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Abstract
In this article, I apply parts of the method introduced by Linda Hutcheon in her recently reedited book A Theory 

of Adaptation (2010) and try to answer the question “why” an adaptation is made. I particularly study three complex 
cases of adaptation, which might even put into question the canonical definition of adaptation itself, but I concentrate 
on aspects related to immersion and self-referentiality. All these examples, which are Jasper Fforde’s novel The Eyre 
Affair (2001), Abdellatif Kechiche’s film Black Venus (Vénus noire, 2010) and Peter Greenaway’s film Goltzius and the 
Pelican Company (2012), address the above mentioned aspects in interesting and ingenious manners. In Fforde’s 
novel, the shift of genres permits a narratively advanced game with the reader’s possible immersion in the world of 
fiction, challenging and broadening thus theories of reader’s involvement or immersivity. In Black Venus and Goltzius 
and the Pelican Company, the shift of media and the residual presence of the source medium in the adapting medium 
offers the possibility of accomplishing subtler, but quite as daring games  with the immersivity and self-referentiality 
of the source text as in The Eyre Affair. In Kechiche’s film, the reaction of the audience is presented. In Goltzius and 
the Pelican Company there is one more level, which permits self-referential reflections on the adapted product itself 
and on the act of its reception. However, despite the differences between them, all these three examples illustrate the 
possibility to include theoretical reflections in artistic works, dissolving thus the difference between theory and practice 
(cf. Kamilla Elliot).

Keywords: Adaptation studies, Greenaway, Fforde, Black Venus, immersion, self-reflexivity, intermediality.

Adaptation – a dynamic study fi eld

Adaptation studies appears to be a 
very dynamic theoretic fi eld these days. 
Let me for example mention the newly 
published anthology Adaptation Studies: 
New Challenges, New Directions, edited by 
Jørgen Bruhn, Anne Gjelsvik and Eirik 
Frisvold Hanssen. Let me also mention 
the Association of Adaptation Studies, 
which publishes the Oxford based jour-
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nal Adaptation and organizes international conferences on a yearly basis. Their latest 
conference, the eighth one, took place at Linnaeus University in Sweden in September 
2013, and its subject emphasizes the changes that the fi eld is undergoing. Indeed, the 
title of the conference itself, Disturbing Adaptations, highlights the conviction that ad-
aptation studies no longer deal with the fi delity aspect alone, but with a large num-
ber of problematic issues which could “disturb” the canonical defi nition of adapta-
tion itself. As adaptation theorist Christine Geraghty stresses in her abstract of her pa-
per presented at the conference in Växjö, “[b]y building on poststructuralist insights, 
scholars began to explore adaptations in a much freer and more transgressive way” 
(Geraghty 2013: 14). 

As already alluded to above, one of the most important aspects making the object 
of transgressions in today’s adaptation theory is the fi delity criterion. However, the 
fi delity criterion, or the fi delity obsession as I am inclined to call it, seems to impose 
its presence in a very persistent way. In the introduction to the anthology Adaptation 
Studies, New Approaches from 2010, the editors – Christa Albrecht-Crane and Dennis 
Cutchins – claim that “[a] stubborn insistence on fi delity certainly has kept adapta-
tion theory from maturing” (2010: 12). I could certainly agree with this objection, but 
I would like to clarify that I do not think that the fi delity criterion is to be eliminated 
altogether. Comparing an adaptation to the original text should not become a forbid-
den method, since it is by such thorough comparisons that similarities and diff erenc-
es are highlighted in ways that could contribute to the creation of meaning for the re-
cipient. The fi delity criterion is inappropriate especially when it is used with the goal 
of judging quality according to hierarchy. I therefore agree with Albrecht-Crane and 
Cutchins when they criticize the use of “the issue of ‘fi delity’ to a precursor text as a 
means to understand an adaptation's scope and worth” (2010: 12). The result of such 
an understanding of the fi delity criterion is – as Linda Hutcheon points out – that “in 
both academic criticism and journalistic reviewing, contemporary popular adaptations 
are most oft en put down as secondary, derivative, ‘belated, middlebrow, or cultural-
ly inferior’” (Hutcheon, 2012: 2).

The insistence on the fi delity criterion oft en entails an overemphasis on the question 
of “what” is being adapted. This is an essential question of course, but as Hutcheon 
shows in her book, there are other questions to be asked in relation to adaptation. In 
this article, I will rather concentrate on the question “why” an adaptation is made. 
In the three examples that I will study below – which are Jasper Fforde’s novel The 
Eyre Aff air (2001), Abdellatif Kechiche’s fi lm Black Venus (Vénus noire, 2010) and Peter 
Greenaway’s fi lm Goltzius and the Pelican Company (2012) – I will investigate if adapta-
tion can have the eff ect of highlighting immersivity and self-refl ection.

The Eyre Aff air – Metaleptic immersion in the adapted work

The Eyre Aff air, a novel writt en in 2001 by English author Jasper Fforde, can be used 
to investigate the importance of genre aspects in relationship with adaptation, since it 
is a good example of genre hybridity. As a matt er of fact, parts of The Eyre Aff air can be 
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studied as interesting forms of adaptation, since the world of the novel Jane Eyre comes 
to life and the story is retold with small variations when the characters from the main 
story enter the world of Jane Eyre and take an active part in it. As I showed elsewhere 
(Lutas, 2011), the novel can be considered as an example of a popular detective work, 
since the basic structure of the main plot follows the conventions of the genre very 
closely: a detective searching for the solution of a crime and succeeding in gett ing the 
culprit at the end of the novel. However, a great number of supernatural events com-
plicate the genre question, making it possible to consider The Eyre Aff air as pertaining 
to the fantasy genre, or a sub-genre thereof, or even to science fi ction. In terms of ge-
neric loyalties, The Eyre Aff air appears to be also a metafi ctional novel in the proper 
meaning of the word: a novel about fi ction. But this does not stand in contrast to the 
detection element of the novel. On the contrary, the metafi ctional aspects are rather 
to be considered as a part of the main subject of the plot, since a metaleptic transgres-
sion, namely the disappearance of a character in Brontë’s book Jane Eyre, is the mys-
tery that the detective must solve. 

The main character in The Eyre Aff air, a 36-year-old woman by the name of Thursday 
Next, is a detective working at SpecOps-27, which is “an organisation working with 
crimes committ ed in the fi eld of literature: counterfeiting, theft  of original manuscripts, 
illegal trading, copyright infringements, etc.” (Fforde, 2001: 1–2). The subject of litera-
ture is consequently important in the novel, which is fi lled with references to literary 
works, in particular to classics like Shakespeare’s plays, Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit, 
Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” and of course Charlott e Brontë’s Jane Eyre. In addi-
tion to this, literature is an extremely important phenomenon in the fi ctional world of 
Fforde’s novel, which is an alternative version of contemporary Britain where gangs 
fi ght and people murder just to sett le literary questions, such as Shakespeare’s author-
ship. 

As already mentioned, one of the most striking things in The Eyre Aff air is that cer-
tain characters of the main story can enter the world of books, and that characters from 
the world of books can leave their world and come to life in the world of the read-
ers. As a matt er of fact, the main crime that Thursday Next has to solve is the liter-
al kidnapping of the character of Jane Eyre from the original manuscript of Charlott e 
Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre. All these would be examples of narrative metalepses, defi ned 
by French narratologist Gérard Genett e for the fi rst time in Figures III in 1972, and re-
defi ned in his Narrative Discourse Revisited as follows: “when an author (or his reader) 
introduces himself into the fi ctive action of the narrative or when a character in that fi c-
tion intrudes into the extradiegetic existence of the author or reader” (Genett e, 1988:88).

However, the narrative metalepsis, as exemplifi ed by the kidnapping of a charac-
ter from a novel and by the intrusion of readers into the world of the novel and their 
interaction with the characters, is not only the main event of the plot. It is also a sub-
ject of discussion and analysis within the novel. Diff erent aspects and consequenc-
es of the intrusion of real people into the fi ctional worlds of the novels are analysed 
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in interesting and original ways. For instance, when Thursday as a litt le child glides 
into the narrative of Jane Eyre, the distinction between the plot, that is the events that 
are mentioned in the text, and the story, that is the logical chronology of the events 
as they happened in the world of the novel, is highlighted. Thursday’s intrusion does 
not aff ect the plot, since the text does not mention all the events of the story. Thus, 
Rochester’s dog, Pilot, who discovers the litt le girl, “knew that he could stretch the 
boundaries of the story a small amount, sniffi  ng along one side of the lane or the oth-
er since it wasn’t specifi ed; but if the text stated that he had to bark or run around 
or jump up, then he was obliged to comply” (Fforde, 2001: 67). Likewise, Rochester 
knows that he is free to do whatever he pleases in the world of the novel as long as 
he is not confi ned by the text itself. “I am not featured again in the book so we may 
do as we please,” he tells Thursday when she enters the novel as grown-up through 
the “prose portal” (Fforde, 2001: 317) at the point in the book when Jane is about to 
save Rochester from the fi re. 

Nevertheless, in some cases, the metaleptic intrusions do aff ect the actual plot. The 
most obvious case is when Thursday chooses to infl uence the relationship between 
Rochester and Jane Eyre. Her intervention changes the end of the novel, so that instead 
of leaving for India alone, Rochester marries his beloved Jane. The novel consequently 
ends as it actually does in Brontë’s original version. This ontological consequence for 
the actual world of the reader could lead to an eff ect which could be compared to the 
fantastic eff ect or to the fear and vertigo that can be the result of narrative metalepsis 
(Cohn, 2005: 129), since the reader gets the feeling that his or her world and existence 
can be infl uenced by a work of fi ction. 

Meanwhile, it does not seem to be Fforde’s intention to create such an eff ect. The 
eff ect of the metalepsis is att enuated for instance by the mentioning of the fact that 
the readers are less shocked by the intrusion than by the ending of the novel itself, re-
acting not with fear or vertigo, but with delight. “In a recent survey,” one character 
claims, “ninety-nine out of a hundred readers who expressed a preference said that 
they were delighted with the new ending. Jane and Rochester married! Isn’t that won-
derful?” (Fforde, 2001: 361). 

Moreover, the metaleptic intrusions are oft en narrated in a rather humorous tone 
which diminishes their fantastic eff ect.1 For instance, when Thursday meets a Japanese 
woman guiding a man inside the diegetic world of Jane Eyre, her comment as a nar-
rator is: “I shook my head sadly. It seemed there were very few places that the tour-
ist business hadn’t touched” (Fforde, 2001: 325). Rochester’s comment about the met-
aleptic intrusions of this woman is perhaps even more comical. He tells Jane that he 
does tours for her and her clients, since “it is extremely lucrative. Country houses are 
not cheap to run, Miss Next, even in this century” (Fforde, 2001: 331). 

In other words, The Eyre Aff air is a revealing example of how generic conventions 
infl uence the eff ects of metalepsis. A comical style and a greater focus on the plot 
draw the reader’s att ention from the disturbing aspects of the narrative metalepsis. 



114 Liviu LUTAS

Moreover, the use of metalepsis as an allegory of the writing and reading processes is 
of great importance in Fforde’s novel. The reading process is for instance allegorized 
by the way the readers can enter the world of fi ction. One way of doing that is by using 
a special technical device, invented by Thursday’s uncle Mycroft , a machine called the 
“prose portal.” The other possibility is to get literally absorbed by the novel by read-
ing very att entively, as does the Japanese woman I mentioned above. “How do you 
manage it?”, asks Thursday. “I just can—she answered simply—I think hard, speak the 
lines and, well, here I am” (Fforde, 2001: 325). Here we have what can be seen as the 
realisation of the proper sense of the expression “absorbing the reader.” The Japanese 
woman has developed a capacity to get literally absorbed by the text. Something sim-
ilar happened to Thursday too, when she was a child, but in a way that she couldn’t 
control. Besides, it was an event that she even starts doubting if it really happened, 
writing it off  “as the product of an overactive imagination” (Fforde, 2001: 69).2 

But The Eyre Aff air also contains examples of characters from the world of fi ction en-
tering the so-called real world, or the extradiegetic world.3 The direction of the trans-
gression is thus reversed. When these transgressions do not occur through the prose 
portal, they cannot be explained, and they could obviously not be interpreted as alle-
gories of the immersion in a text that absorbs the reader. For example, when Rochester 
once appears in front of Thursday, he says: “I don’t know how I managed to get here 
or even how you managed to get to me” (Fforde, 2001: 189). These multi-directional 
metaleptic transgressions make the boundaries between reality and fi ction seem per-
meable. This is even expressed in the novel, by Victor Analogy, one of Thursday’s col-
leagues: “The barriers between reality and fi ction are soft er than we think; a bit like a 
frozen lake. Hundreds of people can walk across it, but then one evening a thin spot 
develops and someone falls through” (Fforde, 2001: 206).

These interactions between the fi ctional world of Jane Eyre and what can be consid-
ered as “the real world” of The Eyre Aff air, in which the world of Jane Eyre is embed-
ded, lead to a number of far-reaching consequences: when Jane Eyre is abducted from 
the novel’s manuscript into the world of Thursday Next, the whole printed text van-
ishes from the Jane Eyre printed novels in the world of The Eyre Aff air. Thursday fi nds 
a logical explanation to this apparently supernatural event: she makes an analogy to 
the genetic code of the mammals: “When the original changes, all the others have to 
change too. If you could go back a hundred million years and change the genetic code 
of the fi rst mammal, every one of us would be completely diff erent” (Fforde, 2001: 
208). Even though the explanation seems far-fetched when applied to the printed text, 
whose physical disappearance of course cannot be explained in such a manner, it ap-
pears as more relevant if one considers the literary text, as do certain literary theorists, 
as a dynamic, non-closed entity, as in constant production rather than as a fi nished 
product, subject to continuous changes and diff erent interpretations.4

The text of The Eyre Aff air is in itself a very good example of an open text, thanks 
to the inclusion of parts of some other texts that actually exist outside the actual nov-
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el, namely on the Internet5. The dynamic dimension of the literary text as an inter-
play between author and audience, teller and tale, as well as throughout textual tradi-
tions is refl ected in many ways in The Eyre Aff air. For example Thursday and her boy-
friend, Landen assist at a highly original performance of Shakespeare’s play Richard 
III, where the actors are chosen from the audience since they knew the play “back to 
front” (Fforde, 2001: 180). The audience is thus not only assisting, but is allowed to in-
teract and to suggest changes to Shakespeare’s text, something that is so appreciated 
that the play has been performed continuously every night for fi ft een years. This could 
easily be seen as a refl ection of the act of reading according to modern reception theo-
ry, as initiated by theorists Hans Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser, according to which 
the reader is seen as something more than a passive receiver of a ready-made product. 
It presents the literary text as an organic entity open to changes.

The chapter headings of The Eyre Aff air refer to the two diff erent fi ctional worlds 
and thus refl ect on the process of telling a tale: “our book” refers to the fi ctional world 
of Thursday Next and “their book” refers to the embedded fi ctional world of Jane Eyre. 
The collective pronoun “our” in the chapter heading includes of course Thursday her-
self, who is the narrator of the novel in the fi rst person. The fact that Thursday talks 
about herself as being a part of a book could mean that she has a metaleptic conscious-
ness about her fi ctionality. But “our” could also include the reader on the same dieget-
ic level as Thursday. According to this interpretation, Thursday would break her con-
fi nement to the fi ctional world in order to address the reader on an extradiegetic lev-
el and to talk about the book the reader has in his or her hands. 

In spite of its metafi ctional dimension, created by the frequent use of diff erent types 
of metalepses and by the many interesting theoretical comments about them, The Eyre 
Aff air is, as already mentioned, primarily a popular detective novel. The detection as-
pect remains central in the novel, despite the various excursions into the fantastic. 
Fforde’s novel enacts escapism and immersion when characters cross the boundaries 
between the fi ctional world of Jane Eyre and the world of Thursday Next, but it choos-
es to alleviate the disruptive eff ects of such metalepses by inscribing them into an al-
legory of the reading process and by presenting the workings of open texts and textu-
al traditions as events in the story.

From the perspective of this article, some of these metaleptic intrusions are pos-
sible thanks to the process of adapting Jane Eyre in such a way as to highlight the 
boundaries between the adaptation and the original text. The enacted transgressions 
of these boundaries can be seen as an allegory of a reading process of the immersive 
kind, which has been defi ned by Marie-Laure Ryan as follows: “In the phenomenol-
ogy of reading, immersion is the experience through which a fi ctional world acquires 
the presence of an autonomous, language independent reality populated with human 
beings” (Ryan, 2001: 14). The goal of an adaptation process where the world of the 
adapted text exists at the same ontological level as the world of the adapting text can 
thus be to display the reader’s possible immersion in the world of fi ction. The shift  of 
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genres, from romantic novel that can be applied to Jane Eyre to detective fi ction in the 
case of The Eyre Aff air, reinforces the hypothesis that the latt er of the novels allegoriz-
es the reading process, since detective fi ction can be seen as “the hermeneutic genre 
par excellence”, as claims Joel Black (1999: 78): “The detective becomes a romantic pro-
jection of the critic qua analyst or of the analyst qua critic” (1999: 78). According to 
an even stronger formulation by Black, “the writer is certainly the author of the crime 
and the reader the detective of the text” (1999: 162). Such an analogy is based on the 
assumption that, aft er all, the enigma that the detective has to solve is a text, since the 
events have to be put in words.

BLACK VENUS – Self-refl exivity in the adapted medium

In the example above, the adaptation and the original text pertain to diff erent 
genres, but to the same medium. In the following two examples, there is a shift  of me-
dia too, which would place them in Marie-Laure Ryan’s category of transmedial adap-
tations (Ryan, 2008: 399). In spite of this diff erence, the analysis of The Eyre Aff air can 
help us investigate the question “why” the adaptation is made. 

French director Abdellatif Kechiche’s fi lm Black Venus (Vénus noire), released in 
2010, tells the reality based story of Saartje Baartman, a colored woman who left  South 
Africa for Europe in 1808. She followed her employer, Hendrick Caesar, who promised 
her she would achieve fame and fortune there by singing. Once in London, the em-
ployer turned master and manager, and put up shows in which Saartje was exhibited 
as an African savage in a cage. As a consequence of Saartje’s growing disappointment 
and beginning alcoholism, Caesar sold her to a Belgian bear-tamer, called Réaux, who 
took her to Paris. There, she had to play the same role in similar shows which turned 
more and more decadent and degrading: the carnivals were followed by the salons of 
the Parisian High Society, where Réaux introduced surreptitiously an element of pros-
titution. Gradually, this element became the bearing part of Saartje’s shows, leading 
her fi rst to the parties of libertines and fi nally to brothels, where she became a prosti-
tute. In the meantime, French anatomists took an interest in the unusual anatomy of 
her anatomy, especially regarding her genitalia, trying to see her as the missing link 
between ape and man. Saartje died in 1815, at the age of 27, probably of a combination 
of tuberculosis and venereal disease.

The fi lm itself can be interpreted through Gérard Genett e’s conceptual frame of 
“scene” as one of four basic forms of narrative duration: when the pseudo time of the 
narrative – measured in terms of textual space in the case of writt en narratives – coin-
cides exactly to the story time (Genett e, 1972: 95). Certainly, scenes are easier to achieve 
in fi lm, since the time of the narrative does not depend on the recipient’s actualization 
of a writt en text. In the case of Black Venus, most of the scenes are adaptations of the-
atrical shows to fi lm, and Kechiche does not choose to use the fi lmic possibility of cut-
ting in order to shorten the narrative time of the fi lm. He prefers to reenact, or “reme-
diate” (Bolter and Grusin, 2000), the shows, forcing them on the viewer in their full 
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length. The result is an unusually long feature fi lm (two hours and 39 minutes), some-
thing that certain critics have unjustly criticized.6 Indeed, these long scenes of remedi-
ated freak shows from which the viewer cannot protect him- or herself are one of the 
fi lm’s strengths.  

Besides, the technique of remediation is used in an ingenious way in the fi lm. The 
fi lm viewer does not only see Saartje’s shows, but very oft en the camera pans over to 
the audience in the theatre, concentrating on their reactions. Showing the reactions 
of the theatre audience adds a self-refl exive dimension to the fi lm, since the reactions 
could be the same as those of the fi lm audience, that is ourselves. This works as a mir-
ror put in front of the fi lm viewer, who is supposed to feel the shame of recognizing 
the same feelings of curiosity, fear and hierarchical superiority in him- or herself as do 
the people in the early 19th century audience. Indeed, the faces of the people in the au-
dience, as in the still below (Fig. 1), seem cruel and unsympathetic towards the young 
woman in the cage. 

These people remind us less of the modern, unprejudiced and democratic man than 
of the people in the paintings by Flemish Renaissance painters, as Jan Brueghel, or the 
painting below (Fig. 2), painted by the workshop of Quentin Metsys, where people’s 
greed and cruelty shine through in their grotesque faces in a transparent way.

However, there is another essential detail that appears in the fi lmed interaction be-
tween the audience and Saartje’s performance. The camera sometimes adopts Saartje’s 
perspective, as in the fi lm still in Fig. 1, when we actually see the audience with her eyes 
through the grid of her cage. This is a subtle way to integrate an immersive dimension 
in the fi lm, the viewer being forced to experience the same humiliation as Saartje. The 
fi ctional context is appropriated by the spectator through the protagonist’s immersion. 
A kind of powerful, immersive ‘contamination’. Such a technique is only possible, as in 

Fig. 1. Black Venus. Dir. Abdellatif Kechiche. Perf. Yahima Torres, Olivier Gourmet, Jean-
Christophe Bouvet, Jonathan Pienaar. 2010. www.wat.tv, 10.01.2014.
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the case of The Eyre Aff air, thanks to 
the process of adaptation, a process 
in which the adapted work is repre-
sented while performed in front of 
an audience. This self-refl exive tech-
nique is used in the other scenes as 
well, as when Saartje performs in 
front of the French High Society au-
dience (see the fi lm still below, Fig. 
3). In these cases, the audience even 
starts interacting physically with the 
young woman, something that will 
go to unpleasant extremes with the 
libertines.

Once again, this manner of fo-
calizing the event works less as a 
way to identify with Saartje than 
as a mirror put in front of the fi lm 
audience. Through this self-refl ex-
ive device, the adapting fi lm and 
the adapted play melt together into 
a whole where there is even space 
for representing the audience and 
their reactions. The contact between 
the adapted medium (the theatrical 
performance) and the adaptation 
(the fi lm) gives raise to that space 
“in-between” which Ágnes Pethö 
fi nds so propitious to the creation 
of good cinema: “it is the theory of 
intermediality”, writes Pethö, “that 
has brought into the spotlight the in-
tricate interactions of diff erent media manifest in the cinema, emphasizing the way in 
which the moving pictures can incorporate forms of all other media, and can initiate 
fusions and ‘dialogues’ between the distinct arts” (Pethö, 2011:1). From this point of 
view, the fi lmed scenes from Saartje’s shows in Black Venus off er the possibility to con-
struct a dialogue between fi lm and theatre performance. The incorporation of the the-
atre audience in the fi lmed scenes adds a self-refl exive dimension which would not 
have been possible without the representation of the theatrical medium within the 
fi lmic medium. 

Fig. 2. Workshop of Quentin Metsys (Massys), Suppliant Peasants 
in the Office of Two Tax Collectors. 1515. Oil on panel. 78.5 x 94 cm.
The National Gallery, London.

Fig. 3. Black Venus. Dir. Abdellatif Kechiche. Perf. Yahima Torres, 
Olivier Gourmet, Jean-Christophe Bouvet, Jonathan Pienaar. 2010. 
www.odysseeducinema.fr, 10.01.2014.
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GOLTZIUS AND THE PELICAN COMPANY –
Self-refl exivity in the adapting medium

Peter Greenaway’s fi lm Goltzius and the Pelican Company from 2012 is another ex-
ample of a transmedial adaptation according to Marie-Laure Ryan’s defi nition quoted 
above. However, the question of what is being adapted is of great importance in the 
fi lm, since the process of adaptation here is not a simple one. At a fi rst view, it would 
seem easy to claim that what is adapted is the text of the Bible. But a closer look at 
the fi lm would reveal that this adaptation is made in two steps: fi rst from the text of 
the Bible to a theatrical performance, then from the theatrical performance to the fi lm. 
An even closer look would show that the question is much more intricate than that. 
Among other things, there is even a script, which has actually been published two 
years before the release of the fi lm (Greenaway, 2009). 

The fi lm tells the story of Hendrik Goltzius, a 16th century Dutch printer and engrav-
er of erotic prints, who needs money to buy a printing press. He visits the Margrave of 
Alsace at his court in Colmar with his printing and theatre company, in order to make 
this enlightened and open-minded leader pay for the press. Goltzius promises him 
in exchange an extraordinary book of pictures of the Old Testament Biblical stories. 
The book would contain erotic tales of the temptation of Adam and Eve, Lot and his 
daughters, David and Bathsheba, Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, Samson and Delilah, and 
John the Baptist and Salome. To tempt the Margrave further, Goltzius and his print-
ing company off er to perform dramatizations of these erotic tales for his court. As in 
the case of Black Venus, these fi lmed performances form the fi lm itself, only with some 
entr’actes between them. Some of these entr’actes are presentations of the plays made 
by the main character, Goltzius, to the audience of the theatre, in ways that sometimes 
are of a metaleptic kind, as we shall see below. In most of the entr’actes though, we 
see the actors of the Pelican Company being themselves in what appears to be an in-
tercalated story which sometimes has strange coincidences with the biblical stories. 

As in Black Venus, the performances are not only fi lmed theatre plays, since the au-
dience is fi lmed as well. As in Kechiche fi lm, and also as in Fforde’s book, some of the 
members of the audience get carried away, or “absorbed”, by the performance and re-
act by identifying with the characters and their sensations. This is both shown by the 
camera and mentioned explicitly in the script, for instance in the reaction of the au-
dience to the performance of the story of Adam and Eve: “Adam and Eve have abso-
lutely no awareness of their nakedness, though the audience certainly has, and react 
to it variously. Some studiously refuse to look, busying themselves with their costume. 
Others are curious and take fl eeting glances whilst pretending not to. Two young 
women are dis-countenanced and over-react, giggling and then exhibitionistically but 
naively identifying, thrusting out their bosoms and putt ing their hands on their hips, 
thrusting out their bellies. Some just stare with moist lips and open mouths, oblivious 
of decorum” (Greenaway, 2009: 12). The oblivion of the “decorum”, or of the referen-
tial world, and the identifi cation with the characters in the fi ctional world are signs of 
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an immersive kind of participation as in the case of immersive reading, according to 
Marie-Laure Ryan’s defi nition.

Another interesting detail in Greenaway’s fi lm is that the camera does not pan be-
tween the play and the audience; the audience appears in the same fi lm frame as the 
performance, hardly separated from the theatre scene. This appears quite clearly in the 
performance of the story of David’s seduction of Bathsheba. The two actors, Quadfrey, 
the master-printer of the Pelican Company, and his childless wife Portia, are doing in 
public what they hardly ever do in the fi lm’s reality: they have sex. But the lack of the 
so called fourth wall between the actors and the audience makes it possible for the 
fi lm viewer to follow the lascivious gazes of the some of the spectators. In the script, 
these gazes are mentioned explicitly in the didascalia: “Both Quadfrey and Portia are 
watched closely by potential sexual partners in the audience. Eduard, Goltzius’s neph-
ew, watches Portia who thinks that he might be able to make her pregnant, a situation 
he is happy to exploit for his own lechery, and the Margrave’s wife, watches Quadfrey 
as a father fi gure protective sexual partner in opposition to her resentment of the 
Margrave’s imperious and abusive treatment of her” (Greenaway, 2009: 76).

This performance becomes clearly interactive when members of the audience are 
invited to play some of the roles in the tales. Thus, for instance, the Margrave plays 
Potiphar and Joachim, the Margrave’s younger brother, plays Joseph in the perfor-
mance of the story of the boy Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Greenaway, 2009: 113-121). 
Besides, the plays seem to mirror some of the relations between the people at the 
Margrave’s court, giving the impression that the boundaries between reality and fi c-
tion are permeable, as in the case of The Eyre Aff air studied above. As when charac-
ters from Fforde’s novel enter the worlds of Charlott e Brontë’s book and actually even 
change the plot, so do the people from the Margrave’s court enter the world of the per-
formances and change the course of the events according to their own personal wish-
es and goals. 

Except for the above described immersivity, there is also a clear self-refl exive di-
mension in Goltzius and the Pelican Company, comparable to the one in Black Venus. 
Indeed, not only do the members of the audience take part in the fi ctional world, but 
some of them also comment on what they are watching. Especially the religious lead-
ers criticize the performances for their “blasphemies and turpitudes” (Greenaway, 
2009: 10), and are met by arguments from more liberal thinkers. But the device of dis-
playing both the adapted performance and the audience gives Greenaway the oppor-
tunity of nuancing these ideological standpoints. Indeed, some of the clergymen’s 
concealed desires, which contradict their overtly expressed positions, can be detect-
ed in their gestures, postures and gazes. The script provides us with a clue in this di-
rection, in the description of two churchmen’s reaction to the performance of the sto-
ry of Adam and Eve: “Two elderly churchmen leave the tribune, one mutt ering, the 
other looking back over his shoulder, and hesitating at the exit door, deeply curious” 
(Greenaway, 2009: 12).
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However, there is another layer of self-refl exivity in the fi lm Goltzius and the Pelican 
Company: the extra-diegetic level is sometimes inserted in the diegesis. What was only 
suggested in Black Venus, through the mirror eff ect discussed above, becomes overtly 
metaleptic in the scene when Goltzius, in the role of an extradiegetic narrator, presents 
the fi ft h performance, the story of Samson and Delilah, which is meant as a parable of 
the sin of prostitution. Indeed, as in the case of the introductions of the other perfor-
mances, Goltzius as a narrator addresses an audience placed at the same extradieget-
ic level as himself, giving thus the impression that he is talking to us, the fi lm view-
ers. Already in the introduction of the fi rst performance, the story of Adam and Eve, 
which represents the sin of voyeurism, Goltzius addresses the fi lm audience with the 
pronoun “you”, distinguishing it from the “Colmar audience” which is mentioned in 
the quotation: “You must of course ask yourselves what in fact will this Colmar audi-
ence be doing now, what in fact are YOU doing now. Is this theatre the legitimate place 
where we permit ourselves to be licenced voyeurs?” (Greenaway, 2012). This tech-
nique, which is actually completely absent in the script, adds another narrative level 
to the fi lm, opening an additional possibility to self-refl exive and metaleptic devices. 
In the fi lm still below, Fig. 4, extracted from the performance of the story of Samson 
and Delilah, the diff erent narrative levels are represented visually, through the use of 
a frame behind Goltzius as an extradiegetic narrator. Placing Goltzius in front of the 
frame brings him even visually closer to the fi lm audience. Within the frame, there is 
another version of Goltzius, wearing darker clothes, who is talking at the same time 
as the extradiegetic Goltzius, presenting the performance to the Colmar audience. The 
reduplication of Goltzius, according to the narrative mode (that is as a character inside 
the diegesis) and to the narrative voice (that is as an extradiegetic narrator), is actually 
only possible thanks to the three-layered adaptation: from theatrical performance to 
fi lmed theatrical performance and fi nally to fi lmed narratorial discourse on the fi lm.   

Fig. 4. Goltzius and the Pelican Company. Dir. Peter Greenaway. Perf. F. Murray Abraham, Vincent 
Riotta, Halina Reijn. 2012. http://www.youtube.com 10.01.2014.
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Goltzius and the Pelican Company can thus be seen as a highly self-refl exive fi lm, in 
which the adaptation process is put to the fore both through language and images, in 
a way that contributes to meaning-making.

Conclusions
In the three case studies above, I concentrated on two aspects which are arguably 

more frequently used in today’s adaptations than in earlier ones: the representation 
of the processes of immersion and of self-refl exivity. The works chosen, ranging from 
a popular detective novel, through a feature fi lm and ending with an art-house fi lm, 
show us that such devices are not only the prerogative of so called High culture. As 
scholars have shown lately, self-refl exive devices of the kind which have been studied 
in this article have gained their access into popular forms of culture.7 

What has appeared clearly in all three cases is that the devices are not only used as 
formal games used automatically. On the contrary, both immersion and self-refl exivi-
ty can contribute to creating meaning when they are displayed in an explicit manner. 
In The Eyre Aff air, the metaleptic leaps in into and out from the world of Jane Eyre per-
mit not only the creation of an extremely original form of adaptation, but also a refl ec-
tion on the reading process in general. In Black Venus, the displaying of the adapted 
work (Saartje’s shows) and of the reaction of the audience off ers the possibility to sug-
gest the presence of a mirror between the fi lm and the fi lm audience, something that 
can have a greater impact on the audience than the mere representation – or remedi-
ation – of the show. Finally, in Goltzius and the Pelican Company there is a third narra-
tive level, in which the extradiegetic narrator addresses the fi lmic audience directly, 
something that can have the same eff ect as the mirror in Black Venus, but something 
that also highlights the creation process even in the case of the Bible and of its adapta-
tions. What has emerged as common to all three cases is that the displaying of immer-
sion and self-refl exivity opens up for the possibility to include theoretical refl ections 
in artistic works, which eventually leads to the dissolving of the diff erence between 
theory and practice (cf. Elliot, 2013: 19).

Finally, these case studied have hopefully shown that there are other ways to an-
alyze adaptations than only according to the fi delity criterion. In all three cases it is 
arguable if we really have to deal with adaptations, but using adaptation theory in a 
heuristic manner has proved to be rewarding. One aspect that I only touched upon 
briefl y, but which would deserve a further examination in relation to the question we 
discussed before is if immersion and self-refl exivity are infl uenced by the type of ad-
aptation: that is if the adaptation is transmedial, or if it occurs in the fi eld of High, re-
spectively popular culture.

1 Admitt edly, in Narrative Discourse Revisited (1983/1988: 87), Genett e corrects his earlier state-
ment from 1972, considering that the metalepsis does not have to create either a fantastic 
or a funny eff ect, but a mixture of the two, as in Borges’s stories or in Woody Allen’s short 
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story “The Kugelmass Episode.” Still, I argue that the shocking eff ect is at least diminished 
if a metalepsis is narrated in a funny fashion. 

2 The theme of real persons entering the world of the novels is important in Fforde’s other 
novels about Thursday Next too, that is: Lost in a Good Book (2002), The Well of Lost Plots (2003), 
Something Rott en (2004) and First Among Sequels (2007).

3 Genett e calls this phenomenon “antimetalepsis.” The term in French is antimétalepse. This 
is how Genett e defi nes it in his latest work on the subject: “Puisque la théorie classique n’en-
visageait sous le terme de métalepse que la transgression ascendante, de l’auteur s’ingérant 
dans sa fi ction […], et non, à l’inverse, de sa fi ction s’immisçant dans sa vie réelle […], on 
pourrait qualifi er d’antimétalepse ce mode de transgression” (Genett e, 2004: 27).

4 I am thinking of theorists like Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva or Jean Bellemin-Noël, who 
question the notion of text as a fi nished product. The terms are Julia Kristeva’s (Kristeva, 
1969).

5 See <htt p://www.jasperff orde.com/>. The Eyre Aff air is arranged in such a way as to give the 
impression that the novel is a compilation of other texts and documents of its own fi ctional 
world. The chapters have epigraphs of quotations from other documents that have suppos-
edly been writt en about the events taking place in the story. Certainly, those documents are 
made up by Fforde, but their existence outside the actual text of the novel, on the web site 
mentioned here, is beyond any doubt.

6 See for instance the Swedish review, “Segt men sevärt”, in Svenska Dagbladet from August 
26, 2011. < htt p://www.svd.se/kultur/fi lm/bio/fi lm-svart-venus_6167391.svd>)

7 See for instance the volume Metalepsis in Popular Culture (Kukkonen & Klimek, 2011).
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