How was Coraline adapted and who was lost or found in translation?
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Adaptation is the interpretation of a story from one medium to another. Like translating a language, adaptation is not exact and during this process the original piece can often be changed to suit its new medium. 

‘Cinema is a language. It can say things—big, abstract things. And I love that about it. I’m not always good with words. Some people are poets and have a beautiful way of saying things with words. But cinema is its own language.’ (David Lynch, Catching the Big Fish: Meditation, Consciousness, and Creativity, 2006)

In this essay I will be delving into the intricacies of adaptation by analysing the text in the original novella Coraline (Gaiman, 2002) by exploring the contrast of the original piece to its stop-motion animation film adaptation Coraline (Sellick, 2009). One such method of comparison would be to consider the difference in exposition and storytelling between the two mediums. An example of this would be the creation of Wybie, a new supporting character in the film adaptation, whose primary purpose is to introduce Coraline to this strange new world as a means of exposition to the audience proxy character. I will go into this in greater detail throughout the course of this essay as the character changes are the focus of my thesis: why did the director feel the need to create and change characters and what effect does this have on the overall adaptation. Characters which I am primarily focused on include: The Other Mother, Wybie and indeed the world of Coraline which is a character itself. In addition to the original piece and film adaptation, I will further support my research by analysing the graphic novel Coraline (2008, Russell) and the video game Coraline (2009, D3 Publisher of America). 

But first I’d like to give a brief synopsis on the story of Coraline as it is in both it’s original novel and film adaptation. Coraline is a young girl who moves into a new home with her distracted working parents. Isolated and dissatisfied with life she has an overactive imagination especially when it comes to a locked door in her home, which she pesters her mother to open. Obviously, the details differ in each version but in the film adaptation Coraline comes across a doll which is a replica of herself, the doll does not exist in the novel. Unbeknownst to Coraline, this doll is a spy for the other mother and is her means of observing our world and the children she desires in it. Through the doll, or little me as Coraline calls her, the Other Mother is able to determine what it is Coraline is missing in her life and what she can use to lure Coraline to her. Through this the Other Mother is able to create a verisimilitude of Coraline’s ideal reality, where Coraline meets her Other Mother for the first time. Other than the superior aspects of this other world the main difference is that the inhabitants all have buttons for eyes and after humouring Coraline and appeasing to her desires the Other Mother makes it clear that she wants Coraline to sew buttons into her eyes and remain in her Other World forever. Coraline is horrified by this, especially when she meets the ‘ghost children’, the former victims of the Other Mother. Children she lured to the other side with her lies and twisted version of reality, children whom sewed buttons into their eyes at the behest of the Other Mother. Coraline tries to escape the Other World by challenging the Other Mother, Coraline must find the eyes of the ghost children to escape this world. Eventually she does escape and locks the door behind her, condemning the Other Mother to the hell of her own creation. At one last attempt to escape the Other Mother sends her hand into the real world to get the key. However, Coraline tricks the hand into falling into a bottomless well which is where the story ends. 

The first character I would like to focus on would be The Other Mother or the Beldam: the predominant antagonist who was first introduced in Gaimans’ novel and features in each adaptation of Coraline. This character is reminiscent of La Belle Dame from La Belle Dame sans Merci: A Ballad (Keats, 1819), a comparison which has not gone unnoticed by theorists and scholars alike. 

‘Both the belle dame and the ‘Other’ mother prey upon the strongest of the weaknesses, as paradoxical as it sounds, in their prospective victims. The knight and Coraline stumble, as it were, upon the respective illusions laid out in front of them as traps.’ (Ghosh, 2013)

The poem by Keats features a weak and weary knight unhappy with his current life, similar to Coraline. He, like Coraline, is lured by a woman’s charms to her ‘elfin grot’ or Other World. Sleep plays a factor in both La Belle Dame and the Other Mothers ability as Coraline initially enters the Other World in her dreams, and just like the Knight, Coraline comes to realise the true reality of these so-called fantasies as what they really are – illusions manipulated by the antagonist. 

‘I saw pale kings and princes too,
 Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;
They cried—‘La Belle Dame sans Merci
       Thee hath in thrall!’ (Keats, 1819)

The ghost children of Coraline are described and seen as death-pale and they also refer to the Other Mother as the Beldam. The souls of the ghost children are trapped in the Other World, as the pale warriors are trapped in the world of La Belle Dame, which is another connection between Keats and Gaiman’s work. 

Adaptation is defined in Oxford’s Dictionary as ‘the action or process of changing something, or of being changed, to suit a new purpose or situation.’ So by this definition true adaptation can never be an exact copy of an original piece. This is an important factor to consider especially when it comes to the fidelity of adaptation. Even though it is paramount that the original story can be heard through the adaptation, the adaptation itself is also a story of its own.  Initially Henry Sellick, the director for the film adaptation of Coraline, found transforming the novel into a film format difficult. Sellick was particularly challenged when writing the first draft of the screenplay for the adaptation after being approached by Gaiman about making the film.  

‘It really sucked…the screenplay…it was too close to the book and the most amazing thing is Neil the author, instead of saying ‘Oh I love this because it’s exactly like my book’ he said ‘You know what? We need to stop talking and you need to go off and find your vision.’’ (Henry Sellick in Making of, 2011).

And Sellick did indeed find his vision. The first big alteration Sellick made was changing the location from England to America as he felt more comfortable writing in US English. The setting of Coraline is as fundamental a character as Coraline herself and the difference in these locations play a fundamental part in the way the story is portrayed and executed, not only visually but culturally. The dialogue and the way the characters interact between book and film are also very different. For example, in the book, Coraline is much more polite whereas in the film she is more outspoken which is reflected in her mannerisms. 

All this aside I believe that the most significant difference between the novel and the film adaptation is the creation of the character Wybie.  

‘I created this other character Wybie for her to play off against’ (Henry Sellick in Making of, 2011).

The creation of Wybie as a supporting character is a clever method of helping to develop the world around Coraline and as a method of delivering exposition to the audience.

‘A supporting character is a person who plays a role in the life of a story’s protagonist. Novelists and screenwriters don’t anchor a story around supporting characters, but they use them in the process of worldbuilding to create a compelling backdrop to the main character’s story arc.’ (Margaret Atwood in Masterclass, 2020)

In the novel Coraline is the only child living in the apartments which adds to her isolation and desire for change. In the film Wybie’s grandmother owns the apartments and he lives nearby. He is someone Coraline can connect with due to a similarity in age and circumstance, the circumstances being that they are both housed in a secluded area with (apparently) no other children.  I believe that Wybie acts as a guide to the audience surrogate, Coraline, in that he is one of the first people she meets, he is the one that introduces her to her new home and it’s surroundings. Upon meeting Coraline, Wybie informs her of the dangers of the Pink Palace, telling her that his grandmother does not let him enter the premises. This provides foreshadowing for the audience and sets up the feeling of unease in the film. He continues to foreshadow future events by returning to Coraline the second day to give her a doll which he found in his grandmothers belongings; a doll which is a replica of Coraline that doesn’t appear in the book. This visual cue adds to the tense feeling which only grows when Wybie tells Coraline about his grandmothers twin sister that disappeared in the Pink Palace many years prior. As Wybie does not exist in the novel by default neither does his grandmother, nor this story of his grandmothers sister going missing. This only adds to the audiences curiosity on why Wybie won’t enter the pink palace and is a great way to add suspense in the film. 

‘I created this other character Wybie for her to play off against’ Sellick in (Making of, 2011).

The choice Sellick made of adding this additional character really helps the story progress in a more natural way on screen. In the book Coraline is extremely introspective and thoughtful, however her thoughts can be clearly read, something which is not as simple to execute on screen. As mentioned above Sellick really wanted someone for Coraline to play off against and Wybie is certainly able to bring up important issues crucial to the story which not only creates questions for Coraline but also for the audience. When in the real world Wybie is confrontational but the Other Wybie is unable to speak because the Other Mother believes Coraline would be happier if he was ‘quieter’. This scene adds to the darker side of the Other World which brings unease to Coraline and the audience. These darker scenes work exceptionally well in a visual medium as in book form these moments wouldn’t have the subtlety the scenes in the film have and it would ultimately be dependent on the audiences imagination and interpretation of the message. An example of this would be the hand motif being continuously seen in the film. We are unknowingly introduced to the Other Mother in the opening sequence as her hand can be seen sewing the doll and in one scene a hand takes the form of a lightning strike, I believe that this hand motif is a metaphor for the Other Mother attempting to grasp Coraline in her clutches and the increased visual frequency of the hand motif throughout the film suggests her grip is tightening. These visual cues would be impossible to execute in book form without using illustrations which would reduce the subtlety and suggestion of something sinister which is seen in the blink of an eye, making you question whether or not you saw it at all. 

The visual medium has access to certain tools and techniques which the book does not, whereas the book is able to go into more depth and allows internal monologues as method of expression and feeling. Access to Coraline’s inner thoughts allows the reader to feel connected and closer to the protagonist as they can understand the motivation behind her decisions and actions.

As previously mentioned, the character Wybie did not feature in the original novella and was created as a means of adapting to this new medium. As we the audience were no longer privy to Coraline’s inner thoughts, we required Wybie to help guide both Coraline and the audience through the series of events that play in the story. 
One of the greatest differences I personally found between the novella and its adaptation is the execution of the ending. In the novel Coraline saves herself, through her own intelligence and cunning. However, in the film I feel that this moment is stolen from Coraline as Wybie contributes as her saviour by defending her from the hand. This moment of chivalry comes as a surprise and is a display of Wybie’s character arc going through the zero to hero trope, this display of heroism is a stark contrast to how he is introduced. He starts as a cowardly, bumbling teenager who is afraid of his grandmothers stories and the Pink Palace. The Other Mother notices Coraline’s disdain for Wybie and as a result the other Wybie is substantially different to what Coraline expects. The Other Wybie even sacrifices himself to save Coraline so that she can escape the Other World, something she would never expect from the real Wybie. In the next scene the real Wybie even calls Coraline crazy for believing in the Other Mother and her misdeeds. But ultimately Wybie does care for Coraline and is a great help in her salvation, perhaps there is more of this perfect illusion Coraline has in her real life than originally thought.  Coraline is a non traditional protagonist which would mean that archetypes such as the heroes journey would be hard to apply to her. Wybie’s character however falls into the archetype which is ready to be shaped by the hero’s journey. Coraline moving into the Pink Palace forms as his call to adventure as he meets his mentor, Coraline. Further evidence to support this is his prior knowledge of something being amiss with the Pink Palace and a child’s disappearance, despite this he rejects this adventure by obeying his grandmothers wishes to stay away, even going as far of being frightened of it himself. Wybie throughout the film has many trials and failures both in the real world and his Other version of self which results in the Other Wybie sacrificing himself. This can be seen as a metaphorical death, rebirth and evolution in his character. Which leads to the conclusion of the heroes journey, wherein rises to the challenge of being Coraline’s saviour. Despite the title of the movie suggesting Coraline is the hero of this story, it is Wybie who changes and grows the most as a character. This could be seen as a gender preference with regards to stereotyping male leads and damsels in distress. Coraline is put in danger which works as a catalyst for Wybie being called to action. 

‘A female character is put into immediate danger in order to put the cast in motion. Her plight unites the cast, causing them to put aside their differences and work together to save her or provide the premise for The Quest and is considered Older Than Dirt.’ - (The Hero's Journey - TV Tropes, 2013)

Gender roles play a huge impact in film, though this is something which is challenged more and more in recent film and media it is still prevalent and as film studios primarily focus on the financial success of their pictures it is important they take on board the risk to reward ratio. As this was Laika Studios first feature film they could not afford to take such a risk and had to heed the audience expectations. It is unfortunate that Sellick, or indeed Laika Studios took what was a female led piece and diluted her overall agency in the film, it was as though they believed a girl couldn’t save herself which is regrettably a very regressive attitude to take towards gender roles. I feel that is it easier to be more expressive and experimental in a novel as there is less at stake and less to lose financially.  

‘I was uncomfortable with feeling like Wybie had rescued [Coraline] at the end. She has to rescue herself.’ – Neil Gaiman (Rome, 2013)

Another reason why Sellick may have chosen to add Wybie to the adaptation is to provide a soundboard for Coraline so that he could transform her inner monologue into conversation. In the ending of the novel, Coraline strategically creates a fake picnic to reduce suspicion to the Other Mother so that her hand can be lured onto a picnic blanket and down the well. This involved a lot of thought on Coraline’s part which was expressed well through inner monologues something which would have been harder to replicate on film as we are unable to hear her thoughts. In the film version she is much more unprepared, skittish even, and needs the support of Wybie to stop the Other Mother. Because this film was catered more towards children I believe that the studio wanted to portray a message of friendship and working together to a common goal. It is easier for the audience to understand the story when it is being discussed with someone else in the film, that someone else being Wybie. 

In conclusion, my original descent into who or what was lost or found in translation came with surprising results. When I initially watched the film I did see Coraline as the main character and a hero herself, yet through research and understanding the concepts of archetypes, gender roles, fidelity and tropes I came to realise Coraline needed a companion in the adaptation. Her internal thoughts were important and in the novella these thoughts were stated clearly, I feel that if they’d have made the film primarily with internal monologues it would not have been right for the target audience. Coraline needed a friend to play off of, someone to challenge her and speak her thoughts out loud to. I believe adding a male character gave someone for the children in the audience to relate to, who didn’t feel a connection to Coraline, a contrast to Coraline’s self assured personality. Wybie was insecure and had room to grow and this development in his character was important in teaching a valuable lesson to the younger viewers. 

To sum it up, when asking myself the question: how was Coraline adapted and who was lost or found in translation? I believe this…

Coraline was adapted in such a way to cater to younger audiences perhaps in an effort to make an unconventional narrative more conventional and palatable to general audiences, especially children. In this process I do believe the Coraline of the novels was somewhat lost in the adaptation however, I believe a new Coraline was born. One who had gained a friend in Wybie, someone who was a hero to her and someone she was a hero for. I believe Wybie was found in this translation and was able to complete his heroes journey into becoming a strong character himself.
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