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‘We are all Madame Bovary.’ A case study in Transmediation

‘We are all Madame Bovary. “Bovarysme” is an international phenomenon!’

As familiar as it may sound to a cultivated French reader, the quote is not, however, by Roland Barthes or
Alain Finkielkraut. It was Posy Simmonds who said these words, recorded in 2014 as the British illustrator
and writer being interviewed by a French news magazine to promote the film adaptation of her graphic
novel, Gemma Bovery. Simmonds’ statement emphasizes both Flaubert’s inspiring power of storytelling and
the timeless universality of Madame Bovary. Both elements have definitely influenced her bold decision
back in 1997 to work on a transmediation project for a British newspaper, by adapting the 19™ century
French literary classic into a well-received illustrated serial. While a ‘truth’ universally acknowledged is
extremely difficult to obtain in ‘history’-telling, hasn’t literary story-telling always drawn on different points
of view and living experiences to keep literature alive? This is all the more striking when we consider the
extent to which Posy Simmonds’ adaptation of Madame Bovary is diftferent from the original, both in form
and content. However, such artistic liberty is taken at the expense of her heroine, who falls into an existential
crisis due to a series of transitions involving emigration, as well as tension between sexes, lifestyles, cultures
and national identities. This paper will demonstrate how the new form of storytelling depicts the heroine’s
transformation, and how a modern writer like Posy Simmonds revisits a fundamental issue which

preoccupied Flaubert’s Emma Bovary: the fierce confrontation between reality and fiction.




