Adaptation

What is Adaptation?
Which of the following definitions best describes the process of adaptation?

· Adaptation involves copying from an original rather than working with new ideas.

· Adaptation is the transfer of a story / narrative from one medium to another.

· Adaptation has to do with transformation, foregrounding intertextual dialogues between two or more texts.
Adaptation(s)

Literature – Film: e.g. Pride and Prejudice, Lolita, Lord of the Rings.

Literature – Television: e.g. Bleak House, Rebus.
Film – Literature: e.g. Star Wars book series, Young James Bond book series.

Film – Film: e.g. Seven Samurai (adapted as The Magnificent Seven); ‘re-makes’.

Literature/Film – Musical: e.g. Les Miserables, Spamalot.

Original / Copy

· As a process, adaptation is often conceived in terms of a hierarchical relationship between the ‘original’ source-text and the adapted text, which is usually deemed an inferior ‘copy’.
· The prestige of an ‘original’, however, is predicated upon the existence of ‘copies’, without which the concept of ‘originality’ has little meaning.

· The film adaptation as ‘copy’ can serve as an ‘original’ for subsequent ‘copies’. Adaptations need not, therefore, be regarded as necessarily inferior to their ‘original’ literary sources.

Adaptation and ‘Fidelity’

· It has long been assumed that the aim of film adaptations should be to remain ‘faithful’ to the spirit, if not the letter, of their literary source-texts. According to this logic, adaptations should aspire to ‘fidelity’.
· This orthodoxy has increasingly come to be questioned by film critics, as the following quotations suggest:

‘“Fidelity discourse” relies on essentialist arguments in relation to both media [literature and film]. First, it assumes that a novel “contains” an extractable “essence,” a kind of “heart of the artichoke” hidden “underneath” the surface details of style. Hidden within War and Peace, there is an originary core, a kernel of meaning and events which can be “delivered” by an adaptation. But, in fact, there is no transferable core: a single novelistic text comprises a series of verbal signs that can trigger a plethora of possible readings. An open structure, constantly reworked and reinterpreted by a boundless context, the text feeds on and is fed into an infinitely permutating intertext, seen through ever-shifting grids of interpretation. […] The question of fidelity also ignores the wider question of fidelity to what?’


Robert Stam, ‘Introduction: The Theory and Practice of Adaptation,’ Robert Stam and Allessandra Raengo, eds., Literature and Film: A Guide to the Theory and Practice of Film Adaptation (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), p. 15.
‘[I]t is usually at the very point of infidelity that the most creative acts of adaptation and appropriation take place.’


Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation (London; New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 20.

Example 1: from Trainspotting (Danny Boyle, 1996) / Irvine Welsh, Trainspotting (1993)

The full ‘Toilet’ scene is available on-line at the following address:
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1XrvpEIiC1w
Intertextuality

· A different way of conceiving of adaptation is as an instance of intertextuality. 

· If adaptations are understood not as ‘copies’ but as ‘readings’ or interpretations of their source-texts, then it becomes clear that all adaptations are subjective, partial, interested.

· ‘Infidelity’ is not only desirable but inevitable in adaptations. 

· There is an intertextual dialogue of allusion, reference, and comment between the source-text and the adaptation, as part of a broader dialogic relationship with still other texts.

· What can be studied, then, is: 

1) the way in which adaptations attempt to transform or translate their source-texts; 

2) the effects produced by such transformations;
3) the factors or conditions influencing decisions taken in the course of adaptation.

Example 2: Morvern Callar (Lynne Ramsey, 2003) / Alan Warner, Morvern Callar (1995)
3 Broad Categories of Adaptation

· Transposition: An attempt to transfer ‘essential’ elements of the source-text directly from one medium to another. (e.g. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, The Silence of the Lambs)
· Commentary: A critical/imaginative engagement with, or retelling of, the source-text’s events or themes. (e.g. Dr Strangelove, Bladerunner)
· Analogue: Use of the source-text as a point of departure, loosely echoing central themes/actions or shifting events into parallel contexts. (e.g. Apocalypse Now, The Hours)
Elements for Adaptation
· Plot: the basic events or actions of the text (omission, addition, streamlining)

· Story: the sequence in which events are narrated (linear, non-linear, re-structuring)

· Character: the actors in the text (omission, addition, alteration, condensation)

· Style: the manner in which the story is narrated (genre, atmosphere, politics, experiment)

· Context: the setting or background in which events take place (historical, cultural, social)

Further Reading

Thomas Leitch, Film Adaptation and its Discontents: From Gone with the Wind to The Passion of the Christ (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2007), p. 93-126.
James Naremore, ‘Introduction: Film and the Reign of Adaptation,’ James Naremore, ed., Film Adaptation (London: The Athlone Press, 2000), p. 1-16.

Robert Stam, ‘Introduction: The Theory and Practice of Adaptation,’ Robert Stam and Allessandra Raengo, eds., Literature and Film: A Guide to the Theory and Practice of Film Adaptation (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), p. 1-52.

Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation (London; New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 1-25.

Imelda Whelehan, ‘Adaptations: The Contemporary Dilemmas,’ Adaptations: From Text to Screen, Screen to Text (London; New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 3-19.
