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Chapter Four 

 

Paradox of Fulfillment and Suspense: 

Dickens and Early Modern Cinema 

 

 

One of the foremost tasks of art has always been the creation of a 

demand which would be fully satisfied only later. The history of every art 

form shows critical epochs in which a certain art form aspires to effects 

which could be fully obtained only with a changed technical standard… in a 

new art form. 

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction.” 

 

 

“[I]n order to understand films historically,” Noël Burch asserts, 

“pre-cinematic and non-cinematic forms of spectacle, storytelling and imaging 

have to be taken into account” (Elsaesser 407). Although Charles Dickens 

predated the age of cinema, he lived in an epoch saturated with abundant 

proto-cinematic genres. They inspired him so profoundly that he tended to 

consolidate them into his novels, simulating the visual effects in written form. 

Because of his pioneer efforts to transcend the limitations of the words, the art 

of Dickens is evaluated as typically “proto-filmic” (Grahame 48): his 

collaboration with the illustrators is an important basis for the characterization, 

costume and set design in movie adaptations today; besides, the densely visual 

portrayal, especially the mise-en-scène in the novels, creates the “cinematic 
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laconism” (Eisenstein 212) renowned for illuminating the techniques of the 

descendent filmmakers. Dickens’s transgeneric efforts and their lineal affinity 

to the modern visual media epitomize the novelist’s awareness of the 

inadequacy of the written form; consequently, he tried various temporary 

expedients to overcome the lack, striking a balance between the sensory 

satisfaction and the technological prematurity of his time. 

 

Although novel was the first mechanically mass-produced genre that 

could be widely distributed to reach considerable readers
1
, the reading 

experience was hardly equivalent to the unmediated audio-visual environment 

people customarily experienced in the theater, which, before the emergence of 

film, used to be the most natural way to see the performance. As theater was 

inevitably confined by time and space (i.e., the same troupe could not perform 

simultaneously in different venues), novel sacrificed the immediacy of the 

rendition to transcend the spatiotemporal boundaries. Such suspense of the 

real-time sensory desires, especially those of seeing and hearing, induced the 

attempt to restore them in other genres. Many Victorian literary creators, 

therefore, jumped among various art forms to experiment upon the better 

sensory orchestration — the competition and collaboration of multiple genres 

                                                
1 The publishing technology had achieved a major breakthrough after the steam machine lower 

the price of production and accelerated the speed of printing. The process continued to reach 

another new high in the nineteenth century. In 1814, two years after Dickens were born, The 

Times were printed four thousand impressions on one side an hour, and the efficiency 

improved to 18,000 impressions an hour by 1848 (Giddings,1990 44). The novel serialization 

on magazines was issued at similar speed, and the prevalence of the written stories became the 

main access through which the reading public acquired the cultural information and 

entertainment. 
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thus began in the nineteenth century. 

 

The nineteenth-century Dickens impression was a collage of multiple 

genres: the novelist himself tried different sensory simulations in the novels; 

moreover, those novels “were performed on horseback… in places such as 

Astley’s Circus,” Grahame Smith indicates in amazement, and “reproduced as 

slides for magic lantern shows, appeared in panoramas and dioramas… and the 

list goes on” (7). Dickens worked and reworked the popular traditions of the 

new urban culture in London, combining and being adapted into other forms of 

arts. As Raymond Williams observes, his novels are “crowded, many voiced, 

anonymous world of jokes, stories, rumours, songs, shouts, banners, greetings, 

idioms, addresses” (15). The polyphonic novels and their adaptations in 

melodrama and Public Readings form a unique transgeneric phenomenon that 

illustrates the commercial potential of the multimedia exploitation, which could 

satisfy more sensory desires than one single genre. The audio-visual 

phenomenon of Dickens, however, is merely a preliminary stage of 

technological development that could not be perfectly orchestrated until the 

advent of film in the twentieth century.  

 

Film, as Walter Benjamin articulates, is the first significant medium that 

can successfully “promote the mutual penetration of art and science.” After 

Brothers Lumière patented their device of motion pictures in 1895, film had 

soon replaced novel to become the key medium that regulated the modern 

collective memory. It better consolidates the human sensory perceptions that 
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could only be partially satisfied in the previous genres; it even transcends the 

natural faculties of observation and “introduces us to unconscious optics as 

does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses” (236-37). Movies can represent 

the world in exact audio-visual replica; it sometimes looks even realer than 

reality. It recollects, as Marshall McLuhan analyzes, the biological elements 

that the early artificial media may have lost; moreover, it even extends human 

communications and perceptions beyond the boundaries of the naked seeing 

and hearing (Levinson, 1999 52). Benjamin believes movies have opened a 

new world unexplored by human perceptive faculties: “Evidently a different 

nature opens itself to the camera than to the naked eye — if only because an 

unconsciously penetrated space is substituted for a space consciously explored 

by man” (236-37). Dickens anticipated the unconscious optics and the demand 

of such a “different nature,” which are then fulfilled in film. He is, therefore, a 

turning point of the modern media transition. 

 

 

Prospect of Visuality in Dickens’s Novels 

 

Dickens draws the attention of film critics because he is not only one of 

the most frequently filmed Victorian novelists by far, but also a forerunner of 

film techniques. All his sixteen major works, including the least likely filmed 

Sketches by Boz and Pickwick Papers, have been adapted into movies and 

television series. Early in 1897, The Death of Nancy Sikes was made as the 

stand-alone scene from Oliver Twist, and there were nearly one hundred 
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versions of Dickens’s novels and stories produced in the silent era before the 

late 1920s alone. Since then, more than two hundred and fifty titles have been 

listed under the catalogue of the Dickens movie adaptations. The modern 

impression of the novelist is mostly established on the television or cinema 

screen. The popularity of his stories is derived from the minute depiction of the 

social inequality that evokes sympathy from the audience nostalgia for the 

good old past; moreover, the essential cause to achieve Dickens’s special status 

in the history of literature and media transition is his capacity to transcend the 

boundary of verbal and visual depiction. 

 

Dickens lived in a critical epoch of technological transition when many 

visual devices were introduced or renovated. The daguerreotype, for instance, 

appeared in 1837 and was soon replaced by the more advanced photographic 

technology called “wet collodion process” in 1851; the magic lantern and 

diorama had been tremendously improved over the centuries to become the 

only visual medium that could “contest the printed word as a primary mode of 

information and circulation
2
” (Mannoni xxvii). As early as 1713, skillful 

operators of magic lantern were already able to create the illusion of movement; 

besides, the “dissolving views,” in which slides gradually faded away to merge 

into each other, appeared in the nineteenth century (Grahame 23-4). In Light 

                                                
2 Magic lantern became quite popular in the Victorian period that the lanternslides were 

mass-produced and widely circulated around the nation. “The firm of W. & F. Newton,” 

Grahame Smith exemplified, “had no fewer than 150,000 subjects in its slide catalogue” (23-4). 

The massive quantity of the subjects and the impact they might had brought could not be 

underestimated, and magic lantern, in fact, was one of the favorite pastimes for the Victorian 

citizens, helping them acquire the latest information and entertainments. 
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and Shadow, Laurent Mannoni mentions Jonathan Swift’s experience of the 

magic lantern show: “I went afterwards to see a famous moving Picture” (121). 

As the moving picture of lanternslides had already appeared in Swift’s time, it 

must have been more advanced when Dickens saw it. Those visual effects 

inspired the novelist’s portrayal that he often alluded to those devices in his life 

and he had also experimented similar techniques of visual simulation in the 

narratives. In Martin Chuzzlewit, Mr. Pecksniff is described as: 

 

Placid, calm but proud. Honestly proud. Dressed with 

particularly care, smiling with even more than usual blandness, 

pondering on the beauties of his art [architecture] with a mild 

abstraction from all sordid thoughts, and gently traveling across 

the disc, as if he were a figure in a magic lantern. (Ch. 35) 

 

Dickens’s travel book, American Notes, described his journey as “entertaining 

to me as so many glasses in a magic lantern, and never took their shapes in my 

bidding, but seemed to force themselves upon me, whether I would or no” (Ch. 

14). The new visual devices repetitively appeared in his depiction, and he also 

artistically adopted them into his techniques of depiction. The prospect of 

cinema, though he had not known such a technology yet, commenced his 

experiment on the visual effects. 

 

Dickens’s novels are predominantly visual by nature. In Christmas 

Carol, Christmas Present takes Scrooge to see his childhood and young 

manhood, including the cancellation of his engagement, the death of his sister, 

and the days at Fezziwig’s. Scrooge, similar to an audience sitting in the 
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darkness of the cinema, witnesses the scenes in “a hermetically sealed world 

which unwinds magically, indifferent to the presence of the audience” (Mulvey 

17). The memories are depicted in strong resemblance to the silent movies, in 

which the scenes animate in front of the observers sitting in the dark, sealed 

cinema. The other example of the visual simulation is in David Copperfield 

when David recounts the moment as he last saw his mother alive: 

 

I was in the carrier’s cart when I heard her calling to me. I 

looked out, and she stood at the garden-gate alone, holding her 

baby up in her arms for me to see. It was cold, still weather; and 

not a hair of her head or a fold of her dress, was stirred, as she 

looked intently at me, holding up her child. 

So I lost her. So I saw her afterwards, in my sleep at school — a 

silent presence near my bed — looking at me with the same 

intent face — holding up her baby in her arms. (Ch. 8) 

 

In this passage, visual reflection is predominant — the other senses are 

subdued to that of witness. David’s hearing yields to the eyesight as soon as he 

turns backwards to see his mother; the sound is then completely muted to “a 

silent presence near [his] bed.” As John Bowen emphasizes, “It is not a sound, 

a taste, a touch, or a smell that he [Copperfield] remembers, but the sight of her 

face, a single close-up, as it were, burned on his memory” (Glavin, 2003 30-1). 

 

Dickens’s simulation of the visual phenomena in the written form was 

inspired by the prevalent popularity of the audio-visual entertainment widely 

welcome by the Victorian public who preferred going to the theater and circus 
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and were fascinated with the spectacles. “The city which Dickens… inherited 

[was],” as Peter Ackroyd describes, “surrounded by music, diverted by 

illustrations, entertained by songs, haunted by cheap fiction, the whole panoply 

of London entertainment rolling over him” (91-2). Moreover, Smith also 

observes, “The magic lantern was dispersed throughout all levels of society in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the affection in which it was held 

may explain its adaptation as a metaphor to evoke the richness of urban life” 

(25). The simulation of the visual phenomena in verbal narratives, however, 

eventually led to a fundamental contradiction: although the verbal narratives 

might be able to allure the imagination of readers, they were still different from 

the visual images by nature. The discrepancy inevitably appeared as the author 

conveyed what he saw in mind into words, and the gap further widened while 

the readers were reading the works. The insufficiency of the written words to 

convey the visual images, therefore, made Dickens look for other ways to 

visualize his mental images and transgress the generic limit of verbal depiction. 

On of the best solutions was to include illustrations in the novel serializations.  

 

Because the engraving technologies
3
 greatly progressed in the 

nineteenth century, illustrations could be mass-produced and attracted large 

profits. The pictorials thus became a popular entertainment in the Victorian 

                                                
3 “The history of nineteenth-century printing,” Philip V. Allingham indicates in Victorian Web, 

“is intimately bound up with the engraved boxwood block.” After the woodblock engraving, 

the steel engraving and other processes were invented to satisfy the growing demand of the 

illustrated magazines and novels. The first book to be illustrated with the boxwood block 

engraving was Thomas Bewick’s The General History of Quadrupeds (1790). The illustrations 

satisfied the readers’ desire to see, and thus were popular in the nineteenth century. 
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period. For example, Dickens’s first novel, The Posthumous Papers of the 

Pickwick Club, was originally published as the sporting pictorial illustrated by 

a famous and successful illustrator, Robert Seymour; the young novelist was 

merely hired by Chapman and Hall to write some short stories as the verbal 

supplement of the pictures. The illustrations were the principal selling point. 

After Seymour’s dramatic nervous breakdown and suicide in 1830, Dickens 

eventually took the lead, and his stories became the main attraction
4
. Though 

the novelist finally got the upper hand, the popularity of pictures and their 

tenacity in Dickens’s works could never be underestimated. His later novels 

were invariably accompanied with illustrations, forming a delicate 

verbal-visual symbiosis that illuminated the cinematic production of costume 

drama in the twentieth century. Except two of his major works, Hard Times and 

Great Expectations, were originally issued without any illustration, the pictures, 

which were mostly bound after the advertisement section and before the novel 

installment, were always an important part of Dickens reading experience, 

complementing the imagination of the readers and providing immediate 

forecast of the story. Finding his works in the dual medium quite congenial and 

financially successful, Dickens kept long and steady cooperation with the 

illustrators. His collaboration began from George Cruikshank and ended in 

Luke Fildes, and they played an important role in Dickens’s visual simulation 

                                                
4 Pickwick Papers was a selling phenomenon in the nineteenth century. Though it sold fewer 

than 500 copies of the first monthly number, the fourth number sold 4,000, the eleventh 14,000, 

and the last numbers around 40,000. “Once published in volume form, it sold well for the rest 

of Dickens’s life and after,” Jane Smiley calculated, “By 1878, it had sold 1.6 million copies in 

various editions” (3). 
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of the scenes. 

 

Contrary to William Makepeace Thackeray, who illustrated his own 

novels by himself
5
, creating the unifying effect between the images and the 

words, Dickens and his illustrators did not always work in harmony and 

sometimes had different opinions about the pictorials. Consequently, the 

discrepancies between the novels and the illustrations become an important 

clue to approach the illustrators’ interpretation of the novels; meanwhile, they 

are also critical material in examining the verbal-visual dialogue in the 

transgeneric interaction. In fact, the illustrations are not simply the visual 

ornaments; they coexist with the novels in a dialogical relationship, 

interpreting while interrogating the stories they illustrate. It is noteworthy that 

the illustrators did not sketch the pictures after the stories were finished; 

instead, Dickens often briefed on the overall summary that the pictures could 

begin drafting before the serialization was written. Namely, the illustrators 

should draw the pictures without having read the texts in advance — the 

illustrations were purely produced according to the imagination of the 

illustrators. Since the illustrations were drawn side by side with the installment, 

the illustrators could sometimes advise the novelist and influence the scheme of 

the plot — they might even provide additions to the story. Cruikshank alleged 

                                                
5 Thackeray was one of the applicants who proposed to illustrate Pickwick Papers after Robert 

Seymour’s suicide. Since Hablot Knight Browne, who had done some work for Chapman and 

Hall earlier and had worked with Dickens on a recent pamphlet, was chosen, Thackeray turned 

to write his own novels and illustrated for himself. Otherwise, there must have been some 

interesting interaction between Dickens the novelist and Thackeray the illustrator, who later 

became Dickens’s rival in novel writing. 
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after Dickens’s death that the plot and many of the characters from Oliver Twist 

came from his idea. Although Dickens’s friend and biographer, John Forster, 

poignantly repudiated such a suspicious claim, it still reminds us that Dickens’s 

novels are not the individual, exclusive achievement of the novelist at all; 

instead, they are the transgeneric artifacts of visual-verbal collaboration where 

the consciousness of the novelist and the illustrators agreed and disagreed with 

each other. Therefore, illustrators are, as Michael Steig observes, “collaborator, 

attempting to express the author’s intention visually; interpreter, offering his 

own comments on the meaning of the work; and perhaps even an artist, 

sometimes creating independently valuable works of art” (5). 

 

Dickens’s most famous illustrator, Hablot Knight Browne (a.k.a. Phiz), 

exemplifies the observation that the illustrators are the non-conformist creative 

interpreter and artist who worked independently and often transgressed the 

textual description. Cooperating with the novelist for twenty-three years and 

illustrating ten of his novels, including Pickwick Papers, Dombey and Son, 

David Copperfield, Little Dorrit, and Tale of Two Cities, Browne often 

exercised his mastery of arts, creativity and interpretation in the illustrations, 

many of which, Steig asserts, were suffused with emblematic details added 

without the permission of the author. Because most of such additions managed 

to help interpret the works, the novelist showed certain toleration toward the 

moderate transgression. The pictures thus created a semi-independent visual 

world that mostly originated from Dickens’s novel but somehow went beyond 

the verbal depiction. 
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Browne’s illustration about David Copperfield’s suit to Dora via her 

aunts, “Traddles and I, Conference with the Misses Spenlow,” for example, 

provided delicate extra-textual interpretations (Figure 4-1). In this illustration, 

the three pictures hung on the wall, “The Momentous Question,” “The Last 

Appeal” and “Arcadia” as well as the books Paradise Regain and The Loves of 

Angels located on the fireplace where a small figurine of a girl picking the 

petals off a flower were all appended by Browne himself to parallel David’s 

proposal to Dora. Those emblematic details were not mentioned in the novel, 

but they all help create “a comic effect appropriate to David’s passion for silly 

little Dora.” Furthermore, there is a cage of two lovebirds sitting apart and a 

bowl where one of the goldfish seems to pursue the other. The two pairs of tiny 

creatures properly, though not stated in the novel either, symbolize the 

marriage between David and Dora, foreshadowing their love in “small, 

enclosed containers from which there is no escape” (Steig 13). Since the 

pictures provide plenty of visual information that hints at the plot, they could 

attract the interest and satisfy the curiosity of the readers before they peruse the 

story; besides, people can also review the illustrations afterwards to find out the 

hidden clues, which adds even more pleasure to the pure perusal of the novel. 

Unlike the verbal narrative, the hidden messages could be seamlessly 

insinuated with the most trivial decorations in the pictures. These details elicit 

more interpretations while readers are perusing the novel, and the picture can 

also create an immediate ambience of the scene that is more vivid and tangible 

to the eyes. 
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Figure 4-1. Traddles and I, Conference with the Misses Spenlow  

(Origin: Charles Dickens Page) 

 

The other explicit example of the illustrator’s visual interpretation 

comes from “The Thriving City of Eden as it Appeared on Paper” in Martin 

Chuzzlewit (Figure 4-2). This picture describes Martin’s adventure in America 
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to pursue his fortune. He is being persuaded by two jugglers to buy a land in 

what he is told a thriving new western town but actually a disease infested 

swamp. Browne foreshadowed the protagonist’s failure by illustrating an insect 

captured in the spider web and a mouse about to enter a trap right above him. 

These emblematic details, of course, are not mentioned in the novel, but they 

properly hint at the future of the main character. Although the symbolic 

portrayals soundly echo the story, they would be too verbose to be included in 

the written narrative, and such trivialities may also distract the main plot, 

making the novel narratives unbearably episodic. When portrayed in the 

illustrations, however, the visual allusions could be juxtaposed together with 

the main theme harmoniously, paralleling the written plot without upstaging it. 

This is the special feature of the visual medium, in which the tiniest of things 

can be simultaneously collaged together to reinforce the overall symbolism. 

Although not a word is spoken, everything is silently conveyed at a glance. 
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Figure 4-2 The Thriving City of Eden as it Appeared on Paper (Origin: Charles Dickens Page) 

 

Even though the illustrator’s creativity and interpretation could, more 

often than not, supplement the written stories, it sometimes disappointed the 

novelist. Dickens knew so well the potentialities and dangers of the 

illustrations that he always gave meticulous instructions about each illustration
6
 

                                                
6 Edward Dudley Hume Johnson gave an example about Dickens’s meticulous instruction on 

the illustrations: “In criticism of the initial sketch depicting the parlor in which Mrs. Corney 

entertains Bumble, Dickens wrote to Cruikshank: ‘I have described a small kettle for one on 
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to make sure his scenes were properly visualized. Unfortunately, there were 

still many pictures that made him extremely upset. Some of them simply did 

not conform to the author’s instructions, and others failed to meet his 

expectations. In Dombey and Son, the novelist specified ten young gentlemen 

at Doctor Blimber’s academy but Browne unilaterally increased the number to 

seventeen. Such trivial lapse might not interfere with the main theme of the 

installment too much, but it had already staged the artistic rivalry between the 

novelist and the illustrators — the latter obstinately objected the will of the 

former by smuggling his own ideas into the pictures. 

 

The rivalry happened not only because of the nonconformity of the 

illustrators, but also the discrepancy between their idealizations of the scene. 

Dickens had once expressed great antipathy to Browne’s “Paul and Mrs. 

Pipchin” (Figure 4-3) in a letter to Forster, complaining the illustrator spoiled 

his childhood memory: 

 

I am really distressed by the illustration of Mrs. Pipchin and 

Paul. It is so frightfully and wildly wide of the mark. Good 

Heaven! In the commonest and most literal construction of the 

text, it is all wrong. She is described as an old lady, and Paul’s 

“miniature armchair” is mentioned more than once. He ought to 

be sitting in a little arm-chair down in a corner of the fireplace, 

staring up at her. I can’t say what pain and vexation it is to be so 

utterly misrepresented. I would cheerfully have given a hundred 

                                                                                                                            

the fire — a small black teapot on the table with a little tray & so forth — and a two ounce tin 

tea canister. Also a shawl hanging up — and the cat and kittens before the fire.-’” (149). 
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pounds to have kept this illustration out of the book. He never 

could have got that idea of Mrs. Pipchin if he had attended to 

the text. Indeed I think he does better without the text; for then 

the notion is made easy to him in short description, and he can’t 

help taking it in. 

 

 

Figure 4-3. “Paul and Mrs. Pipchin” in Dombey and Son (Origin: Charles Dickens Page) 

 

In fact, although Paul’s “miniature arm-chair” is mentioned several times in the 
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first and eighth chapters in Dombey and Son, the details of its structure has 

never been specifically described. Therefore, though Dickens indicated 

Browne’s misrepresentation of the chair, his disappointment did not originate 

from the gap between the verbal and visual depiction; instead, his anger seems 

mostly to be triggered, as we can infer from his biography, by the illustrator’s 

inability to capture the memory of the novelist’s childhood about Elizabeth 

Roylance, the lady with whom the teenage author lodged when the rest of his 

family members were in the Marshalsea debtor’s prison, and from whom 

Dickens created Mrs. Pipchin. The connection between the characters in his 

novels and his own childhood may be widely known to Dickens’s biographers 

now, yet the novelist did not reveal such shameful memories to either Browne 

or Forster. Consciously or not, however, he hoped to reconstruct that scene 

both through his own words in the novel and the visual representation of the 

engraving as a psychotherapeutic recurrence. As the visualization of his past 

could not perfectly match his memory in mind, though it might be quite 

acceptable for readers, it was denounced by Dickens as the unfaithful 

representation of the scene. 

 

The illustrations sometimes went beyond the author’s depiction, and 

sometimes it simply failed to meet his expectation. His novels with the 

illustrations, therefore, were truly “polyphonic” by nature — not only did the 

multiple individual and rivaling voices of the characters dialogize with one 

another in varying aspects, styles, and tones in the novels; the stories and the 

illustrations, as well as the author’s and the illustrators’ individual viewpoints, 
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also interacted with each other in and out of the texts. The verbal and visual 

portrayals cooperated in a delicate reciprocation: they resonated and interpreted 

the plots and characters, communicating while contradicting with each other. 

The impression of Dickens’s novels is thus created on the transgeneric 

heteroglossia: the interaction of the verbal and the visual collaborated to make 

the novelistic symphony. 

 

Although the illustrated novels were popular, it was a controversial 

genre in the Victorian period. “It would be misleading to suggest that the 

illustrated novel dominated Victorian fiction,” Steig reminds, “since throughout 

the era many writers, major and minor, published their books without pictures, 

and without any apparent sense that something was lacking” (1). On the one 

hand, after Dickens’s triumph in producing so many bestsellers, similar mode 

of publication — monthly, one-shilling installment with two full-page 

illustrations — became the object of imitation by many novelists such as 

Charles Lever, W. Harrison Ainsworth, William Makepeace Thackeray, and 

Anthony Trollope. On the other, whereas the middle-class readers fondly 

appreciated the novel-illustration combination, the upper-class elite strongly 

opposed such a mass entertainment — they were more in favor of the classic 

literate culture. The dissociation of the visual and verbal cultures nurtured the 

other type of Victorian novelists, who published the stories without any 

illustration. The Brontës, George Eliot and George Meredith, whose works 

catered more to the well-educated elite, all issued their books unillustrated. 

Since the academia regarded the literate medium as the culturally superior art 
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form to the pictorial pastime, the intellectual became the passionate defender of 

“literature” in the pure verbal form, which was elevated as a symbol of the 

refined, elitist taste.  

 

The cultural controversy that favored the literate rather than the visual 

that influenced numerable scholars in the twentieth century resulted both from 

the alienation of the social consciousness after the rise of the bourgeoisie in the 

Industrial Revolution and the upheaval of technological transition during which 

multiple media competed and cooperated with one another. The common 

concept about the preeminence of the literate culture mostly came from the 

modern academia established on the basis of cultural elitism; the closer 

situation to the factual Victorian cultural milieu, however, was actually a 

complicated mosaic of transgeneric interpenetration — the literate and the 

visual media, together with the performing and oral cultures, reciprocated 

while rivaled with one another to provide the integrated experience of multiple 

media. Such transgeneric experience was too complex to be fully represented 

in any monolithic generalization. Because many innovative technologies were 

developed in this critical epoch of transition, and because of their prematurity 

and inadequacy, many media coexisted in a delicate competition. They visual 

and the verbal media were similar to the passengers sitting in the same boat, 

helping each other in rowing forward while trying to shove each other 

overboard. The collaboration and competition was continued in the early 

modern period as cinema gradually dominated the mode of popular culture. 

The interpenetration and integration of media goes on, and the situation 
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becomes more and more complicated in our age of digital computation. 

 

 

Fulfillment of Visual Technology in Cinema 

 

The competition and collaboration between the verbal and visual media 

had undergone a dramatic shift in the early twentieth century — despite that 

novel dominated the Victorian cultural milieu, the movie aestheticians and 

historians tried to rid languages of any kind in film to achieve the purity of the 

visual representation. James Card ideally alleges “silent films [are] so eloquent 

in their pantomime that they needed no intertitles whatsoever — no dialogue, 

no explanatory titles, just pure, uninterrupted images. What a boon to 

international distribution — no language barrier anywhere!” (60). The silent 

filmmakers confidently believed that movies would achieve the triumph of the 

visual expression insofar as the film continued to develop its unique visual 

representation. The verbal narrative in literature, they contended, would 

contaminate the integrity of the visuality. “In silent cinema,” Ralph Stephenson 

and J. R. Debrix articulates, “the written captions were always an alien element 

and never combined with the visuals into an artistic whole” (207). The silent 

film activists endeavored to produce movies without any verbal narration, and 

the inclusion of the literate narratives was regarded as a serious compromise to 

the “literate hegemony.” “Cinema has to humiliate itself and seek 

compromises,” Leonid Skrypnyk contests, “Intertitles constitute the first major 

compromise” (20). The emphasis upon the exclusive visual representation 
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actually reflected the overconfidence in the newly developed film 

technology — the cinematic optimists were convinced movies could suffice 

people’s instinctive desire to see, and the pure visuality in motion was 

abundant to convey every artistic concept the filmmakers intended to show. 

Strongly opposed to the nineteenth-century literate predominance, not only had 

those film proponents reconstructed the classic theater in a new visual epoch of 

technological moving pictures, but they also extended the visual representation 

to endless potentialities, trying every way to represent the reality without the 

aid of verbal narratives. 

 

The high expectation of the visual medium in the early twentieth 

century was in fact an artistic backlash to the predominance of the literate 

culture after the progress of the print press. In the nineteenth century, even 

though novels and illustrations collaborated with each other in the popular 

culture, the visual and the oral were still repressed by the literate culture of 

elitism. Whereas the primitive, unmediated and balanced sensory environment 

of eyesight, earshot and memory nourished the traditional oral culture of 

performance and improvisation, dominating millennia of classic drama, such 

sensory balance was inevitably sacrificed to the early print-press technology 

that could break beyond the biological boundaries of time and space. The 

sacrificed real-time immediacy was not extinct; it became latent in the written 

medium, waiting to be restored when the visual technology is advanced enough 

to simulate the natural human perceptions. Such restoration of the 

long-repressed desire happened in the twentieth century, which 
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overwhelmingly tipped the scales for the pure visuality in the silent film. 

Nevertheless, since people would never be satisfied with pure visual effects, 

the biological balance among the visual, audio and literate will eventually be 

achieved as the technologies could better re-orchestrate the human senses in the 

mechanical environment. The overemphasis of one single perception, after all, 

is nothing but the temporary expedient. 

 

The older media may obsolesce, but their characteristics will be 

absorbed into the newer media. Therefore, any medium, literate, oral or visual, 

which overemphasizes the predominance of one single sensory perception over 

the others, will adjust itself in the spectrum of transgeneric interaction, seeking 

to “preserve and continue the extension breakthroughs of the past, while 

retrieving the elements of the naturally human communicative world that were 

lost” (Levinson, 1997 61). Neither the medium of the pure words nor that of 

the exclusive visuality could persist long; the interpenetration and mutual 

embrace of multiple media that could best reconstruct the human natural 

perceptions will find its way to the future. Novel, for example, inherited the 

tradition of theater and incorporated the actions into its verbal narrative. It is 

then adapted into Victorian melodrama and twentieth-century movies and TV 

series, animating the characters on stage or on screen. Film becomes a 

technological fertile ground for any classical genre with an interesting plot, and 

every story should be performed on screen to make it really popular. Novel in 

the twentieth century, therefore, is more likely to become an imaginative buffer 

where the novelist could exercise his deployment of plot and characters. The 



 139

written form is a comparatively more economic trial balloon to test the readers’ 

taste and the potential market, paving its way to the more profitable but 

higher-cost cinema production. The Booker Prize in Britain and Pulitzer Prize 

in America, for instance, not only win the laureate literary fame and honor, but 

also become a guarantee to the profitable box-office if the novels are adapted 

on screen. Besides, the success of Michael Crichton, Dan Brown, Stephen King, 

J. R. R. Tolkien, Patrick Suskind, and most prominently, J. K. Rowling all echo 

the dynamics between novel and cinema. Many people like reading books, but 

there is a much larger population who prefer waiting for the movie adaptation 

to perusing the works. The preliminary success of the novel might promote its 

adaptation into movie, but it is the film that makes the novel popular 

worldwide. The colorful verbal depiction in novels provides raw materials for 

movies, and the film becomes the destination where most of the novels go. 

There are so many novels written in order to be adapted into movies that the 

written form appears more likely to be the intermediary of the multimedia. The 

popular arts in the twentieth century, consequently, do not favor any single 

medium any more; instead, the consolidation of multiple media that could 

re-orchestrate the human sensory perceptions to the maximum becomes the 

mainstream. The works of art that contains the most varieties of medium 

potentialities become the steady-seller of the age. The collaboration of novel 

and cinema, therefore, goes on and on into the future that the cinematic 

adaptation of literary classics has been scheduled until 2009. 

 

This may be the reason why Dickens has enjoyed steady popularity 
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since his time. His novels, which were composed of abundant illustrations and 

pictorial portrayal, were bestsellers in the Victorian period. After cinema fully 

develops in the twentieth century, the visual potentialities of his novels make 

them ready to be transplanted directly from page to screen. The primitive 

transgeneric experience among the novel, theater and Public Readings in the 

nineteenth century created the Victorian collective memory of Dickens — 

people were so familiar with his stories that it took the minimal verbal 

explanation while the novels were visually represented in the silent film during 

1908 and 1926. The integrated media experience facilitated the adaptation of 

Dickens in the silent film, and the same trait further brings the novels into the 

more advance cinematic technology today. Although the motion pictures could 

temporarily rid the words from their visual depiction, the verbal narrative has 

never been completely extinct as the movies developed into the mid-twentieth 

century. The words, on the other hand, gradually increased as the phonographic 

technology progressed to stage the more sophisticated plots. Vitagraph’s 1911 

A Tale of Two Cities only used between eleven to twelve intertitles per reel of 

film; the later adaptation of the same novel entitled The Only Way in 1926 bore 

much higher number of thirty-five per reel. Although many of them were, as 

Kamilla Elliott analyzes, “narrative titles and not just stage dialogue” (Glavin, 

2003 117), the increase of the verbal narratives indeed helped the more 

elaborate process of plot on screen. Film inevitably marched toward the 

integration of the visual and the audio, and the progress of movies obviously 

echoes the endeavors of nineteenth-century Dickens — as he tried to combine 

the verbal, oral and visual effects together, film provides a much more natural 
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environment where the audience could directly hear and see the performance. 

Dickens’s mastery in the literary depiction actually helped the art of cinema to 

develop the poetics of narratives. 

 

The technology merely suggests the possibility of representation, but 

the way to represent with insight takes the mastery of art. This is why Dickens 

further helps in the development of narrative techniques in the modern cinema. 

“A film is never really good,” Orson Welles illuminates, “unless the camera is 

an eye in the head of a poet” (Jones 1063). Dickens’s artistic observation of the 

world, especially through his special lens profoundly inspired by the early 

modern visual technologies and his close collaboration with the illustrators, 

becomes an important source to refine the poetics of film, a new technology 

with promising prospect but premature concept and skills. “The uniqueness of 

a work of art is,” Benjamin explains, “inseparable from its being imbedded in 

the fabric of tradition” (223). Since Dickens plays a critical role in the 

transition of the visual and verbal arts in the nineteenth century, he is a keynote 

to be absorbed into film when this new medium learns to combine the audio, 

visual and verbal genres together. “[D]esignating Dickens in particular and the 

Victorian novel more generally the immediate ancestors of film,” Elliot 

analyzes, “forges a history of narrative that creates a continuous line from oral 

poetry through the rise of the drama and subsequently the rise of novel through 

to film and television” (Glavin, 2003 115). At this epoch of artistic transition, 

Dickens was extensively exploited, taken as the source that nourishes the new 

art form. 
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“[E]ach new medium,” Paul Levinson asserts, “takes an older one as its 

content” (1999 42). Film, for instance, absorbs the content of novel to develop 

its own narrative structure, activating the cultural exchange of the traditional 

and the innovative, “in which texts were re-used, re-cycled, and, to some extent, 

remade—produc[ing] a whole range of new meanings, readings and 

understandings in a meeting… between popular and literary traditions” (Poole 

149). Not only did Dickens’s novels become an important source of movie 

adaptation, but also the illustrations that accompanied the stories were taken as 

the “authentic” reference to reconstruct the period details of the nineteenth 

century. The décor of Dickens’s London is re-established according to both the 

verbal portrayal of the novelist and the pictorial minuteness of the illustrators. 

Browne’s illustrations, for example, were often transplanted directly into the 

moving picture. George Cukor’s 1935 version of David Copperfield was well 

noted for the faithful representation of Browne’s illustrations in Dickens’s 

novel. Cukor carefully examined each scene, furniture, and design, identifying 

the appearances, costumes and demeanors of the characters to produce the 

ambience of “authentic” Dickens. His movie, therefore, became the perfect 

replica of the novel in motion, bringing back the readers’ memory about the 

story in the new medium. One of the most memorable characters in Cukor’s 

Copperfield was Wilkins Micawber starred by W. C. Fields, whose 

performance made the character vividly alive on screen. Juxtaposing Fields’ 

Micawber with that in Browne’s picture, one cannot ignore the strong 

resemblance between the two — the same face of benevolence, innocent but 
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improvident, the tailcoat ensemble that barely fit the portly body, and the top 

hat that seemed always to tilt on the head (Figure 4-4). The exact 

reconstruction of the novels in the costume movies highlights the obsessive 

realism in film — this powerful medium of visual stimulation has created an 

inevitable urge to turn everything into moving images, satisfying the audience’s 

demand to see every detail in the stories. 

 

 

Figure 4-4. Micawber in Browne’s illustration and George Cukor’s film adaptation  

(Origin: Charles Dickens Page and International Movie Database) 

 

Such obsession of visual realism leads to the vogue of re-creating the 

nineteenth century impression in the twentieth-century cinema — the 

representation of the traditional becomes a modern cultural nostalgia that 

appeared steadily profitable and popular. The overuse of the novels and 

illustrations soon makes the filmmakers find more materials other than 

Dickens’s own works to provide more images of the Victorian period. 

Blanchard Jerrold’s London, which was brilliantly illustrated by Gustave Doré, 

is consequently the “happy hunting ground for film and TV designers.” Doré’s 
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engravings are “strong influences on films of Dickens novels by David Lean, 

Carol Reed and their imitators” (Giddings, 1990 Figure 8), and the obsessive 

realism of cinema fulfills the representation of the visual verisimilitude. 

However, the Dickens experience previously established upon novel reading is 

now gradually appropriated by the movie adaptations. They created a hyperreal 

impression of Dickens that is actually a version of simulacra, persuading the 

audience their visual authenticity. Since the movies nowadays appropriated the 

novels instead of faithfully re-creating them, “all these films… radically 

re-write Dickens in their own terms,” Mike Poole warns, “Jack Cornway’s 

1935 version of A Tale of Two Cities, for instance, patently discovers its own 

imperatives in Dickens’s text, re-encoding it in ways that work to limit its 

possible meanings in line with what made good inter-war box-office” (154). 

Except the literary scholars in the English Department, few people in our days 

would read the original novels. Even the directors and scriptwriters may make 

movies on the basis of the antecedent adaptations without actually studying the 

original texts. The adaptation of Dickens’s novels, paradoxically, then becomes 

a “back formation” — the original texts do not generate the movies any more; 

it is the movies that generate the collective impression of the novelist in the 

twentieth century. The interaction between novel and cinema thus form a 

complicated reciprocation — while Dickens’s novels influenced the early film 

adaptations, the later movies shape the general image of the novelist, which is 

alienated from the original. The image of Dickens in the age of cinema, 

therefore, is actually the montage of old and new memories cooperating and 

rivaling each other dynamically. 
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Dickens’s works not only provided the content of the movie adaptation, 

but also inspire the film pioneers such as D. W. Griffith, the filmmaker and 

director of The Birth of a Nation, as they developed the techniques of cinematic 

narrative. Many pioneer filmmakers did not simply adapt Dickens’s novels on 

screen; instead, they borrowed his techniques of portrayal, including close-up, 

dissolve and parallel storyline, to create new movies. Griffith acknowledged a 

huge debt to Dickens as he adopted the novelist’s techniques to deploy the 

camera. When interrogated by his cameraman, Arthur Marvin, about the 

experiment of the parallel “cut-back” of the storyline for his 1908 version of 

Enoch Arden (After Many Years), Griffith simply retorted, “Well, doesn’t 

Dickens write that way?” Although Marin insisted upon the difference between 

novel writing and film production, Griffith still believed his movies were 

“picture stories, not so different” from the verbal description (Griffith 66). 

Garret Stewart concludes, “Dickens anticipates film narrative mostly in his 

obsessive descriptive details (especially in close-ups), their intercutting and the 

broad formats of parallel plotting” (123). 

 

Sergi Eisenstein enumerates Dickens’s influence on film with many 

textual evidences from the novels. He claims the opening sentence of The 

Cricket on the Hearth, “THE KETTLE began it,” to be a typical close-up in the 

written form (198). The focus concentrates upon the kettle first, slowing 

drawing away from it, “zooming out” to the larger view of the scene. This is a 

typical conceptual “close-up” that inspired Griffith’s mise-en-sène. Besides, 
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Dickens inspired, as Eisenstein asserts, the use of montage, the “piecing 

together of discrete images to make a film sequence” (Garret 123). Dickens 

believed that the great art of authorship should make the portrayal “as the 

layers of the red and white in a side of streaky bacon…sudden shifting of the 

scene, and rapid changes of time and place.” His idea was practiced in the 

novels, but it was better fulfilled in the design of camera shots. Though 

Dickens’s concept only referred to the parallel of episodes and rapid shifting of 

narratives in his novels, the verbal juxtaposition of the scenes and the 

resynthesis of the spatiotemporal depiction illuminated the scissor-and-paste of 

the film narratives. “[A]s shorthand writer,” Eisenstein observes, “[Dickens] 

conveyed a word by a stroke, a whole sentence by a few curves and dashes. So 

in later days as an author he invented a kind of shorthand to reality, consisting 

of little signs instead of lengthy descriptions, an essence of observation 

distilled from the innumerable happenings of life” (210). His unique way of 

observing the world was inspired by the flourishing visual technologies; he 

further transcended them, exercising his own imagination to experiment the 

unprecedented conceptual visual effect in the verbal narrative. 

 

Dickens created a visual demand that could only be fulfilled later in the 

twentieth-century film technology. If Eisenstein is correct in this observation, 

Dickens’s “shorthand to reality” indeed consolidated the verbal symbols with 

the visual, illuminating the non-verbal narrative of rapid shifting moving 

images. Montage has created “a new kind of language, a visual syntax that 

freed film from dependence on verbal narration” (Elliott 144). Such an 
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innovative technique was derived from the Victorian novelist, and Dickens is 

one of the most significant. As the visual portrayal in the Victorian novel “often 

yields an effect we moderns call cinematic,” Rhoda Flaxman points out, it 

actually derives from older visual arts. Dickens inherited such a tradition, 

combining the theatrical, oral and visual arts together to form his unique 

technique of depiction. 

 

 

Paradox between Verbal and Visual Media 

 

Although the consolidation of the visual, verbal and oral media in the 

modern cinema better re-orchestrate the human sensory perceptions, the 

fundamental difference between the written and the visual forms still leaves the 

gap wide open. The cinematic technology, therefore, suffers from a critical 

paradox of incompatibility: “On the one hand, scholars declare film’s integral 

formal, narrative, and historical connections to the novel, especially the 

Victorian novel” Elliott articulates, “On the other hand, scholars argue that film 

and the novel are inherently opposed as ‘words’ and ‘images’… that any type 

of verbal narration in film is ‘uncinematic’” (Glavin, 2003 113). The scenes in 

a novel may be visualized in the movies, but its theme, structure, symbol and 

language can hardly be transplanted seamlessly on screen without losing the 

literary integrity and profundity. The literariness of the novel, consequently, 

may be impaired in the movie adaptations. 
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The first-person narrative in novel, for example, becomes quite clumsy 

if it is extensively used in film. It is natural for a novelist to tell a story in first 

person; however, since the visual portrayal on screen tend to show the story 

rather than to tell it, the camera serves more as an implicit third-person 

observer than a first-person narrator. Even though the aside may sometimes 

appear in a movie to bridge the gaps of narrative that the images or the 

dialogue among characters cannot sufficiently show, it is still abrupt if the 

narrator constantly interrupts the proceeding of a film. The narration in the 

movie, consequently, is somehow repressed by the cinematic visualization. 

Unfortunately, for “much of the novel’s subtlety is achieved precisely through 

the use of first-person narration” (Giddings, 1990 80), the film adaptation 

inevitably lose some level of the essentiality and profundity of a novel when 

the former turns the latter into the screen version. This is especially true in the 

adaptation of Dickens’s novels, which are often composed in “first person and 

the present tense, and are constructed so that the various characters express 

themselves more in monologue than in dialogue” (Ponting 118). Great 

Expectations, for instance, is written in overwhelming first person narrative. 

When Pip returns to his village, being supercilious with Biddy, baited by 

Trabb’s boy, celebrated by Pumblechook and the rest, his own nescience, even 

though it is in retrospect, reveals his ridiculous vanity with sarcastic humors 

when he continues the monologue. In the novel, the delicacy of the mental 

nuance is created through Pip’s ignorant self-reflection; in the movies, on the 

other hand, the multivalent psychology and its reflection in the exterior world 

fail to represent itself even though the facial expression and gestures are 
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eloquent means to show some mental messages. Even though the ambiguity of 

the visual representation can sometimes allure the audience’s imagination, the 

exteriorization of the mind often fails to represent the psychological complexity. 

This problem is the first fundamental difference between the verbal and the 

visual media, and the paradox goes on. 

 

The obsessive realism in film brings other challenges when the novel is 

adapted on screen. Contrary to the written genre like novels, which may allure 

readers’ imagination by leaving some blank of characterization and description, 

the film is obliged to visualize the minutest details. In Great Expectations, Mr. 

Jaggers is never scrutinized, nor does he appear in any illustration (GE was one 

of the two Dickens’s novels that were originally unillustrated). He is only 

known to keep washing his hands with strong smelling soap and his boots 

creak on the ground. When represented on screen, however, Jaggers’ image 

becomes meticulously concrete — the filmmakers should fabricate all his 

appearance, dressing and demeanors. In his 1946 version of Great Expectations, 

David Lean had Francis L. Sullivan perform Jaggers, whose image was then 

clearly visualized on screen — a well-off man in tidily ironed ensemble, having 

a plump face and corpulent body, behaving somewhat snobbishly in demeanors 

and totally merchant-like in tone and manners. The photograph below (Figure 

4-5) shows Jaggers’ arrival at Joe’s forge for the first time when Pip and his 

uncle are working there. It is interesting that Jaggers, whose image is supposed 

to be vague, posits in clear profile standing in the center of the focus between 

the two silhouettes, one of which actually belongs to the key character in the 
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original novel. The reversion of the visual focus suggests the turning point of 

Pip’s life in the story, and Lean skillfully utilized this simple visual technique 

to foreshadow the hero’s dark prospect in the seemingly bright future. 

 

 

Figure 4-5 Mr. Jaggers in David Lean’s 1946 Great Expectations  

(Origin: International Movie Database) 

 

The interpretation of the filmmakers may, as mentioned above, help 

shed some light from the original text, but it sometimes risks disrupting the 

suspense designed by the novelist. This problem is especially significant in the 

movie adaptation of Dickens’s novels: because he is so famous for depicting 

the visual details that the occasional blank in the portrayal often conveys the 

author’s special design or hidden message. “Dickens — throughout his 

fiction — is obsessed with dress and appearance,” Giddings insightfully 
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reminds us, “In such a situation, not describing a character is significant, in the 

context of a novel as a whole” (1990 81). Even though Charles Green and 

Harry Furnis tried to depict Jaggers in the illustrations of later versions (Figure 

4-6), their interpretation to visualize the characters intentionally left blank by 

the author in the novel may lead to unexpected outcome. 

 

 

Figure 4-6. Left: “Pip in Mr. Jaggers’s Office” by Charles Green (1877); 

Right: the same theme by Harry Furnis (1910). 

 

Despite that Pip grows old and gains more wisdom as the story goes on, 

Giddings exemplified, other characters such as Joe and Miss Havisham appear 

never to age. In a bildungsroman novel like Great Expectations, such an 

arrangement of temporal stagnation bears unique thematic connotation. The 

blank of Havisham’s age parallels the fact that she always wears an old 
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wedding dress everywhere and keeps all the clocks in Satis House stopped at 

twenty minutes to nine, all of which symbolize the traumatic past of the lady, 

fettering herself in the prison-like house. Similar blank of depiction, however, 

should be filled into minute visualization in movies. In Alfonso Curón’s 1998 

version of Great Expectations, Havisham is altered to be Ms. Nora Dinsmoor, a 

woman of deep wrinkles, extremely pale face and dramatically roughed lips. 

Dinsmoor appears much older than Lean’s Havisham, and such discrepancy 

apparently originated from the blank of description in Dickens’s original 

(Figure 4-7). Dinsmoor’s hysterical behaviors and paranoiac bearings might 

reinforce the grotesque ambience of her house and illustrate her painful 

memory, yet the detailed visualization of the character fails to suggest the 

connotative message conveyed by the descriptive blank in the original novel. It 

widens the gap between the film adaptation and the original novel — the more 

minute the visualization is, the more controversial the dispute about the 

authenticity of movie adaptation will be. The concrete depiction of the age does 

not necessarily help the overall symbolism of the novel; contrarily, the urge to 

represent the visual image becomes a dilemma when sometimes it is better to 

leave some blank in the characterization. 
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Figure 4-7. Left: Alfonso Curón’s Dinsmoor; Right: David Lean’s Miss Havisham.  

(Origin: Internet Movie Database) 

 

The obsessive realism creates an immediate world which looks so real 

that the audience would easily be persuaded by the verisimilitude of the visual 

representation; nevertheless, it may have the danger of appropriating the 

authenticity of Dickens’s special design of the blank about the description and 

characterization. The visualization of the novels often spoils the imaginative 

ambiguity. Literary genres such as poetry and fiction are often good at 

providing the least sensory perceptions to elicit the most imagination; the film, 

on the other hand, creates the audio-visual verisimilitude but often deprive the 

audience of their potential of imagination. This is the second problem of the 

modern film technology. 

 

Thirdly, although the filmmakers indulge in the obsessive realism, 

many of the symbolism in the novels are lost even if they can be represented in 

the movies. In Great Expectations, stellar imaginary is an important feature of 
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the symbolic structure. Besides Miss Havisham’s beautiful young ward, Estella, 

who is named so to symbolize the cold, shining star that seems an unattainable 

dream to Pip, the whole pursuit of the capitalist vanity in the novel is also 

compared to a quest of the remote stars. When Pip looks up at the stars and 

considers “how awful it would be for a man to turn his face up to them as he 

froze to death, and see no help or pity in all the glittering multitude” (Ch 7), the 

glittering coldness, which is heterogeneous from the warm and bright sunshine, 

not only suggests Estelle’s cruel mind but also the indifference of the alienated 

world. Although the series of stellar imagery could be intricately juxtaposed in 

the novel to form a powerful undercurrent of symbolism, it would appear too 

episodic if they are all preserved in film. Because a movie is limited by time, it 

cannot but abridge the novel to select the main plot. The abridgement, therefore, 

inevitably leads to the loss of the original symbolism. This may be the reason 

why all the similar symbols are omitted in David Lean’s Great Expectations. 

Similar symbolic dimension is never really realized in any other film versions 

today. 

 

Similar problem also appears in Pickwick Papers, which was originally 

produced with densely visual illustrations. This work is not only noted for its 

pictorial portrayal but also for the intrigue combination between the characters 

and the visual symbolism, where most of the humors comes out. Many of these 

comic designs, however, would lose their humorous effects if turned directly on 

screen. Take Samuel Pickwick’s in his cups for example: 
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The wine, which had exerted its somniferous influence over Mr. 

Snodgrass and Mr. Winkle, had stolen upon the senses of Mr. 

Pickwick. That gentleman had gradually passed through the 

various stages which precede the lethargy produced by dinner, 

and its consequences. He had undergone the ordinary transitions 

from the height of conviviality to the depth of misery, and from 

the depth of misery to the height of conviviality. Like a 

gas-lamp in the street, with the wind in the pipe, he had 

exhibited for a moment an unnatural brilliancy, then sank so 

low as to be scarcely discernible; after a short interval, he had 

burst out again, to enlighten for a moment; then flickered with 

an uncertain, staggering sort of light, and then gone out 

altogether. 

 

The visualization in the movies may show Pickwick gets drunk, gradually 

falling asleep. However, it is quite a challenge to reproduce the symbolic image 

of the gas-lamp compared to his besotted struggle in the half insensible state. 

The loss of Dickens’s symbolism, therefore, results in the alienation of the film 

adaptation from the novelist’s masterpiece design of the stories. “The 

overwhelmingly important thing about Dickens as a novelist,” Giddings 

indicates, “is not the stories he tells, but the way he tells stories. It is essentially 

a matter of verbal texture and point of view” (1990 46). The verbal texture and 

point of view, especially the ambience created with the imaginary and 

symbolism, nevertheless, is often lost during the visualization of the characters 

onscreen. Although the main plots are preserved in the adaptations, the humor 

of the original would still lose some of its power on screen. 
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Conclusion: Fulfillment and Suspense in the Modern Media 

 

Dickens is the key to the transgeneric network of media transition 

because of his precursory experiments on visual effects, which later inspired 

the early modern filmmakers to use the techniques of close-up, parallel 

storyline, and mintage. Although film has become the main cultural media in 

the twentieth century, many skeptics are worried that the “sensory fetishism” or, 

as Jean Baudrillard criticizes, the hyper-real “simulacra” may appropriate the 

essence of reality and deteriorate the faculty of imagination at the zenith of 

audio-visual technology. Since the film, as mentioned above, often appears 

more real than the reality, the obsessive realism may eliminate any possibility 

of independent idealization, which is actually the most valuable part in the 

classic literature. Such a danger leads to the struggle between the hyper-real 

media and those of moderately suspended sensory stimulations, the latter of 

which allows more space for imagination and interpretation. The media 

technologies have mow reached a revolutionary epoch when the senses could 

be satisfied so overwhelmingly that the satisfaction becomes secondary to the 

proper selection among the sensory representations. Consequently, the 

suspense becomes the key to the postmodern arts — what matters are not those 

we see, but those we chose not to. The shift of emphasis from sensory 

satisfaction to moderate suspense is a hope for the orthodox literature, which 

stems from eliciting greatest imagination from the minimal sensory 

stimulation. 


