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whose aim was to express the transitoriness of human re-
membrance and deepen the mechanics of memory. The 
creators of the production found images in Schulz that 
enabled them to put their artistic principles into action 
in the fullest possible way; in his work, they discovered 
the sense of loss and abandonment that constitutes an in-
tegral part of the contemporary sensibility. The rupture 
in continuity between the past and the present, the loss 
of contact with what has passed away, a peculiar fracture 
that typifies the human being in today’s world. But which 
can, in McBurney’s view, be transcended. It can be tran-
scended with the help of what takes place in the theatre 
in between the stage and the seats in the house.22 Schulz 
is part of that process of communication. 

translated by Timothy Williams

22 McBurney, M. Wheatley, “Prologue,” in Complicite, Plays: 1, pp. x-xii. 1/2014
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[…] your new friend Pan pulls out a bottle of white 
wine hidden inside the stump, uncorks it and offers 
you a root cigar. What an importunate babbler! But 
as time passes by, tireless in your invention, jabber-
ing, and fantasizing, you begin to see unfolding above 
yourselves clusters of apparitions, as you hallucinate 
together the starry beyond, white milky ways, laby-
rinths of unfinished colosseums and forums. Without 
your even noticing, the night air descends over the 
garden, this black Proteus who for his amusement 
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forms condensed velvet, streaks of jasmine scent, cas-
cades of ozone, sudden airless solitudes growing like 
black spheres into infinity, monstrous grapes of dark-
ness, overflowing with dark juice. 

You become conscious that it is time to go, that there 
are tasks in this city worth performing. […]

1. You take a look around 
2. You return to the town square.

The above quotation is one of over 100 textual cut-ups that 
together comprise Idol (Bałwochwał), a digital adaptation 
of Bruno Schulz’s stories published on the Ha!art website 
as an “internet gamebook.” The simian hunchback Pan, 
with his “hands in his tattered trousers,” is familiar from 
Schulz’s The Cinnamon Shops. But the white wine and root 
cigar we encounter rather in “The Dead Season” (Martwy 
sezon) in Sanatorium Under the Sign of the Hourglass. The 
hallucinatory content of the main paragraph comes almost 
verbatim from the story “July Night” (Nocy lipcowa) and 
is a sort of remix of a longer account (running two pages) 
of the wanderings of personified night through a sleep-
ing Drohobych. And what about the trunk where Pan has 
been hiding the bottle? That was added during the pro-
cess of adaptation, a plot detail thrown in to embellish 
the description, though the space itself certainly allows 
for such a growth: the libation shared with the faun takes 
place in a dark, abandoned part of the garden, described 
by Schulz as being tangled with “thickly overgrown with 
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grasses, weeds, and thistles.” Most importantly, however, 
the Drohobych master’s narrative has been transported 
from first to second person singular, by this violent, per-
haps iconoclastic shift introducing the work of the great 
writer into a) the space of digital writing and b) into the 
age of the culture of participation.1 

It takes only a short reconstruction of the source ma-
terial to see that what we are dealing with here is not 
postmodernist re-writing, nor mere digitalization as 
commonly understood. The author of this derivative text 
is neither Pierre Menard from the Borges story, writ-
ing Don Quijote out again word for word, nor Professor 
Marek Adamiec, who since the late 1990s has been build-
ing a virtual library of Polish literature online. I would 
further hope that the text does not represent a form of 
karaoke, about which Dobravka Ugrešić writes in Ka-
raoke Culture, a dramatic diatribe against contempo-
rary culture.2 As karaoke, Idol would have to exhibit the 
adaptor-authors’ voices at the expense of Schulz’s voice, 
which according to Ugrešić’s criteria, would be taken 
down from its pedestal in the canon to yield the field to 
anonymous representatives of globalized “low” culture. 
Aside from the fact that the protagonist of Idol is not 
Józio, but rather “you,” the work still demands – both 

1 An age inaugurated by such gestures as Time magazine’s selection of the collective “YOU,” 
meaning the many millions among the ranks of the internet users, as Person of the Year. On 
the cover of that issue there was a picture of a computer screen with the following words 
underneath: “Yes, you. You control the information age. Welcome to your world.” For more 
on participatory culture, see H. Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media 
Collide, New York 2006. 

2	 D.	Ugrešić,	Karaoke Culture, Rochester 2011.
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from the author of the adaptation and its reader – what 
for Robert Coover is one of the last markers of litera-
ture in the age of advancing multiplication of competing 
narrative forms: attention, concentration, quiet. Coover 
urges us, “Calm down and read…” – and the message of 
Idol should echo that advice.3 

Genre and Typological Concerns Relating to Idol
As an adaptation into a different medium, Idol can be 
placed next to previous adaptations into film (Wojciech 
Jerzy Has’s 1973 Sanatorium Under the Sign of the Hour-
glass) or animation (the Quay brothers’ 1986 Street of 
Crocodiles). Any such comparison, however, quickly re-
veals it to be a unique adaptation, privileged in being 
closer to the original. From the various functions of the 
computer as a “metamedium,” Idol employs chiefly the 
textual aspect and operates by means of a linguistic code, 
in fact the same code in which the original was written. 
Many passages in the work, particularly impersonal de-
scriptions, are taken straight from Schulz. Nonetheless, 
the secondary text is never semiotically identical to the 
source text. The introduction of an alternative naviga-
tional apparatus, the application of mechanisms of ran-
dom content-generation by means of multiple links by 
whose activation the game player advances to one of sev-
eral possible continuations,4 tossing digital dice to decide 
the outcome of a mini-game, chatting with the conductor 

3 R. Coover, The End of Literature, unpublished manuscript, 2012, correspondence with the 
author. 

4 For example, choosing “Examine the contents of the stamp album” in the “City” segment 
leads to three different possible sequences; see Bałwochwał, developed by M. Pisarski, M. 
Bylak, http://ha.art.pl/schulz/miasto_w.html [accessed 01.01.2013].
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at a railway station or, finally, the soundtrack accompa-
nying many of the locations, all mean that the scope of 
Idol is decidedly expanded by the “freedoms” of the dig-
ital medium. This hybrid creation, part fan fiction, part 
Cortazarian hopscotch with the original, and part textu-
al gamebook with its own rules, shows the vertiginously 
thrilling adaptive potential of the computer metamedi-
um. There can be as many digital adaptations of Bruno 
Schulz’s works as there are authors who undertake to 
write one, and each of them will draw to a different degree 
from the multimedia palette of technical and typological 
or genre methods and devices available to them. Such an 
adaptation may take the form of a chatbot, i.e., a dialogue 
with a machine’s “artificial intelligence,” or a multi-level 
game à la SuperMario, an archive-themed hypertext in 
which the reader is tasked with moving agilely through 
the fictionalized archives of Bruno Schulz, or even– if the 
budget for the project is millions of dollars high – an in-
ternet game on the model of MMORPG, in which players 
compete in an alternative, three-dimensional, graphi-
cally enhanced virtual world based on images of Schulz’s 
Drohobych and its environs. 

Though we have no way of predicting what future adap-
tations of Schulz will look like, it is worthwhile to briefly, 
using the example of Idol, sketch the two main directions 
in which the creation of adaptations may advance. In the 
first of these, the idea is to (re)create language, in the sec-
ond, to build a world. Idol – though within a rather mod-
est scope – displays features of both. 
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Language as World.  
Digital Adaptation’s Textual Inheritance
Idol is the latest grandchild of two paraliterary genres of 
the 1970s and 1980s. The first of those was the gamebook, 
the second: the textual adventure game, also called interac-
tive fiction. The gamebook, a phenomenon that arose in the 
1980s in popular fiction, most often in the genres or featur-
ing elements of fantasy and science-fiction, was written not 
in the form of continuous text, but rather numbered para-
graphs, relating to each other without regard for chronol-
ogy. The reader could jump around from the beginning of 
the book to the end and back. This device was not so much 
based on a fascination with Cortazar’s Hopscotch as the 
subordination of story to game, since the game aspect was 
the most important genre determinant in those books. The 
rules within the instructions to interactive fiction demand-
ed that the reader battle monsters, with the outcome decid-
ed by a throw of the dice. Another important element was 
the process of mapping out the dungeons where these bat-
tles usually took place, as that enabled players to effectively 
reach their goal, most often that of finding a treasure-chest. 
The formula of these games, which were known in Poland 
under the name “fantasolo,”5 was later used in more liter-
ary, less game-oriented forms, for example in Carlo Frabet-
ti’s The Palace of 100 Gates (El palacio de las cien puertas).6 

On the other hand, the textual adventure game is a genre 
that sprang to life entirely in the digital realm, its first 

5 Polish examples of this genre were published in Razem: Jacek Ciesielski’s  “Dreszcz” 
(Shiver) and “Goblin.” See J. Ciesielski, “Dreszcz,” Razem 33-34/1987. 

6 C. Frabetti, El palacio de las cien puertas, Madrid 2005.
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instance being William Crowther and Don Wood’s 1977 
game “Adventure”. The game was comprised of a series 
of descriptions of places, through which the player-read-
er moved, entering into interactions with the characters 
and objects who happened to be in a given location. The 
tool of interaction was not selection of a text segment, 
but a window of suggestions that the player used to work 
his or her way through the narrative of the game, with 
the help of a parser, that is, a computer algorithm capable 
of understanding such rudimentary suggestions as take 
key or go west. Whether and how the player would finish 
the game depended on this dialogue with the parser. For 
almost two decades, up until the 1990s – when computer 
games, thanks to improvements in the domain of com-
puter graphics, began to resemble films more than liter-
ature – purely textual adventure games were one of the 
main currents in computer entertainment. 

In approaching the creative adaptation of Schulz into the 
digital domain, nowadays sparkling with multimedia fire-
works, we were led back to that tradition, minimal in its 
means and closest to the literary work. Idol, however, is 
neither a textual adventure game, nor quite 100% a game-
book. The work does involve battling monsters (the player 
must shoot at some minions of Lord de V., with the outcome 
decided by a dice throw), it features a “treasure-chest” that 
enables the main part of the game to end with success, and 
can even boast elements of conversation with (pseudo-)
artificial intelligence. Nevertheless, making return trips to 
the Drohobych town square, where the game begins and 
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ends, and starting the game all over again are more import-
ant than reaching some arbitrarily chosen destinations. 
The main purpose of this literary game, played at a rhythm 
of free, hypertextual exploration of fictional space, is above 
all testing the narrative potential of digital textual forms. 
In focusing on a few of them, we do not want to commit to 
any one in particular, leaving that decision to readers and 
the creators of future digital Schulz adaptations. 

It is worthwhile to remember two forms of adaptation that 
Idol does not engage in, but to which Schulz’s work might 
lend itself beautifully. One is the critical hypertext adap-
tation, which involves interventions not in the text, but in 
its presentation, which features a metatextual layer super-
imposed on the initial text through the use of digital tools. 
An example of this would be the digital version of Potocki’s 
The Saragossa Manuscript (Rękopis znaleziony w Saragossie) 
published by Ha!art in 2012, which allows alternative path-
ways to be navigated through the work. The second type, 
artistic and poetic rather than critical, is the animated text. 
One can imagine, for example, The Cinnamon Shops present-
ed as a series of non-interactive slides, on which quotations 
from Schulz’s prose are shown, subjected to a procedure 
along the lines of concrete poetry or liberature. The models 
for this genre of animated text are Zenon Fajfer’s Ars Poetica 
(2002) and Eyelids (Powieki, 2013). An adaptation of Ashes 
and Diamonds (Popiół i diament) was made in this genre in 
2014 –  Agata Słodownik, Michał Danielewicz, and Michał 
Szot made a gamebook consisting of mobile, interactive text 
boards, presenting the work in poetic rather than epic form.  
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The World as Text:  
In Bruno Schulz’s Virtual Spaces 
The principle most widely followed in computer adap-
tations from literature is that of constructing a world 
based on descriptions, characters and events found in 
the literary original.7 I have in mind not only the obvi-
ous and easy adaptation of ready-made worlds such as 
J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle Earth. The high-budget game 
industry is not afraid to set the action of its productions 
in the world of Dante’s Divine Comedy.8 The component 
of building a world, present in purely linguistic form in 
textual adventure games, is also visible and important in 
Idol. The adventure begins in the square and then leads 
by way of three branches: through a building, down the 
street of Crocodiles, and into the suburbs to a park, Trin-
ity Square and the cinnamon shops, to finally reach the 
soda water factory, the museum, or by train, the san-
atorium. It is essential to keep in mind, however, that 
Schulz’s bricks, from which this world has been recon-
structed, must be filled with content by the reader, not 
a graphic artist hired for the task. The effect of immer-
sion, submersion and exploration of particular locations 
is heightened by the music composed by Artur Sosen 
Klimaszewski to complement (rather than illustrating) 
some spaces. Idol, though unavoidably driven by the lo-
gistics of plot, was created using maps. We have to know 

7 The relevant theory of possible worlds, according to Marie-Laure Ryan, was popularized in 
Poland	by	Anna	Łebkowska.	In	the	past	decade,	Ryan	has	successfully	applied	it	to	digital	
literature and computer games. See Marie-Laure Ryan, Avatars of Story, Minneapolis 2006. 
More recently, see: M.J.P. Wolf, Building Imaginary Worlds: The Theory and History of 
Subcreation, Guernsey 2013.

8 Dante’s Inferno, Electronic Arts 2010. 
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in what place and at what moment to place a given event, 
dialogue, or object. Because of this, it is best read with 
the aid of maps, even if they are only rudimentary pencil 
sketches. 

We are going to continue to move forward in the do-
main of text as world, not world as text. The next phase 
– though it’s hard to say whether it represents a step for-
ward – will be adaptation scenarios in the reverse direc-
tion, productions with much greater force and Schulz’s 
Drohobych seen from a perspective not so much second 
as first person singular, with a camera mounted over 
the head of the player-explorer as he or she encounters 
other aficionados of the precipitous imagination behind 
the Cinnamon Shops. Together with them in this virtual 
Second Life, rendered by the newest, seamless graphics, 
he will ride in a horse-drawn carriage, play with buttons 
by the town square, look for priceless stamps for his own 
virtual stamp album, or even– shoot from a double-bar-
relled shotgun at rebellious mannequins… There are as 
many possibilities as there are individuals interested 
in making such visions real. The enormous potential of 
Schulz’s oeuvre, and the many secrets of his imagination 
that have not yet been unlocked, assure us that the de-
velopment of such digital productions is a question not of 
“whether,” but of “when.” 

translated by Timothy Williams
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