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INTRODUCTION

❖

Adapting the Canon: Mediation, 
Visualization, Interpretation

Silke Arnold-de Simine and Ann Lewis

The emergence of ‘adaptation’ as a highly dynamic and growing field of research 
is amply evidenced by a rapidly expanding critical and theoretical literature. Since 
2010, there have been at least seven substantial ‘handbooks’ and ‘companions’ 
surveying the field of adaptation studies, setting out some of its parameters as a 
distinct area of study and scholarship, and/or serving as an introduction to this 
area.1 Since 2015 alone, a significant number of monographs and collections of 
essays focusing on adaptation in relation to less studied genres and media (such as 
television, comics, and illustration) have appeared,2 while a number of important 
monographs and collections are just published or forthcoming in 2019–2020.3 Two 
learned associations, three dedicated journals, and several book series focusing 
on adaptation have established a clearer identity for this body of critical writing, 
especially since 2008, and at any time one can find a number of international 
conferences and/or calls for papers focusing on this subject.4

At the interface between a range of disciplines (film and screen studies, media 
and cultural studies, digital humanities, modern languages and comparative 
literature, English studies, performance and reception history, history of the book 
and visual culture, and others), the study of adaptation foregrounds a range of 
key methodological questions, regarding the status of the ‘text’, the ‘author’ (or 
auteur), and the ‘consumer’ of literary and cultural artefacts. Interdisciplinary and 
comparative by its very nature, the study of adaptation encourages the bringing 
together of perspectives and approaches such as narratology, (visual) semiotics, and 
reception studies, and promotes the questioning of assumed ‘norms’ within each 
discipline. But this ‘in between’ status (rarely if ever is adaptation studies granted 
institutional recognition as a separate department or offered as a programme in 
its own right) can also provoke unease, and even hostility from other disciplines. 
Often relating to the perceived value or quality of ‘adaptations’, this is as much a 
feature of reactions from film or media studies as from literary scholarship, as well as 
resulting from the ‘dysfunctional relationship between adaptation and theorization’ 
evoked by Kamilla Elliott.5 Much of this is bound up in problematic questions of 
definition — both how to define an adaptation, and adaptation studies as a field — 
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and its relationship to the (literary) canon with all that that notion implies about 
aesthetic values and hierarchies. Questions around focus and methodology have 
been at the centre of debates within adaptation studies since its early phase, and 
the move away from ‘fidelity studies’, broadly conceived, to approaches centred on 
adaptation’s creative and subversive potential, have been usefully charted in several 
recent surveys of the different generations of ‘adaptation studies’.6 Although such 
debates suggest some ongoing unease and scepticism at the heart of the adaptation 
studies project, the richness and rigour of the voluminous output outlined at 
the start of this introduction, suggests that such sceptical self-awareness creates a 
productive dynamic. Or, as Thomas Leitch puts it, ‘it is healthier for the field to be 
riven by debates than to produce methodological consensus’.7 Indeed, his outline 
of a series of ‘foundational questions’ or unresolved tensions, may, as he suggests, 
be seen as the basis of a canon of thinking and writing which has been core to 
the establishment of adaptation studies, in their structuring of debates at different 
moments. These critical fault lines are summarized by Leitch roughly as follows: 
1) what counts as an adaptation? should adaptation be defined as a particular group 
of texts? 2) is there any validity to approaches which assess the ‘fidelity’ between a 
‘source’ and its ‘adaptation’? 3) should adaptation studies be primarily analytical or 
evaluative (and given that no-one would seriously propose that we stop evaluating 
adaptations altogether, what place ought evaluation to play in the field)? 4) what is 
the value of the case study as a methodological tool? Especially where this can result 
in a simple ‘compare and contrast’ exercise, and 5) is adaptation scholarship better 
served by close readings or by more general synthetic, holistic approaches, and how 
can such approaches be integrated? (pp. 7–9).

The adaptation scholars who, at different stages, have engaged with these 
questions, producing very different responses, may be seen as the canonical authors 
of this discipline: Deborah Cartmell, Dennis Cutchins, Lars Elleström, Kamilla 
Elliott, Christine Geraghty, Kate Griffiths, Linda Hutcheon, Thomas Leitch, Julie 
Sanders, Robert Stam, Bradley Stephens, Imelda Whelehan, amongst many others. 
We understand this canon of critical and theoretical frameworks (like any form 
of canon) as a dynamic and f luid dialogue, constantly shifting in relation to new 
debates and new considerations; in short, an adaptive canon.

Canonization and Adaptation

The relationship between adaptation studies and notions of canonicity has, 
nonetheless, been fraught at the best of times. Julie Sanders brings out some of 
the double-edged nature of this relationship, in her discussion of adaptation and 
appropriation, simultaneously suggesting the ways in which adaptations rely on the 
authoritative status of an existing canon, and equally, their potential to reshape it, 
and to ‘write back’:

The debate that has raged around canon formation in literary studies in recent 
decades is inescapable [...]. Adaptation both appears to require and to perpetuate 
the existence of a canon, although it may in turn contribute to its ongoing 
reformulation and expansion. [...] Adaptation becomes a veritable marker of 
canonical status; citation infers authority. To this end, adaptation could be 
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defined as an inherently conservative genre [...]. Yet as the notion of hostile 
takeover present in a term such as ‘appropriation’ implies, adaptation can also 
be oppositional, even subversive.8

Despite its persistence in academic scholarship, the notion of the canon as a sanctioned 
corpus of established classics which excludes large segments of cultural production, 
has oft been considered ideologically suspect.9 When considered in the context of 
adaptation studies, a key problematic is the way in which the notion of ‘canonicity’ 
(and adapting the canon) seems to privilege the literary text over its adaptations 
especially in visual media such as film, comics, or video games. Here, ‘literature’, 
especially the novel, often appears (or is constructed) as a prior, primary, and more 
culturally validated artistic form within a ranking of aesthetic value, promoting an 
hierarchical imbalance that the pursuit of studies focused on the question of fidelity 
in the early development of adaptation studies only exacerbated. Deborah Cartmell 
talks of ‘the dominance of classic adaptations to adaptation studies and the elitism 
and sense of inferiority that this has perpetuated (good book = bad film, bad book 
= good film)’, also noting that a focus on the adaptation of canonical literature has 
excluded a wealth of material still ripe for exploration, ‘video games, advertising 
adaptations, [...] and film to theater’.10

From the perspective of cultural studies, moreover, questions of aesthetic value 
are broadly irrelevant, and the idea of bestowing a timeless or transcendent quality 
on texts/artefacts elevated to the canon risks disregarding their socio-cultural, 
economic, and industrial context and ignoring the wider networks within which 
they are located. In this light, both adaptation and canonization could be framed 
differently, as vital parts of the workings of cultural memory. Following this line of 
thinking, adaptation serves to keep narratives, characters, and themes alive through 
ongoing (re-)interpretations, transferring them from the potentiality of the archive 
into active memory through public circulation.11 As Astrid Erll states, ‘remediation 
tends to solidify cultural memory, creating and stabilizing certain narratives and 
icons of the past’.12 These processes are involved in a form of modern mythmaking 
in which stories are told and retold, reconfigured in different media environments 
and across media platforms, enabling audiences to engage in creative activities such 
as gaming, reading, watching, listening, and indeed in rewriting and developing 
the narrative (in the case of fanfiction or creative reversionings via YouTube clips, 
for example).

The different chapters within the present volume interrogate these various 
premisses and problematics, exploring the multiple ways in which the relationship 
between adaptation and canonicity can be played out and complexified. Armelle 
Blin-Rolland provides a number of very suggestive remarks in her chapter (drawing 
on the work of E. Dean Kolbas, Brian Rose, and others), bringing out the ways in 
which the process of adaptation renews the canon within culture as an ongoing and 
unfixed ‘constellation’, continuing rather than preserving it:

‘Serial adaptation’ is involved in canon formation, in the sense that it 
contributes to the canonical text becoming culturally familiar. As a result, the 
palimpsestuous reading of adaptations of canonical texts, as Linda Hutcheon 
points out, may not rely on a ‘direct experience’ of the text, but rather on a 
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memory partly shaped by its serial adaptation, and resulting ongoing presence 
of the story in culture. [...] Through the lens of adaptation, the canon appears 
as a constellation of texts that are repeatedly returned to and rearticulated in 
new historically-situated contexts, shifting meaning and shape, repeated with 
a difference. While adaptation perpetuates the canon, it ‘continues’ rather than 
preserves it, in the sense that it turns it into a hybrid and dynamic, un-final 
construction inscribed in broader intertextual and intermedial networks.

Adaptation, Mediation, and Intermediality

In our title, we have suggested that the adaptive encounter is one of ‘mediation’. 
Mediation suggests not only a connecting link, an interface between two or more 
terms, but also potentially an abrasive or disruptive quality (one of the OED’s 
definitions is ‘intervening between people in a dispute to bring about agreement or 
reconciliation’). The act of adapting is frequently one of ‘writing back’, subversion 
and revision — self-consciously and perceptibly bridging or building relationships 
between cultures, genres, languages, and media. Put another way, ‘adaptation 
studies ought to focus on the space of disjunction between texts and media to ask 
what that space, that necessary difference enables’.13 The essays collected within the 
present volume stage a number of encounters between texts, artworks, films, and 
other artefacts, all of which cross time and place. While transnational dynamics 
are one of the most fascinating aspects of the adaptive process, the dominance 
of Anglo-American corpora within studies on adaptation (whether collections 
or monographs) has often been noted by scholars.14 In contrast, almost every 
chapter within this collection involves some kind of intercultural exchange (many 
centred on cross-Channel dialogues between France, Germany, Italy, and England, 
but also interactions between France and the US, Japan and the wider world). 
Correspondingly, one of the aspects of adaptation that comes to the fore in several 
chapters (such as Komporaly’s discussion of Thomas Ostermeier’s Hamlet in Chapter 
9, or Pascolini-Campbell’s analysis of Ezra Pound’s radio play of François Villon’s 
Le Testament in Chapter 10), is transformation through linguistic translation and 
invention. The bringing together of case studies which foreground the transnational 
dynamic is a central aspect of what this volume seeks to achieve, in the juxtaposition 
of a wider range of national perspectives than is often found in collections of 
this kind.

Likewise, our volume is also a reaction to the novel-to-film paradigm that, as 
oft noted, continues to dominate the field. Despite the increasing visibility of work 
focusing on other medial forms and a more varied range of transpositions (see n. 2 
above), a quick examination of the works included in our bibliography immediately 
shows the preponderance of critical writing focusing on the text/screen interface. 
The contributions to our volume have generally moved away from this paradigm, 
to explore the adaptive process in connection with (relatively) less discussed 
media, such as apps, the radio, and comic books — indeed, a major focus is on 
visualization, especially within various forms of graphic adaptation. The chapters 
also bring together a much wider range of literary forms and genres than the novel: 
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the medieval ballade, the short story, the theatre, the mash-up. Furthermore, many 
of the chapters juxtapose several different media rather than focusing on a single 
transposition: in Chapter 4 Blin-Rolland looks at film together with comic-book 
versions of Jekyll and Hyde, in Chapter 5 Stephens traces Les Misérables in manga and 
anime, and in Chapter 11 Griffiths considers film, television, and radio reworkings 
of Thérèse Raquin.

The majority of chapters within this collection explore adaptation across media, 
which brings us to our last point: the relation between adaptation studies and ‘inter-
mediality’. As we have seen, defining adaptation and situating adaptation studies is 
one of the core problems at the heart of the discipline.15 Whilst Linda Hutcheon’s 
definition of adaptation as ‘an extended, deliberate, announced revisit ation of a 
particular work of art’16 remains inf luential, the specificity of ‘adapt ations’ as a 
particular form of transtextuality, or intertextuality, can be difficult to pin down.17 
If the model of intertextuality threatens to dissolve the specificity of adaptations as 
a recognizable form of cultural production, this porosity also applies to adaptation 
studies as a separate field of enquiry.18 Given the central importance of different 
types of media interaction in processes of adaptation, several scholars (such as Lars 
Elleström) have, likewise, attempted to situate or subsume adaptation studies within 
the broader field of ‘intermediality’.19 There are, however, significant differences 
between these two concepts: not all forms of adaptation are intermedial — some 
adapt across genre rather than medium for example, as in the reworkings of Pride and 
Prejudice explored by Jeremy Strong in Chapter 8 of this collection; and not all types 
of intermediality correspond to forms of adaptation. Nonetheless, the connections 
and overlaps between adaptation and intermediality are suggestive and have given 
rise to some of the most exciting new work in the field.20 Notwithstanding this, 
Leitch notes that the problem of getting adaptation scholars and intermedialists to 
engage with each other ‘remains as urgent as ever’ (p. 8), ‘the search for a common 
language that would foster productive dialogue between the two approaches [...] 
continues to be maddeningly elusive’ (p. 16). To see adaptation as an intermedial 
process allows us to think through the relationship between different ‘media 
configurations’ as ‘relative, dynamic and interactive rather than unidirectional, 
fixed and hierarchical’.21 Interpreting adaptations as hybrid intermedia and interart 
practices clearly signals a departure from traditional concerns such as the source 
text, its translation, and related questions of fidelity.

F. W. Murnau’s film Nosferatu — eine Symphonie des Grauens (Germany 1922) 
provides us with an illustration of how adaptation and intermediality can function 
together as frameworks of analysis, whose combination produces multi-layered 
interpretations. This film not only references Bram Stoker’s novel as source material 
in its credits but goes further by mimicking the medial qualities of the book or 
rather the way a reader ‘performs’ the book: Nosferatu starts with the turning pages 
of a chronicle. As we will suggest in the analysis to follow, the film demonstrates 
various different forms and aspects of intermedial relations, and their connection 
with adaptation. By applying Eckard Voigts-Virchow’s analytical concepts of ‘media 
combination, media transfer, and media contact’22 (also termed ‘media combination’, 
‘medial transposition’, and ‘intermedial reference’, and ‘primary’, ‘secondary’, and 
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‘figurative intermediality’ by Irina Rajewsky and Werner Wolf respectively),23 we 
can see how these can potentially come together in one media product:

1. Media combination or what Wolf terms ‘primary intermediality’:24 as a silent 
film Nosferatu combines different aesthetic practices in one media configuration: 
(moving) images, (written) text and (musical) score. The film itself draws attention 
to its intermedial nature through its subtitle ‘a symphony’ but also through the use 
of five acts, in their imitation of the structure of drama, a very common feature of 
films from that time.

2. Media transfer/transposition: as the first film adaptation of Bram Stoker’s 
novel Dracula, or the Undead (1897), Nosferatu also fits Wolf ’s definition of ‘secondary 
intermediality’ which describes the subsequent transformation of a work into 
another medium (and is the closest equivalent to the ‘adaptation’).25 Although 
Murnau had changed all the names of the places and characters from the novel, he 
mentioned his source in the credits: ‘After the novel Dracula by Bram Stoker, freely 
composed by Henrik Galeen’. The legal issues that ensued prefigure what would 
become one of the central issues in the analysis of film adaptations: the question of 
whether it was only inspired by the original or whether it was indeed a direct media 
transfer. This lay at the heart of a law suit which Stoker’s widow had instigated only 
two months after the film was released, not least because she had set her hopes on 
the traditional and respectable medium of the theatre and the Broadway adaptation 
of her husband’s novel. In 1924 a German court decided that all negatives and 
prints of the film should be destroyed, but by then copies had been sold to different 
countries world-wide, the film had already spread and in a very similar vein to that 
of his protagonist it led a sort of illegitimate after-life as a revenant in damaged and 
varying versions and as a mere shadow of its former self, as befits the undead.

3. ‘Media contact’, ‘intermedial references’, or ‘figurative intermediality’ (to 
use the terms of Voigts-Virchow, Rajewsky, and Wolf respectively) describes the 
most specific and rarest of these intermedial relationships, when within the given 
parameters of a medium the structure is transformed so that it results in the sim-
ula crum of another medium, e.g. freeze-frame in a film. A medium which is 
normally latent appears in another medium as form and thereby becomes visible. In 
this way the parameters of both medial frameworks are foregrounded. In Nosferatu 
the relationship between text and visuals seems to reverse the conventions of silent 
film in which the moving images are punctuated by intertitles which supply part 
of the narrative or the dialogue. Here, we would argue, the text is interspersed 
with images. Nosferatu suggests with its opening, that we are not watching a film 
but reading a chronicle. The film begins with the foxed title page of a handwritten 
diary which traces the events that lead to the outbreak of the plague A Chronicle 
of the Great Death in Wisborg anno Domini 1838 by †††, implying that the viewer 
is indeed a reader. Medial differences are made visible and are self-ref lexively 
‘re-inscribed’. In this sense, as Joachim Paech notes, intermediality can be seen as a 
self-ref lexive commentary which, in highlighting medial capacities and restrictions, 
ref lects on the general conditions of a medium.26

Many of the chapters of this volume specifically engage with questions of 
intermediality, providing examples of ways in which ‘figurative intermediality’ 
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generates complex and highly self-referential meditations not only on media 
relations, but also more specifically on the adaptive process itself. By focusing 
on intermediality in this context, we hope to have shown how the synergies and 
convergences between analytical frameworks can produce new readings, and to 
have suggested how the openness of adaptation studies to other approaches — 
arising from its status ‘in between’ (disciplines, concepts, cultures, and media) — 
can be seen as a strength rather than a weakness.

Overview of the Chapters

The first chapters of this book present a series of opening lines and new perspectives, 
suggesting different ways in which the field of adaptation studies can be situated 
and can orient itself, looking to the future, as well as the past. Chapters 1 and 2 
each foreground new epistemologies of consumption associated with the adaptive 
process, particularly its interactive dimension, and its capacity to dissolve the 
distinctions between reading and writing. The collection opens with Clive Scott’s 
richly suggestive exploration of how we might approach an aesthetics of adaptation 
that could move beyond the drive towards presenting case studies or producing 
analytical methodologies (for example, by elaborating taxonomies), which has often 
characterized this field of study. In his teasing out of connections and differences 
between practises of translation and adaptation, he notes that both are capable of 
mitigating and even resisting the oppressive aspects of traditional notions of the 
canon, in their ‘minoritarian’ (as opposed to ‘official’ and ‘major’) status, and as arts 
of the dynamic and refractive. Key to his sketching out of an alternative model for 
approaching adaptation is the idea of the polyglot rather than the monoglot reader: 
the reader who is familiar with the source and does not need to look backwards 
to it, instead taking it ‘into a world of new comparabilities, into new exercises in 
perception’. Seeing reading as aesthetic experience rather than comprehension, and 
the reader’s activity as one of ‘making sense’ and engaging the senses rather than of 
retrieving meaning, allows for a more productive and dynamic encounter: translation 
and adaptation may be understood as ‘adventures in perceptual consciousness which 
set the source in motion, projecting it into possible futures, understanding the 
source as as an unquiet field of forces and energies within ever changing contexts’. 
His chapter uses David Shenton’s 1986 comic-book version of Wilde’s Salomé (1891), 
and various re-versionings of Goethe’s poem ‘Über allen Gipfeln’ (1780), as a way 
of exploring synaesthesia, metamorphosis, and montage as producers of a priasmatic 
aesthetics that embodies the posthistorical and digital mentality, and goes beyond 
the discussion of the limits and possibilities of medium specificity. Ultimately, Scott 
suggests that the relationship between source and adaptation may be conceptualized 
as one of reciprocation rather than derivation: ‘works within the canon do not 
immobilize themselves in time-honoured aesthetic values, but are the initiators of 
self-proliferative creative partnerships and co-authorings which keep their values in 
constantly self-reconfiguring progress’.

Kamilla Elliott’s argument, in Chapter 2, is similarly oriented towards future 
developments, and to the ways in which our engagements with the adaptive 
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process are conditioned or even determined by new technologies and the digital 
mentalities which accompany them. She creates the portmanteau ‘ad-app-tation’ 
in her ground-breaking exploration of apps as a form of adaptation technology, 
focusing on the British literary canon. Considering the major significance of apps 
used on mobile devices within contemporary culture, she surveys a range of apps 
allowing readers to engage with literary texts — those allowing the purchase of 
and access to ebooks, those embodying virtual bookshelves, collections, and even 
libraries (such as Free Books Ultimate Classics Library); those delivering packages of 
‘snackable fiction’ (such as Dailylit) and those providing an immersive experience 
(such as iClassics’s PoeYourself ). She contrasts the approaches of apps which present 
authors with different degrees of reverential awe, subversive playfulness, and/or 
haunting artistry (for example, Eye Shakespeare or Dickens: Dark London) with those 
focused on the critical presentation of their œuvres (Explore Shakespeare, Shakespeare 
at Play, RE:Shakespeare) or particular works such as Eliot’s The Waste Land (Touch 
Press with Faber and Faber, 2011).

Elliott contrasts the conservative approach of many educational apps, which 
present the literary canon to an audience as a pedagogic and scholarly tool (often 
selecting texts from the traditional humanist canon rather than from the new 
canons which have emerged since the 1960s) with the more radical and creative 
apps designed for very young children, including ‘augmented reality apps’ such as 
Alice in Wonderland AR Quest. Even in those apps which aim for an unquestioned 
presentation of the canon, though, tensions emerge between authoritative and 
open interpretations, the latter a corollary of the interactive structures and media 
combinations which allow the reader a certain freedom to navigate their own 
path. Elliott explores the way in which ad-app-tation creates new epistemologies 
of consumption, charting the shift away from modalities of reading and vision 
arising from print culture and cinema (such as narrative) to haptic and interactive 
experiences (more characteristic of gamification). Ultimately, she argues, because 
they change the way in which the literary canon is produced and consumed, new 
technologies ‘change not only the answers to prior questions’ (as Siobhan O’Flynn 
does in her Epilogue to the second edition of Hutcheon’s A Theory of Adaptation), 
‘they also require new questions’.

Chapter 3 moves away from the broader perspectives sketched out in the first two 
chapters, to provide a more archaeological account, excavating some of the historical 
critical positions that have been adopted in relation to adaptations. Here, Christine 
Geraghty considers the way in which a specific film, Vincente Minnelli’s Madame 
Bovary (1949) produced for MGM and based on Gustave Flaubert’s celebrated novel 
of 1857, can be used as a test case for contrasting the critical approach of writers from 
different disciplinary backgrounds, and uncovering some of the assumptions and 
preoccupations underlying their constructions of genre and canonicity. She focuses 
on five divergent interpretations of this popular Hollywood prestige picture and its 
fictional heroine — three by scholars in the field of adaptation studies at various 
moments of its development (Robert Bluestone in 1957, Robert Stam in 2005, and 
Mary Donaldson-Evans in 2009), and two from film studies as it emerged in the 



Adapting the Canon     9

1980s (Lesley Stern in 1981 and Robin Wood in 1986). Within these accounts, 
treated thematically rather than in date order, the status of the ‘source’ text shifts 
significantly, indeed Geraghty notes that ‘film studies was itself predicated on a lack 
of interest in adaptations as adaptations’. This serves as an important reminder that 
the emergence of both adaptation studies and film studies as recent disciplines has 
determined tensions that underly some of the critical attitudes that are played out 
in the reception of particular works, and more generally. While Flaubert’s novel has 
been the inspiration for many adaptations which have generated a significant body 
of critical writing, Geraghty’s analysis in the present volume sheds particular light 
on the ways in which canonicity has been differently construed within the critical 
reception of a particular film: from Bluestone’s traditional measuring of the (lack 
of ) ‘success’ of the adaptation by reference to its relationship with the canonical 
source text, to Wood’s attempt to establish the canonicity of Madame Bovary (1949) 
by elevating Minnelli to a pantheon of film directors (a status which has little or 
nothing to do with Flaubert or his novel).

As noted earlier, given the continuing dominance of the novel-to-film paradigm 
within studies of adaptation, the contributions to this volume have — with the 
exception of Geraghty’s meta-critical analysis outlined above — tended to move 
away from this approach, deliberately foregrounding a broader range of relationships 
between texts and media, and combining discussion of film adaptation with other 
forms of visual interpretation. The following four chapters each focus, in different 
ways, on strategies of visualization in the adaptive process within the context of 
print culture, with a particular emphasis on comic books (manga, graphic novel, 
and comics) and — a different but related bimodal product combining text and 
image — the illustrated book.

In Chapter 4, Armelle Blin-Rolland provides an incisive analysis of Jean Renoir’s 
1959 film Le Testament du Docteur Cordelier (Experiment in Evil) and Lorenzo Mattotti 
and Jerry Kramsky’s 2002 comic book Docteur Jekyll et Mr Hyde, inscribed within 
what she calls the ‘ever-expanding polymedia network’ created through the ‘serial 
adaptation’ (using Brian Rose’s term) of Robert Louis Stevenson’s popular tale 
The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886).27 Like many other encounters 
captured in the present collection, this chapter not only brings together adaptations 
in different media, closely analysing the creative possibilities opened up by the 
techniques and artistry of film and of comic books respectively, but it also bears 
witness to complex cross-cultural and linguistic dynamics: both film and comic 
book are non-Anglophone (indeed Mattotti and Kramsky’s comic book was 
initially written in Italian, but first published in French), and both transpose the 
story through time and place — from Victorian England to 1950s France and 
Weimar Germany.

Through the close reading of particular scenes, which have become visually 
established as key points in the narration through the process of serial adaptation 
(despite being relatively short in the ‘source’ text), Blin-Rolland focuses her 
analysis on the ways in which the dual figure Jekyll/Hyde is used to re-articulate 
the notion of evil within very different contexts: through an explicit engagement 
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with the historic moment in the case of Mattotti and Kramsky’s comic art, and its 
occlusion in Renoir’s 1959 film. Renoir’s film makes no direct reference to recent 
French history, although this absence is itself read by Blin-Rolland, following Colin 
Davis, as a highly significant ref lection on France still in denial about its war-time 
collaboration. In both the film and comic book, what has been termed ‘figurative 
intermediality’ or ‘intermedial reference’ (Wolf, Rajewsky) is an important 
dimension of the work and its capacity to generate multi-layered meanings. 
Renoir’s film evokes theatricality and self-consciously dramatizes the audio-visual 
mechanisms of its own forms of representation to figure the duality of the character 
Cordelier/Opale; Kramsky and Mattotti’s comic book references the visual arts, 
and Expressionism in particular, an association that both defamiliarizes the reader 
from their memories of the story and, through the recognizable artistic context, 
identifies the unleashing of evil that is depicted with the rise of Nazism. A key 
notion throughout this chapter is what Blin-Rolland calls ‘adaptive reading’: the 
reader’s ability to perceive a complex play of ‘repetition and difference’ (Hutcheon) 
or ‘interaction and transformation’ (Miller) in relation to the genealogy of 
adaptations (and in the case of Le Testament, a performance tradition) within which 
each reworking of the tale is inscribed, and which, as we have seen, also connects 
outwards to the intertextual and intermedial weave more broadly.

The focus on visual culture, and the combined analysis of film animation with 
comic book adaptation continues in Chapter 5. Here, Bradley Stephens turns to a 
relatively unstudied facet of the vast array of adaptations provoked by Victor Hugo’s 
Les Misérables (1862): those produced in Japan in the late twentieth century and 
early twenty-first century. His focus is on two specific adaptations: an animated 
television series of fifty-two half-hour episodes broadcast over the course of 2007 
— Les Misérables: Shōjo Cosette [A Girl Named Cosette] — directed by Hiroaki 
Sakurai as part of Nippon Animation’s World Masterpiece Theatre and within a 
recognizable shōjo genre destined for family viewing; and a 2009 graphic novel, 
Re Mizeraburu, by East Press within its Manga de Dokuha [Reading through with 
Manga] series of socially conscious titles, aimed at an adult audience (republished 
in French by Soleil Manga in 2011). Situating these works within the context of 
the reception of Hugo’s novel in Japan more broadly, and within the culture of 
manga and anime, he shows how each version of the story is adapted to a different 
audience, and within a different production context (both producers examined here 
specialize in adapting classic literature for popular audiences of different kinds).

Stephens also provides a close comparative analysis of how visualization is used 
within the two media to produce powerfully emotive effects (for example, in the 
rep resentation of Fantine’s misfortunes). Throughout this chapter, he considers 
questions relating to the representation of cultural alterity in the adaptation process, 
especially pertinant in the case of a text whose Romantic vision of common 
humanity and of a unified human race is at stake. The complex negotiation of the 
relationship between cultures is an inherent aspect of manga and anime, which are 
directed at a transnational entertainment market and deliberately leave aspects of 
their representation culturally indeterminate while at the same time producing a 
unique aesthetic style in the context of a genre that is recognizably Japanese.
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Chapter 6 further develops our collection’s engagement with graphic adaptation 
and various forms of interplay between the verbal and the visual, with Juliane 
Blank’s multifaceted survey of ‘the Kafka image’, as it has been explored within 
a new generation of comic books and graphic novels since the 1990s. She notes 
that Kafka, with Goethe, are the two most adapted German-speaking writers of 
all time. But rather than focusing on the adaptation of a single text, Blank brings 
together several of Kafka’s most famous and popular works (‘Das Urteil’ [‘The 
Judgement’], 1912, Die Verwandlung [The Metamorphosis], 1915, and Der Process [The 
Trial], 1914/15) and considers how, since the 1990s, comic books have engaged both 
with previous traditions of illustrating and adapting Kafka’s works, and with the 
complex status of Kafka as an iconic figure (in respect of his personal appearance, 
as established by photographic portraits, and his reputation as a writer), within both 
academic and popular culture. Indeed, Blank notes that within popular culture, 
Kafka has achieved a kind of celebrity cult status, and has to some extent even come 
to embody the ‘modern’ or ‘postmodern’ condition.

The illustrated biography Kafka for Beginners (1993) by Robert Crumb and David 
Zane Mairowitz, which also includes short graphic adaptations of Kafka’s most 
popular works, is seen as a cornerstone of the new approach, and as a canonical 
adaptation in its own right, which has strongly marked subsequent adaptations 
within the 1990s generation of graphic novels. Through a close analysis of the 
strategies of visualization adopted by this work, together with Peter Kuper’s The 
Metamorphosis (2003) and Chantal Montellier and David Z. Mairowitz’s The Trial 
(2008), Blank explores how they engage with the formal and aesthetic complexity 
of Kafka’s texts, for example, by experimenting with the visual possibilities for 
conveying narrative perspective, rather than simply attempting to ‘extract’ the 
plot. She brings out their commitment to retaining some of the ‘funny’ dimension 
of comic strips, through visual humour and visual means of producing irony, and 
examines their interpellation of various frameworks of interpretation taken from 
popular and academic traditions, including the biographical approach, and the 
playfully post-modern attitude, for example. These self-conscious and experimental 
modes of visualization, she suggests, not only ref lect on their own status as post-
modern adaptations, but they also allow for a new understanding of graphic 
adaptation in its own right, whose rejuvenation in recent years owes much to the 
figure of Franz Kafka.

In Chapter 7, Christina Ionescu turns to the illustrated book as a relatively 
neglected example of the adaptative process. Despite the fact that illustrations of 
literary works are a very long-standing form of transposition from text to image, 
illustrations and the illustrated book as a whole have rarely been theorized from 
the perspective of adaptation studies, especially when compared to the burgeoning 
field of theoretical and critical work surrounding comics adaptations/the graphic 
novel. Ionescu notes that the illustrated book is of particular interest in that the 
visual adaptation is in this case ‘source-bound’, which is to say that the illustrations 
usually appear alongside the text which they adapt whereas most other forms of 
adaptation such as films, plays, and comic books, create a stand-alone product, 
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which may incorporate text directly taken from the source, but do not do so in its 
integrality. Ionescu brings together the perspectives of book history, word-and-
image, and adaptation studies, in order to explore illustrations and the illustrated 
book as a material object and consumer product that is adapted in multiple ways 
and arises out of a creative and collaborative process involving many different 
agents including artists, translators, editors, typographers, book designers, printers, 
binders, publishers, and booksellers, amongst others.

In this survey of the ways in which the visual presentation of the illustrated 
book is adapted for, marketed at, and sold to different audiences, Ionescu focuses 
on four illustrated editions of Voltaire’s bestselling tale, Candide (1759), published in 
New York in the interwar period: the 1927 Bennett Libraries’ Candide, illustrated 
by Clara Tice; the 1928 Candide by Random House, designed and illustrated by 
Rockwell Kent; Ives Washburn’s 1929 Candide, illustrated by Howard Simon; 
and Williams, Belasco and Meyers’s 1930 Candide, illustrated by Mahlon Blaine 
and Arthur Zaidenberg, which respectively adapt the text as a product for book 
collectors, for the art connoisseur, for more modest book lovers, and for the mass 
market. This fascinating corpus sheds light nor only on the complex ways in which 
illustrations function within different material supports (as well as in connection 
with their ‘source text’) and how different processes of adaptation are combined 
within each illustrated edition, but also on the way in which the adaptations of 
Voltaire’s Enlightenment tale had a key role to play in the development of the arts 
of the American book and printing industry at an important moment of its history.

In Chapters 8 and 9 we move away from the model of adaptation across media, 
and specifically, from various forms of interplay between verbal and visual modes 
arising out of graphic adaptation, to forms of adaptation that remain broadly within 
the same medium (text, or theatre) but cross generic boundaries to produce striking 
effects, and create ideological ramifications that may change our understanding 
of both the source and its web of existing adaptations. Jeremy Strong brings 
together three recent textual re-versionings of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, 
each of which occupies a different position within current literary hierarchies, 
and engages playfully with its status. For each of these re-versionings, a working 
knowledge of the original text is essential for the reader’s construction of meaning 
in and enjoyment of the new work, while also knowingly referencing earlier 
adaptive trends. In Jo Baker’s Longbourn (2013), this is achieved by creating a parallel 
narrative interwoven with the plot but focusing on characters who are marginal, 
and marginalized, in Austen’s novel; in P. D. James’s Death Comes to Pemberley (2011) 
a sequel is added which engages with Austen’s plot, shifting to a ‘murder mystery’ 
genre and potentially unravelling the tidy resolution of Pride and Prejudice; lastly, 
Seth Grahame-Smith’s Pride and Prejudice and Zombies (2009) is a comic mash-up 
which incorporates much of Austen’s text but adds new material involving Britain’s 
aff liction by a plague of zombies, and generates comedy through a combination 
of gore and subtle social observation, while retaining central elements of Austen’s 
plot. Through a comparative analysis of these works, Strong identifies major themes 
which are occluded — or only barely present — in Austen’s novel such as ‘domestic 
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work’, ‘race’, ‘war’, and ‘the wider world’, but are foregrounded in these adaptations, 
providing critical and at times subversive readings that, in Sanders’s terms, ‘write 
back’ both to the source text and the interpretations offered by some of its screen 
versions.

In Chapter 9 we turn to the theatre. Jozefina Komporaly provides an overview 
and analysis of the adaptive strategies employed by Thomas Ostermeier, in his 
theatrical adaptation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which combines an assertive linguistic 
translation with experimental forms of dramaturgy and mise en scène, and a self-
conscious engagement with various forms of intermediality in performance. This 
production is characteristic of the German director’s aim of shaking up theatrical 
conventions, approaching canonical theatre ‘through the lens of Sarah Kane’, and 
using it first and foremost as a vehicle to interpret contemporary society, with a 
strong political inf lection and elements of ideological critique (he has also adapted 
a number of other European classics, by Ibsen and Büchner amongst others). His 
Hamlet was commissioned for the Avignon Festival, as a high-profile international 
production, and is a showpiece of the Schaubühne theatre company which he 
directs.

Komporaly examines the role of Marius von Mayenburg’s translation for this 
production of Shakespeare’s language into accessible down-to-earth contemporary 
German prose as a key aspect of the adaptive process, together with a mise en scène 
which updates the play’s cultural contexts to the here and now, and a fragmented 
performance aesthetic which owes much to postdramatic theatre, and strongly 
emphasizes interaction with the audience and improvization. Concomitantly, 
the production as a whole privileges the avoidance of cliché and predictability. 
Ostermeier’s refusal of traditional markers of genre, in his accentuation of 
comedy within the piece, is a significant aspect of how he disrupts hierarchies and 
expectations associated with canonical productions. Perhaps most interesting in 
the context of the present volume is the way in which this production stages other 
media, whether through the inclusion of television game shows, DJ performances, 
video recordings, or Hamlet’s own filming via a hand-held camera, which allows for 
the juxtaposition of live action on stage and documented performance via recording 
(viewed alongside each other) — a self-ref lexive dramatization of contemporary 
society’s obsessive cult of the self and of celebrity and, more generally, a critique of 
consumer culture. Hamlet’s descent into madness is shown to be intrinsically linked 
to all of this, and he is characterized as a spoilt brat (a ‘tantrum-throwing talk-show 
host’). In terms of the cross-cultural dynamics that this adaptation embodies, as 
Komporaly notes, it is interesting that despite Ostermeier’s international acclaim, he 
has been much criticized in Germany, where he is at odds with current institutional 
opinion regarding the theatre, and is considered ‘an exiled artist of sorts’ (George 
Banu), although he shares with a number of other directors an interest in 
experimenting with the boundaries of staging classical work.

Claire Pascolini-Campbell shifts our focus to radio adaptation, one of the least 
explored media within this field of study. She provides a detailed analysis of Ezra 
Pound’s adaptation of the fifteenth-century French poet François Villon’s Le 
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Testament as a radio melodrama for the BBC in 1931, noting that this was but one 
of a number of Pound’s adaptive engagements with Villon through various genres 
and media including pastiche, translation, and opera amongst others (within a 
context of multiple adaptations of Villon’s œuvre more generally, for example in 
sculpture, music, theatre). Pound’s inclusion of Villon in his various critical works 
and anthologies similarly suggests both his fascination with this writer, and also a 
deliberate attempt to establish his position within a revised and re-evaluated literary 
canon. Pascolini-Campbell explores Pound’s 1931 radio play as an adaptation of an 
adaptation (his 1924 opera of the same text, composed in collaboration with the 
avant-garde American composer George Antheil), at the centre of a complex weave 
of genres and media. At the same time it brings out different aspects of Pound’s 
formal experimentation with the creative possibilities afforded by new technologies 
associated with radio, a relatively new medium at the time, and one with a potential 
to reach mass audiences (BBC radio broadcasting began in 1922).

The central status of language itself within this adaptation for the aural medium 
of radio is played out on many levels. Pound’s interest in the musical qualities 
of poetry, his theory of ‘melopeoia’, which explores the capacity of its sounds to 
communicate meaning, is key to understanding his adaptive strategy. Pound’s radio 
play combined the libretto of his opera (Villon’s Old French ballades as sung poetry), 
based on the idea that the sound of the verse would convey its own emotion and 
beauty as well as meaning, with a new dialogue in English, in order to make the 
events of the story more accessible to an English-speaking public. Like Mayenburg’s 
translation into German of Shakespeare’s language, discussed in Chapter 9, Pound’s 
additional dialogue navigates not only the shift between languages (French and 
English) but also the distance between medieval, early modern, and contemporary 
idioms. Pound opts for linguistic inventiveness, rather than straightforward 
modernization, attempting to create a simulacrum of ‘Villonian’ English which 
situates Villon and his companions ‘as part of a timeless urban working class’ 
through a medley of different inf luences (including modern slang, American, and 
cockney, archaic language redolent of medieval usage, amongst other registers). 
In conjunction with the Old French libretto and English script, Pound furnishes 
an aural ‘landscape’ for the audience through his experimental use of ‘foley’ and 
a range of other sound effects to communicate the aspects of time and place 
(assisted by his producer, Edward Archibald Harding, who was a pioneer in radio 
technologies). An examination of the possibilities allowed by radio also forms part 
of the next chapter, which is similarly centred on cross-channel dynamics, adapting 
from France to England.

In the final article of this collection, Kate Griffiths uses Harold Bloom’s notion 
of ‘the anxiety of inf luence’ as a model for considering adaptive relations. Whereas 
Bloom’s account is concerned with writers and their combative relationship with 
canonical forbears, here Griffiths explores how such dynamics are self-consciously 
played out in the adaptation’s figuration of its own relationship with various sources, 
and as a theme within each work. Focusing her analysis on Émile Zola’s novel 
Thérèse Raquin (1867), which has been a huge adapting phenomenon since its initial 
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publication, she brings together a range of its afterlives in different media including 
films by Marcel Carné (1953) and Charlie Stratton (2013); television adaptations in 
1980 and 2002, dramatized by Philip Mackie and by Caroline Huppert respectively; 
and a BBC radio adaptation in 1998, by Melissa Murray. She examines each in turn, 
starting with Zola’s text, showing that in each case the self-ref lexive celebration 
of intertextual and intermedial borrowings may suggest a creative rather than 
destructive vision of inf luence, despite the potential for anxiety — an anxiety 
which manifests itself more clearly within the critical reception of many of the 
adaptations. In its delineation of a dense and multilayered set of inf luences, in which 
celebrated adaptations themselves become canonical references to be reworked and 
reinvented in subsequent afterlives, this chapter provides a fascinating example of 
how inf luence cannot be understood as a simple linear movement from ‘source’ 
to ‘adaptation’, but rather as a more complex encounter between cultural products 
circulating within multiple intertextual and intermedial networks.

* * * * *

In a recent conference, on ‘Illustration and Adaptation’, Kamilla Elliott posed the 
question: ‘is there — and can there be — a canon of adaptations’? Although many 
of the articles in this collection do take a (canonical) literary text as their starting 
point, the analysis of the intricate and interlocking networks of texts, images, and 
memories generated by the process of ‘serial adaptation’ in each case, has brought 
to the fore a number of adaptations that have themselves become canonical (and 
are themselves reworked, reconfigured, and remediated across a range of cultures 
and media): Carné’s film adaptation of Thérèse Raquin is a good example of this, 
as is Crumb and Mairowitz’s Kafka for Beginners (1993) discussed as a cornerstone 
of a new generation of graphic adaptation. The immense richness of the multiple 
cross-cultural adaptations brought together and viewed alongside each other in 
the context of a volume like this may go some way towards providing such a 
(provisional, and constantly expanding) corpus — allowing the reader to navigate 
between different generations of adaptation and to construct their own ‘adaptation 
networks’.28
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