Fiction Across Media: Film

¥iction is not limited o stories written 1o be read. The characteristics of prose
hetion—character, seeting, plot, narrator, point of view, theme, image, motif,
style, tone, and stracture—are also attribures of narrative fiction produced in
such other media g5 film, television, comic hooks, and compuser games. Tt is
templing to think of these media a5 interchangeahle, especially if we only fo-
ous on plot, character, and setring. We might make little disdnction, for ex-
ample, arnong fan Fleming’ novel Dizmonds 4re Forever, the mavie Dezmondr
rAre Forever; and a compumeer game bosed on fames Bond’s exploits (such as 007
Nightfire). Any comparison of the three would probably focns on differences
in plot and chuwscrerizationthe kind of critique we sfen hear when scelng
a maovi¢ made from & book.

Alhough il of these stories about James Bond are fictiona, they cannot
be treated 25 if they are the same. The medinm through which a story is pre-
sented, whether prine, film, compurer, or picture, makes = difference in what
i rold and how actions, characters, settings, and stories ave yendered. 1 also
makes a ifference M the ways we consume, understand, enjoy, and evaluate
it. We must understand snd take acconnt of the differences among media

- when we Jook at ¢he filin version of a story; such as the short 8lm Je Qe
rence gt Oud Creek Bridge filmed for the velevision show The Tailight Zone in
1962, or Francis Ford Coppola’s dpocslypse Now (1979), adapted Froum Joseph
Canrad’s Hnart of Darkwess {1902}, Movies hased on stories written ta he pead
are never sinply “sdaptations,” or filmed versions, of 2 story. They are mstead
new interpremtions that might be based on a specific story, bt widch aee
rendered inw the terms of anodier meding. The complexity of this process
and the differences in the media muke the film test another story altogether.
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There are several stories meluded in this collecton that have beesn msde
mto movies. Some, such a8 Julio Cortizar’s “Blow -Up” (1963), are betrer
knows in the filon versions—Mickelangelo Antonionis Blows Up (1966) and
the tater Blow Out (1981), which transforms the photographer protagonist of
“Blow-Up" (and Blew Up) into 1 sound techbician (see the case study of An-
tanioni’s Bhre Up, below). Some stories, such 3 Bdgar Allen Pou’s “The Fall
of the House of Usber” {1839}, bave inspired multiple film versions. “Usher”
Y provided muterial for at least seven sereen versious, beginning with two
silent films made in 1928, There have hoen five film versions of Herman
Melville's “Bardeby the Scrivener” and even 2 version of Gay de Moupassant’s
“Paul’ Mistriss,” trangformed by avant-gerde Slmmaker Jean-Lue Godard in
b Masdin/Péminin (1968). (For an extended list, see B }
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Fiction Film

Dot what exacdy is different in 2 filmic rendering of 4 prose fiction story?
What should we take account of when thinking about fiction in flm? Think-
ing abous film fiction is never simply 4 matter of comnparing how a flm weats
or changes 2 prose ficiion story’s plot, cheracter, and setting; now is it 2 matter
of wacking what the flm omis or judging its casting decisions. Rather, when
lanking at fictdon in the medinm of fm, one needs @ ke account of the ways
the film medimn works as art, just as in looking at fiction we consider how
langaage produces the art of prose fiction. This means understanding the
ways film arranges evenys, rolates character, astablishes sctting, conveys the
passage of thne, signals subjecrive experience (those wavy lings, for ezample),
and prodaces che implication of 2 narrator. Though some aspects of fm fic-
tion correlate to the formal caregories through which we hagin our smalysis of
fiction {plot, character, setting, narrative, stractire, and motf), filmy ser of
toals also differs from that of prose fivtion. When looking ar film fiction, the
action of the camera—of filtming itself—is an integral part of the srr of filin,
Film arris nat merely 2 transparent mode of storyeelling; it adds and shapes dhe
meanings, impressions, and moods of 2 stery, Tt addresses its conswmer differ-
ently than prose fiction, appearing to provide a view of events Instead of 2 de-
scription, sewming t have 3 window Wio g world of actual people and at the
same time subly dieecting and controlling viewer perspective and atention.
As a visual and aural medivm, il differs from prose fiction in three ma-
jor ways:
» Tt rells stories through realisric images and sounds (after the sound er),
+ It combings images through 2 process called editing.
« Tt has 1o specific narrator

Fach of these aspects of flm hasits own vocabulary (see “Film Conceprs,™ be-
low}. "This vocabudary is wseful because it represents voncepts that ground rhe
art of the cinema, Being fimiliar with the concepts and terms used in study-
ing cinnma makes it casier 10 think specifically about &l aet a5 well 35 2bout
the differences baeween filmic and lirerary texts. :

Films also often combine the ideas, charsewrs, or plots from stories and
novels with other fssues, arguments, and approaches. For exemple, Coppolas
Apocatypse Nire boreows the idea of findivg 2 myscerious chacismatic fgure in
3 jungle from Courad’s Hewry of Davkness and combines it with 2 commentary
about the problers of the Yier Nam War. The film¥ setting in seutheasc Asia,
and the different east of characters serve: the Fim’s different emphasis,

Adaptation, Translation, Transliteration

Although many people think of films based on novels g5 “acdaprations,” it ik
sometimes more gnlightening v think of these films ax new texts. A prose fie-
tion story and & fibn based on that story may indead have much in common,
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but thinking of a film only as an “adapration” makes us miss much that is in-
teresting and innovative about it. In other'words, we tend to think of the film
precisely as an adaptation—as the product of adjusting the very same story to
the specific circumstances of film’s visual and aural technologies. '

Part of the ease with which we equate print and visual texts comes from
our faniliarity with narrative. For most viewers, filins are about stories and
characterizations, aspects of film that often do seem to be simple translations
of a story. If we focus on comparing the differences between a prose story and
the film that tells the same story, our undcrstanding of the film version con-
sists of the ways the film has “changed” the story—that is, the ways the film
has in some way altered the order of cvents, omitting and adding actions and
characters, and changing settings. Thinking of films as translations also en-
courages us to measure the effects of casting decisions to the point that dis-
cussing any film based on a novel becomes a marter of discussing whether or
not Marlon Brando was a good choice to play Mr. Kurtz. These conversations
can be interesting, but they tend not to tell us much about how a film text it-
self works as an integrated work of art.

For these reasons, it is most profitable to consider any film a texr that
stands alone with its own system and integrity. Thinking of films as stand-
alone texts encourages us to sec how the various elements of a film work to-
gether rather than only in reference to a print story. Films perceived as
separate texts are at best “transliterations” of print stories—renderings of ma-
terial made in a completely diffcrent “alpliabet” and “language,” and hence
barcly the same thing at all.

Of course, the relation between films and the stories that inspired them
varies from film to Alm. Films arc conceived in many different relations to
stories. Some films are made for the express purpose of making a specific rext
consumahle under different circumstances. This is oue, for example, of many
filins made of Shakespeare’s plays. Films made expressly for showing in liter-
atnre classes, such as the film version of “A Rose for Emily,” bear a close rela-
tion to the stories they present. Viewers are most ofren aware of the prose and
perhaps the dramatic renditions upon which these kinds of films are based.
Watching these filinis becomes a matter of mentally comparing the film to the

story. Even if such films are intended to be simple adaptations, however, they .

still have their own system and art.

Other films have a more distant relation to the prose texts upon which
they are only loosely based. These [ilns—Blow Up, for example, or Apucalypse
Now——capitalize and elaborate on particular aspects and relationships within a
story. Snch films do not worry about reproducing other aspects of the stories
that have offered only a suggestion and often change settings, characters, his-
torica] era, and even the focus of the story. Viewers often consume these films
without necessarily knowing the stories upon which they are roughly based.
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Case Study: Blow Up*

A fashion photographer who is also in the process of producing an artistic
coffee-table hook takes pictures of an unwary couple in a London park He
has been accompanied in his journey to the park by a group of reveling
mimes. The woman in the couple notices him taking pictures and demands
the roll of film. Thomas, the photographer, gives her his address and rushes
off to photograph a fashion spread. Later, the woinan appears in his apart-
ment and hc gives her the wrong roll of film. Curious, he develops his park
pictures and, fascinated by something he sces, begins blowing up portions of
a picture. He hangs thesc in the living room of his Ioft, and looking at them
closely, sees what Jooks like the barrel of 2 gun poking through the bushes. He
concludes that his photography has interrapted a murder and goes to a restau-
rant to tell his agent about his fabulous coup. He returns to his loft, is ac-
costed by teenage groupies with whom he frolics, and while on the floor, sees
a body lying on the ground in one of the pictures. He rushes back to the park
and finds 2 body. He trics to get someone to go o the park, but everyone is
busy partying. When he returns to his loft, the pictures are all gone, except
one. He remrns to the park, finds that the body has also disappeared, and be-
gins to play mirue tennis with the revelers.

What is it abour Michelangelo Antonionis film, Blow Up (1966), other
than its title, that would suggest that it has any connection to Julio Cortizar
short story “Blow-Up” (1963)? On the surface, it seems quite different:

«BM_UP): C‘W?J’)
Protagonist is a writer.
Set in Paris

Protagonist enjoys photography.

Inirial sitmation involves a woman and
a teenage hoy.

Third party is a man in 4 car.

Situation photographed involves a
woman'’s attermnpt to seduce the boy on
behalf of the waiting man i the car.

Both the woman and mon in the car
confront the protagonist,

Protagomist returns o his apartment
with no further attempts to intercede.

Blow Up (film)

Protagonist is a photographer,
Set in London

Protagonist aggressively seeks to
photograph.,

Tnirial sinration involves a woman and
an older man.

Third party is a man in bushes with a4 gun.

Situation photographed involves a
woman's attempt to seduce a man to

his death.

Wotnan confronts the protagonist, visits
his studio. Murderous third party remains
a IMysLery. '
Protagomist actively tries to solve the
mystery of the park,



Story is written in a self-conscious, Film has no conscionsness of itself as
self-reflective manner, o a film.

Traces modest thoughts of the
protagonist as he understands that the
position from which one sees affects
the story ane contrives to account

for events,

Traces the conceited heroisin of the
‘protagonist, who thinks he has prevented
1 murder and then thinks he has

recorded one.

Film is framed by images of mimes and
revelers.

Story is framed by images of birds.

Although these differences may seem to be substantial, producing what is
in effect a completely different story, what is perhaps more interesfing are the
ideas the print and filmic rexts share. Looking at similarities helps us see what
differences a medium itself makes. The texts share three central-ideas:

* The position from which one views an evenr influences how one sees the
EVETLT. :

* Observers inevitably produce stories to account for what they sec.

* Art necessarily engages with hife.

Both protagonists experience a revelation about the nature of seeing as they
study the photograph they have blown up. Both attempt to account for the
events they have caught on film by contriving stoties to explain the reladons
among the characters. Those stories change, of course, when the protagonists
change their positions in relation to the images. In both cases, the seemingly
detached activity of taking pictures embroils the protagonists in 2 real-life dis-
pute in which they reflect on their solitary pursuit of their respective arts.

How, then, to account for the differences between the texts? One way is

“to consider the ways in which the differences in.details relate to the nedia
through which the texts are presented. Cortizar’s story is partly about writing.
The wedium reflects upon iself. (When a story is abour writing, a play is
about a play, or a film is about filmmaking, we call this preoccupation with the
medium seff~reflective). If that is the case in a print story, then we might expect
that a self-reflective film would reflect upon modes of seeing. This is a way of
matching the story to the medium. Both the story and the film are in soine
way about how we contrive stories to explain what we see, but because the
story cannot reproduce the actual experience of seeing, it focuses much more
on understanding how changing the pesidon of the viewer changes the
viewer’s perspective. The filn, on the other hand, because it can reproduce
the experience of seeing, focuses more on the protagonists stdy of the
hlowups. It also makes more central and complex the inoment during which

‘his literal change of posidon (he views the photos from the floor) changes
what he sees.

Another way to account for differences (or really to account for how the
same idea appears slightly differently in two different media) is to consider the
scope and capabilities of the medium. Short staries can present interior thoughts
and can move around in dme much more easily than films, which are limited
to some degree to the need to make thoughts and feelings visible in some way.
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Blow Up's protagonist, however, must act out his insights, not only by looking
like he has them, but by acting on them. Cortfzar’s story has an understated,
self-reflective quality that, in focusing on the process of writing, partially ob-
scures the moment of the writer’s insight, even though the story moves toward
such insight. To conform to the expectations of mainstream cinema, Blow Up
makes the photographer’s dilemma larger than hife—a murder instead of a
paltry attempt at seduction, action instead of reflection. In addition, the film
adds several encounters with groupies not enjoyed hy the modest writer.

Although “Blow-Up” and Blow Up are completely different texts, one can
see thar their differences depend partly upon the dictates of their inedia. For
this reason, it is useful to consider the ways each works as a complete and art-
ful text in itself. Just as it is necessary to understand something about the var-
ious elements of ficdon to analyze it, so it is useful to understand the various
elemengs of film. Although filim is a complex topic that is itself the subject of
an entire textbook, the following sets out some of the basic concepts to take
into account when thinking abour film as texts.

Film Concepts
Corncepts Relating fo Film

The shot Film consists of recorded image and sound contained in units
called shots. A shot consists of the fength of film from the point where the
camera is turned on to the point where it is rned off. Some shots mnay be as
short as several frames; othets may run as long as the roll of flin. Tn the wis-
dom that declares that a picture is worth 1,000 words, film shots contain far
more information than a verbal descripdon in a story.

A frame A frame is a single image. Each frame consists of a still photo-
graph. Films consist of a series of frames that run through hoth camera and
projector at the rate of twenty-four frames per sccond. A frawe is also a basic
rectangular shape of the film’s image.

Mise en scéne (put in the scene) Each film shot conveys information
ahout what is in the scene. Everything in front of the camera is called the mise
en scéne. Mise en scéne includes not only characters, settings, actions, cos-
twmes, makeup, and some special effects, but also the effects of lighdng.

‘The camera Everything we sce in 2 ilm we see from the point of view of
the camera. Kach shot conveys information about where the camera was sity-
ated when the scene was photographed:

* Height: the camera’s height from the ground in relation to the subject being
flmed. :

* Angle: the angle from which the camera views the subject. If the camera is
be}ow the subject looking up, it produces a low angle shot.

* Distance: the distance from which a scene is photographed measured by how



much of the hurran Bgore the image includes for exsmpls, hesd only, axin
a dwe-sp, o 3 fong shot, which includes the entire hurnan figose).

* Loveh whether or not the caniera was pacallel to the ground while shooting, B
the camera i3 pot level, the shot is cansed. Cameras may moved while shoot-
ing, producing a par {tursing in 2 "ne” meton, ot along a verdeal mds) or a
alr {surtiing i & “yes” potion, or along a borigontal axis), moving elong a
track or dolly, or sitting on 2 rewe.

* Fifters: may distorr or soften shors, and lenses (wide angle, telephoto} may
change our perspective,

In film studies there are sets of specific verms for each of these caregories—
height, angle, distance, and others, What &s importaat i thar alf of this bafor-
wation 8 2 pary of what films display, and alt is mwaterial not conveyed in prose
excepy through description. Prose ficdon could not possibly describe the de-
tail Blm can present, which indieutes one reason flm and prose approach the
telitng of their sories differundy. g

Editing  hots are combined with one another through a pracuice called ed-
iting or montage. Film ediving follows certain conventions by which the sunse
of continmous space and gime is preserved. Somedmes lms combine shots to
produce cortain effects: dyythm (as in ALV), disturbancs, canparisons, and
© tengion. Editng, like the camera’s view, directs viewer atention to certain
sreney 2k parts of scenes while ot the same tme seeming invisible,

Narrator and Poini of View

I filn, the canserd sutomatically provides 4 point of view. | his potas of view
15 somecimes aligned with a particudar characrer {that s, itseems to reproduce
what 2 particulas character would se¢). An sxample of this is when the camers
peers throwgh Thomas’s cemera dense io Blew U, More often, a 8lm is pre-
sented from g seemingly omniscient site we rarely think about. This gives us
the sense that the wirld of the Rlm is given for us ro see and thar we have the
hest vivw tn the hooge,

The Fcrthav we have snch 2 view, however, does create difficulry in iden-
tifying ey specific narrator like that which feecdons in prose fiction. Like the
rose narTator, the camera provides our view to action, bat the camers has na
persona and is not, Hie the narraror, guite o5 much o character or presence.
Sometimes films provide s veise-over narrstor-—the voice of someone who
seems 0 b sesiug or experiencing what the flm presents (though very often
sach o person covld not possibly see what the camers prosents). Uswally, bow-
sver, the cainers’ operations seain almost invisible, or st lesst we pay litde a6
tention ro dhem,

Sognn

Film sound is an imporant element in the ways Glins provide informadon
sud render aunosphere. Diglogue not only relates plot and feelings, it also

characteeizes the players, Muvie, often unnoticed, evokes emotion, sets fone,

@ see &
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and creates tension. To see exactly how much, try watching o horrot movie |
without the sound. How scary is it} As mencioned above, voice-overs add the |
iltusion of « narrator, who describes the film’s action as an expert: (a5 in doco- |
mentaries} or av a point of subjective expericnce {as when the narrator s 2
character). Sound contributes w the film’s illesion that we are present and -
that the seenes it portrays are real.

TOPICS FOR CRITICAL THINKING

{. What elements of fiction cannot be rendered in film and why?

2. What can film do that prose cannot? ’
3, What are the differences in the ways readers consume a printed text and

viewers consumne g visval text? ' ‘
4. What are the purposes of compariug a prose fiction story with a filn that

Lsorrows s kleas?

TOPICS FOR CRITICAL WRITING

1. Produce a “treatment,” or ontling, of how you would make 2 film from 2

particalar shotT story. L
2, Use the mode of analysis employed here w compare Blow Up with “Blow-

Up” o to analyze another film derived from a story. {For a list of such flws,






