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Negative box office returns, weak reviews, and a lack of coherence are
common measures of film failure, but what interests us more are the decisions
made in the process of adaptation that lead to the making of a less than suc-
cessful movie. The following generalizations about failure may not apply to
all adaptations in all times and places, but they supply a starting point for
classroom discussion as well as a review of some of the general principles of
adaptation discussed earlier.

Uncinematic Texts

-

Our general view is that film adaptations fail because (1) the text isn’t cinematic
enough to begin with and/or (2) because of what the adapter decides to do in
transferring the text to the film medium.

Let’s begin with the notion of a cinematic text. What kind of text is rela-
tively easy to adapt and what kind of text is not? C. Kenneth Pellow offers a for-
mula for the novel.

Probably the ideal transformation would start with a novel composed of 2
good plot, a few compelling characters, and one central theme. The novel
would preferably be short—fewer than 300 pages, say—or would have some
quantity of material that could be excised, as not being germane to the central
plot or the one theme. The quality should not be too reliant upon fine prose, or
the development of characters by interior monologue or to great depth, or on
any complex use of narrative point-of-view. (303)

Notice that Pellow offers both a positive and negative definition of a cinematic
text. There are some things it should have and some things it shouldn't.

Narrative texts that lend themselves to adaptation should have a manage-
able length. Ideally, the text is not a one-million-word novel like Samuel
Richardson’s Clarissa or a 60-paragraph short story like William Faulkner’s “A
Rose for Emily.” If the text runs between 60 to 120 pages, then the adapter is not
required to add or cut substantial material to fit the time parameters of the fea-
ture film. If the text is longer than a short novel, it should contain material that
can be cut without harming the plot or the central theme of the story.

The cinematic text must have a good plot. Ideally, the text has causally con-
nected and clearly motivated actions that are developed through a structure
with a beginning, middle, and end. If the actions are conceived in scenes, then
the text is even more cinematic. The text should also have a few multidimen-
sional characters who are interesting and sympathetic and at least one of whom
is capable of some kind of development or change.
ative text that is relatively easy to adapt should not depe:
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despite an all-star cast of Robert Duvall, Gary Oldman, and Demi Moore, lost
$50 million at the box office and was heavily criticized in newspapers, maga
zines, and film and literary reviews.! Likewise, Brian De Palma’s The Bonfire of
the Vanities (1990) lost about $35 million at the box office and was labeled by
Variety as “a misfire of a thousand inanities” (Qtd. in Salamon 403). Eyes Wide
Shut (1999), directed by Stanley Kubrick, an adaptation of Arthur Schnitzler’s
Dream Novel, costing $65 million to make, grossed only $55 million in its three
month domestic run and received uneven reviews. The Perfect Storm (2000) lost
more than $60 million, and Stuart Little 2 (2002), which cost $120 million to
make, lost $54 million in domestic release. Both were critical failures. The Ship
ping News (2001), based on E. Annie Prouix’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel and
starring Kevin Spacey, Julianne Moore, and Judi Dench, garnered lackluster
reviews and lost $24 million. Other movies adapted from texts—such as The
Rules of Attraction (2002), White Oleander (2002), The Importance of Being Earnest
(2002), and The Emperor’s Club (2002) received mixed reviews and did poorly
or broke even at the box office.

Of course, film adaptations can succeed critically but not financially. Glen
garry Glen Ross (1992), based on David Mamet’s Pulitzer Prize-winning play of
the same name, is acknowledged by critics as a memorable movie with an
almost unparalleled cast of stars: Al Pacino, Jack Lemmon, Alec Baldwin, Alan
Arkin, Ed Harris, and Kevin Spacey. Although it was a low-budget film that
cost just $12.5 million to make, it lost almost $2 million at the box office.

Many may argue with our shorthand criteria for failure, objecting to the
idea that a film’s success rests on its domestic earnings or on the reviews imme
diately following its release. So let’s approach the subject another way by
attempting to define what makes a good movie. One measure used by review
ers is a film's overall coherence. A good film synthesizes the contributions
made by a strong script, a fine director, excellent actors, and high production
values. Each cinematic element {the mise-en-scéne, camera work, sound, and
editing) needs to work with the narrative structure (cause and effect motiva-
tion, point of view, and other story elements) for the film to cohere. In other
words, cinematic elements need to be synchronized with a script’s narrative
logic so that a film achieves coherence on many different levels. When film-
makers are able to coordinate the technical, stylistic, and narrative options at
their disposal, the film achieves a higher level of aural and visual meaning than
could be achieved by the sum of its parts.

'Box office amounts come from www boxofficeguru.com and www.the-numbers.com. Fig
ures may not always be accurate ince they depend on budget amounts provided by studios
that sometimes inflate or deflate the co t of making a film. The film budgets used do not
include the cost of advertising and promotion. The earnings are based on domestic ticket
sales and do not take into account profits from worldwide release, video, DVD, laserdisc,
cable and network TV, soundtrack albums, or commercial tie-ins, which today often account
for the bulk of a film’s revenue.
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