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Abstract

Adapting a piece of literature into a film is a complex process that requires creativity and reinterpreting
written narratives for a visual medium. To achieve this transformation, filmmakers must balance artistic
vision with audience expectations while retaining the essence of the original work. This study explores
the techniques, creative liberties, and constraints involved in literary adaptations, analysing how
filmmakers navigate the fine line between fidelity and innovation. By examining notable adaptations, this
study highlights the evolving relationship between literature and cinema, shedding light on the artistic and
technical considerations that shape the transition from page to screen. Translating a literary work into a
visual experience requires not only modifying the narrative but also the technical components, such as
cinematography, set design, special effects, and musical scores. These components shape a film’s overall
tone and atmosphere, extending its emotional impact. Additionally, casting choices exert a profound
influence on audience perception, as actors’ portrayals of well-known literary characters perceived by the
audience may differ from those envisioned by readers of a book. The adaptation process also raises
questions of artistic ownership, requiring filmmakers to strike the balance between their creative vision,
the essence of the original work, and audience expectations. By exploring various adaptation strategies
and notable examples, this paper highlights the intricate balance between preserving literary integrity and
embracing unique possibilities of cinema. Overall, adaptation reflects the ongoing dialogue between
literature and cinema, demonstrating how timeless stories can be reinterpreted for new audiences. The
present article examines the link between literature and cinema, both of which reflect the tapestry of life
coloured with various hues and bring the vignette of life to the forefront. Despite differing in their medium,
with literature using textual media and cinema using the audio-visual media, both forms depict the burning
issues of society, politics, culture, among other domains.
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INTRODUCTION

Literature takes readers on a journey of imagination, while cinema makes this journey captivating though
visual representations. Being a blend of words, images, and sounds, cinema enables viewers to delve into
their imagination effortlessly through panoramic illustrations; hence, it can be considered a type of
literature. Brito stated, “In the era of interdisciplinary, nothing is healthier than trying to see the literature’s
verbality from the perspective of cinema and the movie iconicity from the perspective of literature”
(Quoted in Shipprah 47). Previously unpopular novels that are adapted into films often gain increased
recognition. However, the credibility of adaptations is often questioned by critics, as this process requires
decoding the multiple layers of meaning and consciousness, unlike the usual linear progression of events
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portrayed in films. Furthermore, delineating literature from cinema is nearly impossible as both share
similar elementary features, such as plot, character, theme, imagery, space and time management, as well
as the process of storytelling. However, unlike cinema that presents characters with flesh, blood, and a
definite shape, literature provides readers with a vacuum to be filled through their wings of imagination.
Thus, cinema serves everything required for imagination on the plate, while literature makes readers see
through their mind’s eyes. Nonetheless, neither of these presentation modes can be undervalued because
both are intriguing to the respective audience and brilliantly capture the social and political setups to
enhance their awareness while feeding their artistic side. George Bluestone says, “What is lost in
adaptation is compensated by what is gained—film’s unique ability to capture movement, light, and
immediacy.” (62)

Literature Review

In Literature and Cinema: Aspects of Interaction, Ilgam R. Kuryaev and Olga Yu. Osmukhina discusses
the interaction of literature and cinema and underlines the key approaches to studying this interaction. M.
Vinuja et al., in their article titled Role of Films in Promoting Indian Literature, emphasise how the silver
screen contributes to promoting and reviving literature. In an article In the Shadow: A Note on the Influence
of Literature on Cinema by Mr. Chandrashekhar S. Vaidya, the influence of literature on cinema is traced
back to the famous literary adaptations starting from those by Satyajit Ray to the contemporary works. Dr.
Farzana S Ali in her book Literary Adaptions: From Page to Screen (A Study in Films) talks about the
relationship between cinema and literature, offering a fresh vision and insight to reinterpret an adaptation
as an art form. Further, in Literature Through Film- Realism, Magic and the Art of Adaption, the author
Robert Stam provides a vivid and rigorous account of adaptations from Don Quixote to Lolita and One
Hundred Years of Solitude. A Companion to Literature, Film, and Adaption, edited by Deborah Cartmell,
is a comprehensive collection of original essays that explores various aspects and angles of movie
adaptation. In 1948, French researcher A. Bazin published a short article, Adaption, on the Cinema as
Digest, which proved a milestone in the study of screen adaptation.

Discussion

Cinema represents a fusion of elements from various art forms, including literature, theatre, music, and
visual arts. It incorporates visual and technological elements to enhance storytelling, offering a unique
medium to bring narratives to life. McFarlane asserts, “The process of adaptation is always one of
negotiation: between the novel’s narrative strategies and the cinematic possibilities” (12). The process of
adapting a literary work into a movie unfolds in two key stages. The first stage involves scripting, dialogue,
and screenplay, which may be directly sourced from a book, whereas the second stage involves the
technical execution.

The popularity of cinema is evident in its ability to bring grand epics such as the Ramayana and
Mahabharata to the big screen and thus reach audiences globally. The Harry Potter series, the works of
Jane Austen and William Shakespeare, Hatim Tai, Cinderella, and Snow White are some of the literary
masterpieces that have been adapted to films. One of the earliest screen adaptations, Robinson Crusoe, is
based on Daniel Defoe’s novel. French director Georges Mélics created a short film that portrayed the
protagonist’s experiences in an uninhabited island, encompassing encounters with cannibals and eventual
homecoming. Literature has long been the foundation for cinematic epics, exemplified by various films
inspired by The Bible, such as David and Bathsheba (1951), The King of Kings (1961), Samson and
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Delilah (1949), and The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965). Since decades, filmmakers have been creating
cinematic masterpieces based on renowned literary works. Examples include J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter
series, Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility, Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay’s
Devdas, and Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. According to Hutcheon, “Neither the product nor the process of
adaptation exists in a vacuum: they all have a context—a time and a place, a society and a culture.” (142)
In contemporary times, authors continue to explore new ways of storytelling, integrating cinematographic
elements and innovative interpretations. These evolving trends have made literature more vivid and
tangible. In this context, cinema not only introduces audiences to literary classics but also plays a role in
enhancing their interpretation. Linda Hutcheon defines adaptation as “repetition, but repetition without
replication” (7). Despite their emergence in different eras, literature and cinema have shown convergence
and divergence as distinct artistic forms. Cinema functions as a semi-textual medium influenced by
literature, portraying the social, political, and cultural aspects of different eras. Over time, cinema has
evolved to reflect changing audience preferences, shifting from being the mainstream entertainment to a
platform for showcasing serious content, realism, and contemporary social issues. This shift towards
realism has been a result of contributions from various filmmakers like Maya Deren, Shyam Benegal,
Mrinal Sen, and Mira Nair. “Cinema is a unique medium for the study of emotion since it can capture the
human face in moving close-up. It offers an infinite set of possibilities for studying character in various
situations involving human interaction,” Kishore Valicha stated (93). Thus, cinema is an advanced form
of storytelling that combines literary and visual elements.

Books and films cater to different audiences and serve distinct artistic functions; however, cinema has a
wider reach and thus is instrumental in popularising literary works. While books stimulate readers’
imagination, films offer a visually engaging experience, shaping audiences’ perception of the story.
Adapting books into films is a complex process that requires modifications, such as restructuring the plot,
omitting details, or creating new characters that fit in the cinematic format. These alterations can
sometimes lead to criticism from purists but offer a more accessible and engaging way to comprehend the
literature. Some argue that cinema distorts the essence of literary works, while others believe it enhances
the reach and appreciation of these works. A well-executed adaptation allows audiences to relive a beloved
story in a new, immersive way. Apart from direct adaptations, the literary—cinematic correspondence
occurs indirectly where the original work serves as an inspiration, rather than a source. Such adaptations
may introduce new elements while preserving the essence of the original work. For instance, the British
TV series Lost in Austen introduces a modern twist to reimagine Jane Austen’s novels.

In Bollywood, adapting literature into films and transforming novels, short stories, and plays into
cinematic experiences have long been a trend. Literature offers deep character exploration and intricate
narratives, while cinema relies on visuals, music, and performances to tell a story within a limited runtime.
The adaptation process involves challenges but offers creative opportunities, influencing how narratives
are reimagined by audiences.

Challenges of Adapting Literature into Films

One of the primary challenges in adaptation is compressing details embedded in literary works into a fixed
runtime of a film. Retaining all complex narratives, subplots, and character developments of a book in a
movie is challenging. The second challenge in adapting a novel is preserving its core themes while making
modifications required for a visual medium. Filmmakers must restructure narratives, trim subplots, and
sometimes adjust character arcs to maintain coherence within a timeframe of 2—3 hours. This often leads
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to debate over whether an adaptation stays true to the original work or takes unlimited liberties.

A notable example is the movie Devdas (2002), adapted from Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay’s novel. While
the novel portrays a tragic love story with subtle emotions, Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s adaptation amplifies
the drama by introducing grand visuals, elaborate costumes, and emotionally intense performances.
Though the film deviates in certain aspects, it successfully captures the novel’s core themes of love, loss,
and self-destruction.

Translating internal monologues and psychological depth into visual storytelling represents another
challenge in adaptation. Literature offers readers direct access to a character’s thoughts, but films rely on
expressions, cinematography, and dialogues to achieve the same effect. Haider (2014), adapted from
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, exemplifies the use of symbolic imagery and powerful performances to overcome
the challenge of conveying the protagonist’s internal struggles.

Another notable example is Dune: Part One (2021), adapted from Frank Herbert’s renowned sci-fi novel.
The book’s intricate world-building, political intrigue, and philosophical depth posed significant hurdles
for a cinematic translation. Director Denis Villeneuve streamlined the narrative, focusing primarily on
Paul Atreides’ journey while omitting certain details to maintain clarity. While some critics demanded a
more detailed adaptation, the film was widely applauded for its visual spectacle and adherence to the
novel’s central themes.

Finally, conveying internal emotions and psychological depth on screen represents a major challenge. A
novel allows readers direct access to a character’s thoughts through proses, but films rely on performances,
cinematography, and dialogue to achieve the same effect. Where the Crawdads Sing (2022), adapted from
Delia Owens’ novel, faced this challenge as the book’s first-person narration provided deep insights into
Kya’s emotions. The film used visual storytelling, music, and atmosphere to express Kya’s loneliness and
resilience.

Fidelity versus Creative Interpretation: A Longstanding Debate

In literary adaptations, a longstanding debate is whether a film should strictly retain the essence of its
source or take artistic liberties. Some argue that staying faithful to the original text is essential to preserve
the story’s integrity, while others believe that filmmakers should have the freedom to reimagine narratives
that fit in the medium.

Daisy Jones & The Six (2023), based on Taylor Jenkins Reid’s novel, exemplifies a flexible adaptation.
While the series closely follows the book’s structure, it alters certain character relationships and elements
to amplify the drama. These changes made the adaptation more dynamic while retaining the core of the
novel.

Killers of the Flower Moon (2023), adapted from David Grann’s nonfiction book, flexibly modifies the
original story by shifting its narrative focus. While the book primarily centred on the FBI’s investigation
into the Osage murders, Martin Scorsese’s adaptation placed greater emphasis on the personal experiences
and suffering of the Osage people. This restructuring made the film more emotionally resonant and
impactful, offering a fresh perspective on the tragedy. In Bollywood, 2 States (2014), based on Chetan
Bhagat’s novel, closely follows the novel’s structure and dialogues, thus appealing to its fans.

On the other hand, Lootera (2013), inspired by O. Henry’s short story The Last Leaf, expands the original
narrative into a full-length period drama. The film builds on the themes of love, sacrifice, and artistic
inspiration, exemplifying the transformation of a short literary piece into a deeply emotional film.
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Creative Opportunities in Adaptation

Adaptations offer filmmakers the opportunity to reinterpret and modernise classic literary works. Some
films stay close to their literary roots, while others take creative liberties, setting familiar narratives in new
contexts.

For example, Omkara (2006) reimagines Othello in rural India, replacing Shakespeare’s Venetian setting
with the harsh political landscape of Uttar Pradesh. The film adapts the themes of jealousy and betrayal
while incorporating regional dialects and cultural nuances, making the story more relatable to Indian
audiences.

Similarly, Raazi (2018), based on Calling Sehmat by Harinder S. Sikka, takes a real-life espionage story
and introduces an emotional depth to the protagonist’s journey. While the book presents a factual account,
the film portrays Sehmat’s personal struggles in a more gripping and cinematic way.

Another example is The White Tiger (2021), an adaptation of Aravind Adiga’s Booker Prize-winning
novel. The film retains the book’s critique of social inequality and class struggle while using innovative
cinematography and narration to bring the protagonist’s perspective to life.

While adaptation poses challenges, it also offers the opportunity to reimagine stories for new audiences.
Filmmakers can flexibly modify the setting, casting, and visual style to provide fresh perspectives on well-
known narratives.

For instance, The Ballad of Songbirds and Snakes (2023), a prequel to The Hunger Games, brought
Suzanne Collins’s dystopian world to life with immersive production design and intricate character
development. The film deepened the backstory of Coriolanus Snow, offering a more nuanced
understanding of his transformation into a future dictator.

Similarly, Poor Things (2023), based on Alasdair Gray’s novel, took a bold approach in its visual and
narrative adaptation. Director Yorgos Lanthimos expanded the book’s surreal and philosophical themes
through striking cinematography and unconventional storytelling techniques to offer the audience a
thought-provoking experience paralleling that of the novel.

Conclusion

Adapting literary works into Bollywood films requires a delicate balance between preserving the original
story and creating an engaging experience for audiences. While some adaptations remain loyal to their
source, others take creative liberties to enhance visual storytelling. Successful adaptations such as Haider,
Raazi, and Omkara showcase how literature can be reimagined in a way that resonates with audiences
while retaining its core themes. As Bollywood continues to evolve, literature will remain an endless source
of inspiration, bridging the gap between written texts and the cinematic experience.

Adapting a novel into a film also requires being faithfulness to the source while catering to the demands
of cinematic storytelling. Unlike books, where authors have the freedom to present intricate narratives and
internal thoughts, films must present these elements within a limited runtime, which necessitates
condensing and visually representing the elements. This process often leads to creative reinterpretations,
omissions, or modifications that spark discussions among audiences and literary enthusiasts about the
adaptation’s fidelity to the original work. While no adaptation can perfectly replicate the depth of a literary
work, the most successful ones honour its essence while utilising the unique strengths of visual
storytelling. Dune, The Ballad of Songbirds and Snakes, and Killers of the Flower Moon are some of the
recent adaptations that showcase how literature and film continue to evolve together, proving that adapting
is not just replicating but also reimagining stories for new audience.
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