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FROM UNFAITHFUL ADAPTATION
TO TRANSMEDIA EXPANSION:
NOTES FOR A DEBATE ABOUT
CINEMATOGRAPHIC

(PER)VERSIONS

FRAN MATEU

INTRODUCTION: ADAPTATION AS
A STARTING POINT

Although film adaptation is a medium for me-
mory, it is also a medium of memory because it
is the memory of a previous work (Richard, 2021:
162). Through this process, by means of successi-
ve transformations to its structure, narrative con-
tent and representation in images, a story beco-
mes another, similar story expressed in the form
of a filmic text (Sdnchez Noriega, 2000: 47). Art,
however, has always been reproduced or imitated,
and the practice has been a technical activity sin-
ce the production of the first woodcuts (Benjamin,
2003: 39). Such reproduction or imitation includes
the process of film adaptation, a field explored by
McFarlane (1996: 22) with the aim of identifying
what can be transferred to the screen and what
key factors, apart from the original work, influen-
ce the adaptation.
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The process of adaptation is conceived of as
an intersemiotic translation, where an interpreta-
tion takes place between signs of different semio-
tic systems. Based on this premise, Jakobson (1959:
233) proposes three possible types of translation.
The first is intralingual translation, referring to
the interpretation of verbal signs by means of
other signs of the same language. Interlingual
translation is “translation proper”, i.e., an interpre-
tation of verbal signs using the signs of another
language. Finally, intersemiotic translation invol-
ves the transmutation or interpretation of verbal
signs using the signs of a non-verbal system. Con-
sequently, the process of film adaptation would be
placed in this third category.

Adaptation and translation, however, raise
questions of fidelity (Frago Pérez, 2005: 66-69). Si-
milarly, interpretation, as a mechanism inherent
in any translation process, may be defined various
ways due to the potential ambiguity of Jakobson's
classification. Eco (2016) stresses this idea, arguing
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that Jakobson does not consider the transmuta-
tions between systems that are not verbal. And
this classification poses another ambiguity: if all
three types of translation are interpretations,
they are three types of interpretation, and there-
fore, translation is a species within the genre of
interpretation (Eco, 2016: 805).

Zavala (2009: 49) adds the category of intra-
semiotic translation, which involves the adoption
of the strategies of intertextuality (quotation, allu-
sion, parody, etc.) in relation to texts (literary, vi-
sual, etc.) that refer to other texts. Genette (1989:
10) includes this category in the first group of his
transtextual relationships. Moreover, Genette
(1989: 14) defines hypertextuality as the relations-
hip that links a text B (hypertext) to a previous text
A (hypotext). This type of transformation may be
simple or indirect (based on imitation or associa-
tion), which Genette exemplifies with Ulysses and
The Aeneid, two hypertexts of the hypotext The
Odyssey. In the case of Ulysses, the transformation
is direct, transposing the action of Homer's work
to the city of Dublin in Joyce's time. However,
The Aeneid involves a more indirect transforma-
tion, since the story is different but formally and
thematically inspired by The Odyssey, imitating it
and producing a mimesis where the imitated text
and the imitating text establish a more complex
transformation than that of a direct transposition
(Genette, 1989: 15-17).

The above example is a transformation within
the same medium (literary, of an intramedial quali-
ty), but hypertextuality can also apply to a process
of adaptation between media, involving a case of
intermediality, which Bolter and Grusin (1999: 21)

ITIS COMMON TO HEAR EXPRESSIONS
SUCH AS “THE BOOK IS BETTER THAN THE
FILM” IN DISCUSSIONS OF DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN MEDIA, TIMEFRAMES AND
NARRATIVE MECHANISMS
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define as remediation. This process operates within
the cultural parameters of immediacy, hyperme-
diacy, hypertextuality and digital technology.
Adaptation can therefore be divided between in-
tramedial and intermedial operations, since not
all adaptation is necessarily a remediation (Hut-
cheon, 2006: 170).

TRANSMEDIA STORYTELLING AS AN
EXPANSION PROCESS

When Peter Bogdanovich (1997: 100-101) asked
John Ford whether he found it difficult to get good
scripts, he replied that there was no such thing as
a good script, since they usually overused dialo-
gue and he tried to express himself visually. He
also added that he preferred to take a story and
expand it, rather than condense a novel. Ford's
answer highlights the complexity of adapting one
language to another, as well as the preeminen-
ce of visual expression and the modification of
temporal relationships in the cinematic medium
(Bordwell, 1985: 82). Indeed, it is common to hear
expressions such as “the book is better than the
film” in discussions of differences between media,
timeframes and narrative mechanisms.

As a precursor to the study of this distinction,
Bluestone (1957: 61-62) points out that there is no
need to compare a literary work to a film since the
literary material should only serve as inspiration
for the construction of something new. Along the
same lines, Stam (2005) notes that film adapta-
tions are subject to accusatory assessments rela-
ted to their fidelity to the original work (lacking
creativity) and their free recreation of the source
material (betraying it). This phenomenon occurs
because readers create a plethora of images in
their minds to support the ideas in the book and
to give them life, leading them to affirm that rea-
ding the novel has given them a more enriching
experience than the film (Moya Santoyo & Mante-
con Martin, 2007: 158), which in turn gives rise to
the creation of a hierarchy of prestige that unfair-
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ly places one medium above the other (Sanchez
Noriega, 2000: 48).

In many cases, however, a film adaptation may
be on a par with the original work and even sur-
pass it (Cascajosa Virino, 2006: 15). Moreover, the
differences between literature and cinema are so
numerous that Luhr (1977: 174) argues that they
render an ontological comparison impossible; Mc-
Farlane (1983: 11) goes so far as to suggest that we
should be surprised by the fact that films based
on novels even exist. Returning to John Ford, it is
worth highlighting his preference for expanding a
story instead of condensing it so that all the ele-
ments he considers necessary from the original
work find a place in the film, in addition to all tho-
se infidelities that the new author deems appropria-
te for his film version to work ontologically. This
idea of expansion is also close to the ecosystem of
transmedia narratives.

Kinder (1991: 40) first used the term transme-
dia to describe the multiplatform and multimodal
expansion of media content. Jenkins (2006: 95-96)
defined transmedia storytelling as a process whe-
re the elements that make up a narrative expand
horizontally and systematically across multiple
media (digital and traditional), providing users
with a unique entertainment experience where
each platform ideally contributes to the develo-
pment of the story by making best use of its in-
trinsic characteristics (doing what it does best).

In addition, users participate in this expansion
by consuming and creating content (UGC or user
generated content) as prosumers (Jenkins, 2006:
166).

Pratten (2011: 1-2) echoes Jenkins's view that
transmedia storytelling consists of telling a story
via multiple media and, preferably, with a degree
of audience participation, and that the enjoyment
of all the media involved must be greater than the
sum of their parts. Each medium therefore inte-
racts with the rest while at the same time being
capable of standing on its own, allowing users
the option of deciding how far into the experien-
ce they want to go (Weaver, 2013: 8). Thus, while
adaptation theory forms part of a general theory
of repetition (Naremore, 2000: 15), transmedia
narratives do not tell the same story across diffe-
rent media and platforms but allow the horizon-
tal expansion of the macro-narrative design of an
initial work, which Jenkins (2009a) calls the “mo-
ther ship”.

This expansion may be strategic, resulting
from careful planning, or tactical, which is dic-
tated by the favourable conditions of the media
ecosystem reacting to environmental inputs (Sco-
lari, 2014: 74). Examples include the expansion of
franchises such as The Matrix (Wachowski Sisters,
1999) (strategic) and Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996)
(tactical): in both cases, the story is disseminated
via different media and platforms, and a more

Image |. Transmedia expansion of Resident Evil franchise. © Capcom & Costantin Films
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enriching narrative experience can be achieved
by consuming all of them (video games, movies,
short films, comics, etc.). Similarly, a transmedia
expansion, whether strategic or tactical, can be
initiated on any medium: The Lord of the Rings:
The Fellowship of the Ring (Peter Jackson, 2001)
expanded from literature, Star Wars (George Lu-
cas, 1977) from film, Lost (J. J. Abrams, Jeffrey Lie-
ber, Damon Lindelof, ABC: 2004-2010) from tele-
vision, Batman (Leslie H. Martinson, 1966) from
comic books, Pokemon Red Edition and Blue Edition
(Game Freak, 1999) from video games, He-Man
and the Masters of the Universe (Gary Goddard,
1987) from toys, Pirates of the Caribbean: The Cur-
se of the Black Pearl (Gore Verbinski, 2003) from
a theme park, etc. However, strategic expansion,
which has been reinforced since the beginning of
the global pandemic in 2020, is becoming increa-
singly common, with content that from the outset
is designed, produced and distributed via diffe-
rent media and platforms (Arana Arrieta, 2021).

ADAPTATIONS VS. TRANSMEDIA
NARRATIVES

What is the place of adaptations in the context of
transmedia narratives, in the sense of expanding
the story along with user participation? Jenkins
(2011) points out that adaptations, however faith-
ful they may be, always result in changes to cha-
racter profiles, with new scenarios or situations.
New modes of storytelling would therefore re-
quire a redefinition of the concept of adaptation
in cultural studies (Jenkins, 2006: 296). Similarly,
although for Jenkins (2011) adaptations form part

BEFORE THE CONSOLIDATION

OF TRANSMEDIA STORYTELLING,

IT WAS COMMON TO VIEW EXPANSION
AS A NATURAL PART OF ADAPTATION
ITSELF
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of transmediality, he also suggests a distinction
between adaptation and extension. While adapta-
tion tells the same story in a different medium,
extension adds some new element to the adapta-
tion, but the two processes are inseparable.

[tisimportant to differentiate a simple adapta-
tion that contributes nothing new from the more
common adaptations, which usually involve mo-
difications to the original work. Although for Jen-
kins the second case would not constitute a trans-
media phenomenon, there would be a certain
degree of transmediality due to the additive or
expansive quality that may alter the adaptation to
a greater or lesser extent (Jenkins, 2009b). Howe-
ver, Dena (2009) makes a more radical distinction
between adaptation and expansion. According
to this author, in addition to the fact that adap-
tation is never redundant in terms of content,
transmediality is not dependent on expansion
alone, but on the knowledge and skills necessary
to develop a transmedia project. However, befo-
re the consolidation of transmedia storytelling, it
was common to view expansion as a natural part
of adaptation itself. Stam, Burgoyne and Flitter-
man-Lewis (1999: 238-239), for example, sugges-
ted that film adaptations were hypertexts derived
from hypotexts that had been transformed throu-
gh processes of selection, specification, updating
and amplification.

Similarly, the fourth of the transmedia princi-
ples proposed by Gomez (2007) states that content
is unique, adhering to the specific strengths of
each platform, and that it is never reused between
platforms, which would mean that adaptations do
not form part of transmedia storytelling. Aarseth
(2006) places adaptation at the core of any fran-
chise, with the qualification that perhaps the term
has simply become obsolete. On the other hand,
Long (2007: 22) argues that retelling a story in a
different medium is an adaptation, while using di-
fferent media to create a single story is transme-
dia storytelling, opening up the possibility of user
participation. Although this distinction is foun-
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ded on the premise that each medium does what
it does best (Jenkins, 2006: 95-96), Long (2007) ac-
knowledges that adaptations are never identical
to the original work.

Adding to these various diverging perspecti-
ves, Fernando, Vasquez & Salinas (2013: 152) ar-
gue that when a work expands it tends to initiate a
transmedia system or a crossmedia system, althou-
gh in the second case, rather than an expansion
it would be closer to the idea of adaptation in ter-
ms of telling the same story. On this point, Reno
(2013: 151) points out that crossmedia refers to the
repetition of the same message, which is adapted
to different media, while transmedia storytelling
produces different messages for different me-
dia. However, Pifieiro & Costa (2013: 927) suggest
that in crossmedia, each medium provides specific
information for the construction of the unified
story, but the recipient must consume the whole
to understand it.

On the other hand, Mittell (2009) believes that
transmediality has more to do with deepening
than with horizontal expansion, as it should offer
fans the ability to delve further into the narrati-
ve. The forensic engagement of fandom, although
it may sometimes involve relatively small com-
munities, encourages them to go deeper into the
stories, which may often embrace this verticality,
with a focus on deepening the text rather than
on spreading it outward. This idea, however, does
not imply a hierarchical relationship with Jen-
kins’ horizontal expansion; instead, it constitutes
a complementary model (Mittell, 2009).

Regarding the adaptation process, Mittell
(2017) also notes that there are technigues that
work better in some media than in others. For
example, the first-person point of view (POV) pro-
duces a different effect when reading the thou-
ghts of a character in a novel, compared to re-
presenting them visually in a film, while the user
interactivity offered by video games is a facet of
storytelling that cannot be transferred directly to
television or comics. It is therefore important to be
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aware of the possibilities and limitations of each
medium (Mittell, 2017: 7-8). This is an approach
that emphasises the individual nature of each
medium in order to tell the story as effectively as
possible, i.e., maximising the potential of each one
(Jenkins, 2006: 95-96).

THE CASES OF TINTIN AND
READY PLAYER ONE

Scolari (2011) argues that transmedia narratives
go beyond the adaptation process as intersemiotic
translation, especially in view of the idea of ex-
panding without reusing content. However, he
also argues that adaptations should be included in
the category of transmedia narratives. An exam-
ple of this process can be found in The Adventures
of Tintin (Steven Spielberg, 2011). Theoretically,
this film could be considered an adaptation of a
comic book, but the adaptation is in fact based
on three Hergé comics: The Crab with the Golden
Claws (1940), The Secret of the Unicorn (1943) and
Red Rackham'’s Treasure (1943). In other words, a
single story was developed out of three comics,
giving rise to transformations in the narrative
structure. According to Scolari (2011), there are
also transformations at the actantial level. For
example, Sakharine is a character depicted in the
comics as a harmless antiquarian, while in the film
he becomes the main antagonist. In addition, the
opera singer Bianca Castafiore, featured in other
Tintin comics but absent from the three mentio-
ned above, nevertheless appears in the film.

The Adventures of Tintin could be classified as
a free adaptation of pre-existing content (Gene-
ttian hypotexts), but there is also an expansion,
since the film develops new situations that do not
appear in the comics, such as the fight between
the two cranes or the dizzying motorcycle chase
sequence, and certain characters are given diffe-
rent roles, while some supporting characters ab-
sent from Hergé's comics are added, such as Mr.
Hobbs. Although the film might be a relative fai-
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Image 2. Sakharine in the comic book and the film adaptation. © Editorial Juventud & Sony Pictures Entertainment

lure in the transposition of the form and aesthe-
tics of the Belgian cartoonist’s comics, its spirit of
mainstream family adventure appeals to a trans-
national audience, thereby extending Hergé's le-
gacy (Revert Gomis, 2013: 25).

With Ready Player One (Steven Spielberg, 2018),
the same director embarked on another adapta-
tion, this time of the novel of the same name by
Ernest Cline, who also wrote the screenplay toge-
ther with Zak Penn. The participation of Cline in
the adaptation of his own novel might be expec-
ted to ensure greater fidelity to the original, but
this is another case where the film version goes
its own way. Both plots depict the virtual world of
the OASIS and are structured around a series of
challenges (reduced to three in the film) in which
the characters must obtain a set of keys in order
to inherit James Halliday’s legacy. However, whi-
le Cline devotes almost the first third of his novel
to depicting the depressing situation of the real
world in the future it portrays, Spielberg opts to
enter the virtual world right from the start, only
showing the real world very briefly at the begin-
ning of his film.

Thisresultsin the amusement and visual spec-
tacle offered by the OASIS dominating the film
version, as well as the temporal condensation of
the first part of the story. In addition to this con-
densation, the narrative is also actantially altered.
In the novel, for example, the challenge to get the
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copper key takes place on the planet Ludus, where
the characters must go to the role-playing game
Dungeons & Dragons and then face the sorcerer
Acererak in a game of Joust (John Newcomer,
1982), one of the first two-player cooperative vi-
deo games (Wolf, 2008: 94). In the film, Spielberg
replaces this challenge with a frenetic car race
through the streets of a virtual Manhattan peppe-
red with all kinds of pop culture references. Evi-
dently, having two characters playing an old video
game unfamiliar to most of the audience and with
a relatively static mise-en-scene would have been
out of keeping with the fast-paced action and vi-
sual spectacle offered by this film adaptation.

In later challenges of the novel, the charac-
ters appear in the settings for the films War Ga-
mes (John Badham, 1983) and Monty Python and
the Holy Grail (Terry Gilliam & Terry Jones, 1975),
where they are required to recreate some of these
films’ scenes and dialogues. In the film, Spielberg
replaces these films with The Shining (Stanley Ku-
brick, 1980), a horror classic familiar to most au-
diences (whether film buffs or not), and that fits
diegetically in the plot due to the well-known fact
that it is a film adaptation that greatly displea-
sed Stephen King, author of the original work.
King's dislike of Kubrick’'s adaptation is the key
that allows the characters to get into the virtual
Overlook Hotel, recreated down to the smallest
detail, where they must face a series of grotesque
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Image 3. Video game Joust and its replacement with the race in the film adaptation of Ready Player One. © Williams Electronics &

Warner Bros

and frantic situations that do not occur in Cline's
book, while also allowing them to explore their
internal conflicts. Another example can be found
in the case of the main character, Wade Owen
Watts (whose avatar goes by the pseudonym of
Parzival in the OASIS), who discovers the wherea-
bouts of the copper key in the film, while in the
novel it is Art3mis who makes this discovery. On
the other hand, Wade is the one who transforms
into Ultraman in the final battle of the novel, whi-
le in the film it is Daito, who in the novel is killed
halfway through the story. There are many other
changes that result in the novel and its film ver-
sion taking different routes to tell what is essen-
tially the same story, to which end Spielberg, as he

did in his adaptation of Hergé's comics, resorts to
aesthetic spectacle, frenetic action and the trans-
nationalisation of the audience.

The two cases discussed above are film adap-
tations on the mainstream circuit that each ex-
plicitly exhibit transmediality. Although they are
direct transpositions (Genette, 1989), both films
depict a multitude of different situations that give
greater depth to the story and its characters (Long,
2007; Mittell, 2009), contributing an additive or
expansive quality (Jenkins, 2009a) without cons-
tantly reusing content (Gomez, 2007; Dena, 2009).
Adaptations should therefore be included in the
category of transmedia narratives, covering both
strategic and tactical transmediality. In this sense,

Image 4. Frames from the challenge involving The Shining in the film adaptation of Ready Player One, absent from the novel.

© Warner Bros
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if we establish an excessively restrictive vision of
transmedia storytelling, important elements of a
narrative universe may be left out, since even the
most linear adaptation may include a new perspec-
tive on a character or element that can enrich and
expand the story (Jenkins, 2009a; Scolari, 2011), as
is the case in the two examples outlined above.

CONCLUSION: DIVERSIFICATION AND
TERMINOLOGICAL AMBIGUITY

Tintin and Ready Player One are two paradigma-
tic examples of the adaptation, and consequent
expansion, of narrative universes to the cinema
screen. The adaptation process has also been the
subject of a terminological variety that renders
the task of making clear distinctions increasin-
gly complicated. Different degrees of proximity
to the original work are thus classified using ex-
pressions such as translation, adaptation, version,
recreation, rewriting, recomposition, translite-
ration, transposition, remake, reboot, refraction,
relocation, transplantation, tradaptation, free
adaptation, retranslation, etc., as well as pejorati-
ve terms such as copy, manipulation, plagiarism,
betrayal, perversion or infidelity. This reflects a
lack of clear boundaries, with a terminological
maelstrom, as Braga Riera (2011: 61-63) points out,
resulting from diverse individual understandings
of different terms, and where adaptation is not
a functionalist conception of close imitation that
faithfully reflects the structure, content or dialo-
gue of an original text.

In conclusion, the lack of consensus makes in-
terpreting the categories of different adaptation
and transmediality processes an arduous task.
On this ambiguity, Kinder (2021: 3) considers that
in the current transmedia and postmedia era we
might also question whether it is still productive
to speak of specific media or platforms, since they
get replaced so quickly that there is hardly time to
fully explore their social and aesthetic potential.
A future scenario is therefore emerging in which
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debates about adaptations or transmedia narrati-
ves may become meaningless due to their collate-
ral omnipresence, and we will have to face new
post-transmedia challenges: What characteristics
will make it possible in the future to distinguish a
truly original work from an adapted one? Will it
be possible to differentiate a film version from a
video game version? How will present and future
content be affected by the arrival of new media,
platforms, interfaces, etc.? In this fast-approa-
ching future post-media landscape, will it make
sense to keep talking about adaptations and trans-
media narratives? B
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FROM UNFAITHFUL ADAPTATION TO
TRANSMEDIA EXPANSION: NOTES FOR A
DEBATE ABOUT CINEMATOGRAPHIC
(PER)VERSIONS

Abstract

Film adaptation is conceived of as an intersemiotic translation in
which there is an interpretation between signs of different semiotic
systems. This process gives rise to different points of view on whe-
ther an adaptation can expand or compress the story it adapts, or
whether it should be faithful to its source. If a film adaptation omits
certain characters in a novel, panels in a comic strip or levels of a vi-
deo game, could it really be called an adaptation of that work? If new
situations or characters are also added in the adapted work, could
it still be described as an adaptation? Considering these questions,
this article examines some of the main ideas about film adaptation
and its relationship with transmedia storytelling, which is associated
with the notion of expanding the story. The differences between the
two processes, although obvious, are also often obscured by a certain
porosity of borders, giving rise to constant debate. This study adopts
a methodology of historical-bibliographic review with a theoretical
framework based on the perspectives of different authors, in addi-
tion to a brief consideration of the mainstream cases of Tintin and
Ready Player One.
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DE LA ADAPTACION INFIEL A LA EXPANSION
TRANSMEDIA: APUNTES PARA UN DEBATE
SOBRE (PER)VERSIONES CINEMATOGRAFICAS

Resumen

La adaptacién cinematografica se concibe como una traduccién
intersemiotica en la que existe una interpretacién entre signos de
distintos sistemas semioticos. Este proceso pone de relieve diferen-
tes puntos de vista respecto a si una adaptacién puede expandir o
comprimir la historia que adapta, o si debe ser fiel a su fuente. En el
caso de que las adaptaciones cinematograficas omitan ciertos perso-
najes de una novela, determinadas vinetas de un cémic o los niveles
de un videojuego, ;estariamos realmente adaptando esa obra stricto
sensu? Si, ademas, afladimos nuevas situaciones o personajes en la
obra adaptada, ;también se podria concebir como una adaptacién?
Bajo estos aspectos, este articulo examina algunas de las ideas prin-
cipales en torno a la adaptacion cinematografica y su relacion con las
narrativas transmedia, que se circunscriben alrededor de la idea de
expandir la narracion. Las diferencias entre ambos procesos, aunque
evidentes, también suelen hallarse permeadas por cierta porosidad
entre sus fronteras, lo cual genera un continuo debate. Para ello, se
emplea una metodologia de revision histérico-bibliografica mediante
la aportacion de un marco tedrico en el que se plasman las posturas
de diferentes autores, ademas de citar brevemente los casos mains-
tream de Tintin y Ready Player One.
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