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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
ALLURE OF
CREPAX’S STORY
OF O

Few  works  of  erotic
l i t e r a t u r e  h a v e
provoked  as  much
fascination and debate
as  Pauline  Réage’s
1954 novel Story of O.
Its  unflinching
portrayal  of  female
submission and sexual
p o w e r  d y n a m i c s
challenged  societal
norms and continues to
capt ivate  readers
decades  later.  Yet  for
m a n y ,  t h e  m o s t
visually arresting entry
p o i n t  i n t o  t h i s
controversial  world  is

not  the  original  text,
b u t  t h e  g r a p h i c
masterpiece  created
by  Italian  artist  Guido
Crepax. Crepax Story
o f  O  s t a n d s  a s  a
landmark in the history
o f  c o m i c s ,  a
sophisticated fusion of
high  art  and  explicit
narrative  that  pushes
the  boundar ies  o f
sequential  storytelling.
In  this  article,  we will
explore the genesis of
Crepax’s  adaptation,
the  distinct  artistic
techniques  that  define
his work, the thematic
resonance of the story
he illustrated, and the
lasting  legacy  of  this
unique  collaboration
between  author  and
artist.
Guido  Crepax  (born
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Guido Crepas in 1933)
w a s  a l r e a d y  a n
established  figure  in
the  world  of  Italian
comics  when  he  took
on  the  challenge  of
adapting  Story  of  O.
Known for his elegant,
stylized  lines  and  his
ab i l i t y  t o  convey
psychological  depth
t h r o u g h  v i s u a l
metaphor,  Crepax had
c r e a t e d  i c o n i c
c h a r a c t e r s  l i k e
V a l e n t i n a ,  a
photojournalist  who
navigated  dreamlike
landscapes  of  desire
and  ident i ty .  The
commission  to  adapt
Réage’s  novel  was  a
natural progression for
an  a r t i s t  who  had
always blurred the line
between eroticism and
art. His version of Story
of  O,  first  serialized  in
the  late  1970s  and
later  collected  as  a
graphic novel, remains
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t

c e l e b r a t e d  a n d
controversial  graphic
adapta t ions  ever
produced.  I t  is  not
merely a retelling but a
reinterpretation,  one
that  uses  the  specific
language of comics to
explore themes of love,
o w n e r s h i p ,  a n d
l iberation  through
submission.

THE NOVEL THAT
SHOCKED A
GENERATION: A
BRIEF
BACKGROUND ON
STORY OF O

To  fully  appreciate
Crepax’s  work,  one
must  first  understand
the  source  material.
S t o r y  o f  O  w a s
published in France in
1 9 5 4  u n d e r  t h e
pseudonym  Pauline
Réage,  later  revealed
to be Dominique Aury,
a  respected  literary
critic.  The  novel  tells
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the  story  of  a  young
fashion  photographer
named O, who is taken
by her lover René to a
château in the French
countryside. There, she
i s  sys temat ica l l y
trained  to  become  a
willing slave,  enduring
p h y s i c a l  a n d
psychological  trials
designed to break her
will  and  reshape  her
identity.  The  narrative
is stark, relentless, and
devoid  of  romantic
gloss.  O’s  journey  is
o n e  o f  e x t r e m e
submission, but also of
a  paradoxical  form  of
empowerment—she
finds meaning and love
through  complete
surrender.
T h e  n o v e l  w a s
immediately  at  the
center  of  a  cultural
firestorm.  It  was
b a n n e d  i n  s o m e
countries,  praised  by
intellectuals  for  its
l iterary  merit,  and

c o n d e m n e d  b y
f e m i n i s t s  f o r  i t s
apparent  glorification
of  female  subjugation.
M u c h  o f  t h e
controversy  stemmed
from the book’s refusal
to  offer  a  clear  moral
judgment.  Instead,  it
immerses the reader in
O ’ s  s u b j e c t i v e
experience, making the
case  that,  for  some,
freedom can be found
i n  t h e  m o s t
c o n s t r a i n e d  o f
circumstances.  This
ambiguity  is  precisely
what made it an ideal
candidate for Crepax’s
visual reinterpretation.

GUIDO CREPAX:
THE MASTER OF
EROTIC COMICS

Guido  Crepax  began
h i s  c a r e e r  a s  a n
a r c h i t e c t  a n d
commercial  illustrator,
but  he  quickly  found
his  true calling in  the
world  of  comic  strips.
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His breakthrough came
i n  1 9 6 5  w i t h  t h e
creation of Valentina, a
character who became
a  cult  figure.  Valentina
was  no t  a  t yp i ca l
superheroine; she was
a modern woman with
a rich inner life,  often
depicted  in  states  of
undress or engaged in
sensual  encounters.
Crepax’s  work  was
characterized  by  a
c l e a n ,  a l m o s t
geomet r i c  l i ne ,  a
minimalist approach to
backgrounds,  and  an
obsession  with  the
female  form  as  an
object of both aesthetic
pleasure and narrative
power.
When  Crepax  turned
his attention to Story of
O,  he  brought  all  of
these  sensibilities  to
bear.  His  adaptation
d o e s  n o t  s i m p l y
illustrate  the  text;  it
expands upon it, using
panels,  page  layouts,

and  visual  symbolism
to create a rhythm that
mirrors  the  novel’s
emotional  pacing.
Crepax  famously  used
a  l i m i t e d  c o l o r
palette—often  just
black,  white,  and  a
single  accent  hue—to
focus  the  reader’s
at tent ion  on  l ine ,
g e s t u r e ,  a n d
composition. His O is a
striking  figure,  with
short  hair,  large eyes,
and a  slender,  almost
androgynous  physique
t h a t  c h a l l e n g e s
conventional  beauty
standards.  This  design
choice emphasizes her
r o l e  a s  a n
everywoman,  a  vessel
f o r  t h e  s t o r y ’ s
philosophical questions
about  identity  and
desire.

THE VISUAL
LANGUAGE OF
CREPAX’S
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ADAPTATION

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
remarkable  aspects  of
the  Crepax Story  of
O is the artist’s ability
to  convey  sensuality
without  resorting  to
mere  pornography.
Crepax  understood
tha t  e ro t i c i sm  i n
comics  is  as  much
about  what  is  hidden
as  what  is  revealed.
H i s  p a n e l s  o f t e n
fragment  the  body,
showing  a  hand,  a
curve of the neck, or a
cascading  strand  of
hair, forcing the viewer
to  piece  together  the
scene from suggestive
f r a g m e n t s .  T h i s
technique  mirrors  the
novel’s  own  narrative
structure, which moves
be tween  exp l i c i t
d e s c r i p t i o n  a n d
introspective silence.
Crepax  a lso  made
innovative  use  of  the
c o m i c  p a g e .  H e

frequently  broke  the
t r a d i t i o n a l  g r i d ,
overlapping images or
letting  a  single  large
panel  dominate.  In
sequences  depicting
O’s  confinement  or
t ra in ing ,  he  used
repeated ,  a lmost
h y p n o t i c
motifs—circles,  lines,
a n d  g e o m e t r i c
patterns—to  evoke  a
sense  of  r itual  and
repetition.  The  reader
is drawn into a trance-
like state, much like O
herself.  In  contrast,
m o m e n t s  o f
tenderness or rebellion
are  portrayed  with
looser,  more  organic
l i nes .  Th i s  v i sua l
cont ras t  i s  key  to
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
C r e p a x ’ s
interpretat ion:  he
treats  submission  not
as a degradation but as
a  form  of  intense,
t r a n s f o r m a t i v e
experience.
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Another  hallmark  of
Crepax’s  style  is  his
use of negative space.
Large swaths of  white
or  black  backgrounds
force the characters to
exist in a kind of void,
emphasiz ing  their
isolation  and  the  all-
consuming  nature  of
their  relationship.  This
minimalism also serves
t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e
emotional  weight  of
the story. The reader is
not  d i s t rac ted  by
extraneous  details;
every  brushstroke
seems  essential.  The
result  is  a  graphic
novel  that  feels  both
timeless  and  deeply
personal,  a meditation
on love and power that
transcends  its  explicit
content.

THEMATIC DEPTH:
SUBMISSION,
IDENTITY, AND
LIBERATION

At its core, Story of O is

a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l
exploration  of  what  it
means to give oneself
whol ly  to  another.
Crepax’s  adaptation
amplifies these themes
t h r o u g h  v i s u a l
storytelling.  His  O  is
not  a  passive  victim;
even  as  she  endures
pain  and  humiliation,
her face often registers
a  c o m p l e x  m i x  o f
emotions—fear, agony,
but  a lso  a  strange
s e r e n i t y .  T h i s
ambiguity is central to
the  work’s  power.
Crepax  suggests  that
O’s submission is not a
l o s s  o f  s e l f  b u t  a
discovery of a deeper,
m o r e  a u t h e n t i c
identity.
T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  O  and  her
lovers—first René, then
the  en igmat ic  S i r
Stephen—is  depicted
as  a  form of  extreme
intimacy.  Crepax  uses
close-ups  of  eyes,
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hands,  and  l ips  to
suggest the merging of
two souls. The physical
acts,  though  graphic,
are  rendered  with  an
a l m o s t  c l a s s i c a l
elegance.  There  is  a
sense  of  r itual  and
ceremony,  as  if  every
gesture  is  part  of  a
sacred  ceremony.  In
t h i s  w a y ,  C r e p a x
elevates  the  story
beyond mere eroticism
into  the  realm  of  the
spiritual.  The  chains
and blindfolds become
s y m b o l s  n o t  o f
imprisonment  but  of
trust  and  surrender.
C r i t i c s  have  l ong
debated whether Story
of O is a feminist work
o r  a  p a t r i a r c h a l
fantasy.  Crepax’s
v e r s i o n  d o e s  n o t
resolve this debate but
instead  invites  the
reader  to  inhabit  O’s
subjectivity. By making
h e r  t h e  c e n t r a l
consciousness  of  the

narrative, he forces us
to  confront  our  own
assumptions  about
power,  desire,  and
autonomy.  This  is  no
small  achievement  for
a  comic  book.  It  is  a
testament  to  Crepax’s
skill that his adaptation
has  been  studied  not
only  by  fans  of  erotic
art but also by scholars
of  literature,  gender
studies,  and  visual
culture.

ARTISTIC
INFLUENCE AND
LEGACY

The release of Crepax
Story  o f  O  w a s  a
mi les tone  fo r  the
graphic novel medium.
It  demonstrated  that
comics could tackle the
most adult themes with
sophistication  and
art is t ic  integr i ty .
C r e p a x ’ s  w o r k
influenced  a
generation of European
comic artists, including
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Milo Manara and others
who explored eroticism
with a similarly high-art
s e n s i b i l i t y .  H i s
approach  to  page
l a y o u t ,  p a n e l
composition,  and  the
integration of text and
image has been widely
imitated.
At the same time, the
graphic  novel  faced
censorship  and  legal
challenges  in  several
countries.  In  Italy,  for
instance,  it  was  briefly
seized  for  obscenity
before  being  released
after a court ruling that
recognized  its  artistic
merit. This controversy
o n l y  a d d e d  t o  i t s
mystique.  Today,  it  is
considered a classic of
t h e  g e n r e ,  o f t e n
included in lists of the
most important graphic
novels ever published.
The  adaptation  also
had a profound impact
on  how Story  of  O  is
perceived  in  popular

culture.  Many  readers
first  encountered  the
narrat ive  through
Crepax’s  art  rather
than the original novel.
For  them,  the  images
of  O—del icate  yet
fierce,  bound  yet
free—have  become
inseparable  from  the
story itself. The graphic
novel has also inspired
film adaptations, music
videos,  and  countless
references  in  fashion
and  photography.  The
visual iconography of O
persists,  a  testament
to the enduring power
o f  C r e p a x ’ s
imagination.

COMPARING
CREPAX’S
VERSION TO
OTHER
ADAPTATIONS

Story  of  O  has  been
adapted into film (most
no tab ly  the  1975
movie directed by Just
Jaeckin),  as  well  as
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audio plays and stage
productions.  Yet  none
of these have captured
the  essence  of  the
n o v e l  q u i t e  l i k e
Crepax’s  comic.  The
film,  while  visually
lush, struggles with the
in te r i o r i t y  o f  the
narrative;  it  shows
actions  but  cannot
c o n v e y  O ’ s
psychological  state
w i t h  t h e  s a m e
intimacy.  The  comic
form, with its ability to
juxtapose  image  and
thought,  is  uniquely
suited  to  the  story’s
b lend  o f  ex te rna l
brutality  and  internal
revelation.
Crepax’s  O  is  a lso
distinct  from  other
interpretations.  Where
the film’s O (played by
Corinne  Cléry)  is  a
more  conventional
beauty,  Crepax’s  O  is
ethereal,  almost  alien.
Her  large,  expressive
eyes  seem  to  see

beyond  the  physical
world. This abstraction
a l lows  readers  to
pro jec t  the i r  own
understanding onto her
character.  She is  both
a specific woman and a
universal  archetype of
the devoted lover. This
duality is perhaps why
the  graph ic  nove l
continues  to  resonate
with  new  audiences,
e v e n  a s  s o c i e t a l
attitudes toward BDSM
and gender roles have
evolved.

THE ART OF THE
PAGE:
TECHNIQUES IN
DETAIL

Let’s take a closer look
at  some of  the specific
artistic  techniques
Crepax  employs.  One
notable  feature  is  his
use  of  sequential
fragmentation.  He
will often show a series
o f  s m a l l  p a n e l s
depict ing  a  s ingle
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action—the removal of
a glove, the tightening
of a collar—each frame
capturing  a  different
angle or moment. This
c r e a t e s  a  s l o w ,
deliberate  pace  that
heightens tension. The
reader  is  forced  to
linger  on  each  detail,
mirror ing  O’s  own
heightened  awareness
o f  h e r  b o d y  a n d
environment.
Another  technique  is
the visual metaphor.
Crepax  frequently
interweaves images of
nature  with  scenes  of
bondage .  A  pane l
showing O’s hands tied
might  be  juxtaposed
with a branch bending
i n  t h e  w i n d .  T h e
implication  is  that
submission is a natural
state,  as inevitable as
the  forces  of  nature.
He  also  uses  dream
s e q u e n c e s  a n d
memory  flashbacks
to explore O’s past and

her  inner  turmoi l .
These sequences often
e m p l o y  s u r r e a l
imagery—floating
mirrors,  disembodied
eyes—that adds a layer
of psychological depth.
The  lettering  is  also
integral  to  the  effect.
Crepax  often  writes
text  in  small,  t ight
scr ipt  that  snakes
around  the  figures,  as
i f  t h e  w o r d s
themselves are binding
them.  At  other  times,
lettering  is  sparse,
leaving the images to
speak  for  themselves.
This  careful  interplay
between  text  and
image is a hallmark of
his style, making each
page a work of graphic
design  as  much  as
storytell ing.

CENSORSHIP,
CONTROVERSY,
AND CRITICAL
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RECEPTION

I t  i s  imposs ib le  to
discuss  the  Crepax
Story  of  O  without
acknowledging  the
c o n t e x t  o f  i t s
publication.  The  late
1970s  was  a  time  of
intense  debate  about
obscenity  and  the
l i m i t s  o f  a r t i s t i c
expression.  Crepax,
who had already faced
criticism for his earlier
works, was no stranger
to  controversy.  His
a d a p t a t i o n  w a s
condemned  by  some
conservative groups as
pornography,  while
even  some  feminist
critics  argued  that  it
reinforced  harmful
stereotypes  about
female  masochism.
Yet  many  art  critics
and  literary  scholars
defended  the  work.

T h e y  p o i n t e d  t o
Crepax’s  sophisticated
composition, his use of
symbolism,  and  his
r e f u s a l  t o
sensationalize  the
violence.  Unlike  many
explicit  comics  of  the
era,  his  work  is  not
designed to titillate but
to  provoke  thought.
The  nudity  is  almost
clinical at times, devoid
of the glossy sheen of
adult  magazines.  This
detachment allows the
reader to engage with
t h e  s t o r y ’ s
philosophical questions
rather  than  seeking
mere  arousal.
O v e r  t i m e ,  t h e
controversy has faded,
and the graphic  novel
i s  n o w  s t u d i e d  i n
university  courses  on
comic  art  and  erotic
literature.


