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A University Professor’s Evolution of Practical and Theoretical
Preoccupation with Film Adaptations of Literary Works
in Research and Teaching
(An Epilogue)
1.
Had it not been for Maja Ivanović, an Osijek student of German Studies
spending an exchange semester at the Department of German Studies of the University
of Augsburg (attending the classes of Prof. Dr. Helmut Koopmann) in 2001, my interest
in literature/film comparisons would have been sparked much later.1 However, both the
student’s enthusiasm on the one hand and, on the other, the reticence of my superior, the
now-retired Professor Vlado Obad, who did not seem prone to accepting supervision of
this tricky type of Master’s thesis, forced me to start dealing with this type of
interdisciplinary, intermedial, and comparatist (concerning literature and other arts and
media) issues. Following my appointment as an Assistant Professor in 2004, I
introduced a new course in the pre-Bologna-reform program of German Studies called
Film Interpretations of Literature and had two interesting candidates for Master’s theses
within it. Namely, Ms. Iva Drozdek defended her Master’s thesis Erica Fischers
“Aimée & Jaguar” und Max Färberböcks “Aimée & Jaguar.” Ein Vergleich (Osijek,
2007) and Ms. Snježana Opačak’s thesis was titled Jean Bernards “Pfarrerblock
25487” und Volker Schlöndorffs “Der neunte Tag.” Ein Vergleich (Osijek, 2007).
During the Bologna-reform transformation of study programmes, I retained the course
by arguing that even in Germany, students of German literature write Master’s theses on
these topics (for example, at the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich, Barbara

1

The student in question defended her Master’s thesis under the title Die Figur des Oskar Matzerath in
Günter Grass’ Roman “Die Blechtrommel” und in gleichnamiger Verfilmung Volker
Schlöndorffs (Osijek, 2002).
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Schauer defended her thesis titled Günter Grass Prosawerk “Die Rättin” und die
gleichnamige Verfilmung von Martin Buchhorn2 in 2000).
To this day, I have supervised approximately forty-five Master’s theses dealing
with film adaptations of German literary works out of more than one hundred Master’s
theses in German literature in general.3 Regarding the topics, the students have chosen
works related to the Holocaust (for instance, Anne Frank’s Diary, Markus Zusak’s The
Book Thief, Jurek Becker’s Jacob the Liar, Salomon Perel’s Ich war Hitlerjunge
Salomon, Thomas Keneally’s Schindler’s Arc, B. Schlink’s The Reader), to children’s
and young adult literature (fairy tales Snow White and Hansen and Gretel, Johanna
Spyri’s Heidi, Erich Kästner’s Lottie and Lisa / The Parent Trap, Cornelia Funke’s Ink
World, Wolf Durian’s Bill of the Black Hand, Michael Ende’s The Neverending Story,
Christiane F.’s We Children from Bahnhof Zoo, Tommy Jaud’s Full Idiot, Benjamin
Lebert’s Crazy, Robert Musil’s The Confusions of Young Torless) – and, of course,
literary fiction. More canonical titles include Thomas Mann’s The Death in Venice,
Theodor Fontane’s Effi Briest, Arthur Schnitzler’s La Ronde and Dream Story, Bertolt
Brecht’s Baal, Heinrich Mann’s Small Town Tyrant / The Blue Angel, Klaus Mann’s
Mephistopheles, Heinrich Böll’s The Clown, Stefan Heym’s The Architects, Elfriede
Jelinek’s The Pianist, Patrick Süskind’s The Perfume, Max Frisch’s Homo Faber,
Friedrich Dürrenmatt’s The Visit of the Old Lady and The Pledge, Heinrich Haller’s
Seven Years in Tibet, and Stephanie Zweig’s Nowhere in Africa.
Moreover, in certain cases, the students compared one literary work with two of
its adaptations (e.g. Dürrenmatt’s novella The Pledge, the German adaptation Es
geschah am hellichten Tag, and Sean Penn’s The Pledge). In addition, there were two
cases of a double comparison (comparing a work of German literature with a work of
English literature as well as their film adaptations). The first case analyzed Thea von
Harbou’s Metropolis and its film adaptation of the same name in comparison with
Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep and The Blade Runner. In the
second case, the student analyzed Benjamin Lebert’s Crazy and Irvine Welsh’s
Trainspotting in comparison with each other as well as with their film adaptations. In
another case, a student explored the issue of novelization based on the comparison
between Dennis Gansel’s film We Are the Night, Jan Berger’s script for the said film,
2
3

The free-of-charge online version can be found at: https://www.grin.com/document/94745.
Available at: https://sites.google.com/site/zeljkouvanovic/Home/mentorstva-ba--i-ma-radova.
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and Wolfgang Hohlbein’s literary template of the same name. Finally, I must mention
the case where a student compared the historical accounts of Hitler’s assassination
attempt of 20 July 1944 with its accounts in English and German literary works, films,
and documentaries. What an unexpected range of research creativity displayed by my
students!

2.
At times, I have a feeling that my students have become too smart! I cannot help
but be filled with academic satisfaction when they (albeit silently) protest against
visiting professors from Germany who claim – during lectures on graphic novels as
adaptations of literary works – that comparing literary works with their film adaptations
is similar to comparing apples to pears, or a Porsche to Škoda! Indeed, there is no
inherent comparability. One might compare two or more objects based on the tertium
comparationis and the intuition that the comparison will bring about valuable insights:
literary works and their adaptations such as theater performances, operas, musicals,
video games, comic strips, music plays, sculptures, paintings, graphic novels, films and
so on – and the other way around, toward the process of novelization.
What methods should be used in these comparisons? I would suggest only
adequate methods, the “new” and “old,” “progressive” and “regressive,” “traditional”
and “subversive,” whichever the label, which suit the nature, structure, and contexts of
the research object(s). It is widely known that film adaptations must be shorter than
books in many cases and that the omitted textual elements prove economization
tendencies of film as a medium in general. An added value of film adaptations are their
contributions in the form of new interpretations, textual and dialogical variations,
updated contexts, contemporary innuendos, innovative problem solving, music scores,
special audio-visual effects, and excellent actresses and actors. Well, if the contrastive
linguists and translatologists are satisfied with the level of justification for their
contrastive analyses and comparisons, then the researchers in the area of intermedial
adaptations must be even more convinced that the comparison between the source
material and its (hopefully) creative transformations in other media is very meaningful –
possibly as some kind of Comparative Creativity Adaptation Studies.
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Of course, it will always be possible to label any video documentation of a
literary work’s theater adaptation a zero-case of film adaptation. However, here the
focus is primarily on the creative changes of literary sources. It is a fact that “the best”
students in literature classes excel at quizzes which test their memory in regard to what
they have read, while others fail these quizzes for various reasons (among others, maybe
because they dislike repetitions of identical stories or because it is in the nature of an
innovative human being to change, enrich, and actualize the stories they are already
familiar with?). Interestingly, it is the latter who could become successful in film
adaptation projects because they do not instinctively copy/paste what they read, but they
wish to show that variations and re-imaginings on the horizon of contemporariness are
important contributions to approaching diverse, multifaceted truthful possibilities – as
opposed to only one (dogmatic) truth to be repeated collectively. Similarly, high-quality
scriptwriters seem to be able to creatively disregard the precise details in works by
literary authors. Instead of being focused on factual fidelity to literature works, film
adaptation crews tend to play with political and philosophical messages, settings, and
main characters of literary works they transform or (partly) interpret into the medium of
motion pictures.

3.
Undoubtedly, one might agree that books are similar to films (our imagination
makes spontaneous moving pictures while we read) and films are, as it were, similar to
books

(audio-visual,

graphic,

verbal,

costume-design,

theatrical,

musical,

choreographical, camera-eyed, and montage-finalized texts). A film director possibly
has the same problems as experienced by the editor of collection of papers – both are
mosaic-building, multi-leveled team operations. Furthermore, what if a university
professor undertook a task to shoot a feature film with his students as a creative film
interpretation of a literary work? Could this be recognized as having the value of a
research monograph or a collection of original papers? Could I, therefore, claim that my
films, Professor Romulus geht in die Rente (Professor Romulus Gets Retired, 2015)4
4

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hkWwTtcCxrI – Professor Romulus geht in die Rente
(Professor Romulus Gets Retired, 2015, 41 min.) – I worked as a producer, film director, and cameraman,
I provided the main idea for the film adaptation of Fr. Dürrenmatt’s drama Romulus the Great, I
conducted the screenplay preparations, I authored most of the screenplay, I controlled all postproduction
segments, choice of film music, and the publication on YouTube channel ssstaycoool on 8 October 2015.
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and Osijek Sweet Osijek (2017),5 represent legitimate promotion points for my
university career? And if not, why?
On another note, I was a guest editor in the Matrix Croatica (Matica hrvatska –
ogranak Osijek) journal Književna revija (vol. 2008, no. 1) with the thematic title
Filmske adaptacije engleske i njemačke književnosti (Film Adaptations of English and
German Literature), whereby I organized a team of translators who rendered into
Croatian a selection of already published papers (in English and German) by Simone
Winko, Paul Wells, Imelda Whelehan, Deborah Cartmell, Peter Schott, Thomas
Bleicher, Markus F. Müller, Ralf J. Schröder, Julian North, Jacquelyn Kilpatrick, Roger
Lüdeke, Benno Wagner, Michael Braun, Sven Hanuschek, Vivian C. Sobchack, Edward
A. Kearns, Paul W. Rea, Hans-Edwin Friedrich, Thomas J. Slater, and Volker Behrens.
In the same year, Matrix Croatica published my (co-authorial) book Književnost i film.
Teorija filmske ekranizacije književnosti s primjerima iz hrvatske i svjetske književnosti
(Literature and Film. Theory of Film Adaptation of Literature with Examples from
Croatian and World Literature, 2008). My three chapters included Intermediality:
Literature and Film. Adaptation Studies in the context of Cultural Studies,
Postmodernist Poetics in Literature and Film, and Time and Space in Film Adaptations
of Croatian Dramas. One co-authorial chapter (with Ms. Snježana Opačak, whose
Master’s thesis I supervised) titled The Roman-Catholic Church during the Second
World War – a Victim and/or a Helpless Observer (or Something Else)? Films The
Ninth Day (2004) and Amen, (2002) and Their Source Text. The fifth chapter is my
translation of Robert Stam’s seminal text “Introduction: The Theory and Practice of
Adaptation” (2005). The final chapter of the book is my translation of Phyllis Zatlin’s
“From Stage to Screen: Strategies for Film Adaptation” (2005).
In German, there is a difference between the pension for clerks / civil servants (“Pension”) and pension
for other types of workers (“Rente”). In Germany, university professors are clerks (“Beamten”) and they
get a “Pension.” The title of my adaptation suggests an unfavourable status changes that could take place
in Germany in the year 2075.
5
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dl23IQ0QHC8&t=95s – Osijek Sweet Osijek (2017,
44 min.) – I worked as producer, director, and cameraman; I provided the main idea for the adaptation of
Gottfried Keller’s novella; I authored the screenplay in collaboration with the student Amra Hodžić; I
provided the idea and co-authored (with student Vanessa Ivanković) the song We Want to Travel to
Switzerland; I lent the voice to Gottfried Keller at the Central Library of Zurich; I controlled all segments
of post-production; I recorded the music and students’ singing used in the film; I chose the additional film
music; I published the film on YouTube channel ssstaycoool on 4 March 2017. The production was part
of the research project UNIOS INGI 2015-11. There is also a shorter, subversive version of Osijek Sweet
Osijek called Nothing Compares to Zurich: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yLrcO03KTJ8.
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4.
My further publications dealt with topics such as the following: Patrick
Süskind’s perfumer Quasimodo becoming a lovable character in Tom Tykwer’s The
Parfume (1985), Grass’s apocalyptic female rat character in both the novel The Rat and
its film adaptation, E. T. A. Hoffmann’s The Sandman, Ira Levin’s The Stepford Wives
and their film adaptations, Golda Meir’s speeches, dialogues, and interviews in
comparison with their counterparts in Ingrid Bergman’s re-enactment in the film A
Woman Called Golda (1982), an intermedial poetological comparison between poppostmodernism in German literature and Pedro Almodóvar’s films, religion and
criticism of religion in Sally Perel’s autobiography Ich war Hitlerjunge Salomon (1990)
and Agnieszka Holland’s film Europa Europa (1990) and, finally, Wladimir Kaminer’s
Russian Disco perceived through the prism of Oliver Ziegenbalg’s adaptation.
Another three publications dealt with film adaptation issues in the Croatian
literature: socialist collectivism in two film dramas by Krsto Papić (Playing Hamlet in
the Village Mrduša Donja and Living with My Uncle) compared to their literary
hypotexts by Ivo Brešan and Ivan Aralica, as well as the dramatic challenges of
choosing between the left or the right wing in the Croatian Home Guard (domobrani)
army section during World War II and in the post-war period in the films U gori raste
zelen bor (1971) and Četverored (1999), and, finally, Miroslav Krleža as the adaptor of
the novel The Cricket under a Waterfall (and of The Finale) and Mario Fanelli as the
director of the film The Way to Paradise (1970).

5.
Unfortunately, I also have several unpublished conference talks on the issue of
adaptation studies, for which I usually blame my administrative tasks, obligations as
visiting professor abroad, family duties and, consequently, lack of time. Hence, let me
list these conferences and the corresponding talks. First, I would like to mention the
tenth annual conference of the Association of the Adaptation Studies, held at the
University of London (Institute of English Studies, School of Advanced Study), in the
Senate House on 24 and 25 September 2015. The title of the conference talk was “The
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Reflection of Zagreb’s Exterior and Interior as Well as of Centre and Periphery of the
Urban Life as Seen in Selected Adaptations of Croatian Literature.”
Second, at the international conference within the research project at the
Johannes Gutenberg University of Mainz under the title Medienkonvergenz,6 held from
3 to 5 December 2015, under the title Adaptation and Perception: Media Convergence I
delivered a conference talk titled “On Some Divergences and Convergences of Bodies
and Media in Philip Kaufman’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being (1988) and David
Cronenberg’s Videodrome (1983) and eXistenZ (1999).” This conference talk was
recorded with my camera and published on YouTube7 (so that the reader can get the
impression of the atmosphere from this quite interesting conference).
Third, I also delivered a talk (on 23 February 2017) at the First international
conference of the English Department of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences
in Osijek on Adaptation Studies under the title Adaptation: Theory, Criticism, Pedagogy
held from 23 to 25 February 2017 with the title “Changing Values of Johanna Spyri’s
Heidi (1880/1881) and Its Film Adaptations (1937-2015) within the American, British,
and German-Speaking Cultures.”
Fourth, I must admit that I still have not prepared the paper based on my
presentation for the Association of Adaptation Studies’ twelfth Annual Conference
Returns, held at De Montfort University, Leicester on 18 and 19 September 2017 with
my conference talk held on 19 September 2017 under the title “Alexander Sokurov's
Faust (2011) as Free Interpretation of the Faust Legend, Goethe’s Drama and Thomas
Mann’s Novel.” However, I again have a YouTube proof of my 15-minute
presentation.8

6.
As is well-known, one of the aims of international research conferences might be
– in addition to experimenting with one’s own ideas, new methods, new analyses of old
and new research objects in new comparative and intermedial contexts, and
experimenting with new syntheses (or already published papers) in front of the public of
fellow researchers – making new contacts and expanding the existing networks (and the
6

Available at: https://www.medienkonvergenz.uni-mainz.de.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5K8DmsdCUE.
8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JXdnZExDRlk.
7
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list of Facebook friends!). Had it not been for the aforementioned 2015 Mainz
conference and my attendance there, the project UNIOS INGI 2015-11 would not have
taken place. Thanks to meeting the most kind and most charming Professor Kamilla
Elliott of the Lancaster University (UK) and her continuous interest in my work (well,
she mistakenly thought I was from the Czech Republic due to my lecture on Milan
Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being), I had a special pleasure and honor of
inviting Professor Elliott as the Invited Researcher in my project, which was then jointly
formulated and titled as Transculturality / Transmediality: British / American, German
and Croatian Film Adaptations of Literature 1990–2015 (UNIOS INGI 2015-11) and
financed by the Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek in the period between
March 2016 and March 2017.9 The present collection of papers should be considered
the (almost) final dissemination portal for a number of papers presented at the 2017
Osijek Adaptation Conference; nine papers have already been published in the thematic
section of the journal Anafora: Journal of Literary Studies,10 guest-edited by Dr.
Ljubica Matek.

7.
The Osijek conference on Adaptations11 was not originally planned as an activity
within the UNIOS INGI 2015-11 project. However, the project team was eager to
formulate a CFP and assign the Department of English of the Faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences in Osijek as the organizer, with the Project and the Association of
Adaptation Studies as the main professional promoters. Although the project team was
more pessimistic than optimistic concerning the prospect of adaptation researchers
coming to Osijek in February 2017, the response from both international and national
researchers and students (BA, MA, and PhD students) was amazing. The Osijek
Subdepartment of English Literature Studies, headed by my co-chair Dr. Ljubica Matek
9

Available at: https://issuu.com/z.uvanovic/docs/univ_osijek_ingi_projekt_2015_uvano,
https://www.unios.hr/provedba-i-rezultati-internog-natjecaja-sveucilista-josipa-jurja-strossmayera-uosijeku-za-prijavu-znanstvenoistrazivackih-i-umjetnickih-projekata-na-program-gost-istrazivac-ingi2015,
and
http://www.glas-slavonije.hr/314542/25/Projekt-Britanskeamericke-njemacke-i-hrvatske-filmskeadaptacije-knjizevnosti.
10
http://www.ffos.unios.hr/anafora/vol-4-no-2-2017.
11
https://sokrat.ffos.hr/adaptation,
https://sokrat.ffos.hr/adaptation/dat/s_53/File/BOJA%20ADAPTATION%202017%20Conference%20Pr
ogrammeI.pdf, and https://issuu.com/z.uvanovic/docs/osijek_adaptation_2017_conference_p.
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at the time, did the most excellent job during the entire conference procedure. I have
never attended a better organized international conference – and even a precise
certificate of attendance for all participants was issued!

8.
The abovementioned conference was the first international conference on
adaptations in Osijek and in Croatia. Due to the Erasmus bilateral agreement between
the Lancaster University and the Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek, we can
most assuredly expect a continuation of collaboration with Professor Kamilla Elliott as
well as additional conferences on various topics from the field of Adaptation Studies. In
the end, I must congratulate my colleague Dr. Ljubica Matek on her immense
intelligence, charm, and truly hard work on the project, on the 2017 Osijek Adaptation
conference, on the editing of thematic block in the Anafora journal, and on the
tremendous co-editing work on this collection of papers. I somehow feel that my
mission of fighting for this comparative research approach has been fully justified and
fertile. I hope that new colleagues and students will pursue this matter and reach new
insights and results, and I can assure you that I will continue with this type of interest –
and possibly try to make contacts with the world of film industry and professional
scriptwriting. Why not, for example, join the James Bond productions, perhaps as the
secret advisor for all adaptation issues…?

9.
I would like to conclude this epilogue with my reflections on the differences
between the adaptation Osijek Sweet Osijek (2017) and Nothing Compares to Zurich!
(2017). After many peripeteia with casting, I managed eventually to shoot enough
scenes for two diverging adaptation versions which used the same core scenes shot in
Osijek and differed in the tone of voice-over of the spirit of Gottfried Keller in the
Central Library Zurich as well in the function of the main film song We want to go to
Switzerland (“Wir wollen in die Schweiz verreisen”). In Osijek Sweet Osijek, Zurich
and the whole Switzerland transform to a trap of exploitation, disappointment and
humiliation, so that the two Osijek students of German return to their beloved home
town and the Slavonian folk songs accompany sepia-toned scenes of the beauty of
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Baranja and the city of Osijek. In Nothing Compares to Zurich! I changed the tone of
my voice for the spirit of Gottfried Keller who manipulates various people to immigrate
to Switzerland. The song “We want to go to Switzerland” remains here the guiding line
up to the end of the story about brain drain and human capital profits for Switzerland.
Even the famous face of the main character of the film Professor Romulus geht in die
Rente (2015) lives in Zurich: Antonio Matić pretends to be a Bosnian Osijek student
singing German opera scores and Bosnian folk songs in the streets of Zurich! And the
swans from the Zurich Lake contribute to the positive tone of this adaptation version.
Practically, this film adaptation is an experiment, a manipulation of the film director,
without a previous notice, kind of a subconscious surprise emerging all of a sudden, a
post postproduction montage game version 2.0. I beg your pardon for that double game!
Sorry! Hmmm, what to do? I show you finally several screenshot from both adaptations
and say humbly: “That’s all folks!”

Osijek Sweet Osijek
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dl23IQ0QHC8
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Nothing Compares to Zurich!
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yLrcO03KTJ8
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☺
https://sites.google.com/site/zeljkouvanovic
http://bib.irb.hr/lista-radova?autor=211164&lang=EN

222

