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SUBJECT 61 – THE INFLUENCE OF CINEMA ON THE DIFFUSION OF LITERATURE IN THE 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE. 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION. 

First of all, let me quote Widdowson: “In the process of teaching and learning a second Language, the 

cultural environment where such Language has appeared is often more important than the fact of learning 

the grammar that governs it”. The conclusion we can reach, according to this idea, is just that to teach a 

foreign language like English has directly to do with teaching about its culture, and, isn’t cinema a good 

source to show, in this case, the culture of English-speaking countries? In addition to this, we have in 

cinema a very entertaining and interesting way to learn not only about language itself, but also about 

society, history and many other cultural aspects that, at the end of the day, give personality and distinctive 

features to a whole country or nation. 

 

At the same time, with the use of films in the English classroom, we - teachers - are fulfilling one of the five 

sub-competences proposed by both the L.O.G.S.E. and L.O.E.: the so called Socio-cultural competence, 

which hopefully will help our students to find an easier way to “understand and be understood” in a second 

language, or in other words, fulfilling the E.S.O.’s Social-Cultural Basic Competence and Bachillerato’s 

General Objectives 6, 8 and 9, reflected on Real Decreto 115/2008, June 6th. 

 

Now, I would like to show the most interesting aspects of this invention called cinema, trying to explore its 

relationship with literature and theatre in order to show our students the evolution of a still fashionable art 

that has become an immense industry, so let me begin with... 

 

HISTORICAL RELATIONS BETWEEN CINEMA AND LITERATURE. 

The first point we are going to explore about these relations is 

 

1 Adaptations of literary works into films. 
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These adaptations have been constant from the birth of cinema; however, the tendency has grown currently, 

maybe due to the lack of original ideas in Hollywood or because they prefer the security that a successful 

book or novel gives to the producer. They even trust on the success of popular literature sources, such as 

comic strips, (like the adaptations of Spiderman or Hulk); and also videogames, (such as Resident Evil or 

Prince of Persia). 

 

For instance, there have been more than 300 adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays until today, some of them 

as famous as West Side Story, Kenneth Branagh’s Henry V, Hamlet or Much Ado About Nothing and so on. 

An interesting feature is that they are not considered the eccentricities of a director but profitable films, and 

another interesting fact that Morris Beja stated in 1979 is that a third part of the Oscars for the best film 

have gone to adaptations of literary material, (e.g. Gone with the Wind). 

 

The causes of this relation are diverse: 

- The economical factor, so interesting for producers. 

- In the beginning, however, it could be a mistaken aspiration of cinema directors to enable the cinema as a 

new kind of art. 

- Nowadays, it is a question of the intellectual varnish that both actors and directors might provide to literary 

adaptations. 

 

Nevertheless, many authors share the opinion that films are inferior and vulgar compared to literary works. 

Bergman stated that “the character and substance of both arts are usually in conflict”. This is not the 

common trend for directors anyway. Thus, we have examples of such a bad quality as Beowulf, The Lord of 

the Rings II, The Scarlett Letter, Troy or The NeverEnding Story, which definitely lack the quality of the 

literary titles that inspired them. 

 

Fortunately, we also find adaptations that have exceeded the literary works they are based on, such as Los 

Santos Inocentes, Blade Runner, Children of Men or 2001, A Space Odissey. 



 3 

 

Needless to say, that both arts share some features, as they deal with the same material: human existence 

and condition. The problem is that adapting means changing, and it is this process of change that sometimes 

spoils the literary material. We would all agree that the reasons of failure are as complex as the arts we are 

dealing with. However, some possible ones could be: 

 

- Cinema is an externalising art, which may be a handicap to express the inner space that words express 

directly. So sometimes it is problematic to adapt the literary language into a cinematic one: how to express, 

for instance, the complexity of James Joyce’s Ulysses? 

 

- Length may also be a trouble, given that a 500-page book is impossible to transform into a film of scarcely 

two hours. Some voices claim that the only solution is serializing, otherwise directors must get rid of 

subplots or omit parts that may contribute to the atmosphere of the literary work. Famous instances of series 

could be Robert Graves’ I, Claudius, Blasco Ibáñez’s Cañas y Barro or Galdós’ Fortunata y Jacinta. 

 

- Another cause is that they are addressed to different audiences. The unselected cultural level of a mass 

audience has standardized most of the films: the introduction in many cases of “love interest” or “happy 

endings” into the plots. Examples of this are Out of Africa or The Taming of the Shrew. 

 

- Finally, a literary work is personal whereas a film is made by a huge team. 

 

An excellent explanation was given by Pere Gimferrer: “a genuine adaptation must, by means of its own 

modes, (the image), produce in the audience an analogous effect to that which the literary work, (by means 

of words), produces in the reader”. 

 

Now, I will go on with the relation between 
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2. Writers and Cinema. 

 

This relationship has changed continuously. When cinema appeared, most of them were fascinated by such 

a new way of telling stories; however, this enthusiasm gradually turned into disillusion and rejection. The 

case of the Lost Generation exemplifies this attitude; authors like Faulkner, Steinbeck or Fitzgerald wrote 

for Hollywood, the first one did it intermittently between 1932 and 1952 when there were not paperback 

editions to get pocket-money. 

 

The following quotation by R. Chandler illustrates the opinion of most authors: “a screenwriter in 

Hollywood was treated like a cow, something to milk dry and send out to graze”. Another disastrous 

example can be the awful adaptation of Louis de Berniere’s Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, to which the 

author said after watching it: “what (the fuck) have they done to my baby?!!!” 

 

Despite these examples, the relation produced innovations in both arts, such as heroes’ stereotypes like the 

detectives of the “hard-boiled fiction”, and Faulkner’s literary work can be perfectly called cinematic. 

 

Another controversial position has been the one between 

3. Literary critics and cinema. 

 

Literary critics have usually attacked the vulgarizing effect of the new technical devices, stating that cinema 

was inferior and depended on literature. 

 

This criticism was mainly due to the fact that they do it according to literary values, not to the 

cinematographical ones. 

 

Fortunately, the situation is changing, and films are valued now by themselves, taking into account that the 

relation has always been more of interdependence. 
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In fact, there are examples of rather poor literary material which have become wonderful films, some of 

Hitchcock’s works like Rear Window or Psycho and the successful Sense and Sensibility. 

 

Regarding this matter, I would like to quote Bernstein (1976): “The best way to know a thing is in the 

context of another discipline”. 

 

The second point I am going to deal with is the following 

 

2. INFLUENCES OF CINEMA ON LITERATURE. 

 

As we have seen above, both arts’ relationship has reciprocal connections, like in the case of Faulkner, 

whose works contain some cinematographic features. So, by the 1950’s the term influence changed to 

convergence. 

 

First, I will focus on some of these cinematographic procedures: 

 

1. Cinematographic procedures in Literature. 

 

The succession of moving images in the cinema and in the spoken interaction of any speech act happens at a 

given time and follows a certain sequence. Besides, both are visual in a way, as Conrad wrote in his preface 

to Nigger of the Narcissus: “My task, which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written word, to 

make you hear … before all, to make you see”. 

 

Writers have always been aware of the importance of the way things are presented, but after the influence of 

cinema, there is a tendency to precise the optical point of view from which objects are described, and the 

physical variation of the characters when they move. A good example is John Dos Pasos’ Manhattan 
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Transfer, which abruptly sets us in the middle of the action. His purpose is putting the facts in front of the 

reader’s eyes as visible as possible. 

 

Other techniques like the “slow motion” descriptions, exterior narrative mood or changing perspectives can 

be read in novels the same as in films, such as in Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. 

 

Now I would like to comment on the relation between the cinema and the novel... 

 

3. CINEMA AND NOVEL. 

Cinema started recording theatre plays, with the camera in a fixed position until David Wark Griffith, (an 

American director of the 1920’s), introduced a new way to tell stories. He progressively turned to the 

narrative model of the 19th-centrury novel. 

 

He opposed variable distance in the scene to the fixed distance of the audience, so typical of drama, and also 

inserted the scene division in separate levels and montage as the organising principle of separate shots, that 

links not only the longer scenes but also the smallest details. He argued to be following the Dickensian 

model of writing, and so he did in films like The Birth of a Nation or Abraham Lincoln. 

 

Since then, drama has been substituted by novels as the bases of cinema scripts. We have to exclude from 

this tendency, however, the figure of Shakespeare, whose plays are the target of innumerable adaptations, as 

I mentioned before. 

 

The reasons of this substitution may be a certain parallelism, most of the times regarding the story and its 

contents, but also common treatments, as both happen in a certain time and are presented in sequence. 

Therefore, nowadays both arts share a few characteristics... 

 

1. Common features of the novel and cinema narrative. 
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- Descriptions and starting stories. 

The ubiquitous location of the camera has been used to add descriptive and informative values by means of 

“a change in the scale of observation”- details through close-ups, and the description of a landscape in a 

general view-. 

The above-cited Griffith began using close-ups to characterize atmospheres and behaviours of the 

characters. An excellent example is the starting of Hitchcock’s Rope. Regarding general shots, we have 

another instance in Psycho, where the camera shows a city, some streets, some windows of a building and 

then it chooses a place that draws our attention. 

 

Other opening devices, more cinematographic, which have had a clear correspondence in novels are the use 

of abrupt beginning, illustrated by Kane’s death in the film Citizen Kane; also the presentation of situations 

already started as in Faulkner’s Sanctuary: This beginning “in media res” insists on the idea that the 

universe of the characters pre-exists the narration, and helps the reader be caught by the story. 

 

- Time reference. 

 

Griffith again discovered the “switch-back” technique, which freed cinema from following the 

chronological lines of time and space. Nowadays it is something we do not even realize but it was striking at 

that time, given that the story could be organized by altering the order of events. We can differentiate 

between “flashbacks” (as in Frankenstein) and “flashforwards” (as in Terminator), but we also find 

examples of “zig-zag” narrations (as in Memento). There are several devices to indicate them, mainly 

optical such as fade-in or fade-out, dissolves, iris-in and iris-out, changing from full coloured to black and 

white and lately without any external sign. 

 

- Narrative voice and point of view. 
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As for the optical character of cinema, montage reorganizes all the different points of view taken by the 

camera; this situation makes it possible to divide the screen or to dispose images that were especially crucial 

in movements, as it happens in surrealist films by Buñuel (e.g. Viridiana, or An Andalusian Dog), 

Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction and Brian de Palma’s works, such as Carrie or Scarface. The subjective camera 

functions like the first-person narrator, viewers only see what the character sees, as in Alien, the Eight 

Passenger. 

 

In addition to this, sound effects and music are often essential for the setting as well, like in thrillers to 

create tension. Here I must mention Hitchcock again, given that the music used in Psycho’s bathroom scene 

has passed to history as one of the best examples. Novels, on the other hand, need to use descriptions in 

order to create the adequate atmosphere. 

 

Another advantage of cinema, in contrast to the novel, is the possibility of a speaking narrator while the 

action is happening. This narrator can summarize fragments of the action, set it in a certain space and time 

or transmitting the thoughts and dialogues of the characters, thus the internal monologue is expressed by 

combining images and off voice. Examples of the omniscient narrator are A Bronx Tale, Goodfellas, 

Casino or Flags of Our Fathers. 

 

In literature, the narrator has to be quiet while other characters speak. We can see the influence of cinema 

again in the famous fight against the omniscient narrator that characterised contemporary literature, which 

often meant the growing importance in the function of the implicit narrator, like Dos Passos’ The 42nd 

Parallel. 

 

To finish this point, I have to say that the use of those techniques by literary narrative did not happen 

overnight. Besides, although cinema inherited the conventions of the literary narrative, these techniques 

suffered deep modifications when being adapted to cinematographic means and the sociocultural likes in 

which cinema is set. It is evident that cinema has created its own narrative tools. 
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Now let us explore... 

4. THE INFLUENCE OF CINEMA ON THE SPREADING OF LITERARY WORKS IN ENGLISH. 

After analyzing the mutual influence between both arts, I will summarize the effects that cinema has had on 

the spreading of literary works. It is obvious that cinematographic versions have played an important role in 

the knowledge of literature, mainly the English one. We should wonder if a famous quotation by 

Shakespeare in Hamlet: “to be or not to be, that’s the question”, for instance, have come through the reading 

of his play or through the multiple versions that cinema has made of it. Therefore: 

 

- The cinematic version of a literary work has enlarged the possible audience of such a work, increasing at 

the same time the economic side of literature. As I said previously, money from scriptwriting has been 

usually welcome by novelists like, for instance, Aldous Huxley or Bertold Bretch. 

 

- This enlargement of the audience has also produced a very commercial literary style: the so called “best 

seller phenomenon”. Its aim is selling books that tell people what they want to hear. The themes are usually 

love, suspense, detective stories and so on. Some popular figures that belong to this phenomenon are 

Stephen King, Michael Crichton or John Grisham. 

 

- Another consequence of film version is to awake the interest for the original work. There is usually an 

increase in the sellings, as it happened with The Graduate, which only sold 23,000 copies at the novel’s 

premiere and after the cinema version it sold more than 3 million copies. It has also happened to books such 

as The Lord of the Rings, The Da Vinci Code or Alatriste. Sometimes even the book adopts one of the film’s 

shots as a cover, which clearly illustrates the importance of films in the diffusion of novels. 

 

- Finally, they make culture accessible for everyone.  Films can be watched all over the world, even in 

places where literary works may not have arrived. Nevertheless, this standardization of the audience 
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provokes a concentration on the most obvious parts of the story, usually on plots, forgetting the whole scope 

of the work. 

 

5. CONCLUSION. 

Throughout this subject, I have tried to summarize the most important facts of the interesting worlds of both 

cinema and literature as a love and hate relation, something that has featured the crucial evolution of both 

arts to the recognizable form they have nowadays.  

However, the most important aim of discovering cinema is, in my opinion, to give our pupils the chance to 

learn a foreign language (as English) by using an entertaining resource. 

 

At the same time, we - teachers - must rise the interest of the students for cinema and literature by using 

activities that get them involved in the learning process, for instance: films about teenage focused themes 

The Classroom, History Elisabeth, Science A Wonderful Mind, Language Spanglish, Philosophy The 

Seventh Seal, Matrix and so on, also adapted written versions of those films and vice versa, in order for our 

students to understand the close relation that such amazing arts need to have nowadays. Digital platforms 

like Netflix, Amazon Prime or HBO make it easier to use films and tv series in  ESL classes. 

 

Tapping the resources of knowledge and experience within the group, the individuals have greater freedom 

to explore their own reactions and interpretations. Above all, the group will stimulate our students to review 

and ponder the materials on their own, to see for instance, how any theme they can possibly imagine has 

already been presented in a film or a novel, to such an extent that even comic strips and videogames have 

provided “new” material for screen adaptations. Our activities have to help our pupils to acquire the 

confidence to develop, to express and to value their own responses, so they can become less dependent on 

received opinion and therefore more interested in and more able to assess other perspectives. 
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