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From Oral Epics to Digital Universes: Transmedia Storytelling and the Evolution of
Narrative Practices

Ms. Monisha Venkatachalam, M.A., Assistant Professor, Excel Engineering College
(Autonomous), Komarapalayam, Namakkal.

Abstract: Storytelling has remained a fundamental aspect of human civilization, serving as a
medium for preserving culture, transmitting knowledge, and shaping collective identity. From oral
traditions and written manuscripts to printed texts and audiovisual media, storytelling has
continuously evolved alongside technological and social changes. In the contemporary digital era,
narratives increasingly extend beyond a single medium into multiple platforms, giving rise to the
narrative type is known as transmedia storytelling. This paper examines transmedia storytelling as
a natural evolution of narrative practices, focusing on how it reshapes traditional literary concepts,
transforms audiences into active participants, and expands narrative engagement beyond
conventional reading.Drawing upon both Indian and foreign case studies, the paper situates
transmedia storytelling within a global and cross-cultural framework. Indian examples such as the
Ramayana, Mahabharata, the Baahubali franchise, Sacred Games, and Amar Chitra Katha illustrate
how expansive storytelling has long been embedded in Indian cultural traditions. Foreign case
studies, including the Marvel Cinematic Universe, The Lord of the Rings, and Harry Potter,
demonstrate how contemporary media industries strategically employ transmedia narratives to build
immersive story worlds and sustain audience engagement. In a media-rich and digitally connected
world, transmedia narratives represent an adaptive, participatory, and culturally resonant mode of
storytelling that bridges traditional narrative forms with emerging technologies.

Keywords: Audience Participation, Digital literature, Indian storytelling, Narrative Engagement,
and Transmedia storytelling.
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Introduction
Storytelling is one of the oldest and most enduring human practices. Across cultures and historical
periods, stories have functioned as tools for education, entertainment, moral instruction, and cultural
preservation. Long before the emergence of written language, human societies relied on oral
storytelling to transmit collective knowledge and shared values. As civilizations advanced, storytelling
adopted new forms—uwritten manuscripts, printed books, theatrical performances, and later, film and
television. Each technological shift reshaped not only how stories were told but also how audiences
engaged with them.

In recent decades, the rapid growth of digital technology, the internet, and mobile media has
transformed storytelling in unprecedented ways. Stories are no longer confined to a single medium or
linear structure. Instead, narratives unfold across films, novels, television series, video games, social
media platforms, podcasts, graphic novels, and interactive websites. This mode of storytelling, known
as transmedia storytelling, allows a single story world to expand across multiple media, with each

platform offering a distinct contribution to the narrative.

This paper explores transmedia storytelling as a significant development in narrative practices,
examining its impact on literature, audience engagement, and cultural production. By incorporating
both Indian and foreign case studies, the study highlights how transmedia narratives operate across
cultural contexts while addressing shared global media dynamics. The paper argues that transmedia
storytelling represents a natural evolution of narrative expression, rooted in traditional storytelling

practices yet shaped by contemporary digital environments.

The Evolution of Storytelling: From Orality to Digital Media

Storytelling originated within oral cultures, where narratives were preserved through memory,
repetition, and communal performance. In such societies, storytelling was a shared social act rather
than an individual experience. Walter J. Ong emphasizes that oral storytelling relies heavily on
formulaic expressions, audience interaction, and collective participation, making it deeply embedded
in social life (Ong).The transition from orality to literacy marked a fundamental shift in narrative
practices. Writing enabled stories to be recorded, standardized, and transmitted across generations. In
India, this transition resulted in the documentation of epics such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata,

which were later translated into numerous regional languages.
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The invention of print technology further expanded access to stories, solidifying literature as a

dominant cultural form.

The twentieth century introduced new narrative media, including cinema, radio, and television. These
forms combined visual and auditory elements, enhancing emotional engagement and broadening
audience reach. However, narratives remained largely confined to individual media formats. The
digital age, characterized by media convergence and networked communication, has disrupted this
limitation. Stories now exist simultaneously across platforms, creating expansive narrative ecosystems

that invite exploration and interaction.

Conceptualizing Transmedia Storytelling

The term transmedia storytelling was popularized by Henry Jenkins, who defines it as a process in
which “integral elements of a fiction get dispersed systematically across multiple delivery channels”
to create a unified narrative experience (Jenkins 95). Unlike adaptations, which retell the same story
in a different medium, transmedia storytelling emphasizes narrative expansion. Each platform
contributes new information, perspectives, or experiences that enrich the story world. Transmedia
narratives rely on three key elements: media convergence, participatory culture, and narrative
complexity. Media convergence enables stories to flow across platforms, while participatory culture
encourages audiences to engage actively with narrative content. Narrative complexity allows story
worlds to sustain multiple storylines and character arcs across media. This interaction redefines the

role of the reader or viewer, transforming them into participants who actively construct meaning.

Indian Storytelling Traditions as Proto-Transmedia Narratives

Indian storytelling traditions offer compelling evidence that transmedia principles existed long before
the digital age. Epics such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata have been retold for centuries through
oral recitations, written texts, temple sculptures, dance dramas, folk theatre, television serials, comics,
and digital media. Each retelling adapts the narrative to its cultural and historical context, contributing
new interpretations and emphases.

Regional versions of the Ramayana, such as Kamban’s Tamil Ramayanam and Tulsidas’s
Ramcharitmanas, illustrate how narratives evolve across linguistic and cultural boundaries. Television
adaptations, particularly Ramanand Sagar’s Ramayan (1987), transformed the epic into a shared

national experience, demonstrating the power of visual media in narrative expansion.
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These examples reveal that Indian storytelling has always been expansive, adaptive, and participatory,

aligning closely with contemporary transmedia storytelling models.

Indian Case Studies

Baahubali: Myth, Cinema, and Transmedia Expansion

The Baahubali franchise stands as a landmark example of Indian transmedia storytelling. While the
two feature films provide the central narrative, the story world extends across animated series, graphic
novels, novels, virtual reality experiences, and digital games. Each medium explores different
dimensions of the fictional kingdom of Mahishmati, including character histories and political contexts
not fully addressed in the films. This transmedia structure encourages audiences to engage deeply with
the narrative universe, transforming viewers into active explorers rather than passive consumers. The
franchise demonstrates how Indian cinema has embraced transmedia strategies to build immersive and

enduring story worlds.

Sacred Games: Literature and Digital Adaptation

Sacred Games, adapted from Vikram Chandra’s novel, exemplifies contemporary Indian transmedia
storytelling. While the Netflix series reinterprets the literary text, the narrative extends through
interviews, promotional content, online discussions, and fan communities. Audiences engage critically
with the relationship between the novel and its screen adaptation, comparing narrative choices and

thematic interpretations.

This interaction reflects a shift in narrative engagement, where readers and viewers actively participate

in meaning-making across platforms.

Amar Chitra Katha and Graphic Storytelling

Amar Chitra Katha (ACK) has played a crucial role in transforming Indian mythology, history, and
folklore into accessible graphic narratives. Originating as print comics, ACK stories have expanded
into animated series, mobile applications, and digital platforms. Each medium recontextualizes

traditional stories for new generations, blending education with entertainment.

ACK demonstrates how transmedia storytelling can preserve cultural heritage while adapting to

changing media habits, ensuring narrative continuity in a digital age.
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Foreign Case Studies
The Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU)
The Marvel Cinematic Universe represents one of the most successful transmedia storytelling models
globally. Spanning films, television series, comic books, digital content, and games, the MCU
constructs an interconnected narrative universe in which each platform contributes uniquely to the
overarching story. Audiences are encouraged to follow multiple media to gain a comprehensive

understanding of the narrative.

This strategy fosters long-term engagement and participatory culture, redefining storytelling as an

ongoing and collaborative experience.

The Lord of the Rings: Literary Epic to Transmedia World

J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings began as a literary epic but evolved into a transmedia
phenomenon through films, games, illustrated editions, and digital platforms. While the novels form
the narrative foundation, adaptations expand the world of Middle-earth, introducing new audiences to
its complex mythology. The franchise demonstrates how literary narratives can sustain relevance

through transmedia expansion without losing textual authority.

Harry Potter: From Text to Transmedia World

The Harry Potter series began as a literary text but evolved into a global transmedia phenomenon
through films, companion books, stage plays, video games, theme parks, and digital platforms. Each
medium adds new layers to the narrative, expanding the fictional world beyond the original novels.
The franchise highlights how transmedia storytelling can sustain cultural relevance while transforming

readers into active participants within a shared story universe.

Audience Participation and Narrative Engagement

One of the defining features of transmedia storytelling is audience participation. Digital platforms
enable fans to create content, share interpretations, and engage in collaborative storytelling. Jenkins
argues that participatory culture strengthens emotional investment and cultural relevance (Jenkins
131).

In both Indian and global contexts, audience participation reflects a return to communal storytelling

practices, where narratives are collectively shaped rather than authorially fixed.
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Conclusion
Transmedia storytelling represents a significant yet natural evolution of narrative practices. By
extending stories across multiple platforms, transmedia narratives reshape traditional literary concepts,
transform audiences into active participants, and expand narrative engagement beyond conventional
reading practices. Indian storytelling traditions, rooted in oral epics and adaptive narratives, provide a
strong cultural foundation for transmedia practices. When examined alongside global examples such
as the MCU, Harry Potter, and Star Wars, it becomes evident that transmedia storytelling is a globally
resonant yet culturally adaptable mode of narrative expression. Rather than signaling the decline of
literature, transmedia storytelling demonstrates its continued relevance and adaptability in a digital

and media-rich world.
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