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Advancing into its second century, the cinema is now a mature art form with an established list of classics. But contemporary cinema is so subject to every shift in fashion regarding aesthetics, morals and ideas that judgments on the true worth of recent films are liable to be risky and controversial; yet they are essential if we want to know where the cinema is going and what it can achieve.

As part of the British Film Institute's commitment to the promotion and evaluation of contemporary cinema, and in conjunction with the influential BFI Film Classics series, BFI Modern Classics is a series of books devoted to individual films of recent years. Distinguished film critics, scholars and novelists explore the production and reception of their chosen films in the context of an argument about the film's importance. Insightful, considered, often impassioned, these elegant, beautifully illustrated books will set the agenda for debates about what matters in modern cinema.
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Preface: The Problem of Literary Adaptation

The Christmas before last (1997) I gave my son and his wife (on the strength of its enthusiastic critical reception) the six videos of the 1995 BBC adaptation of Pride and Prejudice, and we decided to watch an episode a week together on Sunday evenings. I believe we tried quite hard to interest ourselves in the first two episodes; the unconcealed yawns began around episode three. We struggled on to the end, where the tedium was perceptibly lessened by the sudden appearance of Barbara Leigh-Hunt as Lady Catherine de Bourgh. (A friend who admires the series informed me later that Leigh-Hunt was the one serious blot on the otherwise 'faithful' production.)

The following week I showed a video of the 1940 MGM version of Jane Austen's marvellous novel, and we were all, more or less, captivated (I somewhat less). It is not a very good film but at least it is alive, partly because Mary Boland gives such a wonderful performance, not as Mrs Bennett, but as Mary Boland. If her (not Jane Austen's) Mrs Bennett is a far lesser assumption than her Effie Floud in Ruggles of Red Gap, this is partly because the film is not directed by Leo McCarey but by Robert Z. (for Zilch) Leonard, but much more because there remained in 1940, and still lingers today, some ancient myth that the adaptation of a great novel has to be 'faithful'. (McCarey would have rewritten the whole screenplay, with the co-operation of his actors, and there would certainly have been a scene in which Mr Darcy lost his trousers, quite possibly pulled off by Ms Boland. It would have been a great movie.)

I want, then, to begin with a simple statement, the truth of which is seldom acknowledged: literature is literature, film is film. It's really as simple as that. There is no such thing as a faithful adaptation. When people talk about faithful adaptations they usually seem to mean that the film follows the plot of the novel. This represents a profound (if doubtless well-intentioned) insult to great literature, the greatness of which resides in the writer's grasp of the potentialities of language – movement from word to word, sentence to sentence, paragraph to paragraph – which cannot in any way be reproduced in film. To reduce a great novel to its plot is merely to reveal a total incapacity for reading it. But the notion of the faithful adaptation is equally insulting to film. It implies that film is the inferior art, and should be content (or even proud) to reproduce precisely what it can never hope to reproduce: the movement of the author's words on paper. The film-maker has every right to take what s/he wants from a novel (be it Mickey Spillane or Tolstoy), and make of it whatever suits her or his interests. That is why Cuaron's Great Expectations is (at the lowest estimate) a far more interesting film than David Lean's, which is mere (attempted) reproduction.

I consider myself as great an admirer of Henry James as anyone else in the world, and (with major reservations) I love his novel The Wings of the Dove. I shall, in what follows, relate the recent film version to its source, but I shall also treat it as a film, a work of art in its own right, not as some misguided (and failed) attempt at producing a replica.


The Wings of the Dove: Henry James in the 1990s

Henry James and the Feminist Melodrama

Lovers of James's fiction may be surprised, and even outraged, by the association of his name with the term 'melodrama', so I had better concede immediately that (except in certain of the early novels and stories, most obviously The American) James is the least 'melodramatic' of writers. The term evokes qualities such as excess, overt emotionalism, exaggeration, 'in-your-face-ness', and James in his mature work is characteristically the subtlest, most reticent, most indirect of writers, leaving – for all the ever-increasing stylistic elaboration – so much to be inferred or intuited, read between the lines. Yet if one reduces the novels to their plots (of course a monstrous reduction) they can be seen to relate in a number of cases to the thematic concerns of what we have come to call the Hollywood 'woman's picture' that finds its most powerful and frequent generic form in melodrama. Novel after novel, tale after tale, reveals itself as centrally preoccupied with the position of women in a patriarchal culture, their oppression and subordination, their manipulation by men, the male drive to control and possess them, the women's resistance and (occasional) transgression of the patriarchal laws. His heroines, even when defeated, reveal in their evolution ever deeper resources of strength.

It could be argued, I think, that melodrama is a form of expression to which the cinema lends itself with particular ease. Literature has its own potentials for excess, but they can hardly compete with the potentials inherent in the huge close-up, jagged (hysterical) editing, violent colour schemes, passionate music. Such potentials (for such is the complexity of cinema) can be used in radically different ways, for the direct expression of emotional extremes as in the melodramas of King Vidor (Duel in the Sun, Ruby Gentry, Beyond the Forest) or ironically as in Sirk (There's Always Tomorrow, Imitation of Life). Or there is the possibility of a deliberate, perverse reversal of stylistic expectations, as in the remarkable anti-melodramatic melodramas of Preminger in the 40s and 50s. What could be more melodramatic in content than the final moments of Angel Face? Yet what could be less melodramatic than Preminger's rigorous (and non-judgmental) refusal of melodramatic effect, with minimal editing and everything in long shot?

It is perhaps their underlying melodramatic potential that has attracted film-makers to James's novels and stories. I shall argue later (and readers may take this as a 'trailer' or, as it is called in North America, a preview) that the particular distinction of The Wings of the Dove lies in its respect for the novel's melodramatic basis combined with the ability to find cinematic equivalents for something of James's subtlety, complexity and ambiguity.

James in the 90s:

Washington Square and The Portrait of a Lady

Is it coincidence that the three recent film adaptations of James novels – Washington Square, The Portrait of a Lady and The Wings of the Dove – are all, essentially, feminist melodramas, and that all three share the same basic premise? In all three a young, innocent American heiress falls prey to the attractions and persuasions of a suitor, in whose sincerity she believes completely but who is really after her money, the narrative reaching its climax and, subsequently, its resolution in response to her discovery of his true motive. They are in fact three of the only four James novels with this premise (the fourth, The Golden Bowl, has been the subject of a recent BBC adaptation). One might suggest, tentatively, that the first great wave of feminism (the suffragette movement) nurtured the novels, at least on an unconscious level (the conscious one being sadly represented by The Bostonians). The second wave, the far more sweeping and comprehensive radical feminism of the 60s and 70s, and the heightened awareness of women's oppression and exploitation that it produced, was a potent influence on the films. Certainly, the implicit feminism of the novels is rendered explicit, especially in the two films directed by women, Washington Square and The Portrait of a Lady.

If the three novels – and The Golden Bowl – are variations on a premise, it must be stressed that, given their shared basis, they could scarcely be more different from one another. Their heroines are quite distinct in personality, degree of intelligence and awareness, and personal situation; the suitors range from the insidiously seductive and hateful Gilbert Osmond of The Portrait of a Lady to the wholly sympathetic Merton Densher of The Wings of the Dove, whose only fault is completely understandable (in the context) human weakness. Of the three, The Portrait of a Lady comes closest to acknowledging an explicit feminist intention, especially in its conclusion, which one might reasonably describe as 'lesbian' in the wider sense made accessible by the women's movement: female bonding, for mutual support against male domination. Henrietta Stackpole (whom it is tempting to read as lesbian in the narrower sense) marries an ineffectual adorer for whom she feels nothing beyond a sort of affectionate contempt solely in order to remain in Europe, and her motivation for remaining in Europe (of which, as a chauvinistic American, she is extremely critical) is solely to be accessible to Isabel. Isabel, in her turn, decides to go back to a wretched and loveless marriage and an intolerable domestic situation solely to attempt to rescue Pansy Osmond from the machinations of her loathsome father. The bonds of commitment among the three women represent the novel's ultimate 'positive', illuminating its otherwise dark conclusion. I find it inexplicable that Jane Campion, despite her clear feminist position, makes nothing of this: Henrietta disappears from the narrative, and Campion withholds any information as to Isabel's final intentions.

Perhaps of all James's novels, Washington Square offers itself most readily for appropriation as feminist melodrama – and, for that matter, for translation into film, being relatively short and compact, lacking the scope, structural complexity, and multiple characters of The Portrait of a Lady. But, while both adaptations translate James into melodrama
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