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Chapter Five 

 

Back to the Future:  

Dickens, Cultural Modem and Cyberspace 

 

 

Postexperiment questionnaires indicate that while envisioning the future, 

subjects tended to place those images in the context of familiar places… and 

familiar people... In other words, to imagine the future, we remember the 

past and put our projection in that context. 

Brain Imaging Research at Washington U. in St-Louis, 2 Jan 2007 

 

 

In the age of the digital technology, a modem is not only an 

indispensable instrument that connects the personal computers to the Internet 

Service Providers (ISPs), but also an appliance that bridges the gaps separating 

the past, present and future. Because of the modem, various types of the 

traditional networks (telephone lines, cable TV, power lines, etc.) can be 

seamlessly incorporated into the virtual cyberspace, completing the last mile of 

the Information Superhighway. 

 

The function of a modem actually epitomizes a key trait of the digital 

culture, which transcends the boundaries between the traditional and the 

innovative and consolidates the heterogeneous elements of the analog and the 

digital. A modem is symbolic of the Internet culture that accentuates the 
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expedient fusion of the traditional with the innovative, the private with the 

public, and the regional with the global when the technology advances. It also 

epitomizes a typical pattern of human conceptual consolidation — when people 

develop a new concept, they customarily do so in the context of the nearest past. 

A modem, consequently, is a pivotal “in-between,” where the information can 

be rapidly converted and exchanged, and the boundaries are, as Gilles Deleuze 

and Félix Guattari explicate, extensively “de-territorialized” and 

“re-territorialized.” With a modem, people can march into the future of the 

cyberspace via the networks established in the past. 

 

Living in an age of the decisive technological transition from the steam 

to the electron
1
, Charles Dickens could be compared to a “cultural modem” that 

ceaselessly communicated between the two epochs of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Inspired by the innovations after the Industrial Revolution, 

he portrayed a variety of scientific novelties in his works and took great efforts 

to make his novels as “multimedia” as possible. Furthermore, he delivered the 

Public Readings in a pristine hypertextual fashion, jumping among the 

episodes and skillfully connecting the fragmentary narratives. His performance 

                                                
1 The invention of the steam engine commenced the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth 

century that the human labor was greatly replaced by the steam power. The electricity, however, 

gradually replaced the steam power after the mid-nineteenth century. The twentieth century 

digital civilization is established on the basis of the electron. The electricity was exploited as 

early as Samuel F. B. Morse invented telegraph in 1832, and the public application of telegraph 

and Morse code was in 1844, when Charles Dickens was at the age of thirty-two. Thomas Alva 

Edison invented the first light bulb in 1879, nine years after Dickens’s death. In 1881, the first 

generator and power distribution system was installed in New York, and the world soon entered 

“the age of the electron.” 
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inherited the precedent oral traditions; the vitality of his “secondary orality,” as 

Walter Ong terms it, is then absorbed into the modern digital media and 

inspires the literary application in the cyberspace. 

 

Not only do Dickens’s works open a door to the developing technology, 

but they also provide a gateway for the modern people to revisit the nostalgic 

past. It is noteworthy that the Internet users never stop choosing Dickens as 

their contents when they experiment the latest digital technology. Besides 

creating something new, they also envision the future in the projection of the 

nearest past. In February 12, 2008, for instance, a heated discussion panel on 

the topic “Dickens Meets the Blackberry: Serialization in the Digital Age” was 

held in O’Reilly Tools of Change for Publishing Conference in New York. 

Dickens and his works often appear in various digital formats on the Internet 

and are taken as the inspiration for the innovations, and such a tendency to 

involve this Victorian novelist in the modern media highlights the profound 

influence of the literary patriarch as a node of cultural junction — when the 

new technology evolves, the classic contents are constantly involved as a 

touchstone of the new interface.  

 

More importantly, the adaptation of the classic novels in the innovative 

media illustrates the technological tendency in a larger context, plotting the 

blueprint of the transgeneric network in an intricate cycle. The previous media, 

as Marshall McLuhan anatomizes, may obsolesce as the descendent media are 

invented, but the classic contents will be eventually retrieved, reversed and 
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amplified someday in the future (Levinson, 1999 187). Dickens is a good 

example as the cultural modem that helps the modern people connect back to 

the future, and his skillful adoption of the oral elements into the works not only 

helps us envision the development of the digital media today but also inspire 

the direction into the future.  

 

After the development of the electronic text, hypertext had once 

become popular in the literary and cultural studies in the late 1990s. Although 

hypertext seems to have brought some new hope that, as George P. Landow 

analyzes, may achieve the deconstructive hypotheses, the latest fashion of blog, 

podcast and video websites reveals an intriguing phenomenon of the “Oral 

Renaissance” — instead of indulging in the avant-garde experiment of the 

postmodern narcissism, people are more accustomed to the natural habits of the 

oral-aural acquisition. The simpler and more instinctive layout of the reading 

interface as well as the oral-aural acquisition always brings the old habits back 

on the Internet. The transition actually resembles Dickens’s career conversion 

from a novelist, magazine editor to a Public Reader. The two transitional 

processes show the “atavic cycle” of the media evolution that constantly 

returns to the oral instinct — the premature technology may temporarily 

sacrifice the oral-aural instinct, but the oral elements will always be recollected 

when the media are advanced enough. 

 

 



 161

Pristine Digital Concepts in Dickens’s Works 

 

Though born in the nineteenth century, Dickens is subtly connected to 

many pristine concepts of the digital technology. He always had a zest for his 

contemporary innovations, and was devoted to the early development of the 

communication and transportation networks. “Like today’s Internet pioneers, 

he showed genius in creating new channels of distribution for his writing” 

(Clayton 3), efficiently minimizing the cost of fiction buying and maximizing 

the sales of the magazine through the monthly and weekly novel serialization. 

Dickens could be one of the earliest “content providers” to produce his 

biographical stories in the “blogs
2
” and to produce the primitive “podcasts

3
” in 

his Public Readings. He ran, if we make a bolder analogy to the Internet, two 

“portal websites,” All the Year Round and Household Words, where a variety of 

the recreational information was juxtaposed in columns and the novels were 

regularly serialized through the widespread distribution network. His inclusion 

of the commercial advertisements in the magazines is similar to that in the 

                                                
2 A blog, which is coined from “web log,” is a personal web page where essays are written and 

sorted in reverse chronological order. It is mostly the diary-like writings that provide personal 

viewpoints, commentaries or news on a particular subject, but some writers may also compose 

literary works such as poetry and serial fiction. A blog essay may include the text, images, 

audio files and hyperlinks to other web pages and the readers may also leave interactive 

comments in the guest book. 

3 “Podcast” is coined from the “Apple iPod” and “broadcast.” It is a new method of sharing 

digital media files (especially the MP3 audios) over the Internet through the RSS for offline 

playback on portable media players and personal computers. This method is regarded as an 

important phase that recollects the traditional oral culture through the digital technologies. 
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websites; his strategy to promote the magazines is also akin to the “RSS
4
” 

system nowadays. The affinities between Dickens and the prototype digital 

concepts could be further observed in the following aspects. 

 

In his article, “Babbage’s Intelligence: Calculating Engines and the 

Factory System,” Simon Shaffer points out that Charles Babbage and his 

prototype computer are depicted in at least two of Dickens’s novels (par. 39). 

As Dickens’s good friend, this Cambridge inventor and the forerunner of the 

modern computer appears in Little Dorrit in the guise of a frustrated inventor, 

Daniel Doyce, who suffers from the bureaucratic Circumlocution Office and 

the Patent Law; moreover, Difference Engine
5
 is also portrayed in Hard Times 

as the Observatory called “Stone Lodge,” where Thomas Gradgrind inhabits. 

These are only two of the most significant evidences that Dickens was both 

aware of the prototype digital concepts and interested in its operation. 

Whenever he saw the innovative devices, he would depict them in details. 

Although the novelist did not always describe the new technology in the 

positive tone, he still showed “great expectations” toward the progress and 

deep sympathy toward the predicaments caused by the governmental red tape 

in the Victorian society. His awareness of the prototype digital concept might 

                                                
4 RSS (Really Simply Syndication) is the standardized digital formats used to broadcast 

frequently updated contents such as blog entries, news headlines or podcasts. RSS will 

automatically notify the readers when the blogs are updated and efficiently helps people keep 

up with their favorite web sites so that they do not have to check the articles everyday. 

5 In 1823, Charles Babbage invented the eight-digit calculator, Difference Engine, which was 

soon improved to the Analytical Machine in 1830, a steamed-powered programmable device 

controlled through the “punched cards.” Babbage’s machines are the predecessors of the 

modern computer, and the punch cards anticipate the modern assembly language (Babbage). 
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have influenced his style of narrative that we can find many examples in the 

novels. 

 

While composing his novels, Dickens often adopted some special 

narrative techniques that are conceptually akin to the structure of the hyperlink 

on the Internet. Steven Johnson asserts in his online article, “The Dickensian 

Memex; or, the 19th-century Roots of Hypertext” that Dickens extensively 

applied the “links of association” when he narrated a story. These links, as 

Johnson analyzes, “usually take the form of a passing resemblance, 

high-glimpsed and then forgotten” (par. 3). Dickens often scattered in his 

novels the episodes of some dejavu memories, all of which revolved around the 

central themes and might be eventually cohered together to reveal the suspense 

of the stories. Even though similar narrative styles had already been 

experimented earlier by Laurence Sterne in Tristram Shandy and by the modern 

stream-of-consciousness novelists such as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, 

Dickens is unique because he not only inherited the earlier narrative style but 

also renovated it so outstandingly that he inspired the descendent writers and 

the filmmakers
6
. Dickens represents a turning point in a critical age of the 

cultural and technological transition. He had mediated the old and the new with 

his special style so profoundly that he could serve as a critical link when we try 

                                                
6 Sergi Eisenstein claims that Dickens influenced D. W. Griffith’s application of “montage” 

when the latter produced the movies. Dickens’s narrative style is widely accepted as the 

precursor of the film techniques such as the close-ups, dissolves, parallel storylines and 

montage (195-255). Furthermore, David Lean also admitted his indebtedness to Dickens (Poole 

154). Similar concepts have been analyzed in Chapter Four of this dissertation. 
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to analyze the trajectories of the transgeneric network. 

 

In addition to the associative narrative and the depiction of the pristine 

digital innovations mentioned above, Dickens’s special perspectives in the 

novel serialization and the preparation of the Public Reading scripts also 

strongly resemble the concept of the hypertext. Whereas the “links of 

association” in the novel narrative bears some conceptual affinities with 

hyperlink, the physical segmentation and combination of the novel installments 

are not merely the concept; they, in my opinion, represent an early experiment 

of the physical textual pulverization and permutation on paper, both of which 

then develop into the central spirit of the modern hypertext in the digital 

interface. 

 

 

Novel Serialization: An Early Fragmentation of Text 

 

One of the most essential contributions that Dickens had made as a 

magazine editor is his insightful development of the novel serialization pattern. 

He is an influential patriarch in such a genre because not only did he strictly 

follow the pattern he developed by himself and won unprecedented popularity 

but he also demanded other contemporary novelists who submitted their works 

to All the Year Round and Household Words to conform to the same rules. As a 

“godfather” in the Victorian literary arena, Dickens encouraged the proper 

separation and condensation of the novels and profoundly affected the tradition 
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of the nineteenth century novel writing both in content and form.  

 

In Gerald Giles Grubb’s “Dickens’ Pattern of Weekly Serialization,” he 

mentions the novelist’s influence upon Charles Lever, Mrs. Brookfield, Wilkie 

Collins, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Charles Reade, Charles Collins, etc. George 

Eliot [Adam Bede], who resisted following Dickens’s rules, was thus 

“prevented from becoming one of his [Dickens’s] contributors” (149). Dickens 

was so influential in the Victorian literary arena because he controlled both the 

means of production and the channel of distribution at that time. In one of 

Dickens’s letters to Mrs. Brookfield, the author of North and South, on 

February 20, 1866, Dickens articulated his viewpoint upon serialization, which 

shows, in my opinion, great affinity to the concept of hypertext: “There must 

be a special design to overcome that specially trying mode of publication 

[weekly serialization]… the thing has to be planned for presentation in 

fragments, and yet for afterwards fusing together as an uninterrupted whole.” 

Then, Dickens continued to articulate that the “special design” of serialization 

included: “(1) the scheme of the characters; (2) the matter of introducing the 

people; (3) the progress of the interest; (4) the introduction of the principal 

places; (5) the early introduction of the plot; (6) the rapid movement of the 

story.” Each installment should be self-contained in the design so that every 

serial could be read independently and meanwhile connected “as an 

uninterrupted whole” (Grubb 143).  

 

In order to minimize the price of each installment, a novelist had to 
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physically dissect a long story into consecutive but independent units of 

monthly or weekly installments, to condense the episodes into each 

serialization, and to make individual climaxes for each week. Since the 

fragmentation of the stories would have the risk of losing readers’ interest 

during the long time of serialization, each portion should be specially designed 

to attract the readers to follow the plot after a long interval of waiting. The 

special pattern of the storytelling consequently formed a new genre quite 

different from the previous, eighteenth-century three-decker novels. Although 

Dickens’s design of the novel serialization is neither as fragmentary and 

multi-linear as the hypertext online, nor could it be randomly connected into 

the network structure, it had already loosened the chains of the previous 

well-knit plots and fulfilled the preliminary textual dissection of the stories by 

accentuating the multi-sequential narratives of the multiple climaxes and the 

plot diversification.  

 

Dickens did not only pay attention to the contents of the novels but also 

emphasized the form meticulously, asking the authors who submitted to his 

magazines to carefully separate a story into proper portions. “He would reject 

any story,” Grubb analyzed, “if he felt that it could not be successfully 

serialized… [T]he test of serialization was the final test.” Grubb gives an 

example of Miss King, who submitted a long story for Household Words to 

illustrate Dickens’s special concern about the serialization pattern. Even though 

Dickens appreciated the beauty of Miss King’s work, he wrote a long letter to 

her on February 9, 1855: “I have every great doubts of the possibility 
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publishing your story in portions” (153). Miss King’s work was eventually 

rejected, and Dickens’s insistence that “For the purpose of weekly 

publication… the divisions of the story will often have to be greatly changed” 

dominated the composition of the novel in the Victorian period. 

 

The installments of the serialized novel resemble, though they may not 

directly influence, Roland Barthes’ deconstructive concept of the lexias, the 

fragmentary textual units connected with one another to generate innumerable 

meanings in the “ideal text
7
.” Landow associates Barthes’ theory of the ideal 

text with the later concept of hypertext, whose network structure is also 

established upon the fragmentary textual units of the acentered, multi-linear 

and interrelated network (3, 43, 64, 85-86, 237-38). Such association echoes 

Jay David Bolter’s observation in Writing Space that the evolution of the 

written text has undergone a long process of fragmentation and recombination, 

through which the interface of writing/reading becomes more flexible and 

interactive (107-46).  

 

Tracing the lineage of the textual fragmentation from Dickens, Barthes, 

Bolter to Landow, we may notice that the hypertext is never a new invention in 

the digital interface at all; it is, on the other hand, a fulfillment that makes the 

                                                
7 In Barthes’ S/Z, he postulated that an “ideal text” should be composed of the “galaxy of 

signifiers.” Such a text “has no beginning; it is reversible; we gain access to it by several 

entrances, non of which can be authoritatively declared to be the main one; the codes it 

mobilizes extend as far as the eyes can reach; they are interminable” (5-6) The galaxy of 

signifiers is composed of the free permutation of lexias, making the meanings of the texts open 

and flexible. 
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anterior hypotheses come true — or, putting it more specific to my topic, it is a 

progress that marches back into the future. The network operation of the web 

pages on the Internet, therefore, is a practice that has been prepared in the 

earlier oral performance for a long time, waiting for the maturity of the digital 

media to fulfill the dream unable to be realized when the technology is still 

premature. 

 

The process of the textual fragmentation and recombination in 

Dickens’s novels also premises Deleuze and Guattari’s (D&G) concept of the 

“rhizome” in A Thousand Plateaus
8
. Landow is interested in their theory and 

connects it to the idea of hypertext, too. According to D&G’s theory, “In 

contrast to centered (even polycentric) systems with hierarchical modes of 

communication and preestablished paths, the rhizome is an acentered, 

nonhierarchical, nonsignifying system without a General and without an 

organizing memory or central automation, defined solely by a circulation of 

states” (qtd. in Landow, 1997 40). Believing that human’s mind actually 

operates in the discrete fragments of memories that are connected with 

conceptual association, D&G oppose the linear and hierarchic structure 

commonly applied in the management of human knowledge as merely an 

expedient accommodation to the writing technology — the free and dynamic 

association of the human thought is sacrificed to the stable storage of the 

hierarchic, sequential data on paper. “Many people have a tree growing in their 

                                                
8 The plateau is functionally similar to Barthes’ lexia and Derrida’s mourceau that decompose 

the conventional textual hierarchies into smaller fragments to generate more flexibility and 

plurality of the meaning. 
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heads,” they contended, “but the brain itself was much more a grass than a 

tree” (15). In order to liberate the human thought from the fetter of the written 

form, they experimented the fragmentary structure of the associative linking in 

A Thousand Plateaus, which, instead of the well-structured chapters, was 

composed of discrete units of ideas that might “be read starting anywhere and 

can be related to any other plateau” (qtd. in Landow, 1997 39). 

 

The way D&G compose the book and their suggestion to read it 

reminds us of Dickens’s experiment upon the novel serialization. D&G name 

the textual fragments that form the rhizome “plateaus,” which “can be read 

starting anywhere and can be related to any other plateau” (22). The traditional 

stories always have the definite plot structure of beginning, middle, and end so 

that the reader should follow the sequence strictly. In A Thousand Plateaus, 

however, the readers may begin reading anywhere — that is the reason why 

D&G assert in the Author’s Note that the book is “composed not of chapters 

but of ‘plateaus.’” Italo Calvino also adopts similar strategy when he 

experiments the fragmentary narrative in If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler; 

moreover, Bolter exemplified Marc Saporta’s Composition No. 1
9
 as the most 

radical experiment of the textual fragmentation.  

 

Dickens, however, already effectively conducted the earlier experiment 

                                                
9 Composition No. 1 is actually a deck of poker-like pages printed only on one side without 

any bookbinding and pagination. Each page contains certain length of fragmentary narratives 

so that the reader may freely shuffle the sheets to permute the order of the pages before they 

read it. The story of this novel, therefore, is indefinite as the reader shuffles the story.  
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of the physical textual fragmentation in his practice of novel serializations, and 

he gained even more popularity and much profounder influence in such a 

deconstructive practice than any of the deconstructive experimentalists 

nowadays. Although Dickens’s novels still abided by the traditional story 

structure of the beginning, middle, and end, the serialization had already made 

them highly episodic, multi-sequential and flexible. In order to fit the 

installments into the framework of magazine serialization, Dickens demanded, 

as mentioned above, the special design that could reach the balance between 

the structural fragmentations and plot cohesion. Because he understood quite 

well that most readers did not begin reading from the first installment and 

sometimes they might miss several installments and come back to read again, 

he had to make each installment as independent as possible so that the readers 

old and new could easily get involved into the stories anytime and anywhere 

without too much prior knowledge of the former issues. 

 

In order to secure the returning readers and boost up the sales of the 

new issues, the novel installments were designed to have the independent, 

self-contained structure. Therefore, even though each installment of Dickens’s 

stories could still be connected to the former and later parts as a complete 

volume of the novel, it has the individual beginning, climax and suspense, 

making itself an independent textual unit potentially permutable with other 

episodes. The episodes would still make sense even if the reader started in the 

middle of the serialization or mistakenly connected the discontinuous parts 

together. The story could be seamlessly connected regardless that several 
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installments had been missed — people’s impression and interpretation might 

be somewhat different since the portions they read differed, they could still 

have their own version of the stories by bridging the gaps themselves through 

the free guess and imagination. 

 

In this sense, Dickens’s design of the novel installments provided more 

autonomy of interpretation and they are actually the prototype “plateaus” of 

“multiplicity connected to other multiplicities by superficial underground stems 

in such a way as to form or extend a rhizome” (Deleuze 22). Stuart Moulthrop, 

the author of the hypertext fiction Victory Garden, asserts the “rhizome-book 

may itself be considered an incunabular hypertext… designed as a matrix of 

independent but cross-referential discourses which the reader is invited to enter 

more or less at random” (300-301), Similarly, Dickens is an early 

deconstructionist and an unconscious hypertext experimentalist. Novel 

serialization deconstructed the traditional works, pulverizing them into the 

monthly or weekly segments and, via the Victorian network of transportation 

and distribution, sent them to the widest rage of the readers.  

 

The textual division of the stories and the widespread network of 

distribution were two of the decisive exterior reasons why Dickens’s novels 

could be so popular — the regular dose of a small portion of the stories, similar 

to the RSS feed of the blogs consumed by the Internet users, became an 

important part of the Victorian entertainment. Although the medium for 

Dickens's novels is paper while hypertext is in digital interface, the former is in 
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some respects similar to the operation of modern, online digital syndication. 

Dickens’s mode of attracting the popularity is also analogous to the pattern of 

information decentralization on the Internet, whose mode of operation is 

prevalent in the modern society. 

 

The textual fragmentation and recombination on paper, however, does 

not completely fulfill Barthes’ idea of the “ideal text;” nor can it fully achieve 

D&G’s concept of the “rhizome.” It is actually a desperate endeavor to 

simulate the natural pattern of human oral communication and the operation of 

the associative linking of the brain sacrificed for the stability of the 

printed-paper. The genuinely pulverized text that can better simulate the oral 

pattern cannot be invented until the hypertext interface appears with the help of 

the digital technology. The hypertext can seamlessly connect innumerable text 

fragments with hyperlinks, and its operation is one step closer to that of the 

oral communication than the textual fragmentation on paper. The hypertext, 

therefore, is the new technology that recollects the orality — the most ancient 

and natural pattern of human communication. Before the invention of the 

hypertext, the popularity of Dickens’s Public Readings shows a significant 

example of the desire for people to see and hear. The Readings epitomize the 

affinity between the textual fragmentation and the oral instinct, which may help 

us envision the future development of the digital media after the hypertext. 
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Public Readings: Associative Recombination and Orality 

 

Dickens’s Public Readings also represents an important precursor of the 

digital concept in two critical aspects — (1) the oral performance further 

achieved the textual fragmentation and recombination of the novel, and (2) the 

secondary oral refiguring of the written texts not only accentuated the Victorian 

“Oral Renaissance” but also anticipated the popularity of orality on the Internet. 

Dickens, as mentioned in Chapter Three, is a talented performer to recite his 

own works onstage. His performance, however, is not the primary oral 

improvisation but the careful calculation and delicate design — every step and 

movement in the performance was meticulously devised on paper and intensely 

rehearsed before it was brought before the audience. 

 

When Dickens prepared his prompt scripts of Public Readings, the 

novels previously dissected into the weekly or monthly installments were 

further fragmented and re-connected. The Reading scripts were not the pure 

transcription from the original works; instead, the stories were extensively 

condensed to fit into the time limit of the performance. Dickens’s performance 

mostly lasted for two hours, into which he would include two reading 

repertoires — the longer one was around seventy to eighty minutes, while the 

shorter thirty to forty. The time for each repertoire was apparently too short for 

Dickens to recite the whole novels; therefore, the condensation and 

abridgement of the stories became inevitable. For example, when Dickens first 
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gave Christmas Carol in 1853, Philip Collins calculates, it took three straight 

hours; it was nevertheless largely abridged several times until it could be 

accommodated with The Trial from Pickwick Papers in a two-hour program 

(1975 2). The storm scene in David Copperfield is the other significant 

example: it contained 5,500 words in the original novel, but was previously 

condensed into 3,400 and later 1,900 words. The condensation and revision of 

the stories was apparently immense during Dickens’s preparation of the prompt 

scripts. 

 

Because the novels were established upon the episodic installments, 

Dickens could easily break the boundaries of the chapters and choose the 

episodes among them to form the new structures of the prompt scripts. He 

would save the general structure of some famous episodes, stripping off the 

triviality and distractions, and focus upon certain scenes that were especially 

popular among people. His favorite Reading, Sike and Nancy, was extracted 

mostly from the murder scene in Oliver Twist, and the other script, Mrs. Gamp, 

was derived from some episodes in Martin Chuzzlewit. The other significant 

example of the textual fragmentation and recombination is Dickens’s prompt 

script of David Copperfield because he, instead of focusing upon one 

individual character, extracted episodes from a rather wide range of the 

chapters: Chapter I of the reading included the original Chapters 3, 21, 22 and 

29, Chapter II contained episodes from Chapters 28, 26, 27, 16, and 36, while 

Chapter III covered Chapters 33, 37, 41, 43, 44, 48 in the original work. The 

preparation of the prompt scripts, therefore, was explicitly hypertextual. 
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When Collins introduces the preparation of the prompt scripts, one of 

Dickens’s habits reminds me of the direct affinity to the hyperlink: “Where a 

lengthy deletion was made, Dickens often stuck the unwanted passages 

together with wafers or stamp-edging; in one case he laced them together with 

tape” (1975 xxx). The wafers, stamp-edging and tape on the one hand helped 

skip the unwanted passages, dissecting the original textual continuity; on the 

other, they connected the episodes that were not adjacent and helped Dickens 

quickly jump among the text fragments. They are, therefore, the real “links” 

that cancel the original boundaries of the texts and reestablish the new 

combination among the fragments. Dickens was always active in the 

fragmentation of the text, but his skillful, artistic recombination of the episodes 

made him unprecedentedly popular as a Public Reader. 

 

Dickens not only broke the boundaries of the chapters of the original 

works to produce his prompt scripts but also improvised the episodes onstage 

without any prior preparation when he gained enough confidence and more 

familiarity with the prompt scripts. The written repertoires could not fetter his 

impulse of improvisation anymore, and he, like a Prometheus unbound from 

the chain of the written words, could freely exercise his acting talents of wild 

association of his stories in front of the audience. “I have got to know the Carol 

so well that I can’t remember it,” Dickens recalled, “and occasionally go 

dodging about in the wildest manner to pick up lost pieces” (Collins, 1975 

xxxi). When he claimed to “forget” his own story, the text was thoroughly 
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digested (or fragmented) in his brain; the digestion, then, led to the free 

improvisation of the work. Such wild and improvisatory “associative linking” 

of the episodes during the performance added more variation and surprise to 

Dickens’s Public Readings. It was well documented that the details of 

Dickens’s performances might change from evening to evening, and 

“[t]racking changes from reading to reading,” as Martha L. Brunson noted, 

“became a serious pastime for some who heard him over and over and made 

marginal notes of the variations as they listened” (660). 

 

Dickens’s improvisation went beyond Ong’s definition of the “primary” 

and the “secondary” orality because it seemed to happen on the basis of the 

prompt scripts, an apparent example of the “secondary” orality but actually 

further transcended the written texts — the “dodging about” onstage came 

purely from Dickens’s own creation without any preparation, and the 

improvisation differed in each performance so greatly that it could never been 

written down in advance except being recorded afterwards by the Reading fans. 

Such a pattern of improvisation further explains both Barthes’s idea that the 

recombination of the signifiers will generate infinite meanings and D&G’s 

hypothesis of human brain as the “grass” instead of a ”tree.” The so-called 

“links of association” became alive on Dickens’s stage, and his brain, as the 

computer that helps the hyperlinks associatively connect the network of 

information, was the prototype of the hypertext. The only difference is: 

Dickens performed much greater than the computer, and the latter can only 

achieve a premature endeavor of the artificial intelligence to simulate the 
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minimal operation of human brain. 

 

From the conceptual narrative of the “links of association” and the 

novel serialization to the preparation of the prompt scripts and his 

improvisation during the Public Readings, Dickens always had special interest 

in and serious concern about the fragmentation and recombination of the 

printed text. Such a process became more and more radical and reached its 

climax as Dickens performed the written works onstage. His transition from the 

novel serialization to the Public Readings shows a clear tendency to recollect 

the oral elements in his works, and this provides an interesting model that is 

quite analogous to the tendency of the literary development with the digital 

media. 

 

The fragmentation and recombination of the printed text is only an 

expedient strategy to reach the balance between the written stability and the 

oral flexibility, and the digital media inherit such effort in the cyberspace. The 

modern digital technology is first applied to transcribe the printed works into 

the electronic texts; many of them are further converted into the hypertext — 

the digital fragmentation and recombination of the texts thus commence. The 

hypertext is still an important format on the Internet; however, after the podcast 

and video websites become prevalent, the direction of the digital media is 

clearer than before — the plain e-text and hypertext are only the infrastructure 

of the more sophisticated digital media, and the interface will gradually 

recollect the natural human perception of earshot and eyesight to form the more 
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multi-media format.  

Electronic Text, Hypertext and Digital Orality 

 

Dickens’s novels are among the earliest classic works to be converted 

into the electronic format. Although this is only the verbatim conversion from 

page to screen, it achieves three important goals to which Dickens had also 

been long devoted: (1) the more potentiality of the textual fragmentation and 

recombination; (2) the wider circulation of the texts on a friction-free network 

of distribution; (3) the preparation of the text for the oral revitalization. 

 

After the classic novels are digitalized, the potential of textual 

fragmentation and reconfiguration that the novelist had taken the initiative in 

his own works continue to advance and flourish in the cyberspace. Dickens’s 

pioneer endeavors were rather proto-hypertextual; however, the decomposition 

and permutation of the printed works was a formidable task for him. The 

digital interface, on the other hand, efficiently facilitates the process and 

greatly enhances the malleability of the text. Although the earlier conversion of 

the printed works into the plain e-text, such as that in Project Gutenberg
10

, is 

                                                
10 Project Gutenberg aims to digitize, archive and distribute free cultural works. Founded in 

1971 by Michael Hart, it is one of the earliest “digital library,” most of whose collection is the 

full texts of public domain books. The project endeavors to provide free electronic books in 

sustainable and open formats. As of August 2007, it claimed over 22,000 items in its collection. 

Project Gutenberg is affiliated with many projects that share the same ideals, and have been 

given permission to use the Project Gutenberg trademark. Besides PG, John Mark 

Ockerbloom’s “The Online Books Page” in University of Pennsylvania provides over 25,000 

free books on the web; Bibliomania offers about 2,000 classic texts and study guides. Project 

Bartleby offers not only the free e-texts but also the concordance service. These resources on 
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without too much renovation in the layout of the page, it has prepared for the 

further melioration in the hypertext environment. Whereas the written form on 

paper is fixed and permanent by nature, the e-text is intrinsically flexible and 

impermanent. Once the words are transcribed into the digital format, the 

previous stable, linear and sequential writings become potentially interactive, 

fluid and malleable. 

 

“Change is the rule in the computer,” Bolter asserts, “stability the 

exception, and it is the rule of change that makes the word processor so useful” 

(1992 5). Even though the e-text looks exactly the same as the printed work, 

the textual flexibility is already latent in the digital format. When a reader 

searches for a keyword or edits some passages, for instance, the linear and 

sequential consistency of a text will be virtually dissected — the 

decomposition and re-permutation is then activated. “Electronic technology… 

gives us a new kind of book by changing the surface on which we write and the 

rhythms with which we read,” Bolter explicates, “It also adds to our historical 

understanding of the book by providing us with a new form that we can 

compare to printed books, manuscripts, and earlier forms of writing” (3-4). The 

e-text, therefore, is an innovation established on the basis of the existent 

reading habit — even though it looks exactly identical with the printed book, 

the rhythm of reading in the digital environment becomes potentially nonlinear, 

multi-sequential and re-permutable. The e-text is a medium that resembles the 

                                                                                                                            

the web digitalized the traditional printed works, and thus make a new era of the electronic 

textuality. 
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printed page and meanwhile simulates the habit of dynamic memory storage 

and information acquisition. 

 

Furthermore, the electronic text online provides the readers a totally 

free access and infinite duplication of the texts, which greatly helps the 

circulation of the classic works. With the help of the Internet, the English 

communities which are much wider than before can read Dickens and other 

classic novelists online. The virtual storage of the texts promotes the 

circulation of the electronic texts and revitalizes the reading of the classic 

among the younger generations of the computer users. Jay Clayton uses Jon 

Kat’s nonfiction bestseller, Geeks: How Two Lost Boys Rode the Internet out of 

Idaho, to exemplify how the teenagers read the classics online. Kat introduces 

a computer hacker, Jesse, who reads much classic literature, Dickens inclusive. 

This young hacker points out that even though people misconceive that the 

youth in the digital age are mostly ignorant in the classic culture, they actually 

read enormously through the computerized classics. While communicating 

with the author through months of conversations and emails, Jesse alludes to 

David Copperfield to explain his feelings: “That’s how I feel about myself,” he 

said, “I can’t say it any better” (qtd. in Clayton 190).  

 

Jess’s reference to Dickens might surprise some readers; nevertheless, 

Kat indicated, “Geek’s passion often crisscross back and forth between 

technology and more traditional forms of culture, with unusual depths of 

interest in both” (qtd. in Clayton 191). For Jesse, it made little sense to separate 
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technology from the other domains of culture; the Internet is a virtual space 

where philosophy, films, literature, music and technology can coexist and 

dialogize each other harmoniously. In this virtual space, Jesse takes Dickens as 

a “cultural modem,” as I have termed before, to help the communication 

between different generations, bridging the gaps separating the ages and 

cultural backgrounds. The afterlife of Dickens is not only extended in the 

digital domain, he is also the cultural consensus where people may reach the 

mutual understanding.  

 

More importantly, the conversion of the electronic texts has paved a 

way to the hypertext, Text to Speech (TTS) and other possible digital 

technologies in the future. The Dickens Web is a significant example of the 

textual reconfiguration in the hypertext environment. First, it is a web of 

myriad interrelated materials on Great Expectations and its novelist. These 

materials were composed by multiple authors, which exemplified one of the 

key characteristics of hypertext — the collaborative authorship that displaces 

the traditional identity of one single author. Dickens’s own novels, as 

mentioned in Chapter Four, were already a collaboration achieved together 

with his illustrators; such collaboration went on in The Dickens Web.  

 

Dickens is of course the novelist around which the other articles and 

materials revolve; however, the network structure of the Web decentralizes the 

status of the novelist — when a user clicks the links about the cultural or 

historical issues in the diagram, the issues become the main topics and the 
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novelist suddenly steps back to the background. The foreground and 

background constantly shift in the hypertext environment, and the 

collaboration of the authors in The Dickens Web makes it a domain where 

multiple voices can dialogize each other and articulate themselves in equality. 

More importantly, the authors of those articles organize varieties of 

information about the novelist, the work and the other critics’ viewpoints to 

formulate their arguments. Each article has some invisible links extending to 

other scholarly works, and those links are concretely displayed in hypertext 

diagrams and tables in the web, showing the intertextual relationship of the 

articles. 

 

Moreover, the hypertext structure of The Dickens Web provides a 

network of multiple entrances: it is a ceaselessly decenterable and recenterable 

structure that accentuates the openness of the digital textuality. Once a reader 

activates the web, he/she will begin reading from any entrance (“Biography,” 

“Cultural Context,” “Artistic Relations,” “Literary Relations,” “Literary 

Techniques,” etc.) juxtaposed in the “General Overview.” Unlike the 

traditional books with the definite sequence of beginning, middle and end, one 

may freely ramble in the hypertext environment. Such a network structure 

upgrades D&G’s paper version of the “plateaus” in the digital format, which 

further deconstructs and decentralizes the hierarchic sequence of a book. The 

novelist and his works become only some of the nodes in a larger multimedia 

network, and the other materials could equally articulate themselves in this 

web. When one clicks “Literary Relations,” for example, an overview table 
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will display the authors who influenced Dickens’s works above his name and 

those influenced by him below. Because each name is further linked to articles 

about the various authors, the diagram functions as a map that helps readers 

navigate in the hypertextual maze. 

 

This labyrinth, however, is not designed to make readers lost; instead, it 

tries to contextualize the intricate relationships among the novelist, his works 

and the other historical background. The tables and diagrams show the 

interrelated connections among authors of different time periods and their 

works, and the layers of the networks interconnected with the hyperlinks 

crystallize the abstract associations among the concepts. Not only do these 

navigational instruments embody the abstract “intertextuality” in diagrams and 

tables; they also involve the originally isolated novel and its author in the 

longer lineage of the diachronic literary history. It is especially useful for the 

students and amateur readers when they try to depict a general picture of 

Dickens, his Great Expectation and the background, which used to be hard for 

them to achieve in the traditional format of the printed novel. Jonathan Smith 

shared his experience of teaching literature with The Dickens Web: 

 

In my experience most students fail to utilize adequately the 

editorial and critical apparatus designed to bridge the gap 

between past and present, in this class almost half specifically 

remarked on their course evaluations that The Dickens Web had 

introduced them to a wider array of materials and approaches 

than they were used to. They saw more clearly why textual 

details matter and how these details can be connected to a 
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work's broader themes. (123) 

 

Smith and his students further imitated the network structure in The 

Dickens Web to establish Pip’s World: A Hypertext on Charles Dickens’s Great 

Expectations during 1999 and 2005. The web site is also a collaborative effort 

by Smith’s students in the class “The Nineteenth Century English Novel” in the 

University Michigan-Dearborn. The students could choose the topics they were 

interested and did their research projects. These projects should be related to 

Dickens and Great Expectations, and they must be interconnected to the 

already-established network of documents. Pip’s World, therefore, is a research 

project database interconnected with the markup hyperlinks of keywords 

(Figure 5-1). When one clicks “Childhood” listed in the homepage, for 

example, it will lead to a page of three links, “Dickens’s Childhood,” “Children 

in Great Expectations,” and “Dickens and Children.” If the user chooses the 

first link, one of the students’ papers will be displayed on the screen. It is 

noteworthy that each paper has further markup keywords that can redirect the 

reading to documents by other classmates. In the third paragraph of “Dickens’s 

Childhood,” a key word “education” is underlined with a hyperlink, connecting 

back to the introduction directory on the homepage. It will open another three 

links if the user continues to follow “education” in the directory, and the papers 

contain even more keywords pointing at other documents. 
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Figure 5-1. An example flow chart of how Pip’s World operates. 

 

From The Dickens Web to Pip’s World, we can see how the novelist and 

his works are deconstructed in the hypertext environment. These webs 

drastically reconfigure the traditional format of the printed text, transform the 

existent habit of the linear and sequential reading, and involve the readers in 

the interactive data search and collaborative writing. The innovations that the 

e-text and hypertext try to create actually existed earlier in the ancient time of 

the “primary” oral tradition — when the Grecian minstrels performed the epics, 

they often adopted the formulaic mnemonic patterns to help themselves jump 

among the episodes, improvising the stories to satisfy the needs of different 

audience, and sometimes invited the audience into their own performances. 

The improvisation came from the formulaic mnemonic patterns and the 

interactivity between the performer and the audience; however, such an 

adaptable and interactive pattern of oral conveyance gradually obsolesced 
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because it was sacrificed for the stable preservation of the data on paper.  

 

Moreover, the strict sense of “authorship” was established only after the 

flourish of the printed books. Before the emergence of the written form, every 

literary work was orally conveyed and memorized without the aid of any 

written interface, and each minstrel might be able to add his own ideas into the 

rhyme. There was, therefore, no definite “author” for any “primary oral” 

performance. When the medieval monks and scriveners transcribed the works 

into the manuscript, they often revised the details and mingle the concepts of 

Christianity into the pagan texts. Consequently, the ancient works of primary 

orality were all mixtures of multiple cultures and collaborations by 

innumerable authors. The textual decomposition and recombination in the 

hypertext environment actually revitalizes such a primary oral tradition in the 

digital interface. The e-text and hypertext reinforce the long-sacrificed oral 

characteristics such as the associative linking and network storage of data, and 

it provides a better environment of improvisation and interactivity. The 

“secondary orality” enhanced by the digital environment becomes an important 

means of Internet structure today. 

 

Hypertext, while put into the context of the oral recollection, represents 

one important stage of the progress that bridges between the linear, sequential 

format of the printed text and the flexible, interactive pattern of the digital, 

multimedia environment. The hyperlinks enhance the interactivity as well as 

the intertextuality, and they consequently bring the printed text one step back to 



 187

the oral tradition. However, even though the improvisational decomposition 

and re-permutation functions similarly to the oral communication, the process 

that goes back to the orality on the digital media is not fully realized. In fact, it 

is not until the development of the digital audio-video technology that a better 

soil for the cultivation of the secondary orality can be achieved in the digital 

domain. 

 

 

TTS, Podcast and Audio-video Technology 

 

The e-text not only prepares for the hypertext but also, as mentioned 

above, facilitates the Text to Speech (TTS) technology, turning the printed 

novel into the verbal recitation. Although the TTS technology has not been 

fully mature until now and is of numerous anomalies, it indicates a clear 

direction of the future development of the digital media — similar to Dickens’s 

efforts to convert the written novels into the oral Readings, the programmers 

are searching some ways to establish the artificial intelligence that can turn the 

written texts into the audios, reaching the balance between orality and literacy. 

Because of their strong orality, Dickens’s novels are good material to 

experiment the TTS technology. Project Gutenberg turned many of Dickens’s 

works into the machine-generated audios online during 2004 - 2006; though it 

has stopped adding computer-generated eBooks now, it continues “working on 

methods to automatically make computer-generated eBooks on demand,” the 

technology which can generate the machine-read audio files anytime when the 
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users select the literary works in the database.  

 

The latest TTS technology can approximate the natural human voice 

and intonation so perfectly that it not only becomes a good help for the learners 

of foreign languages but also an important device to produce the 

“play-on-demand broadcast” (podcast) audios. Whereas the audios performed 

by human are better in quality, it takes a lot of time for the recitalist to read 

them. Consequently, it will be much efficient to have the machine read the text 

into the speech that the users may convert any electronic text into the audio 

files in seconds and bring them anywhere. The TTS technology greatly 

enhances the efficiency of audio production and the mobility of the files. 

Besides, TTS is important in bridging the gap between the oldest and the most 

natural oral-aural habit and the technological endeavors to recollect the human 

perceptive instincts through the latest media. It revitalizes the orality 

encapsulated in the written words and accentuates the secondary orality latent 

in the texts. 

 

Although TTS will be more and more important in the future, the 

production of the audio books still heavily relies upon the human recitation. 

Dickens works are popular titles to be converted into the audio books, and it is 

mostly the human instead of the machine to read them. Penguin’s commercial 

issue of A Christmas Carol on its podcast website in 2005 is narrated by 

Geoffrey Palmer; moreover, Gordon W. Draper’s donation to 

LearnOutLoud.com, an unabridged recitation of A Tale of Two Cities, is 
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preformed by Jane Aker. Furthermore. Nathaniel Tapley also begins podcasting 

The Old Curiosity Shop in 2007 and was acclaimed by many academic 

websites. The production of the audio books by human may add the personal 

narration style and the beauty of intonation to the performance, yet the TTS 

technology can help the rapid conversion and efficient circulation of the texts. 

Although the podcast audios seem to be nothing but the simple recitation from 

the novels, there are still some significance features that will lead to the future 

development of the digital media. 

 

The newly popular podcast is especially handy for the office workers 

nowadays to listen to the audio books and appreciate the classics. The vogue of 

the nineteenth-century “railway novels” mentioned in Dickens’s Dombey and 

Son began when people had to spend long hours taking the train. Walter 

Benjamin suggests that even though the popular texts supply a formulaic 

pattern that caters to the readers’ interest, such a pattern is not sufficient to 

explain the reason why the novels became so popular. Instead, he believed that 

“the whole process of purchasing and reading a detective novel on a train acts 

as a kind of ritual which allows the reader to maintain a workable sense of self 

throughout the disruptive experience of the journey” (McCracken 3). In the 

twentieth century, similar situation happens in the airport departure lounge — 

the “ritualized circumstance” catalyzes the massive consumption of the novel. 

“Here in the airport lounge, how becalmed we voyagers are, all spellbound and 

dreambound,” Walter Nash analyzes,” It is a place where fantasies luxuriate. As 

our feet wander the mute and carpeted acres, our eyes flit speculatively among 
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figures and faces… Here we all are, in this Land of In-Between. We are 

characters in enjoyably bad books… We are in the right place for Popular 

Fiction” (1).  

 

Similarly, the podcast of the classics such as Dickens flourishes because 

of several concurring reasons. On the one hand, the latest version of Macintosh 

OS makes the podcast software a built-in application, which encourages the 

production of the audio files. Furthermore, the prevalence of iPod and other 

MP3 players facilitate the mobility of the audios — with the large storage of 

files and comparatively smaller size of the players, the users may bring the 

soundtrack anywhere to perform their oral-aural “ritual.” They may not be 

isolated from others like the people in the train compartment or the airport 

departure lounge; however, they virtually encapsulate themselves in an 

ambience created by the audio equipment. The earphones are the invisible 

walls, and people can avoid unnecessary eye contact by hiding behind such 

walls.  

 

Most importantly, such a portable method of listening provides an 

important means for the commuters to receive various sorts of information — 

without concentrating upon the pages or television screen, people may listen to 

anything when they are hurrying to work. The portable audio technology 

becomes an important extension of information acquisition, helping the 

workers of the reified capitalist society to “maintain a workable sense of 

self” without distracting their attention from working. Consequently, the 
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classics such as Dickens’s novels find their fertile ground again in the digital 

medium. 

 

In addition to the popularity of podcast, Dickens’s works also appear in 

the video websites such as Youtube and Xuite. Although the video technology 

on the Internet seems to simply duplicate the task already achieved by the 

movies and television, it actually enhances the user’s control over the video, 

promotes the interactivity, and deconstructs the traditional narratives of the text. 

The cyberspace may become, as Paul Levinson predicts, “less or no 

alphabet — an online communication system comprised in part or entirely of 

speech” (51). The Podcast implies a possible tendency toward what McLuhan 

calls the “acoustic space,” and the video websites further fulfill such a 

hypothesis in the multimedia world. The development of audio-video media 

creates a more use-oriented and user-autonomic domain, and the significance 

could be observed in the following points. 

 

First, the online videos efficiently break the spatiotemporal boundary so 

that the users may see the clips anytime and anywhere. A large number of video 

clips of Dickens’s old movies have been uploaded to YouTube after 2006. 

People may find Edwin L. Marin’s Christmas Carol (1938) and David Lean’s 

Great Expectations (1946) and Oliver Twist (1948); they may also get Carol 

Reed’s Oliver! (1968) or Lawrence Gordon Clark’s Signal Man (1976). As 

those precious old movies were mostly preserved in the museums or libraries, 

the laymen had no access to them; only the scholars and professionals could 
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see those films. Once the movies are digitalized and shared online, however, 

people around the world can appreciate them freely and download them to their 

own computers. Established upon the technologies of Macromedia’s Flash 

Player 7, the Sorenson Spark H.263 video codec, and MP3 audio stream, 

Youtube becomes an important domain for the lay-users to trace back to the 

nostalgic past. 

 

Not only can the users see the old movies; they may also post their own 

feedbacks, rate the clips, and download the files. Unlike the “push media
11

” 

such as the radio, movies and television that constantly “cram” the information 

into the brain of the audience, the v-blogs such as YouTube and Xuite create 

the authentic “pull media” that enable the users both to search the information 

in which they are interested, edit the video, or make their own clips. They may 

search the video with keywords, and the powerful video processing utilities 

help them deconstruct the classic works and produce their own interpretation 

efficiently.  

 

                                                
11 McLuhan categorizes the media into “push media” and “pull media” to highlight the 

interactivity between the media and the information consumers and the degree of autonomy 

possessed by the latter. Push media mostly refer to the traditional means of information 

distribution whose contents are produced and sent unidirectionally from the producer to the 

consumers. The message is, therefore, pushed into the consumers’ consciousness in such a 

one-way distribution. Radio, movies and television are examples of such media. Pull media, on 

the other hand, are more innovative and interactive interfaces that allow the consumers to 

actively search and select (i.e., to “pull”) the information out from the database; the consumers 

are even allowed to produce their own information. The Internet is a typical example of the pull 

media, and the users get enormous autonomy in selecting and producing the information (1964 

32). 
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Many students put their annual plays on Youtube and received the 

worldwide appreciation. Hudson Catholic High School, for example, uploaded 

their performance of A Christmas Carol — Belle and Scrooge in 2004, and The 

Wyoming Park Theater Company also put their widely acclaimed musical A 

Christmas Carol in 2006. Besides the video recordings of the plays, some users 

also produce the video with the role-play, animation or puppets. Batman’s 

Christmas Carol issued in December 2006 is a special clip in its deployment of 

the puppets and the intriguing montage of the past and present. The producer, C. 

M. Dela Vega, juxtaposed David Lean’s Christmas Carol with characters in 

South Park and Robin in Batman, creating a bizarre atmosphere of incongruity 

(Figure 5-2). Similar juxtaposition is omnipresent in the clip, and it is typically 

postmodern because it has deconstructed the subject of the classic, ironically 

parodied the commercialized images in the popular media, and emphasized the 

pastiche and eclecticism of various time periods.  

 

 

Figure 5-2. Robin in Batman and Jacob Marley’s Ghost in David Lean’s A Christmas Carol 
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Dickens always appears in the latest media as the technology advances. 

Whereas many of the old contents obsolesce, his works continues to be updated 

and appreciated around the world. The reincarnation of Dickens’s works on the 

Internet actually accentuates the renaissance of the “secondary orality” — the 

digital technology helps to create an environment where the oral elements in 

Dickens’s novels can be fully represented and re-interpreted. The recollection 

of the classic works in the digital interface not only reinforced the effect of the 

old contents but also illuminates the new medium — the progress is thus 

established upon the foundation of the past. Dickens bridges the gap separating 

the past, the present and the future, and this promises a possible direction for 

the future development of literature. 

 

 

Conclusion: Dickens as Cultural Modem 

 

 

“More than any other writer of the nineteenth century,” Clayton 

postulates, “Dickens would have been fascinated by the Internet” had such a 

technology existed in his time (3). As a Victorian novelist, he could not 

possibly know or even influence any modern computer technology; however, 

his endeavors to combine the contemporary innovations with the writing career 

opened a door to the primitive convergence of what C. P. Snow calls “the Two 

Cultures
12

.” Science and literature saw the early possibility of mutual 

                                                
12 “The Two Cultures” is an important lecture given by C.P. Snow in 1959, and it was then 

published as The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution. It asserts that the polarization of 
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connection and communication in his works. Dickens, who mediated the 

cultures old and new, becomes a node of junction in the transgeneric network. 

 

Dickens’s novels have also become a symbol of the Victorian nostalgia 

where modern people constantly search for the mental consolation and the 

filmmakers envision the potential market. As the new media develop, old 

contents may be retrieved in the new formats. Dickens’s novels are the popular 

materials of movie adaptations; similarly, computer users also take his works 

into their own websites, renovating the classic novels in the cyberspace. 

Dickens’s novels are turned into plain e-texts; such transplantation paves a way 

to the later conversion of the works into the hypertexts and multimedia formats. 

The audio books emerge as the Internet users share the old radio recordings 

online; publishers soon smell the profits and follow the trend. Increasing free 

reciting clips of the novels mushroom on the Internet after the podcast websites 

flourish. Moreover, a booming amount of the amateur dramatizations and video 

reproduction of Dickens’s stories are also uploaded on the video websites. 

Many of these adaptations may be coarse in quality, yet they fulfill the 

long-hypothesized theories of reader participation and interaction in the literary 

                                                                                                                            

communication between the “two cultures” — the sciences and the humanities — has become 

a major breakdown of human civilization. As a scientist and meanwhile a successful novelist, 

Snow immediately draws the attention of the academia. The convergence of the two cultures, 

or the interdisciplinary study, gradually becomes the mainstream of the academic research in 

the turn of twenty-first century. George P. Landow’s Hypertext 2.0: the Convergence of 

Contemporary Critical Theory and Technology (1992, 1998) is a good example of such 

academic efforts. The other work, which is much more famous and important, is E. O. Wilson’s 

Consilience: the Unity of Knowledge (1998), which traces back to the Middle Ages to find 

traces of cultural interpenetration that helps the interdisciplinary consilience nowadays. 
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domain. With the help of the digital instruments and interface, the authentic 

“wreader” (i.e., readers given the right to write) is now embodied on the 

Internet. The textual interaction and openness is not a figurative term any more; 

it is a concrete activity practiced by the amateur users who can reproduce and 

reinterpret the classics on the Internet. 

 

The Dickens phenomenon in the cyberspace echoes McLuhan’s 

anatomy: “When faced with a totally new situation, we tend always to attach 

ourselves to the objects, to the flavor of the most recent past,” he then made an 

ingenious parable, “We look at the present through a rear-view mirror. We 

march backwards into the future” (1967 34). People always see the future in 

the mirror of the past, and only through such a complicated combination can 

we find a possible outlet for the literature of the digital era. 


