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INTRODUCTION 

WORDS AND IMAGES IN THE CONTEXT  
OF MOVING PICTURES 

ÁGNES PETHŐ 
 
 
 

W. J. T. Mitchell’s groundbreaking Picture Theory articulated an idea 
that has since had widespread resonance within studies of both visual and 
verbal arts. He stated: “The image/text problem is not just something 
constructed »between« the arts, the media, or different forms of 
representations, but an unavoidable issue within the individual arts and 
media. In short, all arts are »composite« arts (both text and image); all 
media are mixed media, combining different codes, discoursive 
conventions, channels, sensory and cognitive modes”1. The statement has 
undergone various interpretations ever since, however, there is no doubt 
that it marked a new turn in the viewpoints and goals of studies concerning 
media specificity, studies have emerged that no longer aim at normative 
aesthetic definitions of the uniqueness in arts (as was Lessing’s famous 
Laokoon essay and its numerous followers), but at definitions of 
relationships and productive interchanges between media.  

As for cinema studies, the idea that cinema is unavoidably 
interconnected with other media and arts has been a constant issue 
addressed by theories one way or another ever since the first moving 
picture shows were presented in a theatrical environment and ever since 
movies attempted to present narratives and produce emotions by a 
combination of images, music and words. In fact, film itself may prove to 
be the ultimate mixed medium that combines all kinds of media in its 
texture of signification, as a filmic image can never be conceived as only 
one image, or even only as image for that matter. Whenever we talk of 
“film images” we perform an abstraction, we de-contextualize the image 
both from the continuous flow of consequent moving images and both 
                                                 
1 W. J. T. Mitchell. 1994. Picture Theory. Essays on Verbal and Visual 
Representation. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 95. 
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from other media that work in simultaneity with the images. The semantics 
of the cinematic image can never be defined in itself, meanings can never 
be collected within a fixed set of vocabulary in the cinema, and the 
significance of cinematic images always relies on different relations. The 
relations that are at work within the general semantics of the moving 
picture include: the relations of one image and the other within the film 
narrative unfolding in time (see the famous montage effect experimented 
and described by Kuleshov or Eisenstein), the relations between the image 
and the viewer’s experiences of reality (the issue of the so called 
“transparency” of the filmic image, described from different theoretical 
positions by both Bazin in his theory based on the ontology of the 
photographic image and cognitivist film theories of the construction of 
film narratives), the relations between film and film (a “transtextual 
motivation” as David Bordwell names it, or intertextuality in a more 
general terminology), and also, most importantly, from our point of view, 
the correlations between different media within the filmic discourse 
(image, verbal and/or written text, music, etc.) and their implied inter-art 
links.  

Whereas recent cognitive theories of film revolve around the way we 
perceive moving pictures in relation to the way we experience reality in 
general or in relation to the general schemata of human thinking, we can 
also distinguish another recent tendency in academic pursuits of 
theoretical questions of cinema, namely an intermedial approach of cinema 
that emerges more on an interdisciplinary basis, and that constructs its 
fundamental arguments on the assumptions of mixed mediality expressed 
also by Mitchell. Within the general framework of intermedial studies the 
study of cinema in this respect seems to be not only an important field of 
research but, I dare to say, an essential field. Combining the principles of 
communication and media theories (based on the idea of re-mediation 
originating in MacLuhan’s thesis that the content of a medium is always 
another medium) as well as general philosophical ideas of intertextuality, 
dialogism, deconstruction or dissemination, the fundamental texts on 
intermediality written in the last few decades have proven to be extremely 
productive in promoting the idea of cinema not only as a mixed medium, 
but as a prototype for a medium existing and working in the “space” that 
lies “in-between” other media. However – it has also to be said – the 
theories of cinematic intermediality are far from being homogenous in the 
conceptual frameworks that are employed, and we cannot speak of a 
distinct school of cinematic intermediality, but merely of different 
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approaches to very similar questions.2 In the recent general theoretical 
debates around the definition of the term intermediality itself it has been 
stated more and more often that intermediality has not emerged as an 
academic discipline but rather like a perspective. Jürgen E. Müller has 
called it in a recent plenary lecture of a conference3 a “research axis”, a 
“research concept” (Suchbegriff). The term “intermediality” can be much 
easier defined from the viewpoint of the object that this research concept 
identifies (the relations of different media) than from the standpoint of a 
methodology, for as far as this latter one is concerned, in the researches 
generated by this concept there are considerable shifts in emphasis from 
empirical analyses to philosophical enquiries.  

Word and image relations themselves have always been a privileged 
domain of studying cinematic intermediality. Whenever we go beyond the 
assumption of cinema consisting purely of images and whenever we 
question the complexity of the sensual and intellectual stimuli to reach us 
via the cinema screen, we have to realize that we enter the field of word 
and image interactions in one way or another. Also if we try to trace back 
the history of such interactions, we have to recognize that word did not 
come into the world of cinema at the time of the talkies but has been a 
medial “companion” to shape the cinematic experience from its very 
beginnings. The screen has never been merely a canvas for the images to 
be displayed but also – to quote Jean-Luc Godard – a “bank page”, a 
surface for inscriptions and a “stage” for all kinds of linguistic occurrences 
be their audible or visual. Furthermore, any research relying on the axis of 
word and image correlations within cinema is justified not only on account 
of the general interconnectedness of the realms of language and picture 
within our culture but also as a result of the role that literary models have 
played in the course of the history of cinema, as a result of the 
                                                 
2 Studies done in German and English language academic circles (those around 
Joachim Paech, Jürgen E. Müller, Yvonne Spielmann, etc.), by several French and 
Canadian researchers (around the Center for Research on Intermediality), by 
scholars in the Netherlands, to name only a few of the “areas” of the map of 
intermedial studies, have all shown an increasing interest in questions of 
intermediality related to the cinema, in fact we can speak of a real surge in the 
popularity of the studies of cinematic intermediality in recent years, but without 
these having formed a compact “school” guided by a “grand theory” of 
intermediality. All these researches can be defined more in the line of what in 
another theoretical area, David Bordwell and Noël Carroll called in their book 
entitled Post Theory (Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996) 
either “middle-level research” or “piecemeal theorizing.” 
3 The conference Imagine Media! Media Borders and Intermediality hosted by the 
University of Växjö, Sweden, 25-28. October, 2007. 
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“primordial” inter-art relationship that links cinema to literature. Therefore 
if we take the keywords included in the subtitle of this present volume 
(language, literature and moving pictures) and consider their possible 
intersections, we may rightfully find them essential for mapping the 
intermedial “interface” of cinema, exactly because they designate some of 
cinema’s most extensive and most intense fields of interrelationships.  

This collection of essays is the result of an international conference 
held in Cluj-Napoca (Romania), organized by the Photography, Film and 
Media Department of the Sapientia Hungarian University of 
Transylvania,4 between May 25-26, in 2007, as the tenth edition of the 
Cinema and Media Studies Conference in Transylvania. The title of the 
conference was Words and Images. Language/Literature/Moving Pictures, 
and scholars or students of cinema studies were invited to present papers 
and participate in discussions dealing with issues concerning word and 
image relations in films. The academic research interest of this department 
has focused ever since its foundation in 2003 on questions of 
intermediality within cinema and the historical evolution of an “aesthetics 
of simultaneity” (to quote Joachim Paech’s terminology) within films. After 
a series of special interdisciplinary courses, small workshops and local 
conferences dealing with cinema studies and intermediality hosted by 
another university, the Babes-Bolyai University also located in Cluj-
Napoca, the department of Photography, Film and Media at the Sapientia 
University undertook a sequence of research projects on intermediality of 
the cinema and also the organization of a series of international 
conferences, followed by publications of papers, with the purpose of 
initiating scholarly debates in the area and making the results publicly 
accessible.5 Nevertheless, this is the first time, by courtesy of the 
Cambridge Scholar Press that we have the opportunity to step out even 
further and present the results of our researches in front of a wider 
academic community. 

Consequently, we are presenting in this volume the product of a young 
department (The Department of Photography, Film and Media at the 
Sapientia University in Cluj-Napoca, Romania), and that of a circle of 

                                                 
4 The Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania is a private university of the 
Hungarian minority living in Romania, its official language is therefore Hungarian. 
The university has managed to attract to its academic researches and scientific 
events scholars from both Romania and Hungary, managing to extend exactly 
through such conferences its academic relationships to an even wider international 
level.  
5 All previous publications have been done in Hungarian in volumes which also 
included English abstracts of the articles. 
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scholars attracted by its investigations in a relatively new field of research. 
The authors who contributed to the writing of this book are mostly film 
scholars or PhD students dealing with historical or theoretical questions of 
cinema6, but some of them are also what W. J. T. Mitchell has called 
“literary scholars moonlighting in the visual arts.”7 The questions raised 
by the essays included in this selection cover a wide angle and reproduce 
to some degree both the inevitable shortcomings and the possible benefits 
of the application of the concept of intermediality as such a research axis, 
as has been previously mentioned, without a single unifying theoretical 
basis. The individual essays rely on diverse conceptual backgrounds 
ranging from theories of intermediality or mediality to specific theories of 
adaptation, narratology or more general cognitive or cultural theoretical, 
philosophical even psychoanalytical frameworks, giving – we hope – a 
fertile multiplicity of points of view on a variety of topics related to the 
connection of words and images in the context of the moving pictures. 

The structure of the volume reflects to a certain extent the ideas of 
Joachim Paech about the ways in which writing can become interrelated 
with films. Paech distinguishes between instances in which writing is 
understood as the form of the medium of literature and instances in which 
writing acts as a form of its own medium included within the texture of the 
film; and accordingly in the first case we can speak of writing positioned 
in-between literature and film and in the second case language is 
positioned in-between the image of writing (Schrift-Bild) and the writing 
with images (Bilderschrift).8 In accordance with this, we have essays that 
concentrate both on the relationship of literature and film from different 
perspectives and also essays which deal with the more intricate problem of 
the presence of different forms of language within films. 

The first part of the volume groups a series of articles under the 
headline: Literature into Cinema, the writings that can be read here 
approach the problems of film adaptation either as a cultural, a historical 
or an intermedial phenomenon. The first three texts present the role of film 
adaptations in different national cinemas from a general historical 
perspective. Imre Szíjártó analyses the role literary adaptations played in 
the film production of Eastern and Central European cinemas in the post-
communist era. We find out that there are significant differences across the 

                                                 
6 Notes on the contributors are included at the end of the book. 
7 W. J. T. Mitchell. 1994. Picture Theory. Essays on Verbal and Visual 
Representation. Chicago and London: University of Chigaco Press, 84. 
8 Joachim Paech. 1997. Die Spur der Schrift und  der gestus des Schreibens im 
Film In Godard intermedial. eds, Volker Roloff and Scarlett Winter, 45.Tübingen: 
Stauffenburg Verlag, 45. 
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countries: Polish cinema is characterized by the presence of aesthetic 
principles and an interest in realism, at the same time it shows renewed 
attention to literary adaptations; in Slovenia there is a strong antagonism 
towards literature among the authors of the so called “Slovenian spring”; 
Czech film represents a strong trend of midcult works and in Hungary the 
adaptation of classical novels have a specific role in the whole of the 
industry. Gábor Gelencsér has written a more detailed analysis of the 
relationship of film and literature in a larger time-frame and a narrower 
geographical context: in the essay included in this first part he presents the 
role of literary adaptations in post-war Hungarian cinema. He examines 
how the formal-linguistic aspect of the adaptation relates to its cultural-
historical function. With an overall picture of the different types of 
Hungarian film adaptations the author does not intend to contribute to the 
clarification of the notion of adaptation, but offers a new perspective in the 
revision of Hungarian film history. The third essay dealing with film 
history is Katalin Turnacker’s text entitled Intersections and Parallel 
Phenomena in the History of German Film and Literature. In this she 
argues that the history of the German literature and film from the 
beginnings until the present shows a colourful picture in the case of medial 
transfers. She examines this relationship in important periods of film 
history, like the expressionist silent film, the early period of sound cinema 
and the German modernist cinema. 

After these essays adopting a larger perspective, the essays that follow 
in this section of the book are all detailed analyses of specific film 
adaptations from pertinent viewpoints that reflect on the methodology of 
writing about adaptations in general. Judit Pieldner surveys some 
theoretical aspects of the term “adaptation”, and treats reflexive 
adaptations in particular, which can be regarded as examples of fictional 
and/or medial metalepsis. She explains that Gérard Genette proposes the 
use of the term – originally belonging to the field of rhetoric – in the field 
of narratology, and extends its meaning to all the cases where there is a 
rupture, a border-crossing between the diegetic and metadiegetic levels. 
The essay re-examines the canonical adaptations of three canonical texts, 
which may be labelled as “premodern” (Fielding: Tom Jones), “modern” 
(Woolf: Orlando) and “postmodern” (Fowles: The French Lieutenant’s 
Woman). In the following essay included in the volume, Hajnal Király sets 
out to analyse how meaning is “made” in Béla Tarr’s adaptation Satan 
Tango. Béla Tarr’s adaptation of László Krasznahorkai’s novel challenges 
in at least two aspects the traditional discourse on differences between 
words and images, poetry/literature and visual arts. Most importantly, it 
turns the conceptual–perceptual opposition into a conceptual perception 
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about human condition only by including the apparently low-key images 
in the aesthetics of the frame, susceptible – as the Flemish paintings have 
taught us – to express semantic categories as “knowing something” or “to 
be able to do something.” The minimalistic visual schemata of the house, 
the road and the thresholds between them are presented as elements of a 
psychological, politico-historical and mythical meaning. 

Ádám Dávid’s article, Montage of Scents. Intermediality and 
“Intersensuality” in Patrick Süskind’s and Tom Tykwer’s Perfume, 
proposes an “intersensual” analysis of Tom Tykwer’s film as an adaptation 
touching more closely upon the problem of intermediality: as both the 
movie and Patrick Süskind’s novel on which the film is based draw on 
traditional methods employed in literature, the fine arts and film to evoke 
smell. Film, being an audiovisual medium, reaches us through the 
channels of our vision and hearing, but at the same time it has an indirect 
effect on other senses – such as smell –, thus creating an increased 
dynamic of perception, a specific complexity of reception, an 
“intersensual” situation. The article evaluates the filmic expressions, visual 
and aural solutions that play a role in the development of the “montage of 
scents.” 

Laura Sava analyses Patrice Chéreau’s film Gabrielle (2005) and 
considers it a suitable case study for the relationship between words and 
images, because, on the one hand, it is an adaptation of a short story by 
Joseph Conrad and, as such, it develops a complex and very interesting 
rapport with the text it adapts, and, on the other hand, because it 
showcases Chéreau „writing on the screen”, as he himself put it, that is 
experimenting with intertitles in a film that could have easily done without 
them. Zsuzsánna Kalafatics, on the other hand, has chosen the 2005 ten 
part TV series based on Bulgakov’s novel, The Master and Margarita and 
examines how a movie director from Saint Petersburg (with great 
experience in literary adaptations) managed to translate into images the 
representation of the novel’s irony, the mixture of the different languages 
and phrases, the graduate alteration in the role of the narration. Moreover, 
she also looks at the way Bortko screened some elements of the literary 
cult surrounding the novel. 

The second part of the book is entitled Word and Image Experience in 
Moving Pictures and contains in-depth case studies of intermediality from 
both historical and theoretical perspectives. The first in this series of 
writings deals with the legacy of the silent cinema and its intermedial 
techniques in today’s tendencies of pastiche or parody. Melinda Blos-Jáni 
analyses Estebano Sapir’s recent film, La Antena (2007), which tells the 
story of a town where the voices, utterances of the inhabitants are 
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owned/stolen by the media mogul: Mr TV. Thus they have to 
communicate using intertitles, up to the point where their written words 
become endangered too. In this case the avoidance of the sound, of the 
human voice and the evocation of the silent era, consisting mainly of 
quotes of the expressionist style is motivated by the diegesis. The essay 
contextualises the analyses within a general framework of researches into 
silent cinema techniques and reflects on the ways of the revival of these 
techniques by a contemporary film author. 

After the model of silent cinema the next essay deals with another 
historically influential model, that of the films of Jean-Luc Godard. Ágnes 
Pethő examines certain types of image/word, poetry/cinema interactions, 
associations and dissociations that occur within Godard’s films. Text − 
image − the imprint of reality is presented as the foundation of all of 
Godard’s films and interpretable on more than one levels; to “attack” one 
from the perspective of the other and from unusual angles is identified as a 
constant attitude of Godard as a cinematic thinker. The essay identifies 
two important paradigms in Godard’s intermediality going back to his 
early films and contrasting them with later moving picture projects: a) the 
paradigm of “the white page”, the screen used as a blank surface awaiting 
the inscriptions of different signs (an idea connected to the French New 
Wave’s ideal of “camera stylo”), and b) the paradigm of the “white beach” 
crystallized around the metaphor of the screen seen as a beach basked in 
blinding sunlight and covered in a rhythmic flow by the images coming in 
time like the waves of the ocean. The first paradigm emphasises the rifts of 
both linguistic discourse and pictorial representation by presenting cinema 
as an intermedial “battlefield” in which both word and image have the 
power to disjoint the other from conventional perceptual patterns. The 
second paradigm seems to be all about transcendence and ritual, the search 
for the essence of the image itself and the transmutation of word into 
image and image into word. Lóránt Stőhr identifies a similar duality of 
paradigms in the works of the German film director, Rainer Werner 
Fassbinder. His essay analyzes the uses of the unconventional blank white 
screen and white light in Fassbinder’s works with regard to filmic self-
reflexivity, as well as to the intermedial relationship of written and spoken 
word, and static and motion pictures. According to the author’s 
hypothesis, following Godard at the beginning of his career, Fassbinder 
also passed through a similar span of evolution. From the self-reflexivity 
of his early, modernist films, Fassbinder reached postmodern 
intermediality towards the end of his career, but unlike Godard, he never 
gave up the diegetic world of films. Fassbinder got from the “white page” 
to the “white light”, but in this process these medial metaphors always 
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kept their meaningful connection to the diegetic world of the films, and 
did not become meta-texts. 

Andrea Virginás’s article entitled The Texture of the Medium focuses 
on sequences from a whole range of classical narrative films in which 
letters and colours appear as images in crime stories. The list of examples 
includes The Maltese Falcon (1941), Mildred Pierce (1945), Gilda (1946), 
The Lady from Shanghai (1947) and also more recent films like Don’t 
Look Now (1973), Panic Room (2002) or Zodiac (2007). The essay 
presents how the opposition of an action-packed, criminal pursuit to slow, 
beautifully composed scenes gives birth to the sense of “art” and “artistic”, 
concentrating the viewer’s activity on the quality of media employed, 
forcing the viewer to consider and interpret the interruption that they may 
cause in a mystery-packed story and the inclusion of descriptive “islands”.  

The essay written by László Tarnay, Texuality Beyond the Word 
attempts to assess the import of a cognitive approach to examining 
experimentalism in film making and filmic perception. According to the 
author there are two ways to deal with experimental films. First, they can 
be seen as a result of the interaction of arts and different media and the 
other way to look upon experimentalism is to contrast its products with 
mainstream narrative films. The two approaches are combined by asking 
the following questions: Does the supposed ‘cognitive’ specificity of 
experimental films have to do with the multimediality of the moving 
image, i.e. the fact that its perception engages different modalities, at least 
two: the aural and the visual? Does it have to do with the spatiotemporal 
scale of filmic perception? And how does the mainstream/experimental 
difference relate to the functionality of (auditory and visual) perception? 
András Müllner’s essay follows these investigations by examining a 
similar domain of intermedial texts making use of moving images. He 
analyses in detail some of the works of the prominent Hungarian  
experimental film-maker, Miklós Erdély, in whose compositions explicit 
performative speech-acts are presented in a certain theatrical frame. On the 
other hand, Müllner identifies a performative tendency in Erdély’s (or 
other Hungarian neo-avantgarde) installations or objects, too. These 
works, he explains, are based on the avant-garde reflection on the material, 
but paradoxically the performative force is attributed to their materiality. 

With Zoltán Varga’s article we enter yet another field of intermedial 
relations in cinema. The author discusses some intriguing questions of 
how animated films use sound and verbal language. After some general 
considerations the article focuses on the characteristics of the Hungarian 
artist, Péter Szoboszlay’s animated films. The most complex use of speech 
can be found in his film entitled Salt Soup which contains the endless 



Introduction 
 

10 

tirades of a mother-in-law whose speech gradually becomes fragmented, 
abstract and senseless while the visual layer of the film shows the pictures 
of frustration, madness and finally the destruction of the family. 

Gábor Zoltán Kiss’s essay, Narrative Architectures. Building 
Narratively Layered Cities, compares the problem of the relationship 
between literature and cinema to the relationship between 
cinema/literature and computer games. He explains that even if it seems 
for the moment that games are synonymous of interactive cinema, there is 
more to gaming than turning filmic images into game assets. Despite the 
still unsettled debate about the interrelations of films, games, and novels, 
we still don’t know enough about the interactive function of gaming or the 
immersive nature of narration, their mutually exclusive or interdependent 
connections. Spatial storytelling in games can take place in several ways, 
from evocation of preexisting stories or genre traditions, to providing 
some kind of staging ground for events to come both in the game itself and 
in gaming in general. 

The third part of the volume, Cinematic Passages between Word − 
Image − Reality, comprises writings that all approach the word and image 
problem in cinema from some kind of ideological, philosophical or a 
cultural theoretical point of view and conceptual framework. Some of the 
writings included here also deal with film adaptations and as such could 
have been presented alongside other essays investigating problems of 
adaptations in the first part of the book. Nevertheless, the reason why they 
appear here is because all of these writings explore adaptations from a 
more general philosophical or ideological position that could be applicable 
to films that have not been made from pre-existing literary texts.  

The first essay written by Susan Smith, Set Jetting in Wadi Rum. 
Arabian Nights or ”Nostalgia for Imperialism?” analyses an intriguing set 
of cultural actions that has not been given much attention so far in media 
studies or studies of cinema. The author explains that set jetting, a 
metathesis for jet setting is a growing phenomenon where travellers visit 
the locations of their favourite novel or movie.  Hundreds of set jetters 
visit Wadi Rum, Jordan to experience the film location of Lawrence of 
Arabia. With Seven Pillars of Wisdom tucked under arm, they seek an 
Arabia, a context, a time.  However, it is this nostalgia for what was, 
which is fraught with many paradoxes. Set jetting between western tourists 
and Bedouins requires an agreement to overlook the historical context of 
their colonial relationship, thus feeding the set jetter’s “nostalgia for 
imperialism.” As part of a reciprocal relationship, the Bedouins knowingly 
perpetuate this sentimentality, and “give set jetters what they want.”  
However, it is also argued that set jetting excursions require the 
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Indigenous to “perform”, acting out a victim’s role where, once again, the 
colonizer enjoys the spoils of conquest and the Indigenous remains the 
colonized.  

Zsolt Győri also addresses issues in which cultural memory and 
national identity become interrelated. He examines the ways in which 
British wartime cinema created a sense of national identity, functioned as a 
force of unification, and envisioned a common cultural ground for the 
nation. The author uses Jan Assmann’s theories concerning cultural 
memory to grasp the role cinema came to occupy in the strengthening of a 
nationalistic spirit. An important feature of this position is the non-literary 
character of the films produced in the period: cinema was dominated by 
original screenplays as opposed to adaptations, which were prevailing both 
before and after the war. Two films from the war period are analysed, 
Alexander Korda’s That Hamilton Woman (1941) and Michael Powell’s A 
Cantenbury Tale (1944) as examples of cinema very much aware of its 
political and cultural mission. The two films are dissimilar in their use of 
words and images. Korda’s film prefers to present nationalistic themes 
through words (speeches, dialogues); while Powell’s film seems to be an 
allegorical work predominated by images. 

Edina Fecskó examines two films loosely based on the tale of Little Red 
Riding Hood using as a theoretical framework the psychoanalytic film 
theory, presenting at the same time a more general comparison of the 
psychoanalytic interpretations of the tale itself (the psychoanalytic 
interpretations of Géza Róheim, Erich Fromm, Eric Berne, Bruno 
Bettelheim or Héléne Cixous). The adaptations she has chosen are The 
Brothers Grimm (Terry Gilliam, 2005) and Hoodwinked! (Cory Edwards, 
Todd Edwards, 2005). Catching hold of the themes of oedipal conflict, 
infantile sexuality and feminine theory through the genres of thriller and 
crime, the film adaptations become capable of exploring and manifesting the 
unconscious part of the fairy tale. Ferenc Boné’s essay examines a similarly 
well-known literary text transformed into film. This time it is Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet that serves as a subtext for Aki Kaurismäki’s highly unconventional 
filmic rewriting, Hamlet Goes Business (1987). The protagonist in this 
version appears as a son of the chairman of a commercial enterprise, hence 
we can see the transposition of the 17th century tragedy to the highly 
competitive corporate environment of modern-day Finland. The adaptation 
associates cultural (local) features with the play by placing the events within 
a specific geographic, geo-politic, and economic environment. Bringing 
Hamlet to the business-world as an active rather than an indecisive character 
– a person unable to maintain the necessary distance from the flow of events 
and who is even more involved in the crime than the murderous Claudius – 
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results in the denial of all former interpretations that posed the fundamental 
conflict in Hamlet’s psychological make-up; and presents the tragedy of 
Hamlet along a new logic, best described by Frederic Jameson as the 
cultural logic of late capitalism.  

The next essay, written by Elif Bezal deals again with questions that 
can be related to adaptation, only this time it is self-adaptation, as Forugh 
Farrokhzad, one of the greatest Iranian poets of the 20th Century, uses her 
own poetry in her film Khaneh Siyah Ast (1963, The House is Black). 
Bezal contends that it is the portrayal of Farrokhzad’s isolation that is 
hidden behind the portrayal of the isolation of the leper colony in the film. 
Thus the essay is an attempt to think through the correlation between two 
kinds of self-portraiture: poetry and film, poetry serving in this way as a 
mediator between film image and underlying reality. István Berszán’s 
essay also deals with questions of mediations.  He analyses a film by Kay 
Pollak (Everyday Haven [Så som i Himmelen], 2004) suggesting that we 
have to broaden the discoursive-medial complex of the esthetic, technical 
and anthropologist approach to the arts with the multiple ways of ethical 
orientation in the time of reading texts and watching images. In Kay 
Pollak’s film a virtuoso maestro of instrumental music turns away from 
the artistic effects of mediation searching for another space of voices in 
which singers are trained in paying attention to each other’s everyday 
gestures. Using this example the author distinguishes between the notions 
of mediation and passage as different in the rhythms of paying attention. 

Györgyi Vajdovich’s article entitled Can Platonic Ideals be 
Represented in Film? connects with the previous essays as far as it 
questions the limits of cinema’s mediating possibilities. Vajdovich 
evaluates Luchino Visconti’s well-known adaptation of Thomas Mann’s 
Death in Venice from the general viewpoint of assessing the 
representability of certain features of the art of literature or respectively 
philosophy by the visual language of cinema. The author finds that 
although the film follows the original plot with only slight alterations, the 
symbolic content of the literary work is distorted and diminished by 
Visconti’s reliance on the visual. The aesthetic views of the novel are 
overshadowed by the actual story because the central motive, ideal beauty 
is a concept, the representation of which clashes with the concrete aspect 
of film images. Platonic ideals cannot be shown in film image; they are 
assigned to literature and to the domain of words. 

Zoltán János Tóth, joins these essays upon representation and 
representability in cinema with an investigation into the aesthetic ideology 
of pornography. He finds that if one looks upon the judgement of 
pornography, one can state that there is a notable distance between 
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contemporary image theory, language theory, philosophical thought and 
those aesthetic, theoretical premises that determine the reception and 
evaluation of pornographic representations. What becomes clear from this 
theoretical enquiry is that realism, documentarism, neglecting or wishing 
to neglect language-likeness, is not an ontological category in the case of 
pornography, but the combination of a whole range of interlocking 
approaches such as that of the magical one, the technologic-evolutionist 
one, etc. 

Erika Fám’s concluding metatheoretical essay entitled Film + 
language = film language? reviews important landmarks in the history of 
Hungarian film theory and film aesthetics with regards to the problem of 
film language. Also, more importantly the author presents the ideas of 
Hungarian thinkers within the context of the evolution of European film 
theory. In this way some of Béla Balázs’s or Gábor Bódy’s writings are 
reviewed in parallel with ideas of other film theorists like the filmmaker-
essaywriter Pier Paolo Pasolini or the concepts of the avant-garde 
filmmaker and theorist, Miklós Erdély are contrasted with the suture-
theories of  Daniel Dayan and Jean-Pierre Oudart. 

After this presentation of the structure of the book and the main ideas 
of the essays, let me conclude this introduction with another quotation 
from W. J. T. Mitchell: “The real question to ask when confronted with 
these kinds of image-text relations is not »what is the difference (or 
similarity) between the words and images?« but »what difference do the 
differences (and similarities) make?« That is, why does it matter how 
words and images are juxtaposed, blended, or separated?”9 Hopefully, in 
what follows, the reader will find essays which raise questions in the 
similar vein of thinking as formulated by Mitchell, questions that have 
both empirical and theoretical import and will prove challenging enough to 
initiate even newer discussions that can be continued on the pages of 
further, similar books or in the context of other academic conferences (like 
the one that leaves this book as its impression in time). For the topic of 
this volume remains still an open field for research: words and images will 
continue to interact on the screen whilst the screen itself is undergoing 
major medial transmutations from small cinemas to multiplexes, from the 
stretched canvas of movie theatres to the digital screen of computers.  

                                                 
9 Picture Theory. Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation. Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1994. 91. 
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Introduction 

According to a film studies scholar of Bulgarian origin, Dina 
Iordanova, the common features of post communist Eastern and Central 
European national cinemas could be summarised as follows. The systems 
of production and distribution have collapsed: the companies involved in 
these two areas have either closed or been privatised. The involvement of 
the state in film finance has decreased in a spectacular manner. The 
structure of financing has been restructured; there has been a shift from 
governmental towards private and international funding, forcing 
filmmakers to become interested in making films both marketable and 
profitable. The quantitative indicators of film production saw a dramatic 
decrease – the number of finished films declined, young directors had less 
opportunities to make films, consequently a generation gap evolved 
between directors. The institutional infrastructure of distribution went 
through a period of crisis setting off a drop in profits. In the post-
communist era the regulations regarding importing films – that have 
already been weakened previously – altogether disappeared, consequently 
domestic films had to compete with foreign competitors. The competition 
was furthered by the spreading of the VHS and DVD formats. The crisis of 
national cinema was deepened by the growing success of American 
commercial cinema. The building of multiplex cinemas – where foreign 
films dominate the programme – boomed. Cinema has lost its influential 
position within the intellectual lives of the countries, which led to the loss 
of prestige of filmmakers. At the same time international interest in the 
region grew, materializing in festival successes for almost every country. 
At the same time hardly any film made it into international distribution, 
acquiring information on these films was limited to a small segment of the 
audience that visited national and international film festivals. Eastern and 
Central European national cinemas tried to compete with American films 
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by applying to international film funds. These funds encouraged the 
establishment of the framework of co-production, another factor that 
altered the internal dimensions of national cinemas. These transformations 
gave rise to a new concept of national film. As part of this transformation, 
the new understanding of European film emerged (Iordanova 1999).  

This essay overviews the relationship of cinema and literature in post-
communist Eastern and Central European countries. I concentrate on five 
countries. Beside the so-called Visegrad-countries1 (Poland, the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, Hungary) I included Slovenia, as probably the most 
successful country of the region. In essence, I will try to answer the 
following question: how did literature – traditionally the most important 
segment of national culture – take part in the reconstitution of the concept 
of national cinema? I will talk about the common road and network of 
interaction characterising the literary and the cinematic canon and the 
ways these presumably participated in the formation of the new value 
system inherent in national culture. Such analysis may contribute to the 
better understanding of the interactions between literature and film. 

I do not intend to discuss the antagonisms between the two artistic 
media, as the scope of my investigation does not include the description of 
the parallelism between their separate histories. It is nevertheless 
important to note that throughout the region, the cinematic modernism of 
the 1960’s was the first voice arguing for cinema as an autonomous form 
of art. Adaptations of literature did not have a primary importance in the 
value system of modernist cinema. Cinematic and literary collaborations 
still featured strongly in the cinemas of Eastern and Central European 
countries. Identifying the new role of adaptations was closely connected to 
the process characterising post-communist national cinemas, namely the 
redefinition of their identity. Studying the role of literary adaptations leads 
to the better understanding of the relationship between film and literature 
(Szíjártó 2004). I will not discuss the different approaches to adaptation, 
that is I will not differentiate between the most authoritative form of the 
literary adaptations (transposition), the faithful and the loose adaptation. 
My references to such categories are random and non-conceptual. 

Besides adaptations, various factors shaped the new cultural canon of 
Eastern and Central European countries. The following factors helped 
shape the concept of national cinema and create a collective framework of 
the national cultural heritage. Film acts passed in each of the analysed 
countries contain conceptual definitions of national cinema and 

                                                 
1 The Visegrad Group was formed in February 1991 at a meeting of the President 
of the Czeslovak Republic, Poland and Hungary (also know as the V4). 
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furthermore determine its legal context. The restructured institutions of the 
industry are important as they give the institutional backbone of national 
filmmaking. The nature and institutions of state funding very clearly 
describe the role the state plans to play in film production. Awards 
received at national and international festivals contribute a lot to the ways 
the films are judged. Polls of critics and audiences also helped shape the 
list of “important films”. Naturally these are not representative samples, 
yet reveal the value preferences of audiences („Budapest 12”, „New 
Budapest 12”). The impact and image of art house and commercial 
filmmaking went through considerable changes during the period 
analysed. There were debates in each of the surveyed countries about how 
much state finance should be involved in commercial filmmaking. 
Unquestionably, the place of the new wave of genre films within the 
national cinema must be considered. In case we regard these popular films 
to be part of the national culture, their financing becomes a responsibility 
of cultural politics. We have to see this phenomenon in the light of the fact 
that national cultural canons in these countries generally rely on the 
products of high culture, and these national cultural canons in fact coincide 
with the list of outstanding authorial films. Box office figures, however, 
create a standard of judging films, and in this respect there is an ever 
widening gap between popular and art films. Critics also raise important 
questions in the form of debates concerning individual oeuvres, films and 
filmmaking movements. Groups of interpreters count to be important 
shapers of canons, they have a double importance as far as my topic is 
concerned. The political changes that took place in Eastern and Central 
European countries helped foster particular cinematic aims, while hindered 
others. Groups of interpreters disagree over a variety of topics, first and 
foremost over popular films, which are supported by audiences but 
condemned by critics. There is also disagreement over the role of 
publishing specialised literature in creating and assigning value and the 
values of other forms of reception (specialised journals, daily criticism). 
International co-productions had an integral role in the reassessment of the 
concept of national film. In similar manner the school curriculum had a 
primary role in the transmission of national culture with the school being 
the most important institution of handing down culture. According to 
researchers the term canon in its original sense is always a canon intended 
for educational purposes. Adaptations – as essential factors in assigning 
and constructing canons – are very much favoured by the developers of 
school curricula, especially in Eastern and Central European countries 
where education is very much literature-centred. In these countries there 
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were attempts to identify films as “important” in case they were 
adaptations of famous national classics. 

The five countries to be analysed next can be grouped around three 
models in respect of their generic variety and size. a.) Poland has a market 
of 40 million, consequently certain genres (historical films, comedies) are 
in competition with similar foreign productions. The spectrum of Polish 
genre film is wide and includes the new wave of crime stories, 
melodramas and comedies. In certain years of the analysed period box 
office figures reveal that 40 % of the audience preferred home made films. 
This is a higher than average rate in comparison with other European 
markets. b.) The structure of the Czech and the Hungarian industries is 
similar. First, auteur films are traditionally strong in these countries; 
second, the political changes there were attempts to create a popular 
cinema; third, the size of the market is also similar. c.) Slovakian and 
Slovenian film had to create its self-identity after the break-up of 
Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. There were many attempts to do this: the 
writing of national film history gathered impetus and, the creation of the 
national film industry began. These two national film industries 
(infrastructure, the system of popular and art film) still suffer from several 
insufficiencies. The creation of the new identity was more successful and 
consistent in Slovenia, where the movement known as the “Slovenian 
spring” brought international acclaim. The Slovenian film industry is 
capable of producing one to three feature films on an annual basis. 
Slovakian cinema similarly to the Slovakian culture in general is 
connected to the Czech film industry through many channels; they share a 
common spirit and market. In this sense Slovakian and Slovenian cinema 
constructed its national identity while it maintained close relations with the 
states from which – due to political changes – became independent of. 
Bilingualism and regionalism is strongly present is the cinemas of both 
countries. 

We can locate adaptations within the national film industries through 
the analyses of the link between literature and film. The role adaptations 
play within the national cinema may be determined relying on the 
following two factors: the type of literary works made into films (time of 
publication, genre and place within the literary canon) and the way they fit 
into the whole spectrum of what cinema has to offer (the generic place of 
the film, box office figures, awards, critical reception). 

After the fall of communism filmmakers in the five countries I focus 
on adapted material from three representative eras of the national 
literature: 19th century classic prose; 20th literature; and contemporary 
literature. (In this essay I only deal with the adaptations of native literature 
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and will not or only occasionally discuss adaptations or modernized 
treatments of world literature, mainly present in Czech cinema.) As far as 
the first group is concerned, these are model adaptations, receiving special 
funds and enjoying the full support of the government who hoped to 
establish the image of national cinema through them: With Fire and Sword 
(Ogniem i mieczem, 1999), Pan Tadeusz (Pan Tadeusz – The Last Foray 
in Lithuania, 1999), Quo vadis (2001, Poland), Bánk bán (2001, Hungary). 
In the case of classic adaptations one must take it into consideration that 
they received heavy state subsidies. These adaptations are based on novels 
ranked high on the list of required reading for primary/secondary schools, 
consequently a dominant part of the audience were youngsters who 
watched the film on an organized and compulsory basis. In this respect 
literary works and their adaptations share the same position, they are 
canonized by the school curriculum. This may only be one factor in canon-
building, nevertheless it is unquestionable fact that the authority of the 
required school reading lists very much influenced which film became top 
of the class in cinemas. Adaptations of 20th century literature 
predominantly belong to the midcult class of films, for example Bohumil 
Hrabal adaptations in the Czech Republic, Relations (Rokonok, 2006) in 
Hungary. Adaptations based on contemporary literature constitute the third 
group of films, which was very varied from the point of both quantity and 
position within national cinema. Besides authors with notable reputation 
(Paveł Huelle, Parti Nagy Lajos, Andrzej Stasiuk) young writers were also 
sources of inspiration (Wojciech Kuczok). 

Individual Countries 

Poland. The most influential Polish adaptations are those consisting of 
the screen versions of classic novels. I would like to start with a few side 
notes to the adaptation of literary masterpieces. There are two waves of 
adaptations: the first dates back to the 60’s and 70’s, the second to the 
period between 1998-2001. On the list of the most popular Polish films 
there are six classical novels in the top ten, 4 written by Henryk 
Sienkiewicz; all six adaptations belong to the classical period of the first 
wave (although the superproductions of the second wave also did well at 
the box office they were nowhere near the figures for the previous 
adaptations). Black Cross (Krzyżacy, 1960), The Deluge (Potop, 1974), In 
Desert and Wilderness (W pustyni i puszczy, 1973; the 2001 remake was 
also a great success) and Colonel Wolodyjowski (Pan Wołodyjowski, 1969) 
had a total audience of around 85 million (cf.: Ślęzakiewicz 1980, 208). 
Keeping these figures in mind it is not surprising that the adaptation of 



Imre Szíjártó 
 

21 

Sienkiewicz’s fifth novel, Quo vadis (dir. Jerzy Kawalerowicz, 2001), was 
a success, yet it could not surpass Colonel Wołodyjowski, the least 
successful piece of the classical wave of adaptations which outsoared the 
10 million spectator limit. These modern adaptations, on the one hand, 
attracted more spectators only in regard to the recent box office figures. 
On the other hand, the post-communist boom in ticket sales was effected 
by five literary works written in the late 19th and early 20th century, 
including Stefan Żeromski’s 1924 The Spring to Come (Przedwiośnie, 
2001; dir. Filip Bajon). Realising this situation, Polish critics sarcastically 
observed that the best screenplay writers were the classical representatives 
of Polish literature. 

Critics also argue that there is a strong connection between the way 
historical novels and their adaptations turn towards the national heritage. 
In this case cinema is simply looking for support in tradition and finds it in 
literature. Adaptations of novels hand down the mythological foundation 
of their literary source and in turn become embraced as canonised national 
artworks. This they do in the double sense: the myth dwells in the works 
of genius, but the masterpieces are themselves myths. This way films 
become heroic epic works and serve as a force of unification for the 
community – this feature is likewise valid for the second wave of 
adaptations. One other interesting feature of historical superproductions is 
the hard work exerted in order to manufacture adequate props and the 
magnitude of the production manifested in a number of external 
circumstances. Pharaon (Faraon, 1998) took four years of struggle to 
make, Quo vadis not only had the highest number of copies, but the largest 
budget, while With Fire and Sword was the most popular film of post-
communist cinema with 7,150,000 viewers. But whereas the literary works 
are part of high culture, and as such enjoy the admiration and respect of 
the whole of the community, the critical voices surrounding the films 
suggest that these adaptations do not fully inherit the prestigious status of 
their sources. This situation may be explained as follows: on the one hand 
cinema is still behind literature as far as audience appreciation goes; on the 
other hand the depth of cinematic portrayal in these historical adventures 
is way behind the original, literary depiction. 

In case we analyse adaptations relying on box office figures the 
following conclusions can be drawn. Thirty films produced after 1990 are 
adaptations with an audience of around 36 million, that is, every Polish 
citizen went to see one adaptation. Since this essay concentrates on the 
development of canons I do not wish to discuss in detail the reception of 
the films, the judgments of critics, the results of opinion polls, etc. It 
should be nevertheless noted that audiences have a special awareness for 




