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The monograph by Jan Gallik and
Zuzana Vargova, The Theory of Adap-
tation: Literature and Film, published in
2025 by the London-based Heritage &
Partners LLP, is a welcome and timely
contribution to the international under-
standing of Central European literary
scholarship—and, more specifically, to
the theory of film adaptation. The book
grew out of an APVV research project
(No. APVV-23-0586) entitled Critical Re-
flection on Slovak Literary and Transla-
tological Research in the Context of the
Western European Tradition and the Cur-
rent Form of Humanities, and its principal
aim is to bring before an English-speak-
ing readership the scholarly legacy of
Tibor Zilka (born 1939 in Plastovce),
a Slovak literary scholar, aesthetician,
and semiotician who was one of the
founding members of the Department of
Literary Communication at the Faculty
of Education in Nitra, the institutional
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nucleus of what has come to be known
as the Nitra School.

The volume is organised into three
substantial chapters, framed by an in-
troduction and a conclusion. From the
very first pages, the authors make their
ambition clear: they wish to situate
Zilka’s theory of film adaptation within
a broader methodological and cultural-
-historical landscape, following the call
of Kamilla Elliott, one of the most promi-
nent contemporary voices in adaptation
studies, who has long insisted that theo-
ries of adaptation need to be developed
in local, cultural, and medial contexts
rather than squeezed into universalistic
moulds. It is a call that this book answers
with considerable care and a good deal
of scholarly generosity.

The opening chapter offers a bio-
graphical and bibliographical portrait
of Tibor Zilka as a remarkably ver-
satile researcher, teacher, and author.
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We learn that his intellectual journey
began with stylistics and the study
of Slovak-Hungarian texts, and that
his first three books were published
in Hungarian—one of them, Stylistics
and Statistics, even came out in Hun-
gary itself, issued by the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences. Among his early
achievements, the Poetic Dictionary
(Poétikai szotar, 1974; Slovak edition
from 1984) deserves special mention:
it became, quite literally, a student
bestseller, shaped the teaching of liter-
ature at Slovak secondary schools and
universities in ways that are still felt,
and remains one of the most frequently
cited works of literary scholarship in the
country. From the mid-1970s onward,
influenced by Anton Popovié’s theory
of metatext, Zilka turned his attention
to the problematics of intertextuality
and intersemiotics in modern and post-
modern art. After the fall of the old
regime in 1989, free at last to pursue
topics that had previously been politi-
cally sensitive, he also began exploring
biblical and Christian motifs in contem-
porary literature and art—an area where
his faith as a practising Catholic and his
scholarly curiosity found a natural, and
fruitful, convergence.

The second chapter is the method-
ological heart of the monograph, and
it is here that Gallik and Vargova
do some of their finest work. With
patient and well-documented rigour,
they trace the theoretical and method-
ological sources that nourished Zilka’s
thinking about film adaptation. The
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chapter moves through the structural-
ist aesthetics of Jan Mukarovsky (the
artwork as a sign structure, aesthetic
function, norm, and value), Roman
Jakobson’s communication model and
his notion of intersemiotic transla-
tion, Juri Lotman’s film semiotics as
developed within the Tartu—Moscow
School, Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogism and
polyphony, Roland Barthes’s narrative
codes—proairetic, hermeneutic, semic,
symbolic, and referential, with their
potential application to the analysis of
film adaptations—and finally Umberto
Eco’s concept of the open work. What
makes this chapter particularly reward-
ing is that it does not simply cata-
logue influences. It offers a genuinely
synthetic perspective on the semiotic
and structuralist currents that shaped
Central European literary thought in
the second half of the twentieth century.
Readers new to these traditions will find
a lucid introduction here; specialists will
appreciate the refreshingly integrated
overview.

The third chapter places Zilka’s the-
ory in the broader context of Slovak and
international research on film adapta-
tion. The authors engage with an impres-
sive range of scholars: on the Central Eu-
ropean side, Béla Balazs, Petr Bubenicek,
Peter Getlik, Jelena Pastékova, Martin
Ciel, Stefan Timko, Lucia Lendelova,
and Katarina Misikova, among others;
on the Anglo-American and broader
Western side, Linda Hutcheon, Robert
Stam, Thomas Leitch, Kamilla Elliott,
Lars Ellestréom, and Irina Rajewsky.
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A particularly important thread running
through the discussion is the legacy of
Anton Popovi¢’s theory of metatext and
his typology of intertextual continuity.
Popovi¢’s distinction between prototext
and metatext was a foundational con-
tribution of the Nitra School, one that
managed to cross the cultural barrier of
the Iron Curtain and reach Western audi-
ences. Zilka, as the authors convincingly
show, critically re-evaluated and further
developed this framework, steering it
toward the concept of adaptive conti-
nuity—a move that reflects his growing
awareness that the relationship between
texts and their transformations cannot
be confined to the literary domain alone
but extends across semiotic systems.

At the core of the monograph lies
Zilka’s own theory of film adaptation,
which the authors present with ad-
mirable clarity. Zilka identifies four basic
processes at work in adaptation. First,
elimination: the omission of parts or
components of the source work, which
tends to make the resulting text more
dynamic. Second, amplification: the ex-
pansion of the source with new passages,
characters, or elements, through which
certain lines of meaning are further
developed or enriched with new artis-
tic qualities. Third, contamination: the
creation of a new text from several
source texts, a technique frequently en-
countered in television production. And
fourth, substitution: the replacement of
one component with another—character
names, settings, or circumstances. Along-
side these processes, Zilka proposes
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a typology of intertextual continuity:
complex continuity (the full transforma-
tion of a text into another sign system),
systemic continuity (a link to a genre or
mythic model), partial thematic continu-
ity (a connection at the level of a single
thematic category), and linguistic-stylis-
tic continuity (a link at the level of a spe-
cific micro-stylistic segment). A further
key concept is the semiotic opposition
between actualisation (or modernisation)
and historicisation, describing whether
an adaptation foregrounds the author’s
code—preserving the historical setting
of the original—or the recipient’s code,
transposing the story into the present.
One of the most engaging aspects of
the monograph is the way in which this
theoretical framework is brought to life
through concrete examples. The authors
offer a thoughtful discussion of Martin
Sulik’s film Gypsy (Cigan, 2011), which
they read—following Zilka’s lead—as
a latent adaptation of the Hamlet myth,
transposed into a Roma community in
eastern Slovakia. The parallels are hard
to miss: a father murdered by his own
brother, a mother who marries the mur-
derer, a young protagonist whose world
falls apart as a result. Yet the adaptation
is anything but mechanical. It is, rather,
an instance of systemic continuity with
Shakespeare’s dramatic model, in which
the Hamlet archetype is filtered through
a radically different social and cultural
milieu. Another illuminating case study
is the analysis of the film version of
Peter Kristafek’s novel Ema and the
Death’s Head (Ema a smrtihlav, 2014),
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which the authors use to demonstrate
the practical application of Zilka’s theory
in educational settings. Set during the
Second World War, the film is rich in
the multilingual texture so characteristic
of Central Europe—Slovak, Czech, Hun-
garian, and German all feature promi-
nently—and it becomes, in the hands of
a thoughtful teacher, a powerful peda-
gogical tool for fostering critical think-
ing, historical awareness, and media
literacy.

Gallik and Vargova’s monograph
makes a persuasive case that Zilka’s
theory of film adaptation is neither
parochial nor merely local in its sig-
nificance. It is, rather, a rigorous out-
growth of the great methodological
traditions of Central Europe—Prague
structuralism, Tartu—-Moscow semiotics,
the Nitra School—and one that has the
genuine potential to enrich the broader
international discourse of adaptation
studies. The book also works well as
a comprehensive introduction to the
problematics of film adaptation for an
English-speaking audience, and it places
the Nitra School in its wider Central
European context: a region where Czech,
Slovak, Hungarian, and Polish intellec-
tual traditions have long intersected,
challenged, and enriched one another in
ways that the rest of the world has not
always fully appreciated.

If one were to note a minor limitation,
it would be that the monograph touches
only briefly on the newer digital and
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transmedial forms of adaptation—video
game adaptations, serial television, fan
fiction—which represent an increasingly
dynamic area of contemporary adapta-
tion studies. This is, however, entirely
understandable given the book’s focus
on Zilka’s body of work, which took
shape in the era of classical film and
literary theory. Extending his framework
into these newer territories is, perhaps,
a task that awaits the next generation of
scholars—and the foundations that Zilka
has laid are more than solid enough to
build on.

All in all, The Theory of Adaptation:
Literature and Film is a stimulating
and genuinely needed publication. It
opens an important chapter of Central
European literary scholarship to the
international community. For Czech and
Slovak readers, it offers a coherent and
well-structured account of the method-
ological roots and scholarly reach of
Zilka’s theory. For colleagues working
in the Anglo-American tradition, it pro-
vides a window onto an intellectual
heritage that has—as the authors rightly
and repeatedly stress—remained insuffi-
ciently known in the English-speaking
world. One comes away from this book
not only with a better understanding
of Zilka’s contribution, but also with
a renewed appreciation for the richness
and resilience of scholarly traditions that
developed, often against considerable
odds, in the cultural landscape of Central
Europe.

RECENZE



REVIEWS

Libor Pavera (Praha)
A Scholar and His Theory of Adaptation

prof. PhDr. Libor Pavera, CSc., MBA

Katedra didaktiky ekonomickych predmétd

Fakulta financi a Gcetnictvi, Vysoka skola ekonomicka v Praze
nam. W. Churchilla 1938/4, 130 00 Praha 3, Ceska republika
libor.pavera@vse.cz

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6916-8483

elements (such as images or photographs) that are used in the work under a contractual license or exception

This work can be used in accordance with the Creative Commons BY-SA 4.0 International license terms
@ @ @ and conditions (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/legalcode). This does not apply to works or
or limitation to relevant rights.

174



