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Chapter One 

 

Literature Lost and Found: 

Dickens, Transgeneric Network  

And Media Hybridization 

 

 

I was finding that the surest way to produce an effect of daring 

innovation and originality was to revive the ancient attraction of long 

rhetorical speeches; to stick closely to the methods of Molière; and to lift 

characters bodily out of the pages of Charles Dickens. 

George Bernard Shaw 

 

 

In recent decades, English departments, as John Ellis observes in 

Literature Lost, “have become places where mass culture — movies, television, 

music videos, along with advertising, cartoons, pornography, and performance 

art — is studied side by side with literary classics” (262). Such an alteration 

may offend the conservative, traditional scholars who had long endeavored to 

define the orthodox, classic literary canon, but it meanwhile invites us to 

ponder seriously the future of literature. While the traditional literary 

scholarship was too restrictive and exclusive, cultural studies nowadays seem 

over-inclusive — every art form can be analyzed as Text. “What is literature?” 

becomes an essential but controversial issue; our profession has thus undergone 
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a severe “crisis of self-definition” (Cain 83). Terry Eagleton concludes that 

defining literature is fruitless (1-14), and Edward Said even causes a stir by 

lamenting the “disappearance of literature itself from the… curriculum” (3). 

The crisis may knell, as Alvin Kernan calls it, “the death of literature,” but it 

also reminds us to reconsider our stances in the age of popular culture and mass 

media. 

 

New media emerge to substitute for the old, and people tend to embrace 

the new despite the fact that they may not be seriously granted by the academia. 

The new media have profoundly impacted the traditional literary genres 

today — fewer than half the adult American population read novels or other 

literary works in its spare time (Grove pr. 1); they prefer the audio-video 

stimuli to the reading tranquility. Movies, as Kenneth Tynan observes in his 

diary entry for 19 October 1975, are “the most powerful influence on the art in 

the west… They dominate the cultural sub-consciousness” (Lahr 213). He then 

elaborated, “novels and plays today tend to be built like films… most are 

written in order to become, or in the hope of becoming, films” (224). At this 

critical moment, the study of media transition may help envision how literature 

would develop into the future. Even though the old would eventually obsolesce, 

there will always be some classic contents (e.g., the motifs and techniques) 

absorbed into the new. “We look at the present through the rear-view mirror,” 

Marshal McLuhan believes, “[w]e march backwards into the future” (1967 34). 

Like George Bernard Shaw, who found the “daring innovation” through 

“ancient attraction,” McLuhan suggests, “Faced with the totally new situation, 
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we tend always to attach ourselves to the objects… of the most recent past” 

(1967 34). The good old past will constantly be recollected, and what we 

should study is how they are digested to reinforce the innovation. 

 

Charles Dickens is one of the most potential authors to portray a 

panoramic miniature of such “reincarnation” of the classic. He was at a 

crossroad of the technological transition, indebted to various types of genres 

old and new, and he directly influenced his contemporary and descendant 

media. The renowned Soviet director and theorist Sergi Eisenstein asserts 

“Dickens anticipates film narrative mostly in his obsessive descriptive details 

(especially in close-ups), their intercutting, and the broad formats of parallel 

plotting” (Galvin, 2003 123). Dickens has a close connection to our modern 

lives, and his works also keep a steady box-office in the cinema. His novels are 

the classic materials adapted almost every year into movies, and the TV series 

also attract a lot of audience in British-American families1. In addition to the 

film adaptations, the computer and Internet further hybridize every available 

medium into virtual space, preserving the Dickensian contents and techniques 

in the age of digital technology. The electronic version novels, radio readings2, 

film videos and related websites intertextually connect various forms of 

                                                
1 According to International Movie Database, A Christmas Carol has been adapted sixty-four 

times until 2006, while Oliver Twist twenty-nine, David Copperfield fourteen, A Tale of Two 

Cities thirteen, and Great Expectations twelve times. In 2005, Oliver Twist was adapted into the 

television series again, and the persistent influence of the author continued on screen. 

2 The Mercury Theatre on Air website turns the live radio readings of the literary works, 

Dickens’s inclusive, into MP3 or Real Audio files, preserving the early phonographic records 

in the digital format. 
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Dickens’s works, animating the afterlife of this Victorian author in the modern 

multimedia. 

 

My dissertation aims to contextualize Dickens in the media transition 

and to research how the classic contents are absorbed into new media in the 

technological development. The study of media hybridization is a grand jigsaw 

puzzle that takes volumes of scholarly efforts and should be collectively put 

together with many authors in the long process of literary history. Dickens, 

therefore, is only a point of departure. I select him as my first piece of jigsaw 

puzzle for the following reasons.  

 

First, he was one of the greatest novelists in the nineteenth century, a 

critical time of technological progress3. In Dickens and the Dream of Cinema, 

Grahame Smith illuminates how Dickens portrays the “proto-filmic elements” 

and adopts the precursory “mind montage” (7); besides, the pioneer filmmakers 

and directors such as D. W. Griffith and David Lean admit that Dickens has 

inspired them to use close-up, dissolve, parallel storyline, and, most 

                                                
3 Although every period in the history can be the age of transition, the nineteenth century is 

unique in quantity and quality. The Great Exhibition of 1850 not only celebrated the British 

Empire but also accentuated a periodical culmination of technological discovery since the 

industrial revolution. As Alastair Rae boasts, “By the end of the nineteenth century it seemed 

that the basic fundamental principles governing the behavior of the physical universe were 

known.” After his somewhat overconfident proclamation, Roentgen discovered X rays in 1895; 

two months later, Henri Becquerel accidentally found the uranium radiation, and J. J. 

Thompson discovered electron in 1897. Compared with the technological progress in the 

previous centuries, the Victorian advance was a quantum leap that promised the scientific 

culmination in our time. 
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importantly, montage (Poole 149-50). Though many other classic novels are 

also adapted into movies, Dickens’s narrative techniques are some of the few to 

which the filmmakers admit their direct inheritance.  

 

Second, Dickens’s works have transcended the boundary of so many 

genres and media that he becomes an ideal miniature of media hybridization. 

His Public Readings and melodrama adaptations are especially unique as we 

analyze the oscillation between orality and literacy. The insignificant mass 

pastime as they may be, they are actually the “missing link,” with which the 

primary orality and the secondary, technology-mediated orality can be bridged. 

William Makepeace Thackeray, Mark Twain and Harriet Beecher Stowe are 

also famous for reading their own novels, but Dickens’s performance is more 

successful and draws much popularity. Most importantly, the well-preserved 

prompt copies, together with Dickens’s own stage instructions on them, 

provide us abundant written records to cross-examine how the written novels 

are adapted into the oral performance, and how the renditions are made and 

improvised. 

 

Third, Dickens’s own works are strongly oral by nature. Influenced by 

the theater, most nineteenth-century novelists would adopt some oral elements 

in their narratives. The oral elements Dickens adopted in his own novels, 

however, are unique because he customarily improvised the novels before 

writing them down. While other authors’ orality was predetermined by the 
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literacy4, Dickens’s improvisation preceded the written form. His childhood 

experience of apprenticeship had deviated from the orthodox literate education, 

and his adolescent career as the law clerk helped him develop, as Eisenstein 

termed, the “shorthand to reality” (210); besides, his infatuation in theater 

stimulated the interests in improvisation, ventriloquism or even the widely 

rumored mesmerism, which is also characteristic of the oral culture. He thus 

becomes a crucial clue to study how a primitive, oral mind unattained by the 

literacy turned into novel writing, and how it returned to the oral performance. 

 

In the following paragraphs, I will first explain the relationship between 

media hybridization and the development of literary genres, in which Dickens’s 

transgeneric network will be analyzed to see how his works transform into so 

many media. His network illuminates a significant trajectory correspondent to 

the media transition, highlighting the significance of orality and visuality. His 

endeavor to reach the equilibrium of orality and literacy will then be analyzed 

with the textual evidences and historical facts. Such equilibrium is further 

developed into the audio-video eclecticism in the twentieth century, leading to 

the prevalence of cinema and television. The media transition proceeds in a 

                                                
4 Even though Jane Austen’s works, for example, are also densely “oral” by nature, they 

belong to the category of the “secondary orality,” the literate pattern simulated by the written 

words. Her works are full of the oral elements; moreover, her diction, narrative style and 

technique of depiction are also akin to the orality. The oral elements in her works, however, are 

not the “primary orality;” instead, they should be aided by the written words because they are 

only the simulation of the natural oral conveyance instead of the authentic one. An authentic 

oral work is composed without any aid of the written format, and should be memorized and 

performed by verbatim memorization and improvisation. Homer’s epics, on the other hand, are 

examples of the “primary orality.” 
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spiral of recollection — the latest medium advances to recollect the oldest 

memories, and it may inspire us to see a possible future for literature. Literature 

has always been an important entertainment, and the recreational elements of 

the oral and visual stimuli appear even more crucial after the modern 

industrialization and commercialization. In our new millennium, the 

audio-video representation, together with the literary imagination, is fully 

commoditized as the immaterial profits in the global market. Dickens’s works 

used to be the masterpiece of such immaterial profits, and they continue to 

keep a steady box-office, becoming of worldwide popularity.   

 

 

Transgeneric Network and Media Hybridization 

 

Media5 change as the technology advances, and the media transition 

profoundly influences the development of literary genres. Poetry and drama, in 

                                                
5 “Media,” which can be categorized into verbal, nonverbal and paraverbal, are various types 

of carriers and storage devices of communication and information. The most primitive and 

fundamental verbal medium is the oral language — the systematic, continuous chain of 

phonetic units to convey human thoughts. The written interface fledged slowly from 

manuscript to typography and became finally dominant in Europe. The nonverbal media are 

music and visual arts such as painting, sculpture and photograph — the thought of the artist 

could be conveyed without any aid of oral and written language. The paraverbal media 

combine the advantages of the two. The film and television, for instance, provide the 

audio-visual representation with the verbal expression (e.g., the dialogues, subtitles, etc). 

Computer technology consolidates multiple media in the virtual space. The multimedia and 

Internet has extended the information and communication to every corner of the world. “[I]ts 

[Computer's] dispersion of information is creating a new power structure whose ‘centers are 

everywhere and margins are nowhere’” (Levinson, 1999 7). 
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which the residue of the mnemonic aids6 is preserved in the versification and 

formulaic patterns, is the direct descendant of primary oral culture7. After 

writing technology secured the orality, the mind was gradually liberated from 

the heavy burden of memory. Consequently, prose appeared as a sign of literate 

culture free from mnemonic formula, encouraging the silent, “rapid, inattentive, 

[and] almost unconscious” novel reading in the eighteenth century (Watt 56). 

While poetry and drama relied heavily on oral versification, novel began “to 

favor prose as against verse” (56). The rise of novel in the eighteenth century 

marked a milestone of the age of print, during which the literature could be 

mass-produced and widely circulated. Typography made novels into a reified 

commodity, enabling the privatized ownership, and involved the disinterested 

                                                
6 “In a primary oral culture,” Walter Ong explains, “to solve effectively the problem of 

retaining and retrieving carefully articulated thought, you have to do your thing in mnemonic 

patterns, shaped for ready oral recurrence” (1991 34). The formulaic patterns such as the poetic 

rhyme schemes and the “normative theatrical codes,” as Erika Fischer-Lichte calls it (3), were 

some of the mnemonic aids that helped memorizing the stories/plots without the help of written 

words. Other patterns would be the balanced patterns in repetition or antithesis, in alliterations 

and assonances, in epithetic and other formulary expressions such as thematic archetypes or 

proverbs (Ong, 1991 34). After the invention of writing, however, those formulaic patterns 

gradually became the sophisticated form of literal arts. Its previous mnemonic functions 

became secondary (sometimes even trivial). 

7 The “primary orality” and “secondary orality” are terms coined by Walter Ong in his Orality 

and Literacy: the Technologizing of the Word. The former refers to the prehistoric oral culture 

unmediated by any written instruments, while the latter is the revival of orality as the 

audio-video and digital technologies make the preservation of sounds (or even the images) 

possible after the twentieth century. Some scholars may misunderstand orality as instinctive, 

unconscious, unpremeditated, or even fragmentary. However, even though the oral 

conversation seemed effortless, the oral performance given by the minstrels took even more 

intensive effort, discipline and training. They have to memorize the formulaic patterns, 

rehearse the performance, and control their voices and postures. Such oral disciplines were 

then preserved in the poetry and drama. 
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author into the newly developed triangle of publisher, literary agents and 

readers. The belles-lettres became the profitable, consumer-oriented bestsellers. 

 

Despite the transition from orality to literacy, the oral elements are 

always preserved in various media, which Walter Ong would call the 

“tenaciousness of orality” (1991 115-16). Literacy encapsulates orality into the 

systematic symbols to transcend the spatiotemporal limitation at the cost of 

interactivity and simultaneity, but orality has never been extinct in the written 

form. When the mnemonic value of orality is the secondary concern, the 

formulaic patterns of the oral culture become the delicate arts that represent the 

beauty of the language. Because the oral form is more akin to our information 

acquisition preferences, it is hybridized into poetry, drama and novel. 

Examining the literary history from the Middle Ages to the twentieth century, 

Ong discerns heavy oral residue in each period (1991 156-79). McLuhan, who 

believes that the “acoustic space” (i.e., the spoken expression) had always been 

“the very basis of human communication,” makes similar observation 

(Levinson, 1999 33). The improvisatory, interactive, and simultaneous 

“primary orality” may be expediently sacrificed to the stable, mass-produced, 

and widely circulated literacy, but the oral form remains the most essential and 

instinctive medium. The oral elements have always been the very foundation of 

communication, and they will be recollected anytime as the technology 

progresses. 

 

Furthermore, the modern audio-video technologies not only revitalize 
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the orality but also “recapture elements of that biological communication 

which early artificial extensions may have lost” (Levinson, 1999 52) — besides 

the written words, we can now see and hear on screen. The modern media have 

transformed to be, as Paul Levinson calls it, more and more “anthropotropic,” 

assimilating the human cognition and providing the most instinctive acquisition 

of information. “[T]he balance which we orchestrate in our media is but a 

reflection of our own internal, pre-wired balance,” Levinson extrapolates, “the 

pace has quickened in our construction and re-creation of this balance as our 

science and technology have given us the wherewithal to bring this extended 

balance into existence more quickly” (1999 60). In such an anthropotropic 

process, multiple media embrace one another, absorbing the forms and contents 

that are most “human-friendly” into their structures. Therefore, the media 

transition is not a linear process of inclusion and elimination but a sophisticated 

operation of recollection and hybridization — we try to combine the 

advantages of each medium to satisfy our cognitive preferences. 

 

“As we progress through the history of communication,” Levinson 

notes, “we find that each new medium takes an older one as its content… that, 

because of this, speech as the oldest medium has a presence in almost all newer 

media” (1999 42). The hybridization of novel, drama and poetry in the 

nineteenth century was such an example. “Novels and theatrical entertainments, 

novels and journalistic prose, novels and poetry,” as Deborah M. Vlock 

illuminates, “constantly slipped in and out of mutual embrace” (1997 165). 

Jane Austen’s novels are also rich in theatrical elements; Robert Browning’s 
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dramatic monologue intergrades the poetic and theatrical narratives, and 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poems adopt the novelistic gestures, to name 

only a few of Dickens’s contemporaries. The hybridization of Dickens’s novels, 

melodrama and Public Readings was catalyzed in this period.  

 

As the technology rapidly advances in the twentieth century, old 

contents are more voraciously absorbed into the new media. Since the 

development of the new media and the appetite of the audience are 

asymmetrically faster and larger than the feed of good contents8, the adaptation 

of the classic materials on screen timely quenches the thirst for scripts. 

Nowadays, few stories can stay stable in one single medium; they, once proved 

popular and profitable, will inevitably be recycled, reshaped and represented in 

multiple media. McLuhan takes the adaptation of Dickens’s novels as an 

example to explain how the old contents are absorbed into the new media 

(1962 61). “The effect of a medium” he further explicates, “is made strong and 

intense just because it is given another medium as ‘content.’ The content of a 

movie is a novel…” (1964 32). The media hybridization of old and new not 

only reinforces the descendant media but also revitalizes the antecedent 

contents in the new formats. “[T]he novel jumped into public awareness after 

motion pictures adopted that structure into its content,” Levinson explains, 

                                                
8 “[W]hile the ever extending reach of the media now gives us the opportunity to send stories 

beyond borders and languages to hundreds of millions,” Robert McKee lamented, “the overall 

quality of storytelling is eroding. On occasion we read or see works of excellence, but for the 

most part we weary of searching newspaper ads, video shops, and TV listing for something of 

quality… The art of story is in decay...” (12-3). 
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“[b]y the 1960s, television would have the same effect on cinema” (1999 5). 

The hybridization embraces various advantages of multiple media, balancing 

and orchestrating them into the transgeneric network. 

 

The Dickensian stories and techniques transforming among multiple 

genres and media have formed a kaleidoscopic transgeneric network that 

transcends and transgresses the generic divisions (Figure 1-1). Instead of a 

self-sufficient close-circuit, the network is connected to the socio-cultural 

context from which the author kept receiving inspiration and meanwhile 

contributing to it. It is more a network than a hierarchy because Dickens does 

not always dominate the transgeneric process; he is merely a de-centered node 

in the grand, intertextual web, a point of departure toward future adaptation and 

interpretation. He has been continuously deconstructed, appropriated, recycled 

and revitalized by different adapters. “The constant re-invention in the context 

of different ages,” Tony Williams analyzes, has become the wellspring that 

keeps flowing into the fountain of Dickensian inspiration, extending the 

network into a ceaselessly becoming and developing organism (75). 
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Figure 1-1. Dickens’s transgeneric textual network 

 

People’s understanding of Dickens nowadays is shaped and adjusted by 

the posterior media, making this Victorian author more “postmodern” than we 

imagine — the adaptation and appropriation of the works and their author have 

made the image of the novelist “incongruous, contradictory, and juxtaposed 

with ill-assorted values” (Clayton 152). The study of Dickens then becomes, as 

Robert Giddings illuminates, the analyses of various interpretations and 

meta-interpretations (1983 18), a deconstructive process that, instead of 

preserving the quintessence of the author, aims to displace in order to 

regenerate. The transgeneric network transcends the author-centered hierarchy 

to form a galaxy of multiple media, and it also redraws the boundary of the 

Dickens studies to a broader horizon. 
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Dickens’s model is not an exclusive literary integrity but a panoramic 

network that epitomizes the generic hybridization in miniature — though he 

and his works are only a portion of fragmentary pieces in a big intertextual 

jigsaw puzzle, his metamorphosis in such a full-scale diversity makes him 

unique. The study of Dickens’s transgeneric network helps delineate the 

contour of the general tendency of media hybridization: his explicit oscillation 

among theater, Public Readings and novel epitomizes the nineteenth-century 

literary tendency to equilibrate between orality and literacy; the film/TV 

adaptations extend the bilateral equilibrium to the triangular visual, oral and 

literal eclecticism, which stimulate the market-oriented industry of 

entertainment in the twentieth century. The study of Dickens’s transformation 

in various genres has plotted a clear lineage of literary transition from the oral 

to the literate, and his influence on film, television and computer is an excellent 

model to analyze how an author, without sufficient technological resources, 

might be able to portray the literate narrative into the verisimilar visuality that 

was later turned into the motion pictures and electronic formats. The 

transformation is especially inspiring at this critical moment of literary decline 

and fall. As the literary art tilts from the written to the audio-video, Dickens has 

established a model that opens a brave new world of multimedia 

representation.  
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Oral-Literate Equilibrium in Dickens’s Works 

 

Although Dickens is renowned as one of the best Victorian novelists, 

his novels are, as those of his contemporaries, explicitly theatrical. Dickens 

was infatuated with the theater and succeeded moderately as a playwright. His 

early burletta The Strange Gentleman, which was derived from Sketches by Boz, 

earned him mushroom popularity; besides, he revised Wilkie Collins’ Frozen 

Deep into a play with a role for himself. Profoundly indebted to the theater, this 

versatile author adopted abundant dramatic elements into his novels. Such a 

novelistic-theatrical interfusion makes Dickens’s stories oscillate between 

orality and literacy. While Dickens borrowed a lot from the theater, he also 

influenced it: “virtually all of his novels were adapted for the stage as quickly 

as he turned them out — sometimes… before the last installments were 

published” (Vlock, 1997 166). Nicholas Nickleby, for instance, was hacked at 

the same time of its serialization by Edward Sterling and W. T. Moncrieff 

despite Dickens’s resentment.  

 

In addition to the unauthorized melodrama, Dickens also turned his 

own novels into Public Readings, the dramatic one-man show without any 

costumes and props. The performance had been remarkably successful that he 

became a professional reader after 1858, giving 472 profitable Readings9. As 

                                                
9 The profits of public reading were so tremendous that Dickens became the first and only 

successful professional reader, who performed nothing but his own novels. Altogether “the 

Readings earned Dickens about £45,000 — nearly half of the estate which he left in 1870 

(£93,000).” Philip Collins also provided a telling theatrical comparison: “Henry Irving, 
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Dickens prepared his prompt copies, the resourceful theatrical and oral 

elements in the novels facilitated the adaptation. “The novels are frequently 

written in the first person and the present tense,” David Ponting emphasizes, 

“and… the various characters express themselves more in monologue than 

dialogue” (118), which made the stories more ready for the one-man 

performance. It is noticeable that Dickens “had never written new stories 

specifically for the Readings” (Collins, 1975 xxiv); the theatrical potential in 

the original stories helped them revitalize anytime from words to performance. 

“[A] Dickens novel,” Vlock asserts, “is not exclusively (and privately) literary, 

but expresses itself in three dimensions… visually and vocally as well as 

narratively” (1998 9). 

 

The novel is, of course, a written genre, but Dickens’s works are richly 

oral by nature — besides the explicit theatricality mentioned above, his pattern 

of storytelling was strongly improvisatory, too. While he was composing Hard 

Times, his eldest daughter Mamie recalled: “he would rush to a mirror, making 

‘extraordinary facial contortions’ in front of it, at the same time ‘talking rapidly 

in a low voice,’ and then go to his desk and write” (Collins, 1975 lix). When 

the last, unfinished book The Mystery of Edwin Drood was composed, similar 

phenomenon was witnessed by George Woolley, Gardener at Gad’s Hill, who 

                                                                                                                            
performing in Boston in 1888, was said to have broken all American theatre box-office records 

by taking $4,582; twenty years earlier, Dickens had broken his own box-office record by taking, 

also in Boston, and for his final performance there, $3,456. But as Irving had the whole cast of 

Faust… to pay, and Dickens had only a staff of half-a-dozen, it is obvious who profited the 

more” (1975 xxix). 
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claimed, “I used to hear what sounded like someone making a speech… then I 

found out it was Mr. Dickens composing his writing out loud” (Ponting 119). 

Even the novelist himself admitted, “every word said by my characters was 

distinctively heard by me” (Dickens, Mamie 26). As “the story-weaver at his 

loom,” which he called himself in Our Mutual Friend, Dickens did not sit 

down in tranquility at his desk to write novels; instead, he kept improvising the 

stories, playing every role by himself, which made his novels explicitly 

theatrical and oral. 

 

The habit of improvisation, however, resulted in the episodic and 

sometimes contradictory structure of the novels. Pickwick Papers, for instance, 

was so improvised that the leading characters such as Sam and Tony Weller 

could emerge in the mid course to play a role that did not even exist in the 

previous series. The improvised performance always preceded the novels, 

making the creation of his stories a mysterious process that went beyond the 

written words. While answering George Henry Lewes’ query about an 

irrelevant scene from Oliver Twist, Dickens confessed the uncontrollability of 

his creativity: “I though that passage a good one when I wrote it… and I felt it 

strongly…but how it came I can’t tell…” (June 1838). For the oral “wells up 

into consciousness out of unconscious depths” (Ong, 1991 82), Dickens genius 

creativity wavers between the conscious and unconscious — a typical 

phenomenon in the primary oral creation of the works. 

 

The primary orality eventually moved to the secondary orality when 
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Dickens composed the better-organized and unified structure — writing helped 

him to achieve what Jack Goody calls the “backward scanning” (49-50). Only 

with the written form could Dickens turn back-and-forth to manipulate the 

better-knit plot. Since the sound without any phonographic aid “exists only 

when it is going out of existence” (Ong, 1991 32), the oral stories are 

unrecoverable and irretraceable once performed on stage. Although Dickens’s 

stories could be written down for the future revision, his improvisatory habit 

dominated the structure of his early novels anyway.  

 

Moreover, the magazine serialization further complicated the situation 

of the uncontrollable texts. Though a pure typographic form, novel installments 

were analogous to the oral medium in two uncanny aspects: first, there could 

be some “dialogue” between the author and readers during the intervals of 

serialization, which might willy-nilly influence the subsequent installments of 

the novels. Second, and most importantly, the anterior story serializations, once 

issued, became as irreversible as the words spoken. The novel installments thus 

predetermine one after another the following development of the plot. The 

orality and the improvisation made Dickens’s novels full of vitality and 

dynamics, but the discontinuous or even contradictory episodes “gave credence 

to the view that his art was unpremeditated, indeed without deliberate thought” 

(Stone xi). 

 

Although Dickens extensively improvised the stories, he gradually 

improved the planning and integration of the overall structure in each novel. 
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Whereas defending “the delusory nature of novel” in the original 1837 Preface 

to Pickwick Papers, he began to emphasize the chapters should be “strung 

together on a stronger thread of general interest” in the Preface to the Cheap 

Edition in 1847 (Stone xiv). After he kept “a steadier eye upon the general 

purpose and design,” as he wrote in the preface to Chuzzlewit, the importance 

of written project gradually got the upper hand. The works after Dombey and 

Son became more unified and organized in structure, and the development of 

plot organization could be traced from his working notes.  

 

He used to take “a sheet of approximately 7"×9" pale blue laid paper — 

often with gilt edges similar to his stationery — and fold it, long side 

horizontal, in half” (Stone xv). Opening the folded sheet, on the left half he 

then asked himself some crucial questions or “jotted down tags and motifs, 

decided what to include and exclude from the number, sketched out future 

developments, established recurring images, and pondered what he must do” 

(Stone xvi). In his first working note for David Copperfield (Figure 1-2), the 

sketchy outline of the beginning three chapters were listed on the right side, 

briefly dropping down the opening settings and some key conversations; on the 

left, Dickens listed several motifs and symbols. As he developed “Mr. 

Harden/Murdle Murdstone/Murden,” we can see the process for the author to 

create the name of David’s cruel stepfather. The working notes helped Dickens 

retain the habit of improvising the stories while keeping an eye on the general 

structure and coherence of the novels with the written outline. 
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Figure 1-2.  Dickens’s working note on Chapter 1-3, David Copperfield 

 

The sketchy project showed that although Dickens could not but resort to the 

written form as he tried designing the better organized plots, he made it as brief 

as possible. Actually, many of his private epistles indicate that very shortly 

after he began the career as a novelist, he found writing an intolerable burden. 

It seems paradoxical that a novelist was reluctant to write, but “his mature life 

took shape as a flight from writing,” John Glavin boldly claims, “a flight, from 

which he was repeatedly recalled by the necessity to earn his and his 

increasingly expensive family’s, living” (1999 19). What Dickens enjoyed was 

performing and speaking, turning writing into reading aloud — he then adapted 

his stories into Public Readings. Of course, he made a great fortune from them, 
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too. 

 

While the literacy is carefully calculated, the orality is instinctively 

improvised — Dickens’s Public Readings are significant examples of the 

equilibrium in literacy and orality, balancing between calculation and 

improvisation. In his twenty-one Readings, nine were adapted from his novels 

and the others were from the Christmas stories, all of which were written 

before the performance. The Reading performance mostly lasted for two hours, 

and his repertoires would consist of one long item for about 70-80 minutes and 

the other short for about 30-40. Since the time was too short for the full-length 

novels to be performed, the abridgement and condensation became inevitable. 

Consequently, the prompt copies helped Dickens tightly organize the plots, 

avoiding the unnecessary episodes and contradictory events.  

 

The well-written stories, however, did not necessarily guarantee a 

perfect performance — it took even more efforts to memorize every line in the 

scripts. Mark Twain, attending one of Dickens’s Readings, became convinced 

that the Reader did nothing but pick up one of his books and, without any 

rehearsal, read from it. Twain wanted to imitate Dickens, only to discover that 

he was seriously wrong. Although Dickens himself also claimed, “As to the 

Readings, all I have to do is to take in my book and read at the appointed place 

and hour, and come out again” (Dolby 3), he actually rehearsed intensively 

everyday. In a letter to John Forster in 1845, he wrote: “I practiced 

immensely… often four, five, six hours a day: shut up in my own room, or 
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walking about in the fields.” It is noteworthy that, as Ponting points out, “in 

private Dickens always wore spectacles and needed them to read; it never was 

reported that he appeared at any public reading wearing spectacles” (120). 

Though he would bring a book to the platform, he apparently needed not read 

from it at all. His practice enabled him to master every detail in the script, and 

his improvisation took hands in the extreme proficiency — “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). 

 

Improvisation is never a randomly unprepared capacity; instead, it takes 

the sophisticated formulary expressions, thematic settings, and intensive 

rehearsals. Only after an improviser skillfully masters the oral structures can he 

make variations out of reiterations. Dickens’s delicate design of the scripts and 

his mastery in the performance made the Readings a protean kaleidoscope — 

he could pulverize his stories into discrete textual fragments and then permute 

the fragments into malleable improvisations. It is well documented that after he 

was fully familiar with a piece, his creativity would soon took over to 

improvise as he read, which often perplexed the audience who attended the 

performance more than once. “Tracking changes from reading to reading,” 

Martha Brunson notes, “became a serious pastime for some who heard him 

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

Dickens would improvise the Readings in the wildest manner, putting more 

humorous materials and enhancing the dramatic effect after he was more 
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familiar with the scripts. 

 

The cross-examination of Dickens’s novel construction, script 

adaptation and improvisation in his rendition helps observe the creative 

trajectory of the author, who constantly wavered between the oral and the 

literate and finally reached the equilibrium of the two. The oral-literate 

equilibrium is one of the many significant traits in Dickens’s works that 

embody the transgeneric network. It highlights the essentiality of the orality in 

the literary works, which had been long neglected in the orthodox literary 

studies. Early in the twentieth century, the literary analysis emphasized the 

unity of structure and the sophistication of narratives in the works, which used 

to be the focus of Russian formalism and structuralism. Nevertheless, the 

deconstructive theories emphasize the flexibility of the text and the slippery of 

the meanings — Dickens novels anticipated similar concepts in his constant 

fragmentation and permutation of the texts and the improvisation in the richly 

oral performance. 

 

The deconstructive potential of Dickens’s works becomes the dynamic 

and vitality that helps him transform into various posterior media, a process 

that relies heavily upon the textual fragmentation and permutation. Besides the 

equilibrium, Dickens’s narrative visuality in the novels — his vivid pictorial 

depiction of the characters and scenarios — inspires the modern audio-video 

eclecticism in the cinema and television. Dickens’s narrative have stimulated so 

many senses — the mental-imaginative, the oral-aural, and the visual — that he 
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is a unique model in the media hybridization. 

 

 

From Verbal Visuality to Audio-Video Technology 

 

The novel portrays the verbal picture in which readers may see the 

author’s description, and Dickens’s works are excellent at it. “In the power of 

evoking visual images,” George Orwell evaluates, “he has probably never been 

equaled. When Dickens has once described something you see it for the rest of 

your life” (38). Dickens’s powerful faculty of observation enables him to 

minutely “photograph” the outer world in his mind, and it will then be turned 

into the depiction that conjured the visual imagination. Before making readers 

see, he would visualize the scenes in his mind and write them down in the 

novels. “By the pre-Raphaelite time,” Philip Collins suggests, Dickens “was 

being compared to a taker of daguerreotypes, sun pictures, photographs” (1971 

6). The novelist himself also emphasizes his witness of the scene: “I don’t 

invent it — really do not… but see it, and write it down” (Foster 791). 

Dickens’s works are literal paintings, and this is the reason why his works are 

an abundant source for the illustrations, drama and film adaptations, or even 

the “endless ornamental figures on tea sets, toby jugs, and ceramic tiles” 

(McMaster 4). The vivid, pictorial depiction, together with the novelist’s 

widespread popularity, also made him an obvious subject for the mass visual 

entertainment in the Victorian Age — his novels “were performed on 

horseback… in places such as Astley’s Circus and… they were also reproduced 
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as slides for magic lantern shows” (Smith 7). 

 

Dickens’s verbal portraits exteriorize the characters’ interior 

mentality — the facial expressions, demeanors, and gestures are explicitly 

associated with the emotion or quality of the characters. “His psychology 

began with the visible,” Sergi Eisenstein analyzes, “he gained his insight into 

character by observation of the exterior” (210). Similar analysis was made by 

Juliet McMaster, who claims, “The body is soul incarnate, and the soul will 

express itself through the body... For Dickens, as for Lippo Lippi, the outward 

and visible world ‘means intensely’” (3). “As an emotion of the mind will 

express itself through any covering of the body,” Dickens himself writes in A 

Tale of Two Cities, “so the paleness which his [Charles Darnay’s] situation 

engendered came through the brown upon his cheek, showing the soul to be 

stronger than the sun” (58). The “simple equation between beauty and 

goodness, ugliness and evil” in his novels is related to the design of 

externalized mentality (McMaster 4). In David Copperfield, for instance, Uriah 

Heep, whose inner evil is externalized with the deadly pale face and hands, 

lashless eyelids, close-cropped red hair, closely buttoned black suit, and the 

serpent-like writhing gestures, stuns readers for the astonishing relevance of his 

appearance to the inward vice. The equation developed into complication and 

sophistication as he wrote the latter novels. Tulkinghorn in Bleak House is 

extremely visual but rather neutral in appearance, telling few traces of his inner 

evil at the outset except that “[o]ne peculiarity of his black clothes and of his 

black stocking, be they silk worsted, is, that they never shine. Mute, close, 
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irresponsive to any glancing light, his dress is like himself” (11). The depiction 

is visually impressive, but it reveals the character’s mentality in the modest 

manner. As the plot develops, the bleak image becomes more and more vivid, 

making his appearance “the more telling for its reticence” (McMaster 9) since 

it has contrasted his insistent investigation into one secret after another, 

gradually overpowering Lady Deadlock and resulting in her death. 

 

Dickens’s visual equation seems an oversimplification of the characters, 

making their inner nuances skin-deep — in fact, he had been severely 

condemned for such an explicit association. The exteriorization of the interior, 

however, was widely acknowledged by his contemporary readers, who were 

profoundly influenced by the nineteenth century theater tradition. It may be 

weird to see such a straightforward analogy in the highly literate society like 

ours, but it was quite prevalent and even taken-for-granted in the highly oral 

and theatrical culture like the Victorian Age. Though the novel in the 

eighteenth century had consolidated what Ian Watt would call the “reading 

public” or formed Michel Foucault’s “bourgeois subjectivity,” most 

proletarians were still more theater-goers than novel-readers. They were 

generally illiterate, too poor to afford the book price, and too occupied in the 

hard work to indulge in the isolated reading. In 1868, Dudley Baxter estimated 

that forty percent of the working class in England lived below the poverty line 

(Small 273). Those working people were mostly illiterate, and the Victorian 

theater, as a mass entertainment in the friendlier oral form, was one of the 

important means through which the lower-class people could afford to access 
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the information and art. It mediated the public consciousness and 

“institutionalized the lay judgment of art” (Habermas 40). The theater had thus 

constructed among people some consensual, aggregate agreement upon the 

social standard and moral judgment, which would regulate, as Martin Meisel 

terms, the “collective Victorian social consciousness” (Vlock, 1998 19). Since 

the Victorian public saturated with the theater tradition used to read novels and 

even interpret their daily life through the visible countenance onstage, the 

consensual belief that the inner activities could be spotted through the exterior 

were widely accepted. “Reading character in the features of the face is the 

work of physiognomist as well as audiences,” Vlock points out, “People used 

the same physiognomic criteria to access fictional characters and their 

neighbors” (1998 21). The Victorian reading was mediated by the theater, and 

the readers expected to see through the appearance to estimate the mind. 

 

The externalized depiction of the characters in Dickens’s novels was 

also influenced by the tableaux vivants, the onstage “living pictures” that were 

performed by a group of properly costumed, theatrically posed impersonators 

without any motion and dialogue. “People read these novels with an acute 

awareness of theatrical presence,” Vlock observes, “they witnessed characters 

from the contemporary stage materializing, as it were, from the page” (1997 

165). The readers’ theatrical assumptions had long preceded the novels that 

they would form a delicate system of, as Erika Fischer-Lichte calls it, “the 

normative theatrical code” (137-38), the prior agreement among the 

playwrights, directors, actors and audience upon how the characters and scenes 
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should be presented, which would more or less predetermine the novelist’s 

characterization in his works. Dickens’s portrayal was directly associated with 

these codes, helping the readers immediately catch the essence of the 

characters through the lens of the customary theatrical consensus. Typical 

emotions would be depicted in typed demeanors, very similar to the normative 

theatrical faces and gestures in the Peking Opera. “Dickens uses a language of 

appearance,” McMaster notes, “developing an iconography of physique, 

gesture and appearance that he intends to convey meaning about character and 

emotion” (10). Although such characterization diametrically counters Watt’s 

novelistic aesthetics of “formal realism,” which emphasizes the unique 

portrayal of each character, the adoption of the theatrical modules helped 

attract readers during the magazine serialization — even though some had not 

read the novel from the first installment, or missed several issues, they could 

always catch up the stream of the plot and quickly indulge in the ambience of 

the novel. 

 

Besides the still images, Dickens even desired to turn his portrayal into 

motion pictures, which was inspired by the nineteenth century entertainment 

such as the magic lantern, diorama, and phantasmagoria, etc (Figure 1-3). 

“Novelists have sought almost from the first to become a camera,” Leon Edel 

claims, “not a static instrument but one possessing the movement through 

space and time which the motion-picture camera has achieved in our century” 

(177). Dickens is a good example of Edel’s analysis. 
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Figure 1-3  A magic lantern slide lecture on St. Peter's Basilica, 1897  

(The New York Historical Society) 

 

In one 1851 letter, he described some aspects of the miserable London 

life as “shadows of great moving picture” (6: 327); in the other to Macready in 

1857 about the suitable entertainment for ordinary working people, he asserted, 

“they want more amusement, and particularly… something in motion… The 

thing [paintings] is too still after lives of machinery” (8: 399). Motion was 

widely demanded in the nineteenth century, and the technology was just ready 

to embark the initial trial. “Skilled operators [of magic lantern] were able to 

create the illusion of movement for their audience at least as early as 1713,” 

Grahame Smith notes, “The sheer beauty excitement and interest of magic 

lantern shows ensured that the device took its own small place in the activities 

fostered by the Industrial Revolution” (23). McMaster takes an advertisement 

for a mechanical picture in a handbill of 1815 to echo Dickens’s claim: “the 
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urge towards movement is a widespread feature of the culture of the nineteenth 

century… ‘Painting is one of the attractive arts cultivated by the ingenuity of 

man; but in order to complete the pleasure to be derived from it, it’s necessary 

that motion should be imparted to the Sublime Scenery it copies’” (15). 

Dickens’s was fascinated by those optical devices and sometimes referred to 

them in the novels. A famous anecdote is about his boyish interest to ask the 

servant to clean the kitchen and let his friend, George Stroughill, play the 

magic lantern (Johnson, Edgar 19). McMaster also gives some evidences of the 

novelist’s allusion to the magic lantern in the novels — “One result of the 

young David Copperfield’s mind dissipation when he first arrives at London is 

his ‘dim recollection of having seen her [Agnes] at the theatre, as if I had seen 

her in a pale magic lantern’” (26). Dickens not only mentions those optical 

devices in the novels; he also develop the proto-filmic narratives that inspire 

the later filmmakers — Eisenstein exemplifies the sequence in Oliver Twist as a 

ready-made set of images for a perfect cinematic sequence (214).  

 

Garrett Stewart boldly claims, “Dickens was born for film. That’s the 

truism” (122). Dickens’s verbal caricature of the Victorian London has always 

been the classic material for film and TV adaptations, and his narrative 

techniques also influence the twentieth century film. As Dickens describes his 

adoption of the theatricality in Chapter 17 of Oliver Twist, he illuminates the 

crucial concept of “montage” in the novel: “It is the custom on the stage… to 

present the tragic and comic scenes… as the layers of the red and white in a 

side of streaky bacon…sudden shifting of the scene, and rapid changes of time 
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and place, are not only sanctioned in books by long usage, but are by many 

considered as the great art of authorship.” His idea is the precursor of the 

parallel montage in film, which is evaluated as a key technique to make movies 

a brand new art form distinguished from the traditional patterns.  

 

“[M]ontage created a new kind of language, a visual syntax freed film 

from dependence on verbal narration,” Kamilla Elliott explains, “And 

montage… derived from scenic and visual shifts in the Victorian novel” 

(Glavin, 2003 114). Dickens’s novels are representative of Elliott’s 

explanation — the idea might be found in some other novelists, but Dickens is 

the one to whom many filmmakers admit their indebtedness. Even though we 

can actually find similar techniques in Thackeray, George Eliot, Trollope, 

Meredith, Hardy and many other Victorian novelists, Dickens is still a better 

point of departure because of his popularity and the abundant resources of 

adaptations. More importantly, he was a literary patriarch in his time, and 

influenced many writers through his own magazines, All the Year Round and 

Household Words. We may consequently make an analogy between Dickens 

and Isaac Newton’s apple: the discovery of the law of gravitation was inspired 

by an apple, but the plum and cherry — or even any fruit on the tree — could 

do the same. The reason for the apple to serve in such an important place might 

be purely coincidental, but it also serve as a crucial symbol that represents the 

origin of human civilization — the biblical “forbidden fruit” on the Tree of 

Knowledge has now dawned the scientific modernity. Dickens’s transgeneric 

network in the literary studies and media transition, especially his influence on 
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film, is somewhat similar to the apple in the history of human science. 

 

Dickens’s verbal pictures in the novels are turned into motion pictures, 

and such transformation reaches the balance of verbal and visual senses. 

Although the biological balance of eyesight and earshot had been long 

suspended in the primitive genres due to the technological limitation, the 

novelist supplemented the lack with his powerful imagination. The oral and 

visual modules depicted in Dickens’s novels are later adapted into the film, and 

the satisfaction of the audio-video entertainment is finally fulfilled in the 

cinema. Our world today is overflowed with the popular entertainment, and the 

media transition has reached its peak-hour — the film, television and the 

Internet not only entertain us; they become the extension of ourselves without 

which we cannot live. It is a world of highly advanced technology, and it is as 

well an epoch of consumer-oriented anxiety and relief. The entertainment 

insinuates into our sensual pleasures, playing the most important role of the 

cultural production, and transforms our memories into collages of shifting 

images and sounds. Dickens witnessed the overture of such a transition in the 

nineteenth century, and he participated as a crucial link into the future world — 

the consumer-oriented entertainment in the global market is anticipated in his 

works of magazine serialization and international distribution. 
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Consumer-Oriented Entertainment in Global Market 

 

The Victorian Age inaugurated the epoch of the super-sized 

cosmopolitan in the twentieth-century globalization, and it was also an 

incipiency of the hysteria in the postmodern society, which Manuel Castells 

would call the “social arrhythmia… characterized by breaking down of 

rhythmicity, either biological or social, associated with the notion of a 

lifecycle” (445-46). The rapid urbanization and population explosion, though a 

sign of progress, resulted in the crowded living space and the shrinking open 

areas for leisure activities. The confrontation among people intensified, adding 

pressure to the residents of large cities. Besides, the factory system regulated 

people with the accurate clock-time, displacing them from the rustic nostalgia 

of seasonal transition. The soul was alienated from the labor, and the pressure 

became intolerable for the mind. Besides, as Paul Schlicke observes, the 

religious turmoil (the Oxford Movement), political reform (Chartism), 

economic utilitarianism (John Stuart Mill’s Essays), and social philosophy and 

history (Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, The French Revolution and 

Chartism) also deteriorated the already problematic situation (5). At this critical 

moment, the need of mass entertainment to alleviate the intolerable tension 

became an urgent concern, and Dickens’s hybridization of novelistic-theatrical 

pleasure consoled the arrhythmic mind. 

 

While D. A. Miller in The Novel and the Police evaluates the Victorian 

novels as the unconscious agent of a disciplinary culture, Dickens composed 
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his works quite the opposite — he craftily depicted the stories with all the 

elements possibly welcomed by the reading public. His popularity was not 

established on the top-down manipulation of the disciplinary governmental 

ideology but the bottom-up compliance to the general social interests. Dickens 

had not only been interested in the theater but also in the popular crime 

magazine and the eighteenth century periodic literature — Addison, Steele, and 

Goldsmith in particular. Finding them extremely popular among people and 

were potential for a profitable market, he adopted the ingredients of orality and 

visuality, together with violence and profanity into his stories, making literature 

into the “popular, periodically produced artifact” (Giddings, 1983 11). The 

industrial-alienated mind needed to be entertained, and Dickens provided them 

with the regular relaxation of refined artistry. 

 

“Entertainment is linked inextricably with the nature of his art,” 

Schlicke claims, “and even as his artistry matured in depth and complexity he 

never abandoned the basic intention of providing his audience with 

amusement” (4). His motifs are popular social issues, the humorous tone 

inviting, and the explicit oral and visual portrayal accords with the general 

habit of reading novels through the lens of theater. He attracted large audience, 

“including those who enthusiastically endorse other Victorian theatrics and 

those who ordinarily eschewed the theater as improper or even morally 

corrupting” (Ferguson 730). He created a domain where the private experiences 

could be publicly shared, and the bliss of the isolated reading was thus 

extended into the communal jouissance cherished by his contemporaries. What 
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Dickens tried to depict was not the Hugoist inclemency of les misérables but 

the industrial verisimilitude of the Dantean Purgatory — disastrous as the 

destiny might be, it was a state of fiery baptism eventually leading to the final 

redemption of the soul. Dickens was “an avid reader of popular crime 

magazines, and crime was one of the major ingredients in his novels” 

(Giddings, 1983 11); what the novelist tried to emphasize, however, was not 

the purely Dostoyevskian theme of crime and punishment but he mixed the 

biblical gospel of hope and salvation in the context of filthy reality.  

 

Though portraying the ugliness of the society, he did that in the strongly 

philanthropic empathy — “From the start of his career,” Ferguson thus 

comments, “[Dickens] identified his interests with those of his readers. Their 

tastes were his tastes, their problems his problems, and he came among them as 

an intimate” (743). With such identification, he turned the collective misery 

into group therapy, and the class confrontation became mutual understanding. 

In his Public Readings, he further filtered out all the social criticism, 

highlighting the old jokes, interpolating new passages of drollery. He provided 

comedies that amused the audience, making his performances the “small social 

party assembled to hear a tale told round the Christmas fire,” as he said in a 

local paper after a Reading of the Carol in Bradford, England, 28 December, 

1854. “Comedy and sentiment were the keys which Dickens most frequently 

struck,” Schlicke analyzes, “They were designed to impress rather than to 

challenge his auditors; they were entertainment in another register, not art as 

exploration” (229-30). 
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Dickens’s works flourished in the nadir of literary commodification and 

popular culture in the 1830s. His success did not only achieve in his embrace 

of multiple genres, but also because of his deployment of the available 

distribution channels — the magazine serialization and the railroad system — 

to promote his works. The commodification of literature burgeoned at the rise 

of novel in the eighteenth century, which, as Watt analyzes, originated from the 

decline of the classic poetic patronage by the nobility and the emergence of 

private reading market. As the bourgeoisie became the new patron for novels, 

the publisher soon “occupied a strategic position between author and printer, 

and between both of these and the public” (52-3). The publishers were sensitive 

about the general taste; to reach the greatest profits, they would ask the 

novelists to satisfy the reading public, turning literature into the commodity 

insinuating into the readers’ favor. Such a transition took place as early as 1725, 

when Daniel Defoe, the forerunner of the English novel discovered that 

“[w]riting… become[s] a very considerable Branch of the English Commerce” 

(53). The commodification of literature was almost synonymous with the 

enterprise of popular entertainment — “‘The transient satisfaction of what one 

does’ seems a particularly appropriate description of the quality of the reading 

[of novel]” (Watt 49). Dickens, as the novelist, editor and owner of the 

bestseller magazines at the same time, could fully dominate the process of 

cultural production in his own hands.  

 

Besides the novel serialization, the magazines provided plenty of the 
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observation on popular entertainment and the proposals for the improvements 

of the leisure opportunities. The magazines drew a wide range of readers high 

and low, and thus became the most efficient channel of information distribution 

at that time. Dickens is one of the earliest novelists who serialized the novels, 

which would successfully decrease each installment into affordable price. 

“Buying,” as Susan Ferguson observes, “is the key to serial fiction” (744). The 

traditional three-deckers were designed for the convenience of the circulating 

libraries — people rent the books for a lower price and a short period of time 

without owning it; the comparatively lower price of the serializations, on the 

other hand, helped the private ownership of Dickens’s stories. The novel 

serialization on the magazines thus disseminated into as large the reading 

public as possible. “Dickens was the first English novelist really to belong to 

the people of England,” Ferguson continues, “and they loved him all the more 

because he was, so to speak, a resident in their homes.” (744). The serialization 

fostered the reader’s insensible habit to read some small portion of the stories 

regularly. The small but chronic dose of Dickensian stories thus became, 

though not so harmful as the drugs at all, a mild addiction of entertainment — 

people tended to depend upon it, without which their lives seemed otherwise 

too disastrous and intolerable to keep on. 
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Conclusion: Revitalization in Hybridization 

 

Our understanding of Dickens nowadays is not the same as that of his 

contemporaries; he is continuously re-interpreted and re-appropriated by 

various artists in the market of popular entertainment in different periods of 

time. Dickens’s arts are established on the foundation of novel serialization, 

and they are consequently flexible formulaic verbal modules — the oral 

formulae and the visual patterns — that can be decomposed, permuted and then 

reproduced into a brand new adaptation more easily than the previous genres. 

His novels, like the building bricks that can be assembled and dissembled, are 

decomposed into unimaginable literary debris, flexibly recycled, and 

reproduced into some artworks, which may be similar to Dickens’s original 

texts but not quite. Alfonso Cuarón’s 1998 Great Expectations, which sets in 

the U.S. at the end of twentieth century, is an example of the wild 

reinterpretation on screen. As Glavin observes, “Dickens offers not a coherent, 

unified world but (in William James’s phrase) a multiverse: particulars, 

innumerable, unconnected, intensely vivid, a collection of moments rather than 

a train of events” (1999 18). His multiverse is an open transgeneric network, 

decenterable and recenterable as the works are turned into the modern 

adaptations. Dickens is thus revitalized by the hybridization of media into the 

future. The following chapters in my dissertation will analyze separately the 

various forms of Dickensian stories in the transgeneric network, 

contextualizing them into the lineage of media transition. 
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The inventor of the new medium will select the old contents into the 

new form. “[N]ot only do old media become the content of new media,” 

Levinson explains, “but in so doing retain the old media that served as their 

content, which in turn retain their even older media as content, going back and 

back… to the oldest medium of all” (1999 41). The detailed analysis of 

Dickens’s transformation in different media helps understand more about this 

unique literary genius, and the emphasis of his transgeneric network revitalizes 

him in the context of the media transition. Dickens is a key figure in the age of 

rapid technological transition, and his trace of transformation among the 

various genres and media help capture such a trajectory of transition. Dickens, 

with his skillful depiction of social consciousness and the artistic mastery of 

humor and entertainment, is continuously selected as the contents of the new 

media, and with the new interpretation of the old stories, new meanings are 

added into Dickens’s transgeneric network. Such transformation of the original 

novels into so many different forms may be compared to Alfred Lord 

Tennyson’s description of the metamorphosis of the soul in In Memoriam 

A.H.H.: 

 

Eternal process moving on, 

From state to state the spirit walks; 

And these are but the shattered stalks, 

Or ruined chrysalis of one. (Poem 82, 5-8) 

 

The Dickensian stories will be transmitted from medium to medium, and he 

will keep revitalized each time as he undergoes the reincarnation of adaptations. 
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This is the way we recollect the old contents into the new media, and this is 

also the future of literature. Literature may be lost in the old form; however, the 

essence of the classics will stay in people’s memory and may be recollected 

anytime in the new hybridization of media. 


