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Over the past decade in Germany, several independent publishing houses have produced 

an astonishing number of graphic novel titles.  Also within the past decade or so, language 

instructors worldwide have recognized the value of these authentic texts to boost comprehension 

and cultural literacy as well as to make linguistically challenging classics more accessible for 

tentative second language students.  With these goals in mind, I incorporated Eric Corbeyran’s 

adaptation of Kafka’s The Metamorphosis into my fall 2012 German Graphic Novel course.  As I 

prepared for the course and compared Kafka’s novella and the adaptation line by line, however, I 

discovered that Corbeyran had not remained completely loyal to the original text, and had, for 

example, omitted important descriptors central to Gregor’s characterization.  Such realizations 

have caused readers to devalue graphic adaptations because of their seemingly free edits and 

interpretation.  Douglas Wolk captures that side of the argument when he claims that comic 

adaptations of prose books “end up gutting the original work of a lot of its significant content” 

(quoted in Pointner, 87).  Admitting that space restrictions cause distortion, Frank Erik Pointner 

nonetheless pleads the case for “judging the works according to their own standards” in his 

article “Classics Emulated: Comic Adaptations of Literary Texts.” (89). In this presentation, I 

will discuss Corbeyran’s graphic text through the lenses of both sides of the adaptation debate; 

and I also hope to demonstrate that the dual approaches of considering source text fidelity and 

viewing the adaptation as a work of independent art can both support core literary analytical 

proficiencies.  

As mentioned above, my discovery of Corbeyran’s reoccurring non-loyalty to Kafka’s 

text inspired exploration into the implications of adaptation, and led to further research in the 
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broader discipline of “adaptation studies.”  Although very few articles treat comic adaptations of 

classic works, the area of film studies offers a great deal of secondary literature that can also 

apply to graphic adaptations.  I draw upon some of that research to establish theoretical 

groundwork here.  In what he calls a limited and literal approach, James M. Welsh states that the 

“most basic and banal focus in evaluating adaptations is the issue of ‘fidelity,’” even though that 

notion constantly “hovers in the background,” and often functions as a starting point for 

arguments in adaptation studies (xiv).  Welsh also describes a perhaps more powerful 

countermovement that acknowledges “a separate identity and separate aesthetic principles” 

associated with adaptations (xiv).  Similarly, Sarah Cardwell distinguishes between comparative 

and non-comparative approaches, and explains  “adaptation studies has historically implied a 

perspective of comparison (51).  The non-comparative approach advocates for considering 

adaptations as works of art in their own right (Cardwell 52).  Speaking specifically about comic 

adaptations of literary works, Jan Baetens makes a similar distinction between adaptation	  and	  

illustration,	  the	  former	  containing	  a	  “literary	  subtext,”	  and	  the	  latter	  being	  a	  ”visual	  

development	  of	  a	  literary	  text	  that	  is	  completely	  reproduced	  within	  the	  graphic	  novel”	  (77).	  	  

In	  what	  follows,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  show	  specific	  ways	  that	  both	  approaches	  can	  help	  students	  

who	  encounter	  the	  text	  for	  the	  first	  time	  in	  graphic	  form	  to	  develop a capstone skill of 

entering and maintaining a scholarly “continuing dialogue” with and about a text.   

Problems of Fidelity 

In a newspaper review of the Corbeyran text, Christian Schlüter concludes that the artist 

in fact remains true to the original and presents a plausible progression of scenes, but he also 

acknowledges unavoidable omissions and tightening up.  The very ambiguity of Schlüter’s 

assessment captures precisely the challenge that working with classic adaptations presents.  
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Another newspaper review poses a related question concerning the ability to “translate” the 

classic into comic form (Badische).  Both of these reviews reflect a tendency related to fidelity: 

that “originals are always touchstones of value for their adaptations” (Leitch 19).  They also, and 

perhaps more importantly, reveal the struggle within adaptation studies to accept, as George 

Bluestone —who wrote the founding text in adaptation study—formulates: “changes are 

inevitable the moment one abandons the linguistic for the visual medium” (5).  Even with 

changes in medium, the source texts often remain the organizing principle for the study of 

adaptations.  In his article “Literature versus Literacy,” Thomas Leitch suggests that viewers 

“approach works not by what they reproduce but by what they leave out” (32).  Although Leitch 

writes about film adaptations, his idea of “active literacy,” which he explains as rewriting a text 

at the same time one reads it, seems to link the film and comic media and how similarly 

adaptations can be viewed.  

For the first part of the analysis on the fidelity side of the adaptation debate, I will 

consider not only specific examples of the gaps that Corbeyran leaves in his story when 

compared to the original, but also the graphics he uses to fill or essentially replace those gaps.  

Corbeyran’s divergences from the source text can be placed into three main categories. First, at 

times he provides an illustration that logically replaces some of the original text.  For example, 

instead of including the description “And he looked over at his clock which ticked away on his 

nightstand,” Corberyan includes a picture of the clock adorned with the words “Tick Tack” and 

with Gregor’s utterance “Dear God” in a speech bubble.  In addition to the conventions of the 

graphic novel, such as the indications of sound and thought or speech bubbles, the picture’s 

composition wonderfully conveys the protagonist’s perspective.  In a previous picture, the reader 

sees that the nightstand is about at the same level as the bed. In this picture, however, the reader 
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views the clock from the transformed Gregor’s angle, that is from a position below the clock and 

the nightstand.  The rendering indicates Gregor’s inability to sit up: he can only see the clock 

from a prone position.   The second category of the graphic artist’s alterations involves slight 

changes in word choice and elimination or reassignment of some words or phrases.  For 

example, in the graphic novel text, Gregor comments that it would be too riskant (risky, daring) 

to call in sick, while the original uses the word peinlich or embarrassing.  Additionally, his 

thoughts about what he should do belong to the narrator in the original, but here a speech bubble 

designates them as Gregor’s thoughts.  These and other numerous examples throughout the text 

could each serve as individual case studies in style and original language versus modified 

language, or interpreted meaning.  

None of the changes in these first two categories represents a major re-envisioning of the 

text, but the alterations that fit into the third category have more implications for those readers 

who would prefer an evaluation of fidelity to an analysis of the adaptation.  Specifically, the 

graphic novel version eliminates a great deal of the original text that describes Gregor’s 

character, and in particular a perceived assertiveness that he exercises.  For example, when he 

thinks about how to muster up the strength to leave his bed in order to get to work on time, he 

proclaims: “Das mußte aber gewagt werden.” [He had to try it/It had to be dared].  In the graphic 

novel version, this phrase does not appear at all.  Instead the page shows one panel of Gregor 

making a futile attempt to crawl out of bed. The rest of the page consists of pictures of his family 

and his boss trying to make some sense of the situation.  Another key phrase missing from the 

same part of the text is one in which Kafka hints at the ironic humor that characterizes this story.  

Gregor thinks of who could possibly help him get out of this situation, and he thinks of the maid 

and his father as having enough strength to support his back and place him on the floor.  At the 
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thought of this he comments: “Trotz aller Not konnte er bei diesem Gedanken ein Lächeln nicht 

unterdrücken.” [In spite of the dire situation he could hardly suppress a smile at the thought].  

The graphic novel readers do not get the opportunity to perceive or appreciate this side of 

Gregor: instead they witness mostly desperation, rage, confusion and finally resignation.  While 

these characteristics certain play a major role in The Metamorphosis, regarding the original more 

closely reveals the original Gregor’s multi-layeredness as contrasted with the artist’s rendering.  

Die Verwandlung, The Graphic Novel as Independent Work of Art 

 As counterpoints to the fidelity argument, David Kranz notes that a literary text is an 

“open not closed structure that invited many interpretations” (79).  Additionally, he asserts that 

fidelity is not always of primary importance for a film adaptation.  Instead, “the way in which it 

interprets the source and uses it to create a new work of art” deserves critical attention (84).  To 

those familiar with Kafka’s text, it may seem impossible to view Corbeyran’s text as anything 

other than an adaptation that has a certain obligation to the original.  Considering “media 

specificity,” however, can help direct our attention to features of different art forms, or as Sarah 

Cardwell has said: “those features that distinguish them from one another and constitute their 

artistic potential” (59).  Although Cardwell writes here about the film medium, her analytical 

approach can certainly transfer to a study of graphic novel adaptations.  For the graphic novel 

course, I designed a curriculum that features coordinated instructional and assessment tasks, 

meaning that both aspects were based on levels and categories set forth in the AAC&U Reading 

Value Rubric.  One of the instructional items, which considers the capstone goal in the analysis 

category, urges students to view the graphic novel for its aesthetic specificities.  The rubric 

requires students to “evaluate strategies for relating ideas, text structure, or other textual features 

in order to build knowledge or insight within and across texts and disciplines.”  The capstone 
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question directed students to a key scene in the story when Gregor’s family sees him for the first 

time since his transformation.  The task requires students to analyze perspective, color, panel size 

and speech bubbles in order to arrive at an interpretation of the rendition of the moment as 

opposed to the moment.  If we refer to the language in the rubric, we see that students are to 

consider connections between texts.  This could refer to making comparisons to the original, but 

then that would fall on the fidelity side of the adaptation argument.  A different approach to 

“build[ing] knowledge or insight within and across texts and disciplines” involves comparing 

works belonging to the same medium.  In this case, I asked students to view and assess two other 

graphic artistic versions of the same scene: one by R. Crumb and one by Peter Kuper.  

Incorporating such an assignment nearly eliminates the temptation to compare a rendering to the 

original classic text, and instead draws attention to specific artistic qualities.  

 Another exercise asks students to evaluate Corbeyran’s artistic choice of including an 

extra frame that extends the ending beyond Kafka’s original.  Although this task does direct 

students to the source text, and thus might seem to point to the original as the standard against 

which to measure the graphic novel’s fidelity, the exercise actually introduces students to some 

essential questions of adaptation studies, such as whether an adaptation simply reproduces 

something fundamental in the source text.  A question like this one can also open a discussion 

about adaptation as criticism, as David Kranz notes in speaking about film: “adaptations can 

criticize aspects of those sources, debate their themes, and translate them into different cultures 

and times…” (84).  Correspondingly, the reading value rubric asks students to “recognize 

possible implications of the text […] beyond the author’s explicit message [that] might pose 

challenges to the author’s message and presentation.”  Referring to the original text, the question 

informs the students that the original Kafka story concludes with a family day trip away from the 
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apartment and with Grete standing up in the streetcar and “stretching her young body.”  In the 

graphic novel version, the graphic artist has added a frame that shows Gregor’s corpse propped 

against a garbage can in an alleyway.  The question then urges students to consider the two 

endings and to compare the impression that each one makes on the reader.  By calling attention 

to the details of the original text and the artistic choices that those details inspire, we are, in Jan 

Baetens’ words “invited to redefine our general views on literature as well as some of our 

interpretations of the basics of the novel” (87).  Corbeyran’s text could urge readers who are 

familiar with The Metamorphosis to rethink common beliefs they held about the text, and those 

not familiar with the text also concentrate on specific original details.  Another question asks 

students to consider whether the original story actually has a happy ending despite Gregor’s 

death.  Kafka’s original offers the family an element of hope through the focus on Grete; but the 

graphic text clearly calls the original author’s method and presentation into question.  

 In this short presentation, I have argued that the two commonly opposing theories (that 

correspond to the dangers and rewards in my title) found within adaptation studies can offer 

essential tools for students to build proficiency in literary analysis.  Dennis Cutchins argues that 

“studying literature through adaptations can teach students what we mean when we say 

“literature” (87).  Underscoring one of the dangers, Cutchins says the “more ‘literary’ elements 

of the text are bound to be the most difficult to put on the screen” (91).  As I have suggested 

above, it helps in that situation to concentrate on what is missing.  Even if instructors do not 

engage in this type of comparative approach, the adaptation can certainly have the great 

benefit—of primary importance in language classes—of making classic texts accessible, and 

showing students how to read critically.       
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