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Compatible Arts: 

Literature And Film 

by 
Dr. Victoria Amador 

One of the ice breakers l use on the first day of every class I teach is a very 
abbreviated questionnaire . In addition to the vital information, like name and major 
and year in school, I ask two questions: What is the last book you read? What is the last 
film you saw? The answers betray a cultural illiteracy which is as disturbing as it is 
darkly humorous, and betray as well the devaluation of the liberal arts approach to 
education which has occurred within recent years. 

The answers to the book question fall into three categories: a) light reading
romances by Jackie Collins and Danielle Steele, fantasy, and spy thrillers; b) required 
reading-literary fiction (either Steinbeck or Salinger) they were forced to read in high 
school or in a college intro to literature course; and c) blank-a large question mark. 

Film answers fare a bit better. Everyone remembers the last film they saw. Usually it 
is a popular Hollywood film of the moment. For example, the top films among my 
Spring 1988 students were THREE MEN AND A BABY and GOOD MORNING 
VIETNAM. These choices are logical considering the ages of my students and the 
dearth of alternate film choices offered in Mankato, MN, where I spent two years as an 
Assistant Professor of English at Mankato State University. Still, I longed for one 
student to cite an independent or foreign film . 

Armed with this avocational information as one approaches the task of teaching 
students to understand and appreciate literature, both in general education courses and 
survey courses and seminars for English majors and minors, one can become dishear
tened by the challenge. I have discovered, however, that the use of films in conjunction 
with the teaching of literature, specifically films which are adaptations of literary 
works, provides a helpful and entertaining inroad into convincing today's traditional 
students that art can play a significant role in their lives. It also offers a variety in the 
lecture experience for the instructor, and such variety keeps one fresh when faced with 
term after term of required courses . 

Literature and film are compatible arts. A product of a liberal arts education myself, I 
appreciate the connection. But for many of today's traditional students (by traditional I 
mean those who have completed high school and immediately begun undergraduate 
studies according to traditional educational time lines), such a connection isn' t as likely 
or even as important as it once was. Their career goals are different, even as arts and 
humanities majors, from the goals of the "average" undergraduates of 15 years ago. In 
the 1970s, the undergraduate experience acknowledged the arts as a means to both 
personal and professional growth: in the 1980s, the preparatory experience is much 
more limited to employment opportunities exclusively. 
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By using film and literature as instructional tools, I feel like an insurrectionist trying 

subtly to reverse that educational trend. Students respond to this approach, too, in a 

variety of ways. They learn to read texts and to view movies more attentively and 

actively: they become better critics; their awareness of visual and written images 

increases; they consider character psychology more thoroughly; and they judge 

whether additions or subtractions in text-to-film adaptations are appropriate. They 
achieve all of this as their cultural illiteracy is attacked, their perspective is broadened, 

and their enjoyment of the arts is developed. 
For the purpose of illustrating these various effects, I will discuss three literary works 

which were adapted for film and which I have used in my courses. I hope this discussion 
offers methodology for clarifying the compatibility of these two arts for undergradu

ates and graduates in required and general education courses. 
Three pieces which have been a pleasure to teach and enjoyed by my classes have 

been William Faulkner's "A Rose for Emily;' adapted for the Arts and Entertainment 
Cable Network's Shortstories program; John Fowles' novel The French Lieutenant's 
Woman and the 1981 film of the same name; and "Where Are You Going, Where Have 

You Been" by Joyce Carol Oates and the 1986 screen adaptation Smooth Talk. These 

fictions and films are also apropos for different courses and levels of student expertise. 

I've used Faulkner in Introduction to Short Story (a 200 level course) and American 

Literature III (a 300 level survey course for majors), Fowles in Introduction to the Novel 

(a 100 level general ed. course), and Oates in the American Literature survey and in 

Women in Literature (a 400/500 level, undergraduate/graduate seminar). I must note 
too that I only show the film after the text has been discussed, to facilitate the students' 

comprehension of the literature individually at first, independent of the filmmakers' 

vision. 
"A Rose for Emily" is a relatively accessible Faulkner story which works well in 

introductory courses because of its mysterious, Psycho-esque gothicism and its black 
humor, and which also works well in upper level courses for its experimental narrative 

structure, southern regionalism, psychological complexity and social commentary. 

Naturally in both beginning and advanced courses, all of these aspects of the text and 

their translation to film are discussed with varying degrees of depth . For the purpose of 

illustrating my methodological approach, I'll focus here upon the changes in the 

narrative voice and structure made by the filmmakers. 
The psychological aspects of a film and a fiction are always easy, manageable starting 

points for a discussion, so the differences between Faulkner's narrator and that of 

screenwriter H . Kaye Dyal offer a fine beginning . Both in the story and the film, the 

narrator represents the "we" of the town, speaks for the whole town, making the point 

that Emily is a focus for the townspeople, an icon who generates the gossip that is a 

cultural necessity. The point is therefore made indirectly in the story that the narrative 

voice is powerful yet biased, moody, and somewhat unreliable because of its subjective 

point of view. 
In the film, the fact that well-known voice John Houseman comments upon the 

action adds a note of authority to his narration, which certainly echoes the knowing 

tone in Faulkner's story. However, a rather troublesome irony for some students is 
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Houseman's recognizability. He is tremendously forceful and believable, but House

man's delivery and persona are so familiar that the unreliable narrator isn't considered 

unreliable by some students-the irony of Faulkner's collective voice is lost. Other 

students think that any actor who does Smith Barney commercials can't be trusted. 
Here, in other words, is a fine opportunity for classroom debates upon the artistic 

efficacy of text to film adaptations. 
Another aspect of the narration which prompts student discussion is the changes in 

the original story's language . Faulkner's narrative language is far more poetic than the 

film's, and the shift in style is troublesome for the students. Even though classic lines 
like the description of Emily at the end of part four are preserved-" ... she passed 

from generation to generation-dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil , and perverse" 

(Faulkner 1385)-the script primarily substitutes exposition for poetry, often explaining 

the themes rather than suggesting them through Faulkner's original text. Once a student 

has read the story and examined both the paradox of the narrator's perverse affection 

for Miss Emily and the way Faulkner indicates that paradox, the simplification of the 

narrative language is disappointing. Students feel that as audience members they are 

intelligent enough and astute enough to appreciate Faulkner's poetic subtleties. They 

realize their familiarity with the story has influenced this opinion, and they are all the 

more delighted with their newly acquired aesthetic confidence . 

The change in the narrative structure used in the film pleased most students, how

ever. Faulkner's narrative jumps back and forth through time, mirroring the way 

memory works, as well as mirroring the disintegration of a way of life-both for a 

woman of Miss Emily's social class who has fallen upon hard times, and for a southern 

society invaded by Yankees like Homer Barron. Students come to appreciate the 

fractured quality of the narrative after it is explained to them. However, the film 

version, which begins with Emily's death but then flashes back to traditional narrative 
chronology, is more easily accessible for them. In this case, I've found the film's 

rearrangement of events to be useful in clarifying Emily's psychological disintegration. 

The adaptation also adds a few scenes which aren't in the story but which delight the 

students. Emily (played with appropriate Grand Guignol charm by Anjelica Huston) is 
about to slash herself with her father's razor when she hears an explosion and is 
distracted . A knock on the door reveals Homer Barron (Jared Martin), all handsome 

Yankee virility, chomping a huge cigar and emanating sexuality. The scene lacks 

subtlety, but it does charge the tale with a sensuality only hinted at in Faulkner's work. 
A bedroom scene is also added, taking Emily and Homer to the moment of consumma

tion. He's just about to enjoy a steamy moment when he knocks back a glass of wine 

which we who have read the story know is loaded with arsenic. The next shot presents 

Emily blowing out the candle in a Halloween pumpkin-again, not subtle imagery, but 

so visually correspondent to the short story's ambiance that students laugh appre

ciatively at the reinterpretation 

The overall reaction to the film is that it clarifies certain characters and structural 

aspects, but that the story is better. This is in fact the usual reaction to the 
adaptations-each art work is interesting, but the students ultimately prefer their own 

imaginative experience of the text over the filmmakers' . 
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Another literary work whose structural and narrative changes when filmed provides 
an excellent teaching experience is The French Lieutenant's Woman. Harold Pinter's 
screenplay eliminates the narrative voice in John Fowles' novel, a voice which not only 
comments on the reflexivity and duplicity in the writing/reading relationship, but 
which also comments on the social and artistic strictures of Victorian England in the 
late 1860s, the period of the book. Pinter chose to replace that narrative voice with a 
contemporary love affair which parallels and comments upon the Victorian action. The 
actors, Mike and Anna , who play the novel's protagonists, Charles Smithson and 
Sarah Woodruff, become extensions of those characters . Mike is hopelessly in love with 
Anna, as is Charles with Sarah . 

And as in the novel, the film offers two endings. The film within a film, the movie 
made about the novel, ends with Charles and Sarah paddling a boat into bliss. But in 
"real" life, Anna returns to her husband and Mike is left alone, calling Anna "Sarah," 
confusing her with her character and demonstrating a major theme discussed by Fowles 
in Chapter 13, the integral chapter wherein Fowles deconstructs his own novel and its 
inspiration: 

You (the reader) do not even think of your own past as quite real; you dress it 
up, you gild it or blacken it, censor it , tinker with it. . .fictionalize it in a word, 
and put it away on a shelf-your book, your romanced autobiography. We are 
all in a flight from the real reality ... Fiction is woven into all. .. (Fowles 83) . 

Pinter's script has demonstrated this rather difficult-for-students theme through 
Mike's response to Anna, and the majority of students are grateful for the translation. 

Overall response to Pinter's adaptation is mixed, however. On the one hand, the 
many shifts in the text from the traditional action of the novel to the authorial voice 
often confuse and frustrate students. They don't want their experience with the charac
ters to be interrupted, particularly when they've finally gotten straight the large cast of 
characters, the dialects, the shifts in scene, the historical references, and the heavily 
embroidered language. While the shifts from Charles and Sarah to Mike and Anna are 
equally disruptive, they are simply easier to manage because of their visual nature. 

On the other hand, some feel that the information Fowles' narrator offers about the 
Victorian era is missing in the film. For example, I lecture about Thomas Hardy (one of 
whose poems, "The Riddle," introduces the novel's first chapter) and Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelite movement (since Rossetti is Sarah's protector at the 
novel 's end). While students see the visual and attitudinal echoes of Elizabeth Siddall 
and Jane Morris in Meryl Streep's Sarah and thereby appreciate Sarah's own self -
constructed romantic fictions, they complain that Rossetti is completely absent in the 
film (replaced by an anonymous architect), as is Hardy's poetry and personal tragedy, 
both lengthily discussed in the book. In other words, students long for the complexity 
of the text. 

The film manages to telescope a number of incidents, locations, and characters, and 
here too the reaction is mixed. The love story of Sam and Mary, two servants whose 
relationship provides a counterpart to Charles and his prim fiance, Ernestina, is 
minimalized. Students enjoy the lively rebelliousness of Sam and Mary and hence wish 
they were stronger presences in Pinter's script. Yet the compromise results in more focus 
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upon Charles and Sarah's passions as reiterated through Mike and Anna, which 
students need . Students also appreciate seeing actual English location shots; their 
imaginations and Fowles' imagery serve them well, but the film serves them better. 
They enjoy too the casting choices for such disliked characters as Mrs. Poulteney and 
Ernestina, and they find Meryl Streep's incarnations very romantic and frustrating, just 
as they find Fowles' Sarah. Jeremy Irons draws mixed reviews, some feeling he's not as 
poetically virile as the text's Charles, others finding him the perfect confused and 
sensitive hero. Overall, when asked which version of Th e French Lieutenant's Woman 
they prefer, students favor the novel , even as they acknowledge the clarification the 
film has given them and their enjoyment of it. 

The final example of teaching a text and its filmed counterpart which has been a 
powerful classroom experience is one which I have used with graduates and undergrad
uates of varying philosophical and intellectual orientations. The text is Joyce Carol 
Oates' short story, "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?", and the film 
adaptation is Smooth Talk , directed by Joyce Chopra with a screenplay by Tom Cole. 

As a work of short fiction , the story itself is very challenging to all levels of students . 
Dealing with the coming of age of 15-year-old Connie, "Where Are You Going" moves 
from a skillful but rather traditional tale of sexual awakening and adolescent rebellion 
to a surrealistic nightmare which may represent any number of themes. To briefly 
summarize this complex story, Connie has been flirting with boys and fighting with her 
family all summer long. On a particular Sunday afternoon when her family is at a 
picnic which Connie has refused to attend, she is visited by a strange man named 
Arnold Friend and his eerie companion, Ellie Oscar. Arnold succeeds in a threatening 
seduction of Connie, luring her from her home on the pretext that if she doesn't go ride 
with him and accept him as her lover, he will burn down the house and kill her family. 
As Connie leaves her home to join the malevolently sensual Arnold, she looks around 
her at "so much land that (she) had never seen before and did not recognize except to 
know that she was going to it" (Oates 229). 

This story and its suspended ending has been interpreted variously by various critics. 
Connie's decision and fate may represent the loss of youth , innocence, or virginity. It 
may be a literal rape and murder. It may be the acknowledgement of palpable evil in the 
world. It may be the incarnation of Connie's erotic desires, distorted into horror by her 
guilt. The story and its conclusion may be a portrait of a psychopathological mind, 
particularly since the impetus for the tale in part was the real horror of a serial killer 
known as The Pied Piper of Tucson , a man who murdered several young people in the 
1960s (Simon 58). Or as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar interpret the work in their 
feminist criticism text, No Man 's Land, the story offers "the dynamic of female de
feat. .. dramatized in its purest form" (llS). 

Thus the numerous interpretations of the story and the depth into which one 
considers those interpretations, depending upon the level of the course and the sophisti
cation of the students, make the story ideal for classroom discussions. When the film, 
Smooth Talk, is shown, after examination of the text, the issue of interity of adaptation 
offers a challenge unlike those interpretive challenges discussed in the previously 
mentioned works . While students find the film's recreation and expansion of teenaged 
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dating and mall-haunting rituals to be amusingly accurate and poignant, and while they 

find Laura Dem's Connie and Treat Williams' Arnold Friend to be fascinating portray
als, they overwhelmingly oppose the film's conclusion. 

In Cole's script, Arnold is still evil incarnate, strange and weirdly seductive, and he 

still lures Connie out of her house with threats against her family and herself. But then 

the film compromises and simplifies Oates' story in a way which offends virtually every 
student. Film critic John Simon summarizes the film's puerility: 

While Arnold's loathsome friend brutally riffles through Connie's records (a 

scene not in the story; Ellie never leaves the car), we see, through cross cutting, 
[Arnold's] car parked in a field; the camera pans to tall grass where something, 

any thing may be happening. Presently, Arnold is driving Connie home. She gets 

out of the car. . .and, with a new-found authority, tells Arnold never to show 

his face again. The family has just arrived, too. How come they don't see Connie 
getting out of a strange car? ... Graciously ... she responds with easy affection 

to all. . .Is a tumble in the hay (or grass) with a cunning, ominous man twice her 

age and possibly a murderer the right rite of passage for a naive young 

girl? ... With feminists like Joyce Chopra, who needs male supremacists (Simon 
59-60)? 

Simon's attitude mirrors that of the students. They feel cheated by the ending, and 

angry that all of the possibilities hinted at in the story are whittled down to one happy
albeit-unbelievable ending. Most students are relieved that Connie is alive, but after 

what they've read and seen, they find such an ending a gratuitous commercial compro

mise. And naturally, the students in the undergraduate/graduate seminar on Women in 

Literature were particularly irate. While they liked much of Chopra's film, they found 
the film's ending implied that victimization of women is just what the little ladies need 

sometimes to straighten them out. Thus the reaction to this film's strengths and 

weaknesses intensified for the various classes their admiration for the original literary 

text, whether they considered both works from a feminist pedagogical perspective or a 

more traditional methodological approach. 
Using literature and film together has worked extremely well in several courses I've 

taught. I found this methodology's success to be most reassuringly confirmed when I 
was in Turkey this past academic year on a Fulbright grant. Invited to lecture in 

American Literature to a large group of Turkish graduate and undergraduate students at 

Hacettepe University in Ankara, I decided to show Smooth Talk in conjunction with 

discussing Oates' short story. 

The lecture/discussion of Oates' story began the session, and the Turkish students 

and faculty alike found the work to be profoundly disturbing on many levels. Many of 

their critical insights mirrored those of American students. However, due to the 

differences in economic and familial structures between Turkey and the U.S., their 

appreciation for the bravery and danger of Connie's rebellious fate was heightened. 

They also drew fascinating parallels between Oates' work and that of Carson McCul

lers, William Faulkner, and even Sylvia Plath. 
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Due to time constraints, I then showed only the controversial last third of the film, in 

which Arnold seduces Connie and she still lives happily ever after. The students 

appreciated (perhaps more than-stateside students) the visual depictions of small town 

life, and found the performances to be superb. 
However, their reactions against the rewritten ending of the film were even more 

vehement than those of the feminists in my Women in Literature course at Mankato 

State. Perhaps because their Islamic culture is so extremely repressive and sexist, both 

the women and men felt Connie's comeuppance and easy reconciliation to her mysteri

ous fate was misogynist as well as insulting to the original text. 
The compatibility of film and literature provides a valuable teaching tool for instruc

tors in a variety of educational environments. The discussions are never dull, the 
insights into artistic creation become increasingly complex and diverse as the term and 

the challenges of comparison continue, and the teacher-student experience with both 

art forms is invariably valuable and, of equal importance, great fun. 
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