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Introduction

This book is particularly intended for screenwriters looking to start on adaptation. It aims to guide the reader through the process, from first impulse to first draft and beyond. This book is also for those with a general interest in screenwriting, for whom adaptation affords a special insight into the decisions that shape the evolution of just about any film.

Adaptation offers a unique glimpse into the engine room of screenwriting, a peep behind the screen as it were. Where an original screenplay is concerned it is impossible to distinguish between the original intention and the finished script. Even for the writer, the earliest thoughts and objectives are probably lost to memory. Adaptation lays bare these beginnings in that the inspiration and intention is clearly located within another text. The relationship between initial idea and final image is in full view. Knowing that the prime object was to tell this story or reproduce this experience, we can see how the film-maker has gone about it, and with what success.

All is adaptation

In some sense all screenwriting is adaptation, in so far as it involves turning story ideas into screen images. Even where the starting point has no other origin than the screenwriter’s own imagination, the same transformation must take place, from the linguistic to the visual, from imagined concept to visual actuality. It is always a matter of converting pictures in the head into pictures on the screen with as little loss and compromise as possible. The process of decision-making is the same; sifting, selecting and sequencing narrative elements.

The only difference with an adapted screenplay is that its origins lie in a pre-existing body of words (someone else’s words) usually in the form of a novel or short story. And herein lies the rub. Books and films are not made of the same stuff. They don’t work the same way. We read them differently. Literary material resists conforming to the demands and limitations of the screen. Hence this book.

The territory ahead

By film adaptation we typically refer to a novel retold as a feature film. Adaptation is what brought Gone with the Wind (1939), The Wizard of Oz (1939) and The Godfather (1972) to the big screen. It’s what Peter Jackson did to Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (2001–03), and what a succession of people have done to Harry Potter (2001–11). For some the term ‘adaptation’ summons up images of period dramas, bonnets and bustles, mop-caps and crinolines. But it also gave us Trainspotting (1996), Brokeback Mountain (2005) and The Silence of the Lambs (1991). When we go to the cinema and encounter the words ‘Based on the novel by … ’, or pick up a book and read ‘Now a major motion picture’, we know we have entered adaptation territory.

This territory was opened up by pioneer film-makers in the first decades of the twentieth century, as they toiled to unlock the potential of their new medium. Struggling to find stories and struggling to find the way to tell them, they turned to fiction and theatre for lessons in narrative, both models and materials. Some of the first screenplay credits ought by rights to have gone to the likes of Charles Dickens, Robert Louis Stevenson and Bram Stoker, who (unknowingly) provided the stories and characters that filled many a silent movie theatre.

The proposition

Adaptation was there at the dawn of commercial cinema, and it has been a mainstay of movie-making ever since. Far from being a marginal activity or side-line, it is virtually ubiquitous. Adaptation is a remarkably attractive proposition for film-makers. In the first place, it taps into a deep reservoir of ready-made material – a rich store of stories and characters ripe for plunder.

Then there are economic reasons. Film is high-risk high-finance. No film proposal is a completely safe bet, but an adaptation can seem safer than some. It comes with a recommendation. The story has a track-record, it has evidently worked in another (albeit very different) medium. As a project to be pitched to a producer it has a built-in advantage in that in some sense it already exists. Hollywood sets great stock by IP (Intellectual Property). It helps along the conversation if you can place your pitch on the desk, and it has a barcode on the cover. A book in the hand is worth any number of ideas in the head. (More than one screenwriter with an original idea has gone to the lengths of writing it as a novel first.)

If the name on the cover is a ‘name’, then you introduce the enticing prospect of product recognition, and the accompanying audience with is primed and curious to know what they’ve done to the book. Factors related to terms like ‘high culture’, ‘cultural capital’ and ‘the heritage industry’ enter when contemplating doing an Austen or a Brontë. Less cynical motives can lie behind the simple desire to put on a lavish spectacle of Henry James, or at last do justice to Stephen King.

Not that these considerations will make the work of screenwriting any easier. Writing an adapted screenplay is neither an easy option, nor a shortcut to success. Screenwriting is difficult enough, but adaptation involves additional tasks and imposes additional constraints and we will turn to these.

Screenwriting

Before it occupies rehearsal rooms, design studios, film sets or an editing suite, the film must first take shape in the scriptwriter’s mind. But it is important to remember that as a screenwriter you are not making a film. The making of films falls to directors, cinematographers, actors and the like. These are the people who finally determine the look and the sound of the thing. The screenwriter’s job is to conceive it, devise it and provide the cast and crew with a script, that curious hybrid document (part literary, part cinematic), which functions as a set of preliminary instructions for these other creative types to do their thing.

What the script gives them is the anatomy of the story, the bone-structure of its characters and the human dynamics that structure and propel the action. What the audience will see is the director’s business, what significance it has will be largely determined by you. The script is the basis and framework for the enterprise.

In total contrast to narrative fiction, film is a collective effort. As screenwriter, the film might start with you, but you have little or no control when the script leaves your desk. You set the wheels in motion, but then it’s all out of your hands. Like a football coach, your role is to send the production team onto the field with the best game-plan you can come up with. What they then do with it is ultimately up to them.

In what follows we may refer to the film, but what we mean is your part in its production, the script; and that part is quite big enough. As is conventional we will identify films by reference to the director, but it is the screenwriter(s) to whom we give a collective word of thanks.

Synopsis

Chapters 1–5 will examine:

•  the relationship between author and screenwriter, novel and script;

•  the challenges presented by the disparity in form between fiction and film;

•  the difficulties inherent in moving a story from page to screen;

•  the problem-solving skills required to successfully manage the transition;

•  the sorts of radical intervention often necessitated by audience needs and expectations.

Our primary focus will be on film adaptation as a process:

•  the preliminary decisions regarding approach and general methodology;

•  the differentiation of filmic from un-filmic elements in fiction;

•  the deconstruction and reconstruction of plot;

•  the transportation of character from page to screen;

•  the invention of creative strategies to deliver the story as a satisfying film.

Chapters 6 and 7 provide pointers and tips on how to start writing your own script. This includes notes on what a script is and practical suggestions about how to develop your own work. This includes a very short adapted script for you to edit and develop yourself. Chapter 7 includes a thirty-minute screen adaptation with commentary to see in practice how a writer has approached the task.

Chapters 8 and 9 examine the looser and increasingly complex world of appropriation. These chapters will examine how you can take references to books and use these in the creation of ‘original’ screenplays. The techniques and concepts of appropriation allow you which they use references an audience already have to generate meaning. Chapter 10 addresses other forms: games, graphic novels and theatre. This chapter considers how you can take the skills and knowledge you have developed in the first part of this book and apply it to other media.

Workshopping

If you have picked up this book you are probably thinking of writing a screenplay based on a book you love. Every project is different, and we can’t hope to directly address the issues that will be specific to you and you alone.

Nevertheless, the problems of adaptation typically fall into one of two categories: matters of form (what film will and will not allow you to do in transferring the story from page to screen) and matters of interpretation (when your personal response to the book urges you to make significant alterations to story or character – deletions and additions, departures and inventions). It is important to distinguish between the two. The first type is generic difficulties that plague every adaptation. The second type is always unique to the text you have chosen, and the film you want to fashion from it.

Across all chapters we aim to address practical matters and the conceptual issues. In addition to a wide variety of writing Exercises, and brief Case Studies offering illustration of issues and solutions, the first half of the book incorporates extended Workshop sections designed to enhance the development of skills and strategies.

To help explore both these dimensions, we have selected two texts for concentrated attention: a short story by Ernest Hemingway (text provided) and a novel by Patricia Highsmith (synopsis provided). These should be treated as ‘workbench material’ for you to practice and experiment. Time spent thinking through the challenge of ‘adapting’ these texts will sharpen the critical and creative faculties you will need for your own project.

In citing existing examples of adaptation, we have selected some fictional texts that we think will help you to grapple with the most common problems. In particular, we have deliberately chosen to include some highly canonical novels by the likes of Jane Austen, Charles Dickens and F. Scott Fitzgerald. Not only are their stories and characters already widely known from page and screen, but they have received multiple adaptive treatment. There is perhaps no better school of adaptation than sitting down to compare what different screenwriters and directors have done with the same book.

Classics are often drawn from a literary canon which is in itself is not particularly diverse. Adaptation of popular fiction is not so limited and a survey of titles in any bookshop will show the wealth of material available to you, and this is discussed in later chapters of this book. Historically speaking, the limited range of voices in the business of writing and directing film is also notable. For instance, there are significantly fewer female names the further back in to film history we look. This situation is changing and is evident in the range of names that we now see appearing on the screen as authors, screenwriters and directors. As a screenwriter you will be able to adapt classics to draw out contemporary concerns, rework characters and draw out buried meaning. You will be able to select from a range of different sources for adaptation across historic and contemporary fictions.
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Concepts
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