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Chapter Six 

 

Less is More: 

Media Hybridization and Sensory Suspense 

in the Age of Technological Progress 

 

 

It surely is no coincidence that multiplicity is the active ingredient 

in the cable TV that network television reverses into, the Web that books 

and libraries flip into, and indeed the computer screen that also succeeds 

television. Such an increase in choice across the board in our media 

apparently works like a basin of attraction — the more media it coaxes into 

flipping into this, the stronger it becomes. 

Paul Levinson, Digital McLuhan 

 

 

The transformation of Charles Dickens’s novels into the melodramas, 

Public Readings, film, television and digital formats epitomizes a panoramic 

transgeneric network that accentuates the dynamics between the media 

hybridization and the sensory suspense. The progress of technology renovates 

the audiovisual consolidation of the media; such improvement, however, 

actually restores the biological balance of human natural communication 

instead of inventing anything new. Although we seem to march forward into 

the future, we are actually returning to the old habits only in the enhanced 

patterns.  
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Media evolve as the technology advances, but they always preserve or 

recollect some classical contents in the innovative forms. The new media may 

be substituted for the old, yet the former will absorb the essence of the latter to 

achieve the more powerful and influential multiplicity. The interaction among 

the media is so delicate that they constantly compete, cooperate, hybridize and 

reinforce one another. Paul Levinson explicates in his Soft Edge that the media 

would become more “anthropotropic” when the technology restores the 

biological balance of the unmediated, internal and pre-wired human 

communication (60). Due to the technological prematurity in the previous 

centuries, some balance was sacrificed in the old media in order to break 

beyond the physical limits, but the progress would eventually compensate for 

the loss and the biological balance will eventually be restored (61). Multiple 

media, therefore, will be consolidated to reinforce the natural communication 

of the eyesight and the earshot, and the media hybridization becomes a key to 

the future development of the modern technology. 

 

However, the technology and the biological balance of the senses are 

not the only concerns in the evolution of the media. Although the technology 

endeavors to re-orchestrate the natural biological balance in the innovative 

multimedia and provides a variety of resources to create the fully audiovisual 

environment, people would tend to suspend certain sensory stimulations for 

different reasons. First, the artists may minimize the sensory stimulations in 

their works to elicit the most imagination. Dickens’s Public Readings, for 

instance, stripped off all the theatrical props and costumes to emphasize the 
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voice, countenance and gestures. Similarly, the podcast of Dickens’s novels on 

the Internet recapitulates nothing but the traditional oral conveyance. The 

literary works such as poetry and novel suspend the other sensory perceptions 

to emphasize the sheer beauty of the words, which, though the readers cannot 

see or hear anything, is extremely pregnant with connotations and aroma of 

idealization. As the imagination transcends all the physical boundaries, the 

unrepresented is more important than those represented in the works. The 

artistic creativity to deploy the best effect of the imagination out of the least 

sensory stimulations becomes an important indicator to evaluate the literary 

works. 

 

Besides, some sensory perceptions are suspended when people live 

different lifestyles. The popular fiction of romance and detective stories, for 

instance, flourished in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries because the 

long and monotonous journey kept the travelers in the train carriage or airplane 

cabin. The modern society, as Anthony Giddens analyzes, is characterized by 

large, impersonal “self referential systems,” which, like railways or airlines, are 

“largely autonomous and determined by their own constitutive influences” (5). 

The individuals are often isolated in those fast moving self-referential systems 

in doubt and anxiety, and reading novels not only provided them entertainment 

but also the alleviation of anxiety. Consequently, the written words became the 

only means of inattentive entertainment since they had no way to see the plays 

and enjoy the communal pleasure.  
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Nowadays, people would rather listen to the radio or podcast than 

watching television when they are busy at work, taking the bus or driving a car. 

The audiovisual media such as film and television may be much more 

entertaining, but they require the higher concentration of the audience and are 

also time consuming. The pure oral-aural media can liberate people’s eyesight 

while it is occupied in other tasks and alleviate their pressure of hard working. 

Because the lifestyle in the modern society is always so tense and people will 

have to deal with multiple tasks at the same time, the willing suspense of the 

eyesight enables people to receive the information and entertainment 

simultaneously while they are working. The multiple stimulations of the senses 

are thus secondary for the modern people to choose among the media; the 

efficiency is instead a more important factor. 

 

The social milieu will influence the sensory suspense in the media, too. 

Since the legal regulations or the academic evaluation do not always favor the 

media that can provide the most sensory satisfaction, the development of media 

may sometimes be repressed or transformed into the direction of reductionism 

and minimalism. After the Licensing Act of 1737 enforced stricter censorship 

upon the dramatic performance and impaired the popularity of the theater, for 

instance, novel acceded to the market of plot consumption with the help of the 

new printing technology. Such a written form might not be able to provide the 

real-time entertainment like the theater did, but it could enable the readers to 

enjoy the ecstasy in the isolated, private space, which was a strategic place to 

bypass most forms of the social censorship. Since the bourgeois had more 
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leisure time to peruse the books, novel gradually succeeded the once prevalent 

Elizabethan theater and became the principal means of popular entertainment 

in the nineteenth century. The age of the oral predominance thus gave way to a 

new era of the typographic literacy. 

 

Marshal McLuhan tries to explain the complicate pattern of the media 

transition with his tetrad “laws of media”— the new media may obsolesce the 

old patterns of human communication, but the latter can also be amplified, 

retrieved or reversed in the new forms (McLuhan, 1988 168-71). Levinson 

explains McLuhan’s theory with an example in our daily life: 

 

Radio… amplifies the human voice instantly across vast 

distances to a mass audience. It obsolesces print as a mass 

medium, as when, for example, we receive our first word of an 

important news event on radio rather via an “extra” addition of 

a newspaper. It retrieves the town crier, who had been 

obsolesced to a large extent by print. And acoustic radio, when 

pushed to its limits, reverses into audio-visual television. (1999 

189) 

 

McLuhan’s tetrad helps explain the dynamics between the media 

hybridization and the sensory suspense; furthermore, it also provides a better 

model of the historical transition of the literary genres. This model successfully 

converted the linear evolution of the media (primary orality � manuscript � 

printed text � the modern secondary orality � digital technology) to a spiral 

of four stages that revolve around and are propelled by the anthropotropic 
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desires (Figure 6-1). 

 

 

6-1. Media transition and the tetrad that revolve around the anthropotropic inclination 

 

In fact, the revolution of the spiral is much more complicated than what 

McLuhan has explained because it does not turn in the unidirectional or linear 

sequence; instead, the spiral revolves in the bi-directional pattern and it also 

jumps among the four stages in the sudden and nonlinear fashion. The four 

stages shuffle and rival one another that the next stage of the media transition is 

almost as unpredictable as E. Lorenz’s theory of Butterfly Effect. The 

unpredictability and instability of the spiral results from the dynamics among 

the five key variants mentioned in the above paragraphs: (1) the technological 

progress, (2) the anthropotropic demand, (3) the aesthetic taste, (4) the various 

lifestyles of the society, and (5) the social milieu. The spiral of the media 

transition turns as a revolving windmill and the different proportion and 

composition of those five variants may either accelerate or decelerate the 
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process; they can even reverse the direction of the media evolution as well. 

Whichever direction the media may advance toward, they will always return to 

the most instinctive and the most natural pattern of the human communication. 

Such “eternal return” hybridizes the old into the future, and the development of 

the media becomes noticeably atavistic. The same elements will constantly be 

restored at certain intervals of time, and the media progress to restore the most 

primitive and perennial sensory desires of human communication. 

 

If we apply the theory of the tetrad spiral to analyze the shift of the 

generic canon and the structure of the transgeneric network in English 

Literature after the nineteenth century, the relationship among the literary 

genres could be observed in the interactive dynamics of oscillation instead of 

the linear transition, too. The rise of the novel resulted from many reasons 

mentioned above. Even though the novel became the main medium of popular 

entertainment in the Victorian period, it did not simply obsolesce the theater. 

Dickens’s work, for instance, directly inherited the theatrical tradition and 

preserved both the narrative style and the plot structure in the written form. 

Moreover, the illustrations enhanced by the engraving technology in his novels 

not only supplemented the portrayal in the novels but also extended the 

tradition of tableaux vivants, representing the theatrical scenes in the printed 

format. The novel in this sense both reversed and amplified (or supplemented) 

the theatrical tradition with the printing technology despite the fact that the 

literacy seemed to have usurped the regime of the orality. The real-time 

performance previously confined by time and space was condensed to the 
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written words, and only in this way could the plot be mass-produced and reach 

every corner of the English-speaking communities. Dickens became the first 

genuine celebrity in English and American societies because his fame could be 

widely promulgated through the printed novelistic-theatric hybridization. The 

Victorian novel, therefore, was the prototype literary genre in the early “age of 

mechanic reproduction,” as Walter Benjamin calls it, which anticipated the 

more advanced mechanic reproduction of film and television in the twentieth 

century.  

 

The plot portrayed in the prose fiction could be compared to the milk 

preserved in the dry powder. Before the invention of the bottled milk or Tera 

Pak (the video recording technology), the powder (the novel) was the best 

means to keep the milk (the dramatic plot) fresh. Although the oral elements 

were preserved at the cost of their simultaneity and interactivity, they could be 

retrieved anytime from the literacy — the “powder” would then become the 

“fresh milk” again. Although the written plot in a novel is not completely 

equivalent to that of the dramatic script, it was still a ready material to be 

adapted into the theatrical performance. After Dickens’s novels became popular 

among the readers, they were immediately turned into melodramas during the 

time of the magazine serialization. Besides, Dickens adapted his own works 

into Public Readings as well. The plots written in the novel and performed on 

stage in the nineteenth century were actually the two sides of a coin — the 

written plots anticipated the popularity of the theatrical adaptation, whereas the 

performance promulgated the stories to the illiterate working class, who were 



 205

the majority of the social population in the nineteenth century. 

 

The written plot in a novel should be modified to accommodate to the 

theater when the former is adapted into the latter, yet the two genres were quite 

homogenous by nature. In fact, the Victorian public was so profoundly 

immersed in the culture of the popular theater that people were accustomed to 

reading novels or observing social phenomena through the lens of the theater. 

Although the literate population had greatly mushroomed after the eighteenth 

century, the Victorian society was still widely dominated by the aural-oral 

communication. The nineteenth-century orality seemed somewhat repressed by 

the newly developed literacy, but the former was always omnipresent and latent 

in the sub-consciousness of the popular culture that it could revive when the 

film and television opened an era of the audiovisual mass-production in the 

twentieth century. 

 

The film revived the audiovisual elements preserved abstractly in the 

novels, illustrations, melodramas and Public Readings; the same elements were 

then reversed by the television and the video technology. Although cinema and 

television seem to have obsolesced the tradition of the written genres and 

caused the crisis of the orthodox literary research nowadays, the innovative 

technology actually recollect two of the most ancient and instinctive modes of 

human communication fossilized in words. The eyesight and the earshot, which 

have been perennial in all forms of literary genres, are thus restored on screen. 

After the oral conveyance is consolidated and greatly amplified in the 
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audio-video media, the secondary, mechanically aided orality can reach a 

balance between the oral and the written forms in the multimedia environment. 

Not only do film and television amplify the oral conveyance, but they also 

reverse the natural pattern of the oral communication into the performance of 

the cinematic montage. The scissors-and-paste of the fragments of the scenes 

and the manipulation of the soundtracks transcends the natural boundary of the 

human senses, and they provide a new scope for the filmmakers to represent 

the world.  

 

Moreover, the much more enhanced audiovisual means of mass media 

has further transcended the spatiotemporal limitation and make the world into a 

global village, where all its citizens can see and hear the world regardless of the 

language obstacles. Dickens’s novels have provided the movies and TV series 

innumerable raw materials, and the reproduction of the classics becomes an 

important business of entertainment nowadays. After the written novels are 

adapted into the film and television, the audio-video form can make the world 

portrayed in the written form into the more vivid performance of the 

photographic minuteness and reality. Moreover, the classics become the 

cultural commodity that can enter the global market more effectively. The 

DVDs of Dickens’s popular novels and the spin-offs related to them not only 

attract considerable money, but the novelist’s posthumous influence is 

immensely extended through the audio-video formats and the mass-production 

of the plots. The secondary orality, therefore, reaches its culmination when the 

film and television attract the eyes of al walks of life. 
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The culmination of the audio-video media was reversed in the primitive 

computer environment. Although the digital environment is the more 

innovative technology than the film and television, the invention of computer 

did not continue to amplify the film and television immediately due to the 

limitation of the text-based interface. The early generations of the computer 

were a new domain of the virtual writing. Before the emergence of the User 

Graphic Interface (GUI), computer was purely the black-screened, text-based 

environment determined by multiple layers of written languages. “[T]he 

computer is best understood as a new technology for writing. Even computer 

programming is a kind of writing,” Jay D. Bolter asserts, “Computer programs 

are by definition electronic texts, and a computer system is a sophisticated 

collection of programmed texts that act on and interact with each other… All 

programs are texts that read texts and write other texts” (9). Despite the 

flourishing film and television industry, the early digital technology retrieved 

the writing tradition and amplified it through the multiple layers of 

programmed texts. At this period, a large number of the classic texts were 

converted into the digital e-texts, and they were further reversed into the much 

enhanced “hypertext” format. Dickens’s novels were transcribed into the 

electronic texts and preserved in the online e-text databases such as Project 

Gutenberg or The Online Book Page, and George P. Landow’s The Dickens 

Web is one of the significant examples of the hypertextual environment of the 

classic text. The text-based computer became the “Zion” for the literate culture, 

but the situation changed as the digital technology advance to recollect the 
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audiovisual environment. 

 

Even though the e-texts culminated the retrieval and reversal of the 

printed texts, the former, paradoxically, had brought the latter one step closer to 

the polarity of the oral tradition. Because the digital environment greatly 

increased the flexibility and interactivity of the text, the electronic textuality, 

especially when it was supplemented with the networked hyperlinks, had more 

affinity to the oral communication that emphasizes the simultaneous interaction 

among people. When the user reads a hypertext, his selection of the hyperlinks 

is similar to the dialogue between the user and the computer. Therefore, it was 

the prototype of the audiovisual simulation in the text-based environment. The 

hypertext interface signified the potential malleability of the written form, and 

it also implied the tendency of the text to transcend the linear narrative, 

advancing to be the meliorated interface that both emphasized the reliability of 

the text and the malleability of the oral communication.  

 

As the audiovisual technology progressed in the digital domain, the 

text-based environment gradually evolved to consolidate the film and television 

interfaced in the enhanced pattern. The popularity of the blog (especially that 

which supports the photograph), podcast and video websites illustrates 

extended and amplified popularity of the audiovisual environment in the virtual 

cyberspace. Dickens’s works appear in the audio-visual form almost at the 

same time when those websites become popular on the Internet. People may 

discover Edwin L. Marin’s Christmas Carol (1938), David Lean’s Great 
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Expectations (1946) and Oliver Twist (1948); they may also get Carol Reed’s 

Oliver! (1968) or Lawrence Gordon Clark’s Signal Man (1976). After the 

antecedent media are retrieved in the digital format, the contents that have been 

lost in people’s memories are now restored. More importantly, because the 

access to the information is much simpler on the Internet, the participation of 

the layman and the decentralization of the production of the artworks are two 

significant phenomena in the age of the digital reproduction. Such reproduction 

profoundly reversed the traditional pattern of the arts, and is also broadens the 

horizon of the media hybridization. 

 

The transgeneric network of Dickens’s novels illustrates the spiral of 

the media transition mentioned above; however, this does not suggest that the 

hybridization of media is the sole influence that determines the production of 

the arts. Even though my argumentation in this dissertation seems to echo the 

so-called “media determinism,” it actually endeavors to plot a panoramic 

miniature that the contents of the literary works and their forms should interact 

with each other to achieve the balance of the artistic representation. Since the 

medium without the meaningful content is nothing but the empty body with a 

soul, the hybridization of media can unfold its value only when it can represent 

the proper content well. “[T]he light bulb becomes meaningful to the extent 

that it illuminates something,” McLuhan asserts, “A television with no program 

could have no influence upon us as a medium, any more than a computer 

devoid of its very different kind of programs would be anything other than an 

interesting piece of junk” (Levinson, 1999 5). The hybridization of the media 
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illuminates the classic contents, and this is the reason why it makes sense in the 

transgeneric network.  

 

The sophisticate symmetry between the media hybridization and the 

sensory suspense is actually a process to find the better way representing the 

content. Such a process may provide some clues to the future development of 

literature. The multiplicity of media renders to the literary creators multiple 

choices to represent the world more accurately, yet the artistic deployment of 

such media and the aesthetic suspense of certain senses is still one of the 

important indicators to determine the artist’s mastery and taste of art. When we 

observe the transformation of Dickens’s works during the shift of the generic 

canon, the extension of the novels into so many genres and the constant return 

to the oral performance may remind us of some crucial keys to the dynamics 

between media hybridization and sensory suspense. While we are looking for 

the best ways to restore the reality, the emphasis of beauty will still bring us 

back to the previous state of sensory simplicity. 

 

Looking at the transition of media in the literary history, we may notice 

that only after the technology becomes the secondary concern can the true 

emphasis of the artistic representation be highlighted. Orality used to be the 

most important means of communication before the invention of the written 

words. In order to faithfully preserve the information, people should use 

various formulaic patterns as the mnemonic aids. After the writing and printing 

technology emerged and flourished, the formulaic patterns in the primary oral 
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tradition, such as the poetic rhyme schemes and versification, are preserved 

only for their beauty instead of for the function of memorization. Similarly, 

novels used to be the most effective way to propagate the plot and 

mass-produce the product of the popular entertainment. This written genre has 

not been seriously evaluated and studied until the advent of film and television 

took the place of popular market. The written novel becomes the art of words 

nowadays, and its beauty can be scrutinized only after they are obsolesced and 

reversed by the cinema. Moreover, novel can enter the consciousness of the 

modern population only through the introduction of the movies. The movies, 

then, are preserved on the video blogs, and the old movies that have already 

been extinct in the theaters or even in the libraries appear again on the Internet. 

The beauty of the works of art continued as the technology advances, and the 

nostalgic glance of the classics becomes the vitality that propels the media back 

into the future. 


