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ABSTRACT
In this article, I propose the concept of hyperparatextuality as a way of looking beyond
the digital paratext to consider the distributed state of immersive reading in digitized and
read-in-browser environments. Beginning with a look at the history of the paratext and
its relevance in the digital age, this article considers the hyperparatexts of the HathiTrust
reading panes in particular to explore the relationship between digitized texts and the
platforms that house them. The concept of paratext and its evolving meaning in the
digital age has intrigued researchers for decades as literary production, circulation and
consumption responds to digitization and digitalization. Digital paratexts might include
fan communities, digital editions to material books in the form of official and unofficial
content, Goodreads and other reading-related and review websites, and Kindle
highlighting tools. However, digitization introduces new reading materialities, interfaces
and frames with buttons, links and hypertextual content. These 'read-in-browser'
environments, websites through which we access digitized literary works, introduce new
paratexts into the reading experience and require different concepts to understand them.
When digital paratexts are also hypertextual, they operate differently. This article
proposes some ways of thinking about this.
Introduction
The concept of paratext and its evolving place in the digital age has intrigued researchers
and commentators for decades as the entire chain of literary production and reading
experience responds to digitization and digitalization.1 In the decades since Gérard
Genette first worked with the concept of the paratext to frame a deeper understanding of
how interpretation of texts is shaped not only by the words on the page (the content) but
also by the material surrounding the work (the context), almost everything about the
contemporary production, circulation and reception of text has changed. And so have our
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ways of making sense of it. The question of how the concept of the paratext may change
in the age of digital texts and platforms has intrigued a number of scholars (Murray 2018;
Desrochers and Apollon 2014; van Dijk 2014; McCracken 2013, 2016). This work has
been useful in thinking about the growing and changing entanglements between digital
media and literary experiences. For most thinkers writing about these issues, digital
paratexts are those elements around the text afforded by digital technology and include
elements such as official and unofficial content for digital editions of material books,
including book trailers (Murray 2016), reading group notes and author interviews on
websites; the entries, reviews and ‘likes’ provided by the Goodreads platform and other
reading-related websites (Nakamura 2013; Driscoll and Rehberg Sedo 2019); the reading
and sharing tools afforded by the Kindle and other e-reader devices and platforms such as
highlighting, clipping, sharing and commenting functions (Rowberry 2016; Barnett
2014); the many fan communities that emerge around texts and the content fans
contribute, amongst many other elements (Fuller and Rehberg Sedo 2013). The changing
infrastructures of reading in digital environments offer a different set of conditions for
literary immersion. It is important now to consider how these concepts might function in
what I have elsewhere referred to as read-in-browser environments (2018). That is, how
do new paratexts enabled by digitization and digitalization interact with the page to affect
reading experiences? Digitization introduces new reading materialities, new interfaces
and new kinds of frames. These ‘read-in-browser’ environments, through which readers
might access digitized literary works, introduce new paratexts into the reading experience
and as a result require different processing skills than the traditional printed book reading
page. This is in part because there is so much more going on in a reading frame with
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hypertextual links, authorial and publication information, the presence of other readers in
the form of comments, ratings and reviews, amongst others. In the printed work, this is
most often contained to front and end matter of a book rather than competing for
attention within the very frame in which literary immersive reading occurs, as happens in
browser environments. The paratext has become hyperparatext. Here I consider the
relationship between digitized texts and the platforms that house them, bringing together
textual studies, digital humanities and critical infrastructure studies. To achieve this, I
start by looking at the way Gérard Genette originally conceptualized the notion of the
paratext, then I consider the way researchers have applied the idea of the paratext to the
digital age, and finally I look at the platforms and environments in which digital reading
takes place to make the case for going beyond the idea of the digital paratext to a notion
of hyperparatextuality that accounts for the distributed state of the immersive reading
experience in digitized environments. Hyperparatextuality provides a way of thinking
about the reading experiences offered by the infrastructural paratexts that read-in-browser
environments incorporate as not only augmented reading experiences but as thoroughly
different, as distributed and networked reading experiences. These affordances make
reading on screen an enriched and customizable experience, but they also provide escape
routes out of the text and out of the immersive reading experience, and possibly out of
thinking, in ways that the printed codex does not.
Genette’s paratexts
Reading has always been paratextual. Gérard Genette first introduced the notion of the
paratext in his 1982 book Palimpsestes: La littérature au second degré (published in
English as Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree in 1997) and expanded the
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concept in the follow-up work Seuils (1987, appearing in English as Paratexts.
Thresholds of interpretation in 1997). Genette opens his introduction to the book
Paratexts, as translated by Jane E. Lewin, with a statement that
A literary work consists, entirely or essentially, of a text, defined (very
minimally) as a more or less long sequence of verbal statements that are
more or less endowed with significance. But this text is rarely presented in
an unadorned state, unreinforced and unaccompanied by a certain number
of verbal or other productions, such as an author’s name, a title, a preface,
illustrations. And although we do not always know whether these
productions are to be regarded as belonging to the text, in any case they
surround it and extend it, precisely in order to present it, in the usual sense
of this verb but also in the strongest sense: to make present, to ensure the
text’s presence in the world, its ‘reception’ and consumption, in the form,
nowadays at least, of a book. (1997a: 1)
In fact, Genette writes, ‘the paratext is what enables a text to become a book and to be
offered as such to its readers and, more generally, to the public’ (1997a: 1). Paratext is
thus a concept that relates to the very infrastructure of the book, how a book is put
together for the reader and also for the world beyond the reader, and has something to
add to the ongoing debates around what constitutes a book and how we define and
delimit the term – especially in the age of digital reading environments, digitization and
the born-digital. Genette categorized different kinds of paratext including those found
within the book (which he termed peritexts) and those outside the book (which he termed
the epitext). Usefully, Genette’s original understanding of the paratext allows for a sense
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of technological change. He writes about the ‘technological evolution’ of the paratext
over time. That is, the paratexts of a work are dependent on and shift with the
technological capabilities of the textual condition in any given moment. This is important
to note, given the emergence of digital paratexts that frame the literary object and literary
experience in different ways but also seek to pin it down and resist change. More on this
below.
In its most frequent contemporary usage, Genette’s conceptualization of the paratext and
its relationship to the literary object provides a frame for thinking about how such
elements as book covers (and their textual and visual elements), epigraphs and
dedications, footnotes, blurbs, intertitles and advertising, amongst other elements,
influence the interpretation and reception of a text, the meaning that individual readers
and communities of interpreters make from the work. These ideas have found much
purchase in literary studies and book history – and increasingly in media studies. When
turning to what Simone Murray calls ‘digital literary sphere’ (2018), scholars find it
useful to extend the notion of the paratext to consider the extratextual components of the
digital reading experience, updating the forms and characteristics of the paratext to
represent contemporary digital literary practices.
Digital paratext

Most scholars conceive of the digital paratext as an extension of Genette’s exemplar
paratexts to a digital environment. Digital paratexts have a history, one that predates the
rise of the commercial e-book and incorporates the complicated visions and realities of
the early hypertext literature. George Landow in his ground-breaking 1992 work
Hypertext: The Convergence of Contemporary Critical Theory and Technology builds on
5

Genette’s usage of hypertext (along with others working in critical theory and
information and technology studies) in exploring the conceptual work of linking in
contemporary practice. However, the use of the term hypertext is more complicated two
decades into the twenty-first century.
Unsurprisingly, Google’s Ngram Viewer places peak use of the term hypertext in
published books around 1997, with a substantial decline thereafter. By 2008 (the end of
available data), the frequency of usage in published books had returned to 1988 levels, at
least in books housed in the Google Books archive (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: A search in the Google Books Ngram Viewer for hypertext demonstrating a
peak in 1997.
Bound up in this wave is all the hope for new ways of reading and writing that suffered
their own dot.com bubble burst in the early 2000s. Mangen and van der Weel (2017) look
at the history of the literary hypertext form and ask, ‘what happened to the revolution’?
(166). They raise some interesting questions here, highlighting the gap between early
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enthusiasts’ expectations for the rise and rise of hypertext literature and the reality of its
low and declining readership base. Although I disagree with Mangen and van der Weel’s
rather anti-theory position, I take their point in highlighting the rapid theory-driven
explosion of hypertext in the 1990s (part of explosions happening in response to new
technologies across many sectors and practices) against the ‘gradual’ adoption of
practices that is more in keeping with sustainability. The development of the codex over
centuries is one such example. However, in between Landow (1992) and Mangen and
van der Weel (2017) are 25 years of work on the affordances and limitations of hypertext,
as a new orality (Bolter 1996); as the future of literature (Douglas 2001; Bernstein 1998);
as the future of the book (Joyce 1996); as the future of experimental literature (Hayles
2008; Ensslin 2007) and experimental poetry in particular (Ciccoricco 2012); as ‘first
generation digital textuality’ (Memmott 2006: 293), alluding to a rich future for literature
beyond the codex book.
However, for the most part, scholarly consideration of digital paratexts follows Genette’s
understanding of what is a paratext and extends that to include digital technologies and
reading environments. Here, digital paratexts might include fan communities; digital
editions of material books in the form of official and unofficial content; Goodreads and
other reading-related and review websites; and the quotes, reviews, recommendations,
lists, networking they contain, and e-reader highlighting tools. For Simone Murray, the
digital paratext is ‘an umbrella term for digital literary sphere phenomena’ (2018: 171).
The phenomenon includes, she argues, ‘blogs, vlogs, podcasts, Twitter messages, and
Face-book and Instagram posts circulated by writers as part of their public performance
of authorship’ (2018: 169).
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Internet-era literary phenomena such as book trailers, authorial blog-tours, online writers’
festivals, and social media–hosted book clubs constitute digital paratexts that crucially
mediate the author-reader encounter and hence deserve the same scrutiny as ‘thresholds
of interpretation’ that Gérard Genette brought to the study of cover design, dedications,
and prefaces. (Murray 2018: 21)
Online content as accompaniment for a published text might include book trailers
(Murray 2018); content prepared to support online or offline reading groups and their
discussions; official or sanctioned author interviews on websites; platforms less tangibly
connected to publishing such as Goodreads, with its user-sourced reviews and ‘likes’, and
other websites that exist to support, extend or discuss reading (Nakamura 2013; Driscoll
and Rehberg Sedo 2019); the environments with recognizable reading and sharing tools
that are part of e-book devices but quickly stepped beyond the device (e.g., Kindle) to
platform (Amazon’s app or browser-based reading environment and the tools it allows
such as highlighting, clipping, sharing and commenting functions (Rowberry 2016;
Barnett 2014); and the many fan communities that emerge around texts and the content
fans contribute, including fan fiction and its own developing platforms and environments
such as An Archive of Our Own and Wattpad. These are just a few examples of digital
paratext formats (Murray 2018; Fuller and Rehberg Sedo 2013). The changing
infrastructures of reading in digital environments offer a different set of conditions for
literary immersion. Platforms impose or cohere practices, habits, tendencies of interaction
and, ultimately, of reading through their infrastructural and design decisions and through
the social networks that form around them bringing with them communities of practice
with established and evolving behaviours and ways of interacting. Future readers, writers
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and teachers of literary reading are being socialized into the practices these platforms
entail, encoding reading in specific ways: reading as sharing, reading as rewriting,
reading as illustrating, reading as curating and reading as participation. None of these are
entirely new, but all are entirely different when funnelled through the features,
affordances, functions and framing of the platforms. McCracken (2013, 2016) considers
the way paratexts need to be reconceived in the age of digital and hybrid reading
environments. With the introduction of popular portable electronic devices such as the
Kindle and iPad,
a new form of transitional electronic literature began to take hold—an
intermediary form between print and digital platforms without the
complexities of avant-garde, digitally experimental literature. Whereas
early multiform digital literature excluded much of the reading public with
its extensive hyperlinks and sometimes confusing hypertextual pathways,
the new transitional texts on small portable e-readers engage in much
more moderate adaptations of traditional printed literature. (McCracken
2013: 104)
McCracken’s use of the term ‘transitional literature’ to refer to the experience of reading
literary works on devices and platforms highlights the strength of the paratext in moving
between reading modes and infrastructures as readers experiment with moving from
entirely paper-based environments to increasingly digital ones. Focusing mostly on the
new portable electronic reading devices such as Kindle, Kobo and Nook and multi-use
devices such as iPads and other tablets that are also literary reading environments,
McCracken identifies a range of reading behaviours that she categorizes as ‘centrifugal
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and centripetal movement’ (2013: 105). McCraken argues that ‘important new elements
of motion pervade the reading experience on portable electronic devices, beyond the
standard page turning and eye movements involved in traditional print literature’ and as a
result ‘paratexts can no longer be studied as singular fixed objects’ (2013: 105) but rather
must be understood within the dynamic spatial and temporal contexts. That is, I would
argue, they must be understood infrastructurally. For McCracken, ‘centrifugal paratexts
draw readers outside the text proper’ to, for example ‘blogs, other readers’ comments, or
an author’s webpage without putting aside the e-device’ (2013: 105–06), while
centripedal paratexts offer inward diversions including ‘format, font changes, word
searching and other enhancements’ (2013: 106).
McCracken’s focus on the portable electronic device – the e-reader and iPad – highlights
the materiality of the object as a central component of shifting reading habits. Attempts to
account for the paratext in the digital age have often neglected infrastructure. The printed
book, for example, has an infrastructure that plays a role in the production, circulation
and reception of texts. In considering the role of paratext in meaning-making in
television, Gray argues that ‘digital media often become organizational systems that
arrange how we interact with texts’ (Brookey and Gray 2017: 104). This complicates the
notion of what constitutes and what can be understood as a book in our contemporary
mediated moment. This is what it all keeps coming back to the question to what extent is
the book as a bounded form (literally and metaphorically) conflated with the idea of what
it means to be human in the thinking and agonizing of largely privileged, largely white
and largely male set of thinkers.
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In asking the question – what is a book? – Borsuk (2018) highlights the way that our
traditional definitions are under pressure.
Given that anyone can become an author thanks to Amazon, it bears
considering how we might differentiate between a digital file on a home
computer and a ‘book’. The document on the computer consists of text
that can be treated as content and read onscreen, pasted into an email,
posted to a discussion board, or printed. But is it a book? (2018: 239)
In addition, increasingly, there are new elements, qualities or components that complicate
that question even further. Wattpad, for example, encourages the production of content
that if long enough (in terms of word count) is called a book, regardless of its official
published status. In fact, as many online platforms indicate with the way they name their
buttons, saving text to the platform or to a website is an act of publishing. There is
increasingly little space or time (or gatekeeping) from the production of the book-like
content to the circulation and reception of the content. Perhaps, the role of publication in
determining whether or not a thing is a book is a hangover from a previous time that can’t
be sustained in the contemporary ‘digital literary sphere’ to use Murray’s term (2018).
These ways of understanding the complicated relationships between online content, its
platform affordances and its readerships build on top of each other. In the early days of
the World Wide Web in particular, the idea of online content was seen to escape the
confines of the traditional publishing sphere but was brought back by ways of working
that continued to adhere to the practices and approaches of the publishing industry. That
is, although the early days of the Internet sought to free the content from the confines of
the book and set it free (in multiple meanings of the word), increasingly not only have e-
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books adopted the visual elements (skeuomorphs) of the printed book but so too have
many of the platforms (websites, read-in-browser environments, apps and software)
adopted these components. But now, as we see in answering the conundrum to which
Borsuk introduces us, can we be sure those parameters that distinguish a book from a notbook are still working? This is not to suggest that the definition of what is a book is
uncoupled completely from the idea of gatekeeping or sanctioning publication
mechanisms and its labour, investment and other mechanisms of cultural economy
(Marsden 2017), but rather to suggest that these definitions are constantly being tested
not only by new technologies, but the concepts and behaviours that come with them.
Also at play here is the idea of interactivity afforded (but not only) by digital
environments. Uricchio (2016), coming from a media studies perspective, acknowledges
the complexities of the concept of interactivity as it has developed over time, particularly
since the early years of thinking on hypertextuality in the 1990s. However, Uricchio
seeks to clearly distinguish active reading from interactive reading in which readers not
only ‘encounter texts, interpret them, and make meanings’ (elements of active reading)
but ‘also co-create texts, entering textual environments and assembling disparate textual
elements into new wholes’ (interactive reading) (2016: 156). That is, for Uricchio,
interactive reading ‘goes beyond interpretation’ (2016: 157) to create ‘new and variant
texts’ (2016: 156). This includes ‘ephemeral’ (2016: 157) interactivity, such as creating
unique pathways through a text, but may also leave traces, a ‘textual residue’ (2016:
157), and thus includes a materiality.
But again there is a difference between interactivity within a form (i.e., hypertextual
narratives where the work of the narrative relies on clicking) and interactivity between
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forms (such as paratexts) that exist as clickable options alongside a text, such as book
trailers, embedded dictionary definitions or Wikipedia augmentation. And the framing
architectures for reading sit somewhere in between. This goes beyond the notion of the
digital paratext. Scholars have been considering the way that digitality might affect the
original notion of the paratext for some time. Landow (1992), for example, whose early
work on hypertext outlined the connection between postmodern theory and new media
technologies and the cultures around them, saw the interlinking of texts in a network as
building a new form of knowledge using the interactive affordances of digital and
Internet-based media to construct literary texts. Hayles in his 2008 book Electronic
Literature, itself a distributed text consisting not only of printed book and e-book version
but also of a website and CD, containing different examples or instances of electronic
literature as well as scholarship about it, argues that ‘electronic literature is normally
created and performed within a context of networked and programmable media’ (2008:
4).
Taking up the challenge of programmable media and their paratexts, van Dijk (2014)
considers paratexts in digital literature in her article ‘The margins of bookishness’, taking
as case study a series of electronic literature objects. The discoverability of the electronic
literature object is one means of understanding its paratexts – for van Dijk, the search
engine and its results are paratexts in the production of the electronic literary object’s
meaning. Similarly, in discussing Inanimate Alice, Stewart (2010) considers some
elements of the function of paratexts in electronic literature. Stewart points to the
problem of a lack of ‘an effective analytical language’ to unpack the intricacies of
paratexts in digital literature. Stewart writes, ‘Genette develops his arguments by using
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the material form of the codex book to guide his analysis’ (2010: 59) and ‘the neat
institutional compartments underpinning many of the examples provided by Genette can
only be applied to online publishing with caution’ (2010: 59). Stewart finds that the
paratexts in question play ‘a more challenging and agnostic role’ in the interpretive
landscape, in that they ‘engage with the wider context, the genre, media and commercial
expectations of its readers and the conditions of its production without over-determining
its reception’ (2010: 71).
These scholars show the ways that paratexts can be seen to be at work in very different
digital literary works and environments. However, I now want to turn specifically to the
question of digitized text as something connected to, but distinct from, not only borndigital literary work (often now collected under the term electronic literature) but also the
digitally published e-books such as those sold by Amazon, which may have print versions
as well as digital versions and are therefore, I argue, somewhere in between the digitized
and the born-digital. That is, the technical processes through which the codex book is
digitized and becomes electronically accessible creates objects that sit in a distinct
category that is no longer the codex, clearly, but also not an e-book in the way that borndigital works are. While the word digitization is used indiscriminately to mean any
number of things to do with the increasing role the digital plays in our cultural, social,
economic and political lives, in this instance, I want to create a space for demarking the
born-digital literary text (that which has been digital from inception despite the fact that a
version of it has an appearance in book shops printed on paper) from the digitized literary
object, in my usage understood as that which has been transformed from material to
digital via the intervention of a digitizer, usually a person, turning pages on a scanning
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machine. Yuk Hui complicates this further by talking about the ‘logic of digitization’ as
related to the representation of knowledge and the processes of objectification of data and
datafication of objects (2016: 50). For Hui, this is about a ‘double movement of objects
and data’ and one that is bound up in moving from a hyperlink-based web to an objectbased web (2016). This has implications for the understanding of digital literary works.
The next section looks specifically at the act of digitization and the distribution of its
products as a moment of generation of new networked paratexts.
Hyperparatextuality in digitized literary content
Elsewhere I have argued that digitization and digitalization are more than a matter of
technical infrastructure but need to be understood on cultural terms (Barnett 2016). I am
aided in my thinking about infrastructure by the work of Alan Liu, Johanna Drucker and
James Smithies. Pursuing this provides a framework for thinking about infrastructure as a
cultural object and bridge the gap between technical function, on the one hand, and the
cultural and creative, on the other, recognizing the technical function as an integral part
of the cultural and creative realm. This requires concepts for thinking about reading and
the infrastructures that enable it and moving beyond the technical functionalism debates
and beyond the access/preservation debates to be able to understand digitization within a
different register, a cultural register. This is essential to a capacity for making appropriate
decisions about resourcing and preserving digitization, making it available for access as
well as accounting for the material specificities of textual works in digital environments,
beyond the binary of digital or material, as many commentators have called for
(Kirschenbaum 2008; Hayles 2008). We need to acknowledge that ‘digital text’ is not
nuanced or specific enough to account for all the permutations of the objects. Part of this
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is the importance of placing the reading experience and the reader themself at the centre
of the digitization practice and its scholarship. Hyperparatextuality is a concept that
allows us to see the reader in the digitized reading frame. Consider the paratexts at work
in Figure 2. Where is the book in relation to the context here? Indeed, what is a book,
given the disaggregated structure of the view represented in the figure?

Figure 2. The Tales of Peter Parley about America in the HathiTrust archive (found
while hunting for Peter Parley’s Tales of America and Australia). This figure shows the
book in Thumbnail View.
The HathiTrust Digital Library ‘is a partnership of academic and research institutions,
offering a collection of millions of titles digitized from libraries around the world’,
according to the organization’s website (HathiTrust). The vast majority of works
collected in the Trust’s collections come from the partnership of the founding members
with Google in the complicated Google Books project (Barnett 2016; Thylstrup 2019).
The flexible platform of the HathiTrust has numerous affordances built into the frames
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within the platform. In keeping with many similar environments, and indeed with ereaders such as the Kindle, the Nook, and the Kobo and with the app-based reading
environments available on phones and tablets, the HathiTrust platform allows the reader
control over their preferred reading setup. For example, as can be seen in Figure 2, the
buttons down the right-hand side of the website allow the reader view to be disaggregated
pages (Thumbnail view), as is displayed, or to be aggregated pages in the traditional book
format, either Scroll mode which gives a single-page view accessed by scrolling down
the webpage or Flip Page Scans which provides not only the two-page view consistent
with the traditional book but also the sensation of turning pages, though the use of the
word ‘flip; rather than ‘turn’ is interesting. The HathiTrust provides a frame that goes all
the way around the work. The HathiTrust logo at the top provides the institutional context
in which this view of the books is found, though the institutional stamps inside the
scanned books tell a more complicated story (Barnett 2016). The book is linked to its
catalogue record, rights information, means of accessing the material book through the
international library network Worldcat, or downloading the book as PDF (available to
people located in institutions that are members of the HathiTrust), and links to enable
access to the text without the page scan views. These are all hypertext links that are
located within the reading frame of the novel, competing with the immersive reading
experience. Under the institutional banner at the top are buttons that enable access to the
table of contents to allow skipping from one chapter to the next, a search box that enables
the reader to search for words or phrases in the work, and the forward and back buttons to
enable the turning of pages. Down the right-hand side are buttons enabling a quick jump
to the transcribed (OCR) text, revealing any transcription errors. Buttons also enable the
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page image view as single page with the transition between pages occurring via scrolling
down, as double-page spreads (see Figure 3 for an example), as disaggregated pages (see
Figure 2 for an example), as a single-page view with the transition between pages
occurring through the forward/back play buttons, and an expanded view where the
reading frame takes up more of the screen hiding the browser infrastructure (URL bar,
etc.). Finally, there are zoom-in and zoom-out buttons and page rotation buttons for both
counter-clockwise and clockwise directions. These are infrastructural paratexts. They
make reading on screen enriched and customizable. But they also provide pathways out
of the text in ways that the printed codex does not. This is hyperparatextuality.
If readers download a PDF of the scanned text from the HathiTrust (a feature available to
the institutional members of the Trust, of which there are about 164 at time of writing
mostly in the United States but four in Australia, one in New Zealand, one in Europe and
one in the Middle East), the reading tools of the institutional infrastructure (the
HathiTrust’s read-in-browser environment) give way to the reading tools of the
programme used to access the text which are bound to be supported by different
philosophies and understandings of reading literature in the digital age. This software
may be Adobe Acrobat, for example, but is in practice more likely to be the machine
reading tools and code applied to the works for the purpose of data extraction.
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Figure 3 Great Expectations in two-page-spread mode, looking much more like the
traditional book than the disaggregated Thumbnail page view in Figure 2. This mode is
called Flip Page Scans and is an option that sits on the button tool bar between Scroll
Page Scans and View Thumbnails.
In Figure 3, we also have the faintly visibly, ghostly trace of a reader (scanner) in the
frame with us (Barnett 2016; Wilson 2009). The stamp at the bottom of the page informs
us that the work was digitized by Google from an original held at the University of
Michigan. Consider the layers at work here in the production of the digitized text.
Having considered this case study of the digitized text in the institutional infrastructural
frame, I want to separate out two kinds (at least) of paratext created by digitization and its
platforms. The first are paratexts that are inherent in the digitized text; the second are
those that are outside the digitized text within the frame of the reading platform. It is not
straightforward enough to suggest that only one of these two categories has a
hypertextual component. In the digitized texts, I am discussing here, some of the
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paratexts are official, in that they are generated by the author or publisher of the work.
Some are unofficial but still institutional, coming from the industries surrounding the
publishing industry – most typically libraries – and are stamped (sometimes literally) on
the material object. Some are institutional/professional but are generated in the act of
digitization or its management, including the material incursion of fingers in the scans as
well as the software of the platform and its interface. Metadata is another example here.
Some are unofficial, in that they are reader-provided but they are preserved permanently
as if in stone, so to speak, on the digitization itself, coming from readers of the material
object prior to digitization. Others are unofficial and more ephemeral (understanding
ephemerality as a spectrum), in that they are reader-generated and added after the fact
onto the platforms, such as highlights in Kindle e-books or comments on a HathiTrust
entry. These examples demonstrate the diversity of paratexts at work in digitized
literature and its platforms and reading environments.
In contrast to the notions of the paratext in digital environments, hyperparatextuality
refers to the way the relationships between paratextual forms build on each other and
build away from the text, rather than simply enable them individually in the context.
Hyperparatextuality, then, refers to a condition where the immersive reading experience
inside the text is enriched by the paratexts and intertexts in a way that is dynamic or, to
use the parlance of the early Internet era, ‘hyper’. The readerly text is connected to other
digital texts, paratexts, intertexts and objects by means of one or more hyperlinks in ways
that traditional print books are not, and even in ways that e-books read on dedicated
devices and, for the most part, e-books published in the mainstream press are not.
Increasingly, however, books published as part of the open-access scholarship movement
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take advantage of the affordances of online reading to include hyperlinked content. For
an excellent example of this, see Mahey et al. (2019). Here the digital copy of the book is
embedded with links to resources, scholarship, case studies and examples. The print
version of the book gestures to the multidimensionality of the digital version.
Conclusion
Digital reading environments bring with them digital paratexts. Some of these operate, as
a raft of scholars have outlined, in ways that extend original notions of the paratext to the
digital publishing and reading experience. Others are operating in new ways that need
new concepts to help us understand what is going on when we read in digital
environments. The tools we have used to understand the history of the book can stand us
in good stead in developing more nuanced notions of qualities of books, manuscripts and
texts in digital environments and the experience of reading them. To the work of others
who have considered the digital paratexts that abound as a result of the affordances of the
Internet age, I want to add a consideration of hypertextual paratexts, or hyperparatexts. In
addition to the broad category of digital texts that includes the born-digital (but may be
printed), the only digital (that does not have a printed version), digitization (the rendered
digital through scanning) introduces another kind of paratext, one that is the material
object in relation to the content, the keeping in mind of bounded and unbounded content,
framed and unframed reading and meaning-making. The role of the paratext in read-inbrowser environments (Barnett 2019) goes beyond the features that previous work on
digital paratext in all its diversity can entail. My focus here has been on the
hyperparatextuality of read-in-browser environments of institutional repositories such as
HathiTrust but a host of other environments would benefit from this kind of close reading
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of infrastructural environments. For example, the long-standing Project Gutenberg,
which, for the most part, jettisons the material element of the text that has repercussions
for its read-in-browser environments but introduces other components that need to be
accounted for. In addition, the experience of reading books across the Kindle which
enacts both device-based and read-in-browser environments, even potentially in the same
reading experience, and the e-book library environments partnering with Rakuten
OverDrive, Inc. in the creation of seamless experiences of e-books and audiobooks from
repository through a range of different partner public and private libraries around the
world to the user’s device-based or read-in-browser experience. These are just some of
the ways that the infrastructures of reading erupt out of the page, all with very different
sets of paratexts. Some questions remain unanswered. What does digitization do to the
question of what is a book? To what extent is marginalia a paratext? Who reads digitized
literature and how do they read it? We need to know more about read-in-browser
environments and develop a more nuanced understanding or categorization of the
material and infrastructural conditions of these spaces in order to understand what
reading and textual experiences are in digital environments.
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Note
1.

One of the difficulties in developing concrete and theoretically robust

understandings of what is happening in increasingly digitalized reading environments is
the lack concrete language around the practice. Here I am using digitization to refer to the
transformation of an analogue or material (in this case, textual) object into a digital one
and digitalization to refer to increasingly digital nature of cultural production, including
the born-digital objects or cultural objects with digital and non-digital formats at the point
of publication or release, for example.
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