those demands, our project had premieres in which we gathered input 

from the public. We argued that the online venue increased access to the content, but the Council 

cared initially about getting the content to a public. Look around outside the tourist center 

<http://www.folkvine.org/porch.php>, then, click on the news-stand to read about the events and 

other news surrounding the project. We did not stress the crucial issue discussed here and 

motivating our production: how to present the material in terms of electronic literacy and the mix 

of deep- and hyper-attention, issues that Hayles examines in terms of electronic fiction.  



Toward A Visceral Scholarship Online 

3 
 

 

 
 

As you can piece together from the articles in the Folkvine Post newspaper, in a series of 

Saturday afternoon events, the Folkvine group invited the public to enjoy the sites and related 

cultural events. The community then gave feedback directly to the group, and on Council 

evaluation forms, on how to further refine the sites. The group had already met with our selected 

artists and their communities, researched their traditions, and constructed drafts of the websites. 

At each of these gatherings <http://www.folkvine.org/news_b1.html#richardson>, the team 

introduced our website, and the artists, community members, and other interested participants 

shared their ideas about the site and the events. The team, then, compiled the suggestions and 

gathered important new information, interviews, and research. We would then complete the sites. 

We presented ourselves and the website as good citizens, rather than as advocates for a visceral 

scholarship or an alternative to academic print-culture ethnography.  

Valuable as stand alone events (see for example the huge celebration <http://www. 

folkvine.org/lavoie/community2.html> including Hula demonstrations at the premiere of Ginger 

LaVoie's Folkvine site), these public gatherings became key to the development of the Folkvine 

project and the evaluative process. Food, dance, performances, music, and fun complemented the 

introduction of these sites to the public. Documentation of the events became parts of the 

websites. During the first year of Folkvine, the group staged three large celebrations where we 

premiered the sites and asked for community input (including artworks and projects produced by 

the visitors). The events served a traditionally African-American community in Bealsville, a 

central Florida Polynesian community, a community of former clowns and clown shoe-makers, 

and a community of miniature circus makers. In the second year, the events reached three 

distinct underserved audiences. The audienceôs served included the following: a bilingual 

audience from a Puerto Rican community, some of those associated with the migrant workers 

communities in central Florida; a community of Space Coast residents and artists serving the 

tourist trade; and, an African-American community, including school age children, involved in 

an artistôs project to revitalize their neighborhood and their community. Many thousands have 

participated in the websites online, and in both the live events and the website, Folkvine fulfilled 

its mandate from the Council to provide public access to humanities content.  
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The Humanities Council's appropriate interest in humanities content corresponds directly 

to the effort to fix a text's meaning (i.e., its content) against the vicissitudes and contingencies of 

its transmissions and readings. As Richard Lanham famously explains in The Electronic Word, 

"establishing the fixed text has been the humanistic raison d'être since the Renaissance. To nail it 

down forever and then finally explain it, that has been what literary scholars do. All our tunes of 

glory vary this central theme, even our current endeavors to show once and for all why nobody 

can once and for all explain anything."
11

 As soon as we made our cultural text more accessible 

and available online we "volatilized" it, in Lanham's term, and thus followed in the trend in e-

Media to abolish the fixed "edition" of the great work and so the authority of the great work 

itself. Such volatility questions the whole conception of textual authority built up since the 

Renaissance scholars resurrected Alexandrian textual editing.
12

 Although Lanham, in this 

citation, discusses the literary canon, the volatility applies equally to ethnographic research. As 

soon as we moved the research from page to screen, it became "unfixed and interactive," and for 

Lanham that not only challenges "the fixed, authoritative" text, but rather "explodes" it "into the 

ether."
13

 We had a delicate balance even within our own minds best represented in the 

backgrounds of the lead folklorist Kristin Congdon, from whose research and forthcoming book 

[Just Above the Water: Florida Folk Art] we initially based our project, and my own interest and 

research in media theory, experimental online scholarship, and networked art. The two prongs, 

almost contradictory, sought to both empower those portrayed by allowing their vision to 

strongly inform the design and to "volatize" scholarly design in ways fitting to e-media. The 

concern was to make the project about the folk artists rather than about "us" and our concerns. 

Within these constraints, the team learned, over the two plus years of the project so far, 

that the two motivations actually reinforced each agenda. So, diplomatically challenging the 

effort to conserve a fixed set of cultural practices and heritage, reinforced and strengthened the 

empowerment of each artist. The folklorists, Professors Congdon and Underberg, already had an 

interest in examining shifting and re-creative identities <http://www.folkvine.org/home.php> 

[inside the tourist center click on the Re-creative Identity Tour Guide] as well as ambiguities in 

the boundaries between heritage, or folk traditions, and individuals' alternative world-making 

visions. The experimental design strengthened, and highlighted, issues like mood, sensibility, 

and atmosphere that more accurately convey the ambiguous relationship between a visionary 

artist and a cultural heritage. The lively volatility of the design, that sought to "channel" (in the 

term adopted by the lead web-designer of Folkvine.org, Chantale Fontaine) the vision and voice 

of the artists studied allowed for both empowering the observed and challenging fixed 

representation. 

This essay describes an experiment in ethnography, and in scholarly online presentation. 

The argument of this essay touches on critical and Foucaldian approaches, applied community-

based arts education, and aspects of traditional folklore, but the experiment is in its scholarly 

presentation. This presentation offers an alternative to an invisible and transparent style assumed 

to be the only appropriate style for scholarly presentation (online, as a lecture, or in print). 

Following the general introduction to the (sometimes conflicting) motivations for the project, 

this essay now turns to the strategies and types of presentation, crucial background on how the 

individual parts were constructed, and, finally, a theoretical justification for the experiment. 

The implicit argument of the experiment, that design is a crucial aspect of the message, and that 

the message is the sensibility of the artists and traditions explored, may not always succeed in the 

particular web-designs discussed. The argument does nevertheless have a claim as legitimate 

scholarship. It is not simply about art and design, but about a way to capture something that 
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literate logocentric scholarship and ethnography has difficulty capturing. The visceral, visual, 

and sonic qualities, etc., and most importantly the sensibility of artists and traditions are the 

focus and goal of the experiment. But since the individuals involved and the funders were not 

completely sanguine with this approach, this essay also describes how to run an experiment 

within a conservative context of funding and scholarship. 

The essay and website are not art experiments themselves, but present an explicit 

criticism of other scholars' discussions of website design, making the claim that this line of 

research is legitimate across disciplinary boundaries throughout the social sciences and 

humanities, and within scholarship on teaching and learning. 

One could argue that this essay offers a model (admittedly imperfect and experimental) 

for an alternative form of scholarship. Many will find this unacceptable, because it allows the 

medium to function as an important part of the message. To others inside digital media studies or 

e-Media studies, it will be a modest demonstration of the crucial lessons that they routinely teach 

in their theory and history courses about e-Media studies. To those setting the protocols and 

standards for the presentation of research online in a particular discipline, this claim may await 

and depend upon more applied examples.  

But our premise is that design can be a part of scholarship, not merely an ornament or a 

necessarily invisible lens for scholarship. e-Media has a special advantage in that everyone can 

utilize design work for a new type of scholarship. Some readers will never accept this claim as 

legitimate. This essay describes ways that we tried to speak across that divide: to appeal to those 

who distrust the concept of art and design of/as scholarship. 

An online project has the advantage of many entrances and Folkvine includes a radio 

program, produced by the Council's own radio show, about the site's production. From the 

tourist's center's front desk click on the radio on the bottom shelf <http://www.folkvine.org/ 

home.php>. The radio program loads and a window textbox identifies the program. All of the 

links from the tourist center suggest alternative entrances (figuratively and literally) to the sites, 

cites, and sights. This essay will return to these entrances, but for now listen to a bit of the radio 

program. 

 

 
 

In an effort to conserve and document folk life, and as part of research in digital humanities, 

Folkvine.org seeks to translate scholarship into interactive multimedia online. We built an elastic 

and changing team including as many as five professors, a lead artist and web designer, a 

professional media maker, part-time staff, and graduate and undergraduate students. Not 

everyone in the world can visit a folk artist at home in rural Florida; so reflecting the surrounding 

communities, cultural heritage and the processes involved in making art and building 

communities guided the project's design. With the sincere effort to frame the project in terms of 

cultural conservation and heritage, we also began to volatize the way we read and interacted with 

the art and heritage.  




