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ABSTRACT 

 

Comic books have always been consigned to the childrenôs shelves at libraries and 

bookstores. Recently, however, a massive publishing of comic books designed for the adult 

audience ï called graphic novels ï has caught the attention of academics, critics and the film 

industry. Despite the existence of a vast theoretical bibliography of screen adaptations based 

on novels, those theories can not be satisfactorily applied to the analysis of films based on 

comics and graphic novels, since they do not conceive, among other aspects, the translation of 

the drawings in comics to the photography of film. In this sense, this thesis focuses on an area 

that has not received enough critical attention: the specific case of the translation of comics 

and particularly of graphic novels into films. In light of this, I discuss Alan Mooreôs 

Watchmen and Frank Millerôs Sin City and their respective film versions. In order to support 

this debate, I will draw upon Irina Rajewskyôs categories of intermedial relations as well as 

Pascal Lef¯vreôs considerations about film adaptations of comics. 
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RESUMO 

 

Histórias em quadrinhos sempre estiveram relegadas às estantes infanto-juvenis das 

livrarias e bibliotecas. Recentemente, no entanto, um grande número de publicações de 

quadrinhos destinadas a um público adulto ï os romances gráficos ï tem atraído a atenção de 

acadêmicos, críticos e da indústria cinematográfica. Apesar da vasta bibliografia teórica 

existente sobre adaptações de romances, tais teorias não conseguem, satisfatoriamente, 

explicar as versões fílmicas de quadrinhos e romances gráficos, uma vez que não concebem, 

entre outros aspectos, a tradução da imagem desenhada dos quadrinhos para a fotografia do 

filme. Neste sentido, este trabalho pretende analisar uma área que permanece relativamente 

sem teorização ï o caso específico da tradução de quadrinhos e em especial dos romances 

gráficos para o cinema. À luz dessas questões, analisaremos os romances gráficos Watchmen, 

de Alan Moore e Sin City, da autoria de Frank Miller e suas respectivas versões fílmicas. 

Neste debate, utilizaremos as relações intermidiáticas de Irina Rajewsky bem como as 

considerações de Pascal Lefèvre sobre adaptações fílmicas de quadrinhos. 
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ñIf people failed to understand comics 

it was because they defined what  

comics could be too narrowly!ò 

 (McCloud, Understanding Comics, 3) 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

A Short History of and between the Media 

 

It is common knowledge that the origins of cinema date back to the 1890s, with 

August and Louis Lumi¯reôs celluloid experiments. Not many years later, cinema was already 

recognized as the seventh art and found a definite place within Film Studies departments in 

many academic institutions.  

In general, cinema has always sought for material for their films from other media. 

The most popular inspiration comes from novels. Today, as Deborah Cartmell, Timothy 

Corrigan and Imelda Whelehan explain, film adaptations of works by Shakespeare and Jane 

Austen can be considered film genres on their own (ñIntroduction to Adaptationò, 3). This 

tendency is due to a common ï and certainly also erroneous ï concept that what has achieved 

popularity in one medium will probably achieve it in another. 

Modern comics are older than cinema. According to Thierry Groensteen, modern 

printed comics appeared in the 1830s, with Rodolphe Tºpffer (ñWhy Are Comics Still in 

Search of Cultural Legitimization?ò, 29). However, comics still face resistance when it comes 

to being recognized as art. As a consequence, the critical and theoretical examination of this 

medium is fairly rare. European universities were pioneers in dealing with comics as objects 
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of study and creating research centers in this area. In Brazil, until the mid-eighties, the 

existing works were mostly related to the field of education, in which comics were seen as 

methodological tools for the development of a childôs reading skills. Today, with a few 

exceptions of universitiesô research centers
1
, the comics medium is still working its way 

towards academic and cultural recognition. 

Nevertheless, since their origins, these two media have always conversed with each 

other. Hans-Christian Christiansen mentions that the inspiration for the 19
th
 century comics 

involved cinemaôs motifs, storyline structure and subjects (ñComics and Film: A Narrative 

Perspectiveò, 107). Will Eisner, one of the greatest comic artists of the 20
th
 century goes 

further than that, using cinematographic angles and techniques of chiaroscuro in ñThe Spiritò, 

published for the first time in 1940. The converse is also true: film adaptations of comics date 

from as early as 1900, with a series of films produced by the Edison Film Company based on 

Frederick Burr Opperôs ñHappy Hooliganò (idem). 

This relationship is natural because both arts are essentially narrative, constructed 

under iconic signs. Both comics and films ñhave aesthetic qualities and formal properties, 

such as frames and panels, which have important visual resemblance (...) In addition, both 

comics and films also fit within a certain type of narrative traditionò (Gordon, Jancovich and 

McAllister, Film and Comic Books, xi). 

Even though the relationship between cinema and comics is not a new phenomenon, 

the recent years have witnessed a considerable rise in the number of films based on comic 

books, which have been successful, if not for the critics, certainly in the box-office. Since the 

year 2000, forty-three adaptations of this kind have been listed
2
 and, by the time this thesis is 

being written, a good number of other works are expected to be released soon. There is also a 

                                                 
     1. Such as the Observatório de Histórias em Quadrinhos, at Universidade de São Paulo. 

     2. According to the website Box Office Mojo accessed on March 1
st
, 2010. 

<http://boxofficemojo.com/genres/chart/?id=comicbookadaptation.htm> 
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good prospect for sequels, prequels and remakes of previous works. And, in a few years from 

now, I imagine that comics adaptations will also be considered a film genre on their own. 

This rediscovery of comics as source-texts for profitable films finds two possible 

explanations. First, the fact that some comics have ógrown upô, bringing the need for a new 

category in comics genres. Second, the development of digital technology in cinema. 

Particularly in the case of adaptations of comic books, digital technology has redefined the 

aesthetics of film, creating a necessity to recreate the appearance of the comic book on screen. 

The influence of the comics medium is not limited to the adaptation of plot, characters and 

dialogues, but it also applies to its look, as a result of the transformation in film techniques.  

Even though ócomics cinemaô has become a recurrent practice nowadays, it has not 

attracted much attention from scholars and critics. In this sense, this work results from a 

certain feeling of personal frustration at the disdain with which comics and comic book 

adaptations are generally dealt with. I consider that the relevance of this thesis lies in the 

recognition of comics as an autonomous medium, with mediatic and literary qualities distinct 

from those of literature. Because of this, my argument is that the intermedial transposition of 

comics to cinema ï and therefore of graphic novels to films ï involves more aspects than the 

existing novel-to-film adaptations are able to comprise, which suggests the refutation of some 

recurrent practices in adaptation studies as well as a re-evaluation of the comics medium. 

 

Defining Comics 

 

The use of the word ócomicsô may be confusing, even to those in the field. Robert C. 

Harvey in Comics as Philosophy, explains that ñ[t]he word has a plural form but is singular in 

application. And in its singular form, comic, it can be an adjective for something humorous or 
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another name for a comedian. In short, comics lacks the precision it ought to have for ordinary 

communication let alone serious philosophical deliberationsò (16). 

Perhaps because comics has always been overlooked as a medium, it was not granted a 

common name across the different places where it was established. In many countries, such as 

in Italy, France and Brazil, the label was defined according to aspects of the language of 

comics. In the United States, however, it has always been connected to the humoristic and 

entertaining purposes of the first strips published daily or weekly in newspapers.   

The discussion of what can or cannot be considered comics is also controversial. In 

fact, in most of the existing theoretical publications, the definition of comics is a recurring 

matter. According to Driest (2005), there are two ways used to define comics. The first is by 

the combination of word and image. Inevitably, this definition leads to debates whether this 

combination characterizes comics as a hybrid medium (a mere combination of words and 

images, or of painting and literature), in contrast to a distinct medium on its own. Moreover, 

Driest calls our attention to the fact that, in this approach, sequences of images without words 

cannot properly be considered comics (ñSubjective Narration in Comicsò, 8; 20-21). Second, 

comics is generally defined by the disposition of images in a sequence. With this 

characteristic in mind, Will Eisner coined the term ósequential artô. In his definition, ñcomics 

always consist of at least two distinct images in a deliberate combinationò (qtd. in Driest, 9). 

But Driest warns us that, in this case, single-panel compositions, such as political cartoons are 

not considered comics.  

Although Eisnerôs term confers on comics the status of art, it may erroneously lead us 

to consider, for instance, Egyptian hieroglyphics and the Trajanôs Column to belong to the 

same category as comics
3
. Although it is undeniable that these historical works may have 

been the precursors of comic art, even helping delimitating some possibilities and constraints 

                                                 
     3.  Other examples of works which are broadly considered by McCloud as ósequential artô are pre-Colombian 

manuscripts, the Bayeux Tapestry, óThe Tortures of Saint Erasmusô (1460), and óA Harlotôs Progressô (1731). 

(McCloud, Understanding Comics, 10-17) 
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of the medium, it is not possible to affirm that they are ósequential artô, as Eisner had probably 

conceived the term. On the other hand, as mentioned before, this term denies single-panel 

compositions a place within comics art. In my opinion, these compositions share more visual 

and cultural conventions with comics than do the Trajan Column and Egyptian painting. 

Aligned with Eisnerôs idea of images in a sequence, Scott McCloud elaborates his own 

definition for comics: ñJuxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence intended 

to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewerò (Understanding 

Comics, 9). McCloudôs definition has proven to be useful in several aspects because it does 

not mention any kind of theme, style, material, nor does it make any aesthetic evaluation (22). 

Additionally, it rules out the chances of another frequent misconception involving comics: the 

idea that images are necessarily drawn. This characteristic is generally mentioned in contrast 

with film: while comics images must be ógraphedô by the hand of an artist, films must use 

photographic órealô images. As the discussion in chapter five shall demonstrate, this 

distinction has become more and more useless, especially in our era of digital technologies 

and intermedial possibilities. 

Although it is not within the scope of this thesis to provide a definite answer to this 

apparently never-ending debate, a working definition of the term would be essential to the 

coherence of my work. And this definition would involve form, content and format. 

Therefore, with regard to form, comics can be understood as pictorial and other 

images that: a. may or may not be combined with words; b. are juxtaposed in a deliberate 

sequence or, in the case of single-panel compositions, represent a narrative sequence within 

the static image, and; c. are meant to convey information and/or produce a response in the 

spectator.  
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But when one thinks about comics, the aspect of the medium that comes to mind 

hardly ever relates to the characteristics of the form, but is rather associated to the format 

and/or the content.  

For theoretician Pascal Lefèvre, the format is of great importance because it helps 

shape readersô expectations to comics. The author says that format is defined by its 

materiality (size and paper quality), temporal aspects (publishing regularity) and editorial 

choices (the length of chapters or taboo issues, for example). (The Importance of Being 

óPublishedô, 98) 

Basically, one can identify the following formats of comics nowadays: comic books, 

comic strips, single-panel cartoons, manga magazines, graphic novels, European album series, 

webcomics, fanzines, minicomics and small press comics in general. Yet, in many cases, the 

boundaries that define certain comics formats can be blurred. And needless to say, this 

categorization is open to the inclusion of new formats. 

In relation to content, the word ócomicsô is defined in this work as an umbrella term 

for several genres. In this sense, it is worth stressing that comics is not a (sub)genre of 

literature but it is a medium on its own. And as happens with other media such as literature 

and film, it has its own genres. The Michigan State University library has listed forty-five 

different genres of comics
4
 and it is believed that this number may be even greater. This 

categorization of comics in genres may come as a surprise to some accustomed to ñthose 

bright, colorful magazines, filled with bad art, stupid stories and guys in tightsò (McCloud, 

Understanding Comics, 2). This common assumption portrays a wrong image of comics, one 

that narrows the medium down to a single genre, the American superhero comic book genre, 

considered an infantile, poor quality reading and seen as violent and vulgar by educators.  

 

  

                                                 
     4. <http://comics.lib.msu.edu/rri/grri/genre.htm#genres> Accessed on May 20, 2009. 
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The three aspects proposed (form, content and format) work together to define comics 

for formal purposes and also personally. In the readerôs mind, one aspect does not exclude the 

others; yet they overlap, working together to build a personal (but also culturally-influenced) 

definition of comics. This is why one can immediately recognize a work of comics, but 

cannot easily define or explain its characteristics.       

 

From Comics to Graphic Novels 

 

As Thierry Groensteen explains, during the nineteenth century comics was intended 

for adults and was published in book form. But as soon as it became a press phenomenon, it 

acquired the readership of children. Since then it has been consigned to the strips in 

newspapers and the childrenôs shelves at libraries and bookstores. For many decades, comics 

distribution in the United States was limited to mass production of superhero comic books
5.
 

Academic studies on comics were limited to the works of educators who, mainly inspired by 

Dr. Werthamôs Seduction of the Innocent (1954), believed that the rise of juvenile 

delinquency was a consequence of the negative influence of comics.  

In the 1960s, comics started the process of re-conquering adult readership. The 

underground ñcomixò
6 
movement came as a way to get around the censorship of the Comics 

Code Authority, which was set up after Dr. Werthamôs book was published. Heavily inspired 

by the hippie wave of the sixties, underground comics such as the work of Robert Crumb, 

depicted the countercultureôs view of political and social aspects of the time with humor and 

sarcasm.  

                                                 
     5. In Europe, in opposition to what happened in the US, authors like Hergé, Hugo Pratt and Guido Crepax 

have had a fundamental role in keeping comics at a position of recognition among adult readers in the 20
th
 

century. 

     6. At that time, the letter óxô from the word ñcomixò was said to designate the x-rated kind of comics, the ones 

that depicted excessive violence, use of drugs and sexual issues. 
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From the 1970s but especially from the 1980s onwards, the underground movement 

inspired the development of a more mature branch of comics, still designed for adults, but not 

necessarily with a subversive approach to sex, drugs and violence. Charles Hatfield labels 

them óalternative comicsô. He explains that alternative comics ñhave enlarged the comic 

bookôs thematic repertoire by urging the exploration of genres heretofore neglected in 

comicsò (Alternative Comics: An Emerging Literature, x). 

The inappropriateness of the label ócomicsô when referring to such works forced the 

designation of a new term. Therefore, in 1978, Will Eisner coined the expression ñgraphic 

novelò as he referred to his work A Contract with God, a novel-length comic book. Two 

aspects differentiate graphic novels from comic books. The first are the themes, which 

abandon the superheroes of the Gold and Silver Age to which the most well-known 

characters, such as Superman, Batman and Spiderman, among others belong. Within the 

comics medium, the graphic novel category encompasses many different genres, with an 

emphasis on autobiographical, reportage and historical fiction themes. 

The second main difference is the format. In opposition to the never-ending issues and 

episodes of superhero comic books, graphic novels do not usually have a large serialization. 

The linear narratives are often published in one single volume or in a limited series and are, 

for the most part, written/drawn by a single artist. In this sense, it is possible to say that 

graphic novels are closer to literature than comic books, due to the literariness of their 

narratives. 

However, the label ógraphic novelô has caused some discomfort among theorists and 

critics because of the approximation to literature it implies, among other things. For Charles 

Hatfield, for example, the ógraphic novelô is often mistakenly invoked as a new form. It is 

also an inaccurate label because ñit has lost its true meaning that was to denote a distinct 

genre and has become an all-purpose tag for a vague new class of social objectò (5). On the 
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other hand, Hatfield points out that it has conveniently succeeded in attracting greater 

attention and recognition from academia and reviewers as occurred with the English novel, 

which was once considered a disreputable form of literature. 

Along the same lines, Alan Moore thinks that his work Watchmen could be considered 

a graphic novel because of its density, structure, size, scale and seriousness of theme. 

However, in his opinion, the term has gone astray for marketing purposes and it has come to 

mean ñexpensive comic bookò. He alerts us that lately, DC and Marvel have repurposed old 

comics, putting together many issues under a glossy cover and calling it a graphic novel. This 

attitude tends to ñdestroy any progress that comics might have made in the mid-80ôsò 

(Kavanagh, 2000). 

Artist Eddie Campbell has published a Manifesto (2004) in which he clarifies some 

disagreements and misunderstandings involving the term. Among other points, he explains 

that ógraphicô does not mean anything to do with graphics and that ónovelô does not mean 

anything to do with novels. For him, it signifies a movement rather than a form, so one should 

not worry about defining it. Yet, for this thesis, an attempt definition seems indispensible. 

It is worth remembering that, similar to the situation of comic books, the discussion 

around the term and the characteristics of the graphic novel affects mainly the United States, 

where the genre is sometimes not fully accepted as a serious practice. In Europe, because the 

comics medium and its genres have reached a favorable position of artistic and cultural 

recognition, conferring literary merit to graphic novels seems to be quite unnecessary. In 

Brazil, as in the States, the translation ñromance gr§ficoò, was an alternative to characterize 

comics which are especially designed for adult readers. 

Even though the controversy surrounding the nomenclature and aware that it is really 

not the most adequate label, the fact is that, in opposition to Eisnerôs ósequential artô or 

Hatfieldôs óalternative comicsô, the term ógraphic novelô has caught on. And even though one 
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may not agree with the formal characteristics implied by the term, it is still useful for practical 

purposes, once it has become usual. 

In this thesis, the terms ócomicsô and ógraphic novelô are not going to be used 

interchangeably. The latter will be used to designate the category of comics intended 

primarily for adult readers and published in a single volume or within a limited series. The 

term ócomicsô will be used to refer to the comics medium in general and its characterizing 

elements.  

Although the most commented and profitable examples of comic book adaptations 

have been those of American comic book superheroes (with some exceptions), I have 

deliberately chosen to work with graphic novel adaptations instead of comic books. They are 

Frank Millerôs Sin City series and Alan Mooreôs Watchmen, two groundbreaking works that 

helped define the graphic novel category. This option is mainly justified by the finite narrative 

of the graphic novel, which is similar to that of the novel, in contrast to the usual never-

ending serial narrative structure of the comic books. This characteristic is fundamental once 

the adaptation theories from which I depart are those which focus exclusively on the relations 

between novel and film.  

The choice of graphic novels does not mean that a comic book-to-film analysis is not 

possible. In fact, some scholars have successfully taken the first steps in this direction
7
. Yet, 

this would require a more thorough analysis, one that would certainly demand space and time 

beyond the possibilities of this thesis. 

 

Methodology and Chapter Division 

 

                                                 
     7. This is the case of two articles on the X-Men franchise in Film and Comic Books (2007) and Will 

Brookerôs chapter ñBatman: One life, Many facesò (Cartmell & Whelehan, 1999). 
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In the first chapter of this thesis, I will present the theoretical works that will guide my 

analysis. These are works on formal aspects of comics and films as well as on the intermedial 

relationships involving film adaptations. Two reasons justify the necessity for references on 

intermediality. First, the hybrid, intermedial nature of both comics and films. Both are mixed 

forms, where verbal and visual elements work together. The second reason is that they may 

serve as support for a kind of adaptation that transposes elements from one medium to 

another. In both respects (the relations within and between the two media), Irina Rajewskyôs 

categories of intermedial relations will be an essential theoretical tool.  

Supported by Pascal Lef¯vreôs article ñIncompatible Visual Ontologies?ò, this thesis 

analyzes the incompatibilities between comics and their film version. Among all the critical 

works researched, this is the only one in which I could see a bold attempt to consider, not only 

the correspondences between the language of comics and of films, but also the issues 

involving the process of adaptation itself. For this reason, and because of the clarity of 

Lef¯vreôs classification, chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 will be organized according to this criticôs four 

categories: the deletion/addition process when transposing comics into film; the unique 

characteristics of page layout and film screen; the sound in film compared to the ñsilenceò in 

comics; and the issues involving the translation of drawings to photography. 

A discussion of the incompatibility of the narrative structure is carried out in Chapter 

2. The narrative always undergoes changes when transposed to the cinema and these changes 

can be additions, condensations and deletions, caused by the discrepancy in the duration of 

the narrative in the two media. As the examples from Zack Snyderôs Watchmen (2009) will 

show, these three changes can be aggravated by todayôs ñcinema of interactionò and by the 

possibilities added by the DVD technology. 

The second incompatibility discussed will be the difference between the layout of the 

page and the layout of the screen. Thus, Chapter 3 analyzes Frank Millerôs Sin City in terms 
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of the elements that make up the comics page (the panels, the gutters and their disposition on 

the page, for instance) compared to the film screen specificities.  

The third point mentioned by Lefèvre refers to sound in film, in contrast with silence 

in comics. In this respect, it is possible to say that sound elements in film include narration 

(through both the characterôs voice and the voice-over) and soundtrack. On the other hand, 

comics is regarded as a mute medium, in which ñsoundò can be expressed ï but never heard ï 

through the balloon/text font and the onomatopoeia, a strategy typical of comics. In Chapter 

4, the sound aspect of Mooreôs and Snyderôs Watchmen will be studied. 

Finally, there is the incompatibility in the transposition of drawings in comics to 

photography in films. Therefore, Chapter 5 mentions the directorôs storyboard and the concept 

art panels as intermediary steps between comics and films. In addition, although it is true that, 

most of the time, comics are drawn images and films are photographed images, both media 

have been deeply affected by the use of digital technology. And the images that result from 

that intervention have created distinct visual aesthetics for cinema ï as it happened with 

Robert Rodriguezôs Sin City ï and for comics as well. 

One aspect in Lef¯vreôs theory must be clarified. Although the author claims to be 

dealing exclusively with film adaptation from comics, it is possible to say that only the last 

aspect refers specifically to comics-to-film adaptations. Or, in other words, the first three of 

his points can also be applied to the case of novel adaptations. In this respect, my argument is 

that the main difference between novels-based films and comics-based films lies in Lef¯vreôs 

fourth aspect, since novels, unlike comics, do not have images. 

Besides the above mentioned references, other supplementary theoretical support will 

be sought according to each chapterôs specific subject.  
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As a final word for this introductory chapter, I would like to make clear that, although 

it is known that the boundaries and theoretical bases of this field are not yet well-defined, this 

thesis does not intend to propose a premise or to mention examples that will explain all cases 

of comic book adaptations. In fact, by the end of this study, the reader may come to the 

conclusion that I have raised more questions than answers. Nevertheless, my hope here is to 

foster the debate on comics, reaffirming their place in adaptation studies. 
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In order to move in the direction of another medium,  

the ñbeingò of the story, insofar as it exists,  

has to dress up in a space suit, as it were,  

which can allow it to confront a temporary  but dangerous  

state of weightlessness. If the translation succeeds,  

the story will accept a greater weight, or a loss of weight. 

(Gaudreault and Marion, 69) 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1: INTERMEDIAL RELATIONS  

 

Notions on Intermedial Studies 

 

For many years, the relations between two media were mainly known as Interarts 

Studies or Comparative Arts. Indeed, any study in the field is generally conducted by 

comparing as many media and practices as possible. However, both terms ï Interarts Studies 

and Comparative Arts ï are inadequate in face of the impossibility of defining what can and 

what cannot be considered óartô, especially in recent times, in which there has been a 

proliferation of hybrid, popular and mass art forms. In this respect, the once legitimated 

academic disciplines ï painting, sculpture, music, and literature ï have had to co-exist with 

other forms: the faculties of Beaux Arts, with forms that are not judged so ñbelleò and not 

considered by many as ñartò and the faculties of Letters, with texts formed by semiotic 

elements other than letters and words. 

Another way of approaching the relation between two media is considering it a 

translation. For Roman Jakobson, there are three types of translation: the intralingual (a 

paraphrase of a text of the same language), the interlingual (the recreation of a text in a 

different language) and the intersemiotic (the interpretation of verbal signs by means of a non-
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verbal sign system) (Jakobson, 1971). There are two inconveniences in Jakobsonôs category 

of intersemiotic translation, which tend to favor literature over the other forms: first, the term 

ñtranslationò still has a strong connection to literary texts; second, if strictly considered, 

Jakobsonôs definition places the verbal signs as the only possible source-text. Since 

translation is not a one-way process ï literature can be either the source-text or the target-text 

ï, we should also consider the interpretation of non-verbal signs by means of a verbal sign 

system, not to mention the interpretations involving hybrid media. In this sense, and also in 

relation to the term ñtranslationò, Claus Cl¿verôs concept of intersemiotic transposition seems 

a more appropriate alternative: ñthe transfer of one system of signs into another and, usually, 

from one medium to another as wellò (Inter textus/ Inter arts/ Inter media, 15).  

However, besides the relations between different media, for the purposes of this thesis 

it is also important to understand the intermedial relations within a single medium. A novel, 

for example, is made up of a verbal semiotic system, while comics, like films, is a hybrid 

medium, made up of verbal and visual systems. These characteristics must be taken into 

account in order to provide us with a more accurate analysis.  

In this respect, the concept of Intermediality
8
 offers a more suitable alternative for this 

investigation for its wider scope: not only does it conceive the relations between two or more 

media but also the intermedial aspects within a single medium.  

 

The contribution of Irina Rajewsky 

 

As explained, because it comprises both the relations within and between media, Irina 

Rajewskyôs theory will be used to support the analysis of specific aspects of film and comics 

and between these two media. According to Irina Rajewsky, there are three sub-categories of 

                                                 
     8. According to Irina Rajewsky, intermediality refers to relations between media, to medial interactions and 

interferences. 
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Intermediality: intermedial reference, media combination and media transposition. She also 

explains that one single mediatic configuration can fulfill the criteria of two or even three 

intermedial sub-categories. 

 

a. Intermedial Reference 

 

According to Rajewsky, in intermedial references a text of one medium evokes or 

imitates an individual work produced in another medium, a specific medial subsystem (such 

as a certain film genre) or generic qualities of another medium. This is an extremely common 

practice and it can be used for a variety of reasons and objectives. Generally, an intermedial 

reference is a way to pay homage to a particular work or to create an ñillusion-forming 

qualityò inherent to the techniques of a certain medium. It is therefore intertextuality between 

media. 

In our corpus, for example, this reference occurs in Frank Millerôs Sin City series, 

which evokes the aesthetics of the film noir, especially because of the strong contrast between 

light and shadow. Another intermedial reference can be identified in the structure and 

atmosphere of hard-boiled detective novels. Sin City makes reference to the typical characters 

of these novels ï the femme fatale, the detective or the police officer ï as well as to the style 

of narration ï first-person monologues with short sentences of strong effect.  

The opposite also happens: several films evoke formal qualities of comics. One of the 

most remarkable examples is Ang Leeôs Hulk (2003). In several moments, the director uses 

the split screen to evoke the disposition of frames in the comics page (see fig. 1). Also, in the 

final credits, the names of the cast and staff appear within comics balloons. The result of this 

effect is that the spectator is constantly reminded of the ñsource-textò: that what he is 

watching is not only a film, but a film version of a comic book.   
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Fig. 1: The split screen and the final credits in Hulk 

 

 

Despite its relevance to Intermediality and intermedial phenomena, which can be 

attested through the frequency it is used in all kinds of media, the focus of this thesis is not on 

intermedial references. Instead, for our purposes, the other two categories proposed by 

Rajewsky shall provide us with the necessary tools to examine two cases of graphic novel 

adaptations and their differences from novel-to-film adaptations. 

 

b. Media Combination 

 

This category considers the combination of ñat least two conventionally distinct media 

or medial forms of articulationò within a certain text (52). Most cultural products nowadays 
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are composite forms resulting from media combination and, depending on the way the signs 

are combined, they can be considered multimedia, mixmedia or intermedia texts.  

Films, for instance, are considered multimedia texts, because they combine coherent 

separable texts, formed by different media. In fact, cinema is known to be the ultimate 

multimedia medium
9
 because it is able to put together, more than any other form, several 

other media (music, dance, theater, etc). Although the media within a motion picture can be 

separated, it is almost certain that this separation would distort or neglect the overall meaning 

of the film.  

Comics, on the other hand, is considered a mixmedia text because it ñcontains 

complex signs in different media that would not reach coherence or self-sufficiency outside 

that contextò (Cl¿ver, ñEstudos Interartesò 8). Indeed, one of the main characteristics of 

comics is its juxtaposition of the verbal and the visual texts. And it is precisely this 

combination of pictures and words that represents one of the causes of prejudice against 

comics, especially in Western culture
10

. For a long time in our tradition, pictures and words 

have been appreciated separately. Forms in which the two are juxtaposed are generally 

despised: novels with images are considered illustrated books for children; paintings should 

not have titles that explain what the image has attempted to represent.  

Indeed, as René Magritte would probably agree, the relationship between word and 

image is one of treason
11

. The drawing of a pipe is not a real pipe; in the same way, the word 

ópipeô is a linguistic convention created to designate a real pipe, but is not a real pipe either.  

In comics, word and image can be combined in multiple ways, causing different 

effects to the narrative. In old comics, for example, there was a strong parallel between both ï 

most of the time, the text only confirms what the image shows. However, rather than simply 

                                                 
     9. Or, as Clüver defines, a plurimediatic form (Pós: 2, 15). 

     10. In some Eastern cultures, image/text combination is not so problematic. One of the reasons may be 

because the pictorial element is present in the language; the letters are not completely dissociated from the 

image. Chinese and Japanese follow this pattern. 

     11. In reference to Ren® Magritteôs well-known painting The Treachery of Images (1929). 
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illustrating the text or explaining the image, in contemporary comics, new relationships have 

been established: words, for instance, can add a soundtrack or even contradict the image
12

.  

In fact, more than the meaning produced by either verbal or visual text considered 

separately, the relation between the two systems produces meaning that neither of them is 

able to express alone. It is possible to say that the juxtaposition of verbal and visual texts in 

comics offers the reader a third layer of meaning. It is a narrative that can only be perceived if 

both graphic and textual elements are equally considered.   

One of the possibilities offered by this third layer of meaning came to be known as 

óvisual metaphorô. Although the number of studies on visual metaphors is still not enough to 

define it or to establish its differences from verbal metaphors, it is surely influenced by the 

shared social and cultural experiences that make it possible for readers to recognize and 

interpret a certain symbol or icon and relate it to the main narrative. Like verbal metaphors, 

pictorial metaphors ñtend to represent the unknown, unresolved or problematic in terms of 

something more familiar and more easily imaginableò (El Refaie, ñUnderstanding visual 

metaphor: the example of newspaper cartoonsò, 84). Yet, unlike their verbal counterpart, 

visual metaphors work within two semiotic systems ï words and pictures ï which, together 

with the already naturally recognized symbols and icons, exert a mutual influence on the 

interpretation of a certain frame or group of frames. Therefore, in this sense, the idea that 

images merely show what language tells or that visual metaphors are only equivalents of 

verbal metaphors is undoubtedly mistaken.  

In relation to their function, visual metaphors generally involve images that 

metaphorically echo central themes of the story, ñprovid[ing] subtexts, thereby complicating 

verbal messagesò (McCloud, Reinventing Comics, xiv). These subtexts can be references to 

previous episodes in the narrative or even to real-life events. In an interview to The Comics 

                                                 
     12. See McCloud for seven main kinds of effects produced by image/text combinations. (Understanding 

Comics, 153-55) 
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Journal about Paul Austerôs City of Glass (1994), David Mazzuchelli explains that visual 

metaphors were used to add symbolic and psychological aspects to the identity of the 

characters of the work of novelist Paul Auster. Moreover, the visual metaphors were a 

necessary solution to represent the non-visual text, in the sense that it was not necessary to 

keep Austerôs complete text. 

The metaphor of the maze, for instance, is used twice in Paul Austerôs City of Glass 

and it represents two crucial moments in the narrative. The first happens throughout the first 

pages, in the description of Quinn, the main character. Austerôs novel says that Quinn was 

ñ[l]ost, not only in the city, but within himself as wellò (4). In the graphic novel, the image of 

the buildings in New York is transformed into a maze and, later on, into oneôs fingerprint on 

the window of Quinnôs house (see fig. 2). Thus, it is possible to say that this visual metaphor 

provides two subtexts: the fact that Quinn feels lost in New York (the maze as a metaphor for 

being lost) and the fact that the character has lost his identity after his wifeôs and sonôs deaths 

(the fingerprint as a metaphor for identity) and has been living through the lives of others. 

 

 
Fig. 2: Paul Austerôs City of Glass, page 4. 
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Therefore, as far as Irina Rajewskyôs second category of Intermediality, we can 

conclude that, while both film and comics are hybrid media (once there is a combination of 

multiple media within each of them), considered multimedia and mixmedia texts respectively, 

traditional novels do not fit any of the three categories of media combination because there is 

not a combination of different media in them. 

And yet, after these considerations related to the media combination involving films 

and comics, I side with W.J.T. Mitchell, when he claims that ñ[t]he real question to ask when 

confronted with these kinds of image-text relations is not ówhat is the difference (or 

similarity) between the words and images?ô but ówhat difference do the differences (and 

similarities) make?ôò (Picture Theory, 91). 

Answering Mitchellôs question, I would argue that the analysis of mediatic 

specificities in comics, novels and films in this section offered a better understanding of the 

formal features of each media. This becomes a crucial step as I move on to the next section, in 

which the image-text relations within each isolated medium will profoundly influence the 

distinction between novel-to-film and comics-to-film adaptations. 

 

 

c. Media Transposition 

 

According to Irina Rajewsky, media transposition is ñthe transformation of a given 

media product (a text, a film, etc.) or of its substratum into another mediumò. In this category, 

ñthe óoriginalô text, film, etc., is the ósourceô of the newly formed media productò (51). 

Considered one of the best known processes of media transposition, film adaptations 

have conquered an important place in academic debate through the works of George 

Bluestone, Geoffrey Wagner, Brian McFarlane, Robert Stam and Deborah Cartmell, among 
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others. However, the scope of these works has been mostly limited to novel-to-film 

analyses
13

.  

Yet, while Bluestoneôs, Wagnerôs and McFarlaneôs works may be satisfactorily 

applied to novel-to-film adaptations, these theoretical models have proven to be unsuitable for 

comics adaptations to cinema due to the specificities of each medium and especially because 

of the presence of images in comics. 

In fact, whenever a different medium is involved in the process of transposition, new 

tools for the analysis of adaptations are needed
14
. For example, the adaptation of Hamletôs ñto 

be or not to beò excerpt to the comics medium by Will Eisner cannot be analyzed by means of 

the same theoretical approach used for Kenneth Branaghôs film version of the same excerpt, 

because of the specificities of each target-text. 

By the same token, when we change the source-text medium, new aspects must be 

considered. For instance, a novel-to-film adaptation cannot be analyzed by the same 

parameters as a theater-to-film adaptation. In the case of theater-to-film adaptations we must 

take into account that the dramatic text upon which the film adaptation is based contains 

several stage directions (characterôs costumes, movements, and body expression, for instance) 

that can play a relevant role in the directorôs choices. 

The demand for fidelity has been until now intrinsic to the relations governing most ï 

if not all ï media transpositions. Gaudreault and Marion alert us to the fact that the fidelity to 

the original is impossible to be achieved because ñin moving from one medium to another, the 

                                                 
     13. Except, perhaps, for Cartmell, who deals with types of source-texts for film adaptation other than literary 

texts. 

     14. Besides the kind of medium, the analysis of adaptations must always observe circumstantial elements ï 

the cultural values and norms at the time of the production of the adaptation. As Thaïs Diniz explains, the 

translation (and here, the adaptation is included as an intersemiotic type of translation) ñis not produced in 

perfect laboratory conditions, sterilized and neutral, but in the in-between place of various traditions, cultures, 

and norms. Every translation is therefore a cultural translationò (ñA New Approach to the Study of Translationò, 

40). A good example of the influence of the cultural context may be seen, for instance, in some of Shakespeareôs 

adaptations to cinema, e.g. in Almereydaôs Hamlet (2000) and in Gil Jungerôs Ten Things I Hate About You 

(1999). 
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ósubjectô of a story . . . would necessarily undergo a series of informing and deforming 

constraints linked to what might be called the new mediumôs intrinsic configurationò 

(ñTrans®criture and Narrative Mediatics: The Stakes of Intermedialityò, 58). And, in their 

opinion, in the case of comics-to-film adaptations, the impulse towards faithfulness leads to 

even worse consequences. Chances are that, after watching the film, the reader of a comic 

strip becomes more disappointed than the reader of a novel because of the false idea of 

proximity of the relationship between film and comics media, based on the belief that both tell 

stories through images (68). 

 

The prejudice against comics-to-film adaptations 

 

Besides the lack of specific theoretical approaches, comic book adaptations are 

doomed to carry a double burden: first, the prejudice against comics and second, the prejudice 

against film adaptations. According to Thierry Groensteen, comics is a medium still in search 

of legitimacy from authorities such as universities and museums (ñWhy Are Comics Still in 

Searchò, 29). He mentions four types of frequent prejudice against comics, which he calls the 

ñninth artôs four original sinsò. 

The first prejudice is against the hybrid nature of comics, the result of a combination 

of text and image on a printed page. The conflict involving word and image is an old one, 

dating from Godôs creation of man in His own image or even to Adamôs act of naming 

objects. The supremacy of the word over other forms of expression is intrinsic to our western 

culture, in which image is seen as a danger to our capacity of imagination. However, as 

Groensteen explains, this rivalry has not been prevalent in China and Japan, where the power 

of the word is equally combined with the power of image, resulting in calligraphic signs. For 

these eastern cultures, word and image are represented through the same written lines. In our 
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logocentric culture, this separation of text and image becomes particularly problematic in 

contemporary times, because of the predominance of intermedia and multimedia texts. 

Because of their hybrid character ï in contrast with the ópureô text ï, new media are generally 

condemned to a mediocre, uncertain place within the current academic structure. Comics, for 

example, tend to drift in uncertain seas, somewhere between painting, drawing and literature 

studies
15

.  

The second prejudice towards comics refers to their lack of narrative ambition. 

Because of this, comics has been seen as synonymous with easy, sub- or para-literature. 

Although comics certainly has a narrative quality, this position overlooks the fact that comics 

is an independent medium and, as such, has its own subdivision of genres, which ranges from 

autobiography to new wave works. Groensteen says that the ñonly things it has in common 

with literature are: that it is printed and sold in bookshops, and that it contains linguistic 

statementsò (39). Additionally, it cannot be considered easy or inferior literature for the 

reason that it is a distinct medium. 

The third prejudice is based on the original connections of comics with caricature and 

satire, ñinferiorò branches of visual art. Groensteen reminds us that, since Ancient Greece, 

ñhumor has been regarded as the opposite of harmony and of the sublimeò (40). As mentioned 

earlier, this prejudice is proved wrong in many genres of comics, on which tragedy replaces 

comedy. In the groundbreaking biographical Maus, for example, animal-faced characters 

retell the horrors of the Holocaust. 

Lastly, Groensteen comments that comics propose nothing more than a return to 

childhood. Rather than refuting this last prejudice, the author lays claim to it, explaining that 

it is during the childhood period that we discover comics and learn to love them, once pictures 

offer a naïve pleasure to the illiterate. Although this may be true, it does not necessarily mean 

                                                 
     15. Of course, this situation has been gradually changing because of the emergence of a strong visual culture 

in our western society. 
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that comic books are easier to read than novels only because they have pictures. In order to 

fully comprehend the seductive power of comics, pictures also need to be read, as much as 

words. And, unfortunately, while the traditional education in our schools is able to prepare 

people to satisfactorily interpret words, it fails in training people to interpret images.  

In ñIntroduction to Adaptationò (2008), Deborah Cartmell, Timothy Corrigan and 

Imelda Whelehan explain that adaptations have been long neglected in literary and film 

studies even though they have been a common phenomenon since the beginnings of cinema. 

The authors point out ten reasons that help explain why adaptations are often characterized by 

words such as ñimpureò, ñsecondaryò, ñcopyò, ñinferiorò, ñbetrayalò, etc: 

First, adaptations have long been seen as ñimpure cinemaò, dependant on two art 

forms ï cinema and literature ï and never reaching a mature status of art. The second reason 

is that, similarly to comics, film adaptations were seen as a threat to literacy, ñcrude 

usurpations of literary masterpiecesò. Third, adaptations were consigned to an undefined 

place within academia, with a secondary status within both literature and film departments, 

together with the idea that ñanyone can teach itò. Next, because of the primacy of literature 

over cinema, until recently, adaptations were evaluated only by their closeness to the literary 

source. The fifth reason is that, because of the commercial purposes of film, adaptations are 

accused of turning literature into a commodity. Next, there is the prejudice against the 

production of films in which many people are involved, in opposition to the ñfetishization of 

individual geniusò of the author of the book.  Seventh, an adaptation is for some ñmerely a 

copy of a literary textò, which would characterize it as an insipid version of the ñoriginalò. 

Another reason lies on the fact that, because literature is considered to come first, criticism on 

adaptations used to take literature as the basis for comparison, thus emphasizing what had 

been lost instead of what had been gained in the adaptation. Ninth, the authors say that bad 

adaptations often receive more attention than good adaptations and the case is worse when it 
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is a screen version of a canonical text. On the other hand, people generally tend to forget that 

those adaptations which overtook their source-texts ï such as The Wizard of Oz and Mary 

Poppins ï are, indeed, adaptations. And finally, adaptation criticism generally ignores 

ñshifting social and cultural concerns, other films, genre considerations or even financial and 

production considerationsò.  

These ten reasons corroborate the common use of negative expressions towards 

adaptations compared to the originals, such as violation, usurpation, deformation, 

vulgarization, profanation and bastardization. (Cartmell, Corrigan & Whelehan, ñIntroduction 

to Adaptationò, 1-2) 

Hence, in this respect, comic book adaptations are condemned twice: first, for being 

comics, a hybrid mass cultural product thought to be made for children; second, for being an 

adaptation, an inferior copy of the original, judged only by its fidelity to the primary literary 

text. 

 

 

Literature Review on Comics and Films 

 

Even though films and comics share narrative and visual aspects, theoretical works 

that approximate both arts are still scarce. And the great majority of them are attempts to find 

in comics equivalents to certain film narrative devices. In other words, most of the works in 

the field tend to concentrate on the category of media combination, analyzing the specific 

characteristics of each text separately. Instead, as I shall demonstrate, a better approach would 

be to focus on the process of media transposition.  

In Para Ler os Quadrinhos (1972), Moacy Cirne, one of the pioneer comics theorists 

in Brazil, establishes a comparison between comic and cinematic narratives. First, he draws a 

parallel between the position of the camera and the manipulation of the surface of the image 
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in comics, stating that comics employed cinemaôs resources in its narrative structure and 

aesthetics. Other aspects were also observed: the balloon, the onomatopoeia, the angles, and 

the cuts. In the year 2000, Cirne discusses the subject again in ñCinema e Quadrinhos: Uma 

nova leituraò. This time however, he concentrates on the differences rather than on the 

similarities between the two media. The differences are in the time of reading/projection, the 

cuts, and the agency of narrative. On the type of iconicity of the images in both media, the 

author says that film is not seen as a photographed image in motion or a static drawn image 

and that the use of live-action instead of graphic characters is a permanent reminder of this 

difference. As a conclusion, Cirne declares that cinema and comics are more connected by 

their narrative discourses than by the semiotic aspect centered on image. Yet, in some recent 

films, it is precisely the approximation of the images of the two media that plays the most 

significant role in the adaptation. In Sin City (2005), for example, the photographic 

ñconcretionò (as Cirne calls it) of the film blends with the graphic signs of the comic book 

page in a way that sometimes it is hard for the spectator to define whether a certain image 

belongs to the film or to Frank Millerôs book.  

Also in 1972, Francis Lacassin draws a parallel between the properties of comic strip 

and film language. He calls our attention to the fact that, although the two media share a 

common past of initial unfavorable reception, cinema has been for nearly forty years an art 

recognized and sanctioned by cultural critics, while the comic strip was, until very recently, 

ignored or scorned (ñThe Comic Strip and Film Languageò, 11). Because of that, when 

analyzing the relation between the media, there is a tendency to favor cinema, taking it as 

basis for an investigation of what the comic strip borrows from cinematic language. The most 

relevant aspect of this article is the recognition of this problematic, biased inclination. 

Lacassinôs basic premise in this work is to confront this, proving that ñwith a few rare 

exceptions, the comic strip gathered most of its basic expressive resources without recourse to 
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the cinema, and often even before the latter was bornò (14). In 1827, for example, Rodolphe 

Töpffer inserted long shots into a series of medium shots recounting the loves of his M. Vieux 

Bois. In 1889, Georges Colomb introduced what came to be known as the American shot 

(head-to-knees) in ñThe Fenouillard Family at the Exhibitionò. 

Commenting on Lacassinôs examples, comics theorist David Kunzle says that the 

basic language of comic strips, especially in relation to cinematic elements, was created even 

before Georges Colomb, in German, Dutch, and English broadsheets in the 17
th
 century. 

According to Kunzle, three major figures of the 19
th
 century have developed cinematic 

techniques in comics: Rodolphe Töpffer, Gustave Doré and Wilhelm Busch. Töpffer was 

familiar to parallel cutting, narrow panels, broad panels, panoramic scenes, close-ups to speed 

up the narrative, repetition of frames, camera panning and dollying back (20-21). Dor®ôs 

images portrayed subjective-camera effects, silhouette effects and negative image ï a white 

line on a black background, which was introduced in his La Sainte Russie, 1854 (21-22). 

Buschôs relevance lies in the devices he developed for the rendering of movement, sound, and 

ñpainò effects (22-23). 

Another work that offers some thoughts on the subject is Hans-Christian 

Christiansenôs article, ñComics and Film: A Narrative Perspectiveò, in which the author 

examines the use of cinematographic style ï continuing editing, close-up and point-of-view ï 

in comics. Although it may look like a regression in relation to Lacassinôs de-hierarchizing 

proposal, priority is not given to the cinematic text. Christiansen recognizes that ñwe should 

not look for exact semantic equivalents for particular elements, and that any discussion of the 

means by which the media are used, artistically requires some understanding of the aesthetic 

quality of the mediaò (112). In this sense, even though cinema and comics have equivalences 

in narrative style, Christiansenôs analysis of cinematic devices serves a two-way process. The 

focus is not on how comics employ cinematic techniques, but rather on ñthe way in which 
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cinematic devices are used differently and have a different impact in the two media in the 

construction of time, space and identificationò (113). The author explains that this different 

impact is due to distinct mediatic conventions, cross-cultural recognition of universal figures 

and techniques (such as face-to-face personal interaction) and aspects related to the deep 

structure of visual storytelling, which is based on the universal human experience, such as 

facial expressions and postures. 

In ñDu 7e au 9e art: l'inventaire des singularit®sò, Thierry Groensteen explains that 

greater importance is generally given to the similarities than to the differences between the 

two media. And the reason for this is that comics is still not seen as an autonomous medium. 

Moreover, the paternity of the arts that narrate by means of images is often erroneously 

credited to cinema. Therefore, Groensteenôs article proposes an analysis of comics in terms of 

its distinctiveness, focusing on how its principles have little to do with filmic enunciation. The 

differences between the two media are listed in three categories: a. the field of expression; b. 

the process of creation and; c. the mode of articulation. In the field of expression, Groensteen 

argues that there are at least five differences between the filmic and the graphic image which 

correspond, to a certain extent, to Cirneôs considerations on the iconicity of the images. In the 

second category, the process of creation, Groensteen distinguishes three steps of creation for 

cinema (mise en scène, mise en cadre and mise en chaîne) and two for comics (mise en dessin 

and mise en réseau). The third category, the mode of articulation, relates to three sub-items 

under the mise en réseau step ï the decoupage, the mise en page and the tressage. These 

categories will be fully explained in chapter 3. 

Groensteenôs article has proven to be a reference work among the studies produced in 

the field in the last decades. In my view, this happens for two main reasons. First, because the 

theorist examines the steps of production of each medium, providing comics with different 

steps from the ones often used in film studies, therefore reaffirming comics as an autonomous 
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medium, with its own characteristics. And secondly because, besides examining the 

equivalents in narration, film and comics are approximated in terms of monstration
16

, a 

concept used by Groensteen to designate all aspects related to the representation through 

images (18). In this sense, Groensteenôs text is broader in scope than Cirneôs, Lacassinôs and 

Christiansenôs. However, Groensteenôs analysis remains limited to media combination 

aspects, pointing out similarities and differences between the two media, failing in exploring 

the consequences of his inventory to a case of media transposition. Therefore, the title ñDu 7e 

au 9e artò conveys the misleading idea of a transposition from cinema to comics, known as 

the 9
th
 art.   

The most recent attempt to bring films and comics together is Film and Comic Books 

(2007), edited by Ian Gordon, Mark Jancovich and Matthew P. McAllister. The authors 

recognize that, although both media have a common narrative tradition and formal properties 

that constitute similar visual parallels, they also have distinct audiences, which relates to each 

medium in a different way. Therefore, besides the problems involving comics adaptations, 

Film and Comic Books also deals with the reception of comic books-based films as well as 

recurrent themes adapted, such as the coming-of-age of comics characters.  

Film and Comic Books represents a valuable contribution to the field, particularly for 

its first part, in which Pascal Lef¯vreôs ñIncompatible Visual Ontologies? The Problematic 

Adaptation of Drawn Imagesò is inserted. The main contribution of this article is that it points 

out the elements in each of the media that may present a problem in the directorôs task of 

transposition. Therefore, instead of examining the relations of media combination in each 

medium separately, trying to find film equivalents for comics formal properties (and vice-

versa), this article represents considerable progress from all other works reviewed before 

                                                 
     16. Yet, Groensteen states that the combinations ñtext + drawingò and ñnarrative + monstrationò are not 

equivalents. If the drawing is the exclusive agent of the monstration, the text is not the natural and exclusive 

vehicle of the narrative. However, the truth is that literature is still more related to narrative while painting and 

photography, to the monstration (18; 20). Italics added. 
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because it puts the media combination analysis into practice, applying it to a media 

transposition perspective. I believe this is the correct approach to analyze a comics-to-film 

adaptation and for this reason, Lef¯vreôs theory of adaptation should guide us in this thesis. 

 

The contribution of Pascal Lefèvre 

 

For Pascal Lefèvre, four main ontological differences between comics and film 

language devices are responsible for the fact that ñcomics fans may literally óseeô film 

adaptations as often unfaithful and even disrespectfulò. (3) And these differences influence 

the process of adaptation and generally make the work of the director more complicated. 

The first point is the comics narrative, which must always go through changes when 

transposed to cinema, by means of additions and deletions. Indeed, this is a necessary 

procedure because every medium has its own ñcommunicational energeticsò
17

. Each medium 

offers devices that can be used to tell the story in a particular way. Therefore, the same 

narrative elements that work wonderfully in a comic book or a graphic novel may not work in 

a film. This can also be applied to the plot of a novel, which will always suffer additions and 

deletions when transposed to a film. Pascalôs first aspect, therefore, is perfectly suited to 

novel adaptations too. The only difference in our case is that, in comics, both the text and the 

drawings represent the totality of the narrative, since images also have a narrative potential. 

Thus, when comics is transposed to cinema, the director has to adapt its narrative in two 

levels (text and image). This first point concerning the changes in the narrative will be dealt 

with in the next chapter. 

                                                 
     17. Gaudreault and Marion use this term to designate the way each medium ñexploits, combines and 

multiplies the familiar materials of expression ï rhythm, movement, gesture, music, speech, image, writingò 

(ñTrans®criture and Narrative Mediaticsò, 65) 
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The second problem is the difference between the page and the screen layouts. While 

the comics page is generally made up of several frames separated by gutters, the film screen is 

usually filled with one photogram, unless the director chooses to use the split-screen device, 

explained earlier in this chapter. Additionally, filming and editing are two separate steps of 

production. First, it is shot; then, it is edited. In comics, the drawing and the disposition of 

frames are conceived together. The artist cannot think of drawing a story without first having 

at least a mental draft of the way the actions will be organized on the page. Moreover, with 

the comic book or the graphic novel in hand, one can choose his or her own reading speed, 

turning the pages at will. On the other hand, a film forces the spectator to follow the speed of 

the projection
18

.  

Again, I believe this incompatibility is also true in novels. One page of the novel does 

not correspond to one photogram; the story told in a page of a novel can take several film 

sequences. A similar point is the disparity between the reading of the novel and the speed of 

film projection. A two-hour film projection can condense several hundred pages of a novel 

and eight hours of reading time. Hence, it is possible to say that Lef¯vreôs distinction between 

the page and the film screen layout also relate to the pages of the novel. This will be 

examined in chapter three. 

The third aspect raised by Lefèvre to be dealt with in Chapter 4 refers to the use of 

sound in films in contrast with the ñsilenceò of comics. The author explains that comics are 

closer to silent cinema than to contemporary cinema. And the incorporation of sound in film 

(narration and soundtrack) changed the way the spectator perceives and interprets the images. 

In comics, music, voices and noise can only be suggested by written signs. For the charactersô 

voices, for example, the format of the balloon and the font type can only suggest the 

characteristics of the sound and it is up to the reader to interpret it. Similarly to comics, novels 

                                                 
     18. Except when viewed on a DVD player. In this case, the speed of projection can be manipulated. 
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are also ñsilentò: the reader does not listen to noises described in the novel or to the voice of 

characters. The sound can only be described, so the reader has to conceive a mental and 

individual impression of that sound. Once more, Lef¯vreôs aspect functions for both comics 

and novels. 

The last ontological incompatibility between comics and films is the difference 

between comics drawn images and film photography.  It may be argued that this aspect does 

not refer to animated films because they are also drawn, which is probably correct. However, 

I believe that animated films represent a distinct case for comic book adaptations and deserve 

an analysis on their own. For now, one thing can be said about animated films: if they do not 

undergo the exact same problems of live-action adaptations, they certainly have to deal with 

other problems about their own specificities. 

Lefèvre mentions some distinct qualities between comics and film images. Both use 

flat images and similar shots (long, medium and close-up). And, while in film images move, 

in comics they are static. These three characteristics ï the use of flat images, the distance from 

the camera/reader and the moving/static images ï would also bring together comics and 

photography, from which cinema is directly derived.  

Therefore, the most relevant distinction between comics and film images is perhaps 

the nature of the image, drawn by the hands of artists in comics and photographed in films. 

Lefèvre claims that this is the reason (together with movement) why a film conveys a greater 

impression of realism than comics. Moreover, drawings necessarily contain the signature of 

one artist and, by extension, the artistôs visual interpretation of the world. And the more 

stylized or caricatured the drawing is, the more difficult it is to adapt to cinema because the 

signature of the artist is felt in a stronger manner. (9) 

Lefèvre also calls our attention to the fact that long-running comic book series do not 

tend to have a unique defining style. Because they have been drawn by several artists in so 
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many different styles, there is not a stable iconic meaning to their characters. (10) This often 

happens with superhero comic book series, since most graphic novels are drawn by one 

artist
19

. This makes the analysis of graphic novel adaptations ï the focus of this thesis ï more 

complex because, unlike superheroes such as Batman or Superman, which have already 

become mythical figures with multiple incarnations, graphic novels have only one version, to 

which the comics readers hold on when they watch the film adaptation.  

While Lef¯vre gets to mention that ñ[i]n particular, the visual ontology of a drawing 

seems to be a central issueò (2), he does not acknowledge the reason why this distinction is 

central to the process of adaptation. As the discussion in chapter 5 shall demonstrate, from 

Lef¯vreôs four incompatibilities, this is the only one which cannot be applied to novels as 

well. This identification of comics graphic elements as the main aspect differentiating comics-

to-film adaptations from novel-to-film ones represents my contribution to Lef¯vreôs work. 

 

In this chapter, I have presented the theoretical background supporting the analysis of 

the corpus, which is developed in the following sections. First, after a discussion on the 

appropriateness of the term Intermediality, I have explained the three main forms of 

intermedial relations, as proposed by Irina Rajewsky: intermedial reference, media 

combination and media transposition and pointed to the categories to which comics and its 

adaptation belong. Then, I have assembled a status questionis of the field, up to Pascal 

Lef¯vreôs ñIncompatible Visual Ontologiesò, from which I have derived the main argument of 

this thesis. In the following chapter, I examine the narrative aspects, according to Lef¯vreôs 

first category, of the graphic novel Watchmen and its film version. 

 

 

                                                 
     19. American Splendor is an exception. Since 1976, various artists have narrated the daily life of Harvey 

Pekar, granting the character with each oneôs own personal drawing style. 
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Hence, every time we try to speak of 

 what we see, we speak falsely, 

distorting the very thing  

we are trying to represent. 

 (Auster, The New York Trilogy, 77) 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: NARRATIVE ASPECTS  

 

Literature Review 

 

The first aspect mentioned by Lefèvre refers to the narrative. Although the 

phenomenon of narrative has its roots in oral and pictorial traditions, it is always seen as the 

natural embodiment of written language. The assumption that narrative is an exclusively 

literary event causes the narrative function of pictures to often be ignored in hybrid media. 

However, pictures can narrate as much as words. In the case of films and comics, verbal and 

visual texts have distinct narrative functions, and it is crucial to devote to pictures the same 

amount of attention of the text. 

In comics and in films, narrative
20

 is the result of a sequence of images. In comics, the 

formal elements that narrate are mainly the disposition of frames and gutters on a page ï 

which dictate the rhythm of reading and looking ï as well as the pictures drawn inside the 

frames. 

                                                 
     20. Narrative can be understood as ñthe representation of an event or a series of eventsò (Abbott, 12). 
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However, a single image can also be narrative. In this case, narrative is suggested by a 

single image, without directly representing the narrative events
21
. In Brueghel's ñThe Fall of 

Icarusò (1558), for example, movement is implied, but never shown. In the same way, in most 

single-panel cartoons, narrative is also implied either through a representation of a cause and a 

suggestion of an effect (as in fig. 3) or through distinct positions or moments of one or more 

characters (see fig. 4). Therefore we can say that, in comics, although narrative is a natural 

consequence of the disposition of pictures in a sequence, one panel can also be considered a 

narrational unit. Moreover, it is worth mentioning that narrative is not necessarily dependent 

on dialogues, as the first example also demonstrates:  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 3: Meehan cartoons: the representation of a cause and a suggestion of an effect. 

 

                                                 
     21. Unless the several intermediary panels composing the movement are actually shown, such as in Jules 

Mareyôs pictures or as in Duchampôs ñNude Descending a Staircase No. 2.(1912)ò 
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Fig. 4: Narrative through distinct positions or moments of one or more characters in Frank Millerôs 300. 

 

 

Because movement is an intrinsic feature of film, it is not possible to consider a 

photogram (a fixed cinematic image) a narrational unit. In films, narrative is the result of 

events, divided into sequences. Narrative is generally constructed by cinematic techniques 

such as ñcamera angle and movements, transitions, montage, as well as the particular 

repertoires of the nonvisual tracksò. (Marie-Laure Ryan, Narrative Across Media, 196) 

In order to understand the narrative events of any medium, the reader/spectator needs 

to be able to decode and ñbelieveò in the formal elements of that specific medium. This 

constitutes a reading protocol that is applied differently for each medium. In order to 

understand a comics narrative, for instance, the reader has to understand the notion of frame 

and the disposition of several frames on a page. S/he must believe that the world of comics 

does not end with the frames borders. A character appearing on several panels is the same, 

represented in different moments in time. And if this character exits right of a frame, s/he will 

not crash against the frame line, but will continue his/her movement on the readerôs mental 

construction of the continuation of the setting. Additionally, the reader has to understand that 
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the panels are often organized in a chronological sequence within the page and, in our western 

society, usually from left to right and from top to bottom. S/he also has to understand that 

between the panels there is a gutter, which represents discontinuation and requires the reader 

to mentally fill in the gaps, elaborating on the events not explicitly shown, in order to connect 

the two frames. 

For film spectators, the situation is quite similar. The spectator also needs to have a 

protocol of cinematic techniques in order to fully comprehend the narrative. S/he must 

acknowledge that the fictional world does not end within the screen borders and that, 

generally, a 180° degree line is observed. S/he must also understand that, the cinematic world 

does not extrapolate the screen to the real world, in opposition to the effect intended by 3-D. 

The viewer must also be aware of the possible effects of the cuts and ellipses to the narrative, 

generally used in flashbacks and flashforwards. And when there are multiple plotlines, the 

spectator must recognize the chronology of each plotline and whether they are simultaneous 

or intersecting. 

The protocol is based on previous personal experiences of the reader/spectator with 

that medium and with some particular genres. The protocol may also vary according to 

cultural conventions. In this sense, for example, a reader accustomed to American superhero 

comics may not have the reading protocol to decode the narrative structures used in Japanese 

manga. In the same way, someone used to classical Hollywood cinema might not be able to 

fully comprehend the specificities of narrative in experimental films. 

In analogies between comics and films, the most recurrent aspect observed is the 

narrative structure, in which the narrative potential of comics has almost always been studied 

according to the narrative techniques of film or, in other words, based on what comics 

borrows from cinematic language. The privileging of film devices in the parallel between 

comics and films narrative aspects has frequently led to a depreciation of comics as an inferior 
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medium, incapable of having its own narrative system. It also conveys the idea that narrative 

in comics cannot be studied on its own, or without being compared to narrative in other 

media. In fact, as Francis Lacassin manages to prove in ñThe Comic Strip and Film 

Languageò, comics narrative devices owe little to cinema, most of them appearing even 

before cinema was born. (14) 

From the authors mentioned in the previous chapter, two relevant works establish a 

parallel between comics and film, with an emphasis on narrative aspects. In Para Ler os 

Quadrinhos (1972) and in ñCinema e Quadrinhos: Uma nova leituraò (2000), Moacy Cirne 

explains that the central element in both narratives is the sequence ï of frames in comics and 

of shots in films. And, in the two media, three elements relate directly to the narrative: the 

cuts (spatial, temporal and spatio-temporal), the ellipses (to mark temporal and/or spatial, 

discontinuity) and the articulation of reading of the comics page in contrast with the film 

projection. 

In ñComics and Film: A Narrative Perspectiveò, Hans-Christian Christiansen observes 

that while there are analogies, there are also interesting differences between the two 

languages. Both media, for example, have their own conventions, norms, cross-cultural 

universals and a deep structure of visual storytelling. On the other hand, the author also shows 

ñthe way in which cinematic devices are used differently and have a different impact on the 

two media in the construction of time, space and identificationò (113). For instance, while 

cinema uses its techniques of cinematic transparency to create strong identification and 

emotional participation of the spectator, comics will never be able to reach that naturalistic 

effect because of its parodic tradition and artificial iconography (118). 

However, while these two theories may provide insightful analyses delimiting and 

comparing individual media, they do not meet our primary concern, that is the analysis of 

media transposition. 
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One of the most acclaimed theories to examine adaptations ï especially filmic ones ï 

is Brian McFarlaneôs model, proposed in his book Novel to Film (1996). The author uses 

Roland Barthesôs narrative functions to compare novels and their film versions, arguing that 

ñtransferred elementsò denote the functions that are more easily and similarly portrayed in 

film, while the ñadapted elementsò are the ones that necessarily have to be altered in the film 

version, demanding more creativity from the film maker. He divides the elements of the 

narrative into two main functions, each with two subcategories (see table 1). 

Although McFarlaneôs model has proved useful for a systematic study of the 

proximity of a film to its source-text, it seems that, in principle, two main issues are 

overlooked: the role of the reader and the visual subtexts and metanarratives present in comics 

and films.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Table 1: Brian McFarlaneôs model for the analysis of film adaptations. 

  

 

The categorization of the narrative elements in narrative functions by the reader 

presupposes an interpretation of the texts. An event that is considered a cardinal function by 

one may well be recognized as a catalyzer by others. Before a novel is adapted, its story must 

be interpreted. In a process of transposition, this will influence the understanding of the 

source-text and, consequently, of the target-text. The film adaptation will always be the 

Narrative 
functions 

Distributional 
functions 

Integrational 
functions 

Cardinal functions: key-points of the narrative. They 
should be transferred. Major changes would cause 

great disaffection. 

Catalyzers: small actions that complement and 
support Cardinal Functions. They accept adaptation 

up to a certain degree.  

Indexes: psychological information about the 
charactersô personality and the atmosphere of the 

narrative, elements which are in most part adapted. 

Informants: name, age, profession of characters and 
also physical details of the scenery, which are simpler 

to be transferred to screen. 
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product of the screenwriterôs or the filmmakerôs understanding of the story. Therefore, in film 

adaptations, the interpretation of the source- and the target-texts represent a fundamental role 

in the process, establishing respectively the basis and the product for the readerôs evaluation 

of the experience. It should also be taken into account that, for the categorization of narrative 

elements, the two media involved must be considered in relation to their specificities, 

according to their own capacities of narrative and mediatic characteristics.  

The visual subtexts and metanarratives so constantly employed in films and in comics 

insert additional, significant meaning to the story and sometimes are so relevant to be 

regarded as catalyzers. Many times, the result is that film or comic adaptations of novels 

apply strategies that are proper to hybrid media, according to the medium possibilities and 

constraints, to create complex additional narratives to the source-text. And it seems that the 

narrative functions, as proposed by Barthes and McFarlane, fall short of comprising this 

specificity. A relevant contribution on this subject may be that proposed by Gaudreault and 

Marion, who believe that, in any case of transposition, the artist has to consider each 

mediumôs mediativity and narrativity. 

Mediativity is the ñmediumôs intrinsic capacity to represent ï and to communicate that 

representationò and it ñdepends on the intrinsic features of the means of expression or 

representation that the medium requires or combinesò (ñTrans®criture and Narrative 

Mediatics: The Stakes of Intermedialityò, 66). It is the ontological power of expression of a 

medium. Conversely, narrativity is included within the category of mediativity. It is ñthe 

ontological narrative potential of media which it possesses as a function of its own 

mediativityò. (67) Certain events, such as crime stories and the life and death of celebrities are 

more easily transformed into narratives because they have a great narrativity potential. 

The combination of mediativity and narrativity determines the médiagénie of the 

medium, which explains the fact that a certain narrative matches more or less with a certain 
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medium. The m®diag®nie assures that a narrative is ñbrought to life in the best way possible 

by choosing the most appropriate mediatic partnerò. (67) In works with a weak m®diag®nie, 

the fabula is more easily detached from its medium embodiment. On the other hand, some 

works seem unadaptable to other media because they have a strong médiagénie, as if some 

narrative events were ñbornò to that certain, pre-determined medium embodiment. And, 

consequently, the stronger the médiagénie of a work, the greater will be the dissatisfaction of 

the reader with any adaptation of that work. 

In comics, for example, although artist Art Spiegelman does not use the term 

médiagénie, he knows that any attempt to adapt his graphic novel Maus to other media would 

be a major failure because of the strong médiagénie of the work, due especially to its 

metaphoric style. In an interview to David DôArcy, Spiegelman states that he has rejected 

several offers to have Maus adapted to cinema because it took him a very long time ï thirteen 

years ï just to find the proper way to get it told. Another work with a very strong médiagénie 

is Watchmen, one of the works of our corpus, the object of discussion in the next section of 

this chapter. 

 

Narrative in Watchmen 

 

a. A multiple DVD experience 

 

Watchmen is a twelve-issue series by Alan Moore, illustrated by Dave Gibbons, 

published between 1986 and 1987. It tells the story of a group of retired superheroes, in an 

alternate 1985, where the United States and the Soviet Union are on the verge of a nuclear 

war. The superheroes, which have been considered outlaws since the Keene Act was passed in 

1977, start investigating the mysterious murder of a member of their extinct group. At the end 
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of each issue, there is some fictional material (newspaper articles, book chapters, letters and 

reports) that attempts to confer greater authenticity to the story by providing details of the plot 

background. Watchmen has a complex visual narrative, with details and allusions in almost 

every panel, extreme close-ups and zooms, iconic symbols and recurrent motifs. It also has a 

distinct coloring, favoring secondary instead of primary colors
22

.  

Watchmen won the Hugo Award in 1988 and was selected one of Time Magazineôs 

2005 list of ñ100 Best English-language Novels from 1929 to the Presentò. Together with 

Frank Millerôs Batman: The Dark Knight, it established a new genre in graphic novels, one 

that deconstructs the role of the superhero as it was conceived especially in the United States, 

from the thirties to the seventies. Mostly, they evade the common roles of heroes and villains, 

focusing on psychological issues of the characters. In Watchmen, for instance, depressive, 

tormented and twisted heroes are forbidden to fight crime because society has turned against 

them. They become outlaws and cannot wear masks, costumes or drive their own vehicles.  

Many attempts to adapt Watchmen to cinema failed mainly because of its intricate 

narrative structure, with abundant cross-references and profuse use of metanarratives and 

subtextual details, which made it hard for any director to reduce it to a two- or three-hour 

movie. All these aspects, together with the graphic novelôs strong m®diag®nie, granted 

Watchmen the title of being an óunfilmableô text. The frustrated efforts were accentuated by 

Mooreôs reclusive life and his disdain for the film industry
23

.   

After several rumors and attempts as well as legal disputes concerning the production 

and distribution of the film, Watchmen was finally adapted to screen in 2009 by director Zack 

                                                 
     22. Primary colors (red, blue and yellow) were widely used in superheroes comics of the Golden Age (from 

the 1930s to the late 1940s). In Watchmen, preference is given to greens, oranges and purples.  

     23. It is widely known that Alan Moore has never even watched any of the film adaptations of his graphic 

novels and that he does not want any connection of his name to these productions. Because of that, in Watchmen, 

Mooreôs name is omitted from the film credits. Instead, credits are given to Dave Gibbons as co-creator and 

illustrator, since he actively participated on the production of the film. 
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Snyder, who felt at ease with graphic novel transpositions after the success of 300, Frank 

Millerôs version of the Spartansô battle against the Persian in the Thermopylae. 

Being a fan of Watchmen himself, Snyder tried to be as close as possible to the graphic 

novel, using its individual frames as storyboards for the film scenes. This is easier to be done 

with graphic novels because, differently from superhero comic books that have seen 

thousands of publications since their creation and reached the status of myths, graphic novels 

generally have a traditional narrative structure, with a beginning, a middle and an end, which 

is supposedly also the case of film narratives. 

Yet, while Snyder certainly pleased die-hard fans by remaining loyal to the original 

text, he was also heavily criticized for that. The main criticism was that the film tried too hard 

to look like the graphic novel so that it did not find its own ñauraò as a film. The attempt to be 

completely faithful to the graphic novel ignored the different mediativity of comics and film, 

and prevented the director and the actors from seeing what would work better in the film 

medium.  

Although there are many instances where Snyder managed to find a good filmic 

correspondent, at others, his obsessive pursuit for a perfect adaptation was initially frustrated. 

In several instances throughout Mooreôs work, a secondary narrative is told concomitantly to 

the main storyline. The ñTales of the Black Freighterò is a comic book that tells the story of a 

marooned pirate attempting to get back home to his wife and kids. The pirate story is being 

read by Bernie, a boy who stands near a newsstand so he can read the comic book without 

having to pay for it. Together with the owner of the newsstand, the boy is part of a microcosm 

within the main narrative of Watchmen, generally commenting on the increase of political 

tension in the world. 

In some moments, the ñTales of the Black Freighterò occupies the pictorial part of the 

frame, while the balloons remain connected to the central plot. At other moments, the 
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stranded pirateôs thoughts, which are always shown in balloons in the form of scrolls, appear 

together with images of the main narrative. And, at other moments, two kinds of balloons 

coexist inside the same frame. The intervention of this second narrative begins in the third 

chapter and continues up to the eleventh and it never extends for more than four pages. Most 

of the times, it appears more than once in a chapter.  

But most importantly, the ñTalesò represents a significant counterpoint to the main 

narrative because of its metaphoric function. It comments on the main characters at crucial 

points of the narrative. There is, for instance, the moment when Dr. Manhattan, the only 

superhero to actually have superpowers, exiles himself on Mars, exposing the Earth to an 

escalation of violence and an impending Third World War. As Dr. Manhattan arrives on 

Mars, he contemplates the stars in the sky, while three scrolls comment the image: ñThat 

night, I slept badly beneath cold, distant stars, pondering upon the cold, distant God in whose 

hands the fate of Davidstown rested. Was he really there? Had he been there once, but now 

departed?ò (ch. 3, p. 21) It is possible to establish a parallel between the meaning of this 

sentence in the pirate narrative and in Dr. Manhattanôs position as a cold ñGodò on Earth, who 

had the fate of the Earth in his hands. 

At another moment, entrepreneur Adrian Veidt, known as the most intelligent existing 

man on Earth, reveals his decision to carry out genocide in order to save the world. The 

announcement is commented by the pirate who, after killing his wife by accident, asks 

himself: ñHow had I reached this appalling position with love, only love as my guide?ò (ch. 1, 

p. 9) Once again, the pirateôs narrative is connected to the main story, since readers are invited 

to question Veidtôs true reasons for initiating a massacre of huge proportions with the excuse 

of saving the world. Was it love that led the pirate to kill his wife? In the same way, is it 

possible to say that Veidtôs monstrous plan was guided by love?  
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So, while comics readers can control the duration and speed of reading, taking their 

time to read ï and reread, if necessary ï the story, the film director is always constrained by 

the duration of the theatrical projection of the movie. In Watchmen, Snyder had to decide 

whether or not to include the ñTales of the Black Freighterò in the film. If he decided to keep 

the comic book narrative within the film, the projection time would certainly exceed the 

maximum tolerated by the audience. Nevertheless, if he simply omitted the pirate story, 

Mooreôs work would lose the density reached by the graphic novel and chances would be that 

a multitude of Watchmen fans would be terribly disappointed. 

The solution found by the director was to separate the two narratives and release the 

ñTalesò on a separate DVD, as an animated cartoon. The choice for animation instead of live-

action was an appropriate one because it differentiates the main narrative of the watchmen (as 

if it were the real world) from the pirate narrative (the hand-drawn comic book fictional 

story).  

However, by separating the narratives, the connection to Bernie and the newsstand 

microcosm was lost. Consequently, the social and political commentary on the critical 

historical moment was mostly erased. Likewise, the meta-commentary function of the ñTalesò 

suffered a major rupture. And unfortunately, as a result, those who did not have the 

opportunity to read the graphic novel before watching the animation DVD will hardly ever 

understand the primary purpose of the ñTales of the Black Freighterò to the superhero 

narrative.  

Nevertheless, VHS and more recently DVD
24

 have also opened positive possibilities in 

cinema. Definitely, one is that the spectator takes control of the viewing experience, so s/he 

can pause, stop, rewind, begin and continue watching the film at will, at any moment of the 

narrative, by selecting individual scenes or chapters. Similarly to the reader of comics and 

                                                 
     24. And even more recently the Blu-ray technology, which allows for a bigger capacity of film material ï 

somewhat equivalent to that of four times of the DVD.  
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novels, not only can the viewer control the duration and speed of the reading experience, but 

also the order of events. In this sense, it is possible to say that DVD technology offered an 

approximation between the reading mode of novels and comics and the viewing mode of 

films. 

In a good example of how DVD technology drew reading and viewing experiences 

together through the organization of film sequences in ñchaptersò, in the ñRecut, Unrated and 

Extendedò double DVD version of Sin City (see fig.5), the intertwined plotline of the 

theatrical film version is reassembled so that viewers can watch each of the four stories 

separately. 

Additionally, when transformed into DVD, many movie titles contain expanded 

versions or what is known as the ñdirectorôs cutò, which is a longer version of the film as it 

was shown in theaters. Besides deleted scenes, some DVDs also provide alternate endings, 

which affect the narrative storyline of the film if compared to the theatrical version. At each 

excluded scene or alternate ending seen, new reading experiences of the film arise. In the case 

of the alternate endings, these new possibilities blend with the reading of the original film, 

creating simultaneous different readings in the mind of the spectator.  However, these 

readings do not confuse the spectator, who knows that there is an original order of the 

movieôs linear narrative. Or, as Jay David Bolter explains,   

ñThe viewer still has a sense that there is a canonical order to the movie ï the 

one that sometimes plays by default (by simply inserting the disk in the player 

without making menu choices). The viewerôs interventions become 

experiments within and around this canonical order. The DVD allows a kind of 

synoptic view of the film ï as if the viewer could examine the whole film and 

its possible versions simultaneouslyò. (ñTransference and Transparency: 

Digital Technology and the Remediation of Cinemaò, 24) 
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In this respect, the DVD becomes a complement of the original film and creates a different 

and, at the same time, simultaneous comprehension of the main film narrative. Therefore, the 

person who watched the DVD version of Watchmen will certainly have a very different 

experience than the spectator who just saw it in the movie theater. 

 

 

 
Fig. 5: Sin Cityôs Recut, Unrated and Extended DVD version menu 

 

 

Besides the mode of reception, DVD technology has also marked a fundamental 

change in the way films are produced. The DVD is not simply seen as a way of distributing 

the film to a wider audience. Richard Grusin explains that ñ[t]oday the production, design, 

and distribution of DVD versions of feature films are part of the original contractual (and thus 

artistic) intention of these filmsò. (ñDVDs, Video Games and the Cinema of Interactionsò, 76) 

In many cases, the conceptualization of the DVD precedes the production of the film. 

In fact, the presence of special features on DVDs
25

 has become so common today that 

one cannot experience the film completely if one does not watch the DVD. The movie theater 

experience can no longer be considered the ultimate film experience because the narrative of 

                                                 
     25. See Grusinôs ñDVDs, Video Games and the Cinema of Interactionsò for a description of other interesting 

DVD options in Lynchôs Mulholland Drive, Nolanôs Memento and Figgisôs Time Code. (77-80) 
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the film does not end with the ñThe Endò screen and final credits anymore. Instead, it is 

transformed and supplemented by deleted scenes, alternate endings, trailers, storyboards, pop-

up commentaries, hyperlinked mini-videos, etc. To ignore this is to ignore a large part of 

todayôs cinematic experience. Therefore, it is also important that film and adaptation studies 

turn their attention to this fact, including DVDsô extra material as part of a film analysis. 

In the Watchmen graphic novel, another significant source of narrative is the 

supplementary material that appears at the end of each chapter (with the exception of the last 

one) and which, among other purposes, provides readers with background stories of the 

characters. At the end of the first three chapters, there are excerpts from character Hollis 

Masonôs fictional autobiography Under the Hood revealing, for instance, why he decided to 

become a masked adventurer and details about the formation of the Minutemen, the group of 

superheroes that preceded the Watchmen. In chapters four and five respectively, there is an 

article about Dr. Manhattanôs origins and one about Entertainment Comics, the company 

producing the Tales of the Black Freighter fictional comic book. In chapter six, when 

Rorschach is arrested, we are shown his police and psychiatric record, a composition and a 

drawing he had done for school as a boy and a letter from his therapist at prison. Chapter 

seven shows a research article on ornithology from Dan Dreiberg, the Nite Owl II; and 

chapter eight shows a draft version of the New Frontiersman newspaper to be published on 

October 31
st
, 1985. Chapter nine presents many articles and letters kept in Sally Jupiterôs 

diary. Chapters ten and eleven contain letters and brochures from Adrian Veidtôs company 

and products (action figures, perfumes and video for a better body shape) and an interview 

with Veidt, who gave up his superhero career as Ozymandias to become a successful 

businessman. 

According to Irina Rajewskyôs category of intermedial reference, all these fictional 

elements in the graphic novel Watchmen work as intermedial references because of their ñas 
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ifò quality. They are references that evoke structures of other medial systems ï novels, 

magazines, letters, newspapers and photographs ï inside a comic book, as if they were real. 

Besides providing readers with a better background of the characters, they serve to construct a 

believable fictional world. It is as if they really existed, supporting the fictional events of the 

main graphic narrative, providing a ñdocumentedò historical background and a plausible 

alternate 1985, in a world on the verge of nuclear war. 

In Snyderôs Watchmen, most of this supplementary material was not included, often 

leaving first-time viewers with insufficient information about the characters. The only episode 

developed to a satisfactory extent in the film franchise is Hollis Masonôs fictional memoir 

Under the Hood, the additional material at the end of chapters 1 to 3. However, once again, 

because of the restricted projection duration of the film and of the possible complexity in 

interposing it with the watchmenôs narrative, Under the Hood was adapted into a pseudo-

documentary, inside a fictional television program called The Culpeper Minute. Under the 

Hood was released on the same DVD as the Tales of the Black Freighter. 

Besides adapting a great part of the content of the memoir, the documentary also 

mentions the additional materials from chapters 4 and 9, by including an interview with the 

physics professor who worked with Jon Osterman before he became Dr. Manhattan, and 

another interview with Sally Jupiter about her past as a masked adventurer and her being 

sexually assaulted by the Comedian. 

Additionally, the documentary proposes a solution to a link that was lost in the main 

film. In The Culpeper Minute, Bernie, the newsvendor is interviewed, asked about his opinion 

about the vigilantes. Although this cannot be compared to the relevance of Bernieôs share of 

the narrative in the graphic novel, as a counterpoint to the main storyline involving the 

watchmenôs search for the person behind the massive killing, the presence of the newsvendor 

in the documentary was certainly a creative decision to the adaptation. 
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Also interesting was the use of television commercials during The Culpeper Minute, 

which helped increase the sense of reality in the documentary. Together with the commercial 

of the fictional perfume ñNostalgiaò, produced by one of Adrian Veidtôs company branches, 

there are two other real commercials of products advertized in the eighties: Seiko first digital 

quartz liquid crystal chronograph and Sani-Flush
®
, a bathroom bowl cleaner by Reckitt 

Benckiser Company. 

Therefore, it is possible to say that, although the supplementary material of the graphic 

novel was not entirely adapted in Watchmenôs motion picture, the pseudo-TV documentary 

successfully achieved the same effect on the viewer, conferring a greater authenticity to the 

fictional world of Watchmen. And, together with the Tales of the Black Freighter, the 

Culpeper Minute program provides an attempt to fill in the gaps of the film adaptation of the 

graphic novel. 

Additionally, conforming with the initial intention of director Zack Snyder, after the 

DVD film version and the Tales of the Black Freighter DVD were released, the Watchmen 

franchise saw an extra version of the film. Watchmen: The Ultimate Cut combines the 

directorôs cut version (which is the theatrical version with additional scenes deleted due to the 

filmôs long duration for movie theaters) and the Tales of the Black Freighter. The ñTalesò 

story is intertwined in the main narrative, as in the graphic novel. 

 

b. Transmedia Storytelling in Watchmen 

      

However, watching the film, the animated pirate story and the fictitious documentary 

is not enough for the viewer to learn the complete Watchmen film experience. Rather, the film 

narrative is spread among other media, characterizing what is known as transmedia 

storytelling or transmedia narrative. Drawing from Genetteôs concept of transtextuality 
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(1982), in transmedia storytelling the story is spread among a series of different media. 

Instead of working as a parasite of the main text as in the case of pastiche, allusion and 

plagiarism, transmedia narrative works in symbiosis with the main text, complicating or 

completing its narrative. 

In Convergence Culture, Henry Jenkins develops the term, saying that it designates a 

new kind of narrative, where the ñstory unfolds across multiple platforms, with each new text 

making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the wholeò (95, 96). Although each medium 

makes a valuable contribution to the whole narrative, there is, however, the recognition of an 

ur-text, which must be preserved, while some moments in the narrative become ñentrypointsò 

to be explored by other media. In most of the cases, the ur-text is the motion picture, which is 

unfolded across several media, such as internet websites, mobile communication, video 

games, etc
26

.  

For Jenkins, the first time a case of transmedia storytelling happened was in Star 

Wars, marking the beginning of a new cinematic era: the replacement of the blockbuster 

phenomenon with film franchises. In a franchise such as Star Wars, the film screened in the 

theater is only one element of the complex cinematic experience. Other media converge, 

integrating multiple texts to create a larger narrative the film is not able to hold. 

However, one aspect of transmedia storytelling should be clarified. Although a single 

medium does not contain the whole narrative, every medium keeps its autonomous narrative 

quality, cooperating self-sufficiently to create a more complex transmedia narrative. Take, for 

instance, a filmôs narrative that finds several entry points, which are expanded across websites 

and video games. Often, in this situation, the viewer does not have to see the film to enjoy the 

                                                 
     26. In Iron Man 2, for instance, fans have the opportunity to fill in an application for a position at Starkôs 

Industries, whose owner is Tony Stark, the comic book protagonist and superhero. The 

<http://www.starkindustriesnow.com> is an internet domain exclusively created to promote the film, planned to 

be released in May 2010. In return, a fan may receive an email from the companyôs human resources department, 

complimenting on the high-level profile and confirming him/her among the considered candidates for the job. 
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video game or the website, because they are narratively self-contained. The opposite is also 

true: it is not mandatory to play the video game and access the website in order to understand 

the film. However, a broader, more comprehensive understanding of the film narrative can 

only be achieved through a transmediatic storytelling experience. In other words, the 

consumer who has played the game or surfed the film-related websites, will have a different, 

expanded experience of the franchise than the one who has simply watched the theatrical film 

version
27

. 

 Transmedia strategies transform the role of producers and audience. As film theorist 

David Bordwell observes on his blog, transmedia storytelling was only possible because of 

the explosion of digital technology in cinema and this ñhas transformed the role of the 

filmmaker. Besides the script, the filmmaker should generate interaction trees and events that 

spill across film, websites, mobile communication, Twitter, gaming, YouTube, etcò. (On 

Transmedia Storytelling) In many cases, the conception of transmedia events in media other 

than the film begins together with or even before the production of the film. 

 Actually, the transmedia events created by certain film franchises are so complex and 

wide that narrative expands beyond the followerôs grasp
28

. Information is dispersed through a 

multitude of media ï especially websites ï and it seems an impossible task to trace all of 

them. In my view, this is a reflection of the way information is diffused in our society today, 

particularly in relation to the manner we access information on the Internet. In the World 

Wide Web environment, information is offered beyond our grasp, as links endlessly lead us 

from one page to another. Similarly, in transmedia storytelling, information is dispersed; the 

narrative does not end when the film ends. The impossibility of knowing everything on the 

                                                 
     27. The intermedial transposition works in a quite similar manner. The one who has read the graphic novel 

before watching the film will certainly experience the latter differently. 

     28. One of the most notorious recent examples of transmedia storytelling is Christopher Nolanôs Batman: The 

Dark Knight (2008), in which it was combined with an Alternate Reality Game (ARG), a phenomenon that blurs 

the line between fiction and reality. As part of a brilliant marketing campaign, fans participated in real-life tasks 

and had to collectively solve puzzles, find clues and access dozens of websites related to the film in order to have 

access to exclusive material of the film, months before its release date. The website 

<http://batman.wikibruce.com> presents a tentative compendium of transmedia tools used to promote the film. 
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Internet is replicated in cinema: the film franchise contains more information than anyone can 

retain from a single contact with the transmediatic events. 

 This marks a shift from traditional models of audience interactions with media. 

Jenkins describes participatory audience as migratory, in the sense that they will ñgo almost 

anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they wantò (2). For Bordwell, 

audience must also identify themselves as part of a fandom. Only in this case would people be 

motivated to follow up on all pieces of narrative; and transmedia storytelling would generate a 

good profit margin. The fact is that, in transmedia narrative, spectators assume new 

responsibilities. Instead of simply watching the film from a movie theater seat, it is now 

required that they engage in other actions, seeking out new information in other media, 

buying products from the franchise, or interacting with other people with the same interests. 

Consequently, spectators assume new roles as consumers, users and ñhuntersò. 

 This entire discussion on transmedia storytelling is indispensable to the analysis of 

narrative transpositions not only because it is a recent and notorious phenomenon in 

contemporary cinema and because it was used in Watchmen ï as will be explained ï but, most 

importantly, because film adaptations of comic books and graphic novels have provided the 

ideal soil for transmedia storytelling techniques. Two reasons apparently collaborate to that 

tendency. 

First, the reader of comics is different from other types of reader. The motivations for 

an increasing number of film franchises with transmedia storytelling are mainly economic. 

Today, it is required that the film is explored to the fullest, aiming at profit beyond the box-

office. Thus, franchises must attract a larger audience than that of a feature film. Comics 

readers are very different from readers of traditional novels in the sense that they are really 

part of a fandom, which provides the ideal audience for transmedia storytelling. Few novels 
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attract such a passionate and large group of readers and followers, willing to go to the theater 

to watch the adaptation and hunt for related information through several other media
29

. 

The second reason is the fact that fictional worlds created in almost the totality of 

comic books and graphic novels provide wonderful material to be explored in transmedia. 

Although the types of gaps filled in by transmedia events can be a filmôs open ending, 

uncertainties about a characterôs motivations or small roles of secondary characters with great 

public appeal, one of the most notorious functions of transmedia narrative is to create 

contextualizing devices, in order to provide fictional worlds with a greater sense of realism. 

ñMore and more, storytelling has become the art of world building, as artists create 

compelling environments that cannot be fully explored or exhausted within a single work or 

even a single mediumò (Jenkins, 114). Few novels
30

 are able to provide the necessary tools to 

create a fictional world complex enough to be explored across several media. Together with 

science fiction literature, comics have a special talent to construct detailed fictional worlds 

where superheroes are possible and violence abounds. The serialization of a comics title over 

decades creates a kind of mythological aspect to some culturally known environments such as 

Gotham City and Metropolis
31

, which makes the transmedia task of world-building more 

effective, as a larger audience is reached. In the Batman: The Dark Knight franchise, for 

instance, a police department website provides fake reports on incidents that take place in the 

film. In Watchmen, the New Frontiersman newspaper website presents fake pictures and 

headlines that comment on events of the movie. 

Therefore, because of comics fandom ï which attracts a larger audience than simply 

moviegoers ï and because of the mythology surrounding comics fictional worlds, comics 

adaptations offer the ideal conditions for successful transmedia storytelling. And indeed, year 

                                                 
     29. Cases such as Harry Potter, The Lord of the Rings and the Twilight series would be exceptions. 

     30. Film adaptations with successful transmedia storytelling cases are generally based on multi-volume novel 

series. 

     31. Cities where the stories of Batman and Superman respectively happen. 
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after year, the number of comics adaptations exploring transmedia storytelling has constantly 

increased. Consequently, more than a simple predisposition, my claim is that, when a film is 

adapted from a comic book or a graphic novel, transmedia storytelling should be analyzed 

together with other traditional elements in adaptation studies such as narrative, genre and 

montage. 

In Snyderôs Watchmen, transmedia storytelling is mainly used to support the alternate 

world of the graphic novel, providing fake documents, newspaper headlines and magazine 

covers that confirm the events in the graphic novel and the film. Actually, a considerable part 

of this fictitious material is already present in the graphic novel; thus, instead of constructing 

new narrative details, film producers simply provided them in other media. This was 

necessary because of movement in film, in contrast with the static image of the graphic novel. 

While in Alan Mooreôs work one could read all newspaper headlines and magazine covers 

illustrating the frames, in the film, it is impossible to observe all the details, not even by 

pausing the image at the exact time these elements appear; sometimes, they are not close 

enough for the spectator to read the same information s/he would be able to do in the graphic 

novel.  

In this sense, the website domain The New Frontiersman was created with a link to the 

newspaperôs profile on Flickr electronic photo album, with dozens of posters, magazine 

covers and newspaper pages that appear in the graphic novel, but are not seen in the film with 

great detail. The ñVeidt Methodò page appears in the graphic novel in several frames from 

chapters 3 to 12. And the front cover of the fictitious Nova Express magazine entitled ñHow 

Sick is Dick? After 3
rd

 Presidential Heart Op?ò appears in chapters 2 and 3 of the graphic 

novel (see fig. 6). 

 

 

 

 



 Figueiredo 57 

 

 
Fig. 6: Watchmen Photos at Flickr 

 

 

Besides reconstructing material that is not seen in the film in great detail, the 

transmedia tools provided by the film franchise extrapolate in many ways the graphic novel 

narrative. Some of the photos published at Flickr are material not found in the graphic novel. 

At the New Frontiersman newspaper web domain, there is also the link to four videos, to 

which the graphic novel does not make any reference. They are a TV program on world 

politics, talking about the decisive role of Dr. Manhattan in the American victory in Vietnam; 

a government institutional video explaining the Keene Act and warning people against 

masked heroes; a program on Veidt Music Network imitating the MTV style; and a news 

report program aired on March 11
th
, 1970, looking back at ten years since the existence of Dr. 

Manhattan (see fig. 7). Here, again, the main purpose of these videos is to support the 

fictitious world of Watchmen.  
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Fig. 7: Watchmen YouTube videos: ñWho Watches the Watchmen? A Veidt Music Networkò and ñNBS Nightly 

News with Ted Philipò 

  

  

Another remarkable transmedia storytelling strategy in the film franchise is carried out 

by video games. The fan has the opportunity to interact with superheroes in situations that are 

transmedia extensions of the main workôs narrative. The events narrated in the four video 

games available are seen neither in the graphic novel nor in the film. Additionally, the video 

gamesô narratives are completely self-contained: you do not have to see the film to enjoy the 

video games, although your understanding of the video game context will certainly be 

improved by doing so. In the same way, the user/spectator does not have to play the video 

games in order to understand the film. 
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In the online ñMinutemen Arcadeò, Snyder and his team produce an old-fashioned 

style video game designed as the arcade 8-bit video games from the eighties (as fig. 8 

illustrates). The fan is able to choose between characters Silk Spectre I and Nite Owl I to fight 

against their archenemy Moloch and his gang in 1942 New York. The ñMinutemen Arcadeò 

was released before the film, with the aim of generating publicity for the theatrical screening 

release. 

 

 

 
  

 
Fig. 8: ñMinutemen Arcadeò online video game. 

 

  

In ñWatchmen - The Mobile Gameò, the fan is able to personify the Comedian or Nite 

Owl II characters by turns in five levels, each introduced by an excerpt of Rorschachôs 
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journal. In chapter 0, Nite Owl and Rorschach confront the villain Big Figure; in chapter 1 the 

character Comedian fights in Vietnam; chapter 2 shows a strike chaos in New York; in 

chapter 3, the Comedian is in Vietnam again but this time he fights with Dr. Manhattanôs 

help; and in chapter 4, because of the Keene act, character Nite Owl fights in his final night as 

a vigilante
32

. 

In a web domain created for that specific purpose, fans are able to download the online 

multiplayer game ñWatchmen: Justice is Comingò designed for iPhone and iPod touch. The 

game, which was released on March 2
nd

 2009, features Watchmenôs main characters and it is 

set in 1975. 

 The fourth video game of the Watchmen franchise is ñWatchmen: The End is Nighò, a 

video game designed for personal computers, Playstation and Xbox. It is also set in 1975, ten 

years before the time of the graphic novel narrative and two years before the hero-banning 

Keene Act. In part one, Rorschach and Nite Owl must fight Underboss, a criminal who has 

just broken out of prison, and his gang. In part two, they have to solve the case of a missing 

girl, Violet Greene, but along the way Rorschach discovers that a woman from his past is 

involved in the disappearance. Since no mention is made to Underboss or Violet Greene 

either in the graphic novel or in the film, it is possible to conclude that ñWatchmen: The End 

is Nighò represents an extension of the main workôs narrative in another medium, a good 

example of transmedia storytelling. 

 Besides the DVDs, video games and related websites with fictitious material, the film 

franchise also provides a central internet domain with a multitude of apparatuses to promote 

the movie. A fan gets access to information about characters, trailer videos, posters, 

wallpapers, buddy icons and screensavers downloads, picture gallery, CDs for sale with the 

movieôs soundtrack  and the music score and a shop website with items such as charactersô 

                                                 
     32. Chapter division taken from <http://www.watchmencomicmovie.com>  
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action figures, costumes, glassware, lunchboxes, and shirts
33
. Additionally, through the ñI 

Watch the Watchmenò domain, the user can add the filmôs profile pictures and skins in her 

favorite social network (MySpace and Facebook, for instance) or even ñgrabò the widget to 

follow on the latest news of the film production and receive exclusive material, as shown in 

fig. 9.  

These mechanisms also represent a distinct attempt to reach a larger audience but they 

cannot be confused with transmedia storytelling because they do not add any events to the 

narrative of the film. They are franchise mechanisms used in the promotion of the movie. In 

my opinion, there is a clear distinction between the contribution of a video game to the film 

narrative and the contribution of social network gadgets or action figures souvenirs. While the 

DVD, other related DVDs and video games may be considered transmedia storytelling, it 

seems that posters, trailers and social network devices may not. However, while this 

proposition may fit very well for the case of Watchmen, it still requires scrutiny in relation to 

how all these satellite events and ancillary tools work on other film franchises. 

 

 

      
 

 

                                                 
     33. And, there is also the Watchmen Motion Comics DVD, a new medium which is a combination of both 

comics and animation cinema, whose analysis would certainly demand a whole chapter or maybe a whole thesis. 



 Figueiredo 62 

 
Fig. 9: Previous page: The main domain. This page: Tools for social network and material to promote the film. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

 

In the past, the analysis of the relations involving film and comics narratives was 

limited to establishing parallels between the languages of the two media. Today, the cinematic 

experience has extrapolated that and the comics narrative is extended beyond the film across 

several media, generally used with the purpose of recreating the comics fictional world, 

granting it a higher level of veracity. In comic book adaptations, this has been more and more 

frequent and especially because of the mythology involving comic book superheroes. In 

graphic novels, this is also possible. However, as they are not narratives known to a wide 

public, there is the risk of a first-time spectator getting lost with so much information spread 

through several media. 

In Watchmen, a solution to the graphic novel long storyline made up of 12 issues, was 

to separate the ñTales of the Black Freighterò from the superhero storyline, releasing it in a 

separate medium format (an animated film). ñThe Culpeper Minuteò was an alternative to the 

graphic novel extra material at the end of each chapter. In the Flickr photo album, material 
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such as letters and newspaper articles ï identified or not in the graphic novel ï could be seen 

with greater detail than in the film. Four videos posted on YouTube also provide veracity to 

the fictional world of Watchmen. Four different types of video games also offer new elements 

to the graphic novel and the filmôs narrative, but the same function cannot be identified in 

some film-related elements such as wallpapers, buddy icons and social network devices. 

The more transmedia storytelling elements a certain film franchise has, the more 

difficult it becomes to critically analyze and evaluate the film narrative. In spite of that, my 

claim is that the narrative analysis of a film today, and especially the analysis of a comics 

adaptation to cinema must always conceive its narrative extensions across other media. 
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ñé let us leave the editing to the  

cinema (and to the photo-novel) 

 and fasten ourselves to the study 

 of the page layout  ï which  

the cinema cannot doò. 

Groensteen, The System of Comics, 102. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3: LAYOUT ASPECTS  

 

Literature Review 

 

 The fact that the page of a book or a comic book is different from the film screen ï be 

it the theater, the television or the computer screen ï is certainly not open to doubt. However, 

the aspects that explain this evident difference may not be so evident and must definitely not 

be overlooked. In this chapter, after a brief commentary on works that have dealt specifically 

with the layout of film screen and comics pages, we are going to examine the predominant 

types of page layouts in Frank Millerôs Sin City and their effect on the reader of this graphic 

novel. Then, we will point out some of the principles that may have guided the directorsô 

choices when deciding how the pages were to be transposed to the film. 

First, it is worth remembering that the screen layout is different from the film layout 

(or the layout of finished film images). While the former designates the format of the screen ï 

standardized, with constant frames ï, the latter is the product of the composition (the 

arrangement of settings and subjects within the frame), the cinematography (type of film 

stock, lighting and camera lenses, distances, angles and movements) and the editing 

processes. The screen layout, as meant by Lefèvre, is only affected by changes in the aspect 
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ratio
34

 or by untraditional techniques generally used only in experimental films (Phillips, 

Film: An Introduction, 334). 

 Lefèvre enumerates four main differences between the layout of the film screen and 

the comics page. The first difference mentioned is that a closer range between the comics 

page and the reader implies a more personal experience than film viewing, since the spectator 

is generally positioned at a distance from the screen. In addition, the fact that the reader has to 

turn the pages of the book while the spectator watches passively as the movie story unfolds, 

conveys the idea that the reader is more committed to the act of reading than the spectator is 

to the act of viewing. In this respect, I feel more inclined to side with Linda Hutcheon, to 

whom the act of watching a representation of a story on the screen is ñimaginatively, 

cognitively, and emotionally activeò and not in any way passive (A Theory of Adaptation, 23). 

The second aspect pointed out by Lefèvre is that the reader is able to choose his/her 

own reading speed and direction, with the possibility of coming back to previous panels for 

more details or even skipping panels. On the other hand, a film forces the spectator to follow 

the rhythm of the sequences being projected. In the previous chapter, we have already seen 

that the DVD technology has contributed to the approximation of reading and viewing 

experiences, allowing the spectator to organize his own viewing experience by selecting 

ñchaptersò. 

Third, while comics is generally made up of several frames spatially organized on the 

page, the film screen is usually filled with twenty-four photograms per second, arranged in a 

linear temporal sequence. Or, in Scott McCloudôs words, ñ[e]ach successive frame of a movie 

is projected on exactly the same space ï the screen ï while each frame of comics must occupy 

a different space. Space does for comics what time does for film!ò (Understanding Comics, 7) 

                                                 
     34. ñThe aspect ratio indicates the shape of an image, specifically the relationship of the imageôs width to its 

heightò (Phillips, 31). The main types of aspect ratio are: standard aspect ratio, wide-screen and letterbox format. 
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Comics panels can be presented in a multitude of dimensions, shapes and locations on 

the page. In contrast, films follow a standardized screen format. Thierry Groensteen has also 

analyzed that aspect concluding that ñ[i]n cinema, the constancy of the frame is a natural gift 

of the medium (with which some filmmakers sometimes enjoy playing); in comics, it can only 

be the result of an aesthetic choiceò
35

. 

Finally, it is important to consider that in cinema, shooting and editing are two distinct 

and consecutive steps of production. First, scenes are performed and shot; next, this 

preexisting material is edited. In comics, the drawing and the disposition of frames on a page 

usually happen together; they are inseparable and simultaneous processes. The artist cannot 

think of starting working on a page without first having at least a mental draft of the way the 

chosen images and words will be organized. 

For Will Eisner, the process of ówritingô comics can be divided into two steps: the first 

involves ñthe conception of an idea, the arrangement of image elements and the construction 

of the sequence of the narration and the composing of dialogueò (Comics and Sequential Art, 

122). In the next step, the story is ódécoupagedô; the plot is submitted to the limitations of 

space and technology of the medium. The size of the page, the number of pages, the process 

of reproduction and the available colors influence the découpage. (128) 

According to Scott McCloud, in the process of creating comics, an artist must make 

five choices. There must be a choice of moment, in which the artist must decide ñwhich 

moments to include in a comics story and which to leave outò (Making Comics, 10). After 

that, s/he must choose how to frame those moments. Next, the artist has to choose the 

characters, objects and environments to be drawn inside the frames, as well as picking words 

that collaborate with the images, but which do not merely repeat the message conveyed by the 

image. And finally, there must be a choice of flow, with the purpose of finding the best 

                                                 
     35. ñAu cin®ma, la constance du cadre est une donnée naturelle du médium (avec laquelle certains cinéastes 

se plaisent parfois ¨ ruser); en bande dessin®e, elle ne peut °tre que le r®sultat dôun choix esth®tiqueò. (ñDu 7e au 

9e art: lôinventaire des singularit®sò p. 24) My translation. 
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arrangement of panels on a page so readers are guided ñthrough and between panelsò without 

confusion (10). For McCloud, the choices of moment, frame and flow generally precede the 

decisions of image and word. Although it is not clearly stated, it seems that all five choices 

influence the final result of the page layout and its effects on the reader, to a greater or lesser 

degree, depending on the personal style of the artist and the desired effect. 

One interesting approach on layout is developed by Thierry Groensteen in the article 

ñDu 7e au 9e art: l'inventaire des singularit®sò, as he examines the differences involving films 

and comics. Groensteen suggests that, in order to analyze the aspects concerning comics and 

films, it is important to distinguish three criteria: a. the material of expression, b. the process 

of elaboration and c. the mode of articulation. While the first criterion is the quality and type 

of image in both media ï the subject of the fifth chapter of this thesis ï, the second is more 

connected to the directorôs/artistôs personal style, image choices (objects and characters to be 

shot/drawn, distance, angle, frame, colors, illumination, etc) and image making (shot and 

edited in cinema and drawn in comics). Although the choices made in these first two criteria 

will certainly affect the overall aspect of the page/screen layout, for the theorist, the criterion 

which grants the most significant results in terms of layout is the mode of articulation. The 

mode of articulation category is present both in film and in comics, although it comprises 

different procedures in each medium. 

In cinema, the mode of articulation is called mise en chaîne
36

. This process is more 

commonly known as editing or montage and it denotes the articulation of pieces of shot 

material into a coherent filmic discourse, organized according to time which must obey the 

chronology and duration planned for the movie. (26) 

                                                 
     36. In the process of elaboration and the mode of articulation of cinema, Groensteen uses the terminology 

mise en chaîne as proposed by André Gaudreault in Du littéraire au filmique: système du récit. Paris: Méridiens/ 

Klincksieck, 1988. 
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In comics, the mode of articulation is called by Groensteen as mise en réseau. The 

mise en réseau can be subdivided into three moments: the découpage
37

, the mise en page and 

the tressage
38

. Whereas the main concern of the découpage and the tressage is the semantic 

articulation of narrative content between and throughout panels and pages (which, to some 

extent, was examined in the beginning of the previous chapter), it is the function of the mise 

en page to define the fundamental aspects of the page layout, assuring the best proportion and 

position of panels within a page, so as to ensure the reader a page with an efficient aesthetic 

global order. 

The mise en page, as Groensteen terms it, defines a specific surface, form and place 

for each panel on the page. It deals with the contiguity of images, organizing on one page (or, 

in some cases, in a double-page composition) the proper number of frames, whose content 

had already been determined by the découpage (28). Even though choices on the découpage 

and the tressage certainly influence the final page layout, they do not determine it; this is the 

function of the mise en page. As a matter of fact, it is possible to say that the terms mise en 

page and page layout are absolutely synonymous for the Belgian theorist.  

Therefore, while in cinema, the mise en chaîne category determines the layout, in 

comics, the aesthetic portion of the page is defined in a sub-category within the mise en 

réseau: the mise en page. This distinction reinforces the different procedures involving the 

mise en chaîne and the mise en réseau; they are not equivalent processes in the two media. 

This distinction is important because, as Groensteen argues, in cinema, ñ[t]he term editing 

(montage) is encountered sometimes in studies on comics, in order to designate either the 

layout or a sort of compromise between the layout and the breakdownò (The System of 

                                                 
     37. The découpage ï a term also commonly used in cinema ï ñconsists in dividing the action in formally and 

materially autonomous units, the panels or framesò which have to offer the reader a ñveritable illusion of 

continuityò (26). 

     38. The tressage establishes a dialogue between two or more panels within a page (contiguous or not) or 

within several pages, adding significant correspondences between them. These correspondences can result from 

the use of isomorphism, symmetry, opposition, repetition or the complementarity of colors (28). 
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Comics, 101). According to the author, this statement is wrong for two reasons. First, because, 

in opposition to the cinematic mise en chaîne ï which obeys a single linear dimension (time) 

ï, in the mise en réseau the pieces of material are subjected to a dual principle of 

organization: time and space. And second, because filming and editing in cinema are two 

distinct and consecutive processes ï first, the movie is shot; then this material is edited. In 

comics, the drawing and arrangement of panels are solidary steps (see table 2). This means 

that, before starting working on a comics page, an artist must think about the appropriate 

images, angles, distances, words, panel split-ups and connections and their layout on the page. 

All these aspects are considered in tandem and concomitantly. 

 

 CINEMA  COMICS 

 

 

Mode of 

articulation 

Mise en chaîne (the 

organization of preexisting 

material pieces acc. to time) 

Mise en réseau (the 

organization of panels 

acc. to time and space) 

découpage 

mise en page  

(page layout) 

tressage 

Table 2: Groensteenôs mode of articulation compared in comics and films. 

 

A large part of Groensteenôs work has been dedicated to analyzing the principles 

governing page layout. In The System of Comics, the author discusses the ideas developed by 

Benoît Peeters, one of the few researchers who had considered the subject before him. In 

Case, Planche, Récit, Peeters suggests a typology of four conceptions involving page layout. 

According to him, panels are organized on a page with conventional, decorative, rhetorical or 

productive purposes. However, as Groensteen affirms, some pages can respond to several of 

Peetersôs categories at the same time (93). Instead, in order to analyze and describe the layout 

of a comics page, one must answer three questions proposed by Groensteen: First, is the page 

layout regular or irregular? Second, is it discrete or ostentatious? And third, what is the 

artistôs motivation for choosing that specific layout? 



 Figueiredo 70 

 In order to determine if a page is regular, one may consider three elements
39

. First, if 

several pages are divided in the same way; next, if panels on a single page have the same 

height; and finally, if the width of panels is constant. An irregular panel may adapt itself to 

the width of the content to be represented. In Alan Mooreôs Watchmen, for instance, the 

layout is regular most of the time, in the form of a three-by-three (or nine-panel) grid or 

variations of it (see fig. 10). According to Groensteen, a regular division has certain 

advantages. Besides conferring a fundamental pace of narration to the work, it also increases 

the impact of those pages that move away from the traditional configuration. In Watchmen, 

this is the case of ñFearful Symmetryò, the fifth chapter. Among eleven chapters of regular 

pages, it stands out by a change in the three-by-three grid pattern, creating a mirror-like 

quality, as the title of the chapter suggests. The result is that the chapter is symmetrically 

designed: the panels on the first page are reproduced almost identically on the last page of the 

chapter; the layout of the second page is practically similar to the layout of the page before the 

last, etc. Exactly in the middle of the chapter, a single image occupies the central portion of a 

double-page composition, as in a mirror. 

Deciding if a page is discrete or ostentatious is absolutely subjective. It depends on the 

reader to determine whether, on a certain page, the emphasis is on the story being told or on 

the images being shown. In the case of the former, the page would be considered discrete; in 

the latter, ostentatious. 

 With the purpose of facilitating the task of answering the third question, Groensteen 

suggests that we look for the correlation between iconic and narrative contents. The 

connection between these two elements may help us understand the artistôs motivation for 

choosing a certain layout for a page. However, one should be aware that, similarly to what 

                                                 
     39. The three elements that define regularity (or levels of regularity) are discussed in greater detail in 

Groensteenôs article ñTendances Contemporaines de la Mise en Pageò, 44. 
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happens in literary studies, the search for the artistôs or authorôs motivation may lead to 

extremely problematic inferences. 

 

      

Fig. 10: The regular grid page layout in Watchmen and one of its variations. (Chapter VII, 1; Chapter XI, 12) 

      

Fig. 11: The mirror-like central double-page composition in ñFearful Symmetryò (Chapter V, 14;15) 
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 Whatever the layout chosen by the artist, Groensteen argues that frames must be 

drawn and arranged in such a way that: a. They respond to compatible options, since the 

choice of one frame on a page restricts the range of possibilities for others; b. they offer the 

reader a reading route devoid of ambiguity and; c. they obey a principle of aesthetic order. 

 This aesthetic order may be considered in two distinct levels: the local level of a 

particular panel and the global level of the page (101). In the local level of a panel, the 

readerôs vision is focused on a certain panelôs aesthetic features, resulting in a moment-to-

moment visual reading. In the global level of the page, the readerôs vision is peripheral; s/he 

should consider the pageôs (or, in some cases, the double-pageôs) aesthetic qualities from a 

panoramic perspective. The page is visually read in its totality. 

 This dual aesthetic function of an image on a comics page is also discussed by two 

other authors: Charles Hatfield and Joseph Witek. For Charles Hatfield, for instance, it is one 

of the four tensions that are fundamental to the comics medium. A single image has to be 

considered in two ways at once: as a sequence and as surface.  

ñFrom a readerôs point of view, then, there is always the potential to choose 

between seeing the single image as a moment in sequence and seeing it in more 

holistic fashion, as a design element that contributes to the overall balance (or 

in some cases the meaningful imbalance) of the layout. The latter way of seeing 

privileges the dimensions of the total page/ planche/ surface, yet still invokes 

the meaning of the overall narrative sequence to explain why the page might be 

formatted as it isò
40

 (ñThe Art of Tensionsò, 144). 

                                                 
     40. Authorôs original italics. 
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Therefore, while in the first situation the reader interprets the image as a single moment in the 

story (generally ñreadò in a linear, sequential fashion), in the second, the image has a 

nonsequential function; it is perceived from a panoptic point of view. 

 In the essay ñThe Arrow and the Gridò, Joseph Witek substantiates this double 

function of the comics page, distinguishing between the ñmere collection of entirely discrete 

individual panelsò and the ñoverall visual compositionò (152). Additionally, he claims that the 

reader must be ñtrained to perceive the comics page as both a linked sequence of separate 

panels and as a meaningful semiotic field in itselfò (155) 

At some point, however, it seems that Hatfield and Witek tend to consider the two 

levels of reading (sequence versus surface, or local versus global) only in relation to their 

narrative function, as if their importance were limited to the comprehension of the storyline. 

Nevertheless, it must be made clear that the two perspectives are also relevant in terms of 

aesthetics. Together, they are one of the several elements that characterize the page layout. 

Therefore, not only the narrative meaning, but also the design of the page must be considered 

in these two distinct image levels. This means that the reader should be able to observe the 

page layout in two ways at once: in a frame-to-frame and in a whole-page perspective. 

Page layouts may significantly vary in comics and it is also possible to identify 

cyclical tendencies of page layouts. According to Groensteen, one of the most recurrent 

tendencies in contemporary productions ï which is certainly marked by a great variety of 

styles ï is the use of images-bandeaux or cases paysages, in which the image occupies the 

total width of the page. In a mostly regular layout work, a supersized panel such as the image-

bandeau interrupts the rhythm of the story, causing a feeling of visual shock to the reader 

(ñTendances Contemporaines de la Mise en Pageò, 45). 

Works from the same artist may also present different layout patterns. Frank Miller, 

for instance, is known for a great diversity in this aspect. Each of his present-day works 
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displays a distinct quality and some of them have unusual or totally irregular page layouts in 

which the idea of strips as an essential element of the comics medium is completely 

abandoned. In general, the artist regularly employs full-page, larger-than-a-page and even 

double-page panoramic compositions, upon which small frames are sometimes superimposed 

(see fig. 12). 

 

  

 

        

Fig. 12: A larger-than-a-page and a double-page compositions (back and front covers in Millerôs 300).  
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These extremely large compositions sometimes get to cross the hyperframe of the 

page, causing the page to resemble a painting or even a film photogram. Perhaps because of 

this auteurial
41

 characteristic, Millerôs works have inspired several adaptations to cinema. 

This is the case of 300, a 2007 film by director Zack Snyder, as shown in fig. 13. 

 

 

 
Fig 13: A double-page composition from Millerôs 300 and a frame in its film version. 

                                                 
     41. A term derived from the expression auteur theory, generally used in relation to a film that embodies 

recurrent subjects, techniques, and meanings because of a particular set of attributes possessed by the filmmaker; 

the author is the dominant figure in the creation of the work. (Phillips, 540) 
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 In the next section, I will analyze the page layout in Frank Millerôs Sin City and the 

screen layout in its film version, according to Groensteenôs ideas on the subject. 

 

Page and Screen Layouts in Sin City 

 

Sin City is a noir-style graphic novel series by artist Frank Miller, published during the 

1990s. It is mostly drawn in black and white high contrast, although sometimes colors are 

used to highlight elements for specific purposes. Sin City is a typical hard-boiled detective 

narrative, with cartels, criminal enterprises, corrupt policemen and femmes fatales. The series 

has six main stories and several other independent short stories, brought together in one 

volume. The stories are all set in the violent Basin City, a fictional town in the American 

west, where the only law in effect is oneôs own sense of justice. The storylines in the Sin City 

graphic novels constantly overlap one another causing characters from different books to meet 

unexpectedly or creating situations in which a certain character refers to episodes found in 

other books.   

The 2005 film by Robert Rodriguez condenses the plots of three books and each of 

them describes one manôs personal journey:  In ñThe Hard Goodbyeò, Marv sets out to 

revenge the death of a prostitute who was murdered in bed, right beside him. ñThe Big Fat 

Killò tells the story of Dwight McCarthy who, after the accidental assassination of a 

policeman in the ñOld Townò, the red-light district in Sin City, attempts to protect his 

prostitute friends. In ñThat Yellow Bastardò the protagonist is John Hartigan, the last honest 

cop in town. On the day of his retirement, Hartigan decides to save a girl from the 

unscrupulous hands of Roark Jr., the demented son of a senator who kills young girls for the 

thrill of it . Besides the three books, the filmôs prologue is taken from the short story ñThe 
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Customer is Always Rightò from the book ñBooze, Broads, & Bulletsò, which sets the tone of 

the film.  

In the movie, the plots from the three books and the short story are played in the 

following order: the prologue from ñThe Customer is Always Rightò, ñThat Yellow Bastardò, 

ñThe Hard Goodbyeò, ñThe Big Fat Killò, ñThat Yellow Bastardò. Also, at the end of the film 

there is an epilogue, where the character from ñThe Customer is Always Rightò returns to 

murder Becky, a character from ñThe Big Fat Killò. This epilogue sequence was originally 

written for the film. It should be noted that the chronology used in the film version is not the 

same of the events in the graphic novel series, as John Hartiganôs suicide, for instance, played 

in the film after Marvôs and Dwightôs plotlines, actually happens years before the events of 

these two stories in Millerôs series. 

Much of the success of the film lies in its faithfulness to various elements of the 

graphic novel, such as its hard-boiled writing style with an abundance of voice-over narration, 

as well as its uncensored violent events. However, the strict adherence to the graphic novel 

visual style is the main reason for the critical and commercial success of the film.  

From all elements related to Sin Cityôs unique visual style, its characters, scenery and 

coloring processes will be discussed in the chapter 5. For now, the analysis will concentrate 

on the pages of the graphic novel and the photograms of the film on screen, which will be 

studied comparatively. 

Completely different from Alan Mooreôs Watchmen in terms of page layout, in the Sin 

City series the layout is irregular. Yet, some specific layouts are seen repeatedly. Although 

panels are not treated as fundamental elements of a page, their use is recurrent; so is the use of 

strips, another trademark of comics. However, the way these well-known comics elements are 

employed is very different from their traditional use. 
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Regular three- and four-strip pages (strips similar in height and width), for instance, 

are quite uncommon. There are around eight of them in Sin City: The Hard Good-Byeôs 200 

pages. Strips of similar height, but divided in different ways (columns of irregular sizes) are a 

little more common; they occur on approximately ten pages. Equally sized panels covering a 

whole page are extremely rare; only three cases were found (a three-by-three, a three-by-two 

and a two-by-three grid on pages 73, 36 and 19 respectively, as in fig. 14). 

   

    
Fig. 14: Examples from The Hard Goodbye: Regular three- and four-strip pages (68; 77), strips of equal height, 

but divided in irregular columns (167) and equally-sized panels forming a three-by-three grid on a page (73). 


