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Department of z,ull cud (1o Graduate student L>ysein Llb didmy 1968 &iw JWLI Ida John Perry g O92 wiS - 1
Southern lllinois University Carbondale gl cigin (htigs,& 2asl> (3 theater

2 - Refer : Perry, John. “Adapting a Novel to the Stage” The English Journal 57, no. 9 (1968): 1312—15.

https://doi.org/10.2307/812138.

3 - Perry, John. “Adapting a Novel to the Stage.”, p 1312.

4 - Ibid, p 1315.
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clouded with uncertainty5
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Abstract: Through this research paper, we seek to provide a translation of the
aforementioned article, entitled: “Adapting a Novel to the Stage,” which is an article
published since 1968 by John Perry. Its importance is due to the fact that it has not received
its share in translation into the Arabic language, and it is also an important article.
Epistemology and feasibility, especially in describing the interaction between narrative and
theatrical genre and in monitoring intersectional integration between the two components.
Since John Perry focused on the methods of adapting narrative genre in the text and
theatrical performance, he considers this issue of adaptation, as it is not something new in

theater.

5 - Ibid, p 1315.
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Perry has also noted that there are many reasons why many novelists avoid writing for the
stage, But at the same time, they hope that their novels will become plays that are presented
and promoted, which is something they do not know the extent of the difficulties in, because
achieving adaptation of the novel narrative within the scenarios and the playful structure of
the theater is difficult and surrounded by uncertainty.

From these points of view, John Berry expands in this article, which consists of four pages,
and we hope here to provide approaches to what he presents through the translation and
presentation that we prepare in this regard, and since the research papers touched on the
topic of transferring the novel to the play and the basics of adapting the peculiarities of the
novel within the conditions and receptions of theatre, We want this translation to contribute
conceptually and cognitively to approaching problems and describing working methods.

Keywords: Novel, theatre, John Perry, translation, adaptation...



il

MAGAZINE ATLANTIS

21445/52024 ~Criad) g i) aamd) - rudiithl Alaa
Atlantis Magazine Kingdom of Morocco
Issue twenty-nine —-2024

99 Jaudi 2B ) Jaal ddaal)
: 2820-7416
Press No0:22021-01 ISBN:2021P0050

The 2l=s¥ 2=l (1 (57) 2aally (21968) 2w § JLall i John Perry-g s Og2 Ll 545
G Sl mgir Jiign€ dasl> (3 Cﬂl\ ud (0 B)xzi (AR didyay ¢lI39 English ]ournalﬁ"
Lozl (e diuas Bl o L) JEL Lda o ) Al Lislezal (g3l 2S5 ,0¥ Busall eyl
Slas @l Admdl S sl g sylacly cgale¥! B30 Gus by cdsll lda S aay
Ulas bde oSed Liemyis Lisel,8 miliig Lol cov 98 «Jlzll 1da § 65 Iy calualyuld
Loleisw of o Leald tabdl dutailly pad) conlll 250l 30g,) A80ad Bundh Aans
s>y one ol ol payall dI digms adlog Glodl deall (o (eliB¥ GlasS 3 Sy

LAS ey slElas g ol

. 7

comdl @ baly Lules Gilenzdly gl ayally suylaadl Laidles 2oyl goinge AT aal
L35 ugd Bopall Al Al 3 Skl Sl s ey« padl @llall Landally (6 latl
g3kl ia deal o) Joall oSady caumliy Llai¥y Aol i Ll (o Zamjlh Lo
LansSiy bl Lot Bl Asloiradly Zemyud) 22pall plilal JSAI bty I o533
dl ke dalall cols cUis Jy Ladd lda udy cpopall wldlais doaias b 389 Lo (ulad¥ly
Slagslaadl 305 @I 3] Adle)ll ogmidl £y B34S, Cuzd U8 o Lialy Sld ogims
S liad| ol Eus il ool asll 3 9] 4l 9,01 JleeY po Bl dad § Aoyl
33 ol oyl sluad (Sak pt O s Goludl gl 3 Ll LS 9 aly jolimisl 93 o pell

Bagias AS 193l s liwdld el

6 - Refer : Perry, John. “Adapting a Novel to the Stage.” The English Journal 57, no. 9 (1968): 1312—15.
https://doi.org/10.2307/812138.
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Adapting a Novel to the Stage

John Perry

Graduate Student
Department of Theater
Southern lllinois University
Carbondale, lllinois

HEN Armold Bennett informed

George Bernard Shaw that the play
is easier to write than the novel because
of its length, Shaw replied with his usual
pungent wir that th:e&blc is shorter than
the London Directory. Which of the
two forms is the more difficulc to master
is uncertain, One treads on firmer ground
when he asserts that it is 2 hard rask to
tra a novel to the stage,

Adapration is nothing new in the
theater. Nearly all of Shakespeare’s plots
were borrowed from earlier sources. Fu-
gene O'Neill's Mourning Becomes Elec-
tra and Strange Interlude (which won a
Pulitzer Prize) were based on Greek
myths. Yer, one often encounters a
theater skeptic who complains, “Why
are so many 'I‘Iuys taken from other
sourccs—cs{xcia ly novels? Aren't play-
wrights able to think of original ideas?”
There are several answers to this. None is
com‘rlctcly satisfacrory in itself. It de-
pends on the particular work under con-
sideration,

Exposure is a vital factor. Hollywood
will pay a small fortune for rights ro a
best scfler which is controversial. Like-
wise, Broadway investors are also in-

terested in the promotional values of
such works. Occasionally, a novel like
Joseph Hayes' The Desperate Hours or
John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men is
writren with the smage in mind. Both
books became Broadway successes and
popular films.

Observation also shows that many
smash musicals have been adapted from
licerary works. South Pacific was based
on James M. Michener’'s Tales of the
South Pacific, while Oliver was taken
from Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist. Sim-
ilarly, The King and I was a reworking of
M ret Landon's account, Amna and
the King of Siam.

In manuscript form, it is difficult to
tell if a play will be a hit or a flop on the
stage. Musicals present the added prob-
lem of a score. Therefore, producers
often make judgments based on intui-
tion. They “play it by ear” An es-
tablished work offers them more se-
curity. They are not beginning with an
idea but investing in a script which has
already been widely accepted in another
form.

However, explaining why adapration
is popular in the contemporary theater is

1312
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ADAPTING A NOVEL TO THE STAGE 1313

not enough. Of ter concern are the
roblems involved in the actual trans-
erence from prose fiction to dramatic
litcrature. These raise such questions as:
What are the differences between the
narrative and dramatic forms? In what
ways are they similar? Can a play of
excellence be molded from the form and
substance of a novel> Why have many
novelists hesitated to write for the stage?

LL literature deals wirh the communi-
cation of words. However, the nar-
rative and dramaric forms differ essen-
tially in their use of language. Eric Bent-
lev has d this difference in The
Life of the Drama. He says that “all
literarure is made up of words, but plays
are made up of spoken words. While all
litcrature may be read aloud, plays arc
written to be read aloud.” In writing for
the stage, the plavwright must always
keep this idea in mind.

Playwriting demands an economy of
expression, Like poetry, it forces one 1o
compress ideas. In a few, well-written
lincs of dialogue, the playwright must
relate what could be expanded to several
pages or cven a full chapter in prose. In
addition, literary devices such as stream-
of-consciousness, imagery, symbolism, or
even basic description ro identify charac-
ters and create atmosphere are of no
avail to him. The playwrnight's tools arc
limitcd to dialogue and movement. For
this reason, novelists have experienced
varying degrees of success as dramatists,
John Galsworthy, Somerset Maugham,
Victor Hugo, Edna Ferber, and Thom-
ton Wilder have managed to hamess
both forms with equal grace. Henry
James, Mark Twain, William Makepeace
Thackeray, and Charles Dickens did not
fare so well. It was Henry James who
admitted: “The fine thing in a real
drama, generally speaking, is that, more
than any other work of literary art, it
nceds a masterly structure. It needs ro
be shaped and fashioned and laid to-

gether, and this process makes a demand
upon an artist’s rarest gifts."*

Another main difference berween the
novel and play is that on stage it is
not only what characters say but whar
they do that matters. In How Not To
Write a Play, Walter Kerr remarks that
“everyone of us likes to warch rhings
go faster than we can go: horses, trains,
plays. We like to be drawn ahead, made
to lean forward for fear we shall miss
something, carried out of our scats by
an image that moves." Thus, when Lous
0. Coxe and Robert Chapman looked
at Herman Melville's novella Billy Budd
for stage possibiliies, they found that
Melville was “wordy.” He was con-
cerned with the unfolding of exposition,
vivid descriprion, and commentary on
the nature of man, In transferring this
material to the stage, it had o be made
more visually appealing. More action was
added.

Drama is not static. Once a play be-
gins, there is no way to stop it unless the
set falls down or an actor breaks a leg.
The playgoer cannot thumb through the
pages of a script ro retrace the steps
which lead to a major crisis, True, the
seclusion of one's study allows the sedate
chipping away of a novel. Passages can
be read and reread for clarity, The mind
can pause and rerrace incidents. Con-
trarily, the play is direcred towards the
group mind, not the individual, Tt re-
peats an idea two or three times in
dialogue and then moves on.

Action is even more basic ro the film
than theater. In the historical novels of
Sir Walter Scortt, the author gave color
and dimension to the pageantry of the
medicval world through decailed de-
scription, When Jvanhoe was filmed, au-
diences saw in a glance whar it rook
Scort pages to reveal. Perhaps the film
more than any other media illustrares

1Brander Macthews, Playwrights on Play-
making (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
19253, p. 101,
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the old saying thar “one picture is worth
a thousand words.”

IKE film, the novel has one great
advantage over the stage. Tt is not
restricted by time and space. The flick of
a page can whisk the reader from the
Los Angcles Airporr to the docks of
Shanghai. This is what gives it a distant
kinship with radio. Both mediz are “plas-
tic” in the sense thar bridges berween
scenes are created m the mind. Thercefore,
before adapting a novel into a stage ply,
the writer would profit by providing
himself with 2 hasic know ledae of stage
mechanics. It would be foolish o adapt
Margaret Mitchell's Gone with the Wind
for stage presentation. Its form is too
intricarely spun; there are numerous
characters, locales, and sub-plots. In rele-
scoping the story linc and confining most
of the action to interiors, the novel would
lose its breadth—its magnitude. However,
the film version won acclhim because
its pimary emphasis was pictorial rather
than dialecral.

When Owen Davis decided to drama-
tize Edith Wharton's Ethan Frome, he
was warned by collcagucs thar the novel
could not be translated to the stage be-
cause of its many settings. Davis’ finished
play had ren scenes with four sets. Two
were interiors; the other two were su
gested. Only the edge of the Starkfie d
Con rnional Church was shown, The
crest of the hill where Ethan and Marttie
planncd their suicidal arrempr was a
striking example of simplified realism.
When the sled began roaring down the
slope, the stage was blacked out, and
sound effects were used as a transition
between time past and time present.

Yer, words as well as visual images are
important if the drama is to have lasting
permanence. Dramatic literature must
read as well as it plavs Often, the
theatrically effective work does not en-
dure. It even fails to survive its own
generation. This is particularly true of

ISBN:2021P0050
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farce whose mainstay is its visual appeal.
The pratfall, sight gag, grotesque cos-
tumes, and frenzied tempo which cause
howling Iaughtcr when scen, cvoke few
guffaws in print. Writers of farce such
as Charles Hoyt, George Ade, and Avery
Hopwood all made millions from their
plays. Today, they are forgotten except
for rare revivals in college thearers.

Too often, however, dialogue found
in novels lacks rhythm and tone. It is
not musical. Read silently, this flaw is
disguised, bur the play, like poertry, is
mcant to be spoken—to be sung. These
defects, thercfore, arc soon exposed and
have to be remedied for the stage. The
playwright must also remember that his
words will be interpreted by actors. Me-
chanically, he must avoid such things as
triple allirerations and repetition of the
same word. Tongue rwisters are not for
the stage. Fortunarely, the novelist is not
charged with this dun He does not have
to collaborare with other artists.

HEATER is a synthesis of many are

forms which range from amtmg to
the dance. It is not the cumulative result
of one man’s Iabor like the novel. Play-
wright, director, actor, designer, and
technicizns all impart their ideas in its
interprecative process. As a result, the
playwright is often dismayed when he
sces what has become of his script. The
work is not saying what he wanted it ro.
The set is not stylized cnough. Key
phrases are not punctuated properly.
Focus is shifted to rhe wrong characrer
in a crucial sitwation, The entire or-
chestration is our of tune, Truman Ca-
pote has remarked thar “in the theater
one is a2 molecule that has to be joined
to other molecules to produce a living,
breathing thing. I've done it, but 1 don't
really accept it. That's why I'm not par-
tial to the theater. 1 just don't function
wellin team sports.”™*

*Troman Capote, The New York Times
(November 20, 1966), p. D3.
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There are other reasons why many
novelists avoid writing for the theater.
Some discover that the creative impulse
is drained after the completion of a
novel; there is nnthmrz more to give,
Others say that they do not find work ing
exclusively  with ~ dialogue  satisfying
enough. There is no feeling of self-ful-
fillment. Still others are bothered by the
idca thar the novel is written in past
tense, It presents & colladon of human
experience which was—not is. The play,
in turn, relates the present. It has an
immediacy. In the novel “the reader is,
so to speak, personally conducted, the
author 1s our qmdc In the drama, so far
as the dramatist is concerned, we must
rravel alone. A play is uniquely objective
because the author must convey everv-
thing through the dialogue of hvmg man
and woman, and has no opportuniry for
personal comment,™?

In any respect, the playwright is at
onc advantage. Either a play closes with-
in a few wecks or normally enjoys a
healthy run, The novelist has to wait
until his book is distribured over mil-
hions of squarc miles. Resules trickle in
slowly, An entire year may pass before
he finds our if a second or rhnrd printing
will be made. The plavwright knows
that if his work is finaily published, a
reading audience is ostensibly assured.
Of course, if a show fails on Broadway,
it is not given a second chance, The
novelist can always hope that someday
his work will be reexamined, Moby Dick

IKenneth Macgowan, A Primer of Playwrit-
ing (Garden City: Dolphin Books, 1962), p. 18,
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and Lord of rthe Flies are only two
examples of works which were early
commercial failures.

Adaptation is difficult, Hopes for suc-
cess are clouded with uncertainty, Even
among musicals, the odds are six ro one
that a show will fail. During the Broad-
way season of 1966-67, for example, the
ill-faced musical, Breakfast at Tiffany's
(which was looscly based on Truman
Capote’s novel) folded before opening
night. Investors lost half a million dol-
lars. In contrast were the “blockbusters™
such as Mame which was adapted from
the novel by Patrick Dennis, Man of La
Maneba which was taken from Cervantes’
Don Quixote, and Fiddler on the Roof
which is based on stories by the Russian
writer, Sholom Alcichem.

One is tempted to voice the artitude
that novelists should not wander beyond
the fencepost of their own backyard—
and dramatists likewise. Bur this would
be a shallow view. Although relatively
few in number, novels have been re-
vamped into highly successful stage
pieces. Interestingly, the rwo longest
running plays in Broadway's history
were adapted from novels. Howard
Lindsay and Russell Crouse's Life with
Father ran for 3,224 performances. Ers-
kine Caldwell and Jack Kirkland's To-
bacco Road chalked vp 3,182 perfor-
mances. With successes like these on
record, it is not difficulr ro understand
why Broadway will continue to hazard
the storms of adaptation. After all, there
is always the chance that sunshine will
follow a downpour of rain,




