[image: image1.png]


Ready to Teach.it

AUSTEN’S SENSE & SENSIBILITY – FROM TEXT TO SCREEN.

R. Grandi

Lesson plan

Class: 

· 4-5th year students 

· upper-intermediate level

Prerequisites:

· the class should have already studied Austen’s biography, her main works and should also have a general idea of what is a novel. Furthermore, the knowledge of Sense & Sensibility (both the novel and the film) is essential for the second part of the lesson. 
Lecture organisation:

· 2 x 45 mins. lecture + class

· From slide 1 to 11, overview of adaptations and Austen’s works.

· From slide 12 onwards, detailed analysis of the novel and the film.

Teaching strategies and tools:

· The film could be either watched in class or given as homework. 

· Use of visual materials, PowerPoint, Internet.

Objectives: 

· Students will learn the basic techniques of comparison between a novel and an adaptation. 

· Thanks to the repetition and the visual reinforcement they should remember more easily the plot and the main themes of the novel. 

Austen’s Sense & Sensibility – From Text to Screen (Roberta Grandi)
This lesson deals with the film adaptation of Austen’s novel Sense and Sensibility. The film is Ang Lee’s production released in 1996 and distributed by Columbia studios. 
Before focusing on the film, however, we might consider the meaning of “adaptation”. What is an adaptation? (It is possible to involve the students by asking them to think about a possible definition of “adaptation”.)
Slide 2 – Adaptation of Novels

We all know what a novel is and we also know, at least in an intuitive way, what a film adaptation is: it is a film that transfers to the cinema a story which was first narrated in a novel. There are hundreds of examples of film adaptations of novels, among which we can mention Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, which was transposed to the screen by Francis Ford Coppola as Apocalypse Now. The same Coppola also filmed Bram Stoker’s Dracula. In recent times two very famous sagas have been adapted: Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings and Rowling’s Harry Potter. (It is possible to involve the students by asking them to think about other adaptations.)
Slide 3 – Adaptation of Drama and Short Stories

Naturally, we can also find film adaptations of drama (theatrical works such as Shakespeare’s or Wilde’s) or short stories (Baricco’s The Legend of the Pianist on the Ocean, filmed by Tornatore or Stephen King’s Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank Redemption, which in Italian becomes Le ali della libertà). (You could involve the students by asking them to think about other adaptations.)
Slide 3 – Adaptation of Comics and Video Games

And, a little more recently, we can also find adaptations of “less serious” sources such as comics and video games. Some examples can be Spider-Man, Xmen, Tomb Raider and Resident Evil but there are many others. (It is possible to involve the students by asking them to think about other adaptations.)
Slide 5 – Jane Austen Phenomenon – Pride and Prejudice

Now we can take a look at what can be called the “Jane Austen Phenomenon”. Austen’s works have always been very successful at cinema and the most successful of all has always been Pride and Prejudice. The novel was adapted for the screen for the first time in 1940 and starred two of the most famous stars of the period: Greer Garson and Laurence Olivier. The novel, then, was filmed again by BBC in the eighties and then again in 1995, a production that achieved an enormous success. Then a film was produced in 2003, a Pride and Prejudice story modernized and set in present-day USA, and the last adaptation was released in 2005 starring Keira Knightley who was nominated for the Academy Award as best actress. Click for last Image to appear.
And finally, in 2009 a novel titled Pride and Prejudice and Zombies was published by Seth Grahame-Smith and in these days people in Hollywood are thinking how to transform it into a film. 
Slide 6 – Jane Austen Phenomenon – Emma

Also Emma was adapted into very famous films, and it all happened in a very short span of time. Between 1995 and 1996 three films, based on the novel, were almost simultaneously released: a TV production with Kate Beckinsale, a cinematic adaptation for Medusa with Gwyneth Paltrow, and a modernization set in Beverly Hills, but faithfully based on the same plot, titled Clueless, in Italian Ragazze a Beverly Hills. 
Slide 7 – Jane Austen Phenomenon – Other Novels and Jane Austen

But Emma, Pride and Prejudice and, as we’ll see today, Sense and Sensibility are not the only to have been adapted for the screen: all other Austen’s novels have been filmed at least once, even if not always with satisfactory results. Persuasion and Northanger Abbey are BBC productions which achieved pretty good success in TV (even if nothing comparable to the enormous phenomenon of the other works); whereas Mansfield Park is a 1995 cinematic production that can be considered one of the few Austenian “fiascos” in history. More recently, say from 2007 onwards, the cinema has shown a growing interest in Jane Austen herself and, as a consequence, two new films have been produced: Becoming Jane, which deals with the youth of the author, and Miss Austen’s Regrets, which instead presents the novelist’s last years of life. (If Austen’s biography has already been treated, this could be an interesting moment of revision for the students who might be asked to hypothesize the content of the two different biopics). 
Slide 8 – Sense and Sensibility

And now, finally, we can focus on Sense and Sensibility. The novel was published anonymously in 1811, but its first draft, an epistolary novel titled Elinor and Marianne, was written sometime around 1795. Austen felt it necessary to sign it “by a Lady” because of the hostility of the period against female writers. Austen had to pay the expenses of printing to the publisher Thomas Egerton and made a profit of 140 pounds from the first edition. 
Talking about the film, instead, it took 4 years to the famous English actress Emma Thompson, who also plays Elinor Dashwood in the film, to write the screenplay for the adaptation. The film was directed by Ang Lee and produced with a budget of about $16,500,000. It was released in 1995, it grossed $135,000,000 worldwide, and Thompson won the Academy Award for the best screenplay. 
Slide 9 – From Text to Screenplay

So, in order to analyse the transformation of the story and characters of Sense and Sensibility from the novel to the film, we need to know how this transformation takes place – that is, how the different aspects of the novel are transmuted (or, better, translated) into the film. 
(It is possible to involve the students by asking them “if  it were up to you, what would you analyze? Which are the key elements in a novel?)
The basic theories of what a novel is and what are its main characteristics and elements should already be known by the students. 

Slide 10 – From Text to Screenplay

So, broadly speaking, we could consider every novel as a work composed of different elements that, all together, give it its shape and meaning. A novel could be roughly considered the narrative of a story. This means that we have the narration of a plot (usually organized as a series of chapters or episodes) and some characters. Apart from the narrative of the events, a novel is usually rich in descriptions, which sketch out the (historical and geographical) setting of the plot, the details of the objects and, naturally, the look and the external behaviour and reactions of the characters. The characters, moreover, usually speak with each other and the writer might render these conversations through either direct or indirect speech. Finally, the interior processes of the characters might be expressed through the use of techniques such as the interior monologue, the focalization or, from the twentieth century onwards, the stream of consciousness
. How are these different elements transformed in the passage from paper to screen? What will a description of a place be translated into? What will happen to an indirect speech?
Slide 11 – From Text to Screenplay

As anyone can intuitively understand, the cinema is principally a visual medium – Richardson speaks about its “total visibility”
 – and, thus, it tends to translate words into images as much as possible. So the description of a place (or an object) will be rendered through the filming of the place (or the object) itself. The description of the setting thus becomes the filming of the setting. 
In a similar way, the description of the characters’ looks, behaviour and reactions will be rendered through the choice of the actors (the cast) and their acting. 

Then there is the story. The plot, which in a novel is organized in episodes often textually disposed in chapters, in the film screenplay is made of scenes (the smallest unit) and sequences (which corresponded to the chapters). The narration of the story (and the stylistic choices made by the author) roughly correspond to the filming and editing performed by the director. Very often there are changes in the plot (cuts, additions and modifications) from the novel to the film and these changes may alter the meaning of whole work very deeply. 
Then, quite obviously, the direct speech becomes the film dialogue and it is often transferred from one medium to the other without considerable differences. 
But what happens to the indirect speech or the interior monologue (or similar techniques)? Quite often they are transformed from interior to exterior and rendered through the film dialogue; but sometimes the director might also choose to use the “voice over” which is the filmic equivalent of a novel’s narrator.

From now on, the knowledge of both novel and film is required. The students could watch the film together and take notes of the relevant elements of the film previously indicated and then compare them with the novel. 
Slide 12 – From Description to Setting

Let’s start the analysis with the setting. In chapter 6 we have the description of the arrival to Barton Park and the details of the cottage and the surrounding natural landscape. (You may either read the passage or ask the students to read it).
CHAPTER VI 

THE first part of their journey was performed in too melancholy a disposition to be otherwise than tedious and unpleasant. But as they drew towards the end of it, their interest in the appearance of a country which they were to inhabit overcame their dejection, and a view of Barton Valley, as they entered it, gave them cheerfulness. It was a pleasant, fertile spot, well wooded, and rich in pasture. After winding along it for more than a mile, they reached their own house. A small green court was the whole of its demesne in front; and a neat wicket-gate admitted them into it. 

As a house, Barton Cottage, though small, was comfortable and compact; but as a cottage it was defective, for the building was regular, the roof was tiled, the window shutters were not painted green, nor were the walls covered with honeysuckles. A narrow passage led directly through the house into the garden behind. On each side of the entrance was a sitting room, about sixteen feet square; and beyond them were the offices and the stairs. Four bed-rooms and two garrets formed the rest of the house. It had not been built many years, and was in good repair. In comparison of Norland, it was poor and small indeed!- but the tears which recollection called forth as they entered the house were soon dried away. They were cheered by the joy of the servants on their arrival, and each for the sake of the others resolved to appear happy. It was very early in September; the season was fine; and from first seeing the place under the advantage of good weather, they received an impression in its favor which was of material service in recommending it to their lasting approbation. 

The situation of the house was good. High hills rose immediately behind, and at no great distance on each side; some of which were open downs, the others cultivated and woody. The village of Barton was chiefly on one of these hills, and formed a pleasant view from the cottage windows. The prospect in front was more extensive; it commanded the whole of the valley, and reached into the country beyond. The hills which surrounded the cottage terminated the valley in that direction; under another name, and in another course, it branched out again between two of the steepest of them.
Now you may ask the students to underline the relevant details (here in italics) and then try to think about which setting they would have chosen.
Slide 13 – From Description to Setting

And now let’s see how the film director chose to “visualize” this description by choosing the setting. Can you see any difference? For instance, the village is not visible from the house while the marsh is not present in the novel. 
Slide 14 – From Description to Cast
Now, from what you remember, what happens to the characters? Which of them have been preserved, which modified, which eliminated or even added?

Click to show the eliminated characters. Some characters (as often happens in adaptations) have been eliminated in order to simplify the plot: for instance, Sir Middleton has no wife nor children and there is no Anne Steele. (It is possible to avoid reading the passages from the book)
Chapter VI

Lady Middleton was not more than six or seven and twenty; her face was handsome, her figure tall and striking, and her address graceful. Her manners had all the elegance which her husband's wanted. But they would have been improved by some share of his frankness and warmth; and her visit was long enough to detract something from their first admiration, by showing that, though perfectly well-bred, she was reserved, cold, and had nothing to say for herself beyond the most common-place inquiry or remark. 

Chapter VII

Sir John was a sportsman, Lady Middleton a mother. He hunted and shot, and she humoured her children; and these were their only resources. Lady Middleton had the advantage of being able to spoil her children all the year round, while Sir John's independent employments were in existence only half the time.  

Chapter XXI

The Misses Steele […] the eldest, who was nearly thirty, with a very plain and not a sensible face 

There are no added characters. Can you think of one character that undergoes a drastic transformation?

Click to show the modified character. Margaret Dashwood in the novel is a secondary character, not noticeable for her features nor for her role in the plot. 
Chapter 1

Margaret, the other sister, was a good-humored, well-disposed girl; but as she had already imbibed a good deal of Marianne's romance, without having much of her sense, she did not, at thirteen, bid fair to equal her sisters at a more advanced period of life.  

In the film, instead, she is more developed and important, she is used to treat subjects like women’s dependence on men, the limitations imposed on their freedom to determine their future and the injustice of Regency society.
Slide 15 – From Description to Cast
In addition to what we’ve just seen, we can also analyze the characterization from another perspective: characters in films are interpreted by actors and it’s up to them the task to give body and credibility to the characters. So, if we consider the cast, first of all we might notice something that often happens in Austenian films: the age of the characters is not respected. 
We know that Marianne and Elinor are both very young and pretty. 

Chapter 1

Elinor, this eldest daughter, whose advice was so effectual, possessed a strength of understanding, and coolness of judgment, which qualified her, though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of her mother, and enabled her frequently to counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must generally have led to imprudence. She had an excellent heart;--her disposition was affectionate, and her feelings were strong; but she knew how to govern them: it was a knowledge which her mother had yet to learn; and which one of her sisters had resolved never to be taught.

Marianne's abilities were, in many respects, quite equal to Elinor's. She was sensible and clever; but eager in everything: her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was everything but prudent. The resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great.

Chapter 10

Miss Dashwood had a delicate complexion, regular features, and a remarkably pretty figure. 

Marianne was still handsomer. Her form, though not so correct as her sister's, in having the advantage of height, was more striking; and her face was so lovely, that when in the common cant of praise, she was called a beautiful girl, truth was less violently outraged than usually happens. Her skin was very brown, but, from its transparency, her complexion was uncommonly brilliant; her features were all good; her smile was sweet and attractive; and in her eyes, which were very dark, there was a life, a spirit, an eagerness, which could hardily be seen without delight.

So, what happens in the film?

Slide 16 – From Description to Cast
Kate Winslet as a 17 years old girl is credible, but there is no way to believe Emma Thompson to be only 19 (she actually was 36 at the time of filming), and this is relevant because age is one the most precise details that Austen gives us and influences the characters’ behaviour. Consider Elinor’s behaviour: in a grown up woman, her wisdom and prudence are praiseworthy but not exceptional but, in a 19 years old girl they are a real rarity. 
Slide 17 – From Text to Screenplay
Then, we can analyse the plot, the diegesis, the narration. We must compare the episodes of the novel with the sequences in the film and check if there has been a cut, a modification, or, even, an addition. (You might have asked the students to take notes of these changes during the showing of the film and then ask which scenes they think have been modified). 
Slide 18 – From Text to Screenplay
The novel is made up of 50 chapters, however, we can group them, according to the setting and events, into 6 main episodes or sequences. Click to show each sequence. The underlined elements in the slide are those scenes altered from the novel to the film.
The first is the sequence at Norland Park (from chapter 1 to 5) that begins with the death of the father. Then the new owners (Mr John Dashwood and his terrible wife) arrive at Norland and take possession of the house. After this, there is the arrival of Edward Ferrars, his flirt with Elinor and his departure, which is the beginning of the main love plot.  
The second sequence is set at Barton Cottage (6-15): it opens with the family’s arrival, the meeting with the Middletons and Colonel Brandon. Then we have the setting of the secondary love plot: Marianne and Willoughby. Marianne meets Willoughby and their flirt begins. There is the sudden departure of Colonel Brandon after receiving a mysterious letter, Willoughby’s inexplicable aborted marriage proposal and his sudden departure. 
The third sequence is set, again, at Barton Cottage (16-25). It opens with Edward’s visit, an episode that is completely eliminated in the film. After Edward’s departure, the arrival of Mrs Jenning’s other daughter, Charlotte, with her husband Mr Palmer introduces also the two Misses Steele (one of which, as we have already seen, disappears in the film). Then Mr and Mrs Palmer go back to London, Lucy reveals to Elinor her secret engagement with Edward and they are all invited to London. (In the film this sequence is strongly condensed in few scenes). 
The fourth sequence is set in London (26-41) and develops both the main and the secondary love plots. The first element is Willoughby’s absence which catalyses Marianne’s attention until the ball where they meet. Willoughby’s letter leads Marianne’s love story to tragedy, and is soon reinforced by Brandon’s account of Willoughby’s misdeeds with Eliza Williams. Then we have the arrival of the Misses Steele in London (an episode altered in the film), the dinner at Mr John Dashwood’s house (where we find out that Edward is bound to marry for money) and the party where Lucy meets Mrs Ferrars (both scenes are completely eliminated in the film). Then there is the visit of Lucy and Edward at Elinor’s and another ball where Elinor and Lucy meet Robert Ferrars (an episode condensed in the previous ball scene in the film). Mrs Ferrars invites the Misses Steele, thus provoking the revelation of the secret engagement between Lucy and Edward and his being disinherited. Finally, Brandon’s offer of a rectory seems to dissolve forever Elinor’s hopes. 
The fifth sequence is set in Cleveland (42-45) at the Palmer’s and, even if short, is relevant for the subplot: Marianne’s illness, Mr Willoughby’s visit, and Brandon’s return with Mrs Dashwood are the closure of the Marianne-Willoughby’s love plot and the opening of the Marianne-Brandon one.
For the final sequence we are back at Barton Cottage (46-end). We see Marianne’s recovering and learning from her mistakes. The family also receives news of Mr. Ferrars’s marriage with Lucy but Edward’s arrival is the final denouement: he reveals the truth about Lucy and proposes to Elinor (a scene not described in the novel). The novel also narrates Edward’s reconciliation with Mrs Ferrars (which the film does not), Edward and Elinor getting married, and Brandon and Marianne falling in love (with Willoughby’s final regrets, represented in the film with his solitary observation of their marriage from the top of the hill). 
Slide 19 – Analysis of Relevant Changes – Marianne’s Illness
To conclude, let’s analyze a scene whose alteration brings a relevant change in meaning. Marianne’s illness is a key moment in the plot development: it is the moment of dramatic climax, the death that impends and that, almost by miracle, is won thus directing the story to the happy ending. It is also important for Marianne’s growth and maturation; it is the physical materialization of her mistakes and excesses. Let’s see how it is described in the novel: 
Chap 42

“Marianne's feeling, in her head and throat, the beginning of a heavy cold, […] Two delighted twilight walks on the third and fourth evenings of her being there, not merely on the dry gravel of the shrubbery, but all over the grounds, and especially in the most distant parts of them, where there was something more of wildness than in the rest, where the trees were the oldest, and the grass was the longest and wettest, had- assisted by the still greater imprudence of sitting in her wet shoes and stockings- given Marianne a cold so violent as, though for a day or two trifled with or denied, would force itself by increasing ailments on the concern of every body, and the notice of herself. Prescriptions poured in from all quarters, and as usual, were all declined. Though heavy and feverish, with a pain in her limbs, and a cough, and a sore throat, a good night's rest was to cure her entirely; and it was with difficulty that Elinor prevailed on her, when she went to bed, to try one or two of the simplest of the remedies.

[…] Chap 43

MARIANNE got up the next morning at her usual time; to every enquiry replied that she was better, and tried to prove herself so, by engaging in her accustomary employments. But a day spent in sitting shivering over the fire with a book in her hand, which she was unable to read, or in lying, weary and languid, on a sofa, did not speak much in favour of her amendment; and when, at last, she went early to bed, more and more indisposed, Colonel Brandon was only astonished at her sister's composure, who, though attending and nursing her the whole day, against Marianne inclination, and forcing proper medicines on her at night, trusted, like Marianne, to the certainty and efficacy of sleep, and felt no real alarm. A very restless and feverish night, however, disappointed the expectation of both; and when Marianne, after persisting in rising, confessed herself unable to sit up, and returned voluntarily to her bed, Elinor was very ready to adopt Mrs. Jennings's advice, of sending for the Palmers' apothecary.

Her illness lasts two chapters, it is clearly self inflicted and the result of a series of imprudent behaviours. It is nothing sudden or unexpected, but a clearly predictable (and not very “romantic”) cold that, neglected, gets worse. We can also remember Chapter 46: “My illness, I well knew, had been entirely brought on by myself by such negligence of my own health, as I had felt, even at the time, to be wrong. Had I died, it would have been self-destruction.” Do you remember what happens in the film? (If possible, show again the scene from the film). 
Slide 20 – Analysis of Relevant Changes – Marianne’s Illness
As we can see, this episode signals a strong change in meaning: instead of a scientific, pragmatic and un-sentimental flu, the film resorts to the classical romantic image of the storm. In a kind of repetition of the scene of the meeting between Marianne and Willoughby, here Marianne indulges in her painful memories under a storm and her new saviour, Colonel Brandon, will become her new love. So the illness is a kind of cathartic moment of purification from which, almost immediately, Marianne emerges as a new person. This is a very effective scene in the film but Austen’s message about the triumph of sense against sensibility and the risk of “romantic” behaviours like indulging in cold and wet grass is lost in favour of a more romantic representation of passionate love. 
� For further reference see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.google.it/search?tbs=bks:1&tbo=p&q=+inauthor:%22Dorothy+J.+Hale%22" �Dorothy J. Hale�, The Novel: an Anthology of Criticism and Theory, 1900-2000, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006, � HYPERLINK "http://www.google.it/search?tbs=bks:1&tbo=p&q=+inauthor:%22Wallace+Martin%22" �Wallace Martin�, Recent Theories of Narrative, New York, Cornell University Press, 1986, and � HYPERLINK "http://www.google.it/search?tbs=bks:1&tbo=p&q=+inauthor:%22Michael+McKeon%22" �Michael McKeon�, Theory of the Novel: a Historical Approach, Baltimore: JHU Press, 2000.


� R. Richardson, Literature and Film, New York – London, Garland Publishing Inc., 1985 (1969), p. 73.
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