
Some people cry at (J/ci ) d/cr 
<ir S!1 11..'!'I,·" 11 \t'CZ11lc I LrlL'cJ al 

!ht· \lt:1:t; 111 un Off-Bro~dwav 
:1!J\ .1h11t:t \l...ir'ihall ~lcl.uhari 
i;,i: "' I ""I" (onlr a l11tlcJ. I 
l.1cghcu .. \ tcoqcrker about \lar­
;l1all \ld.ul1;,ri'.' :\bout comrnuni­
._ations tiH~un··1 Yt.?3'. Tears have 
:l1.:cn 11."rkc<l 1~1r 30 much h.:ss. In 
ii1Ll k'-~ ,11h11..:lh L"uuld ri,,:hJ mon..' 

,·n1111 .\ 1l.1t•.:v1,;r cbL· 111:1,: :-.;,,iy~ 

.:!11,..:i ,1 ... 1 .. ,•i:.:1-<J contron:rsial 
::11.1kL·r r•1nrc1\1:J tlcrl.' ma dl.'bat· 
.,n!1: 11:t1:rpr .. ·:<1tJn11-he was pas­
~1rrnat~· .:o,;...it ·ne-edling the 
~, 11n n~:i:1i,1.111 ... r, 

,'.le Lull"" u ,ad 10 be my goose­
but11p 111.1:1. ·., 1ciuing the lightest of 
'.•iu...:h!,,;, ri,._· nude me head\'; his 
~)r1,;1t! 1;111:.:l11111g generalities 
.\crt: 1.·,1u 11:.:rp1n11tt.:d b\' din.:l't hits 

1 !\, th1: b:-u1n .\, ht: Says in The 
\ft:J;11111. Tri,: on!~ way you reach 
people " 10 hurt them. You really 
huvc to ..:ut to the bone to reach 
them· ,\!1-,unch:rstood or over­
unuerstood obscure or bracing, 
~lcl.uhan JUSl wanted to play ball: 

You Jon·1 like these ideas. I got 
others .. 

The ,\/ed111m-which unfolds in 
,tcLuhan·s own recursive style, 
hi opnonsnis repeated in differ­
ent .. media ... trom a Valle)' of 1he 
Dolls fantas10 10 cowboy. rap, and 
rave scenanos-makes clear that 
me rrnm who said the medium is 
tile messagt' 13 himself a medium. 
Actually. \lcLuhan·s twice a me­
dium: Hes the loose theoretical 
construct we still use to (just 
barely) understand the effects of 
our televisions. telephones. and 
computers. and hes also that oth­
er kind ol medium-a channeler. a 
poet who con1ures technological 
myths to explain and to warn. 
When one sensory mode domi­
nates. he explained, it allows us to 
e.,perience the previous one as an 
"Jrt iorm ... (When TV appeared, 
muvteS became art.) Technologies, 
ur the • e.xtcnsions of man,·· he 
;aid. numb man. (Each extension 
13 a ··sd1-a111put3uon··: to survive 
:.n amputdtton. systems go into 
shock. numb out.) 

Director Allne Bogart, by tilting 
toward .\lcLuhan's more dire pro­
nounc~ments c·1 wish none of 
these technologies had ever hap­
pened. but I want to study change 
to conquer it " "This upheaval 
generates great pain and identny 
loss."), presents him as a medium 
who eventually caved in under the 
weight of dcctronic weightless­
ness-as if the series of strokes he 
suffered toward the end (he died 
in I 980J rc3ultcd rrorn being psy· 
cn,cally vuerwired. "What's that 
buzzmg'!' he asks repeatedly in 
The ,\tedium. "What's happen-
111g0 " Until finallr, the communi­
cauons guru 1s unable to get out 
the next syl .. la ... ble. In Tom 
,\cliss asiounuing (and Obie-win­
ning) performance. the seemingly 
clctachcd analyst spends m11w1es 
stammering out the one idea he 
held 1,, iervemlv: "Theres no in­
t'\ 1tabdi1y a.s loi1g as there is our 
ll'iil 10 contemplate what is 
llappt:ning." 

It was at this potnt I cried. \1c­
Luhan·s breakdown might have 
been the death of a friend. not by 
disease ur Jccident. but by the ba­
r.al buildup oi beeping phones. 
computers. ia,es. answering ma­
chines. and \'Oice-mail menus. In-

' tktd. the full e.,1ens1on oi man. as 
• Tize .\ledwm suggests. ma} not b~ 

anythmg as ITI)'Stenous as cyber­
punk. but the sutling pleasures of 
hr,me shopping. 

But is that hint oi causalitv in 
\lcLuhan's stroke fair0 Am I ·per­
sonally so stricken over technol-

raw, Marshall 
The Extensions ofJl!f cLuhan 

. 

• 'jt)'!l:iE!f ,/: 
u1•ve caved in under the weight of electronic weightlessness-and I can't get up!" 

ogy-hauntcd by images or tum­
bling alone toward death in a 
200/-like fall through space. 
mocked by a waltz and my space 
suit-that I am only too glad 10 
see this fear given such dramatic 
form0 This. of course. is the stick­
ing point for some critics. like my 
colleague Ross Wetzstcon, who 
wrote in these pages a few weeks 
ago that Bogart's "stance is re­
lentlessly technophobic. a position 
she seems 10 attribute 10 McLu­
han but one far more typical of his 
detractors." 

Phebe or phile. what would Mc­
Luhan have made of th<: Net. vir­
tual reality. e-mail. and the corpo­
rate tic, "When In Doubt, Spout 
·Interactive'"? Would he have 
maintained that chipper attitude 
that seemed to endorse each tech­
notcase. or would he have found a 
numbness too great to bear? Tu 
find out, I spent an evening seeing 
the play again and dining out with 
two deep-dish ,\IcLuhanites. 

My Dinner With ... 7: Nelson 
Thall and Bob Dobbs each dc­
sc ri bes himself as McLuhan's 
"chief archivist." Along with Mc­
Luhan's dJughter Mary. these two 
Canadians are the center of the 
Marshall McLuhan Center on 
Global Communications. a re­
search/consulting group oi ·•·hich 
Nelson. who studied unuer ,\lcLu­
han, is president. Bob (who. 111 
case you were wondering. s'-1ys he 
is the inspiration for the Church 
of the SubGcnius) performs a 
mixed-media radio show for Pacir­
ica's KPFK in Los Angeles. urgin~ 
listeners 10 go on a "media fast." 

Acto,r Tom Ntlis came. too, in-

trigued that these guys had actual­
ly (though unsucccssflllly) asked 
Henry Kissinger-who "half" sits 
on the McLuhan Center's board­
to anend this night's performance. 
As Nelson's limo swt'pt us uptown 
to the Park Avenue Cafe. Tum and 
I lis!ened incredulouslv while 
these, well, aggresswe Canadians 
spun a conspiracy theory of Octo­
pus proportions. While I'm not at 
liberty to reveal details. suffice it 
to say that the connections 
whipped through McLuhan, Kis­
singer (whom McLuhan once 
dubbed "the Kissinger oi Death"), 
The Exorcist. Lennon, Elvis, 1:iser 
beams, and the French. Conspira­
cy, oh. But 13ob anu Nelson's an­
swer to my sigh was one of that 
night's many McLuhanisms (these 
two know each other so well they 
finish each other's quoting): 
"Only puny secrets need protec­
tion. The big secrets are protected 
by public incredulity." 

"Theres a McLuhan revival," 
[lob is saying, and it's not just in 
the theater. ll's in \\'ired maga­
zine, whtch lists McLuhan as its 
··patron saim" and runs a tiny 
McLuhan pliuto and quote in its 
masthead. It's in cyberbooster 
Timothy Leary referring now and 
again to the 13ig Mc. It's in the fall 
of the Berlin Wall and the faxes 
from Tiana11111en Square, when 
the post-Cold War world suddenly 
woke up to the "global village," 
practically asking travel agents to 
hook flights there. ("Actually, 
Marshall talked about a global 
theater.·· Nelson corrects. ··Satel­
lites made the planet an art form 
by framing it.") And mostiy, of 
course, the ~lcl.uhan revival is 

stimulated by fascination with the 
Internet, the Superhighway, etc.. 
..:tc .. etc. 

As the liveliest piece of revival 
so far, is The Medium fair to sug­
gest some McLuddite in the 
McLuminary? .. The answer to 
that." Nelson says. "is what ~!Jr• 
shall would say: ·Jr you dc,n·1 
study the effects of technology, 
you become its slave.'" 

Some of the dissonance over the 
play lies in the times, says Bob. 
"Marshall inventoried the services 
and disservices or technologies on 
different cultures with suspended 
judgment. But in the optimism or 
the utopian '60s, people projecteu 
onto McLuhan an optimtstic i111er­
pretation. The whole media envi­
ronment was such that because he 
was talking about TV seriously. 
people thought he was ·for' it and 
·against' print." It's true-the 
sheer exuberance with which he 
expressed his ideas, an exuber­
ance sparked whenever he slapped 
together concepts, television 
against radio, village against 
globe, electron against paper­
transferred to the content or his 
ideas. (The medium is ... ) 

"But these are more pess;mistic 
times," Bob continues. ".r\nnc 1s 

emphasizing the disservices of the 
electronic environme111. disser­
vices which ~1arshall pmJic«u." 
(Bob and Nelson prefer "services" 
and "disservices" to "good" and 
"bad.") 

But neither was ~lcLuhan 
merely a nonjudgmemal prophet 
that society misint~rprt:>t~d dt.:­
pending on the decade. "The r.eg­
ative, depressing view of technol­
ogy is accurate in relation to th~ 

j n:.dl:, hn,..·w ,1hou1 umll 1!tL' ll'lti.· 1-. 

1 
tJ1m· uul. • Buh tells IIIL· I>~ plhllh' 

I,: kw t!J\3 l~ner (\la.:, ~,! ti!'-' 
, play's quCitcs come Irani the lct­
'l tcr; 1 "I k wa, a uccpl)' rdig1vus 

111.Jll, a ~on•,ci-t !O C..itholic1s111 
wtto wtnl r.u nwss every day In 

1 
1ile ·,os lalier h,s '60s heydayJ. he 

: 11ould be talking to colleagues or 
jlrl~sts and he·d almost be in tt:ars 
dl·scrihir:g the etfects ol the !i:J:cl­
litc c1w1ru11i111..·nt I iIL•Jrd 111111 -;;.i\ 
we were doomed. He said 1dev1-
s1on is much more dai~gerous lhan 
the atomic bomb. He ,poke of 
how we would be: colle,·ri,·el•: 
numbed for the next hunJrcJ 
years. He callcu the dcvii 'the 
prince of the air,' a master oi both 
software and hardware. a great 
dcclric engineer. a genius oi rub­
lic: relations. l'nvately. he h:ited 
tcrhnolucv 

"llut ~farslt"ll abu !cit tli.u lu, 
personal point oi view may be 
wrong. He wasn·t w:llinµ to base 
his imerpretalions on it. This nrw 
technology would do things to pcu­
ple lhat they were in no way 
equ1pp..'d 10 understand. alld lw felt 
foremost that he had 10 d,·,rribe 11 
without personal iden11fka1io11. 
Also. he was genuinely imrigucd­
there could be new things out there 
arc that arc going tu save us. 

"In that sense .\nne·s pl~, is a 
disservice to the actual \kl.uh"" 
who stooJ calmly at the center of 
thi.• storm. It's an irn.:u111ph.·tl' 1111-

age. just as the portrait uf :\I Lu­
han as an optimist is an incom-• 
plcte image. The people who knew 
~larshall don't iike The Med111111-
excep1 Nelson and me, but we're 
perverse. It's very haru to present 
Marshall. The play's nul Marshall. 
but who cares0 All IHllllans arc 
inside this ~le~tric Cl1\'1rornncnL 
wc·vc disappeared into tlm, elc~­
tric virtual landscape. It':, an c.-..-
11:nsion uf us, we maJc it. but the 
dfccts for most human l'1.J:1url.':, 

arc JUSl devastating. It's a prcttJ 
ne~auve view of it. but jtlie rl"Yi 
~hows how pres,ic:nt .\lJr3hall 
wa:, un the d1sscr1ici: k\'cl. Know-
111µ the play's incumplctc. hr:1\'11 11 
might make rcople louk intu hi, 
ideas a linic more.·• 

Tu cry at The Medium·, \\'ell. as 
Bub anu Nelson sav ~lar,h"II 
savs. "The user is th·e ,omcnt. •• 
One McLuhan could magnificent­
ly manipulate technolo~icsl the­
ory; the other McLuhan may have 
been emotionally wracked. This is 
not a contrnuiction hut just differ­
ent cxt..:nsions of ~kLulwn. ,\s u 
hiccup of haiku beeped thruugh· 
out The ,Wedium: ··Hantls h.1ve no 
tears lO 0ow." ■ 

The New Yurk Tliea1er \\'orl1shup 
producr,on of The Medium closes 
f1111e • 12. /11forrnutio11: :;o7-6QS9. 


