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A formal analysis and critical evaluation of Kubrick's film adaptation of King’s novel ‘The Shining’

Introduction - Fidelity
How faithful can a film be to a book? Over the years, thoughts have changed regarding this question. Originally, critics would expect filmmakers to be as faithful as possible and maintain the fidelity of the adaptation by sticking closely to the plot and characterisations.
Film, however, can never be faithful to a book. Words cannot be directly translated into moving pictures. For example, King uses the word ‘accordioning’ to describe the way the hotel lift door folds back on itself, looking like the musical instrument’s folds. How can you translate this image into film? Literary techniques like this have no place in film and remain for the reader alone to enjoy.

To ‘adapt’ means:
‘To change, or to change something, to suit different conditions or uses’
								Cambridge English Dictionary 

[bookmark: _GoBack]An adaptation of a novel to a film requires changes. The written word and film are two different types of text. A novel is purely words. A film includes moving images, speech/dialogue, sound (diagetic and non-diagetic, e.g. music), as well as, post 1927, a palette of colour. Technical difficulties can also be a limiting factor. For example, King describes the topiary hedge animals attacking Jack and Danny. Computer Generated Imagery (CGI) was in its early days when Kubrick adapted the novel and he had no way of personifying the hedges.
Readers create unique images in their minds whereas in a film, viewers see the same thing.

Stam writes in his essay ‘Beyond Fidelity’ that infidelity in an adaptation is ‘When a film adaptation fails to capture what we see as the fundamental narrative, thematic and aesthetic features of its literary source’ (Stam, 2008, p.70). King has openly criticised Kubrick’s adaptation, saying that: ‘the book is about [Jack’s] gradual descent into madness through the malign influence of the Overlook’ (Jenkins, 2007, p. 71). The central theme of the novel - the evil powers of a personified hotel turning a troubled father and husband into a would-be murderer - is completely ignored by Kubrick. There are more differences between the film and the novel than there are similarities. 

The Plot
In the broadest terms, the central plot is similar in both novel and film.  Both are horror stories. A father, Jack Torrance, whilst working as a caretaker in the Overlook Hotel when it is cut off by winter snow, suffers from ‘cabin-fever’ and tries to murder his wife and son. His son, Danny, has premonitions called ‘shinings’ about this and sees the word REDRUM (murder backwards) on the bedroom door foretelling his father’s intention to commit murder and referencing past murders. The hotel’s chef Halloran tries to rescue Danny and his mother.


Whilst Kubrick sticks to the basic plot and uses the same characters, there are distinct differences. The endings are significantly different. In the novel, Dick Hallorann escapes with Danny and Wendy from the Overlook Hotel just before the boiler explodes killing Jack and consuming the hotel in flames. In the film, Hallorann is murdered by Jack with an axe while attempting to save Wendy and Danny. King’s ‘good’ character is rewarded with his life; whereas Kubrick allows ‘evil’ to triumph.
During Jack’s hunt for Danny in the ‘Overlook Maze’, an invention by Kubrick, Jack is overcome by his madness and freezes to death in the maze. In the book, Jack burns to death as on a ‘pyre’; in the film, he freezes to death. These two conditions are the exact opposite of each other. The differences in the endings mirror the general differences. The book is about the hotel’s influence over Jack and his gradual descent into madness, whereas the film purely centres on Jack’s character and his madness throughout. Kubrick’s adaptation creates a more brutal, one-dimensional Jack – he is just plain crazy; whereas King’s original characterisation conjured up a more complex, reflective man who, as the reader would know, tried to fight-off and rationalise his demons.

The film starts differently too. “Jack’s journey to the Overlook Hotel is not depicted in the novel” (Jenkins, 1997, p.73). The first shots are generally used to establish the time and setting of a scene or film. “Establishing shots work as a shorthand for filmmakers to communicate ideas to the audience… so that there is an understanding of the time and setting of the film (Jason Hellerman, 2019). Kubrick’s first shots of Torrance’s 1973 Volkswagen Sedan winding its way through the towering mountains give the audience an idea of the time and place. This sequence “also cleverly serves to prefigure the film’s spooky direction” (Jenkins, 1997, p.74). 
Rather than creating a faithful adaption, Kubrick invents new settings, props and events: He adds in the Maze, Danny’s tricycle, the vision of the two sisters, the flooding of the corridor with blood (used as a trailer), the ‘green’ room 237, the references to Native Indians and most mise-en-scenes are completely different. Kubrick introduces scenes that instill instant fear to shock his audience, whereas King gradually builds a sense of foreboding through Danny’s shinings.
Kubrick, from the start, omits Jack’s back story, the theme of wasps and the personification of the hotel and the hedges which all would have been too difficult to portray. 

Characterisation
The main character in both the novel and film is Jack Torrance. King dwells on Jack’s back-story: he has a troubled childhood with a violent father, his alcoholism, his violence towards Danny and his victimisation. Jack and his wife Wendy have come close to divorce, but in the novel, they begin to find romance and love again. Jack is a struggling author and settles down at the Overlook Hotel to write a play. In the film, we know little of this – the British version even cuts the revelation that Jack broke Danny’s arm. 
Kubrick presents us with a character in Jack who is already insane. His relationship with Wendy is already strained, he has a short temper and we discover later that he is not actually writing a play. Instead, he is typing the line ‘All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy’ over and over again, page after page.
When Kubrick cast Nicholson, he had his own ‘intertextuality’. The audience links him to parts he has played before, in particular, the crazy man from ‘One Flew over the Cuckoo Nest’. Nicholson is famed for his ‘mad’ look, arched eye-brows and staring eyes. Corrigan (Film and Literature, 2011, p.43) suggests that the casting of Nicholson was an ‘economic’ decision - he was ‘bankable’. 

 


Danny’s turbulent thoughts, his ‘voice’ Tony and his shinings figure heavily in the novel and he has many worrying conversations with his parents. Kubrick, however, portrays Tony as a moving finger with a child-like squeaky voice, which fails to deliver the tension King builds. 

As Jack’s madness dominates and over-shadows Danny’s shinings, Kubrick leaves no space for Wendy’s character to play a significant role at all. She is portrayed as a meek, subservient wife. The image of her tottering around in her dressing-gown, wide-eyed in terror, limply holding a knife is pathetic and detracts from Kubrick’s wish to shock. King, himself, stated 
in an interview with The Telegraph “There’s no sense of her involvement in the family dynamic at all” (Stephen King, 2019). John Simon, much like King, believed that “Kubrick had… dispensed with no less than 90 percent of King’s creation to concentrate on Jack Nicholson”, therefore, stripping Wendy of her contribution to the family dynamic (Jenkins, 1997). King even went as far as to say that Wendy’s character in Kubrick’s ‘The Shining’ is “one of the most misogynistic characters ever put on film”.

Also, “The film is generally less violent than the book. Whereas in the original, Wendy stabs her husband in the back, in the adaptive version she merely cuts his hand” (Jenkins, 1997, p103). 

King’s Danny plays a far greater role; he has countless ‘thoughts’ all italicised to depict Tony’s voice. Jenkins points out that the practical limitations of a 5-year old actor forced Kubrick to reduce his spoken part and concentrate on his physical presence whilst playing or cycling.

Colour
The filmmaker has colour to play with. Kubrick often used a palette of dark rusts and bright blood reds. Danny’s clothes are often bright red and the word REDRUM is ‘painted’ in red in Danny’s visions. Even the hotel’s carpets are hues of red and rust - like dried blood.
[image: ]
https://mymodernmet.com/cinema-palettes/

The ballroom toilet setting uses red too. Ironically, whilst this setting does not exist in the book, the dialogue between Jack and the ghost of the previous caretaker Grady is almost a word for word copy. The all-red decoration creates a surreal feel and it is also a pivotal moment as the intensity of Jack’s madness increases. Here, Grady encourages Jack to ‘correct’ his wife’s and child’s behaviour. When King uses colour adjectives, it is done sparingly and starkly:
now the red liquid was spraying up like an obscene rain shower...and flecked through the scarlet were tiny gray ribbons of tissue, bits of brain and bone’ (King, 2011, p. 392).
The film delivers a colourful world that Kubrick has meticulously developed in every detail from mise en scène to characterization.         


Sound
Sound, both diagetic and non-diagetic, is a useful layer for a film-maker to add. In his film, Kubrick creates an ‘extraordinary soundscape and score… which is a major contribution to the film’s eerie and confounding tone’ (Luckhurst, 2013, p. 75). To do this, Kubrick uses a range of classical scores, including Berlioz and Bartok, as well as contemporary music in Penderecki’s Polymorphia. Kubrick conveys the era of the Sixties, the Overlook’s past glamorous and now dangerous life, through King’s choice of Ray Noble and his orchestra, ‘Midnight and the Stars and You’. 

Commercial Influence and Culture
Film production is expensive and needs to attract large audiences to recuperate costs. Therefore, Kubrick’s horror movie needed to pull in viewers who may never have read King’s book. The types of audience for each differ. People who will sit and read a novel of over 300 pages are not necessarily the same audience as those who will watch a 2-hour film and vice-versa. 
In order to make ‘acclaimed literary works available to demographically broader screen audiences’, the media industry plays a role in ‘brokering the ‘cultural value’ of the original text (Murray, 2013, p.18). ‘The Shining’ film was billed as a visual horror film, using the waves of blood as a trailer. To attract a new audience as a stand-alone film rather than an adaptation, it needed to shock and truncate King’s novel. 
	
Genre
King wrote a Gothic horror novel; a supernatural tale set in a large, ‘haunted’ building, the battle between good and evil, whereas Kubrick was the ‘auteur’ of a horror film.

[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]For different audiences, Kubrick’s film was too high or too low, fatally misread the conventions of the genre in its hauteur, or cunningly reinvented them in a way audiences and critics consistently missed (Luckhurst, 2013, p.27)
[bookmark: _heading=h.xdzzy8c1fsdf]
Throughout the novel the main supernatural power is the personification of the Overlook Hotel and its heart - the boiler. It is as if the hotel had a hold on the characters, ‘The Overlook didn’t want them to go’ (King, 2011, Chapter 32) and ultimately it had possessed Jack. Towards the climax of the story, Danny identifies the truth as he sees it.
‘The Overlook has gotten into you, Daddy… The Bad Stuff… The Hotel put it there.’
And Wendy says: ‘The Hotel is trying to hurt him as much as it is us.’ (King, 2011, Chapter 46)
The ultimate horror of the book is the ripping apart of the family as the father tries to murder son and wife and as Danny realises that his father no longer exists.
‘Little by little a force had accrued… force, presence, shape – it wore many masks, it was hiding behind Daddy’s face –
but it was not his Daddy…’
‘He’s with the hotel now…’
‘You’re a mask, a false face – the hotel needs you because you aren’t as dead as the others...’ (King, 2011,Chapter 54)
King has included the iconic elements of a gothic horror novel: a haunted building, a supernatural force, a battle between good and evil and a sense of growing fear through Danny’s shinings. Kubrick too included these elements and was able, with the advantage of the moving image, colour, sound and music to build a plot centred on Jack’s insanity, perfectly casting Nicholson for this role. Whilst Jack is left frozen to death in the Maze, the audience has little empathy with him; whereas when the ‘thing’ that Jack has become in the novel is consumed in a ’flaming pyre’, there is a sense of loss and heartache as Danny leaves him behind; Jack is the true victim of the Overlook’s power.
‘Doc. Run away. Quick. And remember how much I love you.’
[bookmark: _heading=h.sv0tahgew69a]Danny kissed his father’s hand. (King, 2011 Chapter 54)
To conclude, Kubrick’s film is not a faithful adaptation; it is neither a translation nor an interpretation. It is a transformation. Kubrick transforms and truncates much of The Shining’s original content into a plot fit for a horror movie, targeted at entertaining viewing audiences, with Jack Nicholson ‘stealing the show’ leaving the viewer with a frozen image rather than a lasting feeling.
[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll](Wordcount: 2207)
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