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Abstract—This paper examines the thematic and visual
transformations that occur when literary works are
adapted into film, television, and digital media. Moving
beyond fidelity-based critiques, the study approaches
adaptation as a creative and interpretive process shaped
by the demands of different mediums, the cultural
contexts of production, and the artistic choices of
adapters. Drawing on the theoretical frameworks of
Linda Hutcheon, Robert Stam, and Brian McFarlane, it
argues that adaptations function as dynamic dialogues
between texts, reconfiguring narrative meaning through
shifts in theme, structure, and visual expression.
Through  comparative  case  studies—including
Frankenstein, The Great Gatsby, Never Let Me Go, Little
Women, and The Handmaid’s Tale—the paper analyzes
how internal literary themes such as identity, memory,
power, and resistance are externalized and reshaped
through cinematic devices like mise-en-scene,
cinematography, editing, and color symbolism. The study
further investigates how socio-cultural and historical
contexts influence adaptation, demonstrating how
contemporary adaptations often reinterpret source texts
through feminist, political, or ideological lenses. By
exploring these thematic and aesthetic shifts across film,
television, and digital platforms, the paper positions
adaptation as a meaningful act of reimagination that
extends the life of literary works while engaging new
audiences. Ultimately, it contends that adaptation is not
a derivative reproduction but a creative form of
storytelling that reveals how narratives evolve across
time, medium, and culture.

Index Terms—Adaptation theory; literary adaptation;
thematic shifts; visual aesthetics; intertextuality;
narratology; film adaptation; television adaptation;
cultural context; feminist reinterpretation; mise-en-
scéne; cinematography; narrative transformation;
medium specificity; reimagination.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the ever-evolving landscape of storytelling,
adaptation has emerged as a vital and dynamic form of
narrative expression. The adaptation of literature into
visual media—whether film, television, or digital
formats—is not a straightforward act of translation,
but one of interpretation, transformation, and often
reimagination. The movement from the textual to the
visual entails a series of complex decisions, where
creators must navigate the constraints of medium, the
expectations of audience, and the cultural context in
which the adaptation is produced. In this process, the
core themes of a literary work may be reshaped,
recontextualized, or reframed, while the visual
language of cinema or television offers entirely new
avenues for symbolic, emotional, and narrative
expression.

As Linda Hutcheon asserts in her influential work 4
Theory of Adaptation, “adaptations are not secondary
or derivative—they are creative and autonomous acts
of storytelling in their own right.”! This understanding
moves beyond the reductive fidelity discourse, which
often judges adaptations solely on how closely they
mirror their source texts. Instead, adaptations are
better seen as dialogues between texts and mediums,
where the visual and thematic dimensions are not
merely imported from the original but reworked to suit
new purposes, contexts, and sensibilities. The journey
from novel to screen—from words to images—thus
becomes one of meaning-making, often marked by
significant thematic and visual shifts.

Thematic shifts in adaptation are frequently shaped by
the need to externalize what is internal in literature.
Novels, with their capacity for introspection, stream-
of-consciousness, and symbolic abstraction, often
explore themes such as identity, alienation, morality,
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and memory through internal monologue and authorial
voice. In contrast, visual media must translate these
themes into action, performance, and image. For
instance, the interior grief of Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never
Let Me Go is rendered in the 2010 film adaptation not
through narration but through visual melancholy—
muted color palettes, sparse dialogue, and lingering
camera shots that evoke a sense of existential
resignation. Similarly, the decadent disillusionment at
the heart of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby
takes on new symbolic forms in Baz Luhrmann’s 2013
adaptation, where rapid editing, saturated color, and
modern music amplify themes of spectacle and moral
decay.

Visual shifts, likewise, are not merely cosmetic but
often integral to how meaning is produced in the
adaptation process. The cinematographic language of
close-ups, long takes, camera angles, lighting, and
mise-en-scéne brings new dimensions to characters
and narrative. A well-chosen costume, a symbolic
color motif, or a recurring visual metaphor can
reconfigure the thematic priorities of a story. Joe
Wright’s Pride and Prejudice (2005) reimagines Jane
Austen’s 1813 novel not only through a more
emotionally expressive Elizabeth Bennet, but through
sweeping countryside landscapes and candlelit
interiors that convey class contrast and emotional
turbulence—both key themes heightened through
aesthetic choices.

Moreover, adaptations are culturally and temporally
embedded. They reflect the values, anxieties, and
ideologies of the moment in which they are created. As
such, the themes that resonate in a novel’s time of
publication may be rearticulated in adaptation to
address contemporary concerns. Greta Gerwig’s 2019
adaptation of Little Women, for example, rearranges
the chronology of Louisa May Alcott’s novel to
emphasize female authorship and economic agency,
reshaping the domestic and romantic themes of the
original into a 2lst-century feminist framework.
Similarly, the long-running Hulu series adaptation of
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid s Tale has taken the
dystopian feminist themes of the 1985 novel and
expanded them into a serialized, politically charged
commentary on modern authoritarianism, gender
politics, and reproductive rights.

This paper explores the multiple thematic and visual
shifts that occur in the adaptation of literature, arguing
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that these transformations are not accidental by-
products  but deliberate, often necessary,
reinterpretations shaped by medium-specific demands,
socio-cultural context, and creative vision. It draws on
adaptation theory, narratology, and intertextual
analysis to understand how themes such as identity,
power, alienation, love, and resistance are reshaped
through the visual grammar of film and television. In
doing so, the study moves beyond the fidelity debate
and instead centers on adaptation as a creative
negotiation, a space where literature is not simply
transposed into another form but reimagined for new
audiences and new mediums.

The analysis is structured into seven key sections. The
first addresses theoretical foundations, including
Hutcheon’s model of adaptation as creative
recontextualization, Stam’s notion of intertextuality,
and McFarlane’s distinctions between narrative and
enunciation. The second section investigates thematic
shifts through comparative case studies of
Frankenstein, The Great Gatsby, and Never Let Me
Go. The third focuses on visual techniques, exploring
how mise-en-scéne, cinematography, and editing
reinterpret literary imagery. The fourth examines how
adaptations respond to their cultural and historical
context, with special attention to feminist and political
reinterpretations. The fifth section investigates how
different media—film, television, digital platforms—
shape both theme and style, while the sixth explores
ethical questions around authorship, appropriation,
and narrative control. Finally, the conclusion
synthesizes these findings to argue for a more nuanced
understanding of adaptation as a site of thematic and
aesthetic transformation.

In an era where content circulates rapidly across
platforms and genres, adaptation offers a lens through
which we can understand not only how stories endure,
but how they change to meet the demands of their time,
audience, and medium. Thematic and visual shifts are
central to this process, allowing adaptations to both
honor and interrogate their literary origins. This paper
aims to illuminate the strategies, implications, and
creative potentials of these shifts—revealing
adaptation not as a derivative practice, but as an art
form in its own right.
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II. ADAPTATION AS INTERPRETATION:
THEORY AND METHOD

Adaptation has long been caught in a critical tension
between fidelity and creativity, between what a work
"should" be when adapted and what it becomes in the
hands of a new creator and within a different medium.
Historically, discussions about adaptation were
dominated by fidelity discourse—the idea that a good
adaptation is one that remains faithful to its literary
source. However, such a perspective is inherently
limited, assuming a one-way hierarchy in which
literature is the original and film (or television) is the
derivative. In recent decades, scholars have moved
beyond this reductive binary to explore adaptation as a
creative act of interpretation, shaped by medium,
audience, and cultural context.

As Robert Stam notes, “to criticize an adaptation for
not being ‘faithful’ to its source is to ignore the
essential difference between media”'. Each medium
has its own affordances and limitations; a novel’s
capacity for internal monologue, flexible temporality,
and rich descriptive prose contrasts sharply with film’s
reliance on visual imagery, sound, performance, and
temporal economy. Therefore, adaptation must be
understood not as replication but as transcoding—the
process of converting narrative meaning from one sign
system (verbal, literary) to another (visual, cinematic,
interactive).

Theoretical Foundations

Several key thinkers have provided influential
frameworks for understanding adaptation. Linda
Hutcheon, in her seminal A Theory of Adaptation,
argues that adaptation should be seen as both a process
and a product, involving acts of reinterpretation and
creation. She defines adaptation as “an announced and
extensive transposition of a particular work or works,”
which involves not only a shift in medium but also a
shift in context and ideology?. Adaptations are not
passive copies; they are cultural palimpsests, layered
with the intentions of the adapter and the expectations
of a new audience.

Brian McFarlane, in Novel to Film: An Introduction to
the Theory of Adaptation, distinguishes between
narrative and enunciation. He contends that while plot
and characters (narrative functions) can often be
transferred from novel to film, narrative discourse—
how the story is told—usually undergoes a
transformation due to the differing expressive
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mechanisms of each medium?. For example, while a
novel may explore a protagonist’s inner thoughts
through first-person narration, a film must render that
subjectivity through visual or auditory techniques—
voice-over, expressionistic cinematography, or
performance.

Robert Stam, meanwhile, emphasizes the intertextual
nature of adaptation. Drawing on Mikhail Bakhtin’s
idea of dialogism, Stam argues that adaptations should
be seen as texts in conversation with others, not just
with their literary sources but with other adaptations,
genre conventions, and cultural codes. This positions
adaptation as inherently polyphonic and dialogic—a
process in which meaning is negotiated among
multiple voices, not dictated by fidelity to an original.
Collectively, these theorists offer a lens through which
adaptation can be reimagined as a form of interpretive
authorship, in which the adapter becomes a co-creator,
not merely a translator.

Adaptation as Translation and Transformation

One of the most persistent metaphors used in
adaptation theory is that of translation. Just as a
translator must render the meaning of a text in another
language, so must an adapter render the narrative, tone,
and themes of a novel into another medium. Yet
translation is rarely literal. Cultural translation, as
discussed by theorists like Kamilla Elliott, involves
not only linguistic or semiotic change but ideological
and contextual negotiation*. An adapter must choose
which elements of the source to emphasize, which to
discard, and how to render abstract concepts—Ilike
longing, fear, or power—through visual or
performative cues.

For instance, in the adaptation of Ian McEwan’s
Atonement, the novel’s metafictional structure—where
the protagonist Briony reflects on her role as narrator
and fabricator of events—is partly preserved through
visual cues in Joe Wright’s 2007 film. However, the
interior reflection of Briony is externalized through
mise-en-sceéne (e.g., her isolated placement in frames,
use of mirrors), score, and editing, signaling to the
viewer the unreliable and guilt-ridden perspective of
the narrator. Here, thematic essence is preserved, but
narrative technique is transformed, reflecting the
distinct capacities of film to convey ambiguity and
subjectivity.

Methodological Approaches in Adaptation Study

To examine the thematic and visual shifts that occur in
adaptation, this paper employs a comparative
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methodology that draws from both close textual
analysis and audiovisual criticism. Close reading of
the source text allows us to identify core themes,
character arcs, narrative structure, and rhetorical
strategies. These are then compared with their
treatment in the adapted visual work, attending closely
to elements such as mise-en-scéne, camera work,
sound design, lighting, performance, and editing.

This dual methodology is supported by narratological
analysis, which helps identify how changes in
focalization, chronology, and point-of-view impact
thematic expression. For instance, an omniscient third-
person narrator in a novel may be replaced by a limited
visual perspective in a film, thereby shifting the
viewer’s access to knowledge and emotional
engagement. Similarly, a nonlinear structure in a
literary text may be restructured in film to create
narrative coherence or emotional build-up, altering the
interpretive weight of certain themes.

Additionally, the study considers intertextual and
cultural frameworks, examining how adaptations
respond to or comment upon their socio-historical
context. This includes how themes are updated or
reframed to resonate with contemporary audiences,
especially in cases where adaptations become vehicles
for critique or cultural commentary. For example, the
2019 Little Women adaptation repositions Jo March as
an  authorial  figure negotiating  economic
independence, a shift from the original novel’s
emphasis on romantic fulfillment. This thematic
realignment speaks directly to current conversations
around gender, authorship, and autonomy.

Medium Constraints and Aesthetic Strategies

Finally, this section acknowledges the medium-
specific constraints that guide adaptive choices. Film
and television are time-bound, often requiring the
compression of complex plots and subplots. They also
operate under the influence of production economics,
audience expectation, and genre conventions. These
factors inevitably shape what themes are emphasized
and how they are visualized.

For example, in the cinematic adaptation of Cormac
McCarthy’s The Road, the grim and sparse prose is
translated into a muted visual palette, with desaturated
colors and stark landscapes conveying a sense of
despair and desolation. Themes of survival and
paternal love are retained, but they are now mediated
through image and sound, such as the recurring motif
of fire (representing hope) and the haunting score by

IJIRT 188454

Nick Cave and Warren Ellis. This example highlights
how cinematic devices can embody thematic concerns,
not merely illustrate them.

In serial television, longer narrative arcs allow for
more complex thematic development, such as in The
Handmaid s Tale, where Margaret Atwood’s relatively
compact novel is expanded over several seasons to
explore trauma, resistance, and authoritarianism in
greater depth. Here, the extended format allows for
thematic evolution, reflecting both the changing
political landscape and the adaptive potential of
serialized storytelling.

II. Adaptation As Interpretation: Theory And Method

Adaptation has long been caught in a critical tension
between fidelity and creativity, between what a work
"should" be when adapted and what it becomes in the
hands of a new creator and within a different medium.
Historically, discussions about adaptation were
dominated by fidelity discourse—the idea that a good
adaptation is one that remains faithful to its literary
source. However, such a perspective is inherently
limited, assuming a one-way hierarchy in which
literature is the original and film (or television) is the
derivative. In recent decades, scholars have moved
beyond this reductive binary to explore adaptation as a
creative act of interpretation, shaped by medium,
audience, and cultural context.

As Robert Stam notes, “to criticize an adaptation for
not being ‘faithful’ to its source is to ignore the
essential difference between media”'. Each medium
has its own affordances and limitations; a novel’s
capacity for internal monologue, flexible temporality,
and rich descriptive prose contrasts sharply with film’s
reliance on visual imagery, sound, performance, and
temporal economy. Therefore, adaptation must be
understood not as replication but as transcoding—the
process of converting narrative meaning from one sign
system (verbal, literary) to another (visual, cinematic,
interactive).

Theoretical Foundations

Several key thinkers have provided influential
frameworks for understanding adaptation. Linda
Hutcheon, in her seminal 4 Theory of Adaptation,
argues that adaptation should be seen as both a process
and a product, involving acts of reinterpretation and
creation. She defines adaptation as “an announced and
extensive transposition of a particular work or works,”
which involves not only a shift in medium but also a
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shift in context and ideology®. Adaptations are not
passive copies; they are cultural palimpsests, layered
with the intentions of the adapter and the expectations
of a new audience.

Brian McFarlane, in Novel to Film: An Introduction to
the Theory of Adaptation, distinguishes between
narrative and enunciation. He contends that while plot
and characters (narrative functions) can often be
transferred from novel to film, narrative discourse—
how the story is told—usually undergoes a
transformation due to the differing expressive
mechanisms of each medium?®. For example, while a
novel may explore a protagonist’s inner thoughts
through first-person narration, a film must render that
subjectivity through visual or auditory techniques—
voice-over, expressionistic cinematography, or
performance.

Robert Stam, meanwhile, emphasizes the intertextual
nature of adaptation. Drawing on Mikhail Bakhtin’s
idea of dialogism, Stam argues that adaptations should
be seen as texts in conversation with others, not just
with their literary sources but with other adaptations,
genre conventions, and cultural codes. This positions
adaptation as inherently polyphonic and dialogic—a
process in which meaning is negotiated among
multiple voices, not dictated by fidelity to an original.
Collectively, these theorists offer a lens through which
adaptation can be reimagined as a form of interpretive
authorship, in which the adapter becomes a co-creator,
not merely a translator.

Adaptation as Translation and Transformation

One of the most persistent metaphors used in
adaptation theory is that of translation. Just as a
translator must render the meaning of a text in another
language, so must an adapter render the narrative, tone,
and themes of a novel into another medium. Yet
translation is rarely literal. Cultural translation, as
discussed by theorists like Kamilla Elliott, involves
not only linguistic or semiotic change but ideological
and contextual negotiation*. An adapter must choose
which elements of the source to emphasize, which to
discard, and how to render abstract concepts—Ilike
longing, fear, or power—through visual or
performative cues.

For instance, in the adaptation of Ian McEwan’s
Atonement, the novel’s metafictional structure—where
the protagonist Briony reflects on her role as narrator
and fabricator of events—is partly preserved through
visual cues in Joe Wright’s 2007 film. However, the
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interior reflection of Briony is externalized through
mise-en-scéne (e.g., her isolated placement in frames,
use of mirrors), score, and editing, signaling to the
viewer the unreliable and guilt-ridden perspective of
the narrator. Here, thematic essence is preserved, but
narrative technique is transformed, reflecting the
distinct capacities of film to convey ambiguity and
subjectivity.

Methodological Approaches in Adaptation Study

To examine the thematic and visual shifts that occur in
adaptation, this paper employs a comparative
methodology that draws from both close textual
analysis and audiovisual criticism. Close reading of
the source text allows us to identify core themes,
character arcs, narrative structure, and rhetorical
strategies. These are then compared with their
treatment in the adapted visual work, attending closely
to elements such as mise-en-scéne, camera work,
sound design, lighting, performance, and editing.

This dual methodology is supported by narratological
analysis, which helps identify how changes in
focalization, chronology, and point-of-view impact
thematic expression. For instance, an omniscient third-
person narrator in a novel may be replaced by a limited
visual perspective in a film, thereby shifting the
viewer’s access to knowledge and emotional
engagement. Similarly, a nonlinear structure in a
literary text may be restructured in film to create
narrative coherence or emotional build-up, altering the
interpretive weight of certain themes.

Additionally, the study considers intertextual and
cultural frameworks, examining how adaptations
respond to or comment upon their socio-historical
context. This includes how themes are updated or
reframed to resonate with contemporary audiences,
especially in cases where adaptations become vehicles
for critique or cultural commentary. For example, the
2019 Little Women adaptation repositions Jo March as
an  authorial  figure  negotiating  economic
independence, a shift from the original novel’s
emphasis on romantic fulfillment. This thematic
realignment speaks directly to current conversations
around gender, authorship, and autonomy.

Medium Constraints and Aesthetic Strategies

Finally, this section acknowledges the medium-
specific constraints that guide adaptive choices. Film
and television are time-bound, often requiring the
compression of complex plots and subplots. They also
operate under the influence of production economics,
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audience expectation, and genre conventions. These
factors inevitably shape what themes are emphasized
and how they are visualized.

For example, in the cinematic adaptation of Cormac
McCarthy’s The Road, the grim and sparse prose is
translated into a muted visual palette, with desaturated
colors and stark landscapes conveying a sense of
despair and desolation. Themes of survival and
paternal love are retained, but they are now mediated
through image and sound, such as the recurring motif
of fire (representing hope) and the haunting score by
Nick Cave and Warren Ellis. This example highlights
how cinematic devices can embody thematic concerns,
not merely illustrate them.

In serial television, longer narrative arcs allow for
more complex thematic development, such as in The
Handmaid s Tale, where Margaret Atwood’s relatively
compact novel is expanded over several seasons to
explore trauma, resistance, and authoritarianism in
greater depth. Here, the extended format allows for
thematic evolution, reflecting both the changing
political landscape and the adaptive potential of
serialized storytelling.

III. THEMATIC RECONFIGURATION ACROSS
ADAPTATIONS

One of the most profound consequences of adaptation
is the reshaping of thematic content. While the general
plot structure or character relationships may remain
intact, the core themes of a literary work are often
reframed, condensed, amplified, or even replaced to
align with the conventions of the new medium or the
socio-cultural context of the adaptation’s production.
These thematic shifts reflect not only aesthetic or
practical choices, but also ideological decisions about
what aspects of a story deserve emphasis, what
emotional or political resonances should be
foregrounded, and how meaning is best constructed in
a visual form.

This section examines how thematic priorities are
reconfigured in adaptations of canonical literary texts,
focusing on three comparative case studies: The Great
Gatsby, Frankenstein, and Never Let Me Go. These
examples demonstrate the varying degrees and
directions of thematic shift that occur when texts are
transposed from the literary to the visual medium.
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Case Study 1: The Great Gatsby (F. Scott Fitzgerald,
1925 — Baz Luhrmann, 2013)

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is often hailed
as a literary meditation on the American Dream, with
its central themes of illusion, desire, social mobility,
and moral decay. The novel presents a lyrical and
critical portrayal of 1920s America, narrated through
the restrained and reflective voice of Nick Carraway.
Its thematic richness lies in its ambiguity—Gatsby’s
dream is both seductive and hollow, emblematic of the
corruption lurking beneath the glittering surface of
wealth.

In Baz Luhrmann’s 2013 film adaptation, the thematic
core is both intensified and transformed through visual
excess. Luhrmann adopts a maximalist style,
combining 3D cinematography, frenetic editing, and
anachronistic music (Jay-Z and Beyoncé set against
Art Deco visuals) to underscore the spectacle and
vulgarity of Gatsby’s world. The film emphasizes the
excess, consumerism, and performance of identity,
aligning Gatsby’s dream with contemporary celebrity
culture and the commodification of desire.
Thematically, the film brings out elements that were
more understated in the novel, such as the critique of
modern media’s influence on self-construction. Gatsby
becomes not only a man chasing a romantic ideal but
a performer of opulence, constructing his identity for
the public gaze. In doing so, the film adds a layer of
media commentary to Fitzgerald’s original vision,
updating the American Dream critique for a
postmodern, media-saturated age.

Case Study 2: Frankenstein (Mary Shelley, 1818 —
James Whale, 1931 and Kenneth Branagh, 1994)
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is widely read as a proto-
science fiction novel exploring themes of scientific
ambition, creation and responsibility, and existential
isolation. Victor Frankenstein’s creation of life is both
a marvel and a moral failing, and the “monster” is
rendered with depth, sensitivity, and a growing self-
awareness in the novel. Shelley’s text also interrogates
the Enlightenment valorization of reason and the
dangers of human overreach.

James Whale’s 1931 adaptation, a landmark in early
horror cinema, simplifies many of the novel’s
philosophical and psychological themes to align with
genre expectations. The film focuses primarily on fear
and spectacle, transforming the creature into a mute,
shambling figure of terror. While visually iconic—
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Boris Karloff’s makeup remains a cultural symbol of
“Frankenstein”—this ~ version  downplays the
creature’s intellect and inner turmoil, emphasizing
instead his monstrousness and capacity for violence.
The thematic emphasis shifts from moral ambiguity to
fear of the unknown, resonating with early 20th-
century anxieties around science and monstrosity.
Kenneth Branagh’s 1994 adaptation, Mary Shelley's
Frankenstein, seeks to restore some of the novel’s
emotional and philosophical complexity. It retains the
creature’s eloquence and centers more explicitly on
themes of parental abandonment, identity, and
suffering. Yet even here, the visual medium alters the
delivery: the creature’s anguish, described in Shelley’s
prose, is rendered through cinematic melodrama—
music, expressionist lighting, and emotive
performance. In both versions, the creature’s thematic
meaning shifts, sometimes becoming a metaphor for
technological anxiety, at other times a figure of tragic
humanity.

Case Study 3: Never Let Me Go (Kazuo Ishiguro, 2005
— Mark Romanek, 2010)

Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go is a melancholic
exploration of cloning, ethical determinism, and the

Comparative Thematic Grid: Literature vs. Adaptation

fragility of human attachment. Narrated in the first
person by Kathy H., the novel’s power lies in its quiet
tone, emotional restraint, and slow revelation of the
characters’ fate. Ishiguro masterfully explores the
banality of horror—his characters are clones created
for organ donation, yet they experience life with
tenderness, nostalgia, and subdued resignation.

Mark Romanek’s 2010 film adaptation faithfully
preserves the plot but renders the thematic material
through visual austerity. The muted color palette,
gentle pacing, and minimal dialogue create an
atmosphere of elegiac stillness. The film translates the
theme of existential passivity into a visual experience:
long takes, overcast skies, and barren settings
reinforce the characters’ quiet doom. However, while
the novel’s interior monologue invites readers into
Kathy’s thought world, the film relies on external
signifiers—glances, silences, and spaces—thus
reconfiguring the theme of resignation into one of
atmospheric melancholy.

In this case, the adaptation sustains the core theme but
shifts its emotional register. Where the novel presents
an internal, philosophical grief, the film emphasizes
visual sorrow and affect, inviting empathy through
aesthetics rather than introspection.

‘ Source Text

H Core Literary Themes H Visual Adaptation Themes H

Direction of Shift

The Great Gatsby

(Fitzgerald, 1925) decay; American Dream

Illusion vs. reality; moral ||Spectacle; performance; media
and celebrity culture

Amplified through visual
excess and contemporary
analogy

Creation; alienation;
scientific ethics

Frankenstein
(Shelley, 1818)

Monstrosity; horror spectacle
(1931); tragic identity (1994)

Simplified or intensified
depending on version

Never Let Me Go
(Ishiguro, 2005)

Mortality; determinism;
suppressed emotion

Visual melancholy;
atmospheric fatalism

Internal thought replaced by
aesthetic mood

Patterns of Thematic Reconfiguration

These case studies reveal several consistent patterns in

how thematic reconfigurations occur:

1. Internal to External: Themes that are interior and
philosophical in the novel often become
externalized through visual cues in film—
costume, setting, color, and performance become
carriers of meaning that prose previously
conveyed directly.

2. Emotional Amplification or Compression: Some
adaptations amplify emotion through
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melodramatic performance and score (e.g.,
Branagh’s Frankenstein), while others suppress it
to reflect tonal restraint (e.g., Romanek’s Never
Let Me Go). The visual medium’s emotional
register thus influences thematic delivery.

3. Ideological Reframing: Adaptations sometimes
reinterpret themes to align with contemporary
values. Luhrmann’s Gatsby adds a critique of
media spectacle, while Whale’s Frankenstein
channels technological fear, and Gerwig’s Little
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Women (to be discussed later) reframes romantic
ambition into feminist authorship.

4. Medium Constraints: Time constraints in film
often result in thematic distillation, focusing on a
few dominant ideas rather than the full range of
the novel’s motifs. This compression inevitably
alters the thematic balance.

5. Genre Influence: Adaptations tailored to genre
expectations (horror, romance, science fiction)
often reorient themes to match tone and audience
assumptions. Shelley’s creature becomes more
terrifying in horror adaptations, and Ishiguro’s
dystopia becomes more tragic in cinematic form.

Conclusion

Thematic reconfiguration in adaptation is not
accidental—it is central to the adaptive process. As
stories migrate across media, themes are not simply
transplanted but transformed, shaped by visual logic,
cultural climate, and medium-specific imperatives. By
examining how different adaptations reframe their
source texts thematically, we gain insight into both the
creative power of adaptation and the evolving ways in
which literature continues to resonate in the visual age.
These transformations remind us that themes are not
static; they are inherently fluid, able to be visualized,
reshaped, and reinterpreted in ways that enrich our
understanding of both the original and the adaptation.

IV. VISUAL TRANSMUTATION: FROM PAGE TO
SCREEN

The act of adaptation from literature to film or
television is not only a narrative or thematic
endeavor—it is fundamentally a visual reimagination.
While literature constructs meaning through language,
syntax, metaphor, and narration, visual media
communicate through image, composition, lighting,
movement, and performance. This shift in
signification results in what can be called a visual
transmutation, whereby literary content is recast
through the semiotic grammar of cinema. Adapters
must thus translate the intangible—ideas, emotions,
atmosphere—into visible and audible form, reshaping
meaning not merely by what is told, but by how it is
shown.

This section explores how literary texts are visually
reinterpreted in adaptation. It focuses on the tools of
cinematic language—mise-en-sceéne, cinematography,
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editing, sound, and performance—as vehicles for
thematic expression. Through close analysis of
selected adaptations (Afonement, Life of Pi, The Road),
we see how the visual form of storytelling alters both
the narrative structure and emotional tone, producing
meaning in ways that are uniquely cinematic.

Visual Grammar in Adaptation: A Medium-Specific

Vocabulary

In literature, the reader is guided by narrative voice,

figurative language, and pacing, often accessing a

character's consciousness or a narrator’s reflections. In

contrast, cinema speaks through an audiovisual syntax.

Meaning is generated not by what is described, but by

what is seen, heard, and felt through moving images.

Key elements of this visual grammar include:

e Mise-en-scéne: The arrangement of scenery,
props, costumes, and actors within a frame. It
creates a spatial and symbolic context that reflects
mood, social order, and thematic emphasis.

e Cinematography: The use of camera movement,
angle, and framing to shape perspective, power
relations, and emotional proximity.

e Color and Lighting: Serve as expressive tools to
represent inner states, evoke atmosphere, and
signify thematic motifs (e.g., darkness for
isolation, saturated hues for fantasy).

e Editing: Controls rhythm and structure, guiding
the viewer’s attention and emotional engagement.

e Sound and Music: Affect tone and mood, cue
emotional responses, and underscore themes.
Voice-over and ambient sound often substitute for
literary interiority.

These elements work in concert to visualize the

invisible, enabling film to convey what literature

articulates in prose.

Case Study 1: Atonement (Ian McEwan, 2001 — Joe
Wright, 2007)

lan McEwan’s Atonement is a postmodern novel
preoccupied with memory, guilt, and narrative
unreliability. Told across multiple timelines and points
of view, the novel builds its thematic tension through
narrative  layering—especially  Briony  Tallis’s
retrospective guilt over a lie that changed the lives of
her sister Cecilia and Robbie Turner. The metafictional
twist that Briony is the “author” of the story disrupts
our understanding of truth and atonement.
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In Joe Wright’s 2007 adaptation, the novel’s
metafictional structure is translated into visual cues.
The film uses repetition, unreliable visual memory,
and symbolic motifs (such as water and mirrors) to
indicate the constructed nature of Briony’s narrative. A
key moment—the fountain scene between Cecilia and
Robbie—is replayed from two perspectives,
suggesting how perception shapes truth. The theme of
misinterpretation becomes embodied in framing and
editing, rather than narration.

Most famously, the five-minute continuous tracking
shot on the beaches of Dunkirk stands in for the
novel’s description of war trauma. Rather than
recounting interior reflection, the camera moves
fluidly through chaos and disorientation, visually
capturing the fragmentation of time, memory, and
identity. This use of visual spectacle becomes a way to
externalize the characters’ emotional rupture and sense
of futility, evoking atonement as not just a moral
concept, but a psychological landscape.

Case Study 2: Life of Pi (Yann Martel, 2001 — Ang
Lee, 2012)

Yann Martel’s Life of Pi is a novel rich in symbolism
and philosophical reflection. Told by Pi Patel, it blends
magical realism, religious pluralism, and survival
narrative, challenging the reader to question truth,
faith, and the nature of storytelling. Much of the
novel’s tension lies in its narrative ambiguity: Is Pi’s
story fantastical truth or psychological coping
mechanism?

Ang Lee’s 2012 adaptation approaches these themes
through visual and digital aesthetics, using 3D
technology and computer-generated imagery (CGI) to
create a filmic space where imagination and realism
blur. The vibrant colors of the ocean, the surreal
glowing jellyfish, and the spectral whale are not mere
backdrops—they are visual metaphors for Pi’s shifting
emotional and spiritual states. The story’s
philosophical ambiguity is preserved not through
narrative complexity, but through optical wonder and
dreamlike visuality.

The tiger Richard Parker, animated entirely through
CGl, is rendered as both sublime and threatening,
reinforcing themes of duality and fear. Pi’s solitude is
magnified by wide shots of the vast, empty sea—
visually conveying existential insignificance. In this
adaptation, visual spectacle becomes thematic
expression, and religious transcendence is
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communicated not by theological argument but by
sensory immersion.

Case Study 3: The Road (Cormac McCarthy, 2006 —
John Hillcoat, 2009)

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road is a spare, brutal
meditation on survival, love, and moral ambiguity in a
post-apocalyptic world. The novel’s language is
minimalist and poetic, often stripped of punctuation
and conventional syntax, emphasizing the bleakness
and elemental quality of the world. Its emotional
weight lies in the relationship between father and son,
their desperate clinging to hope in a world devoid of
humanity.

In John Hillcoat’s 2009 adaptation, this bleakness is
rendered through desaturated color, handheld
cinematography, and sparse dialogue. The landscape is
ash-covered, cold, and lifeless. There are no lush
visuals or CGl-enhanced catastrophes—only a visual
austerity that mirrors the novel’s stripped-down prose.
The theme of moral survival is expressed through the
father’s wary glances, protective gestures, and the
contrast between barren environment and brief flashes
of warmth.

Music by Nick Cave and Warren Ellis provides
emotional undercurrent, replacing the father’s internal
monologue. In this adaptation, silence and stillness
speak volumes, illustrating how visual media can
substitute linguistic introspection with atmospheric
immersion. The bond between father and son is thus
conveyed not by internal thought but by cinematic
proximity—framing, gesture, and glance.

Visual Shifts as Thematic Translation

Across these adaptations, we observe several

techniques of thematic visualization:

1. Metaphor-to-Image: Abstract metaphors in
literature are turned into visual motifs. The sea in
Life of Pi, the ash in The Road, and mirrors in
Atonement become physical spaces where
philosophical and emotional themes are enacted.

2. Interior Monologue-to-Performance: Since film
cannot easily convey thoughts directly, character
subjectivity is rendered through actor expression,
cinematography, and non-verbal cues. This shifts
how audiences engage with character psychology.

3. Narrative Ambiguity-to Visual Ambiguity: Where
novels use unreliable narrators, films often deploy
contradictory visual cues, dream sequences, or
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repetitions to mimic uncertainty. These forms of
visual narration become thematic devices.

4. Symbolism through Aesthetic: Lighting, costume,
sound, and color become semantic devices. Ang
Lee’s saturated digital palette suggests religious
awe; Hillcoat’s greys suggest desolation.
Aesthetic choices carry philosophical meaning.

Visual vs. Literary Narrative: Complement or
Compromise?

While visual adaptation allows for new aesthetic and
emotional registers, it also imposes limitations. The
visual form tends to compress narrative, limit
exposition, and externalize what may have been richly
internal. This means certain nuances of literary
voice—especially irony, subtle reflection, and
rhetorical play—can be lost or altered. For instance,
McEwan’s self-aware narrator in Atonement becomes
a more tragic figure in Wright’s film, as visual style
overpowers narrative reflexivity.

Yet these are not failures, but transformations. As
Hutcheon reminds us, adaptation is not reproduction
but re-creation. Visual transmutation allows for
different modes of storytelling, often reaching new
audiences or evoking emotional responses unavailable
through text alone. A novel’s silence can become a
film’s still image; its metaphor, a visual motif; its
rhythm, a montage.

Conclusion of Section IV

The visual reimagining of literary themes involves
more than converting words to images—it requires a
semiotic transformation wherein the aesthetic and
structural possibilities of visual media give rise to new
forms of meaning. As the case studies show,
filmmakers do not merely illustrate texts; they
interpret them through image, performance, sound,
and space. In doing so, they often expand the thematic
terrain of literature, translating the invisible into the
visual, and the cerebral into the sensorial. Visual
transmutation is thus not a loss, but a reconfiguration
of narrative possibility, revealing the enduring
adaptability of stories across media.

V. CULTURAL AND TEMPORAL CONTEXTS IN
ADAPTATION

Adaptation is never created in a vacuum. While it
draws from literary texts of the past, it is firmly
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situated in the present—in the culture, values,
technologies, and ideologies of its time. As such,
adaptations often serve as cultural artifacts that not
only retell stories but reinterpret them for
contemporary relevance. Thematic and visual shifts in
adaptation are frequently shaped by this interaction
between past and present: what a story meant at the
time of its writing may not align with how it is received
or reshaped in another era. Thus, understanding
adaptation requires attention to the temporal and
cultural context in which the adaptation is produced.
This section explores how adaptations reflect the
changing values of society, reshape characters and
themes to speak to current audiences, and often engage
in cultural critique through reimagination. From Little
Women to The Handmaid’s Tale, we examine how
adaptations recontextualize historical texts to
foreground feminism, politics, race, class, and identity,
often subverting or extending their source material in
meaningful ways.

Temporal Reframing and Feminist Revision: Little
Women (Louisa May Alcott, 1868 — Greta Gerwig,
2019)

Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women is a semi-
autobiographical novel about four sisters coming of
age during the American Civil War. While the book
emphasizes domestic life, morality, love, and family
bonds, it also contains undercurrents of female
ambition, authorship, and economic struggle.
However, these themes are often muted beneath the
surface of sentimental storytelling.

Greta Gerwig’s 2019 adaptation restructures the
narrative chronologically, beginning with the adult
March sisters rather than their childhood. This formal
shift has profound thematic implications: by placing
Jo’s  struggles  with  authorship, economic
independence, and romantic compromise at the
forefront, the film reframes the entire narrative as a
feminist negotiation. Gerwig blurs the line between Jo
and Louisa May Alcott, especially in the metafictional
final scene, where Jo bargains with her publisher to
retain ownership of her novel’s rights—a scene absent
from the original text but emblematic of female
creative agency in a male-dominated literary market.
Visually, Gerwig uses lighting, costuming, and
physical space to reinforce the constraints and
resistances women face. The domestic interiors are
cozy but confining; the world outside—New York,
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Europe—offers possibility but also isolation. In this
way, the adaptation emphasizes the tensions between
private and public roles for women, aligning Alcott’s
historical narrative with contemporary concerns about
gender, labor, and identity.

Gerwig’s Little Women does not abandon the
emotional warmth of the original, but it reconfigures it
to serve a more explicitly feminist agenda, making it a
story about economic choice, artistic integrity, and
selthood, not just romance and morality.

Political Allegory and Serial Expansion: The
Handmaids Tale (Margaret Atwood, 1985 — Hulu
series, 2017—present)

Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel The Handmaid's
Tale imagines a totalitarian theocracy, Gilead, where
women are stripped of autonomy and used as
reproductive vessels. Written in response to growing
religious fundamentalism and attacks on women’s
rights in the 1980s, the novel operates as a speculative
warning rooted in real historical practices. Its themes
of patriarchy, surveillance, and resistance remain
hauntingly relevant.

The Hulu adaptation, which began in 2017, arrives in
a new cultural moment—amid rising concerns about
authoritarianism, reproductive rights, and gender-
based violence. The series expands on the novel
significantly, introducing new characters, backstories,
and plotlines. These additions are not filler but serve
to amplify and recontextualize Atwood’s themes in
light of recent global events, including the #MeToo
movement, political polarization, and attacks on
bodily autonomy.

Visually, the series makes use of symbolic color
schemes (e.g., red cloaks for Handmaids, blue for
Wives) to delineate power and repression. Extreme
close-ups emphasize physical and emotional control,
while the frequent use of shallow focus isolates
women in oppressive environments. The series also
uses voiceover narration to retain the novel’s
interiority while allowing for an expanded plot
structure.

Perhaps most importantly, the adaptation embraces a
serial format, which allows it to explore the long-term
effects of oppression, trauma, and resistance. Where
Atwood’s novel ends ambiguously, the show continues
to follow June’s (Offred’s) evolution from victim to
rebel, transforming the narrative from passive survival
to active insurgency. This shift reflects contemporary
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desires for empowerment narratives, and transforms
the story into a political allegory for modern activism.

Historical Reimagining and Racial Politics:
Bridgerton (Inspired by Julia Quinn’s Novels, 2000s
— Netflix series, 2020—present)

Julia Quinn’s Bridgerton novels are Regency-era
romances steeped in conventional genre tropes—balls,
courtship, social scandal. While charming and
formulaic, they make little attempt to challenge
historical norms, especially regarding race, class, or
gender.

The Netflix adaptation, produced by Shondaland,
radically transforms the source material by
reimagining Regency England as a racially inclusive
society. Queen Charlotte is depicted as a Black
monarch, and the romantic leads span racial
backgrounds. This intentional color-conscious casting
not only alters the visual world of the show but
introduces new thematic possibilities, such as how
race intersects with power, desire, and respectability.
Critics have debated whether this approach constitutes
meaningful revision or aesthetic tokenism. However,
the adaptation makes clear thematic choices that
depart from the novels. For example, in Season 1,
Simon Basset’s trauma is tied to generational
expectations and emotional repression, themes made
more resonant when explored within the context of
race and masculinity. Season 2 delves into issues of
immigrant identity, colonialism, and cultural honor
through its South Asian female lead, Kate Sharma—a
character not present in the original books.

Thus, while retaining the pleasures of romantic
escapism, Bridgerton adapts its source into a historical
fantasy that reimagines inclusion, using costume
drama as a site of cultural revision. The thematic shift
moves from romantic comedy to a commentary on
visibility, representation, and cultural transformation.

Modernization and Identity Politics: Sherlock (Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle — BBC series, 2010-2017)

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories are
rooted in Victorian values: logic, colonial superiority,
rigid class structures. The original Holmes is brilliant
but emotionally distant, often misogynistic, and
embedded in a worldview shaped by empire and order.
The BBC’s Sherlock, created by Steven Moffat and
Mark Gatiss, updates the detective for 21st-century
London. While retaining core plot structures and
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famous cases, the series recasts Holmes and Watson as
modern figures, placing them in a world of
smartphones, hacking, and global terrorism. This
temporal shift radically alters thematic emphasis: the
Victorian celebration of deductive logic becomes a
meditation on emotional repression, neurodiversity,
and interpersonal connection.

The visual aesthetic is stylized and hypermodern—fast
editing, text overlays, non-linear timelines—mirroring
Sherlock’s mind and emphasizing cognitive
difference. Some critics interpret the portrayal as
aligning with contemporary understandings of
Asperger’s syndrome or sociopathy, inviting viewers
to reconsider the price of genius and the limits of
emotional detachment.

Furthermore, the show introduces ambiguous
homoerotic tension between Holmes and Watson,
inviting a queer reading of their relationship and
challenging traditional masculinity. Themes of
isolation, identity, and emotional vulnerability replace
the original’s faith in logic and order. Thus, the
adaptation becomes a study not just in mystery-
solving, but in human connection amid intellectual
brilliance.

Key Strategies in Cultural and Temporal Adaptation
Across these examples, we observe several strategies
by which cultural and temporal contexts shape

adaptations:
1. Ideological Reframing: Adaptations foreground
contemporary values—feminism, racial

inclusion, trauma recovery—often through
revised dialogue, character arcs, or narrative
focus.

2. Visual Symbolism and Costuming: Color, dress,
and setting are re-coded to reflect identity politics.
For example, red uniforms in Handmaid's Tale
signal fertility and control, while bright hues in
Bridgerton visualize multicultural joy.

3. Character Revision and Metafiction: Characters
are reimagined as agents of change rather than
passive subjects. Little Women’s Jo negotiates
creative rights; Sherlock’s Holmes is emotionally
vulnerable.

4. Genre Expansion: Romance becomes political
(Bridgerton), horror becomes existential (The
Handmaid's Tale), and detective fiction becomes
psychological drama (Sherlock).
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5. Extended Format: Television allows for longer,
layered exploration of sociopolitical themes over
time, reflecting not only literary themes but
evolving audience sensibilities.

Conclusion of Section V

Adaptations are always products of their moment,
reflecting and refracting the concerns of their culture.
Through thematic and visual shifts, they reshape
familiar stories to speak to new audiences, offer
revisionist perspectives, and challenge or affirm
dominant ideologies. As seen in the feminist reframing
of Little Women, the political allegory of The
Handmaids Tale, or the racial reimaginings of
Bridgerton, adaptation becomes a powerful mode of
cultural commentary. These works do not simply
translate the past—they intervene in it, allowing
stories to live, change, and mean differently in each
telling.

VI. MEDIUM-SPECIFIC CHALLENGES AND
POSSIBILITIES IN ADAPTATION

Every adaptation is mediated by the capabilities and
limitations of its form. A novel and a film are not just
two vessels for the same content; they are distinct
semiotic systems, each with their own logic,
aesthetics, and interpretive mechanisms. The medium-
specific features of literature, film, television, and
digital platforms fundamentally shape how stories are
told, how characters are built, and how themes are
developed. Thus, the act of adaptation is not just a shift
in language but a radical reconceptualization of
narrative form.

This section explores the specific challenges and
possibilities that arise when adapting literature into
film, television, and digital formats, addressing how
media determine the scope, tone, structure, and
reception of adaptations. Through key examples, we
see how form is not neutral but constitutive of
meaning, determining both the thematic potential and
visual character of adaptation.

Film Adaptation: Compression, Spectacle, and
Cinematic Rhythm

Film adaptations are perhaps the most widespread and
commercially visible form of literary reinterpretation.
However, the two-hour film format imposes strict
temporal and structural limitations, demanding
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compression, abbreviation, and the distillation of

complex narrative arcs into coherent audiovisual form.

These constraints pose challenges, but they also invite

creative reinvention.

Challenges

e Narrative Compression: Novels often contain
subplots, extended character development, and
interior monologue. Film must condense these
into a tightly paced structure, often following the
three-act format. This leads to the omission or
simplification of characters, themes, or narrative
ambiguity.

e Loss of Internal Voice: Literature’s strength lies in
narrative voice, free indirect discourse, and
introspection. Film often struggles to replicate this
internality without resorting to voice-over
narration, which can feel intrusive or didactic if
not artfully integrated.

e Time Constraints: Emotional arcs and thematic
buildup that span hundreds of pages must be
established quickly, which can lead to
expositional dialogue or symbolic shorthand that
oversimplifies complex ideas.

Possibilities

e Visual Symbolism: Film can convey mood,
character psychology, and theme visually—
through  color, lighting, framing, and
performance—bypassing the need for exposition.

e Emotional Immersion: Music, cinematography,
and performance combine to create emotional
immediacy unmatched by prose. The visual and
auditory form can heighten empathy, suspense,
and awe.

e Spectacle and Scale: Adaptations like The Lord of
the Rings (Peter Jackson, 2001-2003) use film’s
epic visual capacity to render fantasy and world-
building in breathtaking scale, turning textual
imagination into shared cinematic experience.

In short, film condenses and externalizes literary

content, privileging event over exposition, and image

over introspection, while inviting reinterpretation
through cinematic affect.

Television Adaptation: Serial Depth and Narrative
Expansion

Television, particularly in the age of streaming, offers
a different adaptive model: one of serialization, depth,
and character complexity. Freed from the temporal
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constraints of film, TV allows for a more detailed and

nuanced exploration of themes, often expanding upon

the source text rather than reducing it.

Challenges

e Narrative Inflation: Expanding a short novel into
multiple seasons risks diluting narrative focus,
introducing filler content, or diverging so far from
the source that thematic coherence is lost.

e Pacing and Continuity: Maintaining momentum
and thematic consistency across episodes or
seasons requires careful plotting. Misalignment
can weaken the thematic arc, especially if
showrunners change.

e Commercial Demands: TV is driven by
viewership metrics. Creative choices may be
shaped by audience preference, resulting in tonal
shifts or premature resolutions that undermine the
source’s complexity.

Possibilities

e  Character Development: TV excels at long-form
character arcs. Shows like The Handmaid's Tale
and Normal People delve into emotional and
psychological terrain beyond what a film could
contain.

e Expanded World-Building: Game of Thrones
(HBO, 2011-2019), based on George R. R.
Martin’s novels, exemplifies how television can
flesh out multiple character perspectives and
geopolitical complexity through serialized
storytelling.

e Topical Resonance: Because TV unfolds over
time, it can respond to real-world events,
integrating contemporary themes into the
narrative. For instance, The Handmaids Tale
shifted its emphasis on protest and resistance in
response to political movements in the U.S.

Television allows adaptations to be expansive and

reflective, offering opportunities for thematic layering,

revision, and recontextualization in ways literature and
film cannot easily match.

Digital and Interactive Adaptation: Immersion,
Choice, and Fragmentation

Emerging forms of adaptation in digital media,
including video games, web series, interactive
narratives, and transmedia storytelling, represent a
new frontier in literary adaptation. These formats are
less about passive consumption and more about active
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engagement, allowing readers/viewers/players to

navigate or shape the story themselves.

Challenges

e Narrative Coherence: Interactivity introduces
narrative branching and user choice, which can
compromise the integrity of authorial vision or
thematic unity.

e  Technological Mediation: User interface, coding
limitations, and design may shape narrative
delivery more than story logic, potentially
distorting the literary core.

e Fragmented Audience Reception: Digital
adaptations often cater to niche audiences,
resulting in fragmented experiences and less
shared cultural resonance than traditional media.

Possibilities

e Immersive Experience: Interactive narratives like
Bandersnatch (Netflix, 2018) allow users to

Medium Comparison Grid: Constraints and Possibilities

experience multiple outcomes, foregrounding
themes of free will, agency, and authorship in
ways literature only metaphorically explores.

e Gamification of Storytelling: Adaptations like
The Witcher series (based on Andrzej
Sapkowski’s books) extend literary lore into
playable universes, deepening world-building and
allowing users to experience moral dilemmas
firsthand.

e Transmedia Adaptation: Digital ecosystems allow
stories to be told across multiple platforms (e.g.,
books, games, social media, VR), inviting
participatory engagement and co-creation of
narrative meaning.

Digital adaptation is not merely translation but

transformation, offering forms of storytelling that are

nonlinear, participatory, and multimodal. It challenges
traditional hierarchies of authorship and interpretation,
decentralizing narrative authority.

Medium ” Key Constraints H Narrative Possibilities H Thematic Impact
Fil Time limits, loss of internal | Visual immersion, emotional || Themes externalized via image,
ilm .
monologue impact, spectacle sound, performance
Televisi Risk of dilution, episodic || Serial depth, expanded arcs, || Allows thematic evolution and
elevision : . . .
pacing topical resonance social critique
.. . Fragmentation, coherence Immersion, user agency, Themes of choice, identity, and
Digital/Interactive . . . . .
issues transmedia potential nonlinear causality

Medium as Message: Formal Influence on Theme
The concept that “the medium is the message,” coined
by Marshall McLuhan, holds particular relevance for
adaptation. Each medium’s form actively shapes
content, meaning the same story told in a novel, film,
or game will produce different meanings due to the
method of its transmission.

Take for example Frankenstein:

In the novel, the creature narrates his own journey,
inviting empathy and reflection on human cruelty.

n film, the creature is often rendered visually
grotesque and mute, shifting the theme toward
monstrosity and horror.

In graphic novel or video game form, Frankenstein can
be reimagined as an allegory for Al ethics, with
branching narratives and ethical decision-making.
Thus, medium-specific adaptation is not a by-product
of form—it is a shaper of meaning, determining what
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themes emerge, how they evolve, and how audiences
interpret them.

Conclusion

Medium matters. It is not just the channel through
which a story passes but a creative force that shapes
narrative, character, theme, and audience engagement.
Each form—film, television, digital media—offers its
own palette of constraints and expressive tools,
prompting adapters to make significant decisions
about what to keep, what to alter, and how to
reimagine. These decisions result in thematic and
visual shifts that are as much about the story’s new
medium as they are about its content.

Understanding adaptation, then, requires a dual focus:
one on the source material and one on the form in
which it re-emerges. When seen in this light,
adaptation is not a lesser copy or mere translation—it
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is a creative negotiation between text, time, and
medium, producing new narratives that both reflect
and reshape our understanding of literature and
storytelling.

VII. RECEPTION, AUDIENCE, AND
INTERPRETIVE SHIFTS IN ADAPTATION

Adaptation is not merely a transaction between text
and filmmaker—it is also a dialogue with audiences.
The reception of an adaptation, shaped by viewer
expectations, cultural frameworks, and prior
familiarity with the source text, plays a crucial role in
determining its meaning, impact, and longevity. While
a novel invites solitary, reflective reading, a film or
series exists in a public, shared domain, subject to
critical discourse, fan engagement, and collective
interpretation.

Reception theory reminds us that meaning is not fixed
by the creator but co-constructed by the audience. As
Hans Robert Jauss and Stuart Hall have argued, texts
are decoded differently by readers depending on their
“horizon of expectations” or cultural positioning. In
adaptation, this means that the same source material
can produce divergent reactions, especially when its
transformation involves thematic, political, or
aesthetic shifts. This section explores the interpretive
role of the audience, the evolution of reception over
time, and how new cultural climates reframe old
stories.

Affective Investments and Fidelity Expectations

A central tension in adaptation reception is the
question of fidelity—how closely the adaptation
adheres to its source text. For many readers, fidelity is
equated with respect, while deviation may be seen as
betrayal. However, critical adaptation studies have
moved beyond fidelity discourse, focusing instead on
the creative agency of adapters and the importance of
interpretive openness.

Case Study: Harry Potter Series (J.K. Rowling —
Warner Bros., 2001-2011)

The Harry Potter film series illustrates the complex
relationship between adaptation and audience
expectation. With a global fanbase already deeply
attached to the books, the films faced enormous
pressure to reproduce key plotlines, character arcs, and
magical details. While the early films were praised for
visual fidelity, later entries (Order of the Phoenix,
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Half-Blood Prince) took greater liberties, omitting
subplots and characters to streamline narrative flow.
Reactions to these changes varied. Some viewers
embraced the visual spectacle and performances,
while others lamented the loss of nuance, particularly
around themes of political resistance, trauma, and
identity. The audience’s interpretive horizon, informed
by years of reading and fandom engagement, shaped
both emotional response and critical reception. The
films became not just texts to consume but objects of
debate, subject to fan theorizing, revisionist readings,
and online critique.

This case shows how adaptation operates within a
feedback loop of expectation, interpretation, and
revision, wherein the audience is not passive but
actively reconstructs meaning in dialogue with the
adaptation.

Cultural Climate and Evolving Interpretations
Adaptations are not static; they resonate differently
depending on historical moment and sociopolitical
context. A story adapted in one decade may carry
different connotations when retold in another.
Reception, in this sense, is historically situated.

Case Study: The Great Gatsby (F. Scott Fitzgerald —
Baz Luhrmann, 2013)

Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is a canonical text of
American literature, exploring wealth, desire, and
disillusionment in the 1920s. Baz Luhrmann’s 2013
adaptation was met with polarized reviews—
celebrated for its visual energy and musical daring, yet
criticized for being excessive or “unfaithful” to the
novel’s tone.

Yet the adaptation’s reception can be understood
through its cultural timing. Released during the post-
2008 financial crisis, amid renewed critiques of
income inequality and capitalist excess, Luhrmann’s
film amplifies the novel’s critique of consumerism
through opulent visuals, anachronistic music (Jay-Z,
Beyoncé), and hyperstylized parties. Rather than
merely replicating the novel, the film reframes its
themes for a generation shaped by financial collapse
and spectacle culture.

Audience reactions were shaped not just by aesthetic
preferences but by sociopolitical identification. Some
saw the film as a garish betrayal of Fitzgerald’s
subtlety; others viewed it as a satirical indictment of
decadence made legible to modern viewers. Thus,
reception becomes a mirror of contemporary anxieties,
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showing how adaptation is a living dialogue with
history.

Fan Cultures and Participatory Reception

The rise of the internet and social media has
transformed audience reception into an active,
collaborative, and performative space. Fans no longer
merely consume adaptations—they respond, remix,
critique, and create in turn. This participatory
reception reshapes adaptation’s cultural life, especially
in the age of transmedia franchises.

Case Study: The Lord of the Rings and The Rings of
Power

Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings films (2001—
2003) are often held as paragons of faithful adaptation,
despite significant cuts and alterations. However, the
2022 Amazon series The Rings of Power, based on
Tolkien’s appendices and lore rather than a central
narrative, received backlash over its diverse casting
and invented storylines.

Fan reception was sharply divided. While many
celebrated the series’ attempt to diversify Middle-earth
and explore previously unexplored narratives, others
critiqued it for departing from Tolkien’s supposed
intent, questioning its canonical legitimacy. Online
discourse revealed deep tensions over authorship,
cultural ownership, and historical representation.
These debates highlight how adaptations now function
within networked interpretive communities, where fan
labor (fanfiction, meta-analysis, reaction videos) plays
a central role in shaping an adaptation’s meaning. The
adaptation is no longer final; it is constantly
renegotiated by its audience.

Interpretive Plurality and Critical Reassessment
Reception also evolves over time. An adaptation
dismissed upon release may later gain cult status or be
reevaluated through new critical lenses—feminist,
postcolonial, queer. Adaptations are palimpsests,
whose meanings accrue as they are revisited and
recontextualized.

Case Study: Blade Runner (1982, based on Philip K.
Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?)
Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner, initially met with
lukewarm reception and commercial failure, is now
hailed as a seminal science fiction film. Its thematic
focus on identity, memory, artificial intelligence, and
capitalism resonates more deeply in the digital age
than in 1982. Critics and scholars have reassessed it as
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a postmodern allegory of humanity in the age of
machines, far exceeding the popularity of its source
text.

This retrospective reinterpretation underscores how
audience reception is not fixed, and how new contexts
can activate latent meanings in a story. In this way,
adaptations serve as sites of ideological and temporal
translation, continuously reinterpreted as history
unfolds.

Academic vs. Popular Reception: Divergence and
Dialogue

Adaptations often elicit different responses from
academics, critics, and mass audiences. While scholars
may praise formal experimentation or subversive
themes, popular audiences may respond more to
entertainment value, relatability, or visual fidelity. This
divergence reflects not only taste but differing
interpretive frameworks.

For instance, academic readings of The Handmaid's
Tale series emphasize its allegorical power and
feminist critique, while some viewers may interpret it
as trauma porn or feel overwhelmed by its bleakness.
Conversely, populist adaptations like Bridgerton
attract mass appeal through aesthetic fantasy and
romance, even as critics debate their historical logic or
thematic superficiality.

This diversity of reception shows that adaptation is not
singular in meaning—it is polyvocal, shaped by
cultural capital, affective attachment, and critical
disposition.

The Audience as Co-Creator

As reception becomes more visible and participatory,
the role of the audience shifts from interpreter to co-
creator. In fan fiction, cosplay, online reviews, and
social media reactions, viewers engage in
transformative critique. They may extend narratives,
correct perceived injustices, or reclaim representation.
This participatory reception is particularly evident in
marginalized communities. Queer and BIPOC
audiences may reinterpret mainstream adaptations
through their own cultural frameworks, finding
resonance in subtext or resistance in alteration. In this
way, adaptation becomes not just textual but socially
interactive, a site of meaning-making that is plural,
evolving, and contested.
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Conclusion

Reception is not the end of adaptation—it is its
continuation. Audiences do not passively receive
stories; they activate, interpret, and transform them.
Whether through fan critique, cultural commentary, or
academic analysis, viewers reshape the adaptation’s
meaning across time and space. Interpretive shifts
reflect changing cultural climates, technological
platforms, and political desires, underscoring the
adaptability of not just stories, but the ways we tell and
understand them.

Adaptation, then, is not only an artistic act—it is a
communal one, wherein creators and audiences
collaborate in meaning-making. As new generations
revisit old texts through new lenses, the adaptive
process becomes a dynamic, evolving conversation,
rich with possibility, conflict, and creativity.

VIII. CONCLUSION — THE ADAPTATION
CONTINUUM: STORYTELLING ACROSS TIME,
MEDIUM, AND MEANING

Adaptation is more than a method of translation; it is
an ongoing cultural practice of reimagining,
reframing, and reinterpreting narratives. From page to
screen, from novel to game, from print to performance,
adaptation represents a continuum—a process through
which stories evolve, acquire new meaning, and
engage diverse audiences across generations. As we
have seen throughout this study, thematic and visual
shifts are not incidental to this process but essential
mechanisms of transformation. They allow texts to
survive, adapt, and resonate in new ways.

This conclusion draws together the central findings of
this paper, reflects on the broader significance of
adaptation as a cultural and creative force, and
anticipates future directions in adaptation practice and
scholarship.

1. Adaptation as Creative Transformation, Not
Imitation

The traditional understanding of adaptation as a
faithful reproduction of a literary source has long been
challenged by scholars such as Linda Hutcheon,
Robert Stam, and Thomas Leitch. As demonstrated in
our case studies—from Little Women to The
Handmaids Tale, from Sherlock to The Rings of
Power—adaptation involves not replication but
creative negotiation. Thematic reinterpretation and
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visual reimagination are key to translating the spirit,
not just the letter, of the source.

Fidelity, though often desired by fans and critics alike,
is only one measure of an adaptation’s worth. Far more
compelling is how the adaptation engages the essence
of a story, repurposing its motifs, character arcs, and
social critique for new audiences. Gerwig’s feminist
restructuring of Little Women, for example, does not
betray Alcott but amplifies her latent themes of
economic struggle, authorship, and female ambition.
Similarly, The Handmaid’s Tale serial format expands
Atwood’s dystopia into a prolonged meditation on
trauma, rebellion, and resistance relevant to
contemporary viewers.

Thus, adaptation must be understood as a creative act
in its own right, where thematic and visual shifts are
not deficiencies, but expressions of interpretive
richness.

2. Medium Shapes Message: Aesthetic and Structural
Reconfigurations

The transformation from literary to visual medium
necessitates profound aesthetic and narrative shifts.
Each medium—whether film, television, or digital—
offers distinct formal tools and limitations that shape
how a story is told. This medium-specificity is not
merely technical; it is deeply ideological and
narrative-altering.

Film demands compression, pacing, and visual
spectacle. It privileges emotional immediacy and
symbolic shorthand. Television permits depth,
serialization, and character expansion, allowing for
slow  thematic  development and  topical
responsiveness. Digital and interactive media
introduce audience agency, fragmentation, and
multisensory immersion.

As we saw in the case of Blade Runner, the cinematic
form enabled a moody, atmospheric reinterpretation of
Philip K. Dick’s speculative fiction, turning a pulp
narrative into a philosophical meditation on
consciousness and artificial life. In contrast,
Bridgerton s streaming format allowed for revisionist
casting and representation, visually reshaping
Regency-era England to reflect contemporary ideals of
inclusion and romance.

Medium, then, is not a container—it is a constitutive
force that co-determines theme, character, and
meaning.
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3. Culture, Politics, and the Historical Moment of
Adaptation

Adaptations do not emerge in a vacuum; they are
products of their cultural, political, and temporal
contexts. A single text adapted at different historical
moments yields radically different meanings, shaped
by current debates on gender, race, class, identity, and
technology. Adaptations serve as cultural mirrors and
critiques, reframing canonical literature to address
new questions and conflicts.

In The Great Gatsby (2013), Luhrmann’s extravagant
visuals and modern soundtrack were not just stylistic
choices but commentaries on consumerism, wealth,
and media saturation in the 21st century. The Rings of
Power, likewise, sparked debates on historical
accuracy and race, exposing how audiences project
contemporary ideologies onto ancient mythologies.
These shifts demonstrate that adaptation is not just an
artistic act but a political one, reconfiguring meaning
in light of what is at stake for today’s audiences. The
adapter becomes a kind of cultural translator, bridging
past and present through thematic revision and visual
commentary.

4. Audiences as Co-Creators: Reception and
Participatory Meaning-Making

Adaptations are completed not only by their makers
but by their viewers, readers, and fans. Reception,
whether academic or popular, plays a central role in
shaping how adaptations are understood, valued, and
remembered. In the digital age, audiences are not
passive consumers—they are active participants,
interpreting, debating, remixing, and sometimes even
rewriting adaptations.

Fan cultures have turned adaptations into living texts:
platforms for critique, projection, and identification.
The online backlash and defense of The Rings of
Power, or the fan-driven popularity of Sherlock, reveal
how audiences negotiate meaning collectively. They
also highlight the divergent modes of reception—
between nostalgic purists and revisionist progressives,
between mainstream viewers and marginalized
communities seeking representation.

Moreover, reception evolves. Films like Blade Runner
or Marie Antoinette that were critically maligned at
release have since been reappraised, as new
generations recontextualize their visual language and
thematic daring. Adaptation is thus not an endpoint but
a starting point for interpretive evolution.
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5. The Adaptation Continuum: Ongoing, Expanding,
Evolving

We are in the midst of a golden age of adaptation—not
just of novels into films, but of books into limited
series, podcasts into documentaries, video games into
cinematic universes, and classic myths into immersive
virtual experiences. This proliferation reflects not just
a thirst for content, but a recognition of the value of
reinterpretation itself.

Stories survive because they can change. Shakespeare
is reimagined through modern slang and hip-hop
(Hamilton); Greek tragedy returns through feminist
retellings (Circe, Women of Troy); sci-fi becomes
allegory for surveillance states and algorithmic
control. These shifts are not aberrations but evidence
of storytelling’s dynamism.

As media technologies evolve—through Al-generated
content, VR, augmented reality, and transmedia
ecosystems—the nature of adaptation will further
expand. Future adaptations may involve multi-sensory
interfaces, user-personalized narratives, and collective
world-building, blurring the line between reader,
viewer, and creator.

What remains constant is the human impulse to retell
stories—to see our world through old tales, and old
tales through our world.

Final Thoughts: Why Adaptation Matters

Adaptation is both bridge and border, dialogue and
difference, echo and invention. It is how literature
reaches beyond the page, how cultures revisit their
myths, how generations find their voices in inherited
narratives. Thematic and visual shifts are not
deviations but testimonies to relevance—proof that
stories can grow, transform, and speak anew.

By studying adaptation, we gain insight into narrative
elasticity, into how meaning travels across time, space,
and form. We see how identity, ideology, medium, and
memory converge to create new expressions of old
truths. Whether in a theater, on a screen, or through a
headset, the adapted story is a site of negotiation—
between creator and audience, past and present, text
and image.

In this sense, adaptation is not the end of the story. It
is its continuation.
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