
Prof. Dr hab. Ewa Kębłowska-Ławniczak 

MA seminar 2018/2020 

 

Intermedial adaptations, appropriations and rewrites 
 

‘Literature has always been a magpie of storytelling, stealing and borrowing’ to create new 

plays, stories, romances and novels. The stories told through Shakespeare’s plays as well as 

those launched on modern stages by our contemporaries can be traced back to other sources 

the readers/audiences are or are not aware of. The seminar will concentrate on those acts of 

stealing nicely termed appropriations, adaptations, rewrites, modernisations, translations or re-

contextualization. 

Simplifying matters for the purpose of clarity, adaptation can be understood as the act of 

taking an existing text (a book, play text, screenplay, report, historical records, interviews. 

etc) and transposing it to another context. Context can be considered following its three major 

aspects: (1) the context of the medium; (2) the context of the source text; (3) the context of the 

time and place in which the original source text is anchored. The context of the medium 

involves transpositions from page to stage, film, internet, comic, cartoon or other medium 

where fidelity to the source can be maintained, for example, in reference to manner and tone 

but the artistic medium has shifted (also in terms of genre transformations). Even on the level 

of the verbal material, Tom Stoppard has a ‘play text’ and a ‘film script’. The context of the 

source text changes when a story from the past is transferred into the contemporary reality 

demanding extensive adaptations. Tanika Gupta transposes the 19th century context of 

Hobson’s Choice into the context of contemporary London. She does almost the same when 

the 17th century story of arranged marriage, a comedy of manners, is transposed into the Asian 

milieu of the  contemporary East End to complement Monica Ali’s book. Analogous 

transpositions affect historiographic texts, plays and novels. When a contemporary 

historiographic  theory is employed in the process of rewriting history, the material undergoes 

selection and cutting (vide Caryl Churchill’s Lights Shining over Buckinghampshire). Context 

as a significant factor may lie outside either the source text’s story or its medium.  It may refer 

to the time and space in which it was first seen, watched or read. Transferred into a different 

context – a different cultural or political milieu, a different country – the source text may 

acquire new relevance while its original topicality be entirely lost, e.g. Andrzej Wajda’s or 

Jan Klata’s Hamlet. Finally, the adaptation may target a different age group and become a 

Shakespeare play for children. 

 

Some further key terms: intertextual adaptation; verbatim and documentary adaptations of 

true stories; adaptation of images and paintings – ekphraisis as adaptation; genre 

transformations; narratives into drama; cultural translation; gender filters; double-coding, i.e. 

interpretation of the current work in its own right an in relationship to the source; revival; 

adaptation to popular culture. 

 

 

EXEMPLARY PROJECTS 

MA projects will be discussed and accepted in the first part of the Winter Semester. The 

following serves as an example: 

 

1.Adaptations and appropriations of William Shakespeare’s Hamlet by Tom Stoppard – 

Stoppard, T. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead as a play text intertextually embedded 

in William Shakespeare’s Hamlet and other texts; genre transformations. Stoppard, T. 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (film script and film) – in the context the new 



medium and genre. Such a project might also consider discuss Stoppard’s The (15-Minute) 

Dogg’s Hamlet in the context of popular theatre. 

 

2.Adaptation of factual material by verbatim-oriented theatre, i.e. a theatre that uses the real 

words from interviewees to construct the play. Research would concentrate on the effects of 

such assumptions on the form of the play-text and, if possible, its staging. Recommended 

plays by David Hare and  by Robin Soans  – Talking to Terrorists. 

 

3. Andrzej Wajda and Jan Klata – adaptations of Hamlet in the three contexts mentioned in 

the introductory description of the seminar. 
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