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Gabriele’s methodology takes the stance that the narrative credibility of sensation fiction was established in the same manner as other popular periodical novels.  The cultural context is vitally important and commercial fictions succeed by “explicitly pointing to the intertextual inspiration behind them, which connects fiction, journalistic writings, melodrama, popular fiction and real life (2009:159).  Accounting for sensational storytelling within “the sensorium of urban modernity” (2009:xii) is central to the broad reach of his project.  The study therefore has to encompass the full remit of nineteenth century popular narrative media and takes the reader of the periodical press as a focus for his consideration of co-existing entertainment forms.  This leads Gabriele to make expansive claims about the nature of popular fiction which merit further investigation.

Amongst these Gabriele questions the escapist nature of sensation fiction, arguing that magic lantern slides which appropriated sensational conventions reveal “a shocking call to reality” (2009:120) as the catastrophes they portrayed clearly occurred in contemporary times.  Although the magic lantern show is not a form of serial narrative, the varied programme offered by performances provided the same experience as the periodical press.  The audience was shifted from the shocking revelation of dramatic slides to other modes of spectatorship expected by comedy and the informative narrative of current affairs, travel documentaries or science education which would share the bill.

Braddon’s brand of sensationalism as circulated through the commercial success of Belgravia, during the late 1860s and 1870s, is used to read the history of the magic lantern and the narrative models of silent film serials.  The variety of fare offered by each medium is the context for understanding nineteenth century reading experience.  Gabriele feels that the term sensational fiction is used too broadly both by nineteenth century marketing and contemporary criticism, conflating “different economies of emotion” (2009:122).  Braddon is outstanding because the narrative structure for her work “constant shocking effects that punctuates each instalment with some extraordinary event” (2009:122) can be directly compared with the visual quality of urban magic lantern shows.  Gabriele is interested in the type of popular reading that requires the audience to redirect their focus from “emotional involvement, and intelligent interpretation as the reader is dialectically confronted with the fragmented components of the magazine issue” (2009:40).  These popular narrative forms provide a site of conflict in their composition which negotiates industrial social formations.  Gabriele argues that this is played out through the integration of fiction withthe visual spectacle of advertising and more instructive narrative forms and that this range of media should be understood as impacting on sensational narrative and the engagement of its readership.
The value of the study is its consideration of sensationalism’s longevity and appeal to new audiences.  This is particularly the case with the silent film vamp “defying traditional expectations of middle class propriety” (2009:133) by employing sensationalist conventions for twentieth-century modernity.  Gabriele continues to compare the visual experience and technical reading skill required by the silent cinema serial to the demands of the periodical press.  His example is the popularity of Louis Feuillade’s Les Vampires (1915-1916) and its use of sensational realism to pose a critical account of social structures.  Further commentary on the context for Les Vampires would have been appreciated, especially its relationship to news media of the period. Instead, he comments on Feuillade’s use of darkness as well as light to construct a diegesis which constantly contradicts the realist settings “by a mysterious parallel world of hidden passages, connecting rooms and surprising encounters” (2009:134). 
Recognising the contribution made by sensational narrative structure to proto-cinematic entertainment enables Gabriele to make other statements about the nature of popular fiction and its expanding audience at the end of the nineteenth century.  He proposes that “the silent film industry compressed canonical forms of entertainment – and the time it took to experience them – and made them more readily accessible to wider audiences” (2009:133).  Silent film also had to negotiate similar criticism to Belgravia in seeking an audience that could pay for innovation and yet would not be dissuaded by social censure from cultural commentators.  The two forms used the same qualified encounter with urban low life which “while exposing criminal behaviour in the upper class, casts doubts on the very notion of social mobility by focussing on failed forms of passing” (2009:100).
Gabriele contributes to the extensive debate on sensation fiction, but more pertinently tests out a methodology for popular fiction which is “midpoint between empirical description and theoretical view” (2009:xi).  The connection between public stage performance and silent film is given justifiable precedent in the history of the cinema.  However, if we follow the experience of the audience then the mass production of spectacular forms of entertainment for private reading, i.e. the magic lantern and the periodical press, become equally significant.  Moreover, their structures remain resonant and adaptable in new markets and as social critiques which motivate popular reading engagements.
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