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is no such implication in Renoir’s shots. The camera could have scanned her body in
a cliché shot in the Hollywood mode accompanied by an offscreen wolf whistle,
Renoir elected not to compromise the camera: it would have spoiled the whole effect
of unconsciously seductive innocence. The camera is not required to share its view-
point with Rodolphe and the three other groups of voyeurs. It maintains a clear dis-
tinction between shots from Rodelphe’s point of view and those from a neutral poing
of view.*

So writer, filmmaker, comic strip artist, choreographer—each finds his or her own
ways to evoke the sense of what the objects of the narrative look like. Each medium
has its own properties, for better and worse usage, and intelligent film viewing and
criticism, like intelligent reading, needs to understand and respect both the limitations
these create and also the triumphs they invite.

1980

*Several participants in the narrative conference objected to my analysis of the point of view situation
at this moment in Renoir's film. I hope I am correct in reporting their complaints: the chief objection was
to the assumption that female members of the audience would identify with Rodolphe’s voyeurism. Such
identification, it was contended, would have to be limited to men—and only sexist men at that. The objec-
tion seemed to be not about the voyeurism itself but about the willingness of members of an audience o
go along with it. {T kope I'm not simplifying the issue by using terims like “identify” and “going along with
it"; if T am, [ would welcome further clarification from interested readers.)

My response appeals largely and familiarly to the distinction, crucial to interpretation, as I see it,
between aesthetics and cthics. The kind of identification that I was discussing is of course purely aesthetic.,
A reader must obviously be able to participate imaginatively in a character’s sex of mind, even if that char-
acter is a nineteenth-century lecher. One wonld think the days long gone in which we needed to apologize
for donning the perceptual and concepiual clothing of objectionable fictional characters or unreliable nar-
rators—Raskolnikavs or Verlocs or Jason Compsons or one of Celine’s “hero” narrators. Imaginative par-
ticipation in the point of view of fictional characters (need onc say again?) in no way implies moral
endorsement. It is simply the way we make sense—the way implied authors cnable us to become implied
readers who make sense—out of unusual or even downright alien viewpoints, We don’t compromise our
right thinking by engaging in that kind of participation; we don’t condene the character’s outlook. Why
should female members of Renoir's audience have any more difficulty participating in Rodolphe’s lecher-
ous point of view than male members have in participating in the point of view of Molly Bloom? How
responsible is an ideology which accuses critics of promulgating characters’ viewpoints which they merely
wish to analyze? Does a herpetologist become a snake by dissecting a snake? I cannot see how it can be
denied that Renoir's presentation of four ages of voyeurs establishes a textual intention to show Heml'leﬂe
as & woman eminently worth looking at, albeit with lust in some men's hearts. For a woman (o participate
in a male character's doing so requires no greater act of imagination than for a man to participate in Scar-
lett O"Hara's lust for Rhett Butler, To deny that Rencir intended to communicate voyeurism (hecause that
would make a classic film sexist) seems critically naive. Of course Maupassani and Renoir—or more prop-
erly the implied authors of these works—are sexist by modern standards. That doesn't mean that We
hecome sexist by reading, studying, and, yes, even enjoying them. .

A comment by Roy Schafer was more useful. Schafer argued that the close-up of Henriette on the SW[“(gl
conveyed to him something of Aer sexual pleasure. It is not difficult to agree that swinging is casily _al]le
10 sexuality. The atribution goes along perfectly with other motifs of innocent, preconscious sexuality, &
“showing her limbs,” and of the vaguc feelings of longing for even the tiny things that move ufldﬂr the
leaves and grass that Henrictie expresses to her mother a bit later in the film. I think Schafer is ngl_ll! the
point of view could also be attributed (o Henriette. But that causes no theoretical problem. Two points 2
view can exist concurrently in a single shot. It is an interesting property of cinematic narrative that We can
see through one character’s eyes and feel through another’s heart, The camera adopts a position, an 3 es’
and a distance which by convention associates itself with the position, angle, and distance of a charactel
vision. But so great is its capacity to inspire identification with characters’ thinking, feeling, am?l gener:
situation that we tend to identify even when the character appears to us in a completely frontal view- q
sympathetic or “intercst” point of view (as 1 call it} is particularly strong in film narratives and can €asily
combine with the more conventionally marked perceptual point of view.
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. DUDLEY ANDREW
FROM CONCEPTS IN FILM THEORY

ADAPTATION

THE SOURCES OF FILMS

Frequently the most narrow and provincial area of film theory, discourse about
?daptation is potentially as far-reaching as you like. Its distinctive feature, the match-
ing of the cinematic sign system to prior achievement in some other system, can be
shown to be distinctive of all representational cinema.

Let us begin with an example, A Day in the Country, Jean Renoir set himself the
task of putting his knowledge, his troupe, and his artistry at the service of a tale by
Eiu}" de Maupassant. No matter how we judge the process or success of the film, its

being” owes something to the tale that was its inspiration and potentially its mea-
sure. That tale, “A Country Excursion,” bears a transcendent relation to any and all
ﬁlrlns that adapt it, for it is itself an artistic sign with a given shape and value, if not a
ﬁ.ms.hed meaning. A new artistic sign will then feature this original sign as either its
signified or its referent. Adaptations claiming fidelity bear the original as a signified,
“_’hereas those inspired by or derived from an earlier text stand in a relation of refer-
riig to the original.
) ':I'he notion of a transcendent order to which the system of the cinema is beholden
Inits practice goes well beyond this limited case of adaptation.' What is a city sym-
Dho_ny, for example, if not an adaptation of a concept by the cinema?? A definite
Dotion of Berlin preexisted Walter Ruttman’s 1927 treatment of that city. What is any

'For this idea I am
autumn term 1979.

e “city symphony™ is a genre of the 1920s which includes up 1o fifteen films all buili on formal or

indebted to a paper written by Dana Benelli in 4 class at the University of Tows,

the I principles, yet dedicated to the presentation of a single city, be it Berlin, Paris, Nice, Moscow, or
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documentary for that matter except the signification by the cinema of some prior
whole, some concept of person, place, event, or situation, If we take seriously the
arguments of Marxist and other social theorists that our consciousness is not open to
the world but filters the world according to the shape of its ideology, then every cin-
ematic rendering will exist in relation to some prior whole lodged unquestioned in the
personal or public system of experience. In other words, no filmmaker and no film (at
least in the representationat mode) responds immediately to reality itselt, or o its own
inner vision. Every representational film adapts a prior conception. Indeed the very
term “representation” suggests the existence of a model. Adaptation delimits repre-
sentation by insisting on the cultural status of the model, on its existence in the mode
of the text or the already textualized. In the case of those texts explicitly termed
“adaptations,” the cultural model which the cinema represents is already treasured as
a representation in another sign system.

The broader notion of the process of adaptation has much in common with inter-
pretation theory, for in a strong sense adaptation is the appropriation of a meaning
from a prior text. The hermeneutic circle, central to interpretation theory, preaches
that an explication of a text occurs only after a prior understanding of it, yet that prior
understanding is justified by the careful explication it allows.* In other words, before
we can go about discussing and analyzing a text we must have a global conception of
its meaning. Adaptation is similarly both a leap and a process. It can put into play the
intricate mechanism of its signifiers only in response to a general understanding of
the signified it aspires to have constructed at the end of its process. While all repre-
sentational films function this way (as interpretations of a person, place, situation,
event, and so forth), we reserve a special place for those films which foreground this
relation by announcing themselves as versions of some standard whole. A standard
whole can only be a text. A version of it is an adaptation in the narrow sense.

Although these speculations may encourage a hopelessly broad view of adaptation,
there is no question that the restricted view of adaptation from known texts in other
art forms offers a privileged locus for analysis. I do not say that such texts are them-
selves privileged. Indeed, the thrust of my earlier remarks suggests quite the oppo-
site. Nevertheless, the explicit, foregrounded relation of a cinematic text to a well-
constructed original text from which it derives and in some sense strives ' to
reconstruct provides the analyst with a clear and useful “laboratory™ condition which
should not be neglected. )

The making of film out of an earlier text is virtually as old as the machinery of cin-
ema itself. Well over half of all commercial films have come from literary
originals—though by no means all of these originals are revered or respected. If we
confine ourselves to those cases where the adaptation process is foregrounded, that
is, where the original is held up as a worthy source or goal, there are still several pos-
sible modes of relation between the film and the text. These modes can, for cgnveﬂ-
ience, be reduced to three: borrowing, intersection, and fidelity of transformation.

Tartin Hei-
*In the theory ol interpretation this is generally attributed to Wilhelm Dilthey, although Martin BE
degger has made much of it in our century.
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BORROWING, INTERSECTING, AND
TRANSFORMING SOURCES

In the history of the arts, surely “borrowing™ is the most frequent mode of adapta-
tion. Here the artist employs, more or less extensively, the material, idea, or form of
an earlier, generally successful text. Medieval paintings featuring biblical iconogra-
phy and miracle plays based on Bible stories drew on an exceptional text whose
power they borrowed. In a later, secular age the artworks of an earlier generation
might be used as sacred in their own right. The many types of adaptations from
Shakespeare come readily to mind. Doubtless in these cases, the adaptation hopes to
win an audience by the prestige of its borrowed title or subject. But at the same time
it seeks to gain a certain respectability, if not aesthetic value, as a dividend in the
transaction, Adaptations from literature to music, opera, or paintings are of this
nature. There is no question of the replication of the original in Strauss’s Don
Quixote. Instead the audience is expected to enjoy basking in a certain pre-estab-
lished presence and to call up new or especially powerful aspects of a cherished work.

To study this mode of adaptation, the analyst needs to probe the source of power
in the original by examining the use made of it in adaptation. Here the main concemn
is the generality of the original, its potential for wide and varied appeal; in short, its
existence as a continuing form or archetype in culture. This is especially true of that
adapted material which, because of its frequent reappearance, claims the status of
myth: Tristan and Isolde for certain, and A Midsummer Night's Dream possibly. The
success of adaptations of this sort rests on the issue of their fertility not their fidelity.
Frank McConnell’s ingenious Storytelling and Mythmaking catalogues the garden of
culture by examining borrowing as the history of grafting and transplantation in the
fashion of Northrop Frye or even Carl Jung.' This direction of study will always ele-
vate film by demonstrating its participation in a cultural enterprise whose value is out-
side film and, for Jung and others, outside texts altogether. Adaptation is the name of
this cultural venture at its most explicit, though McConnell, Frye, and Fung would all
immediately want to extend their theories of artistic fertility to “original” texts which
upon inspection show their dependence on the great fructifying symbols and mythic
patterns of civilization.

This vast and airy mode of borrowing finds its opposite in that attitude toward
adaptation I choose to call “intersecting.” Here the uniqueness of the original text is
Preserved to such an extent that it is intentionally left unassimilated in adaptation.
The cinemna, as a separate mechanism, records its confrontation with an ultimately
intransigent text. Undoubtedly the key film exhibiting this relation is Robert Bres-
son’s Diary of a Country Priest. André Bazin, championing this filnt and this mode,?
claimed that in this instance we are presented not with an adaptation so much as a
refraction of the original. Because Bresson featured the writing of the diary and
tfecause he went out of his way to avoid “opening up” or in any other way cinema-
lizing the original, Bazin claims that the film is the novel as seen by cinema. To

—

;Frank McConnell, Storytelling and Myshmaking (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979).
André Bazin, What Is Cinema? (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), p. 142.
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extend one of his most elaborate metaphors,* the original artwork can be likened to
a crystal chandelier whose formal beauty is a product of its intricate but fully artifi-
cial arrangement of parts while the cinema would be a crude flashlight interesting not
for its own shape or the quality of its light but for what it makes appear in this or that
dark corner. The intersection of Bresson’s flashlight and the chandelier of Bernanos’s
novel produces an experience of the original modulated by the peculiar beam of the
cinema. Naturally a great deal of Bernanos fails to be lit up, but what is lit up is only
Bernanos, Bernanos however as seen by the cinema.

The modern cinema is increasingly interested in just this sort of intersecting. Bres.
son, naturally, has given us his Joan of Arc from court records and his Mouchette once
again from Bernanos. Straub has filmed Corneille’s Othon and The Chronicle of Anna
Magdalena Bach. Pasolini audaciously confronted Matthew’s gospel with many later
texts (musical, pictorial, and cinematic) which it inspired. His later Medea, Canter-
bury Tales, and Decameron are also adaptational events in the intersecting mode. All
such works fear or refuse to adapt. Instead they present the otherness and distinctive-
ness of the original text, initiating a dialectical interplay between the aesthetic forms
of one peried with the cinematic forms of our own period. In direct contrast to the
manner scholars have treated the mode of “borrowing,” such intersecting insists that
the analyst attend to the specificity of the original within the specificity of the cinema.
An original is allowed its life, its own life, in the cinema. The consequences of this
method, despite its apparent forthrightness, are neither innocent nor simple. The dis-
junct experience such intersecting promoles is consonant with the aesthetics of mod-
ernism in all the arts. This mode refutes the commonplace that adaptations support
only a conservative film aesthetics.

Unquestionably the most frequent and most tiresome discussion of adaptation (and
of film and literature relations as well) concerns fidelity and transformation. Here it
is assumed that the task of adaptation is the reproduction in cinerna of something
essential about an original text, Here we have a clear-cut case of film trying to mea-
sure up to a literary work, or of an audience expecting to make such a comparison.
Fidelity of adaptation is conventionally treated in relation to the “letter” and to the
“spirit” of the text, as though adaptation were the rendering of an interpretation ofa
legal precedent. The letter would appear to be within the reach of cinema for it can
be emulated in mechanical fashion. It includes aspects of fiction generally elaborated
in any film script: the characters and their inter-relation, the geographical, sociologi-
cal, and cultural information providing the fiction’s context, and the basic narratiqnal
aspects that determine the point of view of the narrator (tense, degree of participation,
and knowledge of the storyteller, and so on). Ultimately, and this was Bazin’s com-
plaint about faithful transformations, the literary work can readily become a scenario
written in typical scenario form. The skeleton of the original can, more or less thor-
oughly, become the skeleton of a film.

More difficult is fidelity to the spirit, to the original’s tone, values, imager}f, and
rhythm, since finding stylistic equivalents in film for these intangible aspects 18 the
opposite of a mechanical process. The cinéaste presumably must intuit and reproduce

the feeling of the original. Tt has been argued variously that this is frankly impossi-

e

*Bazin, p. 107.
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ble, or that it involves the systematic replacement of verbal signifiers by cinematic
signifiers, or that it is the product of artistic intuition, as when Bazin found the per-
vasive snowy decor in Symphonie Pastorale (1946} to reproduce adequately the sim-
ple past tense which Gide’s verbs all bear in that tale.!

It is at this point that the specificity of these two signifying systems is at stake.
Generally film is found to work from perception toward signification, from external
facts to interior motivations and consequences, from the givenness of a world to the
meaning of a story cut out of that world. Literary fiction works oppositely, It begins
with signs (graphemes and words) building to propositions which attempt to develop
perception. As a product of human language it naturally treats human motivation and
values, seeking to throw them out onto the external world, elaborating a world out of
a story.

George Bluestone, Jean Mitry, and a host of others find this opposition to be most
graphic in adaptation.” Therefore they take pleasure in scrutinizing this practice even
while ultimately condemning it to the realm of the impossibie. Since signs name the
inviolate relation of signifier to signified, how is translation of poetic texts conceiv-
able from one language to another (where signifiers belong to diffferent systems);
much less how is it possible to transform the signifiers of one material {verbal) to sig-
nifiers of another material (images and sounds)? It would appear that one must pre-
sume the global signified of the original to be separable from its text if one believes
it can be approximated by other sign clusters. Can we attempt to reproduce the mean-
ing of the Mona Lisa in a poem, or of a poem in a musical phrase, or even of a musi-
cal phrase in an aroma? If one accepts this possibility, at the very least one is forced
to discount the primary articulations of the relevant language systems. One would
have to hold that while the material of literature (graphemes, words, and sentences)
may be of a different nature from the materials of cinema (projected light and shad-
ows, identifiable sounds and forms, and represented actions), both systems may con-
struct in their own way, and at higher levels, scenes and narratives that are indeed
commensurable.

The strident and often futile arguments over these issues can be made sharper and
more consequential in the language of E. H, Gombrich or the even more systematic
language of semiotics. Gombrich finds that all discussion of adaptation introduces
the category of “matching.” First of all, like Bazin he feels one cannot dismiss adap-
tation since it is a fact of human practice. We can and do correctly match items from
different systems all the time: a tuba sound is more like a rock than like a piece of
string; it is more like a bear than like a bird; more like a romanesque church than a
baroque one. We are able to make these distinctions and insist on their public char-
acter becausc we are matching equivalents. In the system of musical ifistruments the
tuba occupies an equivalent position to that enjoyed by the romanesque in its systetn
of architectural styles. Nelson Goodman has treated this issue at length in Languages

"Bazin, p. 67.
. ZGeorgc Bluestone, Novels into Film (Berkeley: University of Calitfornia Press, 1957), and Jean Mitry,
‘.Remarks on the Problem of Cinematic Adaptation,” Bulletin of the Midwest Modern Language Associa-
tion 4, no. 1 (Spring 1971): 1-9.

3E. H. Gombrich, Art and Hlusion {Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960).




466 FILM NARRATIVE AND THE OTHER ARTS

of Art pointing to the equivalence not of elements but of .the gosﬁmn ;lem:?lm
occupy vis-a-vis their different dorlnains.1 Name_s of propernfes 0 (c:lo(;)r;lueagm us
metaphorically, but correctly, describe aspects of the world o' soun (@ flue e, a
somber or bright tone). Adaptation would l:hel% become a ?ndtt.er of searc mg‘ two
systems of communication for elements of equn_falent position in :he :}ys{tiems I(_ipa.
ble of eliciting a signified at a given level of p.ertm.ence, flor example, the escmgf ion
of a narrative action. For Gombrich adaptation 1s gosmble, ‘though. pevelr pe C;It,
because every artwork is a construct of elerne.nts built out of a tra‘(htmna u‘st;i1 (; _fa
system. Since humans have the general capacity to adapt .to new bystgms with dif-
ferent traditions in achieving a like goal or C(_)nstruct, amitm adaptau'on‘posj?s no
insurmountable obstacles. Nevertheless atteniion 1o such proportlon;] Lonlmilen._
cies” demands that the study of adaptation include the study of both art forms in their
Pﬁggi'nfl;ﬁﬁ: ;Cnflo(r}];ec))gﬁlan anticipated the more fashlionable vocabul‘ary of ser;: otics
in their clarification of these issues. In Film and Fi i:j"t‘aon, The Dynamics of Exc fanﬁe,
Keith Cohen tries to justify this new, nearly scientific approach to questions of rela-
tions between these arts; he writes, citing Metz:

A basic assumption I make is that both words and images are se‘;s of signs ;111;2::51?3% :;
: ate i abstraction, these systems bear resem

systems and that, at a certain level of a , : : (0 one

aflothcr. More specifically, within each such system .t]?]ere ar:*e mdnytdgfcrgpttﬁzdﬁ:lz(l[t)iz -
i ic). What makes possible, then, a stay

ceptual, referential, symbolic). : . O e eodus
: i .. like novel and film, is the fact tha

between two separate s1gn systems, _ ! o coces

i : 3 The very mechanisms of language sy
ay reappear in more than one system. ... . nisms ngua,
::T;nythuspge seen to carry on diverse and complex mterrelatlon;.. o?e fun;:]ulon, ;g:[i};%
f i its segmented by vision (but also to help segi
others, of language is to name the units segmented by v1 on lso [
them), and goni function, among others, of vision is to inspire semantic configurations

(but also to be inspired by them).”

Cohen, like Metz before him, suggests that despite their very dllfferen: mz;tej:}
character, despite even the different ways we process_the‘m at the prlngy e;;:n; Ot;_
bal and cinematic signs share a common fate: that of being cpnc}e_mqg tﬁﬁes e
tion. This is cspecially true in their fictional use w}fere every s1gmhf:r 1hen e
nified but also elicits a chain reaction of other relations \jvhlch pe'nmts t1 e z;l o
of the fictional world. Thus, for example, imagery.funcnons equivalently mdude .
novels. This mechanism of implication among signs leads C‘_ohen tol::unoqt "
“narrativity is the most solid median link between novel and cmclama(,l t 'i emm a Teape
sive tendency of both verbal and visual languages. In both nove: an 1C1[hrou,gh o
of signs, be they literary or visual signs, are apprf:hended consecutzi\_fe y e that
and this consecutiveness gives rise to an unfoldmg.struf:tur.e, ﬂ.n?h 1egt]a1 s
is never fully present in any one group yet always implied in each such g .

e
——— - - o,

_48 (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 19§ _ ‘

E(xchange (New Haven: Yale Um\f('ersity Pres:

from Christian Metz, Langage el cinému (Paris: Largosse

INelson Goodman, Larguayes of Art, esp. pp. 1.43

2Keith Cohen, Film and Fiction: The Dynamics of
1979), p. 4. Cohen’s citation from Metz comes
1971).

3Cohen, p. 92.
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Narrative codes, then, always function at the level of implication or connotation.
Hence they are potentially comparable in a novel and a film. The story can be the
same if the narrative units (characters, events, motivations, consequences, context,
viewpoint, imagery, and so on) are produced equally in two works. Now this produc-
tion is, by definition, a process of connotation and implication. The analysis of adap-
tation then must peint to the achievement of eguivalent narrative units in the
absolutely different semiotic systems of film and language. Narrative itself is a semi-
otic system available to both and derivable from both. If a novel’s story is judged in
some way comparable to its filmic adaptation, then the strictly separate but equiva-
lent processes of implication which produced the narrative units of that story through
words and audio-visual signs, respectively, must be studied. Here semiotics coincides
with Gombrich’s intuition: such a study is not comparative between the arts but is
instead intensive within each art. And since the implicative power of literary language
and of cinematic signs is a function of its use as well as of its system, adaptation
analysis ultimately leads to an investigation of film styles and periods in relation 1o
literary styles of different periods.

We have come round the other side of the argument now to find once more that the
study of adaptation is logically tantamount to the study of the cinema as a whole. The
system by which film involves us in fictions and the history of that system are ulti-
mately the questions we face even when starting with the simple observation of an
equivalent tale told by novel and film. This is not to my mind a discouraging arrival
for it drops adaptation and all studies of film and literation out of the realm of eternal
principle and airy generalization, and onto the uneven but solid ground of artistic his-
tory, practice, and discourse,

THE SOCIOLOGY AND AESTHETICS OF ADAPTATION

It is time for adaptation studies to take a sociological turn. How does aduptation
serve the cinema? What conditions exist in filmn style and film culture to warrant or
demand the use of literary prototypes? Although adaptation may be calculated as a
relatively constant volume in the history of cinema, its particular function in any
moment is far from constant. The cheices of the mode of adaptation and of prototypes
Suggest a great deal about the cinema’s sense of its role and aspirations from decade
to decade. Moreover, the stylistic strategies developed to achieve the proportional
equivalences necessary to construct maiching stories not only are symptomatic of a
Period’s style but may crucially alter that style.

Bazin pointed to an important instance of this in the immediate post-war era when
adaptations from the stage by Cocteau, Welles, Olivier, Wyler, and others not only
developed new ways for the cinema to be adequate to serious theater, but also devel-
Oped a kind of discipline in mise-en-scéne whose consequences go far beyond the
Production of Macbketh, Les Parents terribles, The Little Foxes, and Henry V.i
Cocteau’s film, to tuke one example, derives its style from Welles's use of interior
shooting in Kane and Ambersons, thus responding to a new conception of dramatic

"Bazin, Whar Is Cinema?, p. 76.
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space; but at the same time his film helped solidify a shooting style that woulc! leave
its mark on Alexandre Astruc and André Michel arnong others. Furthermore his par-
ticular cinematic écriture would allow Truffaut to set him against tl.Ie cinema of QI:Ja]—
ity in the famous 1954 diatribe.' It is instructive to note tpat while Truffaut ra?led
against the status quo for its literariness and especially for its method of adaptaugn,
the directors he praised were also working with literary originals: Bresson ac.laptm.g
Bernanos, Ophuls adapting Maupassant and Schnitzler, and‘ Cocteau adaptmg h-ls
own theater pieces. Like Bazin, Truffaut looked upon adaptation not as a monoh}hm
practice to be avoided but as an instructive barometer for the age. The cinema d’au-
teur which he advocated was not to be pitted against a cinema of adaptation; rather
one method of adaptation would be pitted against another. In th.is instanqe adaptation
was the battleground even while it prepared the way fora stylistic revolution, the New
Wave, which would for the most part avoid famous literary sources. _

To take another sort of example, particular literary fashions have at times exercised
enormous power over the cinema and, consequently, over the gerteral direction of its
stylistic evolution. The Romantic fiction of Hugo, Dickens, Qumas, and c.oumless
lesser figures originally set the stylistic requirements of American and mainstream
French cinema at the end of the silent era. Similarly Zola and Maupassant, always of
interest to French cinéastes, helped Jean Renoir muscularly reorient the style of world
cinema in the 1930°s. Not only that, through Luchino Visconti this natural.ist impulse
directly developed one strain of neorealism in his adaptations of Giovanni Verga (La
Terra Trema) and James M. Cain (Ossessione),

This latter case forces us to recall that the “dynamics of exchange,” as Cohen caus
it, go both ways between film and fiction. Naturalist fiction helped cigema develop its
interest in squalid subjects and a hard-hitting style. This in turn affected Amelncan
hard-boiled novelists like Cain and Hammetr, eventually returning to Europe in the
film style of Visconti, Carné, Clouzot, and others. This general tr.adi_ng betvt'eefl fitm
and literature in the currency of naturalism had some remarkable individual incidents
associated with it. Renoir’s adaptation of The Lower Depths can serve as an example.
In 1881 Zola had cried out for a naturalist theater? and had described twenty years'
before the time precisely the sort of drama Gorki would write in The Lower Depths:
a collection of real types thrown together without a domineerling plot, the dramla
driven by the natural rhythms of little incidents and factls.exposmg th.e generfg qula -
ity of life in an era. Naturalism here coincidcdlwit};a political need, with Gorki’s play

ing the great uprisings in Russia by only a tew years.
prifle::llgther égra andpin regsponse to a different political ne?d, Renoir leapt a; Eﬂz
chance to adapt the Gorki work. This was 1935, the year of the ascendancy 0 e
Popular Front, and Renoir’s treatment of the original 1s.c}early mall-ked by thelpsses
sures and aspirations of that moment. The film negotiates the mixture of ¢ aend_
which the play only hints at. Louis Jouvet as the Baroq dommafes the film, 1(1?82; e
ing into the social depths and helping organize a collective undoing of Kastylylov,

1

.
1Frangois Truffaut, “A Certain Tendency in French Cinema,” in Bill Nichols, Movies and Methods,
A i . 36,
Berkeley: Universily of Califomia Press, 1976), pp. 2243 :
( eeriﬁl):a Zola, “Naturalism and the Theater.” in The Experimental Novel and Other Essays.,
Sherman (New York: Haskell House, 1964).
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capitalist landlord. Despite the gloomy theme, the murder, jailing, deaths by sickness
and suicide, Renoir’s version overflows with a general warmth evident in the airy set-
ting by the Marne and the relaxed direction of actors who breathe languidly between
their lines.

Did Gorki mind such an interpretation? We can never know, since he died a few
months before its premier. But he did give Renoir his imprimatur and looked forward
to seeing the completed version, this despite the fact that in 1932 he declared that the
play was useless, out of date, and unperformable in socialist Russia. Perhaps these
statements were the insincere self-criticism which that important year elicited from
many Russian artists. I prefer, however, to take Gorki at his word, More far-sighted
than most theorists, let alone most authors, he realized that The Lower Depths in 1932
Russia was by no means the same artwork as The Lower Depths in the France of the
Popular Front. This is why he put no strictures on Renoir assuming that the cinéaste
would deal with his play as he felt necessary. Necessity is, among other things, a
product of the specific place and epoch of the adaptation, both historically and sty-
listically. The naturalist attitude of 1902, fleshing out the original plans of Zola, gave
way to a new historic and stylistic moment, and fed that style that Renoir had begun
elaborating ever since La Chienne in 1931, and that despite its alleged looseness and
airiness in comparison to the Gorki, would help lead European cinema onto the nat-
uralist path.

This sketch of a few examples from the sociology of adaptation has rapidly taken
us into the complex interchange between eras, styles, nations, and subjects. This is as
it shouid be, for adaptation, while a tantalizing keyhole for theorists, nevertheless par-
takes of the univeral situation of film practice, dependent us it is on the aesthetic sys-
tem of the cinema in a particular cra and on that era’s cultural needs and pressures.
Filmmaking, in other words, is always an event in which a system is used and altered
in discourse. Adaptation is a peculiar form of discourse but not an unthinkable one.
Let us use it not to fight battles over the essence of the media or the inviolability of
individual art works. Let us use it as we use all cultural practices, to understand the
world from which it comes and the one toward which it points. The elaboration of
these worlds will demand, therefore, historical labor and eritical acumen. The job of
theory in all this is to keep the questions clear and in order. It will no longer do to let
theorists settle things with a priori arguments. We need to study the films themselves

as acts of discourse. We nced to be sensitive to that discourse and to the forces that
motivate it,
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