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Adapting for the Screen: Heaven and Hell 

By: Script Magazine | May 8, 2012 

Adapting a novel to a screenplay can be heaven or hell, and it’s usually a little of each. 

Why is adapting a joy?  For most screenwriters, the problems of adapting a book are 

outweighed by the joys of working with very rich source material. Novelists put in so much work 

to create vivid characters, interesting relationships, settings that the reader can easily imagine, 

and intriguing stories. All of this gives a screenwriter loads to work with and, often, the job of 

deciding what to cut versus what to keep is what gives screenwriters their biggest challenges. 

Why do you have to cut?  What to cut versus what to keep is one of the first decisions to make 

in adapting a novel because a movie cannot cover an entire book. There is simply not enough 

time. You can spend a whole day reading a novel but a movie typically lasts only 2 hours. If it’s 

a comedy, it’s only 90 minutes. 

Where do you start?  When a writer plans to adapt a book, one of the first questions is to decide 

on a point of view. Some novels present a story from many viewpoints, alternating chapters 

among two or more characters. But most movies tell only one person’s side of a story. Which 

point of view will be the best? Sometimes it’s easy to see the strongest point of view or find the 

character that has the most dramatic experience, but in other cases it depends upon which themes 

the screenwriter wants to explore. 

What if it’s episodic?  Sometimes, even after choosing a point of view, the story will still be too 

long. The central character goes through ordeal after ordeal in the book. In this case, a 

screenwriter needs to find one ordeal that epitomizes the character’s personality, or his conflict 

or his growth. The goal is to rewrite a novel so that it tells one big story in just two hours. 

What’s an example?  Primal Fear, which starred Richard Gere and Edward Norton, is a good 

example of choosing one chunk from a book to make a good movie. The book follows Aaron 

Stampler from his high school years in Kentucky to his life as a young man in Chicago. I don’t 

recall whether it’s in chronological order or whether we loop back to Aaron’s past at the end of 

the book. But the film focuses only on the time in Chicago – the most dramatic chunk of story 

that shows the essence of Aaron’s character. 

Did they cut everything?  Primal Fear is richly layered as a book and as a movie. Aaron’s 

story, which is compelling in itself, is only the main thread. This is one of those films that might 

take a couple viewings before you get all of the subplots that go on with the other characters. The 

screenwriter and director managed to pack in a whole lot that might just as easily have been cut 

out by other filmmakers. 

What about epics?  Another way to choose what to cut is to look at the time span of a 

book.  Novels often span years or even decades but a movie works best if it covers a short time. 

In fact, some great movies cover only a day or a week.  The book A Simple Plan follows a man 
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and his wife as they stumble on a fortune in drug money and then their lives unravel as they 

commit crimes to keep the money. The book spans several years, ending with the couple feeling 

their later troubles are punishment for their earlier sins. The film, which starred Bill Paxton, 

covers a much shorter period and doesn’t follow the couple into the future. We get a sense that 

they will always be haunted by their past, and leaving it at that works fine. 

Can there be a cast of thousands?  A Simple Plan is a story that revolves around a handful of 

characters but some books feature dozens of important players.  To make the movie version of 

this kind of story, you need to cut down on the number of characters.  If a book has a bad guy 

with lots of henchmen, they can be rolled into just a few henchmen in the script.  The task is 

usually to condense a bunch of similar characters into one very strong one.  If a movie presents 

more characters than an audience can keep track of, the audience will usually get confused and 

lose interest in the story. 

Is a screenplay “pretty?”  In addition to cutting and condensing like I’ve described, a 

screenwriter has to completely rewrite a novel’s beautiful writing style. You may never read the 

screenplay version of a novel but, if you did, you’d be surprised at how differently it reads, even 

in a script that is very true to its source. It’s not necessarily difficult for a good screenwriter to 

turn prose into a script, but it’s often bittersweet because no one likes to hack away at someone 

else’s beautiful writing. A screenplay doesn’t have room for some of the most pleasing aspects of 

a book – like a long paragraph that sets a scene or a whole page that explores a character’s 

background. 

Why can’t it be pretty?  In working with a novelist on his Revolutionary War script, I had to 

tactfully remind him to “cut the editorializing.” It was difficult for him, of course, and it was 

difficult for me because his writing really was beautiful. But a novel runs about 300 pages and a 

screenplay is only 120 pages so, somehow, something’s gotta go. Sometimes, it’s really difficult 

to boil someone’s work down to its essence, but that’s the job. 

What about a character’s thoughts?  On the other hand, the long passages in a book that tell 

what’s going on inside a character’s mind have to be converted into either action or dialogue. 

Movie characters rarely get to think out loud or talk very much about their emotions. Instead, 

they have to show what they feel through their actions and reveal their thoughts through dialogue 

that’s not too obvious. Again, this part of adapting a book is time-consuming but not necessarily 

difficult. It just takes a lot of creativity to take what was told in a book and find ways to show it 

in a movie. 

Can you break that rule?  Though I said that movie characters don’t usually get to think out 

loud, sometimes they do. I just re-read the novel About a Boy and watched the film, which 

starred Hugh Grant. The film used narration to cover a lot of the main players’ thoughts. Most 

movies avoid doing this because it can bog things down, but it worked well in this case. I’m not 

sure how well it would hold up to repeated viewings; it might get annoying pretty fast. 

What about fractured stories?  Another challenge in writing a screenplay comes when a book 

covers more than one era or location. Novels can alternate chapters between here and there, or 

between now and then, but a film – again – is more effective if its time and locations are limited. 



The decision is usually dictated by the material. If the heart of the story is about the contrast 

between now and then, or between here to there, those elements must be kept. But, if not, the 

story can be adapted to one time or one place, and it may still work fine. 

What about nonlinear structure?  I analyzed an interesting novel once that told the story of a 

woman at two different stages in her life. We first followed her as a young woman as she had an 

adventure and then we followed her as she had another adventure as a much older woman. In this 

case, both of the adventures were very important and, in fact, they mirrored each other. I 

recommended that the script weave both of the adventures together, to tell them simultaneously 

and intercut between them. 

Can you add new stuff?  I’ll give you one more example about adapting a book. In this case, 

whole chunks of the book were eliminated and replaced by brand-new plot lines. The book About 

a Boy tells the story of a man whose life is altered by his friendship with a boy – and vice versa. 

At the half-way point in the book, when the guys have begun to change as a result of their 

friendship, each one goes on to have a romance. A climax brings all of the characters back 

together. And, at the end of the book, the focus returns to the man and the boy, to wrap up their 

relationship. 

In the film, the two romances are dropped almost completely, and the story stays focused on the 

relationship between the man and the boy when they face a final challenge that was not in the 

book. There is nothing wrong with where the book went, but it made for a better movie to stay 

focused on the two guys. 

- See more at: http://www.scriptmag.com/features/adapting-for-the-screen-heaven-and-

hell#sthash.gQfvD7Ow.dpuf 
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From Novel to Screenplay: The Challenges of Adaptation  

by Lynne Pembroke and Jim Kalergis 

 
Brimming with confidence, you've just signed the check purchasing the rights to adapt John 

Doe's fabulous but little known novel, Lawrence of Monrovia, to screenplay form. Suddenly, 

panic sets in. "What was I thinking? How the devil am I going to convert this 400-page novel to 

a 110-page screenplay?" 

The answer is: "The same way you transport six elephants in a Hyundai... three in the front seat 

and three in the back!" 

Old and very bad jokes aside, how does one pour ten gallons of story into a one-gallon jug? 

In this article, we'll take a look at this challenge and a few others that a writer may encounter 

when adapting a novel to screenplay form. 

Challenge #1: Length 



Screenplays rarely run longer than 120 pages. Figuring one page of a screenplay equals one 

minute of film, a 120-page screenplay translates into a two-hour motion picture. Much longer 

than that and exhibitors lose a showing, which translates to fewer six-cent boxes of popcorn sold 

for $5.99 at the refreshment stand. It took the author of your source material 400 pages to tell the 

story. How can you possibly tell the same story in 110 pages, the ideal length for a screenplay by 

today's industry standards? 

And the answer to this question is no joke. "You can't! Don't even try!" 

Instead, look to capture the essence and spirit of the story. Determine the through-line and major 

sub-plot of the story and viciously cut everything else. 

By "through-line" I mean, WHO (protagonist) wants WHAT (goal), and WHO (antagonist) or 

WHAT (some other force) opposes him or her? It helps to pose the through-line as a question. 

"Will Dorothy find her way back to Kansas despite the evil Wicked Witch of the West's 

efforts to stop her?" 

The same needs to be done for the major sub-plot. 

"Will Dorothy's allies achieve their goals despite the danger they face as a result of their 

alliance?" 

One workable technique is to read the book, set it aside for a few weeks, and then see what you 

still remember of the story's through-line. After all, your goal is to excerpt the most memorable 

parts of the novel, and what you remember best certainly meets that criterion. 

In most cases, everything off the through-line or not essential to the major sub-plot has to go. 

Develop your outline, treatment or "beat sheet" accordingly. 

Challenge #2: Voice 

Many novels are written in the first person. The temptation to adapt such, using tons of 

voiceovers, should be resisted. While limited voiceovers can be effective when properly done, 

remember that audiences pay the price of admission to watch a MOTION (things moving about) 

PICTURE (stuff you can see). If they wanted to hear a story they'd visit their Uncle Elmer who 

drones on for hour upon hour about the adventures of slogging through the snow, uphill, both 

ways, to get to and from school when he was a kid, or perhaps they'd buy a book on tape. 

The old screenwriting adage, "Show, don't tell!" applies more than ever when writing an 

adaptation. 

Challenge #3: Long-Thinking 



Some tribes of American Indians had a word to describe those of their brethren who sat around 

thinking deep thoughts. Literally the word translated to The Disease of Long-Thinking. Quite 

often, lead characters in novels suffer from this disease. 

"Mike knew in his heart that Judith was no good. Yet she caused such a stirring in his loins, he 

could think of nothing else. He feared someday he would give in to this temptation named Judith, 

and his surrender would surely bring about the end of his marriage!" 

If adapted directly, how on Earth would a director film the above? All we would see is Mike 

sitting there, "long-thinking". That is not very exciting to say the least. And as mentioned 

previously, voiceovers are rarely the best solution. 

When essential plot information is presented only in a character's thought or in the character's 

internal world, one solution is to give this character a sounding board, another character, to 

which his thoughts can be voiced aloud. Either adapt an existing character from the novel or 

create a new one. Of course as always, you should avoid overly obvious exposition by cloaking 

such dialogue in conflict, or through some other technique. Even better, figure out a way to 

express the character's dilemma or internal world through action in the external world. 

Challenge #4: What Story? 

Gertrude Stein is quoted as saying about Oakland, California, "There's no there, there". 

Similarly, some novels, even successful ones, are very shy on story and rely for the most part on 

style and character to create an effect. Some prose writers are so good at what they do, that their 

artful command of the language alone is enough to maintain reader interest. Such is never the 

case in screenwriting. 

Successfully adapting a "no-story-there" novel to screenplay form is a daunting task. One 

approach is to move away from direct adaptation toward, "story based upon". Use the brilliant 

background and characters created by the original author as a platform from which to launch a 

screen story. In fact, if for any reason a screenplay doesn't lend itself to screenplay form; 

consider moving toward a "based upon" approach, rather than attempting a direct adaptation. 
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