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Comparative Literature And Film Studies: The
Paradox Of Adaptations
Luis Cardoso
Abstract: The connections between Literature and Cinema began with the birth of the 7th Art and since then one of the main dilemmas is to how to
approach the paradox of adaptations. The written narrative must be seen as a point of departure but not as a measure of the quality of the film, which is
a totally different artistic creation. In this universe of fluid boundaries, books and films must be seen as independent artistic forms, even if we have a
process of adaptation or even if the endless and abandoned chimaera of fidelity is brought to this discussion.
Index Terms: Comparative Literature, Film Studies, Literature and Cinema, Adaptation
——————————  ——————————

1. INTRODUCTION
The paradox of adapting a book to the screen is the challenge
of being ―faithful‖ to the original but also ―unfaithful‖ because
it‘s a different artistic creation. Nevertheless, Literature and
Cinema share a history of connections with close bonds and
parallel routes (Cardoso, 2016), unite genres, eras, countries
and formats, demanding literary and cinematic analyses,
technical considerations and ideological issues (WellsLassagne & Armelle Parey, 2019), or as Rodman writes: This,
then, is the paradox of adaptation. the adaptation leaves the
book untouched: the copy of Moby-Dick on my nightstand
written before the movies were invented, was widely read
even as ray Bradbury‘s adaptation was being filmed, and will
exist when all the celluloid in the world has turned back into
dust. But the adaptation also transforms the book. rips the
binding, shreds the pages, pulps them, and by wild alchemy
transforms them into light, flickering light. the adaptation can
betray the book, but it can also bring it to life for audiences far
larger than those who frequent libraries and bookstores. the
adaptation can change peoples‘ lives – in a way that the best
films, the best books, always have. the power to make us
realize that the world is far more troubling, and far more
beautiful, than is conventionally sold to us, is what books and
films do best. and more: the great adaptation will often
complete the circle — lead the viewer back to the book, make
the introduction, and then gently close the door from the
outside. (Krasilovsky, 2019, p. viii)Jean-Claude Carrière,
reflecting on the relations between literature and cinema,
argues that the filmic narrative cannot ostracize the
inheritance of the literary text. Moreover, in the cinema, the
adaptation process is one of its intrinsic characteristics, similar
to different communicative phenomena that comprise the
action of a decoder subject. Writes Carrière: «Qu‘ on me
demande de chercher une histoire dans un roman, qu‘ on me
raconte un fait divers, un souvenir personnel, que je fouille
dans ma propre mémoire, ou dans mon ―imagination‖, que j‘
écoute simplement les milliards de particules invisibles qui
traversent à chaque instant l‘ endroit où je me trouve, de toute
manière mon travail sera une adaptation. Il faudra que je
transforme cette idée vague, ou ce livre, ou cette anecdote, en
un film (...)» (Garcia, A. 1990, p. 7).
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In this perspective, we identified a set ofaroused by the film
adaptation: The relations between two different semiotic
systems (literature and cinema), the adaptation processes, the
agents of adaptation, and the question of Fidelity in
adaptation. These will be some of the structuring vectors of
this reflection. In the genesis of these issues, we find an
essential problem. Grilo (1995-1996, p. 209) identifies it as a
premise that misrepresent the analysis of the adaptation,
because the elucidation of the literary adaptations is often
reduced to the analysis of the film, according to the semiology
of literary inspiration, and to the evaluation of the argument In
a logic of narrative reductionism, which leads to a set of
questions. Firstly, we ask what the status of cinema is after all,
especially when an analysis of a film is initiated in a logic of
dependence on a literary source. With this posture, we find a
methodological "sin" with a strong historical tradition in the
analysis of the relations between literature and cinema: putting
the film in the explicit dependence of the literary text. This
perspective concludes a prefatory addiction that affects the
development of any analysis. The secondary importance given
of one universe in relation to another only allows a reflection of
valorization/devaluation in relation to the starting point, making
it impossible to independently characterize each semiotic
system. Recalling previous studies, it should be emphasized
that the denial of any kind of hierarchy had already been
defended by Bazin, when he presented the concept of cinema
as "impure art", enabling the discovery of the true path to
follow in the cosmos of adaptations: consider cinema as a
form of art and creative process. Another question is defining
the frontiers of an adaptation, as
Cutchins writes: What
exactly, our students often ask, is adaptation? That is a great
question. It is clear that a film like Mary Shelley‘s Frankenstein
(1994) should be considered an adaptation. By announcing its
relationship to an earlier novel, the film more or less demands
that viewers consider it in the context of Shelley‘s book. But
it‘s less clear that we should also treat a film like Spike Jonez‘s
Her (2013) as an adaptation of Shelley‘s novel (or an
adaptation of other adaptations of Shelley‘s novel). All three of
these texts explore the dangers of technical advances, and all
three portray a human creation that has a mind of its own and
eventually escapes its bounds. But abstract summations like
that hide a multitude of differences. At most, Her is an
unacknowledged adaptation, and would thus fall out of the
scope of some definitions of adaptation studies. Studying it as
an adaptation, however, despite Jonez‘s intentions (whatever
they were) is certainly interesting, and would likely make the
field of adaptation studies richer for the effort. Because of
problems like this, we suggest it may be more fruitful to
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consider adaptation as a way to think about all sorts of texts,
rather than as a particular kind of text. (Cutchins, 2018, p.3)
We must also evaluate the pretence inheritance of the entire
film that is adapted, given that it carries a judgment of value on
the process itself, resulting in profoundly subjective
classifications. According to a classic Hollywood cinema
convention, only a set of films, adaptations of great literary
works, deserved to be considered legitimate and of quality,
and, in this perspective, cinema was only a stage of
consecration of Literature. Thus, Macbeth and Henry V would
be "quality" adaptations of an unquestionable inheritance, as
opposed to Stagecoach (based on Ernest Haycox's "Stage to
Lordsburg") or – to continue with John Ford – My Darling
Clementine (adapted from "Wyatt Earp, "Frontier Marshall" by
Stuart N. Lake). This classification reveals a dubious "cultural"
ideology, common to cinema, theory and criticism, responsible
for the typification of films and their inheritances. Thus, we
should try to reflect on the issues of adaptation according to
an approach that does not privilege a taxonomy of cinema
from the literature. In this perspective, Grilo defends two
central ideas. Firstly, cinema does not film books, that is, since
the Lumière brothers that the Chamber establishes with what
film a unique relationship that cannot be replaced by literature.
On the other hand, we should elect as an aesthetic criterion
the loss of reference of the book against the film, which is
progressively autonomized until a total departure. Secondly,
the problem of adaptation is very relevant for cinema if it is
analyzed according to the problems of infidelity and not
according to Fidelity.This dichotomy resumes the eternal issue
of the aesthetic status of cinema. If in the early days of his
history the cinema saw in the literature a prestigious means of
cultural affirmation, he also soon found a fruitful vein of
thematic and formal inspiration. Although book and film are
different semiotic entities, the sharing of certain characteristics
causes the creation of bonds that are strengthened in the face
of the traditional statute of literature. Therefore, we must
analyse the concept of Fidelity and its evolution: Recent
theoretical investigations of the praxis of adaptation by Julie
Sanders and Linda Hutcheon have shed new light upon the
complexity of the cultural dynamics involved. Sanders draws a
distinction between ‗adaptation‘, which she sees as an
essentially ‗conservative‘ process informed by fidelity to an
original, and ‗appropriation‘, which involves varying degrees of
‗critical‘ engagement with the original. She sees both modes,
however, as ‗dependent upon the literary canon‘, as equally
driven by their response to an original source. Hutcheon,
recognizing this same dichotomy between original and
adaptation or appropriation, sets out precisely ‗to challenge
the explicitly and implicitly negative cultural evaluation‘ of the
relationship between the adaptation and the original.
(Cutchins, 2016, p. 2) George Bluestone, in his inescapable
study, commenting on this theme, states that both the novel
and the film should be seen as distinct and individual entities
and that each can achieve its goals with higher quality
whenever they are invoked and The specific characteristics of
each one explored. However, although many filmmakers may
prefer original arguments and not adaptations, there is a very
profound cultural problem that Bluestone translates with a
biblical example: "More often than not, the very prestige and
literary charm of classics have an Inhibiting effect, shrivelling
up the plastic imagination. Like Lot's wife, the film-maker is
frequently immobilized in the very act of looking over his
shoulder» (1957, p. 218). For this author, the paradox of Lot's
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wife translates into the analysis of the temptation of cinema in
looking at literature, at the same time that it intends,
definitively, more autonomous, without forgetting that there are
intersemiotic connections.Attesting to the first facet of the
paradox, Bluestone underlines the numerous links between
literature and cinema, such as the large number of films
inspired by literary sources, the attempts of filmmakers to find
aesthetic mechanisms similar to Artifices of the written text,
the effects that the film causes in the dissemination of the
adapted book (often increase sales), and the recognition of the
film industry, to which can not be unrelated attribution of
academy Oscars (1957. p. 2). This connection is proven from
the moment the cinema begins to reveal a predilection for the
narrative, as
wrote: Since the beginning of cinema as
industrial discipline, adaptations have played an important role
as source of ideas and themes to attract the general public
(Corrigan, 2012: 17). The first registered adaptation, a clear
referent to Goethe‘s oeuvre, is found in the work of the
Lumière Brothers: Faust - apparition de Méphistophélès
(1897), which together with other adaptations developed
during the period may serve as an example of filmmakers
using different thematic sources. Among these themes, it is
possible to end passages from the Bible, fairy tales such as
Cinderella and others written by the Grimm Brothers, and
detective stories, particularly from Sherlock Holmes
adventures, all of them used as inspiration and to create
screenplays. In terms of popularity/revenues, Greed, directed
by Von Stroheim in 1924, it‘s considered the most celebrated
adaptation of these decades (Corrigan, 2011: 189). As
countless examples appear, it is possible to establish that the
use of literary texts as main source for adaptations is not a
new trendy process which belongs to contemporary
filmmaking, but a practice related with screen production
commonly used since the early days of cinema (Andrew,
2009: 422). Presently, multiple adaptations have been
developed for cinema, ranging from classic novels, theatrical
plays, and short stories, to comic books, teen novels, and
even video games (Corrigan, 2012: 12-16). (Vergara, 2015, p.
155 ) Recalling one of the forerunners of narrative cinema,
Griffith, Bluestone points out his successive adaptations: Jack
London, Tolstoy, and Charles Reade. The reasons that this
author points out as proximity elements reveal the process of
aesthetic and semiotic mutation that characterizes the
adaptation, in a centrifuge sense of artistic manifestations,
which opposes centrifugal movements, to use the image of
Imanol Zumalde (1997). George Bluestone also presents a set
of data that emphasizes the relevance of literary sources.
Already in 1934, about one-third of the production of RKO,
Paramount and Universal was the result of inspiration in
novels. Lester Asheim indicates that from 5807 Productions
between 1935 and 1945, 976 were made from novels.
Hortense Powdermaker, in 1947, indicates that, of 463
arguments in production phase, about 40% were adapted from
novels. In 1955, Thomas Pryor stated that the original
arguments in that year only reached 51.8%. These data,
already distant in time, can be substantiated by the current
policy of Hollywood, during its classical period, to acquire the
"literary properties" of short stories, novels or novels before
being published, and some have not reached To be printed.
Seger (2000, pp. 296-298.), analyzing 63 films that won the
Oscar for best film, identifies 33 inspired by novels and 9 in
plays. Moreover, in addition to concluding that the
aforementioned films constitute 85% per cent of the award1349
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winning works, it states that 45% of television films are
adaptations, and 70% of these adaptations have already
earned the Emmy award. The same author stresses that 83%
of mini-series are also adaptations, and 95% of them have
already received the aforementioned prize. Alfonso Méndiz, in
the prologue to Seger's work, also stresses that about thirty to
40% of the films produced annually are literary sources, and if
we consider films that are inspired by biographies, the
percentage rises to 50% of the entire World production.
Fernando Lopes, considers, already in 2002, that a large part
of the world production is made based on books, mainly
novels, because from these already defines a narrative basis,
a scheme of dramaturgy and a group of characters (Luís,
2002, p. 29). More recent data is provided, for example, by the
Mid-Continent Library of the state of Missouri. According to
this institution, from the decade of 80 to the present day, more
than 800 films inspired by literary sources have been
recorded. Between the public and the Hollywood Oscars, films
based on literary works have always been very well received.
Bluestone Quotes Time magazine, which ranked Birth of a
Nation as the best silent film, and Gone With The Wind as the
best film of all time, according to a popular consultation. The
economic interest of the film industry also welcomes with
particular appreciation the films adapted from novels. The
Pulitzer prizes also awarded many films (The Good Earth,
Gone with the Wind, the Late George Apley, the Yearling, the
Grapes of Wrath, A Bell for Adano, the Magnificent
Ambersons, So Big, Arrowsmith, The Bridge of San Luis Rey,
Alice Adams...) with Literary inspiration, which proves the
union between commercial and artistic success. On the other
hand, the success of the film often resulted in a commercial
appreciation of the novel.

THE PARADOX OF ADAPTATIONS
This brief exposition results in evidence of the basilar nature of
the adaptations in the cinematographic universe. The
relevance of adaptation can be justified through a very varied
set of factors. The main reasons justifying the use of
adaptations are the necessity felt early by filmmakers in
finding stories, the guarantee of commercial success (a film
inspired by a novel usually attracts the public), the use of the
novel due to Its ability to act as a filter of a historical moment,
the desire to transpose to the screen emblematic literary
works or myths, the cultural and artistic prestige that a Geff
adaptation to the spectator audience, and the capacity that
cinema has to disclose and Amplify a literary work (Noriega,
2000, pp. 50 – 52). Bluestone, after reflecting on these
connections between the film and the book, highlights the
main problem in criticism of the adaptations. Not often the
comments made to the film are sick of the peccadillo we have
already identified: they have as initial reference the book. This
premise entails an inevitable consequence: whenever a film is
identified through the phrase ' adapted from... ', the stigmata of
inheritance and comparison are immediately slaughtered
(Grilo, 1995-1996, p. 210). For this reason, we must analyze
both narrative systems as reciprocal reference horizons, with a
uniform criterion, which excludes the lack of recognition of the
artistic potential of the film, seen as a mere prolongation of the
literary object , as well as the apocalyptic perspective, quite
common among men in the literature with a spirit of the
epigones of Marshall Mcluhan, according to which the image
will succeed to the word regarding the social function of the
narrative.We should not elect the book just as a starting point.
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This exclusive premise of the comparison or any other
analysis will be in schools such as ' Fidelity ', ' deviations ', and
the subjective problem of ' quality of adaptation '. The quality
of the adaptation cannot be determined according to these
criteria and thus we start from the principle that it is possible to
delimit a particular element in the novel and reproduce it
mechanically through the image, which, once again, proves
that the film is no more than a simple receptacle of the book,
which establishes the norm. At the same time, we only
understand deviations in adaptations as purely technical
needs, such as the time the film itself cannot, in theory,
exceed. Much more important is the fact that these changes in
the film mean, in a direct and immediate way, an analysis of
the "Fidelity" of the adaptation and even necessary that the
filmmakers try to conceal the same changes from the public,
under penalty of devaluating the His film work. According to
this principle, Neil Syniard opines that a good adaptation is
one that can be faithful to the spirit and not the letter of the
text, the one that can reconcile the characteristics of the
author and the Director – and thus establish a bridge – or even
when the chamber is used as an element of interpretation of
the text and not of its illustration. According to this ideal, many
writers have been regenerated. It was the case of Daniel
Taradash who sought the basic premise of the written text for
later work, avoiding the obvious, the possible intentions of the
author, or the criterion of fidelity to the original written, which
transforms the writer into an interpreter and not an agent of
pure playback (1986, p. x). All these evaluation criteria do not
show the main operative principle in the analysis of
adaptations: The phenomenon that Bluestone designates as a
' mutation process '. According to this author, most critical
judgments are not illuminated by what can be defined as '
transcoding procedures ', that is, an analysis of the
transformations inherent in the mutation process from one
semiotic system to another. In fact, this process is undeniable,
still causing inevitable mutations, because the transposition of
one set of conventions to another will always lead to
modifications, especially if we leave behind the linguistic
universe and enter the visual. After the entry, we must be
aware that the final product will always be of another nature in
relation to the original source and, in this way, from the book
to the film goes a distance as large as from ballet to
architectural work. An adapted film becomes distinct from the
book that inspired it as a picture becomes autonomous in
relation to the empirical world that gave rise to it. Silva, diluting
the concept of diegesis, after quoting Jonathan Culler who
classifies it as a "tropollogical construct", highlights the
importance of the narrator discourse and the mechanisms of
transcoding, alerting to the transformation inherent to the
process itself: As the simple existence of transcoding can be
verified, the nature of semiotic transcoding should also be
evaluated. In fact, this process, whether Inter-semiótico or
Intra-semiótico, becomes always responsible for the
transformation of diegesis. In the words of Aguiar e Silva:"The
diegesis of a given novel will never be strictly equal to the
diegesis of a film extracted from this book, no matter how
much the director's fidelity to the story narrated in the text,
such as the Diegesis of a novel – say, Adolphe of Benjamin
Constant – there would be to change if it was possible to
rewrite it according to a different narrative technique (for
example, Adolphe rewrote according to techniques
characteristic of nouveau roman)» (1988, pp. 717-718.) From
Aguiar and Silva, we can infer that the director's intervention
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determines the construction of another work. Confirming this
opinion, the director Fernando Lopes, regarding his adaptation
of the novel O Delfim, by José Cardoso Pires, declares that
the most important element is the existence of a solid
argument and, simultaneously, be able to free himself from
him and make his individual work of creation. According to this
director, the best tribute he can make to a book or a writer is to
be independent and only faithful to himself, as was in relation
to Cardoso Pires, Carlos de Oliveira and António Tabucchi.
Fernando Lopes, the director who adapted several literary
texts, defines, in his case, what is essential in an adaptation:
My adaptations are always made according to what I call a
poetic of adaptations. If you are reading the scene of the
Consoada in the book of Cardoso Pires [O Delfim], my scene
is quite different. It's Buñueliana, it's a little viridian. Moreover,
it is essential that there is a great deal of complicity with the
author and the book. " As opposed to its methodology, the
same director states that "... What exists, in cinema in general,
is a mechanics of adaptations, in which everything is done
machinally. There is a book, bestseller or not, hire two or three
writers, that is the so-called argument in reinforced concrete,
you get a casting, you make the film and ready. This is what
happens in most of the adaptations of books to the cinema. "
(Portela, 1999, p. 29) The director of the Delfim corroborates
the opinions of Aguiar e Silva, Carlos Reis and George
Bluestone when he emphasizes the transcoding process that
he undertakes, because every time he decides to adapt a
book, he confronts the difficulty of leaving it. Firstly, you need
to enter the world of the writer, in the characters he has
defined and still in his writing, a code different from yours.
After this reading, it unfolds a process of visual and sound
creation, based on the text, but with an expression on the
screen. As Francis Vanoye states, when we analyze the
adaptations, we rarely find three key criteria: right, respect and
fidelity. These concepts seem to summarize the main
concerns of critics. Following these criteria, we should also
raise other related issues such as the already debated
hierarchy between the original and the final work, because if
the film submits to the book, it undervalues the cinema and if
the adaptation is revealed excessively free, it becomes a
betrayal to the text. We can only use as an appropriate
criterion the transposition and its transcoding mechanisms that
allow, in theory, all kinds of adaptations, as well demonstrates
the history of cinema itself, since from 1896 to 1898 to our day
we know Adaptations of Old Testament episodes, of works
such as Don Quixote, Faust or Romeo and Juliet, to texts
deemed inadequate to the film transposition, as in search of
Lost Time, which proves Vanoye's opinion, according to which
everything is adaptable, because Everything can be adapted
(Vanoye, 1996, p. 126). Despite the semiotic specificities of
literature and cinema, the meeting points are clearly
indisputable. Morrissette (1985) highlights the influence of
cinema on certain authors, notably at the level of the form of
the world's own organization, as is also referred to by Timothy
Corrigan (1999, p. 32), when he analyzes the "Lost
Generation", as Claude-Edmonde does Magny (1948), or
Antoine Artaud (1961), regarding the French surrealism, or
Baptista-Bastos, in relation to Neo-realism in Portugal.Some
authors, who possess "cinematographic writing", would be the
ideal sources for adaptations. Nevertheless, these same
writers reveal themselves to be controversial. This is the
opinion of Fernando Lopes about António Tabucchi or Carlos
de Oliveira. This director shows, for example, the qualities of
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the writing of Cardoso Pires, namely a style without artifices,
very close to the American narrative, with a profound sense of
short story, but highlights the difficulties of transposition in full.
The Director considers that supposedly cinematic writing
constitutes an illusion when apparently it seems easier to
adapt. Another question is the quality of the literary text
because much more accessible becomes an adaptation of
"minor" work since it facilitates the construction of the film and
the opportunities for the director to come out of this process
with recognition for his work.The writing of José Cardoso Pires
has been cited by us in a very systematic way because of this
interesting attraction for a text with "cinematographic qualities".
Interestingly, Fernando Lopes considers this characteristic of
the writer as a difficulty and not as ease. It is that the main
mistake that is usually committed is exactly trying to see only
the written words when the cinema combines the words –
which can echo more or less close to the original text –, the
images and the sounds. The cinematographic aspect of writing
can become an obstacle and not so much an adjuvant factor.
The director risks falling into the temptation of Lot's wife, that
is, crystallize when she looks back, in this case, into the
literary text. However, even though he is aware of the virtues
of all that is behind, the filmmaker must follow his path. So we
will not be a new wife of Lot or a new Eurydice. And if we
remember the sorrow of Orpheus when he lost his beloved –
who disturbed nature with horrendous of the sounds of his lira
– so the director can commit the same sin against nature and
hurt our eyes with his adaptation, even though he did not have
the same motives as the Perso Greek mythology. In the
analysis of transcoding, some authors, such as Noriega (2000)
or Peña-Ardid (2009), argue that certain novels are more
conducive to adaptation exercises by patenting certain
characteristics, namely the more "audiovisual" dimension of
Diegesis, the devaluation of the interior universe of the
characters and the appreciation of the external action –
affecting the characters, space and time – the very aestheticliterary dimension of the novel – the less consecrated, the
easier the adaptation – and when the Action narrated in the
book allows for easy transposition to the screen. For this
reason, Chatman (1990) argues that good films inspired by
good novels are quite rare and identify the main problem
concerning this issue of transposition: the transfer of
characteristics inherent to the discourse written in Association
with the traditional difficulties of the film to deal with temporal
and spatial summaries, abstract commentaries of the narrator,
representations of the thoughts, feelings of the characters,
among others.

CONCLUSION
In any adaptation, closest or less close to the literary work that
inspires it, there is always a set of options governing this
exercise. We can elect the following criteria for the adaptation
process: to analyze the need for cuts and suppressions, to
select what is maintained and what will not be used – a choice
that will determine facets of the narrative, namely the film
gender and the level of adaptation –, select the element that
will be analyzed and transposed preferentially (space, time,
character, action...), and seek equivalence processes at the
level of style and expression. However, all these criteria, in
addition to subjective in choice and interpretation, reveal two
central facets in the adaptation, which usually occur, and that
Fuzellier, in one of his first studies (1953) identified as
concentration (the maximum of events in the minimum of time)
1351
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and increase (Appreciation of certain aspects, such as
character characteristics, episodes of diegesis, spatial or
temporal facets). The paradox of adaptation still obliges, thus,
to undertake deliberate choices, rarely consensual or peaceful.
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