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Abstract 

The intermedial field of inquiry studies the relations between media and 

human interaction with them in perception and communication. Elleström, 

with his media modalities model, demarcates the perception of media 

products according to four modalities (material, spatiotemporal, sensorial and 

semiotic), while fundamentally distinguishing between semiotic and pre-

semiotic modalities. This article systematically addresses questions, aporias 

and potentialities emerging during intermedial analysis, as well as indicates 

basic critical intermedial areas that would benefit from further research and 

discussion. It revisits the semiotic/pre-semiotic distinction in light of an 

ecological-performative-phenomenological approach, by challenging the 

primordiality of materiality in the perception of media products, grounding 

spatiotemporality in the encounter between the perceiver and the media 

product and highlighting the making of senso-semiotic making of meaning on-

the-go, in real-time. A subjective, embodied, performative perspective from 

within the dynamic field of the encounter between the perceiver and the 

media product is proposed, instead of the point of view of an objective 

observer located outside. The compulsive, obligatory ―correct‖ meaning-

making, that involves the coupling of objective entities or events with inner, 

subjective interpretations, gives way to a broader understanding of semiosis, 

where pre-interpreted, dynamic signs are abandoned for a dynamic and 

interactive semiotic functionality. 

 

Keywords: intermediality, media modalities model, medium theory, ecology 

of perception, semiotics, cognition 

 

 

Prologue   

Intermediality appears to be a relatively new field of 

inquiry, acknowledged by scholars as having sprung out 

roughly around the mid-1980s, when a group of German arts 

and media studies specialists-researchers coined the word 
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Intermedialität (Larrue, 2016), and was more widely 

established by the 1990s (Elleström, 2010).1 Intermediality‘s 

alleged theoretical roots include intermedia (Bennet, 1990), 

intersemiotic translation (Clüver, Eco, Schober and Queiroz, 

indicatively, all in López-Varela, 2023) as well as ―aesthetics, 

philosophy, semiotics, comparative literature, media studies 

and interart studies‖ (Elleström, 2021, 9). Although 

intermediality may be considered as a rather novel field of 

inquiry, it carries on several discussions that are also explored 

in parallel by other fields and disciplines, such as semiotics, 

narratology, communication and media studies, media ecology, 

comparative literature, film and television studies, theatre and 

performance studies. But, intermedial theory, although in the 

early stages adopted ―neohistorical analysis, iconography, 

semiotic analysis, ethnomethodology, poststructuralist, gender 

or postcolonial approaches‖ (López-Varela 2023), coined its own 

sub-fields of inquiry, problematics and methodologies. At the 

theoretical periphery of intermedial studies, several theoretical 

approaches and concepts were developed, such as Auslander‘s 

mediatization (1999), Bolter and Grusin‘s (2000) remediation 

(2000), and Jenkings‘ (2006) media convergence, which had a 

considerable impact on intermedial theory. Lately, new 

discussions emerged within intermedial studies, responding to 

synchronic discourses about the Anthropocene and ecocritism 

(Bruhn and Salmose, 2023), truthfulness in media 

(Schirrmacher and Mousavi, 2024), the digital turn2 and 

established certainties (Timplalexi, 2023; Timplalexi and 

Führer, 2023). This polyphony and rhizomaticity of intermedial 

studies, in terms of theoretical origins, siblings and progeny, 

partly explains why there are multiple ―intermedialities‖ 

(Clüver, 2007; Elleström, 2010; 2021; Kress and Van Leeuwen, 

2001; Kattenbelt, 2006; Rajewsky, 2002), to name but a few. 

A set of robust, thoroughgoing and enduring intermedial 

voices comes from Lars Elleström and the IMS intermedial 

group in Sweden. Elleström demarcates intermediality in a 

broad sense as regarding ―relations among (media products 

belonging to) dissimilar qualified media types‖ (Elleström, 

2021, 72), while Bruhn and Schirrmacher (2022) situate under 

the intermedial umbrella the comparative interaction between 
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media types and products and the changes when there is a 

process of transportation from one media type to another (3), as 

well as ―the ways in which objects and phenomena can function 

as media products‖ (9). In effect, members of the IMS 

intermedial group nowadays develop their own theoretical 

approaches within intermedial studies, while also enhancing 

the Elleströmian legacy. For Elleström has indeed proffered an 

inspired, rich and coherent intermedial theory and terminology 

(2010; 2021, plus multiple chapters and articles in journals), by 

developing intermedial classifications (i.e. basic or qualified 

media, media types, media products, technical medium of 

display), putting forward the media modalities model (2010; 

2021) and the medium-centered model of communication (2018, 

2021), while foregrounding medial transformative processes, 

such as transmediation. 

Elleström‘s take on intermediality, especially through 

his media modalities model, notably aids the intermedialist 

tackle the demanding and multifaceted intermedial field of 

inquiry with a perspective of order and abstraction. The 

researcher, tormented for some time by various issues 

cropping up during attempts at juggling with theoretical and 

empirical aspects of the media, observes, dispersed in 

Elleström‘s oeuvre, slots for questioning and challenging 

certainties.3 Elleström (2021) himself sporadically opens up 

discussions and relativises his positions, enhancing and 

nurturing such slots for potential re-evaluation.4 These slots 

often feel like threads that, if picked up, could lead to 

discoveries of new intermedial territories, new alliances with 

other fields of inquiry and new methodological tools.  

This article, a theoretical utterance emerging from a 

dialogue with Elleström‘s texts (that, despite their admirable 

coherence, are considered to be open to such a revisiting 

perspective), comes in the form of a self-reflexive essay, in 

response to the assumed potential of his media modalities 

model (2010; 2021). It aspires at summing up most of the ideas, 

challenges and suggestions the intermedialist notes down, 

while making use of it. Obstacles met and pitfalls observed 

during intermedial analysis are highlighted, echoing a deep 

need to clarify and possibly revise points in intermedial theory, 
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as Elleström (2021) had started doing, judging from his virtual 

spheres model (31), which was left under development.  

As technological aspects of intermedial theory are not 

part of the problematic, thus not discussed here, an ecological 

(Gibson 1979/2015), embodied-performative (Schechner, 2002) 

and phenomenological (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962) approach is 

embraced, rather than a post-phenomenological one, at least as 

outlined by Ritter (2021); a starting point that supports that a 

media type or a media product becomes dynamically such 

through a perceiving process in relation to a perceiver, rather 

than existing as a thing-in-itself, in its own right.  

 

1. The media modalities model: an introduction 

The major axes Elleström‘s intermedial theory proposes 

when approaching media products (Elleström, 2021) are four 

modalities (46), as well as two qualifying aspects, the 

contextual and the operational ones (60). The modalities 

include the material modality, which encompasses different 

states of matter – liquid, gas, plasma, organic and inorganic 

matter (47); the spatiotemporal modality, ―a four-dimensional 

spatiotemporal entity consisting of width, height, depth and 

time‖ (48). The sensorial properties of media products ―must be 

perceived by one or more of our senses to reach the mind and 

trigger semiosis‖ (49). Since ―all media products have semiotic 

traits, by definition‖ (49), the semiotic modality serves as a 

―frame for understanding representation‖ (ibid). The general 

purpose, use and function of media (60) is addressed through 

the operational aspect, whereas the demarcation of media in 

specific historical, cultural and social circumstances through 

the contextual one (ibid.). 

 

2. The modalities revisited 

Although appearing to be inspired by the ongoing 

phenomenal interaction between the perceiver and the media 

product in real-time, a closer, scrutinizing look at Elleström‘s 

media modalities model unveils a primal scientific adherence to 

an objective expert stance outside the field of interaction under 

observation. Despite indications this expert observer is 
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immersed in a first-person perspective, as with the ―traditional 

sculpture‖ example (2010, 23), such an observer exercises and 

expresses certain degrees of knowledge prior to denoting the 

media product. By contrast, embodied cognition, said to be 

welcomed by Elleström (2021, 12), as situated within the 

dynamic field, would coherently instead propose a subjective 

perceiver‘s point of view as a starting point, understood as 

embedded within a larger whole. This subjective point of view, 

sporadically met in Elleström‘s writings (such as whenever he 

relativises suggestions that may sound dogmatic to the 

reader),5 could be developed and enhanced with an ecological-

performative-phenomenological approach to intermediality. 

In this section, the media modalities are revisited and 

the interrelating dynamics between them are underlined, 

taking into account a few ignored and controversial points 

found available in the model.  

 

3.1. Material modality 

Elleström (2010, 15), remaining loyal to abstraction, 

although initially acknowledging that, for human beings, 

nothing exists outside perception, does not pursue this path in 

his analysis. By so doing, he misses the chance to question the 

pre-given character of materiality, exactly because he suggests 

a materiality known prior to sensoriality and semiosis. And this 

is a thread we are picking up here and now, questioning 

whether the ―latent corporeal interface of the medium‖  

(Elleström, 2010, 17) exists or becomes in the eyes of the 

perceiver. 

Elleström‘s point of departure on media products is that 

the latter pre-exist our perception. This becomes evident by the 

very primordiality of the material modality in the media 

modalities model, instead of, for example, the sensorial one. 

However, when a perceiver, for example, experiences a surface, 

an object, a human figure (Elleström, 2010), organic or 

inorganic matter (Elleström, 2021), or the exact sound qualities 

that make them enjoy a Bach‘s fugue, they have to come to 

terms with various light levels and decibels: they may 

experience irritation from ambient light while seeing a painting 

in an exhibition hall or misophonia while deciphering a tune. 
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The material modality is thus revealed as primordial solely 

through the eyes of an omniscient observer, positioned outside 

the perceptual interaction dynamics, and not through those of 

one situated within the dynamic field.6 

Indeed, the very perception and experience of any entity 

or event means some basic meaning-making is already at work. 

Elleström (2021) actually acknowledges this when 

distinguishing between the visual and the iconic (Elleström, 

2021): ―whereas the visual is about using a specific sense 

faculty (whether this is connected to iconic, indexical or 

symbolic signs), the iconic is semiosis based on similarity‖, he 

notes (45). Thus, it is the sensorial that grants ―access‖ to the 

semiotic, while any understanding of the material is inscribed 

within the semiotic continuum. Otherwise, how can anything 

material be categorized as, for example, two-dimensional (2010) 

or organic (2021)? A certain level of meaning-making, involved 

in recognition is here implied that remains rather latent. The 

perception of an entity as a surface or a human figure, liquid or 

plasma, inorganic or organic matter, cannot be void of semiosis 

already. What is a surface or a three-dimensional object 

without basic geometrical knowledge, or, how may a sea rock 

covered with tiny micro-organisms be classified as purely 

organic or inorganic matter, especially as the element of carbon 

is met in both?7 When encountering media products, are we not 

already in the domain of semiosis, for example, as soon as we 

recognise a statue as such? Several undecided or a failed 

automatic recognition moments of any entity or event in 

perception, or even moments of indeterminacy (Pepperell, 

2006), outside individual or collective comfort zones, empirically 

testify that the primacy reserved to the material modality over 

the sensorial and the semiotic could freakingly creak.  

In general, in terms of the material modality, it feels like 

the model is based on a gradual reveal of an alleged medial 

material essentiality, as if there is a painter that sketches 

actuality in layers. First appear to come the lines, straight, 

crooked or curved; shadows or lack of them reveal the three or 

two-dimensionality of an entity; its non-staticity may testify 

towards the shape of an animated human being, an animal or 

an insect. The organic and inorganic matter categories fill in 
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the gaps, whereas solid, liquid, plasma and gas states of matter 

complete the material mode. A short parenthesis: in the name 

of consistency in an intermedial analysis, it could be argued 

that colour and material should be part of the material 

modality too. Materials, on one hand, expand in a vast array, 

varying from wood, plastic and marble to nowadays fabricated 

nanomaterials. A mention to the notion of the material could be 

introduced in the material modality, without the obligation to 

list excessively potential materials. The second notion that does 

not reach the material modality at all is colour; when we see a 

line, and recognise an entity as two dimensional, for example, 

we automatically perceive it as black, grey or green. The 

material modality could benefit from including colour too, 

which, as far as we know, is a specific range of wavelengths 

within the rather narrow visible spectrum; light waves have, in 

fact, been included right from the start in the list of the 

material modality (2010). Hence, not only the primordiality, 

pre-sensoriality and pre-semioticity of materiality may be 

questioned, but also the category of the material modality 

appears to be selectively restricted, as it may encompass 

practically infinite aspects of matter not listed in the media 

modalities model.  

Closing with the conundrums on the material modality, 

last but not least comes the problematic posed by the very 

listing of light waves and sound waves under the material 

modality. Elleström probably took into account the dual nature 

of the electron, when including light waves in the material 

modality. But the wave discreetness in the environment and 

the media product is relative. Light waves belonging to media 

products, such as those available to the perceiver from a film 

shown on a cinema screen are not perceptually distinguishable 

from those available in environments. In spite of a film emitting 

light waves, ambient light waves dynamically interact with the 

filmic ones and together create a unique enmeshed ensemble. 

The same goes for sound. When in a concert hall, one cannot 

separate the sound of touching a string from the melody 

produced. This signifies, in a nutshell, that the overall 

experiential outcome of an encounter with a light or sound-

based media product cannot stand on its own outside the 



Eleni Timplalexi / Revisiting the Media Modalities model: Critical Thoughts 

 

  

193 

 

dynamic field of experiencing environments and media 

products. 

To recap, challenges in relation to the material modality 

encompass its alleged primordiality, pre-sensoriality, pre-

semioticity; the implied a priori cognition of material states 

(solid, liquid, plasma, gas) and exact synthesis (organic, 

inorganic matter); the potential inclusion of several other 

qualities of matter under the material modality, such as 

material (stone, wood and plastic, for example) and colour; and 

finally, the alleged discreteness of light and sound waves of 

media products and their enmeshment with light and sound 

waves of their environments. 

 

3.2. Spatiotemporal modality 

When it comes to this modality, there are quite a few 

layers to be discussed. First of all, when Elleström describes the 

four dimensions of this modality, there are indications he 

assumes a generic, mathematical, abstract and objective space 

and time duality, pre-given and pre-semiotic in intermedial 

terms. This stance, already manifest in the subject/object divide 

occurring through the initial adoption of the objective observer‘s 

point of view, when taking the perceiver‘s biographical axis into 

account, rules out the crucial importance of the perceiver‘s 

space and time in their encounter with the media product, a 

factor to which we are coming back shortly. On a different tone, 

the ecological approach to perception, as proposed by Gibson 

(1979/2015), in combination with an embodied performative 

(Schechner, 2002) phenomenological approach inspired by 

Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962), would encourage intermedial 

theory to embrace the unfolding of various spatiotemporal 

multiplicities, instead of favouring generalised, established 

approaches to the spatiotemporal category. Integrating a degree 

of ecological, embodied-performative and phenomenological  

relativity would posit that different observers signify and 

perceive by default differently where and when entities are and 

events occur, due to the uniqueness of their sensorial and 

semiotic horizons, as well as their biographical points of 

departure. Here, even the ―cosmic spatiotemporality‖ can be 
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seen inscribed within the trajectory of the virtual, enveloped in 

an ongoing semiotic process.   

Moreover, although Elleström coins this modality as 

spatiotemporal, it is then conceptually  further split in space 

and time, probably for the sake of analysis. Although space is 

acknowledged in its bidirectional dimensionality, time is 

acknowledged as unidirectional. Indeed, space is further 

analyzed in width, height and depth, whereas time is taken as a 

single and unique dimension (Elleström, 2021, 48), and not in 

relation to its compounds of past, present and future, as these 

nuances would belong to the human perceptual/cognitive 

sphere. However, this is a breach of the four-dimensional 

spatiotemporal continuum that has some considerable 

implications, not only due to subjective space and time not 

taken into account, but because even space and time in their 

alleged objective physical unity change. Otherwise, temporal 

changes do not have a ―scene‖ to occur, nor spatial changes 

register, unless time passes and present becomes past.  

In addition, when contemplating the material modality, 

although we are encouraged to tell surfaces from three-

dimensional objects (2010), that is to understand materiality in 

relation to space, we are not encouraged to perform an 

analogous understanding of time. For example, material 

change, such as corrosion, relevant to media products, is related 

to time, not necessarily in a negative way; ancient Greek 

statues, for example, have been loved and strongly qualified as 

―classical‖, having lost their initial colours. Or antiques are 

relics of commodities of other eras.8 

If we embraced an understanding of materiality in 

relation to time as well, perhaps space and time would stand 

more equal in intermedial analysis, as space would no longer 

enjoy a privileged position in intermedial modalities model 

analysis. Only if we apply this understanding of materiality 

bound to time and not just space, the latent and selective 

spatial staticity is revealed. It goes something like this: 

spatially speaking, at least two discrete spatial dimensions (i.e. 

height, width) prevail as a prerequisite for the manifestation of 

media products; on the other hand, the phenomenal absence of 

time, i.e. a blink of an eye in a film showing (Elleström, 2010; 



Eleni Timplalexi / Revisiting the Media Modalities model: Critical Thoughts 

 

  

195 

 

2021), is said to determine time staticity or non-staticity.9 The 

lack of at least two discrete spatial dimensions in media 

products is unthinkable, whereas the presence of time, in its 

totality, is alleged to be optional, since its presence or absence 

determines the staticity or non-staticity of a media product, 

such as a performance or a film. This approach is revealed as 

mostly conceptual, not fully empirically informed, and implies a 

certain degree of preference: if phenomenal time, and not 

conceptual, is taken into account, so as to determine a static 

from a non-static media product, why does not the phenomenal 

―shifting space‖ of a music tune or a dance render it non-static 

space-wise? Staticity, then, it becomes obvious, is not 

contemplated much in relation to spatial dynamics. Time is not 

the only dimension that determines staticity or impacts it, but 

staticity could signify relatively steady states in relation to 

space as well, such as those in effect for paintings or statues, 

whereas autonomous moving entities, i.e. humans, animals, or 

animated surfaces, objects, i.e. puppets, on the other, could be 

considered as spatially non-static. This is of major importance 

when contemplating, temporally speaking, non-static media 

types, such as clusters of media products from the performing 

arts, film, animation, video games or tv shows. This path of 

thought could return the sense of unity to the spacetime 

continuum, as well as provide a potential understanding of 

medial entities as spatiotemporally relatively static or non-

static and events as non-static – until we realize, of course, that 

perceiving an entity is an event too and never static, as coming 

up next. 

A rather obscure matter prevailing in the modalities 

analysis is whose or what space and time Elleström talks about: 

the space and time of the perceiver, of the media product or of 

their encounter? Elleström cannot be speaking about the 

perceiver‘s spatiotemporal dimensionality, because this is never 

static time-wise. Let us illustrate two examples. In the 

encounter between an individual perceiver and a statue, for 

example, the media modalities model would denote the statue 

as being a three-dimensional static inorganic medial entity. 

However, the performance of perceiving the statue is non-static, 

which, time-wise speaking, from the perceiver‘s point of view, 
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grants also non-staticity to the statue. This means that, even if 

a statue is per se static, neither the encounter with it is 

spatiotemporally static, nor its perceiver. If the case was a 

dance performance, it could share the notion of non-staticity 

with the perceiver‘s perceptual performance – but this non-

staticity would not be identical, the same. Hence, the claim that 

a statue is a static media product clearly refers to a proclaimed 

ontological state of the media product, just as the blink of the 

eye does not stop physical time.10  

Now, reaching another hot potato, so to say. Under the 

umbrella of the spatiotemporal modality come two 

subcategories, virtual space and time respectively. Virtual 

space is unpacked with reference to perspective (Elleström, 

2010), grounded in the so-called representational spectrum. 

However, although virtual space may be intended through a 

painting, for example, it does not ―occur‖ objectively in the 

painting; it is rather a product of cognitive construct. We may 

cognitively augment a square into a cube, without any special 

aesthetic representational trigger; architectural media products 

so often do this, they provide ―simple‖ two-dimensional 

representations of three-dimensional spaces. Or, temporally 

speaking, in a film, we may see days and nights coming one 

after the other and even with gaps, not necessarily successively. 

This time is obviously subjectively constructed to formulate a 

temporal continuum. Hence, virtual space and time are 

cognitive and not objective representational products. The skull 

encrypted in The Ambassadors acts as a reminder of the 

subjective spatiotemporal construction of the real. This results 

in the inscription of the perceiver within the spatiotemporal 

continuum and renders relevant the initial attempt to involve 

the perceiver in intermedial spacetime. Plus, it reveals the 

hybrid modal nature of virtual space and time scattered 

between the semiotic and the spatiotemporal. This is why 

Elleström later (2021) rather referred to ―cross-modal 

representations‖ within the semiotic framework (68), having 

also planted references to virtuality in his virtual spheres 

model (31), where such a mental sphere is created by 

communicative semiosis and consisting of cognitive import 

formed by represented objects (29). 
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This latter point made, leads to an overlap between 

envisioned spacetime triggered by visual representation and 

the dramatic/diegetic/fictional one. More specifically, dramatic 

time and space refer to dramatic texts and theatre performance, 

whereas diegetic time and space to literature and film, as all 

share the element of fiction.11 In this case, the time and space 

proposed through the media product, such as a theatre 

performance, a film or a tv episode, could be claimed to be 

―virtual time and space‖ respectively, attributed meaning to in 

unique ways. These spacetimes ―are‖ only metaphorically latent 

within the media product, but are given life to, animated only 

through cognitive augmentation, just as the experience of the 

skull in The Ambassadors showcases. Hence, the semiotic 

nature of such spacetimes becomes all the more clear. 

To sum up, in this section, Elleström‘s abstract, 

objective, mathematical take on space and time was remarked. 

The split of spacetime and emergence of space privilege over 

time in intermedial analysis was underlined, especially in 

relation to staticity. Spacetime enmeshment between the 

perceiver and the perceived in their encounter was further 

highlighted. The performative, peripatetic, non-static 

experience of static media products was found to be of central 

importance as a basic correlation determining, from a first-

person perspective, the experience of media products, 

acknowledging the perceiver‘s own spatiotemporal 

dimensionality, that of the media product, as well as of their 

interplay. In addition, consistent with Elleström‘s insistence on 

abstract concepts, the promising but unfortunately not fully 

explored aspects of virtual space and time were contemplated 

as semiotically augmented perceived/conceived materialities, 

rather than objective, materialized representational ensembles. 

Analogies were drawn between iconic virtual space and time 

and the diegetic/dramatic/fictional ones. As a result of the 

discussion, it prevails that any understanding of the cosmic 

spatiotemporal continuum, even if heralded as abstract and 

mathematical, is always inscribed in the interplay between the 

sensorial and the semiotic, as well as intertwined with the 

material, as a human-beings are also material entities. In 
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short, no pre-givens make sense beyond the horizon of 

subjective meaning-making.  

 

3.3. Sensorial modality 

In terms of the sensorial modality, Elleström (2021) 

sporadically refers to sensorial traits as being inherent in the 

media product (20), which sounds paradoxical, since senses are 

hardly conceived in relation to ―things‖. He adheres to the 

distinction between exteroception, which includes five main 

sensorial modes (namely seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting and 

smelling), and ―other human senses‖, such as ―interoception 

(sensing the internal state of the body) and proprioception 

(sensing body position and self-movement)‖ (49). This means 

that the human interface, as such, is seen as a limit of some 

sort, providing a base for understanding what it means to be 

human and not the environment. This feels almost a natural 

categorization, which can be questioned, especially in light of 

the ecology of perception (Gibson, 1979/2015), new materialisms 

(Coole & Frost, 2010), post-human performativity (Barad, 2003) 

and ecomedia (Rust et al., 2016).12 Since being-in-the-world is 

not merely a matter of agency, but also of affect, passive 

reception and suffering, we are inevitably also, inevitably, part 

of the environment. Bone aching reminds us sometimes how we 

resonate with levels of humidity in the atmosphere. Or, when at 

a wild party, we interoceptively echo loud music, with all our 

sensorial and material constituents mingling, we cannot tell 

our heartbeat from the tune rhythm. It prevails that the 

membrane separating us from our environment is porous and 

fragile, for ―benefit or injury‖ (132), as Gibson (1979/2015) puts 

it. But also, psychologically speaking, human beings are part of 

the environment one for another, objectified through the gaze 

as a collective ―not me‖, unless they attract this special mode of 

attention reserved to subjects. Hence, the distinction between 

exteroception and ―other human senses‖ has only relative value.  

There is another good reason for this. Semiosis has a 

strong interoceptive dimension that deserves further attention. 

What is semiosis if not interoceptively performed? As a sense, it 

refers to the sensing of ―the internal state of the body‖. If 

thought and meaning making are overall considered to be 
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constructed and to remain within the aforementioned interface 

membrane of the subject,13 the formulation of meaning-making 

becomes absolutely dependent on its perception, on the sense of 

interoception - not just exteroceptive senses reach available 

information. Although meaning-making appears to excessively 

involve outer data, it clearly also involves inner ones, like 

fantasies or scenarios. Hence, since interoception involves the 

sensorial perception of inner data, then it is this sense that 

gives access to meaning-making too. Intermedial theory does 

not in particular nurture this rationale. It acknowledges the 

existence of a perceived actual sphere which is ―joined by 

mental introspection and semiosis‖ (31). This logic presupposes 

the objectivity of the perceived actual sphere, leading to an 

understanding of the sensorial modality as pre-semiotic. This 

certainty has been questioned (Timplalexi, 2023), claiming that 

meaning is processually produced during perception, while 

highlighting the latter‘s neglected semiotic dimension. Indeed, 

should sensoriality be considered as the ultimate condition for 

perception, and perception involves perceiving data outside-the-

self, but also inside-the-self (the ―other senses‖ also sensing 

data), then, the formation of ―presentations‖, subjective 

impressions of unique assimilations of both inner and outer 

data, make us cognise materialities, spatiotemporalities and 

attribute meaning (Timplalexi and Führer, 2024). Carrying on 

the same key, it could be claimed that the sensorial modality is 

primal and the rest of the modalities are post-sensorial. 

However, that could underestimate semiosis during perception. 

Subjective impressions are feasible only through meaning-

making, as cases of indeterminacy, illusions and affective 

moments of human life, outside comfort zones, often evoke.  

In conclusion, with regards to the sensorial modality, 

issues with it being pre-semiotic have been touched upon and 

counter-argued. Interoception was found as potentially 

conceivable to bridge the sensorial and the semiotic and to 

frame the interplay, as well as foster the collision of inner and 

outer data in perception under the tab of ―impressions‖, 

implying also the subjugation of the spatiotemporal and the 

material to the subjective senso-semiotic continuum. 
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3.4. Semiotic modality 

Is there anything like an ideal objective perceiver, some 

sort of a prototype, who can sense the ―real‖ for all of us? The 

uniqueness of human-beings has been widely recognised as a 

major criterion of humanness, despite challenges posed by 

materialism, new materialisms and post-human performativity. 

Yet, when we abstract by focusing on essential features, while 

omitting details or empirical instances, we tend to easily forget 

about the precondition of uniqueness, which both pre-requires 

subjectivity, as well as results in it. This technique of 

abstraction, as reduction of ―unnecessary‖ elements, shapes the 

distinction between objective materiality and an implied 

subjective but ―normal‖ sensoriality: it is not the senses that 

belong to perceivers but sensorial traits are said to belong to 

media products (Elleström, 2021, 20). Although reduction is 

indeed an option, some caution should be taken; instead, a truly 

subjective point of view would expand beyond such sensorial 

and semiotic ―normalcies‖.  

Indeed, while we partake in communities and the 

society, certain degrees of uniformity may appear to have 

occurred and keep on occurring, but, our assimilations (Piaget, 

1951/1999) are unique, as our sensorialities and cognitive 

processes considerably differ. The fact that, through our 

cognitive development and education, a perceptual/semiotic 

comfort zone has been created, consisting of relatively 

unchallenged stable schemata, should not hinder the 

understanding of all perceived matter as subjectively perceived 

and signified, a fact that becomes evident under stress or 

unfamiliar circumstances. Equally, any materiality, and not 

just that of the especially designated media products, becomes a 

candidate for the potential triggering of meaning. Of course, 

objective, media products-related matter occupies a special 

place in social practices and is bound to aesthetic evaluation. 

But this does not exclude any form of matter being potentially 

perceived as a media product, from a work of art to a sunset on 

Santorini (Timplalexi and Führer, 2023). Accepting a difference 

between such objective/subjective media products, is 

individually, socially and spatiotemporally conditioned.  
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Intermedial analysis, and more specifically the media 

modalities model, does not highlight the unique assimilation of 

matter as a sensorial precondition, although, within the horizon 

of the sensorial, the importance of different sensorialities could 

be thought to hold some part, especially if sensorial traits were 

not outlined as innate to media products. More specifically, the 

role of the precondition of the subjective assimilation of matter 

in unique sensorial and cognitive ways is not addressed in the 

discussion of the semiotic in Elleström‘s model. This impacts 

the semiotic modality with the burden of a prototype for a 

correct and accurate passive reception of assumed features of 

pre-semiotic elements, a premise that so deeply contradicts 

active, fluid perception. Peirce himself must have struggled 

with the importance of change and movement, since he 

acknowledged sign chain processes being at work, but must 

have had difficulties in grounding the correlation between being 

and becoming in a subjective framework, as the overall semiotic 

fluidity and movement suggested is inscribed within an 

assumed ―Firstness‖, a view that stabilizes becoming into 

existence.  

Obviously, Elleström‘s semiotic modality is based on 

Peirce‘s version of imagination being discreet from reason. 

Although Peirce does use terms denoting ―interiorising‖ 

processes, such as ―‗absorb it,‘ ‗sleep over it,‘ ‗assimilate it‘‖ 

(Restrepo in Barrena, 2013), his ―imagination‖ is capable of 

performing analysis rather synthesis, by separating ―objective 

reality‖ from what appears to us; hence, his levels of separation 

include ―dissociation‖, ―prescision‖ and ―distinction‖ (Barrena, 

2013). However, by potentially performing these grades of 

separation, imagination becomes a tool to logic, rather than a 

matrix for it to evolve in a holistic embodied cognition 

perspective. In this way, a clear-cut distinction is established 

between the objective actual, ―real‖, and the conceived, which 

stands in the way of acknowledging the real as conceived, 

constructed. 

In effect, crucial to resolving the semiotic implications in 

the modalities model is the awareness of contradictions residing 

in Peirce‘s oeuvre, that intermedial theory has overall 

embraced. Peirce‘s semiotics are multifaceted; so many varying 
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elements co-exist in his overall theory (Nöth, 2011). In (just 

some of) Peirce‘s own words: 

A sign . . . [in the form of a representamen] is something which 

stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity. It 

addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an 

equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which it 

creates I call the interpretant of the first sign. The sign stands for 

something, its object. It stands for that object, not in all respects, but 

in reference to a sort of idea, which I have sometimes called the 

ground of the representamen. (Peirce 1931–58, 2.228, qtd. in 

Chandler, 2007) 

Peirce starts by introducing the initial sign with a 

certain relativity and vagueness (something which stands to 

somebody for something). However, by then bringing in the 

interpretant (an equivalent or more developed sign) as situated 

in the mind, he performs a separation between the latter (the 

interpretant, a cognitive sign) and the initial sign. In search of 

the first sign‘s situatedness, the automatic assumption is that it 

has to reside in the actual world. Otherwise, Peirce would have 

specified that he had considered the initial sign as residing in 

the mind too. This topological differentiation between the sign 

and its interpretant, when established, consequently situates in 

different topoi the two signs. But, a pre-given, clear-cut 

distinction between ―in‖ and ―out‖ is not to be axiomatically 

accepted. Indeed, when Peirce supports that ―the being of 

things‖ contains reason and logic (Pape, 2015, 1), it is logic 

enough to understand that he initially sees things as being and 

discovered correctly, rather than, right from the start, becoming 

in human cognition, just as his objective, dynamic objects 

inescapably cause universal and uniform sign-processes ―that 

govern human conduct become effective‖ (Pape, 2015, 4). 

Reacting to this universal and uniformal rationale of 

pre-givens, alternate voices in intermediality, taking into 

account performativity, memory and imagination (Timplalexi 

and Führer, 2024), argue that the initial sign, although not 

necessarily a conscious one, is cognitive too, and occurs on the 

same topos with its understanding – and any further chains of 

meaning-making. In this perspective, events and entities 

objectively situated in the actual world, outside the self, collide 

with subjective events, on the basis of their assimilation as a 
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subjective impression; no entities are listed here because 

imagining, remembering or coining a subjective entity is a 

cognitive performance, an event. A chair is never quite the 

same for each one of us, both due to sensorial differentiations as 

well as semiotic predispositions; the same is valid for a dream 

we dreamt – when we think about it, we construct our version 

of it.  Thus, since both the initial sign and the impression are 

cognitive in nature, there is no need for a topological distinction 

putting pressures, nor for the coupling between an objective 

and a subjective element. The compulsive, obligatory ―correct‖ 

meaning-making that involves the coupling of objective entities 

or events with internal, subjective ―representations‖ has been 

so far dominant in philosophy and communication theory 

(Timplalexi and Führer, 2023). In an ecological-performative-

phenomenological approach to perception, this coupling 

between two cognitive subjective signs, also encompassing 

imaginary and mnemonic constructs, feels natural and logic – 

without an alleged necessity of a combination with an objective, 

actual entity or event. The formation/construction of the 

objective actual into a subjective process is based on the 

interplay between the sensorial and the semiotic.  

Furthermore, Peirce soon compromises the relativity of 

his initial sign by stating that a sign addresses somebody, a 

notion grounded on a pre-existing outside, having to be 

assimilated passively, which makes this process sound even 

more inescapable, obligatory and universal. On one hand, the 

sign appears to have ―agency‖ (it addresses somebody and 

creates in their mind an equivalent or more developed sign), 

instead of the perceiver actively constructing it (i.e. somebody 

focuses their cognitive attention on something). On the other 

hand, the initial sign is alleged to present overlaps with an 

actual object, and not with a primordial assimilation, which 

raises again issues with regards to ―correct‖ couplings and 

interpretations; instead, the acknowledgment of this in-between 

senso-semiotic assimilative stage would allow in perception the 

very formation of impressions of entities and events.  

Elleström (2021) clearly underlines the objective 

anchoring of the sign in reality pervading Peirce‘s semiotics. 

Indeed, just as matter exists and does not become, signs are 
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anchored in a universal Firstness and in pre-existing items in 

reality, that have to stand for objects and create in the mind 

interpretants. Peirce‘s Firstness comes in from an experiential 

void, as this abstraction cannot occur prior to experience; in 

order to abstractly distill, an experiential sum to perform the 

abstraction upon is required. How can we ground ―redness‖ as a 

notion existing prior to experiencing red? Is there a human 

mind in the void, bare of experience and cognitive schemata 

determining what redness means to them? Besides, this whole 

logic totally contradicts the claim that signs are ―dynamical 

functions established by relational constituents that exist only 

in interaction with each other‖ (Elleström, 2021, 21). An 

ecological-performative-phenomenological perspective would 

benefit the intermedial semiotic stance and allow a ray of 

variability and virtuality to enhance on to enhance its potential.   

Let us now see in greater detail how Elleström 

accommodated the three Peircean sign constituents: 

In brief, Peirce held that signs, often called representamens, stand for 

objects—this relationship results in interpretants in the perceiver‘s 

mind: ‗A sign, or representamen, is something which stands to 

somebody for something in some respect or capacity‘. This means that 

the representamen stands for an object in some respects and thus 

‗creates in the mind of that person‘ an interpretant (Peirce 1932: 

CP2.228 [c.1897]). This entails that signs are not pre-existing static 

items, but rather dynamical functions established by relational 

constituents that exist only in interaction with each other. 

Signification is a mental process, although both representamens and 

objects may be connected to external elements or phenomena; however, 

the interpretant is entirely in the mind. (Elleström 2021, 21). 

Elleström selected a different fragment from Peirce than the 

one we opted for earlier. In this fragment, what stands to 

somebody for something, in some respect or capacity, is no 

longer just the sign, but its synonymous term, representamen. 

Elleström‘s selection reveals that Peirce himself was trying to 

take into account subjectivity (―in the mind of that person‖ – 

emphasis added). But, although this is a start, Peirce‘s 

Firstness, as well as the split of the object into ―dynamic‖, pre-

interpreted and ―immediate‖ (Hausman, 2006), interpreted, 

renders this impossible. Elleström‘s remark that signs are 

dynamical functions and not pre-existing static items, 
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established by relational constituents that exist only in 

interaction with each other, acts as one of those threads 

dispersed in his writings, as it reveals a different nuance of the 

term ―dynamic‖. Peirce‘s dynamic object is assumed as pre-

existing; Elleström‘s ―dynamical function‖ is put forward as 

opposing pre-existence (―and not pre-existing static items‖ – 

emphasis added). May we add here, that, indeed, for this 

interaction to occur, it is the subjective impressions, 

assimilations of external elements or phenomena that are 

attributed meaning to, and not ―objective‖ entities or events. 

Besides, to cognise anything as pre-interpreted means to have 

interpreted it as such.  

Peirce also proposes the three modes of the sign, with 

his foundational trichotomy of the symbolic, the iconic and the 

indexical. Symbolic signs, such as language, are said to be 

highly conventional and arbitrary. Iconic ones, such as a 

painting, onomatopoeia or even metaphors (Chandler, 2007, 37) 

are said to evolve a certain degree of resemblance and 

similarity, with regards to at least some of their qualities; while 

indexical signs are based on contiguity, as they ―direct the 

attention to their objects by blind compulsion‖ (Peirce in 

Chandler, 2007, 38). But, there are deeper issues with the three 

functions of the sign altogether.  

The symbol/symbolic function is the one in which the 

represantamen, according to the Peircean fragment quoted in 

Elleström (the signifier, in Saussure‘s wording), is alleged not 

to resemble the interpretant, but their relationship is described 

as fundamentally arbitrary or purely conventional, so that it 

must be agreed upon and learned (Chandler, 2007, 36). 

However, if metaphor is included in the spectrum of the iconic, 

and metaphor is always an analogy, is not every cognitive 

analogy a performance bound to iconicity? In other words, when 

selecting a source and a target for each analogy, an iconic 

relationship is at work (Nöth 2024). Much in the same tone, any 

phase previous to the alleged agreement or convention, 

aforementioned as a characteristic of the symbolic function of 

the sign, presupposes an initially failed attempt to somehow 

reach a perfect understanding based on resemblance. In this 

case, when diachronically contemplated, the symbolic function 
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is but a diversion of the iconic, resulting from the need for 

comfort and speed in human communication and interaction: 

we cannot dedicate too much time to recall the fact that the 

third letter of the Hebrew alphabet, ―Gimel‖, once used to 

signify ―camel‖ (Russell, 1972, 10). Indeed, when one does not 

acknowledge the symbol as a diversion of the icon, one silences 

the fact that the former is a ―second-best‖ cognitive solution, 

rather than a discreet function of the sign. The same goes for 

the index/indexical function: what is an index if not an analogy 

between a source and a target pinpointing a physical, causal or 

conceived connection that has once been learned? The causal 

connection between smoke and fire, for example, needs to be 

experienced and learned for the smoke‘s indexical capacity to 

unfold. This ―direct connection‖ semiotics attributes to the 

index is but an interrelation between two icons, a dual iconicity 

of the fire and the smoke. Hence, both the symbol and the index 

may be considered diversions deriving meta-performatively 

from one unique, iconic source, recognising a meta-level to the 

other two sign functions. The meta- of the index refers to the 

shaping of a causal correlation between two icons, whereas the 

meta- of the symbol involves a convention saving time for 

avoiding semiotic iconic genealogies, such as the letter ―Gimel‖ 

and the camel. In this perspective, the interconnectedness and 

fluidity of meaning-making, this sense of becoming, is 

highlighted on the common denominator of the icon, over the 

operational theorising about discreet categories of signs and 

sign functions with different denominators (icon, index, 

symbol). The latter approach reaches the intermedial semiotic 

modality, even if declaring that the three functions are 

intertwined. Instead of seeing the functions of the sign subject 

to another pre-given, fixed, existing taxonomy, we can 

appreciate them as part of the performative dimension of the 

semiotic modality, which is further outlined in the following 

paragraphs, with respect to semiotic intra- and trans- aspects of 

intermedial analysis. 

In relation to semiotic interrelations, virtual space and 

time bear a considerable spatiotemporal but also semiotic load. 

Virtual spatiotemporality, indeed, is a cognitive outcome, 

depending on knowing how to understand perspective, thus to 
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cognise a two-dimensional surface as an index for a three-

dimensional space. Equally, when virtual spatiotemporality 

involves dramatic/diegetic space and time, it depends on 

knowing how to acknowledge fiction and fictional characters in 

relation to the ―real‖. This view not only sees virtual space and 

time as coming under the umbrella of the semiotic modality, 

but also appreciates the intra-diegetic tensions emerging 

between actual and virtual spatiotemporalities. More 

specifically, the term ―intra-diegetic‖ in this context, freely 

inspired by role playing games analysis (Fine, 1983), based on 

Goffman‘s (1974) Frame Analysis, denotes the dynamics 

between three rims, or reference frames, of performance and 

corresponding functional roles providing access to the rims. 

Further unfolding this lens, firstly, the outer rim provides the 

primary framework, accessible through the persistent role of 

the social individual. It suggests a biographical and a socio-

political dimension.14 Secondly, on an in-between, systemic 

level, the role of the player/designer permits the handling of 

functional aspects, such as rules and constraints. This level 

enables access to the third rim, the fictional layer, where the 

role of the fictional character allows the interaction with the 

specifics of the possible fictional world, the plot and fictional 

relationships. Put simply, when a media product is perceived, it 

always contains an element of make-believe, fiction, even if this 

is attributed thanks to the theatricality of the gaze (Féral, 

2002).15 In such a rationale, there are media types such as 

theatre performance, film, desktop video games, that work with 

intense intra-diegetic dynamics. Here, their virtual space and 

time are more discreet, socially and spatiotemporally situated, 

causing greater friction with quotidian life, than in those media 

types with less explicit and discreet spatiotemporal borders, 

such as novels or poems and pervasive games.16 Let us briefly 

explain why the friction is more traceable in the former case as 

opposed to the latter. When a media product is clearly framed 

and its process unfolds equally framed, its virtual space and 

time tends to be less porous than when it is pervasive – of 

course, there are cases of underdistancing even in such non-

pervasive media types. As pervasive we can define media types 

and products the engagement with which manifests beyond 
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specific social, temporal and spatial constraints (Svahn, 2014). 

But also, the portability of a book edition of a novel allows 

fragmental interaction invisible to others, without a disruption 

of the norm of actuality, enmeshed with quotidian life more 

seamlessly than watching a film at the cinema, for example. On 

the contrary, a theatre performance usually takes place at a 

specific stage for a couple of hours; a desktop video game 

requires the player to be usually seated, situated in the same 

environment for a specific time, even if on a daily basis.17 Thus, 

not only the diegetic fictional worlds of media products 

proposed trigger semiosis, but also the dynamics between their 

fiction and reality attract several aspects of meaning-making, 

and with considerable subjective variations. This is the reason 

why intra-diegetic dynamics are inscribed within the horizon of 

the semiotic. 

In addition, the transdiegetic and transperformative 

layers in effect during the encounter with a media product 

complicate even more the semiotic dynamics. Theatre 

performance, film, dance, video games, extended realities (XRs) 

actualise alternate possible worlds and agents, human or 

synthetic, and encourage us to perform on a transdiegetic level 

by bridging different contexts and actual-virtual spacetime 

circumstances through multimedia franchises or transmedia 

storytelling. Of course, the same could be said for all media 

types, up to a certain extent, as make-believe is a mindset 

(Heliö, 2004) rather than just a matter of any designer‘s or 

author‘s intention. 

In drawing things to a close, this section proposed an 

expansion of intermedial studies, confirmed to be mainly under 

the influence of Peircean semiotics and logics, so that principles 

and findings of phenomenology, performativity and ecology of 

perception apply. The importance of perception of the actual 

world in meaning-making processes has been highlighted, 

aspiring at subverting the topological distance between the 

actual and the cognitive, on the basis of the former‘s unique 

individual assimilation by different sensorialities and 

cognitions. Furthermore, the trichotomy of the sign functions, 

at least as inherited to Elleström, has been challenged, arguing 

the symbol and the index as meta-performative diversions of 
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the performative icon. Enriching the understanding of virtual 

space and time under the semiotic umbrella completed the 

analysis on the semiotic, as well as suggesting that intra- and 

trans-diegetic and intra- trans-performative dynamics and 

friction levels between the actual and the virtual as also 

involved in semiosis. 

 

4. Epilogue 

In this article, an attempt was made to systematically 

address questions, aporias and potentialities rising during 

intermedial analysis while applying the media modalities 

model, as well as to indicate basic critical intermedial areas 

that would benefit from further research and discussion. 

Indeed, the media modalities model, even if tending to 

acknowledge the intertwinement of all modalities, was found to 

latently be organised hierarchically, by sticking to the 

conceptualisation of modalities as pre-semiotic and semiotic; for 

a modality to be pre-semiotic, it should be void of meaning. 

However, as with Peirce‘s pre-interpreted, dynamic objects and 

interpreted, immediate ones, for anything to be considered as 

pre-interpreted, pre-semiotic, an interpretation about such a 

nature has already taken place, constituting an a posteriori 

reflexive realisation, which clearly presupposes meaning 

making processes being at work during material, sensorial and 

spatiotemporal cognising. This paradox resonates respectively 

with implications echoing in pre-semiotic modalities. The 

primordiality and objectivity of materiality present in the model 

means that sensoriality and semiosis come after materiality 

and do not run parallel. Materiality is thus not cognised as 

subjugated to the senso-semiotic continuum, despite media 

products and their qualities being already paradoxically 

materially cognised prior to their analysis (surfaces, objects, 

waves, organic/inorganic matter). In this stream of thought, the 

pre-semiotic character of the material, but also of the sensorial 

and the spatiotemporal modalities, can be questioned. The 

sensorial modality framing perception cannot either be void of 

semiosis, because meaning is being made in real-time, while 

perceiving, as uncomfortable encounters with the unknown or 

the indeterminate in the environment and art indicate. Chains 
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of semiosis may, of course, occur theoretically forever. But even 

semiosis is totally dependent on the sensorial just as the 

sensorial is dependent on the semiotic; because, if semiosis is 

inner and cognitive, the sense that allows the understanding of 

thought is interoception. The difficulty in accepting that 

thoughts and meaning are also interoceptively perceived is 

mostly due to the privilege attributed to the mind over, for 

example, the heart or the stomach, but the exact nature of 

interoception, a discussion which we cannot exhaust here, 

depends obviously on how cognition is seen and defined. 

Finally, the spatiotemporal modality cannot be pre-semiotic, 

because, even the conceptualisation of cosmic 

spatiotemporality, supposed to objectively circumscribe human 

life and media products, is clearly a concept, a meaning made. 

In addition, the spatiotemporal modality was found to rather 

converse with the space and time of encountering the media 

product, thus, bearing semiotic connotations when seen from 

the perceiver‘s side. Especially virtual space and time were 

found to be hybridly anchored in the semiotic and the 

spatiotemporal. 

Hence, it prevails that, although Elleström proposed an 

immensely helpful abstract model that gradually unfolds and 

unveils medial nuances when encountering media types and 

products, the point of view adopted in his model is located 

outside the dynamic field of the encounter between the 

perceiver and the media product. The model does not overall 

challenge its keystones, such as the subject/object divide and 

the material/immaterial discourse. However, it is here 

suggested that Elleström‘s abstract model could expand and 

apply to a rephrased and extended understanding of the 

dynamic field of a perceiver‘s encounter with a media product, 

taking into account the ecological-performative-

phenomenological approach we proposed throughout the article. 

There are some indications that Elleström (2021) would 

have shifted towards more subjective, phenomenological and 

socially interactionist approaches, seeing human 

communication based on shareness (28-33), rather than on 

transfer. Puzzling is the ascendance of the spatiotemporal 

modality in the model‘s second position in 2021 from the third 
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one it occupied in 2010, possibly indicating that Elleström read 

some tension with regards to this modality. Would the 

spatiotemporal modality have reached position number one, 

beating even the material modality at a later stage? In his 

virtual spheres model, ―cosmic spatiotemporality‖ would rather 

fall within the category of the ―unknown‖, circumscribing any 

―actual phenomenal spatiotemporality‖ of media products 

experience, communication, and meaning-making. It appears as 

possible that the spatiotemporal modality would have become 

the primordial modality in the model, an assumption worth 

exploring within the horizon of Elleström‘s oeuvre. Should, 

however, the emphasis have been placed on the term ―virtual‖, 

met in the virtual spheres model, the assumption that perhaps 

Elleström would have doubted the pre-existence of pre-

interpreted dynamic objects in order to fulfill signs as dynamic 

functions, and not dynamic in name only, is not that 

preposterous. This speculation would have allowed him to see 

everything enveloped in semiotic processes - besides, what does 

―everything is intermedial‖ really mean?  

Even if Elleström meant just as a theoretical distinction 

the articulation of the four discreet modalities, there remains 

pending a return to the modalities unity. And this unity occurs 

enveloped in meaning making. If knowing is an outcome of 

acknowledgement, the cognition of any materiality, 

sensoriality, spatiotemporality and semioticity comes within 

the space of the cognitive, hence, is attached to meaning-

making processes bound to the semiotic. In other words, even 

―cosmic spatiotemporality‖ is but a thought, a meaning made, 

just like colour, shape, material, and as such comes inscribed 

within the horizon of interoception and semiosis. Hence, there 

is a constant interplay between the sensorial and the semiotic 

with the spatiotemporal and the material. We could in fact 

claim that the sensorial and the semiotic modalities belong to 

the subjective sphere, whereas the spatiotemporal (we have 

spoken about virtual spacetime) and the material one are ―out 

there‖, available to interfere with our subjective spheres. But, 

this would not pay respect neither to interoception, nor to 

proprioception. Even these two more objective modalities are 

interacted with solely if assimilated cognitively by perceiving 
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subjects, as dementia, daydreaming or various psychological 

situations make us realise.  

How could the media modalities model be articulated 

from within the perspective of the perceiving subject-media 

product encounter remains an ongoing project. Instead of a 

hierarchical construct dividing between presemiotic and 

semiotic elements, taking for granted the primordiality and 

objectivity of materiality, and with the intention of relativising 

the modalities discretedness in light of so many modal overlaps, 

perhaps the potential of a layered schema, such as one proposed 

by frame analysis (Goffman 1974), especially as interpreted by 

Fine (1983), could be explored. Or, perhaps a three-dimensional 

moving spherical schema with the media modalities in the form 

of loops impacting the encounter between the perceiver and the 

media product could denote the centre as a dynamic point. In 

effect, there could even be names describing dynamic 

movements, such as ―materialisation‖, ―sensorialisation‖, 

―spatiotemporalisation‖ and ―semioticisation‖. Or, an even 

bolder and simpler proposal could be put forward, that the 

primal cognitive duality of the senso-semiotic matrix 

circumscribes spatiotemporal, material, sensorial and semiotic-

oriented meaning, situated within cognitive horizons as 

performances of ever-shifting impressions. Not only we cannot 

tell the dancer from the dance; we cannot tell the spectator 

from the dancer and the dance. We enrich our understanding 

on the relativity and hybridity of the media modalities, as they 

dance too, perceived from within the dynamic field, affecting 

meaning, perception, materiality, and spatiotemporal 

orientation, listening to Protagoras‘ whispers: ―Πάντων 

χρημάτων μέτρον άνθρωπος‖. Only this άνθρωπος is not another 

one of Peirce‘s dynamic objects, some ―universal‖, abstract 

normalcy, but humbly becomes the abstract, yet subjective and 

varying, sum of us all. 
 

NOTES 
 
 

1 See indicatively Bal, 1991; Mitchell, 1986; Müller, 1996; and Wolf, 1999. 
2 More information can be found in the Book of Abstracts of the 7th conference 

of the International Society of Intermedial Studies Intermedial Networks: The 

Digital Present and Beyond (2024), available on 

https://open.lnu.se/index.php/indpb/issue/view/291 
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3 Such certainties mostly date back to authors who influenced Elleström 

(2018), such as Shannon (272) and Peirce (287). 
4 For example, as with the archeological finding of a bone and the role of belief 

in communication (Elleström, 2021, 16) 
5 See, for instance, how Elleström relativises the discreetness of ―cognitive 

import‖, broadening it up to encompassing even undeveloped or intuitive 

meaning (2021, 12). 
6 Despite few references to the term ―dynamic‖ in Elleström‘s works, such as 

the ―dynamic nature of human communication‖ (2021, 37), or ―dynamical 

functions‖ in relation to signs (2021, 21), the notion of dynamic interaction, if 

inspiring, could have caused the challenging of pre-semiotic qualities of the 

other three modalities, as well as of the pre-given character of materialities. 
7 ―This is a biological rather than physical distinction‖ says Elleström (2021, 

48) but, overall, the organic is juxtaposed to the inorganic, as if both are clear-

cut and homogeneous. 
8 The colournessness of the statues has already been perceived as a sign, 

initiating a semiotic process relevant to time and change through time. 

Hence, subjective time, memory, imagination, knowledge, discursive power, 

all come into play during perception, allowing metaphorically even a 

backwards movement, when statues had colours 
9 But, when we close our eyes, time does not stop. There are multiple levels of 

time involved, not solely the assumed innate time of the media product 
10 Fluxus art has often challenged this staticity by creating, for example, 

ephemeral installations, or even ―vandalizing‖ artistic works for the sake of 

change. Banksy‘s Girl with the Baloon being remotely commanded to be 

shredded at the auction stands as a rather good example. Or, what happens to 

media products, such as short films provided online, where the perceiver 

controls the arrow of time? It becomes obvious that there is a certain degree of 

relativity applying to the discussion. 
11 The choice of the term ―diegetic‖ over of the term ―dramatic‖ echoes the 

dominance of the narratological paradigm on the 

dramatic/theatrical/performative one. This is a very selective understanding; 

narratology wants narrative to allegedly circumscribe drama and theatre, 

whereas the narration process, as an element of the narrative instance, 

proves exactly the opposite. A narrator and a narratee are variations of the 

actor-spectator duality. 
12 For an exemplary assimilation of the ecomedial problematic within 

intermedial theory, see Bruhn and Salmose (2023). 
13 Communication has for long been seen as cognitive transfer. Until there is 

adequate scientific evidence that cognitive import may travel, we could live 

without the literality of transfer. Our impact on materialities, literal, as well 

as symbolic, may trigger indications of thought to ourselves and others. 

Schirrmacher (Elleström, 2021) considers that in human communication ―‗a 

chain of interactions‘ involving producer‘s mind, media product, perceiver‘s 

mind and everything in between‖ is at work (19). 
14 Since Goffman defines performance as ―all the activity of a given 

participant on a given occasion which serves to influence in any way any of 

the other participants‖ (Goffman, 1959, 15-16), the role of the social individual 
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is not surprising. 
15 In fact, Féral‘s reference to the gaze is fundamental to the semiotic lens 

proposed. See Timplalexi (2024) for the interrelations between the theatrical 

gaze, perception and communication. 
16 Pervasive gaming allows the leak of the domain of the fictional to the 

domain of the ordinary (Montola, 2009, 12), with three strategies, namely 

social, temporal or spatial pervasiveness (Svahn, 2014, 4). 
17 However, even within these media types, we may have exceptions that have 

either a pervasive nature, or are marketed as such, i.e. immersive theatre, 

binge-watchable tv series. Also, within the framework of intra-diegetic 

dynamics, come risks or failures because of the problematic movement 

between the three rims, such as when role-players project fictional behaviours 

in their quotidian lives, or when users of extended realities (XRs), such as 

Virtual Reality (VR), feel restricted by conditions of XR environments.  
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