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Abstract 

This thesis examines the value of film and television adaptations of Dickens’ 

novels; Oliver Twist, A Christmas Carol, Bleak House and Great Expectations. 

Adaptations are bound to the multiple landscape, where they emerge from social, 

economic, commercial, and filmic contexts. Adaptations are not just bound to the original 

novel, they have the ability to undermine, parody, quote, and reframe it, to add new 

meanings relevant to its new audiences. Each adaptation interacts with its original novel 

differently, whilst using its own individual artistic license to engage their audiences. They 

also simultaneously engage in an intertextual conversation with other adaptations and 

films within their genres, adding layers of new meanings and interpretations. 

Collectively, they create an adaptive legacy which revitalise their original novels through 

new registers. 

Using textual analysis this thesis explores a range of film and television series 

adaptations of Dickens’ work, and considers the deeper meanings that they construct in 

relation to thematic concerns of national identity, ethnicity, and gender. Additionally, the 

popular appeal of adaptations for new audiences is considered in light of film and cultural 

theory to determine the unique and often complex work that they engage in. This thesis 

explores the ways that adaptations have the potential to be situated in line with the 

auteur’s individual style, whilst simultaneously respecting the essence of the novel from 

which they take inspiration.  I suggest that the way in which adaptations interrelate with 

their own specific modes of production, and have the potential to converse with topical 

issues and the zeitgeist of the time, reveals the complex nature of film and television 

adaptations. This thesis asserts that adaptations must be situated within their own filmic, 

social, and economic context to appreciate the multiplicity of their response. 

Word count: 295. 

Key Words: Adaptation studies, aesthetics, auteur theory, Charles Dickens, cultural 

studies, ethnicity, film theory, gender, national identity, representation, taste. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction. 
 

 

This thesis argues that adaptations should be considered as formed through a 

multiplicity of influences that affect their construction. Using a series of film and 

television adaptations of the work of Charles Dickens, this study will demonstrate how 

they respond to, and communicate with, a range of intermedial effects including, but not 

limited to the original text, in a chain of dialogue and as a dynamic process.  Frequently 

in adaptation studies there is a methodological fixation with the original literary form of 

the narrative. However, adaptations quite often do not just reference the almost 

preeminent source text, but each other. It is not necessary for an audience to have read or 

be acquainted with the original text in order to understand the adapted form. An 

adaptation is closely bound by its intermedial connection with not only the primary 

source, but other adaptations, films made within the same genre, and its own cultural 

production, as a process which is continually being contributed to.  

Dickens and his work have been consistently prominent throughout the twentieth 

century. James Milne in 1906 published an article titled ‘How Dickens Sells: He Comes 

Next to the Bible and Shakespeare’ in which he notes that between the years 1900 and 

1906 publishers Chapman and Hall sold two million copies of Dickens’ works, 

demonstrating his popularity (Waugh, 1930: 773). A 1913 article in the Charles Dickens 

Museum collection of Dickensiana hails the author as ‘the most popular author in the 

world’ (The Charles Dickens Museum). Still in the twenty-first century, Dickens and his 

works are used and signposted in so many ways that even those who are not acquainted 

with his work first hand, may often feel familiar with the author and his texts. Indeed, 
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many people today view him as almost synonymous with the Victorian period 

(Malkovich, 2013: 2). 

Furthermore, the adjective ‘Dickensian’ is often used to describe something 

archaic or ‘old fashioned’ and carries stereotypical connotations associated with the 

Victorians.1 Charles Dickens remains a pivotal Victorian figure, and still commands a 

presence as a great British author, so much so that he even once graced the reverse side of 

the ten pound note. John (2012:1) also highlights Dickens’ cultural prominence and 

discusses how on the ‘centenary in 1970 of Dickens’ death, his image appeared on the 

postage stamps of thirteen British Commonwealth countries’. This branding of Dickens 

as a quintessentially English historical figure cements him and his works in the minds of 

audiences and readers alike, as someone who is important, whose literary novels are 

worth reading and have value. Dickens circulates in the adaptations as an idea, as a 

marked symbol of classic English literature, which then elevates the cultural capital of the 

adaptation through association. The author is bound by genre, his own time and place, 

and his canonisation as an English icon. Thus, the recognisability of Dickens that is 

appropriated in the adaptations may not be based on the audiences’ familiarity with his 

novels, but through their awareness of Dickens as an icon.  

It is precisely Dickens’ and his characters’ recognisability that lends itself to 

discussion in adaptation studies. Dickens’ work has been widely adapted on stage and on 

screen and continues to prove popular with audiences all over the world. This, in a 

practical sense, offers a rich array of adaptations to select for analysis. Whilst some 

remain very well known, others have not been granted a great deal of academic scrutiny. 

Additionally, the modern representation and recycling of Dickens is not merely through 

 
1 Dickensian is defined as an adjective ‘relating to or similar to something described in the books of the 

nineteenth Century English writer Charles Dickens’ in the Cambridge Dictionaries Online. Accessed: 

30/04/14. 
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the numerous film adaptations and TV series, his place in the popular consciousness is 

also affected through many other forms. Dickens World is a tourist attraction ‘themed’ on 

Dickens and there are many other kitsch branded products such as Ye Olde Dickens Ale, 

‘What the Dickens?’ mugs and Royal Doulton collectable porcelain figurines of Dickens’ 

characters, which monetise Dickens as an iconic figure of the Victorian period.2   

An objective of this thesis is to explore the tensions in adapting such a 

recognisable author’s novels onto screen, and how an adaptation’s response is equally 

bound by other influences which communicate with each other as part of an intermedial 

dialogue. A discussion of Dickens within this analysis draws attention to how a 

familiarity with Dickens the icon and Dickens’ novels are two separate entities of 

influence. For Eisenstein (1949), using Dickens’ narrative for the screen helps to bring 

prestige and value to films. Dickens is associated with England and the Victorian past; the 

heritage industry and adaptations of his work mobilise his brand to market the past in a 

particular way. Dickens has been widely adapted and the recognisability of the author and 

his novels in the public consciousness still endures, placing Dickens not only as a famous 

Victorian novelist but also as a cultural figure. To qualify this, Dickens as an ‘idea’ still 

emanates from these texts even when there are so many other intermedial influences on 

the construction of the adaptation.  

As a basis of this thesis, it is important to provide a theoretical grounding in 

adaptation studies. I will discuss the concepts of intermediality and various approaches to 

 
2 Ye Olde Dickens Ale selling: Old Curiosity Hops. Can be found at: http://www.dickensianbrewery.co.uk/. 

‘What the Dickens?’ branded mugs are available to buy at: 

https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1104375550/what-the-dickens-mug-charles-dickens-

mug?click_key=42e56a2ada2552757b2bb0149a6ce28d46ce644a%3A1104375550&click_sum=ece8b34d&

ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+sho

p&ref=sr_gallery-1-11. A Royal Doulton figurine of Micawber is available to buy at: 

https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1041710858/royal-doulto-charles-dickens-

macawber?click_key=bc1e39043860b69592d159256e74cc9a5bc76aab%3A1041710858&click_sum=2aaca

693&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+to

y+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-18&frs=1.  

http://www.dickensianbrewery.co.uk/
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1104375550/what-the-dickens-mug-charles-dickens-mug?click_key=42e56a2ada2552757b2bb0149a6ce28d46ce644a%3A1104375550&click_sum=ece8b34d&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-11
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1104375550/what-the-dickens-mug-charles-dickens-mug?click_key=42e56a2ada2552757b2bb0149a6ce28d46ce644a%3A1104375550&click_sum=ece8b34d&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-11
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1104375550/what-the-dickens-mug-charles-dickens-mug?click_key=42e56a2ada2552757b2bb0149a6ce28d46ce644a%3A1104375550&click_sum=ece8b34d&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-11
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1104375550/what-the-dickens-mug-charles-dickens-mug?click_key=42e56a2ada2552757b2bb0149a6ce28d46ce644a%3A1104375550&click_sum=ece8b34d&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-11
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1041710858/royal-doulto-charles-dickens-macawber?click_key=bc1e39043860b69592d159256e74cc9a5bc76aab%3A1041710858&click_sum=2aaca693&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-18&frs=1
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1041710858/royal-doulto-charles-dickens-macawber?click_key=bc1e39043860b69592d159256e74cc9a5bc76aab%3A1041710858&click_sum=2aaca693&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-18&frs=1
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1041710858/royal-doulto-charles-dickens-macawber?click_key=bc1e39043860b69592d159256e74cc9a5bc76aab%3A1041710858&click_sum=2aaca693&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-18&frs=1
https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/1041710858/royal-doulto-charles-dickens-macawber?click_key=bc1e39043860b69592d159256e74cc9a5bc76aab%3A1041710858&click_sum=2aaca693&ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=dickens+toy+shop&ref=sr_gallery-1-18&frs=1
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adaptation studies to explore the complex nature of adaptation, which I will later apply to 

case study adaptations that are based on Dickens’ novels. The structure of this thesis will 

be clearly stated, and how each individual chapter will work towards building a case to 

show the different sites of conflict and tensions that by far transcend a simplistic 

translation of Dickens’ narratives. 

Adaptations of Dickens’ novels Oliver Twist (1838), A Christmas Carol (1843), 

Bleak House (1852), and Great Expectations (1861) will be discussed in relation to a 

particular thematic concern. The adaptations will be analysed to show how they engage 

with a range of intermedial influences. Each adaptation offers an individual response to 

the novel whilst engaging with their own specific modes of production. Adaptations of 

the aforementioned novels will occupy distinct chapters which will articulate the complex 

nature of Dickens’ adaptations. 

Adaptations are largely self-conscious texts, aware that they take inspiration from 

the original source, which the viewer may or may not already be familiar with. Moreover, 

adaptations are also deeply aware of their modes of production and other adaptations that 

have previously been produced. Despite this intermedial melange, adaptation studies have 

often been relegated to a fidelity criticism debate. Many theorists, such as Cartmell and 

Welehan (1999), Glavin (2003), Stam (2005), Hutchings and Vernitskaia (2004), and 

Carroll (2009), have attempted to challenge this unhelpful and diminishing assessment of 

adaptation theory, which fails to recognise the important work adaptations engage in, 

such as their attempt to preserve the afterlife of these primary texts. As I will go on to 

assert, adaptations are not mere copies of the original novel but add their own meanings 

to the narrative. Rather than seeing these texts as parasitic, Hutchings and Vernitskaia 

(2004: 44), in particular, comment on how they disrupt the original novel and create what 

they term ‘…an equivalence of meaning’. Therefore, the adaptation’s retelling creates an 



 9 

alternative revisioning which is just as valid as the original text. Similarly, Stam (2005) 

focuses his discussion on the contextual engagement of adaptations with their own modes 

of production, which often bleed into their retelling of the primary novel, creating a 

response which could never be a one-dimensional imitation. 

  I highlight these theorists and their work to demonstrate how there have been 

many attempts within adaptation studies to progress the somewhat cyclical debate 

regarding fidelity criticism and to focus instead on what adaptations are doing, what they 

tell us about ourselves and what they tell us about our relationship with the past and often 

with historical sources. 

To attempt to define what an adaptation is could easily consume this entire thesis. 

The ways that adaptations are configured, their interaction and engagement with the 

original text, their intermedial relationship with other texts within the same genre or 

indeed other adaptations that precede it, could each individually warrant an entire 

research project. Instead, this study will question the contextual engagement of specific 

instances within a range of case studies, to assert a larger argument about adaptations as 

communicative and evolutionary texts that should not be considered in a singular way. 

This thesis is not a study of Dickens’ novels and how far adaptations engage with these 

texts. However, this study offers a contribution to Dickens’ film and television studies, by 

exploring the afterlife of his novels and the intertextual and intermedial influences in their 

rewriting. I will focus on Dickens’ adaptations’ contextual engagement, the work that 

they do and how they should be perceived as part of a network of discourse. Thus, this 

research will purposely move the discussion towards the adaptations themselves rather 

than a comparative reading of them in reference to the original narrative. I will articulate 

particular tensions in the study of adaptations and the ways that they continually engage 

in an intermedial dialogue of influences. This thesis considers the act of adapting these 
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novels as part of an adaptive process, rather than viewing adaptations as stand-alone 

singular texts. It accounts for the varying effects on the adaptations, such as the lens of 

commercial demands, the role of the auteur, the ways that audiences’ tastes evolve and 

change over time, artistic sensibilities, and the shifting zeitgeist of when these adaptations 

were created. Adaptations respond to trends and taste whilst engaging in a response to 

previous adaptations of the narrative.  

Many scholars within the field of adaptation studies, such as Crabbe (1977) and 

McFarlane (1996), often centralise the original source in their analysis of adaptations. 

This is done to articulate micro-moments where the adaptation is doing something 

different or changing the essential chemistry of the original text. In a slight contrast to 

Crabbe and McFarlane, I focus on the way adaptations should be situated and how an 

intermedial awareness must be central in their analysis. Furthermore, Dickens ‘the author’ 

will not be discussed in detail, so as not to blur and undermine the aim of this thesis 

which is to demonstrate the complex and difficult contextual engagements in which 

adaptations participate. I will now, broadly chronologically, discuss key theoretical 

contributions to adaptation studies in order to pick out the main areas of enquiry and to 

frame this discussion. The theoretical material here will later be synthesised with a 

discussion of the case studies.  

In Bluestone’s established monograph from 1957 (47), he explores the effect of 

the mental image versus the visual image, whilst systematically assessing the key 

differences between literature and film. He works to establish links between these two 

media forms. His work predated the academic discipline of adaptation studies, which 

broadly began when English scholars began to take an academic interest in adaptations. 

Using an example of Joseph Conrad’s comments on novelistic intention and his desire to 

make the reader see the narrative almost visually from his literary descriptions, Bluestone 
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references a statement made by D. W. Griffith, highlighting that his primary objective 

was to make the narrative come to life visually on screen. Bluestone articulates a common 

ground between literature and film, and the connection between form and feeling. Aside 

from discussing the clear links between literature and film, Bluestone also points to the 

fruitlessness of the fidelity criticism debate, which often implies that novels are more 

worthy than adaptations and should rigorously reflect and not deviate from the original 

text. He comments how it is improbable to expect the transference of the novel from one 

form to another and for this to be done without change. The different forms demand 

different ‘aesthetic genera’, audiences, and conventions. He states:  

The film becomes a different thing in the same sense that a historical painting 

becomes a different thing from the historical event which it illustrates (Bluestone, 

1957: 5). 

 

Bluestone’s comments focus on the issue of translation in adaptation studies and 

how the form and context of ‘mutating’ one medium to another is completely debilitated 

by the simple fact that meaning is not a stable construct, but is instead heterogeneous. 

Much work in adaptation studies was published after Bluestone’s research, such as that 

by Andrew (1984), Bordwell (1985), and Boyum (1985). However, this thesis will now 

move forward to McFarlane’s (1996: 12) work due to its relevance here. McFarlane’s 

approach considers the intertextual dialogue of adaptations, which is an idea that has 

inspired this study. McFarlane discusses how conversations around an adaptation’s 

fidelity represses other conversations regarding adaptations. He also focuses his 

discussion on an adaptation’s narrativity and the transference of the primary text onto the 

screen, which has brought about perceptions of ‘…tampering, …interference and 

…violation’. He states:  

Such dissatisfactions resonate with a complex set of misapprehensions about the 

workings of narrative in the two media, about the irreducible differences between 

the two, and from a failure to distinguish what can from what cannot be 

transferred’.  
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Using Barthes’ methodology on narrative function, McFarlane uses this structural 

approach and applies it to range of film adaptation case studies to assess the way the 

original text’s narrative has been transferred. He analyses first person narration, voice-

overs, and narration through the direct speech of the characters or narrative prose to 

assess the vantage point from which action of the narrative is realigned within adaptation.  

He does so to assess the type of adaptation that has been made, and to isolate the main 

markings of the original novel in order to reflect on what the adaptation achieves, rather 

than to engage in a fidelity criticism debate. Recognising the multiplicity of an 

adaptation’s response he states: 

The stress on fidelity to the original undervalues other aspects of the film’s 

intertextuality. By this, I mean those non-literary, non-novelistic influences at 

work on any film, whether or not it is based on a novel. To say that a film is based 

on a novel is to draw attention to one - and, for many people, a crucial - element 

of its intertextuality, but it can never be the only one. Conditions within the film 

industry and the prevailing cultural and social climate at the time of the film’s 

making (especially when the film version does not follow hot upon the novel’s 

publication) are two major determinants in shaping any film, adaptation or not. 

 

McFarlane’s work shows how the intertextual connections of an adaptation are as 

central to the formation of its meaning as the original text. As I will go on to argue, 

adaptations do not just reflect and ‘adapt’ in a simplistic way. Adaptations reposition the 

original novel so that it can be retold with new meanings relevant to new audiences and 

with the added factor of the wider film industry and the contexts of film trends. 

Intertextuality further breaks down cultural hierarchical distinctions between cinema and 

literature whilst undermining fidelity criticism that privileges the original text. McFarlane 

shows how all texts have intertextual links, and are informed by larger cultural, social, 

and economic discourse and context, which firmly embrace the materialist aspects of 

these texts. McFarlane’s structuralist approach centralises the original novel as part of a 

wider discussion of the intermedial dialogue of adaptations. This study will focus on a 
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range of contextual and filmic effects on adaptations to illustrate how they emerge from 

their own intertextual environment. 

Barthes’ work, originally published in French in 1957, (2009: 146) went on to 

inspire McFarlane’s study. Barthes states, ‘…a text is a multidimensional space in which 

a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash’, and ‘…the text feeds on and 

is fed into an infinitely permutating intertext, which is seen through ever shifting grids of 

interpretation’. Conceiving adaptation in this way demonstrates the added value of 

reinterpretations of original novels, and how adaptations often enrich, modify, and add 

new meanings for new audiences and purposes.  

As McFarlane’s approach underpins my own, his work will be a key text that I 

will reference throughout the case studies. McFarlane builds on the foundations of 

adaptation studies by moving away from a simplistic comparative discussion of the 

original novel and focusing on the new ways that adaptations engage with intermedial 

influences. This approach gives the adaptation room to be analysed in terms of what it 

says, what it does and the meanings it achieves, without being overshadowed by the 

original novel’s authorial voice. 

  McFarlane (1996: 25) pragmatically attempts to categorise and isolate the 

components of adaptations to understand the ‘…functions crucial to the narrative’. He 

continually states the importance of finding a more objective approach to analysing 

adaptations without referring back to the fidelity criticism debate, or reconsidering 

adaptations as merely films, which simplifies discussions of adaptations and removes the 

issue of the primary text altogether. McFarlane’s critique of impressionistic readings of 

adaptations is an issue which must be addressed. In my argument, textual analysis is 

employed to comment on particular intertextual instances where adaptation interacts with 

popular taste or national identity, where the auteur’s specific style is apparent, or a 



 14 

representation of ethnicity or gender is used which reveals aspects of the particular 

context and zeitgeist in which the adaptations were produced. These are the themes that 

will be expressed in the case studies.  

McFarlane continually refers back to the original novel to acknowledge an 

adaptation’s novelistic features. This study purposefully does not emulate this part of 

McFarlane’s model. Instead, it emphasises wider contextual effects to assess how 

adaptations function, the work they do and the way they engage with their audiences. 

This does not mean that what is offered is a subjective response to the case study, instead, 

this study clearly demonstrates what has been transferred from the original novel, which 

features lend themselves to this transference and the primary text’s main functions. This 

study will situate the adaptation within its specific contexts, whilst acknowledging other 

stimuli in the construction of these adaptations. This approach informs a textual analysis 

of the case studies which acknowledges some of the novelistic features of the adaptations, 

whilst illustrating and emphasising the importance of some of the other intermedial 

connections at play. Therefore, the emphasis in this study will be placed on adaptations’ 

interactions with their intermedial contexts to show the multiplicity of their responses. 

This thesis’ references to Dickens’ novels are presented in an illustrative way to show 

how adaptations reinvent the novels on screen. This is not done to question an 

adaptation’s faithfulness to the novel, but for clarity of argument. 

McFarlane’s (195) call for a ‘systematizing’ approach to adaptation does not have 

to be reduced to a purely cold analysis of key narrative features that could be compared 

and contrasted. This study looks to expose not just how narratives are translated from 

novel onto screen, but how they are bound by other influences that impact the adaptation.  

 McFarlane’s approach is case study-focused and systematically looks at particular 

comparative instances within adaptations.  By contrast, Leitch’s (2003) approach looks 
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broadly at adaptation theory as a subject. He attempts to clearly highlight the ways that 

particular subjects of enquiry within the field have evolved and to consider where the 

conversation currently stands. Leitch (2003: 149) explores particular tensions and myths 

relating to the novel/film debate. He discusses contemporary adaptation theory and how 

these texts are often used as a ‘spoonful of sugar’ to help a reader understand an original 

classical novel. Specifically, Leitch considers the use of adaptations as ‘heuristic 

intertexts’ to be reductive, and it is this use of adaptations as a more simplistic and 

popular tool for understanding the high art original novel which firmly cements 

adaptations in the realm of what he terms ‘unvoiced and fallacious bromides’.3 Leitch 

identifies that although there are many rich studies of film and television adaptations, 

there is still a great deal of work to be conducted on adaptation theory, including a more 

comprehensive discussion of adaptation as a media form separate from the literary novel. 

Leitch’s work calls for recognition of the ways that adaptations work, function, and 

engage audiences, to demonstrate their cultural value. This study will focus on the ways 

an adaptation’s response is bound by its own filmic and production contexts, genre, 

audience taste, identity, and the creative emphasis of the auteur. These thematic concerns 

reveal the ways that adaptations engage with their own specific intermedial effects to 

produce a response to the original novel and other adaptations, that are unique. 

Leitch also discusses how the literary novel and filmic adaptation take completely 

different forms governed by different modes of representation, both literary and visual, 

which affects the way that the narrative is translated onto screen. Leitch comments how 

an unfair prejudice still dominates this debate, which favours the literary text as a higher, 

more worthy art form. This coheres with my adopted approach, as adaptations often use 

popular registers to engage audiences. Adaptations sustain the afterlife of the original 

 
3 I will consider hierarchies of taste in more detail in the A Christmas Carol chapter. 
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novels, making them entertaining and relevant for new audiences. This study recognises 

that it is the popular appeal of adaptations which revitalises the original novel and 

promotes their consumption on screen. As will be explored, adaptations are often 

purposefully populist and kitsch, which is intrinsic to their success. 

The audiences’ imagination is pivotal to the pleasure gained from the adaptation, 

which for Leitch is central to an adaptation’s complexity and success. He also defends 

suggestions that the cinema as a visual media undermines the independence of audience 

thought. For Leitch, adaptation is stimulating and engaging precisely because it is visual. 

Leitch’s work has a similar approach to McFarlane’s, as it takes into consideration the 

specificity of the context of adaptations. He also attempts to position his own discussion 

within the context of filmic trends. This demonstrates how although intertextuality and 

adaptation studies are very separate disciplines, considering the wider intertextual context 

of these texts removes them from the authorial power of the original novel. 

For Leitch (2003: 164), adaptations are born out of particular historical and 

cultural moments, and are deeply affected by a network of previous adaptations and other 

cinematic influences within the genre. These series of connections are complex, and there 

is not a straightforward model from which to unpick them or to reduce them to a single 

precursor. Leitch asserts (166): 

An adaptation is assumed to be a window into a text on which it depends for its 

authority, and the business of viewers and analysis is to look through the window 

for signs of the original text. But texts themselves are assumed to be not windows 

but paintings that invite readers to look at or into them rather than through them.  

 

This approach emphasises the importance of an audience’s engagement with 

adaptation. Audience research is not a focus for this thesis, although it is acknowledged 

that adaptations are in tune with a targeted audience group’s demands and sentiments, 
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helping make classic literature appealing.4 Both the political economy of the construction 

of adaptations and the audience’s expectations and needs influence the process of 

production. To understand this in more detail, Collins’ work (2010: 2) argues that any 

discussion of contemporary literature must consider:  

superstores, blockbuster film adaptations and television book clubs… not just as 

symptoms of the current state of the culture industry but as the sites, delivery 

systems, and forms of connoisseurship that formed the fabric of a popular literary 

culture. 

 

For Collins, an adaptation of any form of novel is equally bound with its renegotiations 

on screen, on stage and in print. Much like the novels that served as an adaptation’s 

inspiration, adaptations need to be thought about in relation to the commercial processes 

at play. These cultural texts are deeply relevant to the time and place in which they were 

made, but in this respect they are also commercial objects able to generate profit.  

Murray’s (2012) discussion of the commodification of the novel centres on its 

spin-offs and the associated horizontal and vertical integration of products encapsulating 

the broader synergistic secondary meanings of the original novel. Collins by contrast, 

centres his work on the popularisation of literary culture for mass audiences. He analyses 

the transformation of the reading experience from what was traditionally an independent 

endeavour to what is now a social activity, aided by platforms such as e-books, book 

clubs, and online reviews, amongst others. This convergence of literary and film culture 

in many ways undermines notions of hierarchies of tastes, as cultural commodities are 

much easier to access and more readily available. Barriers to usage of these products are 

limited and consumer taste is less easy to stereotype and define.  

In many ways, Collins’ work offers a response to Bourdieu’s (1984) discussion of 

taste, which considers the rapidly changing landscape of literary culture and technological 

 
4 This is explored further in the A Christmas Carol case study and more broadly in the Bleak House and the 

Oliver Twist chapters. 



 18 

developments. Where Bourdieu’s work suggests that the cultural products we use reveal 

aspects of our identity, Collins’ work shows how the conglomeration of the novel has led 

to its popularising. Therefore, as adaptations constantly mutate, so too does the text’s 

distinction. Collins brings attention to the way that novels circulate, something which is 

bound by their relationship to culture and commerce and how they have been translated to 

other forms. Thinking about adaptations and their political economy contextualises the 

material culture of the revisioning of literary narratives and helps us to understand the 

intertexts of the adaptations and the aesthetic choices of film and television adaptations. 

Collins’ work will inform a discussion of the political economy of adaptations, and will 

later be applied to a discussion of the popularising of the novel through the musical genre.  

Murray (2012: 8) expresses a frustration with the somewhat stagnant line of 

questioning in adaptation studies which fails to understand these texts as a cultural 

practice. Her materialist ideas focus on the notion that adaptations are not created for 

academic scrutiny, but are primarily created to benefit the industrial and cultural interests 

of filmmakers. Thus, principally these texts should be considered as cultural 

commodities. Focusing on the geopolitical and industrial influences on the texts, she 

analyses the commercial factors which make certain literary narratives profitable 

commodities to be translated onto screen. Murray (2012: 8) focuses on the marketability 

of authors and their texts, and stresses the importance of the commercial production of the 

original novel and its adaptations. She states: 

A complex literary economy therefore governs the production and dissemination 

of books from their earliest phases. Moreover, adaptation for the screen is not 

merely an add-on or after-thought to this complex economy, but is factored in and 

avidly pursued from the earliest phases of book production.  

 

Murray suggests a naivety in current debates in adaptation studies which fail to 

recognise the financial interests of adaptations, arguing instead that the focus needs to be 

redirected to consider how these texts are material phenomena. Using the examples of 
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novels that are scheduled for adaptation before they are published, her work demonstrates 

the ways that literary culture is linked synergistically to film and TV production in the 

form of classic adaptations. She emphasises the filmic and commercial context of 

adaptation as actively negotiating their production. Adaptations must be considered as a 

cultural form, which must be understood in relation to their own specific modes of 

production. This study acknowledges the value of a textual methodological approach to 

specific case studies of adaptations, which is linked to a contextual understanding of 

adaptations and a focus on the myriad of influences that help shape their production.  

Focusing on the issue of theorising adaptations or rethinking these texts aside 

from the fidelity debate, Elliott (2017: 682) comments: 

Traditional theorization seeks to define, taxonomize and devise principles to account for 

its subject matter in all times and all places; adaptations inherently resist such theorization 

because they cross every border and line seeking to define and categorize them. They are 

never fixed: even after their production, they continue to assume new identities in new 

contexts of consumption and re-adaptation. 

 

Elliott challenges what she terms the ‘myth of fidelity’. Scholars as far back as 

1910 have been challenging the notion of absolute fidelity, showing how the fidelity issue 

is essentially built on a self-perpetuating lie. Elliott terms the fidelity myth ‘the straw 

man’ and discusses the compulsion within the field to force adaptations to be ‘faithful to 

theories’. What Elliott means by this is that theoretical models of analysing adaptations 

often start with a denunciation of fidelity, to then offer a new one-size-fits-all way of 

considering these texts. It is this dysfunction between adaptation and theorisation that 

often constrains the analysis of these texts. By their very nature, adaptations are hybrid 

texts that undermine and flout theoretical rules and limitations. She states (2017: 284): 

Instead of seeking to understand adaptations on their own terms, we apply theories 

devised for other subjects in other fields and disciplines to adaptations and then 

wonder why we have so much trouble theorizing them… None was tailor-made 

for adaptations. Adaptations are not reducible to any of these theories, nor will 

applying every possible available theory to adaptations produce a theory of 

adaptation. 
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In many ways Elliott’s comments serve as a warning when attempting to 

challenge and progress debates regarding how adaptations should be conceived. This 

thesis acknowledges that there is a whole spectrum of intertextual influences on 

adaptations. Rather than seeing adaptations as singular, we should instead conceive them 

as an active process that is expressed through an adaptive legacy. I assert that when 

commenting on intertextual influences on an adaptation it must not be too rigidly 

restricted in allowing certain influences and contextual effects to be questioned. This is 

why the focus has been placed on the multiplicity of an adaptation’s response to its 

contextual effects, rather than a structuralist reflection on the original novel and its 

transference. Where Elliott focuses on how adaptations have been theorised, Culler 

discusses the range of influences on a text’s construction. 

Culler (1976) attempts to define intertextuality as:  

…the relationship between a text and the languages or discursive practises of a 

culture and its relationship to those particular texts which, for the text in question, 

articulate that culture and its possibilities.  

 

For Culler (1976), intertextuality offers an insight into the points of contact 

between different texts and discursive practises. More specifically, how they transform, 

parody, and re-vision the various meanings and representations from other texts. With 

this in mind, intertextuality in its most basic form shows how texts communicate with one 

another. Where Kristeva’s work links the zeitgeist of the time to a new text’s meaning, 

Culler takes into account the various grey areas between a text’s various pre-texts and a 

whole host of presuppositions of a text, showing the complex nature of the intertextual 

dialogue between these texts. This study also emphasises the multiple landscape of an 

adaptation’s intertextual and intermedial environment which affects its construction. 

Kristeva (1980) and Bakhtin (1981) connect a text’s meaning to the social context 

of language. Individually, they propose ideas which centre on the various ways that texts 
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absorb meaning from other texts and transform and interpret these meanings to express 

them with specific nuances. This approach does not offer a one-size-fits-all method of 

analysing adaptations, which has led to criticisms, particularly from Barthes (1971) and 

Allen (2000).  Kristeva’s work, originally published in 1966, suggests that the zeitgeist 

and modes of production of when a text was constructed can be clearly charted in relation 

to meanings produced. I recognise how this is a complex process, fraught with tensions 

and intersectionalities. Kristeva’s and Bakhtin’s work has heavily influenced this study’s 

approach to analysing adaptations of Dickens’ novels. By recognising the different ways 

in which an adaptation has been affected by influences that shape and mould its meaning, 

it reveals how this media is not a simple derivative of the original novel, but is a separate 

entity that becomes part of an adaptive legacy of the novel. 

Kristeva’s work considers intertextuality and how meanings are formulated 

through the interaction of ‘codes’ transferred from other texts. It is the complex 

relationships between texts that are continually being negotiated, forming part of a 

discourse. Using the example of literature, Kristeva (1980: 87) argues that: 

New semiotic models turn to the social text, to those social practises of which 

“literature” is the only unvalorized variant, in order to conceive of them as so 

many ongoing transformations and/or productions.  

 

For Kristeva, texts cannot be removed from the larger cultural textuality in which 

they were formed. Thus, all texts are expressions of, and encoded with, cultural modes of 

production. Therefore, all texts serve as a site of complex meaning production. Kristeva 

explores how all texts are deeply rooted in, and encoded as, ‘ideologeme’ of their own 

mode of production which can be analysed to understand particular points in history. 

For Kristeva (1980: 65), meaning within texts exists at:  

…an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning), as a 

dialogue among several writings: that of the writer, the addressee (or the 

character), and the contemporary or earlier cultural context.  
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Thus, texts must be considered as multidimensional spaces where a number of 

influences meet. Kristeva’s work notes the interdependence of texts and how they draw 

from each other. 

All texts, for Kristeva (1980), contain:  

…horizontal (subject-addressee) and vertical dimensions (text-context) of 

meaning, and all texts are constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the 

absorption and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality replaces 

that of intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as at least double. 

 

Intertextuality acknowledges the links between texts and how they emerge from one 

another. They have the power to consciously exploit as well as unconsciously reflect 

other texts. This process is not linear, and this borrowing often manifests in parody, 

quotation, pastiche, and imitation. 

The case studies of this thesis show some of the tensions and negotiations that 

adaptations engage in to add to the existing adaptive conversation surrounding Dickens’ 

novels. Firstly, this thesis will explore intertextuality to show how there are a range of 

textual and cultural effects on adaptations which help to regenerate them. It will be 

demonstrated that adaptations continually challenge, reuse, parody, undermine, and 

reorientate their intertextual inspirations. The multiplicity of the intertextual effects on 

adaptations must be recognised, whilst noting that adaptations are part of a chain of 

communication. Adaptations must be viewed as a process that engages with the original 

novel, but is ever shifting and reinventing itself, rather than a complete singular text.  

 As asserted, this study moves away from Dickens and his novels to focus on the 

wider influences that affect the adaptive process. More broadly, studies of adaptations of 

Dickens’ work often use varying approaches. Crabbe (1977) and McFarlane (1996) 

centralise the original texts in their assessments of adaptation. Baumgarten (2003) uses 

textual analysis to demonstrate how Scrooged (1988) and Groundhog Day (1993) are 

powerful revisualisations on their own, and do not exist as derivatives of A Christmas 
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Carol (1843), but as stand-alone texts with their own artistic worth. Many theorists, such 

as Leitch (2003: 3), position adaptation as a disruptive media which is not made to simply 

copy. Leitch conceives Dickens’ film as actively able to reshape Dickens’ fiction, as 

many people come into contact with Victorian novels through the screen. It is this 

secondary contact with the novels through cinema that has the potential to generate 

interest in the books. The approach in this study is to turn the attention to how adaptations 

of Dickens’ novels function, what they do, and how they engage audiences. To 

understand this fully, an appreciation of previous adaptations, genre, the specific style and 

agenda of the auteur, and context needs to be considered to generate an awareness of how 

this all works together in an adaptation. Adaptation theory which specifically looks at 

adaptations based on Dickens’ novels will be referred to in each of the case studies and 

synthesised with my own discussion of particular themes. 

To understand how this will be explored further, let us now consider the structure 

of this thesis and how the case studies and their individual themes will be organised. A 

textual analysis of adaptations of Dickens’ work will be discussed in relation to a range of 

theories, primarily adaptation theory and intermediality. This research will then be used 

as part of a broader dialogue to consider how adaptation theory has evolved past the 

fidelity criticism debate to focus on the intertextual conversation that adaptations so 

frequently engage in.  

The second chapter of this thesis and first case study will analyse the 

representations of gender and ethnicity in David Lean’s (1948), Carol Reed’s (1968) and 

Coky Giedroyc’s (2007) adaptations of Oliver Twist. This chapter will draw more on the 

work of cultural studies than other case studies in this thesis. I will use this theoretical 

research on ethnicity and gender to unpack the significance of the portrayals within the 

aforementioned adaptations. I will mainly focus on three characters, Nancy, Sikes, and 



 24 

Fagin within the three adaptations, exploring the various ways that masculine and 

feminine identities are constructed and how ethnicity is negotiated.  

Lean’s adaptation uses a gothic aesthetic with expressionist stylisations to 

represent a Fagin who is villainous and imbued with negative characteristics which makes 

him seem Other. Reed’s representation of Fagin is much more light-hearted and comedic 

which is aided by the film’s musical numbers. Concepts of gender identity will be 

explored in relation to the vicious murder of Nancy in Lean’s adaptation, together with 

the politics of gender roles which are alluded to in Nancy’s musical numbers in Reed’s 

adaptation. This chapter will explore specific issues in adaptation and how these texts 

often attempt to add something new to each revisioning of the narrative’s plot on screen. 

This chapter will explore how the specific context of production, genre trends, and 

commercial requirements affect an adaptation’s representation of the original novel. 

Giedroyc’s production of Dickens’ narrative features a Nancy who, I argue, is much more 

maternal and protective, whilst Sikes is portrayed as having mental health issues. Rather 

than representing Sikes as an abusive, controlling one-dimensional villain as Lean does, 

for example, and in Dickens’ original novel, Giedroyc’s interpretation makes the 

character seem more vulnerable and unstable. This representation of Sikes reflects newer 

ideas about psychology, social contexts of crime, and a more sympathetic understanding 

of mental health. The theme of ethnicity and gender is used in this case study due to the 

contentious issue of Fagin’s Jewish ethnicity. The case studies will reflect on how this 

was negotiated and its effects. Furthermore, Nancy’s femininity alters in each of the 

adaptations and is given varying emphases. This will be linked to a discussion of film and 

social context to explore female identity and autonomy. 

The third chapter and second case study will consider theoretical concepts of taste 

in order to question the popular appeal of Hurst’s (1951) and Henson’s (1992) adaptations 
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of A Christmas Carol. This chapter is concerned with the rearticulation of Dickens’ 

novella for new audiences, and this section will highlight the various ways that it has 

been re-visioned on screen. The intention is not to explore audience reception, but to use 

the case study to focus on the particular tensions in adaptations that arise from producing 

this novella for different audiences. Thus, this study will explore how adaptations are 

produced with different audiences in mind. This theme was used in this case study to 

articulate how an adaptation’s register engages audiences. As will be discussed, Hurst 

teases out the darker elements of Dickens’ novella using a film noir aesthetic, namely 

through the use of shadow, lighting, and foreboding music to create tension. Additionally, 

this adaptation’s narrative places a stronger emphasis on the psychological mindset of 

Scrooge and attempts to chart his development into a cold and harsh individual. In 

Henson’s adaptation, the musical is used to create a family-friendly retelling using 

characters from the children’s series The Muppets. The use of the musical genre, special 

effects, and The Muppets characters collectively revitalise Dickens’ novella creating a 

new energy in Henson’s retelling. 

The fourth chapter and third case study will examine formations of national 

identity with particular reference to BBC TV series adaptations of Bleak House by 

screenwriters Hopcraft (1985) and Davies (2005). Notions of Englishness will be 

considered in order to question how adaptation voices changes in expressions of national 

identity. The diverse representations in the two case studies will clearly show how 

adaptation is a discourse that interacts with the moods and feeling of the time it was 

produced. The dominant values and changes in nuance of representation in the 

adaptations will be explored in relation to the specific context in which the adaptations 

were produced. Notions of the Other, and issues of genre, theme, agenda, and popular 

culture versus classical style will be discussed to show how Englishness is negotiated, 
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branded, marketed, and explored through adaptation. Moreover, the way in which the 

adaptations represent Englishness to international audiences will be investigated.  

The fifth chapter and fourth case study will consider the changing contexts and the 

role of the auteur in Lean’s (1946) and Cuarón’s (1998) adaptations of Great 

Expectations. Placing the director’s individual creative treatment of the narrative at its 

core, this chapter will consider Lean’s canon of work and his specific directorial style and 

Cuarón’s free adaptation, which modernises and updates Dickens’ novel for new 

audiences and tastes. This chapter will situate a reading of Lean’s and Cuarón’s 

filmographies to determine whether there are noticeable markers which help suggest a 

personal style. Lean is a well-renowned filmmaker and his work is distinct. Additionally, 

many of Cuarón’s films share many distinguishable features which are also used in his 

adaptation of Great Expectations. 

In the concluding chapter, the way in which textual analysis has been used to 

investigate the case studies and the subsequent findings will be summarised, together with 

the theoretical considerations that have been drawn upon in this study. Throughout the 

case study chapters, qualitative textual analysis will be employed to explore some of the 

ways that television and film adaptations go beyond merely recycling the original novel. 

The case studies offer insights into various tensions in adaptation studies and show how 

adaptations have the potential to offer a multi-layered, intertextual response that enables a 

space for the original novels to be engaged with. In the concluding chapter of this study, I 

will clearly demonstrate how this thesis provides an insight into the field of adaptation 

theory. Furthermore, this chapter will clearly highlight the cultural importance of 

adaptations and the ways they can rearticulate historical narratives. I will also suggest the 

ways in which this study could be researched further. 
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 In conclusion, this thesis recognises that adaptation theory and intertextuality are 

two very separate theoretical conceptualisations that help in understanding texts. Kristeva 

(1980) and (1986), Bakhtin (1981), and Culler (1976) offer a view of adaptation which 

prioritises a reading of its own contextual environment. Their work allows for a better 

understanding of how there is a whole spectrum of influences and effects placed on the 

construction of an adaptation. Secondly, adaptations are communicative texts responding 

to, and born out of, previous adaptations’ responses. With this in mind, this thesis will 

aim to show how adaptations should be viewed as part of an adaptive process and not as a 

singular text.  

The work of Bluestone (1957), McFarlane (1996), and Leitch (2003) have been 

reviewed as their theories acknowledge that the context within which adaptations are 

constructed has a strong bearing on the way they are formulated. It is with this in mind 

that intertextual connections can be made and the looming shadow of the original novel 

seems less domineering over the adaptation. Similarly, Elliott’s (2017) efforts to dispel 

myths within adaptation studies not only allow scholarly attention to focus on the 

important work adaptations engage in more generally, but it also means that specific case 

study analyses are no longer relegated to a comparative discussion. This study will look 

to progress the important work of these theorists by encompassing a more intertextual 

approach to a view of adaptation. Specific themes within adaptations of Dickens’ novels 

will be investigated to demonstrate how this might be achieved. By discussing national 

identity, representations of ethnicity and gender, the influence of the auteur, and the 

reconceptualisation of adaptations for new audiences, this thesis will attempt to show a 

more interlinked theoretical consideration which acknowledges the intertextual influences 

of these texts, demonstrates the way adaptation studies have evolved, and can show 

specific instances where these tensions come into play within the text. 
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 The discussion will now move on to the first case study analysis of David Lean’s 

(1948), Carol Reed’s (1968), and Coky Giedroyc’s (2007) adaptations of Oliver Twist. 

Here, the theoretical research on ethnicity and gender will be focused upon in order to 

unpack the significance of these portrayals within the aforementioned adaptations, whilst 

applying the adaptation studies research reviewed within this chapter. 
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Case study 1: 

Chapter 2: Oliver Twist: character representations of ethnicity and 
gender. 

 
 

David Lean’s (1948), Carol Reed’s (1968) and Coky Giedroyc’s (2007) 

adaptations raise questions regarding representations of ethnicity by toning down or 

amplifying a character’s cultural background. These adaptations explore different 

representations in a way that indicates the work of adaptation, not as a reproduction, but 

as part of a broader engagement with the original novel, predecessor adaptations and 

other films within the same genre, and the new contexts of their own time of production. 

The adaptations depict masculine and feminine identity, with specificity. These 

representations of identity can be analysed to reveal how adaptations are responsive texts 

which engage with their own filmic and social context, as well as with each other.  

This chapter will seek to consider how Lean’s, Reed’s and Giedroyc’s 

adaptations’ reuse of Dickens’ novel Oliver Twist, construct representations of ethnicity 

and gender within various social, political, and filmic contexts. The adaptations take 

varying approaches to their portrayals of the original novel, whilst catering to an 

imagined audience’s demands and sentiments. The looming Dickensian shadow that faces 

auteurs when adapting a Dickens text, often encourages them to creatively interact with 

the period in which the adaptions are produced, offering new interpretations of the 

original novels. The way in which an adaptation engages with its context aids the creative 

rewriting of the original novel onto screen.  

A theoretical discussion of representation will illuminate the ways that adaptations 

add their own meanings to their revisioning of the original novel. Hall (1997: 17) 

discusses cultural representations and the various ways that they are signified. He argues 

that meaning is not a fixed construct: 
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Representation is the production of the meaning of the concepts in our minds 

through language. It is the link between concepts and language which enables us 

to refer to either the ‘real’ world of objects, people or events, or indeed to 

imaginary worlds of fictional objects, people and events.  

 

Thus, Hall suggests that representation is a fluid term that centres on the various 

ways that concepts, objects, and language are portrayed, depicted, and presented. Hall 

focuses on the hegemonic power and potential of texts and how they often maintain a 

system of power relations which favour dominant groups. Taylor and Willis (1999: 86) 

discuss central issues in debates around areas of representation and stereotyping. 

Stereotyping can be defined as a widely-held, fixed view of a person or concept. It is 

often limiting, formulaic and removes all individuality. Stereotypes often attempt to 

categorise, label, and typecast which is frequently problematic. Ramírez-Berg (2002: 1) is 

also critical of the concept of stereotyping and draws on previous studies to suggest that 

‘…stereotypes are simplified generalizations that assume out-group homogeneity’. He 

also argues that stereotypes work on a general level and it is difficult to use them in an 

unprejudiced and unbiased way. Equally, he notes that stereotypes are both 

‘…uncontextualised and ahistorical’, showing how elements of stereotypes are often 

completely removed from the ‘…group’s social, political and economic group history’. 

He uses an example of Mexican banditos and their film representations, which often 

position them as Other and slightly ‘ridiculous’.5 He then discusses how these ‘banditos’ 

could possibly have been rebel soldiers fighting in Mexico’s Revolutionary War, to 

undermine believed assumptions attached to stereotyping. 

Through a case study of adaptations of Oliver Twist, this chapter will consider the 

various ways that these adaptations represent characters’ ethnicity and gender. This study 

moves through and round Dickens’ adaptations, seeking to situate them within their own 

 
5 This thesis will capitalise the concept of the Other to denote how this is used as a pronoun. 
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filmic culture and as part of a wider historical context. Adaptations simultaneously 

acknowledge the original novel’s representation whilst responding to other adaptations’ 

portrayals of the characters.  

Crenshaw (1991) draws attention to the intersection between various points of 

power, representations, and categorisations of identity. She examines the cross-section 

between various considerations of identity, which reveals points of separateness and 

togetherness. Although the term intersectionality implies that two distinctly separate 

categories meet, in fact, this concept can be considered in a much more fluid way. A 

transversal dialogue can take place allowing these entities to be both united and distinct. 

This discussion will inform an analysis of Giedroyc’s portrayal of Nancy who is played 

by a female mixed-race actor. This chapter will comment on the significance of the 

representation of her ethnicity and gender separately. However, it must be acknowledged 

that the intersectional distinctions that her specific characterisation is constructed out of 

are multifaceted.  

Butler (1999: 6) articulates intersectional issues of identity by stating: 

[I]f one ‘is’ a woman, that is surely not all one is … gender intersects with racial, 

class, ethnic, sexual, and regional modalities of discursively constituted identities. 

As a result, it becomes impossible to separate out ‘gender’ from the political and 

cultural intersections in which it is invariably produced and maintained. 

 

This raises a fundamental issue when analysing specific aspects of identity, as it is 

difficult to categorise and consider identity in terms of neat and concise units, and it is 

difficult to attribute representational effect to particular aspects of identity. 

Taylor and Willis (1999) argue that categorising individuals into groups based, for 

example, on their ethnicity, gender, and background, can be very problematic, and does 

not account for the multifaceted aspects of peoples’ identities. They also argue that areas 

of representation are ideological and reveal power struggles within certain historical 

moments. Stereotypes and representations of identity are not exclusive, thus many people 
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within society will find themselves subject to being categorised in this way. The portrayal 

of gender and ethnicity on screen can have adverse effects if certain representations are 

limiting. Taylor’s and Willis’ discussion of the power of stereotyping will, in particular, 

inform this thesis’ analysis of Fagin in Lean’s, Reed’s and Giedroyc’s adaptations and the 

ways in which his Jewishness is revealed. This will enable a discussion of a production’s 

agendas, social context, and dominant ideologies, and will work towards demonstrating 

how adaptations are an interactive medium. 

Strinati (2004: 164) centres his discussion on the ways that popular culture and the 

mass media ‘…have dealt with women and representation in an unfair, unjust, and 

exploitative manner within the wider context of gender inequality and oppression’.6 He 

raises some of the issues with ‘…popular cultural representations which marginalize or 

stereotype women’ whilst highlighting developments in feminist studies. Strinati suggests 

that the media have ‘symbolically annihilated’ women through the positioning of 

women’s value in terms of their sexual attractiveness and role within the home. Strinati 

(2004: 164) also discusses the media’s role in reflecting and reaffirming prescribed 

gender roles. He argues that limiting representations of women often centre on women as 

mother, wife, or sex object. He also questions the effect this has on society and argues 

that these traditional gender roles are positioned as natural. He states (2004: 165) ‘…this 

overall process has meant that women and men have been represented by the mass media 

in conformity with cultural stereotypes which serve to reproduce traditional sex roles’. 

Additionally, Strinati (2004: 166) discusses different types of feminism. He 

discusses liberal feminism, and argues that it deals with the various ways that gender 

roles are reinforced by the media. Radical feminism views patriarchal power as the 

 
6 It is also important to acknowledge the issue of media diversity, as various media forms all represent in a 

variety of ways. Therefore, I do not suggest that all of the media represents in simplistic, neat and 

categorised ways. 
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dominating force over women. Socialist feminism places an emphasis on ‘class and racial 

exploitation’.  

Strinati also highlights suggestions that the mass media are responsible for 

distortions of representation. The media represent women in limited ways and often fails 

to represent the diversity of women’s experiences. This will be discussed further in 

relation to the character of Nancy in the adaptations. In Lean’s adaptation, the violent 

scene where Nancy is murdered focuses on her physicality and how she is a victim of 

male aggression, whilst, in Reed’s adaptation the domestic abuse she suffers is referred to 

in her musical numbers. In contrast, Giedroyc’s adaptation enhances the maternal 

qualities of her characterisation. These films’ differing portrayals of Nancy’s femininity 

show how cinema can be a platform to articulate shifting gender roles and identities. 

Stereotypes can often reinforce negative ideas about gender. Cimpian, Leslie and 

Bian (2017: 1) conducted a study on gender stereotypes in 2017 and their contribution to 

an effect on schoolchildren. They discuss notions of ‘intellectual brilliance’, ability and 

preconceived notions of gender. The results found that girls aged over six were less likely 

than boys to select their own gender as ‘really, really smart’. This potentially reveals how 

cultural, social and media assertions may reinforce the subordination of women.  

The media’s representation of gender relations is constantly in flux and changing. 

This will be represented in the analysis of the adaptations from different contexts. 

Turning to a discussion of masculine identity, pivotal texts such as Susan Fauldi’s (1999) 

Stiffed: The Betrayal of the Modern Man and Anthony Clare’s (2000) On Men: 

Masculinity in Crisis discuss the supposed crisis in male identity and further reflect on the 

male’s less important role as the provider.  

Gardiner (2006: 32) discusses the media and popular culture and how it has 

evolved. She comments how masculine identity is experiencing a ‘crisis’ due to cultural 
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commentary and social factors. She states that there is a ‘…popular acknowledgment and 

open representational display of masculinity as a domain seemingly beside itself: that is, 

internally contested, historically discontinuous and popularly a mess.’ Gardiner attempts 

to unpack notions of gender identifications, and asserts that considering female and 

masculine identity in strictly categorised ways has ‘…productively disassembled the 

normative cultural discourse’. The character of Sikes will be reflected on in relation to his 

masculinity. Lean’s Sikes reflects masculine identity in a post-war era, where many men 

struggled to reintegrate back into civilian society.  

The film noir aesthetic of Lean’s film enhances the menacing nature of Sikes’ 

characterisation and he remains volatile and intimidating. In Giedroyc’s adaptation, Sikes 

is portrayed as having mental health issues. Traditional markers of male identity are 

challenged here, as a more fragile Sikes is portrayed. Harway and Josselson (2012: 12) 

argue that media representations continually associate hegemonic masculinity with 

‘strength, ambition, restricted emotion, [and] aggression’. These ‘cultural ideals… 

maintain patriarchy’ through their social positioning of male dominance. Much like 

Dickens’ novel and earlier adaptations’ portrayals of the character, Sikes remains a 

dominating and aggressive force. However, his psychotic episodes and hallucinations 

highlight his isolation and vulnerability. The changes from adaptation to adaptation 

reflect the fact that gender identity is not a fixed construct and is ever shifting and in 

motion. 

Gauntlett (2008: 6) offers statistical data demonstrating some of the ways that 

male and female identifications, and roles within the home, have evolved. Gauntlett 

quotes The UK’s National Centre for Social Research in 2000 which conducted a study 

that attempted to reveal social attitudes to male and female relationships. Although this 

study took place twenty years ago, it demonstrates how, even then, traditional gender 
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roles were not as socially prescribed or relevant as before. Gauntlett refers to this study to 

highlight changes in social attitudes towards gender; the research findings state that ‘one 

in six women’ and ‘one in five men (older men)’ think that women should stay at home 

and men go out to work. Gauntlett’s study and the statistical data he draws on are 

informative when discussing male identity. Traditional gender roles are becoming less 

common due to changes in the workplace and familial relationships. Gauntlett’s work 

highlights the changing nature of gender identity, which will be synthesised through a 

discussion of adaptations’ portrayals of the characters from Oliver Twist. 

For Jackson II and Moshin (2012: 3) any discussion of male identity politics must 

acknowledge intersectional determinants. Emphasising the intricacies of identity, they 

argue that gender does not conform to neat and static categories, and is instead 

‘multichotomous’. They suggest that racial and ethnic determinants can often diminish 

any gender privilege. This is further complicated by media representations and discourse 

around gender identity, which are often simplistic. Jackson’s and Moshin’s (2012: 13) 

awareness of the fluidity of intersectional gender identity shows how marginalised groups 

are often overlooked. They state ‘[c]ontemporary meta discourses about power, privilege, 

difference, and equality are far more positive than the discourses- and the lived 

experiences that they manifest…’. This reveals how socially- constructed markers of 

identity and their structures affect people and have real consequences. Identity is not 

straightforward and its boundaries are penetrable as ‘[t]here are huge gaps between 

ascribed (the way society sees you) and avowed (the way you see yourself) identities for 

men and their masculinity… [which] make privilege unrecognizable’.  

Gender privilege is not infallible and does not shield marginalised groups from 

discrimination. This will be discussed in further detail in relation to the character of Fagin 

in the adaptations. Fagin is explicitly Othered in Lean’s Oliver Twist, as his ethnic 
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background and class position promote his social oppression. His masculinity is 

challenged through his vaudeville slapstick dance movements in Reed’s adaptation. This 

chapter argues that Fagin’s male privilege is diminished and he is positioned as an exotic 

Other. The liminality of his identity lies in his criminality and ethnicity.  

The media also helps to reinforce ideological positions on racial identity. Dyer 

(1997) considers films’ involvement with appropriating dominant ideologies of race and 

discusses ‘…unthinking centrism’ in cinema. For Dyer, when whiteness within film is not 

referred to, it positions it as a default dominant category that is exclusive. Thus, the 

representations that the media produce and exclude help to establish and reinforce 

ideological positions of race and gender. Adaptations and their nuance of expression are a 

good way of analysing and documenting these changes, which needs to be informed by 

the production context and media forms. As the following case studies will go on to 

demonstrate, cultural contexts inform an adaptation’s representations and in turn the 

rethinking of these representations in subsequent productions. Depicting ethnicity and 

gender on screen often needs to be done with sensitivity as attitudes change depending on 

the historical moment in which cultural texts are produced. This has the potential to be 

problematic as the translation process can be fraught with tension due to differing 

audiences’ viewpoints and tastes. Shortly, this will be explored through an analysis of 

Fagin in Lean’s adaptation, which used explicit markers of his Jewishness to represent his 

ethnicity. 

The representation of ethnicity is also explored in Benshoff’s and Griffin’s (2009) 

text which examines American film and representations of race. They chart central 

debates in the various ways that ‘whiteness’ has been constructed in films.  They also 

draw attention to historical and social changes which were responsible for altering 
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attitudes towards race and ethnicity. Benshoff’s and Griffin’s work attempts to reveal 

inconsistencies to deconstruct how notions of race are fluid.  

Through a textual analysis of the three adaptations by Lean, Reed and Giedroyc, 

this chapter will show the various ways that characters’ ethnicity and gender have been 

negotiated. It will be argued that Lean’s adaptation uses a dark gothic aesthetic which has 

effects on its representations of ethnicity and gender. The character of Fagin in Lean’s 

adaptation will be analysed with reference to the make-up and costume choices that give 

Alec Guinness’ portrayal specific expression akin to Cruikshank’s original depictions of 

the character. Lean’s Fagin is much more visibly and stereotypically Jewish than we will 

later see in Reed’s and Giedroyc’s adaptations. This is more in line with Dickens’ own 

depiction of the character. Additionally, Fagin’s Jewish identity and the negative 

connotations that this villain is imbued with, will be explored in relation to theoretical 

discussions of stereotyping. Furthermore, Dickens’ and Lean’s controversial anti-Semitic 

connotations in their representations of Fagin will be noted in relation to the critical 

reception of both the original novel and the adaptation. As will be discussed later, Fagin’s 

physical appearance could be deemed offensive in both Lean’s and Dickens’ 

representations. Also, a textual analysis of the murder scene of Nancy, the dark mood, 

tone, and stylisation will be explored. Sikes becomes an emotionally stunted 

Frankenstein’s monster figure in the adaptation, and serves as a threatening emblem of 

the dark underside of modernity. This will then be synthesised with a discussion of the 

post-war context of the adaptation’s production. Sikes as a domineering male will be 

questioned in relation to further discussions of gender. Additionally, Lean’s use of 

pathetic fallacy to further invoke a gothic aesthetic, will be discussed in relation to the 

idea of London as the dark and sinister metropolis, which further acts as a backdrop to the 

characterisation of Sikes. The character of Oliver Twist will be omitted from this analysis 
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of Lean’s adaptation, as the characters Fagin and Sikes allow more critical discussion 

within this chapter’s themes of ethnicity and gender. Nancy will be discussed in relation 

to the 1940s context and gender politics.  

Lean’s adaptation of Oliver Twist was the second of Dickens’ novels that the 

director chose to represent on screen. Similar to his production of Great Expectations, the 

adaptation features the director’s auteur style that favours a gothic aesthetic and 

expressionist stylisations.7 There are clear anti-Semitic connotations in Fagin’s 

performance and costume (Figure 1). Lean’s Fagin has stereotypical Jewish physiognomy 

such as a large nose which was created using prosthetics. It is clear to see how Fagin, as 

played by Alec Guinness, looks similar to George Cruikshank’s illustrations of the 

character in the original novel. 

The adaptation was produced only a few years after the end of World War II and 

the Holocaust which saw the mass persecution and murder of millions of Jews throughout 

Europe. The New York Times (1949) reported, at a screening of the film in Berlin in 

March 1949, that there was a riot due to public outrage at the film’s anti-Semitic 

connotations. Lean attempted to faithfully recapture Cruikshank’s original images of 

Fagin in the costume design of the character, despite its deeply offensive and 

stereotypical markers. The make-up artist for the adaptation attempted to tone down 

Fagin’s appearance, but early screen test attendees commented that he ‘looked like Jesus 

Christ’ (Drazin, 2013: 1). Hence, Lean further referred back to the original illustrations 

using this prosthetic nose and harsh make-up. In Dickens’ novel, when the reader is first 

introduced to the character his ethnicity is made clear: 

…with a toasting-fork in his hand, was a very old shrivelled Jew, whose 

villainous-looking and repulsive face was obscured by a quantity of matted red 

hair. He was dressed in a greasy flannel gown, with his throat bare, and seemed to 

 
7 I discuss Lean’s auteur style in detail in the Great Expectations chapter of this study. 
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be dividing his attention between the frying-pan and a clothes horse, over which a 

great number of silk handkerchiefs were hanging (Dickens: 2002: 64).  

 

Dickens’ tendency towards using physical descriptions of characters is a signature 

motif in his novels. Lean also accentuates characterisation through his visual portrayals. 

Fagin’s matted hair denotes a slovenly appearance, coupled with the grease on his 

dressing gown, it implies that he is unhygienic and uncivilised. He is wearing intimate 

nightwear in front of a group of young boys who are drinking, smoking and whom he is 

encouraging to commit crime. This sets him up as a deviant and inappropriate character, 

who is breaking social rules of civility in a whole host of ways. His bare throat is ironic, 

as he is later hanged for his crimes, but the open area of skin suggests that he is exposed 

and has further connotations of inappropriateness. Fagin’s eyes seemingly move between 

the sausages, which he is cooking to feed the gang of young thieves, and the wares which 

they have stolen earlier. This shows an obsession with material objects that is fuelled by 

his insatiable greed. He feeds the boys to keep them profiteering on his behalf. The boys 

stay as they have nowhere else to go. It is clear that Dickens’ description of the character 

draws on established negative historical stereotypes of Jewish people as greedy and 

untrustworthy.  
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(Figure 1). 

Felsenstein (1995) writes extensively on historically established stereotypes of 

Jewish culture. He discusses the stereotype of Jewish people having red hair as a marker 

of interbreeding. Red hair is a regressive gene and he argues that the image of the red-

haired Jew alludes to a very closed insular community. This stereotype suggests that Jews 

do not want to integrate or co-exist with non-Jews which legitimates the racial Othering. 

This, coupled with the filth, smoke and sweat of the thieves’ den makes clear that Fagin is 

a villain. Fagin’s rat-like movements when he skulks between the food used as a 

commodity to lure the boys, as well as the material possessions they have acquired for 

him, are reminiscent of the Nazi propaganda used much later in Der Ewige Jude (1940). 

Through the lens of today we can see how this ethnic stereotyping and typecasting of 

Fagin as a villain is problematic.  

It is not the purpose of this thesis to moralise but rather to show how far, during 

particular contextual moments, Fagin’s ethnicity was featured in the adaptations, and how 

that affected representations of the character. Evidently we cannot logically accuse 

Dickens of Nazi sentiments; however, Lean’s adaptation was produced during a time 

when these stereotypical markers of Jewish identity, also used by the Nazi party, were 

recognisable and persistent. The moral issue of this ethnic representation used by Lean, 

reveals a tension in how adaptations are constructed in regard to the original novel. These 

artistic choices are informed by these political contexts whilst acting as a vehicle for 

political and historical attitudes of the time. Thus, this representation of ethnicity both 

reflects the ideological environment and also actively helps to construct it. Lean never 

publicly commented on the portrayal of Fagin in the film other than his intention to be 

faithful to Dickens’ novel. It is undeniable that Alec Guinness’ costume looks incredibly 

similar to Cruikshank’s original illustrations and Dickens’ direct descriptions of how 
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Fagin physically looked. Lean’s concern with fidelity can also be seen in Great 

Expectations and the opening shots of a stylised book, which the camera zooms in 

towards. This makes it clear that the film’s narrative is derived from a novel. It is clearly 

Lean’s agenda to authentically capture Dickens’ novel and to revisualise it on screen, 

even though Dickens’ 1830s Fagin is offensive to viewers. The issue of a racially 

problematic Fagin shows how wider contexts of representation encode the retuning of 

these new depictions and can influence how audiences go on to interpret them.  

Fagin is represented as a Jew only by his overtly stereotypical Jewish physical 

markers. He is not referred to as a Jew by other characters verbally. Moore (2010: 10) 

states that Jewish physicality was identified as having a ‘big nose, sloping forehead, and 

shifty foreign appearance’ in Nazi propaganda. Of course, this does not mean that Lean 

was reinforcing Nazi literature in his representation of Fagin. Instead he was drawing on a 

consistently communicated historically-rooted set of stereotypes that were physically 

characteristic of Jewish identity. His explicit negatively toned characterisation, which is 

bound with his ethnicity, forces the viewer to confront his Jewishness in an 

unsympathetic or accepting manner. It is precisely his Otherness that makes him alien and 

not to be trusted.  

For Dyer (1993), stereotypes are often reductive and simplistic and work to 

exaggerate features of a group of people. Stereotypes fail to distinguish individuals within 

a group and they are condensed to particular values and assumptions. It is the marking of 

such groups and the consideration of the people within them collectively that is somewhat 

antagonistic and promotes a sense of ‘Otherness’ (Laplanche and Fletcher, 1999). This 

explicit anti-Semitic negatively connoted characterisation of Jewishness used by 

Guinness’ Fagin, uses these stereotypical physical attributes to mark, reduce and simplify 

his ethnicity.  What makes Lean’s Fagin all the more shocking is the social and political 
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context within which it was produced. The period prior to this time was extremely tense 

and uncertain, and riots and attacks were taking place in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, in 

response to the ban on the immigration of Jewish people to Palestine following the 

aftermath of World War II.8 The 1920 League of Nations Mandate saw Britain assume 

responsibility for Palestine. This created tensions between world leaders, Britain, and 

Jewish people due to the strict restriction of immigration and the unfulfilled 1917 British 

Balfour Declaration which was supposed to support a Jewish national home in Ottoman-

controlled Palestine. 

Although Lean was warned by the studio and would have been aware of Jewish- 

British relations at the time, as he never directly commented on this issue other than to 

claim an intention of faithfulness to Cruikshank’s illustrations, we can only speculate 

about his motivations. The exploration of this context is used to frame a reading of 

ethnicity in the film and to better understand how Lean’s retelling of Oliver Twist also 

affected subsequent adaptations. As will be explored in the other case studies, adaptations 

draw on other adaptations and engage in a multi-layered intermedial conversation. The 

narrative voice of earlier adaptations goes on to affect the writing of new interpretations, 

to create a perpetually evolving dialogue of influences in adaptations. 

The issue of the negative connotations of Fagin’s representation was brought 

directly to the attention of the author. Upon Dickens selling his house to a Jewish friend, 

Eliza Davis, she corresponded with the author, detailing the damage he had done to the 

representation of Jewish identity. This discussion prompted the author to edit his book 

and to reduce the number of times Fagin was referred to as a ‘Jew’. Furthermore, 

Dickens’ later novel Our Mutual Friend (1865), attempted to depict the Jewish character 

 
8 More information on the particular tensions surrounding Palestine and The British Army’s involvement 

can be found at www.nam.ac.uk. The British Army in Palestine. Accessed: 01/07/20. 

http://www.nam.ac.uk/
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Riah, in a positive light. This shows how authors’ sentiments can change in response to 

external influences. 

Nochlin and Garb (1996: 36) discuss representations of Jewish identity more 

broadly in literature, whilst Steyn (1995: 42) centres her discussion on the physical 

characteristics of Fagin. She discusses the symbolic connotations of Fagin’s Jewish 

physiognomy which made him recognisably villainous to Dickens’ original readership. 

She discusses the motif of Fagin’s odour to signify his anti-social behaviour and his 

unclean and repulsive characteristics. She highlights how smoke is used in Cruikshank’s 

illustration titled ‘Oliver Introduced to the Respectable Old Gentlemen’. This image of 

the cramped and filthy environment of Fagin’s lair, uses the smoke from the boys’ pipes 

and the burning sausages to set the scene. (Figure 2). 

 

(Figure 2).  

Steyn (1995: 49) states:  

Dickens employs the sign ‘bad smell’ in his representation of the Jew whose 

relationship with the world is connoted primarily through smell. Not only is his 

abode filthy but the very air of Fagin’s neighbourhood is impregnated with filthy 

odors. Fagin is contagious: bad smells emanate from him. Smell is pervasive and 

beyond rational control. 
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Thus, it is Fagin’s lack of cleanliness that helps to signify his Otherness; his 

uncivil nature also marks him as of low cultural status. Steyn also links Fagin’s 

unpleasant smell to his Jewish identity and the historical anti-Semitic assertions that Jews 

helped to spread the plague and the ‘nineteenth Century racialized science of biology 

labeled the foetor Judaicus as one of the natural, inherent signs of Jewish difference’ 

(Steyn, 1995: 48). The motif of the unpleasant smells and filth is also used in Lean’s 

adaptation to accentuate Fagin’s abhorrent and repulsive characterisation. In the scene in 

which a baying mob try to break into Fagin’s lair, Fagin’s frizzy, greasy, and matted hair 

and beard obscure his face. The low-key lighting which is cast from below enhances his 

creased and heavily lined face. The exposed wood, broken stairs and decaying plaster of 

the building suggest it is dangerous and unfit for human habitation. Although we 

obviously cannot smell Fagin or the building, the environment, and the character both 

look unkempt and filthy, conforming with Dickens’ original motif of odour highlighting 

his difference. In Lean’s adaptation, the baying mob, featured wearing top hats and smart 

waistcoats as they attempt to break down Fagin’s door, look contrastingly clean, smart, 

and healthy. This difference in the characters’ costume clearly shows how Fagin is 

intended to be viewed as alien.  

Fagin has a thick Yiddish accent that instantly marks him as foreign and Other, 

and as an immigrant. He continually licks his lips in an animalistic manner and 

recurrently refers to the boys within the lair as ‘my dears’. Although this image does not 

further categorise his ethnicity, it does accentuate his villainous characterisation that 

marks him as different. This term ‘my dears’ is loaded with inappropriate and unsettling 

meaning which serves to further suggest that Fagin is deviant. ‘My dears’ is an endearing 

and loving expression and is used by Fagin in the original novel. However, as it is used in 

conjunction with Fagin’s low, growling voice and unsuitable manner, it creates a very 
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disconcerting effect as he is talking to a group of young boys. Low-angle shots from 

Oliver’s perspective, further remind the audience that Fagin is manipulating and using 

vulnerable children. Fagin’s make-up features dark shading under his eyes and mouth that 

creates a weathered appearance. As Fagin attempts to teach Oliver to pickpocket he wears 

a black fedora style hat. This also serves as a marker of Fagin’s ethnicity, where a hat 

such as a kippah, kashket, or a fedora is used as a sign of modesty and respect during 

Jewish prayer. The adornment of this particular hat further signposts to the audience that 

Fagin is a Jew. Lean’s literal approach to adapting Dickens reveals contextual tensions 

when representing ethnicity in such a negative way. Lean’s representation of Dickens’ 

Fagin may not necessarily be the product of a racist attitude but rather a by-product of a 

particular method of adaptation. There is no evidence to suggest that Lean had racist 

intentions when representing Fagin on screen but rather to represent the text authentically. 

This is something that Lean also chooses to do when adapting Great Expectations. 

Viewers, and in particular more recent audiences of the adaptation, may feel that Lean’s 

inclusion of an overtly Jewish villainous character is offensive. However, this shows how 

the historical standpoint from which cultural texts are consumed encroaches on and 

affects the way that artistic decisions are interpreted. 

Alec Guinness’ performances in Lawrence of Arabia (1962) as Prince Faisal, and 

his later performance as Professor Godbole in A Passage to India (1984) were both 

contentious. Both films, directed by David Lean, feature the actor using a heavy accent, 

dark make-up and costumes that denote the ethnicity of the character. In the scene in 

which Prince Faisal discusses battle strategy with Lawrence, mid-shots clearly show his 

darkly tanned skin, heavily lined eyes, and darkly dyed beard. He wears a white and black 

thwab and a white keffiyah head covering, which makes clear that this character is from 
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the Middle East. When Prince Faisal exclaims ‘we need a miracle’, he rolls his ‘r’s which 

further reinforces his ethnicity.  

Monk (2017: 145) discusses how the white actor adorned a ‘brown face’ to play 

Godbole. Read (2003: 524) in his authorised biography of the actor, refers to letters 

Guinness wrote which make clear he was aware of the issues around a non-Indian actor 

cast in the role; he commented, ‘I might be embarrassing and just plain awful in it’. 

Guinness was acutely aware of how impersonating an Indian diction may be offensive, 

and was worried he would channel a ‘Peter Sellers accent’. Prior to production, Guinness 

became increasingly concerned about his performance and considered standing down, 

writing to Lean, ‘I am not really right for an Indian’ (Read, 2003: 525). Despite these 

concerns, he desperately wanted to perform a mime-like dance which he had learnt from a 

Brahmin guru, stating, ‘I rather like the idea of doing an Indian dance all by myself in the 

pouring rain and making funny noises’. Guinness’ concerns centred around the way his 

performance would be received rather than the potential offense it could cause. This lack 

of sensitivity from the actor and the production teams of both films, reads as symptomatic 

of the time in which they were constructed within. As with Guinness’ portrayal of Fagin 

in Oliver Twist, the charge of deliberately offensive racism is difficult to substantiate. 

However, it is abundantly clear that the contextual periods in which these films were 

made had a lack of awareness of, and indifference to how offensive these portrayals are. 

As a contemporary audience engaging with these texts, these depictions of ethnicity are 

highly offensive and recognised as socially and culturally insensitive through the passage 

of time. 

John (2005) also discusses Lean’s portrayal of Fagin’s ethnicity and its perceived 

anti-Semitic connotations. She discusses the newspaper reports of the Berlin riots during 

the screening of the film in Germany and highlights The Telegraph’s (22nd February 
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1948) unsympathetic commentary, which lamented the loss of ‘British prestige…. [due 

to] a handful of foreigners’. As explored in the introductory chapter of this thesis, 

Bluestone (1957), Leitch (2003) and McFarlane (2006) all centre their discussions on the 

complicated intermedial connections between adaptations and their source text. Here, 

Lean attempts to justify his representation of Fagin by pointing back to the Victorian 

author’s negative signposting of his cultural ethnicity within the original novel, and 

argues that his representation is simply a truthful translation of Dickens’ Fagin onto 

screen. Referring to both Oliver Twist and Great Expectations, he states that his intention 

was to ‘…recapture my impressions on first reading the two stories’ (John 2005: 208). 

John argues that Oliver Twist was an extremely popular narrative to adapt during the 

silent movie era, due to the novel’s natural imagery and melodramatic flamboyance. 

These adaptations also featured more overtly negative characterisations of Fagin’s 

ethnicity. She states:  

The terms of the debate that has emerged in the post-war period have 

unfortunately made it difficult to place Lean’s film within the context of any 

representational history. The ensuing debate has also made it difficult to discuss 

Lean’s position (that as an adaptor he was trying to capture first impressions) with 

reference to a larger argument about ethics and politics of adaptation. It is not so 

much that the climate has become politically correct but that an oppositional battle 

has developed. On the one hand, there are cultural traditionalists who believe that 

adaptations should, above all, be faithful to ‘the original’ and that such fidelity is 

the hallmark of a ‘quality’ adaptation. On the other, there are those whose 

paramount concern is with a progressive politics of identity to whom an inclusive 

‘modern’ politics of representation is synonymous with artistic quality. 

 

Thus, a discrepancy exists in the way that Fagin should be dealt with when 

rerepresented for contemporary audiences, tastes and in light of cultural and social 

sensitivity. Dickens’ original novel was undoubtedly anti-Semitic, but by choosing to 

reimagine this character on screen, adapters have a choice between creating a 

representation of Fagin that is in line with Dickens’ own imagining of the character or to 

downplay his ethnicity in favour of a more sensitive approach. Drazin (2013: 1), writing 
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for The Jewish Chronicle, argued that Lean was informed by the studio that he must be 

sensitive when representing Fagin’s Jewish identity. He suggests:  

It wasn’t that he hadn’t been warned. In May 1947, the Production Code 

Administration, Hollywood’s self-regulatory censorship body, said: “We assume, 

of course, that you will bear in mind the advisability of omitting from the 

portrayal of Fagin any elements or inference that would be offensive to any 

specific racial group or religion. Otherwise, of course, your picture might meet 

with very definite audience resistance in this country”.  

 

It is somewhat surprising that Lean was able to include this particular representation of 

Fagin despite the studio’s instructions to be sympathetic and sensitive to audiences. 

As discussed earlier in the introductory chapter of this thesis, McFarlane (1996) 

takes a very systematic approach to exploring the transference of an original novel’s 

narrative onto screen. His work offers a more systematic comparative reflection of how 

the original novel’s chemistry can be translated. Lean uses the content of Dickens’ 

depiction of Fagin to justify a negative racially charged depiction, despite a time of 

audience sensitivity. It is these concerns for sensitivity which have informed the later 

films. This reveals the tensions of translation over time, as what may have been more 

socially acceptable in the Victorian period, or when Lean’s adaptation was produced, was 

recognised as socially and culturally insensitive through the passage of time. 

Historically rooted semiotics of Jewishness are used to categorise Fagin as an 

outsider and a villain. Felsenstein (1995) explores common tropes of greed and self-

serving avaricious values associated with Jewish ethnicity. As discussed, these culturally 

persistent stereotypes are overtly acknowledged through Fagin’s obsession with material 

goods. However, it is also alluded to through his calculating demeanour when he 

manipulates those around him for his own gain. Fagin’s unscrupulous tendencies are 

enhanced in the scene in which Fagin reveals to Bill that Nancy has betrayed him, he is 

coldly in control as he slowly engineers the conversation to provoke Bill into a frenzy of 

rage. He asks Bill what he would do if Oliver were to ‘peach’ on him to the police. He 
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then asks what Bill would do if he were to find out that Fagin had informed the 

authorities of his criminal activities, to which Bill states that he ‘would beat [his] brains 

out!’ Fagin then softly smirks and sneers when Bill comments ‘no matter who, I would do 

the same’. Fagin then informs Bill that Nancy has divulged this incriminating 

information. The slow recount in this scene when Fagin manipulates and antagonises Bill 

into a fury of rage positions Fagin as the cold murderer of Nancy, as he has clearly 

considered this conversation and planned on how to get Bill to do his bidding. This 

malicious and cunning behaviour further positions Fagin as a villain. The sly manner in 

which Fagin artfully manages Bill, draws on these negative culturally established 

stereotypes of Jewishness.   

Furthermore, in this scene, Fagin scurries across the room to ask the Artful 

Dodger to tell Bill what he has seen. His animalistic movements and stooped posture are 

rat-like and in line with stereotypical racist assertions used by the Nazi party in their 

propaganda. In the film Der ewige Jude, Jewish characterisations were likened to those of 

rats, suggesting they were second-class citizens and had the ability to infect and pollute 

the national character (Holocaust encyclopaedia, 2017:1). Paganoni (2010: 207) focuses 

her criticism of Lean’s adaptation on the semiotics of Jewishness expressed in the film, 

which it is particularly relevant to reflect on when considering Fagin’s Jewish identity. 

She attempts to historically situate Lean’s representation of Fagin’s Jewishness within the 

post-World War II context of when the film was produced. She states that the film:  

…dwell[s] on explicit as well as hidden cultural and political agendas of…its 

society, resorting in [its]… distinctive ways to the memory of the war and the 

Holocaust, a major historical trauma which influences the deep imaginative 

texture of the film narrative… Fagin played by Alec Guinness resembles 

Cruikshank’s illustrations but also the anti-Semitic caricatures in Der Stürmer, the 

weekly newspaper published by Julius Streicher in Nazi Germany.  

 

Additionally, the dominant post-wartime ideological position of the late 1940s and 

1950’s tended to promote feelings of stoicism, classlessness, and the importance of 
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community. As discussed, semiotics of Jewish identity which centre on self-serving and 

unscrupulous characteristics are manifested in Fagin. He is the epitome of greed, and 

selfishness, and symbolises all that is abhorrent. His values directly conflict with the 

zeitgeist of the time and it is the divergence of his characterisation which makes him all 

the more villainous. Paganoni’s reflection on the anti-Semitic representation of Fagin also 

reveals issues in the process of adapting texts and the intertextual nature between the text 

and its context of production. She argues:  

By repositioning a text in another medium and historical context, the act of 

adaptation destabilizes its meaning and exposes it to the potential inflections 

arising from the multidimensional confrontation with the source text, its tradition 

in the collective imagination as well as the issues and provocations the text 

manages to evoke and generate in the new context.  

 

In this way, Paganoni brings to our attention how the translation process reveals 

the representational practices of the original novel’s content, as the subject matter is then 

taken out of its intended context and away from its primary intended readership or 

audience, and is consumed in an entirely new place and time. Thus, Dickens’ 

representation of Fagin would have been born out of social attitudes of the time, making 

it much more permissible to use such stereotypical and negatively toned anti-Semitic 

markers of the character’s identity. Therefore, it contrasts to a time of sensitivity after the 

atrocities of the Second World War. As previously noted, this undoubtedly racist 

characterisation of Fagin would be unacceptable to audiences today, and despite the riots 

and protests, it was accepted by viewers as it gained positive box office success. Paganoni 

(2010: 309) reflects on this issue arguing that the ‘…translation of semiotic artefacts 

across different media and over history is a critical activity that creatively reinvents the 

past for the modern age’. She also comments on the sense of ‘…a provisional 

community’ that is achieved in the film particularly through Fagin’s final scene where an 

angry mob awaits his death (Paganoni, 2010: 313). She argues that this accomplishes an 
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‘…imaginative reconstruction of a compromised national identity’, which was 

particularly important for a viewing audience recovering from the war. Anderson (2016) 

also explores this idea of an imagined community, where he emphasises how it is socially 

constructed and based on the perception of those who belong or feel part of a particular 

group. 

Pointer (1996: 68) also comments:  

Vociferous Jewish communities and Jewish members of the entertainment 

industry objected to the film being anti-Semitic. The film was not released in the 

United States until nearly three years after its first showing in Britain, and even 

then, cuts reduced the part of Fagin. 

As has been demonstrated, Fagin’s villainy is bound to his ethnicity. The 

character attempts to conceal his ulterior motives when interacting with the young boys, 

although he struggles not to expose his true nature. Another historically rooted trope of 

Jewish identity is the established stereotype of the money obsessed Jew.9 This is 

prevalent as a key marker of Fagin’s character and villainy. In the scene in which Oliver 

oversees Fagin lovingly handling his hidden jewels, Fagin’s more sinister nature is 

revealed. Fagin whispers to himself ‘clever dogs’ as he smiles at his wares. A mid-shot 

reveals his hooked nose, sagging skin and matted hair as his facial expression changes 

from a warm demeanour to a look of deep concern once he discovers that he is being 

watched by Oliver. He slams the cover down on a jewellery box, making a loud noise. He 

startles Oliver and then enquires in an agitated voice, ‘why are you awake?’ This abrupt 

change in Fagin’s mood indicates that he is unpredictable and volatile. Additionally, this 

also suggests that his previous displays of paternal care with the pickpocketing boys in 

the lair is a charade in order to manipulate them for his own gain. He aggressively 

charges at Oliver and in a raised voice demands ‘speak up quick!’ The camera angles of 

9 Berger (2007) recounts colloquial sayings such as a ‘Jewing down’ meaning to be conned or manipulated 

out of money. 
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this sequence reinforce that this is a grown man capitalising on the vulnerable position of 

young boys, whom he grooms for his own commercial advantage. A close-up shot shows 

Oliver’s anxious facial expression with his face tilted upwards in order to be able to see 

the looming Fagin. Additionally, the sequence cuts to a close-up shot of Fagin clearly 

showing his rotten teeth and sallow complexion making him look repulsive and 

intimidating. Fagin’s face is tilted downwards towards where the young boy sits, 

demonstrating the contrast in their age, stature, and physicality. These shots further 

heighten the impression that Fagin is an aggressor. Moreover, as previously noted, this 

close-up shot of Fagin allows the audience to clearly view his distinctive stereotypically 

Jewish physiognomy that marks him as different and Other. The negative visage of Fagin 

draws on these historically established stereotypes; however, in this scene, it is the 

explosion of aggression which makes him extremely intimidating. Fagin is a grown man 

threatening a defenceless young boy, and it is the sudden way in which Fagin’s rage is 

expressed and the domineering way that he threatens Oliver which is disconcerting. 

Fagin’s masculinity is not a focal point of his characterisation due to his more playful 

nature, and he is not as consistently aggressive as Sikes. In this scene, Fagin is 

domineering and forceful to the young child, and his physicality is emphasised to 

highlight Oliver’s vulnerability. These traditional markers of masculine identity suddenly 

come to the surface, and the audience is reminded that he is a dangerous individual. 

Fagin’s physicality and violence is linked to his masculinity, as he is quick to move to 

force if he does not get what he wants. Fagin’s villainous and aggressive nature is further 

accentuated in the scene in which Oliver is tricked into returning to the lair by Nancy. 

When Oliver tries to escape and is dragged back into the room, Fagin walks away and 

returns carrying a blunt instrument from near the fireplace. One of the watching 

pickpocketing boys gasps in horror as Fagin marches towards Oliver with a look of 
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determination and rage. Fagin looms over the horrified Oliver and states ‘so you wanted 

to get away, my dear’, whilst holding the weapon out of shot. Fagin stoops into Oliver’s 

personal space with a fixed look of wrath. This is an aggressive display which is even 

more disconcerting as it is directed towards a young vulnerable boy. He then grabs hold 

of Oliver whilst enquiring whether he intended to tell the police. It seems that Fagin then 

intends to beat Oliver with the weapon but Nancy pushes him away protecting the young 

boy. This scene is not in the original novel nor has it been recreated in Reed’s or 

Giedroyc’s adaptations. This shows how Fagin is much darker, aggressive, and villainous 

in Lean’s adaptation as, overall, he is much more forceful and threatening. This 

antagonistic characterisation of Fagin raises questions since his Jewishness is also more 

prominent than in Reed’s later adaptation.  

As previously discussed, Taylor’s and Willis’ (1999: 40) consideration of cultural 

representation is particularly relevant here. They assert that these depictions of ethnicity 

do not offer access to truth, and instead argue that they reveal power relations. It is also 

important to highlight why this study will focus on some characters in some case studies 

and not in others. This study will omit a discussion of Oliver in this case study, in favour 

of a more in-depth discussion of Fagin and Nancy. These characters are the most 

revealing to discuss in relation to the topic of gender and ethnicity. Although Oliver’s 

‘whiteness’ is an issue, this has greater relevance in relation to Reed’s adaptation, while 

Fagin’s representation of Jewish identity warrants further scrutiny here. Fagin in Lean’s 

adaptation does not have the comedic charm which we will later see in Reed’s adaptation. 

Instead Lean’s Fagin contributes to the darker stylisation that is created in the adaptation. 

Moving on to an analysis of Bill Sikes, the character’s unstable state of mind is 

metaphorically communicated through pathetic fallacy in the adaptation. Much like the 

novel, he serves as an emblem of male aggression and violence. Images of the urban 
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London metropolis, a view of a dark and gloomy sky and an image of a littered and 

cramped street begin the introduction to the scene where Bill looks in horror at the 

mutilated corpse of Nancy (Figure 3). This symbolic link between the character’s 

emotions and the setting reinforces the monochrome desolation of Victorian London 

within the slums, and the animalistic tendencies it nurtures in its inhabitants. Thus, Lean 

connects the unstable and vicious uncontrolled nature of Bill Sikes with the landscape, 

suggesting he is a product of his environment. Therefore, Sikes could be viewed as a 

direct consequence of urbanisation, class divides and capitalism. Lean’s auteur style often 

favours a darker stylisation, which can clearly be seen in the atmosphere and tone 

achieved more generally and specifically in the murder scene of Nancy. Sikes’ aggressive 

nature and the violence he inflicts is closely bound to his masculinity, as his physicality is 

central to the way he intimidates others. Jackson (2016: 1) discusses the post-war context 

in more detail, reflecting on how: 

…British people, like those of many other nations, were struggling to reconcile 

themselves to the appalling consequences of war: over 450,000 British soldiers 

and civilians had been killed and many more severely wounded; families and 

communities had been destroyed; cities and homes had been reduced to rubble; 

and welfare services were struggling to cope with the burden of physical and 

psychological illness, not only amongst members of the armed forces but also 

amongst civilian populations.  

 

Demonstrating the lasting personal impact of a world at war, and the ripple effects 

of this socially, economically, and politically, Jackson details government intentions to 

boost the declining birth rate and aims to improve nutrition, education, and mental health 

for the British populace, which were echoed in welfare policies and legislative reforms. 

These cultural and social shifts in response to the events of the war articulate the human 

cost and trauma for those trying to rebuild their lives. Sikes’ aggressive persona, which is 

bound to his masculinity, may have been recognisable to a post-war audience as many 
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men struggled with memories of conflict, ‘…patterns of work and home life… and the 

changing conditions of industrial labour’ (Jackson: 3).  

 

(Figure 3). 

In the scene in which Bill Sikes murders Nancy, the dog contributes to the 

terrifying atmosphere. A close-up shot of Bill’s deranged facial expression as he looks 

down at Nancy in bed communicates Bill’s uncontrollable rage and intent. He begins to 

physically convulse with anger as the nervous Nancy questions ‘why are you looking at 

me like that?’. He then violently drags Nancy out of bed and onto the floor before 

punching her. As he explains his motive for killing her, he retrieves a heavy club. 

Bullseye the dog immediately runs towards the door in terror and begins to howl and 

scratch at the door to be released. The anxious and desperate wail of the dog, the scratch 

of its claws and the weighty noise of the thud of the club on Nancy’s body is the only 

diegetic sound that can be heard at this point within the scene. There are only two shots of 

murderous violence, when Sikes punches Nancy and the shot of his club hurling down 

towards Nancy’s body. The obvious stress and terror that the dog displays, creates a 
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sinister tone and allows the audience to imagine what the dog is attempting to escape 

from. As we will later see in Reed’s adaptation, the murder of Nancy is not as violent as 

in Lean’s adaptation. This is not because Lean shows more shots of violence, but is 

instead due to the sinister tone and atmosphere of Lean’s portrayal of this scene. Lean’s 

specific auteur style which features a dark stylisation offers a specific lens in which 

gender and ethnicity are viewed in the adaptation. Lean’s commitment to an authentic 

retelling of Dickens’ narrative, the director’s stylistic employment of shadows, negatively 

charged music and the building of tension all contribute to the atmosphere. It is not 

simply that Sikes is a male aggressor, Nancy a helpless victim and Fagin a manipulative 

money-obsessed Jew, but rather the tone of Lean’s artistic choices which heighten and 

exaggerate these character traits. 

In both Reed’s adaptation and Dickens’ original novel, Nancy does not make any 

terrified screams and she does not attempt to fight Bill. However, Kay Walsh, who plays 

the part of Nancy in Lean’s adaptation, is seen to put up more of a struggle. Lean’s 

representation of this scene is extremely physically violent and uses traditional markers of 

masculine identity to emphasise Sikes’ uncontrolled aggression. The petrified victim, the 

howling and terrified dog, and the crashing noise of the club, all contribute to the 

harrowing scene. It is Lean’s focus on creating an atmosphere of tension, horror, and 

dread which, in turn, affects the viewer’s perception of Nancy as a young woman at the 

hands of a male aggressor. The imposing image of a man about to violently beat his 

partner to death is disturbing. Sikes’ unregulated temper and the power of his physical 

force emphasise how Nancy is powerless. Nancy’s terrified screams and attempts to get 

free, accentuate her physical weakness in contrast to Sikes. Lean’s adaptation uses Sikes’ 

physicality to mark his masculine identity and his ability to dominate. The image of the 

terrified dog removes the gore of witnessing the murder and instead allows the viewer’s 
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imagination to conjure an image of Nancy’s death. The inclusion of a heavy thumping 

club and the wailing and scratching of a frightened animal forces the viewer to confront 

the terror and violence of this act. Therefore, this representation of the murder of the 

innocent Nancy is made much more appalling and gruesome in comparison to Reed’s 

adaptation.  

In Dickens’ novel the emotive brutality of Nancy’s murder is magnified by her 

desperate pleas for God’s mercy. Traditional markers of femininity are accentuated, and 

she displays more wholesome characteristics. She discusses her belief in the redemptive 

power of God and her wish to live a changed life. This releases Nancy from her past as a 

fallen woman and promotes empathy in the intended Victorian readership. Although 

Sikes’ savage beating of the young woman is brutal and barbaric, it is Nancy’s hope for 

God’s forgiveness that sets her free in the eyes of the readers. Sikes quashes her dream of 

escape, and tragically her desire to lead a more wholesome life. In the adaptations we are 

confronted with our disgust with Fagin and Bill, whereas in the novel it is a mourning for 

Nancy’s redemptive power, as she died wanting a better life:  

The robber sat regarding her for a few seconds with dilated nostrils and heaving 

breast, and then grasping her by the head and throat, dragged her into the middle 

of the room, and, looking once towards the door, placed his heavy hand upon her 

mouth… “Bill,” cried the girl, striving to lay her head upon his breast, “the  

gentleman, and that dear lady, told me to-night of a home in some foreign country, 

where I could end my days in solitude and peace. Let me see them again, and beg 

them on my knees to show the same mercy and goodness to you, and let us both 

leave this dreadful place, and far apart lead better lives, and forget how we have 

lived, except in prayers, and never see each other more”… The housebreaker 

freed one arm, and grasped his pistol. The certainty of immediate detection if he 

fired, flashed across his mind, even in the midst of his fury, and he beat it twice 

with all the force he could summon, upon the upturned face that almost touched 

his own. She staggered and fell, nearly blinded with the blood that rained down 

from a deep gash in her forehead, but raising herself with difficulty on her knees, 

drew from her bosom a white handkerchief… breathed one prayer for Mercy to 

her Maker… It was a ghastly figure to look upon. The murderer staggering 

backward to the wall, and shutting out the sight with his hand, seized a heavy club 

and struck her down. (Dickens, 2002: 396/ 397).  
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Despite Lean’s intention to authentically recapture Dickens’ narrative, he has 

chosen to deviate from the author’s original representation of this scene. Lean’s 

adaptation emphasises gender stereotypes of female victimisation and male aggression, 

whereas the original novel focuses on Nancy’s Christian morality. Here, Dickens goes 

into detail about how Nancy physically looked as she died and how she was violently 

attacked by Sikes. Additionally, it is the relatively slow manner in which she was 

murdered, her ability to atone for her sins and attempt to ask for God’s mercy that acts as 

the ultimate redemption for this fallen woman. Lean completely brackets Nancy’s need to 

be forgiven and instead shifts the audience’s focus to the callous and cruel manner in 

which she is attacked. Dickens’ description focuses on Sikes’ perspective and the 

mechanics of the murder. Dickens’ description of Nancy, somewhat calmly, wiping the 

blood with Rose’s handkerchief is poetic. It does not communicate the petrified horror 

that Lean’s Nancy expresses. Instead it symbolically links Nancy back to Rose Maylie 

and the redeeming work she has fought to achieve by attempting to reunite Oliver with 

his true family. Thus, Lean’s portrayal forces the audience to confront the victim’s 

physical pain and the violence of the scene, rather than the moral position of Bill and the 

consequences of what he has done. Much like in Dickens’ novel, the emotive quality of 

this scene is intensified precisely because of the use of established gender stereotypes: 

Bill as the male aggressive force and Nancy as a victim. Modleski’s (1986) work on 

feminism and popular culture calls for a ‘feminist critique’ at every level of signification 

to call attention to ‘…progressive and regressive activities’, the latter being a loose term 

for activities and concepts that reinforce women as a weaker, secondary sex, while 

progressive activities could be viewed as activities which oppose this view. 

Lean’s artistic choice to concentrate on the violence inflicted, forces the audience 

to consider Nancy more so than in Dickens’ original novel. The horror and gore of the 
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scene provokes the audience to primarily feel sympathy with Nancy, rather than disgust at 

Bill. This offers a representation of female identity as physically subordinated by a man 

and as a passive victim of male aggression. Kosut (2012: 43) suggests that traditional 

markers of female identity centre on either the ‘sexual’ or the ‘passive/vulnerable body’. 

Nancy’s victimisation is much more emotive and central in this scene, which alters the 

way her gender identity is perceived. Her physical subordination is emphasised, and the 

audience witnesses Sikes assert his dominance over her. To understand gender identity 

more comprehensively, the discussion will now turn to the 1940s context of gender 

relations during this time and how cinema negotiated it. 

The post-war Labour government offered a more idealised future through the 

newly established welfare state, a new education system, the NHS, and nationalised 

industries. Brown (2001: 1) discusses a new post-war national identity purported to 

centralise working people to make a fairer, more inclusive society. The conscription of 

women during the war years, who did not have young children, implicitly reaffirmed the 

importance of the woman’s role as a mother. The temporary nature of conscription 

generally failed to normalise this shift of women to the workplace however liberating 

some may have found it, thus keeping patriarchal structures firmly in place. This shows 

some of the contradictory ideological messages of the period. There seemed to be a 

conflict between the practical need for more labour and the domesticated role of the 

woman at home. This paradox is negotiated in other British films of this same period. 

Powell and Pressburger melodramas such as Black Narcissus (1947) and The Red 

Shoes (1948) offer narratives that capture the feeling of anxiety around women in British 

society and their gender role.10 The Red Shoes follows ballerina Victoria in a difficult 

 
10 Moor, A. (2012). Powell & Pressburger. A Cinema of Magic Spaces. London: I. B. Taurus. This text 

offers a thorough analysis of this film-making partnership and their films. 
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love triangle, where she must choose between her romance with the composer Julian or 

the ballet impresario Lermontov. In contrast, Black Narcissus follows a group of nuns as 

they try to set up a school and hospital in the Himalayas. Their quashed hopes, sexual 

repression and disintegration of their communal identity pick up on some of the dominant 

themes of the war years. In The Red Shoes, Vicky’s artistic ideals and the fetishization of 

her dancing body articulate some of the contradictory ideological messages of gender 

relations during this time. Much like Dickens’ Nancy, the women of these Powell and 

Pressburger melodramas face impossible decisions or death.11 This recurrent motif 

expresses the anxiety and conflict surrounding women’s societal place. When the women 

of these films attempt to express themselves it often ends in disastrous consequences. In 

Lean’s adaptation, the hysterical wailing of the dog as Nancy is beaten to death is 

unnerving. The violent and forceful motion with which Nancy is pulled from the bed 

makes clear what is about to happen. The motif of quashed female independence is 

represented through Bill’s attempt to cover Nancy’s mouth as she screams in terror. 

Nancy must pay the ultimate price for attempting to break free of the bonds of the 

criminal underworld. Her choice between morality, by trying to save Oliver, and her 

loyalty to Bill, ends in her death. Her scope of self-expression is challenged, as she must 

choose either being villainised by society or her partner. This is also seen in Black 

Narcissus, where Ruth resembles a monster and displays paranoid psychosis. Her mental 

breakdown is accelerated when Mr Dean rejects her and she tries to exert revenge on 

Sister Clodaugh by trying to push her off a cliff. The close-up shot of her red rimmed 

eyes looking fixedly at the camera as the musical score hits a gothic-charged crescendo is 

 
11 Inspired by Moor (2012: 171), this thesis will refer to these films as melodramas, as Black Narcissus 

(1947) and The Red Shoes (1948) draw on ‘… melodramatic… generic conventions of the time’. 
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disconcerting. The female protagonists and their struggles for autonomy and 

independence articulate the anxiety-charged gender relations of the post-war years. 

Much like in Dickens’ novel, Lean’s Sikes has no redeeming qualities, and he 

remains an angry and volatile character which gives a negative representation of 

masculinity. McFarlane’s model of considering adaptation looks to pinpoint the nuances 

of change in an adaptation to better reflect on the new narrative voice given to the 

revisiting of the plot on screen. As seen when analysing Fagin, Lean clearly attempts to 

steadfastly stay true to Dickens’ original descriptions of the character. Sikes remains 

aggressive, domineering, and volatile, all qualities stereotypically associated with 

masculinity. During the scene where the intoxicated Sikes attempts to stab his dog for 

winking at him, it is clear that he is an erratic and terrifying individual: 

The dog no doubt heard, because Mr Sikes spoke in the very harshest key of a 

very harsh voice; but, appearing to entertain some unaccountable objection to 

having his throat cut, he remained where he was, and growled more fiercely than 

before, at the same time grasping the end of the poker between his teeth, and 

biting at it like a wild beast. The resistance only infuriated Mr Sikes the more, so 

dropping upon his knees, he began to assail the animal most furiously. The dog 

jumped from right to left, and from left to right, snapping, growling, and barking; 

the man thrust and swore and struck and blasphemed; when, the door suddenly 

opening, the dog darted out, leaving Bill Sikes with the poker and the clasp-knife 

in his hands. (Dickens, 2002: 117). 

 

In Lean’s adaptation, Sikes’ masculine identity is centred on his aggression which 

is enhanced by Robert Newton’s performance, where he often has a glazed expression, as 

if he is inebriated. His jerky and irregular bodily movements make him seem very 

unpredictable and dangerous.12 In the scene in which Bill attempts to drown his dog in a 

river, Sikes wraps a rope around a large stone which he plans to attach to Bullseye before 

throwing him in the river. As Sikes does this, he slightly stumbles and has a hard-fixed 

stare (Figure 4).  He then signals to the dog to come to him as he shouts ‘come ‘ere, will 

 
12 It is possible that Robert Newton was actually drunk during the filming of this scene as according to 

Stafford (2017: 1) writing for TCM.com he had ‘a reputation for being a disruptive drunk’.  
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ya!’ The sequence then cuts to a close-up shot of Sikes’ contorted facial expression that 

communicates a simmering irritation and determination as he starts to walk forward. The 

dog senses that something awful is about to happen and runs away. Sikes then throws the 

large stone in the river in anger. Although only one line is spoken by Sikes, this is a scene 

that demonstrates to the audience Sikes’ dangerous and threatening demeanour. This 

scene also progresses the plot as the police are attempting to locate the dog to tie Sikes to 

the murder of Nancy. Sikes’ intimidating physical presence in this scene also raises 

questions about the portrayal of masculine identity, as he has wholly negative 

characteristics which are frightening and menacing. Kosut (2012: 143) explores 

traditional tropes of masculinity, such as aggression, which she labels a ‘significant 

marker’ and notes how it is continually transcribed in media representations. In Lean’s 

adaptation, Sikes has no redeeming qualities and is cast as a violent and unpredictable 

villain. Sikes’ terrifying authoritative presence is not just created through his speech and 

the events that occur in the film but through his demeanour and behaviour. Robert 

Newton’s performance is harrowing as he continually fixes other characters with hard 

stares, uses manic facial expressions, and frequently makes restless and anxious 

movements which make him seem irrational. It is Newton’s performance coupled with 

the film noir aesthetics of the adaptation which makes Sikes’ characterisation menacing 

in this adaptation. This shows how in Lean’s adaptation Sikes’ aggressive nature is 

enhanced and is central to his characterisation. There is no other dimension to Sikes, the 

audience know nothing of his past, personal circumstances, or his history with Nancy. He 

has no redeeming qualities and is portrayed as a one-dimensional thug. His villainy is 

bound to his masculinity, and he displays a strong proclivity for violence and a complete 

lack of empathy for his victims. This characterisation reaffirms Kosut’s discussion of 
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traditional male identity, as he shows no other facet to his personality which helps to 

redeem him. 

Crowdus (1994: 48) refers to Newton’s ‘…eye-popping, vein bulging portrayal’, 

demonstrating the intensity of the performance and the representation of Sikes’ 

aggressive nature in Lean’s adaptation. Lean’s adaptation was produced shortly after 

World War II, where many traumatised men trying to live with what they had 

experienced were not supported and had few economic opportunities. Despite the 

programme of cultural and economic modernisation through the late 1940s, the country 

was still in a time of hardship as the city landscapes were in ruins and fears of an 

impending Cold War were pervasive, whilst the once prosperous Empire had come to an 

end. Rationing and controls were still prevalent during the late 1940s as an attempt to 

help support the desperate economic situation. Dickens’ bleak Victorian metropolis 

riddled with crime and little social mobility may have resonated with Lean’s intended 

audience. The angry and volatile Sikes charged with male aggression, may have 

represented a whole cross-section of young, frustrated men in Lean’s post-war society 

who had very few options available to them. Sikes communicates a particular 

representation of male identity which is domineering, and reveals certain identity politics 

linking lack of social mobility and abuse. As previously noted, Gardiner (2006) and 

Jackson and Moshin (2012) discuss conceptualisations of masculine identity and its 

fluidity as a concept. Their work reveals how constructs of gender are negotiated with 

other aspects of identity. Sikes is a working-class criminal with few economic prospects. 

He has physical power over Nancy and Oliver which he uses to his advantage. The 

intimidating aspects of Sikes’ characterisation are born out of his threat of violence and 

his physical ability to harm others. Sikes’ control over others is achieved through his 

continued menacing and bullying actions rather than a social and monetary advantage. 
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Therefore, is it precisely Sikes’ physicality that is linked to his male dominance over 

others. In Lean’s adaptation, this is accentuated by Newton’s intense performance which 

positions the character as the epitome of villainous aggressive force. Central to Sikes’ 

menacing characterisation is Lean’s auteur style of using gothic stylisations. Dramatic 

music and the use of shadow to enhance the atmosphere and tension of scenes makes 

Sikes seem even more volatile.  

 

(Figure 4). 

The entwinement of the London landscape with Bill’s psychotic state of mind 

could reflect societal concerns with a broken and decaying landscape in the late 1940s 

and the effect on its inhabitants. Thus, the adaptation could serve as a warning of the 

effects of urban dwelling and segregation on the self. Other films produced at this time 

such as the Gainsborough studio melodramas Fanny by Gaslight (1944), Madonna of the 

Seven Moons (1945), The Root of All Evil (1947) and Jassy (1947) attempted to capture 

the national sense of anxiety, displacement and disarray caused by the catastrophes of the 

war.  
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This shows the multifaceted intertextual context within which adaptations engage. The 

thematic concerns of films produced at the same time as Lean’s, show filmic trends and 

genre tastes popular with audiences. It is from this environment which adaptations 

emerge.  

These films use disturbing themes that are carried within melodramatic trappings 

which were popular with a post-war audience. The lavish costumes and sets offered 

escapism and pleasure whilst darker themes of mental health issues, suicide, murder, 

domestic violence, prostitution, and illegitimacy offered drama and tension. The sub-

narratives of romance coupled with these dark and difficult plotlines, together created an 

immersive experience for audiences. Much like Dickens’ original melodramatic novel 

Oliver Twist, it is the darkness of Sikes’ brutality in Lean’s adaptation which makes 

Nancy’s unconditional love for him so tragic. 

Similar to the Gainsborough studio and Powell and Pressburger melodramas, a 

sense of destruction and unease is also mirrored in Lean’s adaptation of Oliver Twist 

through the negative image of urban living. Napolitano (2014: 18) discusses ‘angry young 

men and identity crisis’ in the late 1940s and states that images of Victorian England 

resonated with a post-war audience, as the images of the decaying slums ‘…encapsulate 

the grimness and scarcity facing the English populace in the wake of the Second World 

War’. Additionally, Connolly (1947: 151) commented on the conditions that the British 

population faced whilst attempting to recover from the aftermath of the war. He states 

that London was:  

now the largest, saddest and dirtiest of great cities with its miles of unpainted half-

inhabited houses, its chopless chop-houses, its beerless pubs [its] crowds mooning 

round the stained wicker of the cafeterias in their shabby raincoats, under a sky 

permanently dull and lowering like a metal dish-cover.  

 

This bleak and damaged image of the metropolis demonstrates the post-war 

zeitgeist and what seems a melancholy state despite winning the war. This in turn 
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promotes an idea of community, regeneration, stoicism, and classlessness as no one is 

shielded from this image of destruction. Thus, as Cunningham and Barber (2007: 179) 

suggest, the ‘monochrome misery’ displayed in Lean’s adaptation could articulate the 

audiences’ concerns with their own post-war society recovering from the effects of the 

Second World War. Lean teases out aspects of Sikes’ representation of masculinity that 

are newly relevant to a post-war audience. This transference of a Victorian author’s work 

within a different social context and the audience’s new sensibilities and tastes can be 

problematic when dealing with sensitive representations such as a character’s ethnicity 

and gender. Lean’s intent was to recapture Dickens’ work as authentically as possible. 

Where Lean’s adaptation favours a darker tone, Carol Reed’s (1968) film uses the 

musical genre to bring a warmth and often comedic entertainment to the more adult 

themes included in Dickens’ original narrative. Reed uses the musical genre to negotiate 

the darker undertones of representing Victorian characters’ ethnicity and gender for a 

family audience. Gold, writing for Variety in 1968, described the film as a ‘…bright, 

shiny, heartwarming musical, packed with songs and lively production highspots’. 

Another contemporary reviewer of the film was more critical of the film’s musical style 

which restylised Dickens’ original social commentary narrative. Canby (1968:1) wrote in 

The New York Times that:  

The focus of the movie is so wide, and the logistics of the production so heavy, 

that Oliver himself, dutifully played by 9-year-old Mark Lester, gets flattened out 

and almost lost, as if he had been run over by a studio bulldozer. 

 

These reviewers’ comments demonstrate how Reed’s use of the musical genre 

gave a completely new articulation of Oliver Twist which overall was very different to 

Dickens’ original novel and to Lean’s somewhat faithful retelling. Lionel Bart’s stage 

adaptation on which Reed’s adaptation was based, took inspiration from American 
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musical theatre. Donald Pippen the musical conductor and arranger for Bart’s production 

discusses the intertextual inspiration for the stage adaptation. He states: 

When Oliver! came along, by that time, believe me, the American musical had 

had a tremendous effect on writers in London. America really developed what we 

call the musical theatre […] Lionel Bart and I had a little talk about this one night. 

Every show he said was his favourite show was an American show. He’d been so 

influenced by the musical theatres from the States […] Oliver! followed the 

American format to a tee. It had the main plot, the subplot, the heart-breaking 

ballad, the show tunes, all the elements of American musical theatre (Pippen 

quoted in Napolitano, 2014: 123). 

 

This shows how adaptations engage in a multifaceted intertextual dialogue that 

engages with genre, audience taste, filmic trends, and thematic concerns. Bart’s stage 

musical was just as influenced by American Broadway as it was by the original novel. 

This clearly demonstrates how it is the specific contextual environment of an adaptation 

which shapes its meaning. These media emerge from their own social, economic, and 

political environments which collectively contribute to their multiplicity. Bart attempted 

to ensure that the atmosphere, plot, social and historical context, and characters of the 

film had the same dramatic purpose as the entertaining aspects of the musical genre. His 

writing of the musical stage adaptation included this new genre shift and audience interest 

in American musical theatre. Napolitano (2014; 124) similarly suggests that Bart’s 

musical ‘had guts’, making it gritty and able to communicate the darker aspects of 

Dickens’ original narrative. In the BBC4 (episode 2, 20th January 2017) programme 

Sounds of Musicals with Neil Brand, the composer discusses Lionel Bart’s ability to draw 

on his own working-class background to give the musical lyrics a gritty realism that 

depicted the challenging aspects of Victorian urban life. He discusses how Bart provided 

the music and lyrics for ‘Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’ Be’, a comedy about working-

class Londoners. Then in 1953 he began work on Oliver!, which ‘he scripted entirely by 

himself’. The programme shows Bart’s workbooks from The Lionel Bart Foundation and 

The Lionel Bart Archive, and his numerous alterations, retitlings and dialogue changes 
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that give an insight into Bart’s intentions and the particular way that he wanted to 

represent Dickens’ narrative on stage. Bart was Jewish, which is particularly relevant to 

consider when discussing the representation of Fagin’s Jewishness in Reed’s adaptation. 

Although this adaptation still draws on racial stereotypes, overall, Reed’s Fagin has a 

more sensitive portrayal.13 

Napolitano (2014: 1) writes a comprehensive analysis of Reed’s musical 

adaptation which was taken from and inspired by Lionel Bart’s musical production. His 

initial and main point of focus when analysing Bart’s production was the positioning of 

overt Englishness whilst utilising stylistic features of the popular ‘American theatrical 

institution’: 

The ‘internal’ components of Oliver! that highlighted its English roots namely, its 

Dickensian pedigree and its music-hall score were likewise associated with 

discourses on Englishness and English community. Indeed, the English public’s 

cultivation of a sense of English community around Oliver! was ironically 

evocative of these two components. 

 

What Napolitano (2014: 1) explores here are how these genre conventions, of the 

musical and a notion of the Dickensian, somehow merge creating a new subgenre that is 

both true to recognisable markers of American Broadway musicals and the English 

cultural past. Pointing back to the earlier adaptation theory section of this study, Leitch’s 

(2003) discussion of intermediality focuses not only on the relationship between 

adaptations and their predecessors, but also on the effect of genre and their identifiable 

features to audiences. In Bart’s musical, this blend of English music hall, Dickens’ classic 

novel and American theatre combine to create a more light-hearted portrayal which tends 

not to focus on the darker grittier subtext of Dickens’ Oliver Twist. It is clear that 

adaptation borrows forms, practices, and genre trends prevalent at the time of its 

 
13 Little has been written on Bart’s Jewish roots. He was one of seven children born to parents of Galicia 

heritage who fled persecution from Ukrainian Cossacks (Dailymail.com, 2012).  
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production. Adaptation uses a multifaceted and multi-dimensional approach which 

engages with audience taste, genre trends and stylisations and thematic concerns in film. 

It is in touch with audience demand and sentiment through its interaction with popular 

culture. Napolitano (2014: 1) claims that:  

Oliver! is arguably the most popular version of Dickens’s Oliver Twist ever 

created- no small achievement given the multitude of stage and screen versions of 

this particular Dickensian text…the general public’s familiarity with the story of 

the orphan who dared to ask for more gruel..,for his adaptation- whatever its 

infidelities- is partly responsible for the unceasing cultural resonance of Dickens’s 

text and characters. 

 

The afterlife of a novel becomes bound with its adaptations, which offer new life 

to the original novel and dramatically alter the way it is remembered and what it 

symbolises. More specifically, Bart deviated with zest from Dickens’ original novel using 

the musical genre to create a new more up-tempo representation of Dickens’ narrative. 

Bart’s reimagining, in turn, affected responses in later adaptations. This perfectly 

articulates the very complex intermedial relationship of adaptations which Leitch 

discusses, as they enter into a dialogue not only with the original text but with one 

another. Adaptations become a process rather than singular texts as they all bleed into 

each other and are affected by each other. 

Soliloquies expressed through song are powerful tools which allow audiences an 

insight into the characters, their motivations, and intentions. The musical numbers have a 

practical purpose for the development of plot. Firstly, this case study will explore the 

presentation of Fagin’s ethnicity through costume, demeanour, movement, expression, 

and song choice. Fagin’s musical numbers have strong intertextual links to Jewish 

folksong, reinforcing the character’s identity. The character of Fagin in this adaptation is 

much more comedic and satirical than in the other two case studies. I will explore the 

effect of this on the wider plot structure and how this affects the representation of the 

original novel.  



 70 

Bart’s musical departs more freely from the novel than seen in Lean’s adaptation, 

which allows us to rethink or renew our engagement with the original novel. This 

adaptation offers a relatively light-hearted and comic depiction, whilst engaging more 

deeply with Jewish culture and identity. The audience is aware that Fagin is Jewish, but 

as his character becomes that of a lovable rogue rather than a manipulative and conspiring 

villain, this in turn diminishes the anti-Semitic connotations of his portrayal. 

The character of Oliver will be considered in terms of his representation of 

whiteness. The songs ‘Where is Love?’ and ‘I’d do Anything’ will be discussed to argue 

that Oliver becomes a symbol of untarnished purity and perfection. This is similar to 

Dickens’ original novel, where Oliver remains morally faultless despite his surroundings 

and difficult circumstances. This section will further explore notions of ethnicity and 

gender, and will consider the effect of Reed’s genre choices in relation to the 

development of Oliver’s characterisation in this adaptation. Furthermore, debates 

regarding gender identity will be investigated using a case study of Nancy. The 

discussion will then move to a textual analysis of the scene where Nancy sings ‘As Long 

as He Needs Me’ whilst considering mid-1960s discussions of female identity and 

autonomy. In this case study, Sikes will not be discussed in great detail. Oliver Reed’s 

representation of Sikes’ masculinity is marked by aggression much like Robert Newton’s 

volatile and hostile portrayal in Lean’s adaptation. Clearly, Reed’s Sikes was influenced 

by Lean’s earlier adaptation where he also draws on more traditional markers of 

masculine identity of dominance and violence to articulate his villainy. This analysis of 

Reed’s adaptation will concentrate primarily on Oliver’s, Fagin’s and Nancy’s 

representations of gender and ethnicity, as these three characters have musical numbers 

that allows their psyches and motivations to be explored in new ways. 
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Feuer (1993: 52) offers a genre-centred approach to understanding musicals, and 

much like this thesis’ work, positions mass art as having ideological significance through 

its focus on audience entertainment. Through a thematic textual analysis of structure and 

speech, Feuer points to various markers of style, tropes, and textual devices which are 

encoded with cultural conservatism. Her work focuses on how the musical form 

influences the narrative of the film and affects its meaning. For Feuer, the musical genre 

transforms the content of the film and she states, ‘…in becoming song, language in a 

sense [is] transfigured, lifted up into a higher, more expressive realm’. This touches upon 

how this form loads dramatic emphasis into language, imbuing dialogue with a wealth of 

feeling and emotion. Reed’s translation of Dickens’ plot into the musical format gives an 

energised quality to the adaptation, which is emotionally charged. As will be highlighted 

shortly, many of the musical numbers act as soliloquy, and these first-person narrations 

act as a lyrical extension of speech, thus giving a heightened or additional layer of drama 

to the skeleton structure of Dickens’ novel.14  In Reed’s adaptation the musical form 

creates opportunity for comedy and for the personalities and intentions of characters to be 

revealed. Additionally, a more upbeat tone and energy is created simply because of the 

effect of music and song. In Bart’s stage musical, it included a musical number performed 

by Sikes which functioned as a monologue. This was absent from Reed’s adaptation. This 

intimidating song positions the character as a thug and a villain, with the lyrics:  

Strong men tremble when they hear it! 

They've got cause enough to fear it! 

It's much blacker than they smear it! 

 

In Reed’s adaptation, Oliver Reed’s performance as Sikes, is one of a surly brute 

who rarely speaks except to bark orders or to command. His character’s daunting 

 
14 Pleasant, H. (1974). The Great American Popular Singers. New York: Simon & Schuster, discusses this 

in depth. 
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presence is achieved through glassy-eyed inebriated long stares and fits of rage with a 

clenched jaw. Sikes’ characterisation further reinforces traditional notions of masculine 

identity, as he is emotionally uncommunicative. As previously highlighted, Harway and 

Josselson (2012) connect a lack of emotional expression to historic conceptualisations of 

male gender identity. In Reed’s adaptation, it is Sikes’ body language which gives him 

such a formidable and frightening authority rather than what he says. The inclusion of the 

song ‘My Name’ within the adaptation may have jarred with this image of a strong, 

aggressive, and unpredictable individual. The menacing quality of his performance lies in 

his silence and the shock factor when he suddenly launches into violence or angry threats. 

Having Bill explicitly articulate himself may have undermined this. As Feuer suggests, 

the musical form has a great effect on meaning, the inclusion of this new genre with its 

own particular style and conventions shows how adaptation is able to continually 

metamorphosise. This thesis considers the adaptive process as an act of relay where each 

adaptation collaboratively builds upon and brings new meaning to the afterlife of the 

source novel. Reed’s adaptation draws on these socially constructed tropes of 

masculinity, to position Sikes as the ultimate unredeemable aggressor. 

Ron Moody’s Fagin is a more likeable villain than the character presented in 

Lean’s adaptation and Dickens’ original novel. His theatrical gestures, slapstick dance 

movements, parasol twirling and feather tucked into his pocket help mitigate some of the 

darker undertones of his character and make him seem less intimidating (Figure 5). 

Additionally, Moody’s mispronounced ‘r’s as he sings, and his Cockney accent with 

Yiddish intonations gives him a working-class charm. The cultural ownership of Fagin is 

raised here, as Lionel Bart and Ron Moody were both from Jewish backgrounds, it does 

avoid many of the issues around Lean’s casting. However, it does not necessarily mean 

his performance is immune to criticism, since it does still draw on harmful stereotypes of 
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Jewish identity and therefore could be seen as anti-Semitic. The song ‘Reviewing the 

Situation’ gives the audience an opportunity to become privy to the character’s 

motivations and perspective. By using key distinctive features of Jewish folksong in 

Fagin’s soliloquy musical piece, it helps affirm his heritage rather than demonise it, as 

seen in Dickens’ and Lean’s portrayals. Although Reed’s representation is generally less 

negative, it is still undoubtedly very limiting.  

Taubman, writing for The New York Times (1963: 14), also considers the musical 

structure of ‘Reviewing the Situation’ and highlights how the ‘violin obbligato’ and 

‘alternating verse chorus structure’ create intertextual links to Jewish folksong. The lyrics 

to the song articulate Fagin’s predicament of being unable to lead an honest life free from 

criminality, as he weighs up the pros and cons of living a virtuous life versus the life that 

he leads. He sings: 

I’m reviewing the situation. 

I’m a bad ‘un and a bad ‘un I shall stay! 

You’ll be seeing no transformation, 

But it’s wrong to be a rogue in ev’ry way. 

 

I don’t want nobody hurt for me, 

Or made to do the dirt for me. 

This rotten life is not for me. 

It’s getting far too hot for me. 

Don’t want no one to rob for me. 

But who will find a job for me, 

There is no in between for me 

But who will change the scene for me? 

 

...I think I’d better think it out again! 

 

Hey! 

 

These lyrics also justify his behaviour and communicate the limited options 

available to the lower classes in Victorian England with extremely restricted social 

mobility.  
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Furthermore, as Wojick and Knight (2001: 193) suggest, the song also makes 

subtle references to Fagin’s ethnicity and in particular his Jewish heritage. They argue 

that the song helps to identify Fagin ‘as Jewish through musical means’. They consider 

the song’s tempo and musical structure and suggest that it has strong intertextual links to 

Jewish folksong. The Jewish folk song ‘Tumbalalaika’ has a progressively rising tempo 

and features percussion instruments and string instruments in unison to create a dramatic 

emphasis during the chorus. The slower rhythmic beat during the verses, which swiftly 

shifts to a high tempo dramatic crescendo during the chorus, can also be seen in Fagin’s 

song ‘Reviewing the Situation’. This is revealing of the director’s intention to retain Fagin 

as distinctly Jewish. However, due to much criticism of the character’s damaging 

contribution to Jewish stereotypes (as already discussed), Reed chose to be subtler and 

draw on other markers of ‘Jewishness’ which could still signpost to an audience the 

character’s ethnicity. Furthermore, the prominent message encoded within the lyrics of 

the song is that Fagin is a product of his environment and has no prospects other than a 

criminal life. To live a civil law-abiding life in Victorian England would reap him few 

rewards. This insight into Fagin’s perspective also evokes a degree of sympathy and 

empathy, which rescues him from being a one-dimensional villain.  
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(Figure 5). 

Reed’s more subtle expressions of Fagin’s ethnicity draw on Jewish folksong 

traditions and the Broadway musical. The character is a villain who happens to be Jewish, 

rather than a deeply unredeemable man who embodies all of the historical stereotypical 

markers of Jewish identity. This is fundamental to the way Fagin is perceived in the 

adaptation, and sets Moody’s performance apart from Lean’s earlier adaptation and 

Dickens’ own portrayal. Lean’s gothic thriller intensifies Fagin’s villainous 

characteristics for dramatic effect. Reed completely deviates from Dickens’ novel and 

instead includes an ambiguous happy ending, which featured the Artful Dodger and Fagin 

skipping off into the sunrise. This is a distinctly different ending from what Dickens 

wrote of Fagin being hanged before a baying mob (Figure 6). Napolitano (2014: 181) 

argues that: 

Reed’s decision to keep the finale subdued and silent reinforces the lack of music 

in the middle-class environment and accentuates the musicality of Fagin’s world. 

Fittingly, Fagin and the Dodger are the last characters to sing. The finale likewise 

hints at Reed’s own contention that Oliver may have been better off with Fagin 

and the Dodger than with Brownlow. 
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Fagin’s criminal underworld is made less villainous and foreboding as a product of the 

genre and imagined audience. Bart’s clear propriety of Fagin, through the Jewish folk 

music influence and Yiddish humour and inflections, informs the musical as a whole. 

Fagin’s ethnicity is still clear in this adaptation, however, it is bound to his personality 

and comedy rather than his villainy. The humour, community, and camaraderie are 

central markers of the atmosphere of Fagin’s lair. This also contributes to making Reed’s 

representation of Fagin less intimidating and depraved as previously seen in Lean’s 

adaptation. Reed’s musical genre utilises the more playful aspects of Fagin’s character for 

musical and lyrical entertainment. Bart’s own Jewishness may have also contributed to 

his intention to create a more sensitive portrayal of Fagin’s religious identity. The 

adaptation’s ethnic ownership of the character influences the musical register in which 

audiences have contact with Fagin. 

Bart’s later musical Blitz! (1962) is set in the East End of London and follows the 

love story of cockney Georgie Locke and Jewish Carol Blitztein in the context of World 

War II. The film has similar themes to Oliver!, and in musical numbers Yiddish 

inflections are used to express ethnicity as well as accent to geographically locate 

characters. This shows Bart’s particular musical lyricism and his proclivity for including 

the richness of accent to evoke a sense of London and its people. Looking more broadly 

at late 1950s and 1960s cinema, there are a number of films that deal with Jewish topics 

such as The Young Lions (1958), The Last Angry Man (1959), The Diary of Anne Frank 

(1959), Exodus (1960), The Pawnbroker (1966) and Funny Girl (1969). These films show 

the context of 1960s cinema and how representations of Jewishness on screen were more 

varied than when Lean’s film was produced. The 1964 musical Fiddler on the Roof with 

music by Jerry Bock, also deals with similar tensions and anxieties. The musical is set in 

1905 Imperial Russia and portrays the difficulty of preserving Jewish culture within 
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hostile environments. It is adapted from Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye and his Daughters, 

and tells the story of the difficulty of maintaining Jewish culture and customs in an 

environment where it is viciously persecuted. This production debuted on Broadway in 

1964 and the film was produced in 1971 by Norman Jewison. This musical’s 

representation of Jewishness shows that audiences were coming into contact with more 

portrayals of Jewish identity. Reed’s film is not just simply engaging in an intermedial 

response to Lean’s adaptation and Dickens’ own negative situating of Fagin’s Jewishness; 

it reflects Bart’s own musical style, Bart’s and Moody’s own Jewish backgrounds and the 

cultural context of more mainstreaming of Jewish storytelling on screen during this 

period.  

 

(Figure 6). 

Additionally, as previously noted, Fagin’s theatrical movements make him 

entertaining and vibrant. During the song, Fagin can be seen dancing against the backdrop 

of a London skyline featuring St Paul’s Cathedral; as he moves, his hands and arms move 

in a twirling and stroking motion. This gives him a feminine and unthreatening image that 

further positions the character as a loveable rogue. Fagin’s gestures and movements also 

carry connotations associated with vaudeville comedy. It shows how adaptations take 



 78 

their cues from social context, other forms and practices, the zeitgeist, genre trends, 

thematic concerns in film, film trends and stylisations. This demonstrates the dynamic 

reinvention of adaptations as multifaceted and multi-dimensional spaces which are born 

from these specific contexts. 

  Littenberg, Burns and Allen (in Janik: 1998: 106) write on the representation of 

Jews in vaudeville comedy. They state that it ‘…offered a venue for many Jewish comics, 

allowing them to transplant the irony, verbal incongruity, wit, timing, and comic delivery 

of Yiddish humour into American theaters’. To put a ‘vaudeville shine’ on a story is to 

‘…exaggerate its comic potential, to lie a little bit, to emphasise the ironic incongruities 

of a situation through the retelling of those comic moments when everything seems 

awry’. With this definition in mind, we can clearly see that elements of vaudeville 

stylisations are present in Reed’s adaptation. This is expressed through the topical content 

of the lyrics of ‘Reviewing the Situation’, Fagin’s performance, and in particular his 

movements and facial expressions, which translate some of these ‘comedic moments’. 

For example, when Fagin walks around clutching his stolen goods, which he caresses as 

he contemplates a life without crime, he then, to his visible horror, instantly considers the 

downside of a life within the parameters of the law. He moves his wrists in a circular 

motion, twists his beard, and stamps his feet and marches to the rhythm of the beat, which 

speeds up and slows down in line with the song’s verse and chorus alternations. 

Additionally, during the verses the lyrics highlight the virtues of a life free from 

criminality, Fagin starts to march out of his lair down the steps with his stolen goods, 

suggesting he is going to turn himself into the police. When the song moves back to the 

chorus, the lyrics review the pros of living a criminal life and the beat becomes very fast, 

Fagin runs back in a theatrical manner to his lair. This comedic and vaudeville-like 

movement in and out of his lair during each verse and chorus is dramatic and self-
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deprecating. This link back to Yiddish comedy that finds expression in vaudeville theatre, 

has subtle connotations in this scene. This also creates another link to Fagin’s ethnicity, 

which affirms that he is Jewish without being too overt. Here, Reed is drawing on aspects 

of Jewish historical representations and culture which are embedded within Jewish 

experiences, rather than physical attributes. As reflected on in the introductory chapter of 

this study, McFarlane (1992) offers a standardised and pragmatic approach to analysing 

adaptations. He reflects on the key components of the original text and the differing 

representation when it is presented in the adaptation. McFarlane’s methodological 

approach attempts to focus on what makes the essential chemistry of the original text and 

how this is used and altered in the adaptations. Reed’s retelling stops Jewish identity 

being associated with someone explicitly negative. There are clear indications of Fagin’s 

Jewishness in Reed’s adaptation, but they differ from the more negative characteristics 

used by both Dickens and Lean. Ron Moody’s Fagin is cheekier and has a rogue-like 

sensibility which is drawn out in his musical numbers and his playful interaction with the 

boys from his lair. The musical genre imbues Fagin with humour and charm. The seeds of 

this are certainly present in the novel, however, this theatrical revisioning makes this 

striking in his characterisation. 

When Fagin dances, it further reinforces that he is unthreatening and a lovable 

rogue. It also Others him in relation to traditional markers of masculine identity. In the 

musical number ‘You’ve Got to Pick a Pocket or Two’, the boys of the lair perform the art 

of pickpocketing to Oliver. When they successfully remove items from Fagin’s pockets, 

they all hold Fagin’s walking stick and do a quickstep jig. In unison with the boys, Fagin 

moves and kicks in time with the music before theatrically twirling a pocket watch to 

signify that the aim of the ‘game’ is to steal it. Buchbinder (2012: 65) considers how 

males who dance in cinema ‘must negotiate the practises and boundaries of masculinity’. 
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The male body becomes an object of spectacle, and the film must negotiate the 

performer’s masculinity. Fagin’s dance moves are over the top and make clear that he is 

deviant. His jerky movements and wide assertive steps towards the stolen objects show 

his fascination and greed. The song reinforces Oliver’s naivety which Fagin intends to 

capitalise on. Fagin’s choreographed dance with the boys emphasises that he is a 

surrogate caregiver, although he is exploiting them. This is presented in a tongue-in-

cheek humorous way that simultaneously acknowledges his manipulation of and 

camaraderie with the young boys. In Dickens’ novel, Fagin and the boys also attempt to 

teach Oliver how to pickpocket: 

When the breakfast was cleared away, the merry old gentleman and the two boys 

played at a very curious and uncommon game, which was performed in this way:- 

The merry old gentleman, placing a snuff box in one pocket of his trousers, a 

note-case in the other, and a watch in his waistcoat-pocket, with a guard-chain 

round his neck, and sticking a mock diamond pin in his shirt, buttoned his coat 

tight round him, and, putting his spectacle-case and hankerchief in the pockets, 

trotted up and down the room with a stick, in imitation of the manner in which old 

gentlemen walk about the streets every hour in the day… All this time the two 

boys followed him closely about, getting out of his sight so nimbly every time he 

turned round, that it was impossible to follow their motions (Dickens, 2002: 71). 

 

In Reed’s adaptation, the musical register, slapstick theatrical dance moves, and 

gestures imbue this scene with comedy, whilst representing Fagin’s gender identity in a 

specific way. In Dickens’ novel this scene is also light-hearted and marketed as a game. 

The imposing visual image of an adult man allowing young boys to feel inside his 

pockets could make this scene incredibly sinister. The choreographed dance moves and 

the young boys’ clear enjoyment of this game, reduces these disturbing connotations. 

Fagin seems one of the gang, until the song ends and Fagin runs directly at the boys in a 

threatening manner. Fagin’s dance makes the audience temporarily forget that he is an 

adult man in a position of power, he is primarily considered part of the group. The song’s 

close and the menacing manner in which he charges at the boys brings this starkly back 

into focus. This shows how Fagin’s masculinity was negotiated in this scene to uphold the 
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comedic energy of his characterisation. An ambiguity exists, as Fagin’s identity as a male 

leader or one of the boys is indistinct. His wit and comedy help charm the audience and 

his criminality becomes secondary. It is only in scenes where Fagin’s gender identity is 

emphasised that the audience is forced to confront his villainy. 

Ron Moody’s costume does not feature the stereotypical physiognomy that was 

featured in Cruikshank’s original illustrations. In this adaptation Fagin’s ethnicity is still a 

key component of his characterisation, however, there is a clear shift to cultural 

references to his Jewishness rather than physical indications. His sly, cunning, and 

opportunistic nature remain intact along with his proclivity to use and abuse those around 

him for his own gain. Dickens’ and Lean’s connection of ethnicity with villainy, taps into 

socially recognised and feared identities at their own particular historical moments. Ron 

Moody is quoted by Napolitano (2009: 186) discussing the ways he approached Fagin’s 

Jewish ethnicity in his stage performance and in his portrayal of the character in Reed’s 

adaptation: 

I played it very Jewish on the stage, but we changed it for the film. My stage 

Fagin caused no uproar at all, but I didn’t think he was right for the film and Sir 

Carol Reed, the director, agreed. He’s not terribly Kosher now. It is a touchy 

subject; mention Fagin and a lot of people erupt. That was then and this is now. 

Attitudes have changed. I play him kind of mockingly because I think it’s healthy 

for us to realize that what was once anti-Semitic is now best handled by a light 

approach. Sort of saying to people, isn’t it rather amusing that things were once 

this way but now they’ve changed, Thank God. 

 

This use of comedy to reflect on past representations demonstrates how Reed’s 

adaptation interacts with and responds to the original novel and previous adaptations. The 

more offensive stereotyping of these earlier portrayals of Fagin are not lost on Moody, 

and what is clear is that Fagin in Reed’s adaptation is toying with the audience’s 

preconceptions of the character and parodying them. Rather than trying to re-write Fagin 

to make him more palatable to an early 1960s audience, he is paying tribute to the history 

of the character and including it within this new portrayal. Thus, Reed’s Fagin is 
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responding to earlier representations of the character in adaptation, as well as Dickens’ 

original descriptions. In terms of Fagin’s hybrid identity, at times in the song, the 

character moves from a distinctly cockney accent to Yiddish inflections. When he sings 

the line ‘if you want top eat, you’ve got to earn a bob’, it shows his distinctly un-English 

pronunciation, that is clearly Yiddish, combined with Cockney slang, as ‘bob’ means 

shilling and ‘top eat’ means meat. This teamed with his comedic facial and physical 

gestures also reinforce the character’s Jewish heritage. Jewish culture emanates from 

cultural practices, Fagin is not just a Jewish character, he is also an East End Londoner 

which is clearly represented on screen. Both Moody and Bart also embody this indivisible 

heritage. This shows how colloquialism and cultural geographical positioning are used to 

appeal to the audience. The use of contemporary slang emphasises that he is a Londoner 

who is Jewish. This mitigates some of the suggestions that he is a displaced Other, which 

are central in Dickens’ original novel and Lean’s adaptation. In Reed’s adaptation he 

embodies the cultural diversity of London in the 1960s through his cultural pluralism. 

During the time of Reed’s adaptation’s production, the economic boom of the 1950s and 

1960s saw a mass increase of migrants coming to the UK. The post-war labour shortages 

saw many people from commonwealth countries such as Jamaica and Trinidad coming to 

the UK for work opportunities. The Notting Hill riots in 1958, police brutality and the 

1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act, which was passed to help limit migration, all 

contributed to racial tensions of the time. However, the seeds of social change slowly 

started to take shape and the 1965 Race Relations Act demonstrated how engrained 

systematic prejudices were coming under more scrutiny. Fagin embodies this cultural 

pluralism through his distinct Jewish ethnicity and his cockney inflections. The character 

in many ways represents the cosmopolitan environment of 1960s London and the 

adaptation and adoption of popular culture in light of these influences. Fuhg (2018: 4) 
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discusses how the emergence of a new youth culture and this new multi-racial society 

created ‘…a new image of post-imperial Britain’. Reed’s Fagin connects to this social 

context through his more complex ethnic identity, he is a Jewish East End Londoner. 

Clearly, Moody’s Fagin is less threatening and more comedic and draws on 

Jewish cultural practises rather than racist physical markers of ethnicity to denote the 

character’s heritage. However, it is still undeniably limiting and uses stereotypes to help 

audiences recognise Fagin’s Jewishness. As demonstrated, we can clearly see an 

evolution of Fagin in the adaptations which interacts with the cultural context and the 

particular historical moments in which they were constructed. There is a clear indication 

of an interaction between the adaptations, and how previous representations are 

responded to. The adaptations are not static texts, their portrayals go on to influence and 

act as a referential anchor for later adaptations to communicate with.  

Where Fagin’s ethnicity has been an issue for adaptors, Oliver’s whiteness in the 

novel is bound with his purity and untarnished morality. The protagonist Oliver remains 

an ethereal, moral pillar throughout the novel, despite his difficult circumstances. 

Dickens’ Oliver represents Victorian notions of innocence, which are prevalent in the 

iconographic images of children of the time. The painting depicting the ‘Domestic Life of 

the Royal Family’ (1848) shows the monarch Queen Victoria as a wife and mother. Her 

children look angelic and virtuous, showing the Victorian notion of domestic bliss and the 

ideal of the perfect family. Additionally, many other Victorian iconographic images such 

as the Pears Soaps (1890) advert further reinforce the concept of whiteness and 

wholesome child purity. The advert features an image of a clean, white-skinned, red-

haired young child who is bathing a young black child using Pears soap. In a secondary 

image, the young black child has clean white skin on his body and a black face, 

seemingly demonstrating the cleaning capabilities of the soap. This image is obviously 



 84 

highly racist and offensive, but captures the Victorian’s consideration of race and notions 

of purity. The young red-haired boy looks healthy as he has rose-tinted cheeks and crisp 

white long socks indicating that he is well cared for.  

In Dickens’ novel, Oliver also embodies some of these virtuous characteristics 

consistent with the Victorian iconographic images noted (Figure 7). Despite his 

surroundings and circumstances, Oliver retains this saintly image and has an unwavering 

moral compass, despite the wrongs inflicted upon him. Dickens (1994: 5) articulates 

Oliver’s awful living conditions and unfeeling attitudes towards the poor that the 

character is subject to when he is first born: 

Wrapped in the blanket which had hitherto formed his only covering, he might 

have been the child of a nobleman or a beggar; - it would have been hard for the 

haughtiest stranger to have fixed his station in society. But now he was enveloped 

in the old calico robes, that had grown yellow in the same service; he was badged 

and ticketed, and fell into his place at once –a parish child –the orphan of a 

workhouse –the humble, half-starved drudge –to be cuffed and buffeted through 

the world, despised by all, and pitied by none. 

 

The societal prejudice instantly wagered at those of lower-class birth is 

instantaneous once markers of his social position are apparent. The dirty and used 

blankets covering the newborn baby immediately mark him as unwanted, and all 

sentiment and emotion around the birth of a defenceless newborn baby are completely 

removed by the workhouse employees. The baby’s path in life, the neglect and difficult 

conditions seem mapped out within moments of his birth. 
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(Figure 7). 

Dickens (1994: 7) also gives a physical description of Oliver which is also 

entwined with his awful circumstances: 

It cannot be expected that this system of farming would produce any very 

extraordinary or luxuriant crop. Oliver Twist’s ninth birth-day found him a pale 

thin child, somewhat diminutive in stature, and decidedly small in circumference. 

But nature or inheritance had implanted a good sturdy spirit in Oliver’s breast. It 

had had plenty of room to expand, thanks to the spare diet of the establishment; 

and perhaps to this circumstance may be attributed his having any ninth birth-day 

at all.  

 

This description of Oliver captures the physical effects of the restrictive regime of 

the workhouse on this young, malnourished boy. Dickens notes that Oliver is very ‘pale’, 

and his descriptions of the character focus on how frail, sickly, and emaciated he looks. 

This creates an emotional response in the reader, as the young child’s physical 

appearance has been produced from years of neglect and maltreatment which then 

highlights his vulnerability. In Reed’s adaptation, Oliver’s physical appearance is 

dominated by his ‘whiteness’ rather than his frailty. High-key directional lighting is used 

to accentuate his skin and make the character seem more angelic and ethereal (Figure 8). 

This has a different effect to Dickens’ original descriptions of Oliver as weak and feeble. 
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During the song ‘I’d Do Anything’, Oliver is choosing a new top to wear, so his pale skin 

is revealed. This creates a contrast with the other ‘rogue’ boys who are part of Fagin’s 

gang. They wear dark, dirty, and frayed clothes as they sing and dance to the music. 

Close-up and mid-shots of Oliver’s face show his delight at the performance. He is also 

lit in high-key lighting, which further accentuates his pale skin and light blond hair. 

Oliver’s happy smiling face, that shows marks of dirt, makes him seem innocent and 

pure. Oliver’s whiteness is also amplified when he sings the melancholic song, ‘Where is 

Love?’. Oliver is in a dark, gloomy basement and is under a directional light which allows 

him to be clearly seen within the shot. Again, as his skin and hair are very light, the 

child’s visual image becomes the main point of focus. Geraghty (2008: 31) discusses the 

accentuation of Oliver’s whiteness in Reed’s adaptation; she comments on Mark Lester’s 

‘physical resemblance’ to John Howard Davies, who played Oliver in Lean’s adaptation. 

She considers the ‘isolation of close-ups’ which further enhance Lester’s ‘…frail 

physique, fair skin and bright hair… which is set against the dark colours of Fagin’s den’, 

signifying his difference. This artistic choice to cast the angelic protagonist, Oliver, in a 

directional light, amplifies his whiteness as does the darker tones of the other boys’ 

costumes. These decisions made by the director also highlight how Oliver is the 

protagonist and the hero of the scene. Moreover, as the adaptation attempted to appeal to 

a family audience, the lighting choices may have helped children through the plot by 

focusing their attention on Oliver and making him look angelic in contrast to his harsh 

environment. Furthermore, when Oliver is rescued by Mr Brownlow and wakes up in his 

benefactor’s plush London townhouse, he joins in with the street sellers singing ‘Who 

Will Buy?’ The upbeat song, with lyrics of promise, hope and expectation, is in complete 

contrast to the earlier scenes of grime, filth, and squalor. Similar, to the other songs 

‘Where is Love?’ and ‘I’d Do Anything’, the scene features mid-shots of Oliver’s face and 
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he is again cast in directional light. As previously discussed, Dyer (1997) highlights 

issues with films’ representations of race and whiteness, suggesting that this media source 

appropriates ideological notions of ethnicity. As Oliver is the protagonist of the novel and 

is an angelic and pure character, this is also represented in Reed’s adaptation. However, 

the child actor, Mark Lester, who plays Oliver, is pale-skinned and blond, and his visual 

image contributes to Reed’s depiction of the character. The director’s choice to 

continually light the actor in directional light washes him of any shadow or pigmentation, 

which serves to make him look blonder and whiter. The ideological and racial 

underpinnings of this representation are much in line with the perfectly pure and innocent 

character in Dickens’ novel, and there seems to be very little change in both adaptations. 

Using an example of Oliver it is clear that in both adaptations the character has changed 

very little. McFarlane’s (1992) model of textual analysis focuses on small deviations in 

the adaptation to systematically chart how the essential chemistry in adaptation is altered. 

It is precisely Oliver’s steadfast morality in the face of criminality that makes him 

redeemable in the plot, yet the explicit and continual references to his innocence whilst 

highlighting his whiteness reveal an ideological and racial underpinning to this 

representation which is consistent with the novel. The artistic choice to enhance Oliver’s 

whiteness is clearly evident in this adaptation. The protagonist’s ethnicity is closely 

bound to his purity, and much like in the novel, he remains an emblem of moral 

perfection. 
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(Figure 8). 

Nancy and her representation in Reed’s adaptation raises questions about the 

portrayal of gender, as she is more maternal and wholesome than in Lean’s adaptation 

and Dickens’ novel. Napolitano (2009: 240) discusses Shani Wallis’ performance as the 

prostitute Nancy. He suggests that the production team were impressed by the actor’s 

vocals, but were concerned about her ‘…ability to portray the more earthy and low-class 

Nancy’ as she was too ‘young and wholesome’. This, Napolitano comments, was a 

feature of critics’ feedback on her performance, which they suggested was too ‘refined’ 

and that she had failed to capture Dickens’ ‘passionate and lost creature’. This clearly 

shows how Reed’s adaptation was concerned with creating a musical, rather than a 

faithful revisioning of Dickens’ novel. The actor was clearly cast because she was a 

talented singer who could carry Nancy’s musical numbers. This demonstrates how 

adaptation is an intertextually saturated space, which is affected by a range of influences, 

such as genre. Shani Wallis’ depiction of Nancy is much gentler and omits some of the 

darker, urban aspects of Nancy’s characterisation. The songs ‘As Long As He Needs Me’ 

and ‘It’s a Fine Life’ attempt to communicate Nancy’s dark relationship with Sikes. 

However, it must be noted that Nancy’s death is far less brutal in Reed’s adaptation, 
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which may have been influenced by the genre and intended family audience. Dickens’ 

(1994: 397) original depiction of this murder scene is emotive and visually 

communicative through its imagery of the sunlight illuminating the brutalised corpse. He 

writes: 

Through costly-coloured glass and paper-mended window, through cathedral 

dome and rotten crevice, it shed its equal ray. It lighted up the room where the 

murdered woman lay. It did. He tried to shut it out, but it would stream in. If the 

sight had been a ghastly one in the dull morning, what was it now, in all that 

brilliant light! 

He had not moved; he had been afraid to stir. There had been a moan and motion 

of the hand; and, with terror added to rage, he had struck and struck again. Once 

he threw a rug over it; but it was worse to fancy the eyes, and imagine them 

moving towards him, than to see them glaring upward, as if watching the 

reflection of the pool of gore that quivered and danced in the sunlight on the 

ceiling. He had plucked it off again. And there was the body-mere flesh and 

blood, no more-but such flesh, and so much blood! 

 

Additionally, Dickens’ description of Sikes maniacally thumping Nancy to death 

is a sickening image. He continues to thump her body with crazed force even after she has 

died, leaving an undistinguishable ‘pool of gore’. In Reed’s adaptation, Sikes strikes 

Nancy brutally behind a wall as she attempts to usher Oliver to the waiting Mr 

Brownlow. Although, it is done with considerable force, Nancy is shielded from view. 

This still remains a harrowing scene, although it does not retain the same horror as 

Dickens’ original description. Domestic abuse is referred to explicitly by Nancy 

throughout the adaptation with a desensitised and expectant tone. She sings: 

Although you do always come by, 

The occasional black eye, 

You can always cover one until he blacks the other one, 

But you don’t dare cry 

 

Additionally, when she begins to sing the song ‘As Long As He Needs Me’ she 

clutches her face as tears stream down her cheek, insinuating that Sikes has physically 

abused her (Figure 9). The lyrics of the song attempt to justify her resolve in staying in a 

relationship with Sikes despite his behaviour. This is expressed through song rather than 
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scenes of domestic abuse. This darker undertone to the plot may be lost on younger 

audience members allowing the film to be enjoyed by a family audience. It is clear that 

there is a commercial perquisite in an adaptation’s construction. The intended audience 

and the genre affect the way particular themes are framed in an adaptation. This shows 

how adaptations are responsive to audience demand and expectations. The genre helps to 

reposition adaptation so it can engage with its target audience as broadly as possible.  

In Dickens’ novel, when the reader is first introduced to Nancy and Bet, the 

narrator in a tongue-in-cheek manner alludes to their slightly dishevelled appearance and 

the unsubtle way that they are dressed. He writes: 

They wore a great deal; of hair, not very neatly turned up behind, and were rather 

untidy about the shoes and stockings. They were not exactly pretty, perhaps; but 

they had a great deal of colour in their faces, and looked quite stout and hearty. 

Being remarkably free and agreeable in their manners, Oliver thought them very 

nice girls indeed, as there is no doubt they were. (Dickens, 2002: 71).  

 

This suggestion of the young women being heavily made up and unrefined 

suggests that, due to their class status, they may have worked as prostitutes; as does the 

narrator’s agreement that they were indeed ‘nice’. This lascivious tone indicates that the 

reader will recognise this description of young women. The characters’ appearance does 

not hint to any virtue, demureness, or integrity. Instead it fixes on their physical 

representation and the centrality of their working-class background. In Reed’s adaptation, 

much like in Dickens’ novel, allusions are made to Nancy’s involvement in prostitution. 

Reed does so in a way that positions her as a vulnerable plaything for the pleasure of 

men, and as a clear domestic abuse victim at the hands of Sikes. In Dickens’ novel the 

ironic description of her being ‘nice’, suggests that she is disposable, one of many, and in 

some way culpable. Her shapely figure and worn stockings are markers which help to 

identify her line of work. Here, the reader sees Nancy through Oliver’s eyes, where the 

emphasis is on who these young women are rather than what they do, which the reader 
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can infer through Oliver’s naïve remark. Nancy’s gender identity positions her as a 

submissive partner or a sex object in both Dickens’ original novel, Lean’s, and Reed’s 

adaptations. As referred to in the introductory chapter, Strinati (2004) confronts these 

reductive stereotypes of femininity and the limiting capabilities of these representations in 

popular culture. The adaptations are inspired by Dickens’ original descriptions of the 

character, although they both represent the character’s femininity slightly differently. 

Each portrayal draws on traditional markers of female identity which position Nancy as 

either a sex object or a submissive partner; she remains a victim of male aggression 

throughout the adaptations. 

 In the introductory chapter of this thesis, Culler’s (1976) work was used to 

explore how intertextuality offers an insight into the points of contact between different 

texts and how they are transformed, parodied, and revised through other text’s 

interpretive readings of them. With this in mind, what is retained is just as important as 

what is altered in adaptation. Nancy’s suggestions of domestic and emotional abuse make 

us view her slightly differently as an agonised victim. It is these allusions to Sikes’ 

behaviour towards Nancy which heighten audiences’ sympathy for her and our disgust 

with her drunken abuser. 

Reed’s adaptation was produced at the end of the 1960s, a time associated with 

sexual liberation and the rise of the feminist movement. Gender politics were greatly 

affected by the contraceptive pill being made available in the UK in 1961 and the 

Abortion Act which was passed in 1967, as well as improvements in education and the 

influence of radio and television. Furthermore, in the same year women workers at the 

Ford plant in Dagenham went on strike for equal pay. Reed’s characterisation of Nancy 

cannot be deemed a feminist retelling of the Dickensian Nancy, however, the cultural 

politics of women’s rights and the prevalent attitudes towards females does reveal the 
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socio-political context of the late 1960s. Evans (2005: 160) comments on Reed’s 

adaptation and how it offered escapism: 

The end of the 1960s, the decade of so-called sexual liberation, was also one of 

political upheaval. Vietnam and the Paris riots of May 1968 are perhaps the two 

most dramatic episodes of the period’s turbulence, anticipated or reflected in films 

like Weekend (Godard, 1967), Z (Costa-Gavras, 1968) and If (Anderson, 1968). 

This was the context in [which] Oliver! was made, seven years after its first night 

on the London stage, a film version that, while recognising the box office 

potential of a smash hit, became in Reed’s hands a mediation of the age’s 

radicalism into a predominantly escapist genre that additionally found sources in 

the Dickens original, and the earlier film versions, for commentary on gender and 

the relations between the sexes (Evans, 2005: 160). 

 

Evans interprets the film as a mediation of the age’s radicalism and reflects on the 

significance of borrowing a Victorian narrative which features the suppressed and beaten 

Nancy. Nancy is a lowly prostitute who is at the mercy of the patriarchal dominance of 

Sikes, who represents all that the feminist movement wanted to oppose. Much like in 

Dickens’ novel, Nancy has no means of social mobility; despite her redemptive qualities 

she is trapped within the criminal underworld from which the men around her profit. The 

demand for female autonomy in the late 1960s was rapidly gaining momentum and 

challenged the historic ways that females were considered and their role in society. The 

adaptation’s return to an archaic view of women emphasises Nancy’s subordination. 

Hollows’ (2000: 3) comments on the late 1960s and early 1970s rise of feminism 

more specifically, and suggests it was a response to patriarchal domination mobilised 

through ideological and social constructions depriving women of the same rights as men. 

She discusses the second wave of feminism and argues that during this time, feminists in 

the US and UK: 

[S]truggled for equal pay, equal access to education and equal job opportunities; 

they fought for free contraception and the right to abortion; they campaigned 

about unpaid domestic labour, the need for free child-care provision and for both 

economic and legal independence, they claimed women’s right to define their own 

sexuality; and they protested against domestic and sexual violence against women. 
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Although this adaptation was produced at a time of feminist activism, which the 

producers would have been aware of, Nancy is not a response to feminist debates by 

embodying the qualities championed by the movement. Instead, Reed’s Nancy is very 

much a victim much like in Dickens’ novel.  However, the themes of female deprivation 

and domestic abuse are prevalent within the context of the adaptation being made as a 

family film, which further emphasise Nancy’s subservience. Reed’s Nancy remains 

subject to patriarchal power; her musical number ‘As Long As He Needs Me’ shows the 

character’s resolve in supporting Sikes despite his emotionally and physically abusive 

behaviour. As we will later see in Giedroyc’s adaptation, the Nancy in this production is 

much more maternal than the streetwise Nancy found in Dickens’ novel, whilst Reed’s 

Nancy is much unchanged. The references to domestic abuse are largely included in 

Nancy’s musical numbers. Similar to Reed’s adaptation of Oliver Twist, Giedroyc’s 

production does not depict a London that is as dark and bleak as Lean’s and Dickens’ 

portrayal of the metropolis. Giedroyc’s adaptation features a more theatrical production. 

For example, Fagin’s lair features scrubbed beams and floors, and is far more pleasant 

than the oppressive atmosphere created in Lean’s adaptation. This may be an ironic 

acknowledgment of the way in which Fagin’s lair has previously been represented in 

other adaptations of the novel; specifically, certain shots seem as though they take place 

on a stage-like set. This intertextual adaptation acknowledges its own manufacture and, 

due to the theatrical stylisation of the set, makes intertextual links to previous adaptations 

and their place within popular culture. Furthermore, all of the adaptations in this case 

study revise the characters through the prism of contemporary understanding to some 

extent, showing how adaptations use popular registers to connect with their time of 

production and the audiences who watch them.   
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(Figure 9). 

Now that ethnicity and gender have been analysed in Reed’s adaptation, we now 

turn to an analysis of Giedroyc’s adaptation to explore how characters’ identities are 

represented. In Giedroyc’s adaptation, the character of Nancy is played by Sophie 

Okonedo, a mixed-race actor. As will be discussed, the inclusion of a mixed-race actor 

shows the adaptation’s intention to be more inclusive, acknowledging the need for 

cultural diversity in representations of the English national past. Nancy is much more 

maternal and protective in this adaptation, offering a more nuanced characterisation in 

this new representation. Furthermore, Bill Sikes, played by Tom Hardy, is portrayed as 

having mental health issues which are explored when he sees the ghost of Nancy. These 

hallucinatory scenes are quite haunting and emotionally charged. Rather than seeing 

Sikes as an abusive, controlling, one-dimensional villain, Giedroyc’s interpretation makes 

the character seem more human and vulnerable. This clearly demonstrates the intermedial 

nature of adaptation more broadly, and how these cultural texts do not simply represent 

the original narrative. The evolution of Nancy within the case study adaptations shows 
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how these texts respond to their own cultural production to create a representation that is 

specific. Adaptations articulate the plethora of influences they are subject to and should 

be considered as a process that continually changes, rather than one-dimensional 

individual texts.  

 This will be questioned further in relation to theoretical material on gender and 

identity debates. Oliver or Fagin will not be discussed in this analysis, instead more 

attention will be granted to Sikes and Nancy who have very different portrayals in this 

adaptation which are much more emotionally charged. The purpose of this selective 

emphasis was to choose particular examples of representations of ethnicity and gender 

that were the most striking in their evolution. 

As noted, Sophie Okonedo is a mixed-race actor, and her being cast in this role 

raises questions regarding the portrayal of ethnicity in the film. Okonedo is quoted in The 

Telegraph (2007: 1) discussing how she was the first mixed-race actor to play the 

character and references the place of black and mixed-race people within Victorian 

England: 

‘In Victorian times there were plenty of sailors cavorting with prostitutes at the 

docks’, she says of the casting. ‘I’m sure a child like me could easily have been 

born, especially since I’m of mixed race. There were certainly lots of black people 

in London. 

 

Serena Davies (2007), writing for The Telegraph, declares that the adaptation is 

‘an Oliver for our times’, and argues that the characters ‘are given extra colour’, showing 

how the screenwriter Sarah Phelps’ intention was to make the adaptation ‘…more ballsy, 

earthy and modern’ than the adaptation’s predecessors. Alynda Wheat (Entertainment 

Weekly, 2009: 1) hailed the adaptation, arguing that the ‘…humor is wilder, the penury 

sadder, and Sophie Okonedo a winsome Nancy’. The New York Times raised the issue of 

faithfulness in Giedroyc’s retelling of the much-loved Dickens novel, suggesting that the 

adaptation is a ‘…conventional condensation that sticks to the broad outlines of the book 
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while scrambling characters and events in myriad small ways guaranteed to enrage 

Dickens purists’. USA Today’s (2009) review also hints at Giedroyc’s individual 

interpretation, conceding that ‘…times have changed, but they haven’t weakened the 

basic strength of Dickens’ story or diminished his insights into a society in which the 

poor are left to their own oppressed devices unless they cross paths with the rich’.  

Coky Giedroyc has directed a number of television series such as The Virgin 

Queen (2006), Wuthering Heights (2009), The Nativity (2010), The Hour (2011) and 

Penny Dreadful (2014). She has also directed two feature films Stella does Tricks (1996) 

and Women Talking Dirty (2000). The director’s individual auteur style harnesses the 

representation of feminine and masculine identity as a creative focus. Giedroyc’s 

direction of the first two episodes of The Virgin Queen focuses on the emotional state and 

psychological mindset of the young Queen Elizabeth as she begins to find her voice and 

adjust to her place as Queen. Other film representations of this monarch’s life such as 

Shekhar Kapur’s Elizabeth (1998) attempted to give Queen Elizabeth a much more 

dominating and astute representation than in Giedroyc’s portrayal. This focus on 

characters’ proclivities, motivations and psyche is something that also occurs in 

Giedroyc’s adaptation of Oliver Twist, where the characters’ state of mind is explored. In 

this adaptation, Sikes is not one-dimensionally bad, but rather a damaged product of his 

environment. This forces the audience to confront the social and historical period, the 

urban environment, and its effects on its inhabitants. 

Sophie Okonedo who plays the role of Nancy, has appeared in the film Dirty 

Pretty Things (2002), directed by Stephen Frears, where she played a prostitute named 

Juliette. This is significant as this actor has been cast in this role on more than one 

occasion, suggesting Okonedo’s capability to play the emotionally vulnerable yet 

streetwise Nancy. However, in Giedroyc’s adaptation, Nancy is not just a prostitute or a 
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victim of domestic abuse at the hands of Bill Sikes, instead she displays much more 

complex attributes which ultimately make her seem more likeable. Giedroyc has 

attempted to give Nancy’s characterisation a new representation by emphasising her 

nurturing abilities. This new more maternal Nancy changes her representation and draws 

attention to the gender politics surrounding this character’s portrayal on screen. Strinati’s 

(2004: 164) discussion of portrayals of women in popular culture focuses on the 

categorisation of women into sexual objects or mother figures, which is reductive and 

marginalising. Nancy in Giedroyc’s adaptation is given markers of both. Nancy’s low-cut 

costume hints that she may be a prostitute; however, her maternal features become the 

main aspect of her characterisation. Nancy’s compliance with prescribed gender roles as 

the mother figure is problematic in terms of Strinati’s theory. For the theorist, the media 

continually positions women in relation to their role within the home and their physical 

beauty. Thus, for Strinati, the media often attempts to offer and ascribe to women these 

limiting and restrictive categorisations. Here, Nancy is also adhering to these 

preconceived notions of femininity, and it is precisely her compliance with them which 

makes her redeemable. In the scene in which Nancy attempts to steal Oliver back from 

the Brownlows, her maternal relationship with Oliver is displayed. Upon seeing Oliver, 

she looks visibly delighted to see him and kneels and embraces the young boy, as she 

says, ‘…you look really well Oliver, you look smashing.’ She strokes his hair as she leads 

him to the waiting Sikes. The intensity of Nancy’s loving expressions towards Oliver 

reinforces her affectionate caring aspect. Additionally, Nancy’s reluctance to carry out 

this task and to instead leave Oliver with the Brownlows displays her consideration of the 

young, orphaned boy. When Sikes threatens Nancy with the ‘back of his hand’, she is 

forced to dupe Oliver. Her overt guilt and inner turmoil are explicit in this scene. She also 

begins to drink heavily when Oliver returns to Fagin’s lair and is consumed by remorse 
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for her actions. Furthermore, when Nancy and Oliver have an intimate discussion about 

the young boy’s deceased mother, the characters sit on the floor huddled together. The 

light from a fire illuminates their faces in a warm glow. They talk softly, and Nancy 

speculates that ‘I reckon she’d have been lovely’. Nancy calls Oliver ‘darling’ and 

attempts to give him comfort. Nancy becomes the only source of love and affection to 

Oliver once he is again submerged in the dark, criminal underworld. The characters 

display a bond that is kind and tender, which is poignant in the dark and unforgiving 

lower-class world that they are a part of. The maternal relationship that Nancy has with 

Oliver is significant, as it gives a new dimension to Nancy’s characterisation that has not 

previously been explored. In both Lean’s and Reed’s adaptations Nancy is not as 

maternal, nor is as much screen time dedicated to displaying her close relationship with 

Oliver. Much like Dickens’ own representation of Nancy, she remains the hero of the 

narrative who enables Oliver to return to the Brownlows. The accentuation of her 

maternal qualities makes her more likeable and her death more tragic when she is 

murdered for helping Oliver. This traditional marker of female identity is emphasised in 

the adaptation. Her maternal qualities heighten the audience’s sympathy for Nancy when 

she is viciously beaten to death by Bill. Her tender care is the only source of comfort to 

the orphaned Oliver, and it further separates her from the devious criminal activity of 

Sikes and Fagin. She is a vulnerable pawn used for the commercial gain and pleasure of 

the men around her. The motherly devotion she bestows on Oliver is key to her 

redemption in the eyes of the audience and makes clear that she does not want to 

capitalise on the young boy. 

Giedroyc’s decision to make Nancy much more vulnerable and nurturing is very 

different to what we have previously seen in both Lean’s and Reed’s adaptations. It is 

likely that the way in which Nancy has previously been recharacterised on screen had an 
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influence on Giedroyc much like Dickens’ original representation. Poore (2010) considers 

Giedroyc’s adaptation and the intertextual nature of adaptation more generally. Poore 

(2010:165) builds on Elliott’s consideration of the hyperfidelity of adaptations and the 

intertextual influence of adaptations of literary texts and the authoritative voice with 

which they retell the narrative. Poore is also influenced by Elliott’s (2003: 176) notion of 

the ‘trumping concept of adaptation’. Elliott explores adaptation’s recycling of the 

literary narrative, and how they can reveal issues with the original text’s production and 

construction, which implies ways in which the source text is ‘illegitimate’. Poore offers 

an intertextual analysis of Nancy’s performance and traces elements of her 

characterisation which may have been influenced by earlier adaptations. He argues that 

we need ‘…to take into account the long history of naturalizing Nancy, which in turn is 

emblematic of a number of long- and short-term influences on the screen adaptations of 

Dickens’. This maternal Nancy does not derive from Dickens’ plot but is born from the 

screen evolution of the character. The down-to-earth ‘Oom Pah Pah’ singing friend of the 

lost boys in Reed’s adaptation teased out these more feminine characteristics through the 

musical genre. This is taken further in Giedroyc’s adaptation where the redeemable and 

more positive aspects of Nancy’s characterisation develop from her intent to protect and 

nurture Oliver in the face of male dominance. The first time the audience is introduced to 

Nancy she has stolen goods wrapped in a blanket to give the illusion that she is holding a 

newly born baby. This emblem of a displaced maternal urge complies with stereotypical 

gender politics on femininity, and suggests that Nancy has nurturing capabilities that have 

been oppressed by her difficult social circumstances. This reveals sites of negotiation in 

adaptation and the intertextual environment, which influence and shape their creation. In 

a novel the author is the only authority figure, the reader will imagine the narrative, but 

the author alone is in control of the descriptions used. In adaptation, along with all of the 
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other intermedial influences such as film trends, genre, the auteur’s vision, the original 

novel, and the social, political, and economic context, an actor must interpret the script. 

With the director’s guidance, the actor will add their own interpretation of character 

which will find expression in their performance. Giedroyc’s representation of Nancy’s 

femininity has clearly been influenced by Reed’s portrayal of the character and her 

friendly and approachable demeanour with the boys of Fagin’s lair. This adaptation takes 

this a step further by connecting these new maternal characteristics to her likeability and 

purpose within the adaptation. This shows the evolutionary nature of adaptation, the 

blurred links of intermedial connections and how they continually respond to one another.  

Another example of how Nancy’s feminine identity is closely linked to her 

maternal qualities is in the scene in which Oliver is severely injured during the robbery 

with Sikes. Nancy offers to ‘nurse him’ back to health and holds the recovering Oliver up 

and administers a medicine, whilst smiling and stroking his hair. In a close-up, low-

angled shot, the audience is able to see Nancy’s concerned yet loving expression as she 

says ‘goodnight’. She then kisses her own fingertips and brings them down onto the little 

boy’s nose. This visibly relaxes and comforts Oliver, and he falls asleep immediately. In 

Dickens’ original novel, Nancy does not even meet Oliver until after he has been rescued 

by the Brownlows. In her frustration at not being able to find Oliver, she refers to him as 

a ‘brat’ (Dickens, 2002: 119). This demonstrates how Giedroyc’s portrayal of this 

character is very different. This maternal Nancy is explored in Reed’s earlier adaptation 

but not with the same emphasis.  

In Dickens’ novel, there are few descriptions of Nancy’s physical appearance and 

no overt indication of her ethnicity. In the first scene in Dickens’ novel (2005: 63) where 

the reader is introduced to Nancy and her friend, the sarcastic and cutting manner in 

which they are described as having ‘a good deal of hair […] a great deal of colour in their 
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faces’ and as being ‘remarkably free and agreeable in their manners’ alludes to the fact 

that they are prostitutes, which is enhanced when the narrator states that Oliver believes 

them to be ‘very nice girls indeed’ and concurs, sarcastically, that ‘there is no doubt that 

they were’. This condescending language used to imply that Nancy and Bet are 

prostitutes is not explicit, but may not have been lost on a Victorian readership. 

Therefore, Dickens’ original physical description of Nancy is bound up with her poverty 

and class rather than her racial background. 

Burton and Kennedy (2016: 189) discuss Okonedo having to justify the decision 

for her to play the role of Nancy in Oliver Twist. They discuss how: 

…the persistent absence of ‘Black Britons’ in the narrative of British history 

illustrates the complex politics of belonging in historical narratives and the 

reluctance of many to examine the intersections of class and race and gender in 

the histories of Britain.  

 

Carroll (2014: 16) offers an evaluation of Giedroyc’s decision to cast a mixed-

race actor in the role of Nancy, in what is a non-racially marked role. She discusses the 

persistent absence of non-white faces in classic adaptations to comment on some of the 

effects of casting black British actors in adaptations of classic Victorian literature more 

generally. She states that it: 

…make[s] visible the historical presence of a black diaspora in Victorian England. 

As a performance practice, however, it perhaps invites us not to see the racial 

identity of the actor as relevant to his or her role as a performer in a drama.  

 

This more inclusive intention in the casting process reveals wider social, political, and 

cultural contexts around the time of the adaptation’s production. Giedroyc’s later 

television series, Harlots (2017) and the popular Netflix series Bridgerton (2020) both 

feature black and mixed-race actors against the backdrop of Georgian England. This more 

socially-conscious diversity in casting shows another intertextual effect on the 

construction of Giedroyc’s adaptation as it directly affects its characters.  
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Carroll also discusses ‘illegitimate intrusions’ and alludes to Nancy’s illegitimate 

familial origins and the additional subtext of her ethnicity in the adaptation. Thus, 

Nancy’s lack of familial roots, which suggests she was born out of wedlock, would have 

made her Other in Christian Victorian society. Additionally, the fact that she is a mixed-

race character who is possibly a product of an illicit affair further serves to mark her as 

different. Carroll (2014: 16) also discusses the concept of integrated casting within 

‘classic adaptations’, and the need for non-white actors to have their ethnicity seen and 

‘not heard’, suggesting that there needs to be more diversity in cast members rather than 

simply theorising and discussing issues of representations of ethnicity. This issue of 

colour-blind casting is explored by Geraghty (2020), and articulates a more socially-

conscious and inclusive intent when casting to allow more diversity in film. Nancy’s 

maternal tendencies in Giedroyc’s adaptation are clearly a development born from an 

intertextual relationship with Reed’s adaptation rather than Dickens’ original descriptions 

of the character. This more stereotypically feminine recasting of Nancy serves to make 

her redeemable and more likeable to the audience. Casting a mixed-race actor to play the 

part of Nancy shows an attempt to respond to wider cultural discussions of a more 

inclusive and diverse representation of ethnicity on screen, showing the intermedial 

dialogue that is not one-dimensionally based on a representation of the original novel. 

Instead, adaptation is an indictive and revealing text that has a contextual engagement 

with societal concerns and issues and is able to actively respond to them. 

Giedroyc’s nuance of characterisation is not just displayed through Nancy and her 

more overt maternal instincts, Bill Sikes is also given a new representation. In the scene 

in which he murders Nancy, a menacing tone is achieved when Sikes bolts the door 

(Figure 10). Nancy is aware that something awful is about to happen and starts to panic 

and plead with Sikes. Sikes does not speak and slowly walks towards Nancy. Although 
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Sikes’ mental health issues are not verbally referred to, he has a perturbed and intense 

appearance which makes it clear to the audience that he is not calm and rational. A low-

angle close-up shot displays Sikes’ fixed stare. The gloomy and dark panelled room 

creates a dank atmosphere. The light from the fire illuminates Sikes’ face, revealing his 

facial expression with clarity. Sikes does not speak in this scene, and we only see one 

shot of his arm coming down towards Nancy with force. The sound of a club cracking a 

skull can be heard as the scene cuts. This scene is slower and does not have the same 

violent impact as in Lean’s adaptation. 

 

(Figure 10). 

In Dickens’ novel Sikes is continually disturbed by visions of Nancy’s eyes which 

heighten his paranoia: 

For now a vision came before him, as constant and more terrible than that from 

which he had escaped. Those widely-staring eyes, so lustreless and so glassy, that 

he had better borne to see than think upon, appeared in the midst of the darkness; 

light in themselves, but giving light to nothing (Dickens, 2002: 403). 

 

 Furthermore, it is a vision of her eyes that makes Sikes lose his balance and 

causes him to ‘stumble over the parapet’ with a noose accidentally tied around his neck as 

he falls to his death (Dickens, 2002: 438). The representation of Sikes having mental 
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health issues is clearly present in Dickens’ novel, as he is disturbed by visions of Nancy 

after her death. However, the new emphasis on Sikes’ state of mind is achieved through a 

contemporary rereading of the novel, which serves to highlight his mental fragility. 

Giedroyc’s choice to focus on the relentless and teasing nature of these images make it 

obvious to the audience that Sikes is unwell and is having a psychotic episode. In 

comparison, Reed omits this and Sikes does not have continual visions of the dead 

woman, instead the final scene is interspersed with the simultaneous action of Fagin 

attempting to flee and the comedic scene of him dropping a golden crown into a bog. 

Another scene in Giedroyc’s adaptation which emphasises Sikes’ mental health 

issues is when Sikes sees Nancy’s ghost haunting him, which makes him erratic, 

deranged, and frantic. In the scene in which Sikes attempts to flee London with Oliver, 

the young orphan questions what Sikes had done to Nancy. Sikes becomes visibly 

perturbed, anxious, and agitated, and denies any culpability stating, ‘it must have been 

someone else, as I’d never, ever lift a finger to her, boy’. When asked why he is covered 

in blood, the villain begins to shake nervously. The sound of birds flying into the air and 

the rustle of leaves startle Sikes and he becomes very disturbed and alarmed. In his panic, 

as he assesses his surroundings, he has a hallucination caused by his guilt and fear. The 

scene cuts to a mid-shot of a happy, smiling Nancy sitting on a tree branch, watching the 

terrified Sikes. He rubs his eyes in disbelief and the vision of Nancy is gone. This ghost-

like image of Nancy that is haunting Sikes makes him act more irrationally. 

Furthermore, as Sikes becomes increasingly more distressed, his visions of Nancy 

become more frequent. When Oliver and Sikes walk along the streets of the London 

slums, Nancy walks behind them. A mid-shot reveals Sikes’ confused facial expression as 

he continually looks over his shoulder. Sikes then aggressively turns around to confront 

the ghost and shouts ‘go on, get out of it’. This is to the shock of passers-by who view 
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Sikes as senseless and perturbed, as there is no-one there, since only he can see the ghost. 

Sikes becomes very angry and confrontational and attempts to fight the passers-by, whilst 

screaming ‘I’m Bill Sikes, I’ll have the lot of you!’ This angry outburst demonstrates how 

illogical and crazed he has become. This is a violent scene, and Sikes displays intensely 

aggressive behaviour. However, the audience is aware that he may be having a mental 

breakdown, and his unstable state of mind is the main point of the representation in this 

scene. In Giedroyc’s portrayal, Sikes remains an intimidating character; however, he is 

also represented as fragile and vulnerable due to his mental health issues.  

This also alters the way that gender characteristics are signified in the adaptation. 

Masculine identity is important to discuss in relation to Sikes. As previously highlighted, 

Taylor and Willis (1999) discuss central issues in debates around areas of stereotyping. In 

Dickens’ novel, Sikes is the archetypal villain as he is destructive, antagonistic, dominant, 

and cruel. Taylor and Willis suggest that restrictive considerations of male distinctiveness 

and character obscure, simplify and shape. Gauntlett (2008: 9) discusses the ways 

masculine identity has historically evolved as a direct response to the media. He states: 

The ideas of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ have been pulled through the social 

changes of the past few decades in quite different ways. ‘Masculinity’ is seen as 

the state of ‘being a man’, which is…in flux. 

 

Thus, gender identity is constantly changing and in transition. Sikes’ ‘male’ identity still 

retains markers of his original characterisation, although he presents as much more 

mentally delicate and unstable. 

In the scene in which Sikes is chased through the sewers, Nancy also appears. 

Sikes rests for a few moments after running frantically, and enjoys a few seconds of calm 

solitude. A close-up shot shows Sikes’ rotting teeth and unkempt appearance, which 

makes him look more dishevelled. A female voice can suddenly be heard singing a 

melody. As Sikes moves his face in the direction of the noise, the scene cuts to a long-
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shot of Nancy observing the villain. She states calmly ‘I won’t ever leave you Bill’, to 

Sikes’ extreme horror. This prompts Bill to untie his long neck scarf. In the next 

sequence, a close-up tracking shot reveals Sikes’ dangling feet, as the sewer water drips 

off his body. We can only see suspended feet in the shot, which informs the audience that 

Sikes has committed suicide. This scene draws the audience’s attention to the dirty, urban 

space and away from sentimentalised images of Victorian life.  

In conclusion, the characters’ ethnicity, and gender in the three adaptations allow 

further insight into not only how the three adaptations engage with one another, but 

various contextual influences in the rewriting of these hybrid texts. As has been clearly 

demonstrated, there are many intertextual and intermedial effects on the construction of 

adaptations, such as genre, film trends, the actor’s performance and interpretation of 

character, social, political, and economic contexts, the political economy of the 

adaptation, audience demand, the auteur’s vision, earlier adaptations, and other films 

made within the same genre, which all contribute to the network of influences that encode 

their creation. Adaptations are not static, as they continually evolve and respond to their 

own specific modes of production whilst being self-consciously aware of earlier 

adaptations of the original novel. 

Lean’s adaptation features a gothic aesthetic with expressionist stylisations, which 

creates a darker and more sinister tone. The character of Fagin in Lean’s adaptation was 

discussed in reference to the make-up and costume choices that give Alec Guinness’ 

portrayal negative connotations. Additionally, the issue of Fagin representing Jewishness 

and the anti-Semitic inferences with which Guinness’ portrayal is encoded, was explored 

in relation to theoretical discussions of stereotyping.  

Furthermore, Nancy’s murder was also highlighted to show how this violent scene 

maintained a dark mood, tone, and stylisation. Theoretical considerations of gender 



 107 

identity were discussed in relation to both Nancy and Sikes, whilst reflecting on the 

context of production. Thus, Lean’s portrayal of Fagin’s Jewishness is much more overt 

than in Reed’s adaptation. The characterisation of Fagin is closer to Dickens’ original 

portrayal; however, Lean’s darker adaptation has many instances of dramatic tension.  

The second case study focused on Reed’s musical adaptation of Oliver Twist. As 

suggested, the musical numbers often act as a soliloquy, which has a practical purpose for 

the development of plot. Fagin’s ethnicity was revealed during the musical numbers, 

enabling the character to communicate his Jewish heritage through cultural practices. 

Although this representation does still draw on stereotypes, it does not have the same 

negative effect as Lean’s and Dickens’ portrayals of the character. Furthermore, mid-

1960s discussions of female identity and autonomy were synthesised with a textual 

analysis of ‘As Long As He Needs Me’. Shani Wallis’ portrayal of Nancy is wholesome 

and somewhat maternal, and goes on to influence Giedroyc’s later adaptation.  

The third case study of Giedroyc’s adaptation of Oliver Twist attempted to 

highlight how less focus is granted to the physical space of Victorian London, which 

forgoes an atmosphere of industry and pollution that is shown in Lean’s and Reed’s 

adaptations. Nancy is much more maternal and protective in this adaptation. Furthermore, 

the character Bill Sikes is portrayed as having mental health issues, which are explored 

when he sees the ghost of Nancy. These scenes are quite haunting and emotionally 

charged. Rather than seeing Sikes as an abusive, controlling one-dimensional villain, 

Giedroyc’s interpretation makes the character seem more vulnerable and unstable.  

Each of the adaptations raises questions regarding representations of ethnicity by 

toning down or amplifying a character’s cultural background. Additionally, the depictions 

of female characters with more culturally recognised markers of femininity, such as 

maternal characteristics, have been challenged. Sikes’ male dominance has been 
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considered across the adaptations, together with the way this is represented. Each 

adaptation presents the novel and its characters differently, showing how adaptations are 

responsive texts which engage with their own filmic context and with each other. 
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Case Study 2: 

Chapter 3: Adapting to the ages: popular appeal, audiences, and 
adaptations of A Christmas Carol. 

 
 

This chapter will explore the ways that adaptations use popular registers to engage 

audiences, through their ability to reflect film styles of their time. Through an analysis of 

Hurst’s (1951) and Henson’s (1992) adaptations of Dickens’ novella A Christmas Carol, 

this chapter will focus on the aesthetic and narrative approaches in these films to show 

how adaptations engage with genre as well as audience demands and expectations. This 

analysis will be used to contribute to the broader argument of this thesis, which shows 

how adaptations need to be read in light of the multi-layered contextual moments in 

which they are formed. These adaptations offer different contextual cinematic 

perspectives which are layered with new meanings. Much like all of the case studies in 

this thesis, this chapter will situate a reading of the adaptations within a discussion of 

genre conventions and their own social and filmic context. This is done to clearly 

demonstrate how adaptations are born out of specific intertextual effects. This chapter 

helps assert that the vitality of adaptations lies in their intertextual relationship with 

earlier forms. Thus, adaptation does not represent a debased form of the novel, but should 

be conceived as a process that re-energises it. Adaptation reorientates novels within a new 

time and place, showing how their own specific modes of production are part of this 

rewriting.  

Hurst’s adaptation uses film noir stylisations evocative of German expressionist 

cinema. These aesthetics are closely linked and share many common traits and motifs 

designed to unsettle audiences.15 The use of shadow, lighting, and foreboding music to 

 
15 Film noir and German expressionism will be referred to in relation to the style and tone of Hurst’s 

adaptation. These cinematic aesthetics will be discussed in more detail throughout the chapter in relation to 
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create tension and accentuate the drama of scenes, will be analysed to show how the use 

of the film noir aesthetic takes aspects of Dickens’ ghost story and emphasises it. 

Furthermore, Hurst’s adaptation includes additional scenes which act as a backstory to 

justify Scrooge’s demise into a cold and harsh individual.  

Henson’s adaptation uses the comedic energy of the Muppets characters to make 

Dickens’ narrative appealing to a family audience, as the high energy and humour of the 

Muppets lends itself to family viewing. Henson’s insertion of the Muppets characters, and 

the recognisable comedy and format of their work brings a new dimension to this 

retelling of Dickens’ Victorian novella. The musical genre, special effects, and the 

broader influence of the Muppets characters in the adaptation will be analysed to show 

how this populist retelling engages the audience.  

A common thread that runs through both of these adaptations is the way they use 

genre and popular registers of the time. This chapter will connect with theoretical 

paradigms of taste and popular culture, which will be used to demonstrate the value of 

film adaptations as an interpretive medium and to dismantle perceptions of cultural 

hierarchies between literature and film. Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s work (1979: 15), 

originally published in 1947, distinguishes between what they deem to be high and low 

culture. They criticise popular culture as something to be viewed as lowbrow, cheap, 

easily consumable, and commercial. They also suggest that popular culture does not 

promote ‘intelligent thinking,’ unlike other more serious higher art forms. Their work has 

gone onto inspire much mass art theory where this dismissive view has been widely 

contested. In sharp contrast, Carroll (1998: 413) asserts that high art does not have any 

 
specific filmic examples. Dickens’ original novella is a ghost story, which the film noir stylisations of 

Hurst’s adaptation emphasise. 
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‘structural, functional, formal or ontological basis’ upon which it should be considered 

better or a more worthy art form.  

Reminiscent of Bourdieu’s (1984) work, Carroll (174) highlights the ‘Elimination 

theory’ which approaches art distinctions as consumer determined. He positions art as a 

commodity which can be used to mark class identity.16 The commodity value of the text 

can then be used to assert class distinction. This theory suggests that there are ‘no formal 

features that distinguish popular art or mass art from other sorts of art, such as so-called 

high art’. Therefore, this categorisation is entirely made by the consumer and has no basis 

within the text and is simply a convention. Carroll will be continually referred to 

throughout this chapter, to highlight the value of adaptations as a mass art form and the 

ways that they engage their audiences. Through the lens of new genres and audiences’ 

demands, both Hurst’s and Henson’s adaptations revitalise the original novella on screen. 

A new complexity arises from the adaptive process when the issue of taste is challenged. 

Taste is subjective and personal, but also linked to the time in which adaptations are 

produced. Taste is also structural, and audiences do not have complete agency or 

awareness of why certain texts and cultural products have appeal. By acknowledging the 

intersectionalities of evolving popular culture, the fluidity of adaptations’ relationship to 

their own cultural context is revealed. As suggested by Sonnett (1999: 54), ‘all texts bear 

relations to their cultural production’, identifying that context affects the construction of 

cinema. The original novels live on through the adaptive process. This non-linear 

evolution and regression of an adaptation’s afterlife continually reinvents the original 

novel for new audiences and their tastes. Populist re-visionings are mimetic and never a 

complete carbon copy; there is a clear familial resemblance although they are never 

identical. Both films used in the textual analysis use specific genre choices and 

 
16 Carroll capitalises Eliminativist and Elimination theory, so this study shall do so too. 
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storytelling means to convey Dickens’ novella without the audience having to have prior 

knowledge of the author or the Victorian period.17  

Hurst uses the film noir aesthetic as an overarching stylisation in his adaptation of 

A Christmas Carol, showing how this current film trend helped to popularise the novella 

for new audiences.  This does not mean that Dickens’ work has been simplified or 

debased, but in fact revitalised and repositioned for contemporary tastes.  

Film noir was heavily influenced by German expressionism. These strongly linked 

aesthetic film movements both use low-key lighting, shadow, monochrome toned images, 

abstract and sharp angles of shots, and an emphasis on a more sinister narrative. To 

contextualise this, the earlier German expressionist movement reflected the angst of a 

1920s society in flux. These social and political fears and traumas were articulated in 

films such as The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920), Nosferatu (1922), The Last Laugh 

(1924), and Metropolis (1927). In turn, dream-like painted backgrounds and dark 

sinisterly-lit sets gave an eerie quality to the cinematography. Hurst’s use of film noir is a 

result of this cinematic context which evolved from German expressionism. Films such as 

The Postman Always Rings Twice (1946), Out of the Past (1947), Cry of the City (1948), 

The Reckless Moment (1949), In a Lonely Place (1950), Black Orchid (1953), Deadly 

Nightshade (1953), Delayed Action (1954), and Double Exposure (1954) all develop this 

German expressionist aesthetic through their use of film noir. These films all had box 

office success, demonstrating a prevailing genre style at the time of Hurst’s adaptation’s 

production. Mackilop and Sinyard (2003: 187) discuss the popularity of film noirs with 

audiences in the 1950s, and consider filmmakers Baker and Berman and their fulfilment 

of marketplace demand, stating: 

… [They] made every penny work in the interest of the film-goer. Their aim was 

to entertain; and in providing films that found ready acceptance with audiences for 

 
17 Specific instances where this is apparent will be highlighted in the textual analysis. 
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a decade they are often revealing about the nature of public taste not just in films 

but in a wider sense culturally. The lure of Americanisation, albeit in a setting 

easily recognizable, is but one example. 

 

Dark tales of seduction, murder, class divides, and adultery, with themes of paranoia and 

betrayal were noticeable characteristics of these films. The use of low-key lighting, 

abstract angles, and shadow all accentuate the mood of anxiety prevalent in these films. 

Although Dickens’ novella has dark subject matter such as ghosts and time travel, Hurst’s 

adaptation accentuates this through a new film noir stylisation. This clear popularising of 

the novella shows just one of the ways that adaptation has the capability to recharge 

historical narratives for new mass audiences. It is the effect of this new stylisation on the 

representation of scenes which imbues Hurst’s retelling with a new energy and focus.  

Hurst’s adaptation was produced shortly after what has been known as ‘the golden 

age of cinema’ with films such as Brief Encounter (1945), The Red Shoes (1948), and The 

Third Man (1949) gaining commercial and critical success with audiences. During the 

1940s, cinema attendance was very high and Brooke (2015: 1) notes that during ‘the 

golden age of cinema’ ticket sales peaked to ‘1.6 billion in 1946’. Cinema attendance was 

a sensory experience with orchestras sometimes playing in-between features to cash in on 

the popularity of theatre viewing.18 The popularity of British cinema after the end of 

World War II and the rise in audience attendance demonstrated the importance of this 

mass-market medium’s value at a time of national hardship. This shows the social and 

cultural value of cinema at this time, and many films of this period offered escapism or 

were purposefully patriotic, furthering the rhetoric of teamwork, perseverance, and unity. 

Although Hurst’s adaptation was produced shortly after the ‘golden age of cinema’ and 

the boom in cinema attendance, this period affected the social and cultural context of this 

 
18 In October 1931 at the Cecil Theatre in Hull, seven instrumentalists and vocalists performed. Source: 

http://blog.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk  

http://blog.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
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adaptation. Cinema attendance began to rapidly decline after its peak in 1946, so much so 

that by 1956 it had reduced by 50 percent (Kutner, 2006: 1). 

Hurst’s adaptation was released in 1951 as television had become a significant 

competitor for audiences’ entertainment. The sharp decline in cinema attendance after the 

‘golden age of cinema’ was accelerated by social factors such as large-scale migration to 

suburban areas and the baby boom. The receding popularity of cinema marked the end of 

the glory days of Hollywood and the changing commercial landscape of visual 

entertainment. This in turn affected the style, tone, and aesthetic emphasises in cinema, 

which needed to diversify to recapture audiences’ interest. Broadly, the film noir aesthetic 

gained popularity in the 1950s largely thanks to independent producers and these films’ 

emphasis on introspection and the exploration of personal trauma. This is certainly true of 

Hurst’s adaptation, which focuses on the protagonist and his backstory to give a more 

psychologically reflective representation of Scrooge. Cinema was adapting to the 

changing viewing habits of audiences, bringing a new energy and focus through a new 

register. 

Film noir often uses tonal lighting, high contrast lighting, flashbacks, skewed 

camera angles, and striking visual effects to create a bleak or fatalistic mood. Keating 

(2010: 244) describes film noir as a ‘…Hollywood mannerism; it takes the widely 

accepted ideal of expressivity and extends it to new extremes’. Keating’s comments 

demonstrate how this aesthetic creates a dark and distinctive atmosphere through a 

particular creative expression. Spicer (2013: 4) discusses some of the complexities 

surrounding the definition of film noir, and questions whether: 

…film noir is a genre with a tightly defined corpus of films; an artistic movement; 

a distinctive visual style; a prevailing mood or tone expressing alienaton, 

paranoia, and moral ambivalence; a specific period of film history (1940- 1958); 

or a much more diffuse phenomenon whose boundaries are highly permeable. 
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Thus, a capriciousness exists in pinning down exactly what film noir is, as its legacy is 

continually redefined in film. Providing a way of classifying film noir is not the purpose 

of this study, instead some of the recognisable markers and tropes of film noir will be 

discussed in relation to Hurst’s adaptation. 

Crowther (1951: 1) writing for The New York Times at the time of Hurst’s 

adaptation’s original release, highlights how the film noir stylisation of the adaptation 

gave a frantic and chilling representation of Dickens’ narrative, which amplifies themes 

of the novella. He comments how:  

…this rendition of Dickens's sometimes misunderstood ‘Carol’ is an accurate 

comprehension of the agony of a shabby soul. And this is presented not only in 

the tortured aspects of Mr. Sim but in the phantasmagoric creation of a somber 

and chilly atmosphere. 

 

Place and Peterson (1974: 177) emphasise how low-key lighting in film noir ‘…opposes 

light and dark, hiding faces, rooms, [and] urban landscapes’; the shadows create mystery 

and intrigue as they literally obscure the frame. Hanson and Spicer also (2013: 271) 

discuss the importance and cinematic effect of shadow in film noir and how the use of 

expressive lighting ‘… establish[es] an appropriately pessimistic mood’. A look at 

various characteristics and scenes in Hurst’s adaptation shows how film noir imbues this 

retelling with a stylisation that is distinctly different to the novella. 

This use of shadow and lighting to create tension and drama is used in the scene in 

which Scrooge returns to his home. The long sweeping staircase is lit with high-key 

lighting from the left-hand side which forces the shadows from the handrail to slice 

across the scene. The shadows are reminiscent of jail bars which give a sinister and 

disturbing image. As Scrooge climbs the stairs the music builds and low brass 

instruments can be heard that keep time with the character’s footfalls upon the stairs. This 

wide-angle shot which is slightly skewed, takes in the contrast of lighting across the 

scope of the whole scene. The intensity and visceral power of the musical score acts as a 
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compliment and a further accent to the other film noir stylisations of the adaptation, as the 

menacing musical tone creates a frantic atmosphere. A long whisper from the ghost of 

Jacob Marley saying the protagonist’s name, further contributes to a paranormal 

atmosphere. (Figure 11). Dickens’ original novella focuses on Scrooge’s miserly ways, 

and how cold, dark, and uninviting the hallway was. Dickens writes ‘[h]alf a dozen gas-

lamps out of the street wouldn’t have lighted the entry too well, so you may suppose it 

was pretty dark with Scrooge’s dip’ (Dickens, 2002: 22). Hurst’s adaptation uses film 

noir to amplify the tension of this scene, and to give the hallway a disconcerting 

atmosphere. This shows how the build-up of anxiety in this scene is a complete creation 

of Hurst’s artistic choices.  

 

 

(Figure 11). 

A further scene where the use of tonal lighting particularly enhances the 

foreboding mode of representation, is when Scrooge reaches his bedroom after seeing the 

face of Jacob Marley in the doorknocker. In the novella, it is intimated that Scrooge is 

slightly nervous when locking the door, but quickly relaxes in his home: 
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Quite satisfied, he closed his door, and locked himself in; double locked himself 

in, which was not his custom. Thus secured against surprise, he took off his 

cravat; put on his dressing gown and slippers, and his nightcap; and sat down 

before the fire to take his gruel. (Dickens, 2002: 16). 

 

The lighting changes dramatically in Hurst’s adaptation, and much of the room is 

cast in shadow. It is clear that Hurst is not just imposing film noir, he is looking for 

moments within Dickens’ original novel which lend themselves to the style in which he is 

presenting the adaptation. As he enters his room, a spotlight is pointed at the protagonist 

making a large shadow of Scrooge trail behind him. The spotlight focuses the audience’s 

gaze within the scene, and further accentuates the sinister atmosphere. In addition, when 

Scrooge sits down to eat his evening meal, the key lighting is focused on Scrooge rather 

than the set, drawing the audience’s attention to his facial expressions. The scene is 

interspersed with low-angle shots of Scrooge’s clock and bell which both chime in 

unison, creating a fatalistic atmosphere consistent with film noir. The use of shadow 

again is not only used to direct the audience’s attention, but also to create tension. This 

technique used at a point of drama aims to build the audience’s anticipation as Jacob 

Marley is revealed. Hurst’s use of heavy shadows that obscure the image within shots 

reinforces tropes that mark the liminality of film noir. Whilst Dickens’ novella focuses on 

how Scrooge begins to relax in his home after the startling scene of Jacob Marley’s face 

on the doorknocker, Hurst’s representation of this scene maintains an ambience of dread. 

A further example of how the use of tonal lighting affects the tone of the 

adaptation, is in the scene in which the Ghost of Christmas Future takes Scrooge to his 

grave. This penultimate scene is heavily cast in shadow. Scrooge is lit from below which 

casts shadows across his face giving him a gaunt appearance. Additionally, when 

Scrooge’s headstone is revealed with his name engraved on it, he drops to his knees in 

horror and screams. He is completely cast in shadow and the audience is only able to see 

his outline. The high contrast lighting obscures Scrooge’s facial expressions and places an 
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emphasis on the dialogue and music in the scene. Scrooge begs the ghost for a second 

chance as the loud thudding musical score builds, creating an anxious atmosphere. This 

scene further demonstrates how the use of lighting establishes the tone and mood of the 

action and affects the visual image of characters. Furthermore, the collective effect of the 

musical score, the dramatic gestures of Scrooge, lighting, and staging, shows how aspects 

of the film noir stylisation are often melodramatic to heighten the tone of the scene. There 

are similarities between Lean’s (1946) popular Great Expectations and Hurst’s adaptation 

of A Christmas Carol in terms of their cinematography and intertextual links to film noir. 

Both films use shadows to obscure shots, creating a darker stylisation. There is a clear 

connection between adaptations from the same author, showing how the original novel’s 

influence does not always take precedence. Instead, in this case contemporary cinematic 

trends and styles are seen to also affect the adaptation.  

The film noir stylisation is not achieved through chiaroscuro lighting alone. The 

way that the ghosts who visit Scrooge are revealed and the gradual building of tension 

contribute to the atmosphere of dread in Hurst’s adaptation. Dickens’ novella is a ghost 

story, and Hurst’s artistic choices emphasise the themes of A Christmas Carol. In the 

scene in which Scrooge meets the Ghost of Christmas Future, the audience initially only 

sees his reaction to the ghost. The Ghost of Christmas Future is hidden from view and 

only a deathly white hand is visible halting Scrooge in his tracks. The hand is in the 

foreground of the shot and takes up most of it. Scrooge screams and shakes at the sight of 

the ghost which creates dramatic tension in the audience who are yet to view the ghost. 

The scene is bathed in fog which further creates a chilling atmosphere as it further 

obscures the ghost. The staging focuses the attention on Scrooge’s facial expressions and 

reaction to the ghost, which heightens the audience’s anticipation at its entrance. A 

tracking shot is used as the camera pans out from the mid-shot featuring the ghost’s hand 
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and slowly reveals the veiled ghost who has a forbidding appearance (Figure 12). As the 

shot pans outwards, the score which features the loud crash of cymbals and drumbeats 

reaches a crescendo and marks to the audience that the ghost is to be feared. This shows 

how a broader film noir stylisation amplifies the drama of the scene. The musical score, 

shot types, staging, and the actor’s performance collectively heighten the darker tone of 

the adaptation, where a contemporary register is used to revitalise or capture an aspect of 

the novella.  

The entrance of the last spirit that visits Scrooge is described in the opening of 

chapter four in the novella: 

The Phantom slowly, gravely, silently approached. When it came near him, 

Scrooge bent down upon his knee; for in the very air through which this Spirit 

moved it seemed to scatter gloom and mystery. It was shrouded in a deep black 

garment, which concealed its head, its face, its form and left nothing of it visible, 

save one outstretched hand. But for this, it would have been difficult to detach its 

figure from the night, and separate it from the darkness by which it was 

surrounded. (Dickens, 2002: 89).  

 

This is the darkest spirit to come to Scrooge, and its presence creates a point of high 

drama and anxiety in the novella. The shrouded figure, which blends into the night, is 

clearly someone to be feared, and Dickens’ description draws on established imagery of 

the Grim Reaper. Dickens’ scene demonstrates a clear intention to unsettle the reader at 

this point in the novella and to make clear that the final ghost has a chilling presence. The 

ghost personifies death, and its obscured visage makes it all the more unnerving. This 

shows that darker themes are certainly present in the novella, and the revelation of the 

ghost is designed to provoke fear in the reader. Hurst’s adaptation uses this subject matter 

and emphasises it using genre conventions of film noir to cater to audience demands and 

sentiments. This is a further example of how film trends and aesthetics actively shape 

adaptations’ representations, demonstrating how adaptations add their own meanings to 

their revisioning of the original novel.  
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(Figure 12). 

Reading adaptations as cultural communicative texts shows how they have a 

strong relationship with their own intermedial creation. Adaptations are fluid texts 

uniquely able to adjust to the mood, tone, style, and audience demands of their own 

modes of production. Hurst’s broader engagement with genre shows one of the ways that 

adaptations use popular registers to connect with audiences. The eerie atmosphere is not 

established though shadow alone in Hurst’s adaptation. The appearance of Marley and his 

effect on Scrooge is designed to create fear in the audience. The translucent ghost of 

Jacob Marley, as in Dickens’ novella, carries heavy chains that represent the bad deeds 

committed in his life. When Scrooge denies the ghost’s existence and blames him on a bit 

of ‘undigested beef’ (as in the novella) the ghost stands and screams whilst shaking the 

chains in distress. In Dickens’ novella the reader gains a description of Marley’s Ghost 

which is shocking rather than terrifying:  

The cellar door flew open with a booming sound, and then he heard the noise 

much louder on the floors below; then coming up the stairs; then coming straight 

towards his door… The same face: the very same. Marley in his pigtail, usual 

waistcoat, tights and boots; the tassels on the latter bristling, like his pigtail, and 

his coat-skirts, and the hair upon his head. The chain he drew was clasped around 

his middle. It was long and wound about him like a tail; and it was made… of 

cash-boxes, keys, padlocks, ledgers, deeds and heavy purses wrought in steel. 

(Dickens, 2007: 48).  
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At this point in the adaptation, the ghost does not aggressively shake the shackles 

that bind him. Instead the emphasis is placed on Scrooge being able to identify the 

apparition as his former business partner Marley. However, in Hurst’s adaptation the 

sound of the chains seems to physically pain Scrooge; he drops to the floor clutching his 

face in fear. This shows how Hurst’s adaptation adds drama to this scene by emphasising 

Scrooge’s reaction to the ghost, in turn creating an atmosphere of anxiety.  

In the adaptation, when Scrooge learns that he will be visited by three ghosts, 

Jacob Marley shows the protagonist the consequences of living his life without charity 

and empathy. The ghost opens the curtain to show a woman with a baby in the snow 

oblivious to the ghosts surrounding her who are desperately trying to help, while toiling 

in pain at not being able to do so. The ghosts reach out to the woman but seem unable to 

grasp her, and their frustrated faces and strange irregular movements add an eerie and 

frightening atmosphere to the adaptation. This scene deals with the topical issue of 

widespread poverty and harsh unfeeling attitudes towards the poor, and is taken from 

Dickens’ novella. The vast class divide in Victorian England is a defining feature of how 

this historical time is remembered. The inclusion of this scene and Dickens’ 

acknowledgment of these wider societal issues shows how adaptations that represent 

history give audiences a short-hand view of the period. This darker theme of poverty 

alluded to here contributes to the darker undertone achieved by the film noir aesthetic. 

Thus, Hurst’s adaptation teases out darker subject matter from the novella and frames it 

with a new stylisation.  

Krueger (2002: 6) discusses how the Victorian period has become a historical 

phenomenon precisely due to its rerepresentations and its media visibility:  

To understand the Victorians in terms of their uncanny relationship with a 

contemporary moment is to attempt neither to bring them back to life nor to kill 

them off, but rather to recognize at once their strangeness and familiarity… [The 
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period’s] richness and complexity feeds into those aesthetic needs and political 

problems that characterize the present. 

 

The Victorians, and the persistent interest they inspire, show how the past fulfils a 

need in the present. In Hurst’s adaptation, a more pessimistic tone is achieved through 

common markers of film noir. This adaptation includes scenes that reflect some of the 

negative social issues of the Victorian time, which for Krueger gives an insight into the 

adaptation’s own context and zeitgeist. Furthermore, the Victorian era’s enduring appeal 

demonstrates not only why adaptations are so important and successful with audiences, 

but also more broadly why connections to cultural history have such a significance to the 

present day. 

An aspect of film noir is the advancement of characters, where their mindsets and 

psychological perspectives are often examined. Hurst’s adaptation further differentiates 

itself from the original novella by the use of additional scenes which resituate, embellish, 

and offer a backstory to Scrooge’s past trauma. Hurst uses the vehicle of additional 

scenes to tease out character attributions. This expansion of the narrative is significant, as 

collectively these scenes develop the character of Scrooge and give the audience a greater 

understanding of his mindset, humanise him, and make him seem less of a one-

dimensional villain. These additional scenes give a more comprehensive understanding of 

Scrooge and a deeper contextual understanding of his personal history. This emphasis on 

the psychological make-up of characters is a recurring motif in film noir cinema, and is 

featured in films such as Gun Crazy (1950) and The Set-Up (1949). A range of additional 

scenes show how this adaptation uses the film noir aesthetic to give a new representation 

of Dickens’ novella. 

In Hurst’s adaptation, the advancement of Scrooge’s character presents a more 

multi-faceted view of Scrooge which is nuanced and different. This is not a complete 

creation of the adaptation as cues have been taken from the novella. However, what 
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adaptations reveal is a cinematic proxy at play where this level of detail is easily 

transferred. As Linderman (1990: 73) notes, cinema has the dialectic capability of 

‘palpating and deconstructing the unconscious’. She details the various ways that 

psychiatry is present implicitly and explicitly in her case study of Cat People (1942), and 

considers the way that the demands of narrative structure and characterisation facilitate 

the representation of the psychological state. Similarly, Hurst’s adaptation attempts to 

focus on the psychological mindset of Scrooge and to create a backstory for the audience 

to explain reasons why Scrooge became so cold and unfeeling. The additional scenes help 

communicate Scrooge’s personal history and develop his characterisation. 

One such additional scene which uses a flashback to explore Scrooge’s mindset, is 

the scene that depicts Scrooge’s sister Fanny on her deathbed after giving birth to her son. 

The narrative highlights how Scrooge came from an unloving family and his only relief 

from loneliness was with his sister. With her dying breath Fanny begs Scrooge to fulfil 

her last request. Fanny seemingly dies and Scrooge rushes from the room in despair, his 

angry face visible when his newborn nephew’s cries can be heard. As Scrooge leaves the 

room, Fanny mutters the words ‘promise me you will take care of my boy’, before dying. 

The Scrooge from the future, who is a passive observer in the scene, is shocked and 

disturbed to hear his sister’s dying wish. The realisation that he has failed to fulfil his 

sister’s last request visibly shakes Scrooge and he drops to his knees in horror. This 

melodramatic scene encourages the audience to feel sympathy for Scrooge as he laments 

over failing his sister. This additional scene emphasises the character’s development and 

emotional state, and further reinforces the film noir aesthetic, as flashbacks and 

psychological introspection are recognisable markers of film noir. Menegaldo (2004: 157) 

argues that flashbacks in film noir ‘…relate to the subjectivity of consciousness…[and] 

the notion of haunting obsessive memory’. In Hurst’s adaptation, Scrooge’s visit to the 
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traumatic event of his sister dying communicates his misdirected grief which enhanced 

his feelings of resentment, loneliness, and anger. Not aware of his sister’s wishes, this 

scene helps to explain the reasons for Scrooge’s self-centred mindset. Unlike flashbacks 

used predominantly in film noir, this scene is not a subjective memory. The Ghost of 

Christmas Past has taken Scrooge back to revisit this event; it is not a personal 

interpretation of a recollection, but instead this scene shows the events as they happened. 

The addition of this scene helps to explain the reasons for Scrooge’s temperament. 

 In the novella, the Ghost of Christmas Past takes Scrooge to the Christmas he 

spent alone at school until his sister Fanny unexpectedly arrived to collect him. The 

solitary image of the child abandoned at school for Christmas promotes an emotive 

response in the adult Scrooge. The reader is offered a glimpse into the character’s past 

when Dickens writes ‘…that there he was, alone again, when all the other boys had gone 

home for the jolly holidays’ (Dickens, 2007: 43). 

The image of the only forgotten child at school is poignant. However, it does not 

carry the greater psychological emphasis that is used in Hurst’s adaptation to explain the 

character’s personal history. This adaptation charts the development of Scrooge’s descent 

into an uncharitable and hostile human being, and this makes the penultimate scene where 

Scrooge changes more powerful.  

Another additional scene, which gives further insight into Scrooge’s mindset and 

his callous attitude to others is the scene in which Scrooge is told that Marley is dying. 

This additional scene shows how the protagonist’s harsh attitude is not exclusive to 

family, former acquaintances, and friends; his indifference also includes his feelings 

towards Jacob Marley, his business associate. When a maid rushes to Scrooge to bring 

news of Marley’s impending death, he refuses to leave his office ‘until the day of 
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business is over’ despite it being unlikely that Marley will live even a few hours longer. 

This scene aims to show Scrooge as devoid of sentimentality and compassion.  

Yet another example of the development of character is in an additional scene 

which focuses on a board meeting. Scrooge and Marley sit in a meeting with the 

shareholders of their company, and an investor’s false accounts are revealed as well as his 

theft of property. Marley and Scrooge decide to capitalise on this issue, persuading the 

panel that they will cover the expenses lost in exchange for a significant number of shares 

in the company. During this scene, Scrooge seems relatively unmoved and emotionless; 

he sits looking indifferent with his hands in his pockets as the shareholders express their 

concern and distress. Scrooge only becomes animated when he reveals his bribe of a ‘sum 

of money… for return of shares in the company of a total of 51%’. It is Scrooge’s cold 

and detached demeanour that is significant in this scene rather than the lighting and 

cinematography (Figure 13). Scrooge’s earlier disinterested expressions, and his calm and 

relaxed manner when he reveals how he will exploit the vulnerable situation of the 

shareholders, create tension in this scene and are revealing of Scrooge’s mindset. Unlike 

earlier scenes, the mise-en-scène here does not significantly contribute to the drama of the 

sequence. Instead, Alastair Sim’s performance contributes to Hurst’s revisioning of 

Scrooge, showing how the actor’s interpretation of character offers an intermedial 

influence to the adaptive process. The scene ends with the protagonist smirking with 

delight and reclining in his chair when it is revealed that the shareholders have little 

option but to accept the offer made by Scrooge. This additional scene shows the audience 

Scrooge’s complete conversion into a cold and cynical man of business, and how he has 

undergone a full transformation, not evident in previous adaptations of the novella. This 

scene further reinforces the film noir aesthetic through its advancement of Scrooge’s 

character and his psychological state. It is clear that the original novella is not the one-
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stop authority for the adaptation’s retelling, and a new vision of A Christmas Carol is 

realised here. 

 

(Figure 13). 

An adaptation’s treatment of characters and the way that they are rerepresented on 

screen reflects the adaptation’s particular contexts of production. Adaptations are shaped 

not only by the original novel but by the cultural climate in which these texts are 

produced. The popularity of film noir in the late 1940s and early 1950s, offered an 

immersive experience, showing how Hurst’s adaptation used an aesthetic that was in 

touch with current film trends and audience demand. In Hurst’s adaptation, film noir 

motifs are reinforced through psychologically introspective additional scenes. These 

scenes mark a flight from Dickens’ original novella and show how psychoanalysis was 

coming into ‘vogue’ in the 1940s (Dixon, 2009: 30).  

Adaptations anchor the present to the historical past and help mediate a 

connection to it. The analysis of these additional scenes demonstrates the capabilities of 

adaptation to give new meanings to the reuse of the original novella. Overall, Hurst’s 

adaptation marks a break in the overly sentimental portrayals typically associated with 
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other re-visionings of A Christmas Carol, such as Dawley’s (1910) and Marin’s and 

Geronimi’s (1938), as well as later adaptations directed by Neame (1970) and 

Armstrong’s BBC (1977) retelling. Hurst’s adaptation lends a more dominant and 

assertive interjection into the way the plot is represented by featuring deeper explorations 

of character. This retelling offers an additional layer of meaning to Scrooge’s 

characterisation as it charts his corruption, greed, and his evolution into the cold and 

bitter individual the audience is first introduced to. This shows how there is a conscious 

effort in the storytelling process of this adaptation to add something new to the already 

well-trodden path of representing Scrooge. At times Hurst’s adaptation deviates from 

Dickens’ original novella, with the use of additional scenes to explore aspects of 

character, and instances where themes of the novella are expanded. 

The theme of individualism versus community is a central theme in Dickens’ 

novella, and the impact of self-serving values is critiqued and portrayed as negative and 

abhorrent. Since this adaptation was produced at a time of post-war recovery, it coheres 

with the bleak and difficult social context. As discussed in the Oliver Twist chapter, there 

was an ideological and social emphasis on community and shared interests purported 

through the newly established welfare system and the NHS. Although the optimism of 

inclusion did not indefinitely break down class barriers, it shows how this rhetoric was 

clearly present at the time. To draw a neat line between representations in film and the 

context in which the film was produced is fraught with difficulty, as it simplifies this very 

complex relationship. That being said, it is clear that media texts and art undoubtedly 

communicate the wider pressures, effects, and societal concerns of the time they were 

produced. Overall, Hurst’s A Christmas Carol provides a darker impression of Dickens’ 

narrative, demonstrating both this media’s ability to revitalise historical narratives, 

injecting them with a nuanced style and tone that articulates the changing face of the 
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original novella through the adaptive process, and how it continually evolves and is 

contributed to by a range of sources. This myriad of influences continually adds a new 

lens in which to view the original novella. Audience taste and sentiment is one such effect 

on the rewriting of the narrative. Hurst popularises Dickens’ story for a 1950s audience 

through the use of a recognisable film noir aesthetic. Wootton (2012: 1) describes this 

film as ‘probably the most famous adaptation’ of Dickens’ novella, showing its place 

within the adaptive legacy of the narrative. This responsive media can interact with 

audiences’ changing tastes, other films within the genre, and the particular mood of the 

time of production. Despite some more negative views of mass art, this adaptation’s film 

noir style and its unique recharacterising of the protagonist offers a particular response to 

Dickens’ novella. Hurst’s adaptation uses a popular register to engage its audience, 

showing how this media revitalises the original novel for new audiences’ tastes. 

Adaptations are motivated by this audience engagement and are designed to reach them 

through their use of genre, film trends, and stylisations. To understand how adaptations 

attempt to entertain audiences, Carroll’s (1998) work on mass art explores the functions 

and value of these texts. 

Carroll’s (1998: 1) assessment of the domination of mass art and its centrality in 

providing the entertainment for common culture, shows how low art is the most widely 

consumed.19 He notes how it is ‘…the most pervasive form of aesthetic experience for the 

largest number of people - people from all classes, races and walks of life’. Mass art is of 

the people, showing a strong connection between these texts, popular culture, and its own 

context. Mass art is in touch with its own modes of production. In many discussions of 

‘low art’ and adaptations, there is often an innate denigrating quality to their evaluation. 

As highlighted in the introductory chapter of this study, many discussions of adaptations 

 
19 Theoretical debates on low versus high art will be referred to on page 154. 
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often centre on the relationship to the original novel, where its implied value is its ability 

to transfer the novel’s plot onto screen. This thesis celebrates ‘low art’, kitsch art and 

mass art as texts which are widely consumed and are in touch with audience demand and 

sentiment. Hurst’s adaptation is able to engage with historical narratives with creativity 

and is able to adapt to the needs of popular culture of the time. This demonstrates how 

the adaptive process is far from simple, and historical notions of adaptation as a vampiric 

debasing form fail to recognise the complexity of the translation involved in taking a 

literary narrative to the screen. It is clear that Hurst’s adaptation gives Dickens’ novella a 

new more contemporary perspective using a new aesthetic stylisation to engage its mass 

audience. 

Carroll (1998: 413) emphasises how mass art is for the people as there are few 

barriers to consumption. Mass art is emotionally engaged, and seeks out personal 

connection by mirroring recognisable ideological and emotional ‘commonplaces’:  

Mass art’s commitment to audience accessibility governs the ways in which these 

structures are deployed in mass art. That is, mass art addresses widely distributed 

emotions, invokes pervasive moral principles and concepts and exploits 

ideological commonplaces because it is predicated on engaging mass audiences. 

Were mass art to address uncommon emotions, morals, and political convictions, 

it would not secure mass uptake. And mass art is, among other things, ideally 

designed for ease of accessibility by maximum numbers of audience members 

expending minimum effort. This is not the only kind of art on offer in the 

marketplace today. It is one kind of art. It is mass art. 

 

Mass art is therefore deeply rooted in audience connection as it addresses it 

emotionally, morally, and ideologically. Carroll’s positive view of mass art recognises its 

ability to engage with audiences in specific ways that have meaning and value. This is 

certainly true of Hurst’s adaptation, which uses specific sensationalist elements of film 

noir, such as low-angle shots, skewed camera positions, tonal lighting, development of 

character, and flashbacks to entertain and engage its audience, and to offer a new re-

visioning of Dickens’ novella. For Carroll, the main distinguishing objective of mass art 
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is to engage as broadly and as powerfully as possible. When reading these texts 

retrospectively, mass art offers an insight into the audiences that consumed them. Thus, 

popular culture documents and records the very people this art was created for by being 

so tightly bound to them. The evolving nature of adaptation takes this one step further 

when conceived as an adaptive process. Adaptation holds the unique ability to offer a 

timeline showing how popular culture evolves along with the advancement and 

development of the mass audience. The way taste, emotional emphases and ideological 

change have altered over time is reflected in adaptations. 

Carroll (1998) suggests that there are four differential bases from which high art 

and popular art have been historically categorised. Firstly, he notes their marked 

difference in form, as popular culture is often considered simplistic whereas high art is 

complex. Secondly, the affect the text has on its audience is considered by Carroll. He 

asserts that high art supposedly deals with a deep and profound wealth of feeling, whereas 

it is suggested that mass art tends to promote cheap and shallow emotions. Thirdly, 

Carroll considers the origins of texts, which can be used as a differential marker to 

distinguish between mass art and high art. High art is usually created by an artist who 

intends, using a particular skill or passion, to gain self-discovery or exploration, whereas 

mass art tends to be created by a faceless profit-orientated corporate team with no 

personal artistic investment. Lastly, the motivation that drives these texts’ construction 

further helps to characterise these texts. Mass art is market-led and is made to gain profit, 

whilst high art is inspired by artistic inventiveness and is not necessarily driven by market 

value. Carroll’s approach to understanding mass art can be applied to a reading of Hurst’s 

adaptation. The form of the adaptation resituates Dickens’ novella within a new genre, 

and this in turn creates an effect on the adaptation’s representations, as the use of an 

emotionally introspective aesthetic can be particularly seen through additional scenes 



 131 

which explore the mindset of Scrooge. The ‘origin’ of this media is a central issue in 

adaptation studies, and it is difficult to apportion to one source. As will be shown in the 

Great Expectations chapter, the auteur’s specific style is articulated in adaptation. The 

intertextual connections of these texts blur the boundaries of authorship, as do an 

adaptation’s broader interactions with genre, popular film trends, actor’s interpretations 

of character, the political economy of the adaptation, and also the time in which it was 

made and the influence of the specific social, political, and economic contexts which 

affect its construction. As discussed in the introductory chapter of this study, adaptations 

are produced with commercial interests in mind, although they are still an art form 

designed for mass appeal. This shows how adaptation is clearly a form of mass art. It is 

precisely this cultural context that makes an adaptation what it is. These texts have their 

own existence, place, and context which are negotiated by their own specific intermedial 

landscape. 

Carroll’s assessment of the Elimination theory also acknowledges that there are 

many examples that undermine and flout these categories, and suggests that the 

separation between high art and low art is entirely class driven. These categories are 

redundant for Carroll as they are continually undermined, since some popular art is 

technically complex whereas some high art forms are simplistic. Using many examples, 

Carroll suggests that class systems are far more subtle and complex than simply the 

‘upper classes and everyone else’. Class stratification has changed within society and has 

far more micro-hierarchies, making social status much more fluid.  

Carroll’s (182) work takes issue with this dismissal of the formal features that 

separate high and low art, suggesting that these differences are clearly not arbitrary and 

solely class driven. He asserts that the cultural commodities of the elite would be much 

more of a ‘hodgepodge’ if it was derived from personal taste alone. He defines mass art 
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as ‘…art produced by mass technologies for mass distribution’, a relatively new 

phenomenon that should not be confused with popular art which is a more ahistorical 

term and is art of the common people. Nonetheless, ‘…something can be produced and 

delivered by mass technology… but not for mass consumption’; it is therefore the text’s 

structure, style and how its audiences engage with it that determines whether it is mass 

art.  

As we have seen, Hurst’s adaptation predominantly uses the film noir aesthetic to 

differentiate its retelling of Dickens’ novella and to engage its audiences. This gives a 

new emphasis, tone, and style to Dickens’ narrative, showing how adaptation evolves 

with its audience whilst reflecting film trends and genre conventions that were popular at 

the time. This demonstrates how audiences’ tastes and preferences are continually 

evolving, and adaptations can never be a one-dimensional reflection of the original novel. 

This media adheres to the needs and wants of new audiences and simultaneously interacts 

with the particular modes of feeling of the time. There are various other adaptations of A 

Christmas Carol, such as Donner’s (1988) and Zemeckis’ (2009) retellings, which bring a 

new dramatic emphasis and energy to their retelling of the novella. One such adaptation 

which is particularly rich in material is Henson’s (1992) adaptation, which articulates the 

complexity of rerepresenting Dickens’ novella for audiences’ changing tastes and 

demands. This adaptation uses the Muppets characters to bring a new dimension to its re-

visioning of the novella, as well as other characteristics of genre and music to give a 

dynamically revitalised re-visioning. 

Henson’s adaptation of A Christmas Carol was the first film made by Walt Disney 

Studios under their merger agreement with The Jim Henson Company after Jim Henson’s 
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death.20 It did not fulfil the commercial expectations of the production team due to fierce 

competition with films released at the same time, including Columbus’ (1992) Home 

Alone: Lost in New York and Clements’ and Musker’s (1992) Aladdin. However, it was 

still highly successful, making over $28 million at the worldwide box office.21 The 

critical response was also largely positive, crediting the adaptation’s faithfulness to the 

original novella’s dialogue and its ability to appeal to a younger audience. Maslin (1992: 

1), writing for The New York Times, acknowledges the ability of Henson’s adaptation to 

lead children back to the novella. Writing in the year of the film’s release she states that: 

There’s no great show of wit or tunefulness here, and the ingenious cross-

generational touches are fairly rare. But there is a lively kiddie version of the 

Dickens’ tale, one that very young viewers ought to understand. 

 

Here, Maslin highlights the adaptation’s alterations which make Dickens’ novella 

much more appealing to a young family audience. The film attempts to artfully blend the 

musical world of the Muppets with a classic Victorian narrative. Following Jim Henson’s 

death, his son Brian took the lead of directing this film. This film marked a ground-

breaking change in the way this novella had so far been adapted to screen, through its 

innovative merging with modern American popular culture and the musical form. 

Henson’s adaptation was not the first to transcribe this narrative to screen using 

identifiable characters from different shows, Mickey’s Christmas Carol (1983) and the 

special one-off episode Blackadder’s Christmas Carol (1988) also attempted to 

popularise Dickens’ novella using their own recognisable forms and stylisations. 

 
20 This merger agreement fell through, and the Henson family took over until 2004 when Disney’s parent 

company bought the franchise in 2004. This is discussed in more detail in: Chilton, L. (2021) Disney’s 

attempt to buy The Muppets is ‘probably what killed Jim Henson’, claims Frank Oz. The Independent. 

[Online] Available at: 

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/frank-oz-muppets-disney-jim-henson-

b1911118.html.  
21 Box office figures are available from: https://www.the-numbers.com/movie/Muppet-Christmas-Carol-

The#tab=summary.  

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/frank-oz-muppets-disney-jim-henson-b1911118.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/frank-oz-muppets-disney-jim-henson-b1911118.html
https://www.the-numbers.com/movie/Muppet-Christmas-Carol-The#tab=summary
https://www.the-numbers.com/movie/Muppet-Christmas-Carol-The#tab=summary
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However, the media visibility of the Muppets characters and the musical register re-

energise Dickens’ narrative for a contemporary audience.  

Maslin’s comments also draw attention to the notion of high and low culture, and 

the projection of a Victorian novella into the high energy Muppets’ world.22 Kempley 

(1992: 1) also wrote a review of the film on its release, although it was not as 

complimentary. She notes the: 

…occasional winter fun-type production numbers featuring cuddly bunnies, 

homeless mice and dancing penguins. Neither drama nor comedy, it’s safe stuff, 

and most un-Muppetlike. So much for great expectations. 

 

 Kempley’s comments highlight the cultural place of Dickens’ work, and the pressure of 

audiences’ expectations on the adaptive process. The reception of the film needs to be 

contextualised in order to understand the significance of the adaptation’s re-visioning. 

During the 1980s, Disney experienced a fall in sales, and films such as The Black 

Cauldron (1985) and Flight of the Navigator (1986) failed to gain the commercial return 

expected. This changed when the global blockbuster The Little Mermaid (1989) 

revitalised Disney’s fortunes and marked what is often referred to as the Renaissance era 

for the company.23 Time (2015) describes this ‘golden age’ for Disney and highlights how 

the use of the musical genre helped to revitalise Disney’s popularity. The Little Mermaid 

was a commercial and critical success: 

[it] won two Academy Awards, for Best Original Score and for Best Original 

Song (‘Under the Sea’), and breathed new life into what had hitherto been a 

fading empire. After struggling through a string of commercial flops from the 

early-’70s to the mid-’80s, the Walt Disney Company was finally back on top, 

with 1989 marking the dawn of the studio’s new golden era. 

 

Disney is a multi-billion-dollar conglomerate and the CEO’s direct involvement with 

casting for The Little Mermaid shows how it was deemed to be of significant commercial 

 
22 This discussion will be referred back to later. 
23 Pallant, C. (2013). Demystifying Disney. New York and London: Bloomsbury. 
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importance. Indeed, Brian Henson commented on how the then Disney CEO Michael 

Eisner encouraged him to keep The Muppets franchise going after his father Jim’s death, 

showing the depth of Disney’s involvement and vested interest in the company.24 Shortly 

after, Disney produced The Muppet Christmas Carol, with a $12 million budget. Fjellman 

(1992) discusses how Disney used horizontal and vertical integration and corporate 

synergy, and comments how Disney frequently used and appropriated existing popular 

cultural forms and products as commercial tropes. He discusses how The Muppets store 

was part of the Disney MGM tour, with actors dressed as the characters, showing how 

The Muppets franchise already had a deep association with Disney.25 

This musical genre of Disney’s golden age films is also adopted in Henson’s 

adaptation. This has a practical purpose, as the musical score helps to explain the 

narrative and helps mediate the blending of Dickens’ characters with the comedy of the 

Muppets characters. Pointer (1996: 83) discusses what he terms the ‘jollification’ of 

Dickens’ narratives for child audiences in film, and critiques their modification of 

‘difficult parts’. Napolitano (2009: 90), in his doctoral thesis, argues that this may be 

better described as a ‘Disneyfication’ of original novels: 

The term ‘jollification’ might easily be replaced with the word ‘Disneyfication,’ 

for most of the author’s criticisms read like traditional outcries against 

“Disneyfication”: the transformation of something dark and sophisticated into 

something light and sentimental for marketing to a family audience. Disney 

remains an easy target for the ire of scholars and cultural critics due to its 

unparalleled success in repackaging classic stories for child audiences.  

 

Much of this is true of Henson’s adaptation, which focuses on the more light-

hearted, sentimental aspects, contributing to a more ‘jollified’ or ‘Disneyfied’ 

representation of the novella. What Napolitano and Pointer mean by these terms is the 

 
24 Brian quotes Eisner in an interview with Scifinow. Available at: 
https://www.scifinow.co.uk/interviews/flashback-the-muppet-christmas-carol/.  
25 In the summer of 1989, Disney had agreed to buy Henson Associates Inc., but due to the original creator 

Jim Henson’s death the original deal was cancelled. However, they had already installed The Muppet Show 

at the Disney MGM studios. 

https://www.scifinow.co.uk/interviews/flashback-the-muppet-christmas-carol/
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acquisition of classic texts, such as novels or fairy tales, which are then stripped for their 

essential chemistry and projected into popular culture so that they share genre traits with 

other films popular with family audiences. Henson’s adaptation was produced with a 

child or family audience in mind. Balzagette and Buckingham (1995: 95) argue that 

children’s films often ‘…deal with the interests, fears, misapprehensions, and concerns of 

children in their own terms’. They suggest that family films are made for both adults and 

children to enjoy, and they often feature narratives associated with ‘coping with kids’. 

Some of the material is often ‘inaccessible to children’ as some references may be 

difficult for a child to understand, whilst ‘complementing the material intended to appeal 

to children’.  Fjellman (1992) centred his discussion of Disney on their ability to use and 

recycle cultural forms and practises for commercial means, showing how this is one of 

the key ways that Disney engages audiences in many of their films. The darker aspects of 

the plot are negotiated, which lightens the tone for family audiences, whilst it is essential 

to include the darker aspects of the plot due to faithfulness to the original narrative 

structure. The Muppets characters provide a means to soften the way this is presented.  

The blending of the Muppets icons with Dickens’ characters allows the novella to 

function with the effervescence of the popular culture Muppets’ format. The Muppets’ 

loud brash characters, the slapstick comedy, and micro-comedic moments dispersed 

through each scene disrupt the more austere language used by Dickens. As well as 

cinematic styles, language itself perennially changes in adaptation to find a more 

proximate register to address the contemporary audience. Henson’s adaptation achieves 

this without losing the essence of the original novella. Additionally, the narrative’s dark 

themes of death, poverty, class issues, and trauma are toned down or overshadowed by 

the bold entertaining force of the Muppets characters. The Muppets’ style of representing 
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Dickens’ novella, which reduces Dickens’ novella to its main narrative functions, may be 

considered a kitsch form. 

Henson’s film is in many ways kitsch, which adds to its popular appeal and comes 

through in the film’s self-effacing humour and awareness of being purposefully populist. 

The film’s reflexive kitschness also reminds audiences that popular texts become 

‘relicfied’ as they lose their vibrancy. Henson’s film attempts to reintroduce this by using 

a new register. Dorfles (1969) discusses the negative impact of such kitsch recreations, 

and argues that they have the power to leave ‘aesthetic scars’ as its ‘incendiary’ force had 

the power to erode the uniqueness and value of higher art forms. Dorfles’ comments 

reveal a tension intrinsic in readings of kitsch mass art forms, which can be applied to a 

reading of Henson’s adaptation. The Muppet Christmas Carol transposes Dickens’ 

novella to the far-removed realm of the Muppets, which has the potential to alter the 

cultural memory of the original novella. Although, Dorfles considers this a negative 

attribute, it shows how adaptation can replace or indeed erode the way that the original 

source is remembered, due to the authorial power of adaptive texts. 

Kulka (1996: 17) attempted to define kitsch in relation to common themes, 

arguing that sentimentality was a defining feature of kitsch, stating that they ‘…are 

charged with stock emotions that spontaneously trigger an unreflective emotional 

response’. Kulka voices concerns that art forms that imitate, such as adaptation, have an 

impact on the original sources. Therefore, Disney’s hyper-real repackaging of historical 

events, locations, and literature is problematic for Kulka (1996: 17), as it could 

potentially ‘…infiltrate [original] artwork, wrecking it from the inside’. Thus, for Kulka, 

kitsch has vampiric qualities able to erode the values, uniqueness, and quality of higher 

art forms through its one-dimensional imitations. Kulka’s interpretation of kitsch art 

forms can be synthesised with a discussion of Henson’s adaptation. As will be 
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demonstrated, the Victorian period is signposted to the audience in often vastly 

sentimental and short-hand ways through costume and set design. Additionally, the darker 

social issues that Dickens represents in the novella are omitted, creating an image of 

Victorian England that is largely positive and pleasant. Nevertheless, Bracewell (2003: 6) 

warned ‘beware the end of the world; a paroxysm of kitsch; the conceptual non-form that 

separates that which has no history from that which has only history eternity from time’. 

Dorfles’, Kulka’s and Bracewell’s concerns with kitsch art show how popular culture is 

still often viewed as a lower art form. However, Dorfles’ suggestion that it has an eroding 

force is challenged here. Adaptations directly contribute to the afterlife of the original 

novels, revitalising them for contemporary audiences. Kulka’s negative assessment of 

kitsch also fails to recognise how popular culture texts, such as adaptations, respond to 

the original novels and layer their own meanings within their representation. Similarly, 

Bracewell also critiques kitsch and implies that it exists separately from more worthy 

high art, with its ‘paroxysm’ suggesting that it is simplistic, mass produced, and 

unrefined. To label all popular culture texts in such a broad manner shows a lack of 

interaction with them. When adaptations are connected to their intertextual environment, 

their multiplicity is revealed. Adaptations are bound to the multiple landscape, where they 

emerge from social, economic, commercial, and filmic contexts. Adaptations are not just 

bound to the original novel, but have the ability to undermine, parody, quote, and reframe 

it, to add new meanings relevant to new audiences. Each adaptation interacts with its 

original novel differently, using its own individual artistic licence to engage audiences. 

This is particularly apparent in Henson’s adaptation where the musical register, genre, 

and the Muppets characters bring a new vibrancy to the retelling of the novella. 

Henson’s adaptation uses dialogue taken from Dickens’ novella, showing an 

attempt to preserve its essential chemistry. Additionally, the Muppets character Gonzo 
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plays the part of the narrator Charles Dickens, who creates strong intertextual links with A 

Christmas Carol when he encourages the audience to ‘read the novel’. Napolitano (2009: 

90) highlights that Disney’s appropriation of classic stories often creates a ‘monopoly’ 

over them, as Disney’s audiences rarely go onto engage with the original sources. 

Gonzo’s references to Dickens, shows a signposting of authorship and the original 

novella’s significance. This shows how adaptations can engage in preserving historical 

fictional narratives and reshape them in line with new audiences’ tastes and sentiments. 

This new ‘Disneyfied’ approach to Dickens makes the Victorian story appealing to 

audiences once again. This adaptation also revives popular Victorian narratives, and by 

doing so, lifts them from classic literary trappings.  

The use of Gonzo as narrator is further highlighted when he speaks directly to the 

audience reminding them that the Marleys ‘were dead and decaying in their grave’. He 

speaks directly to the camera and states, ‘that is one thing you must remember, or nothing 

that follows will seem wondrous’.26 Rizzo the rat then questions, ‘why are you 

whispering?’, Gonzo explains that ‘[i]t’s for dramatic emphasis’ demonstrating the self-

referential comedy often associated with the Muppets characters. This narration which 

explicitly reminds the audience that the Marley brothers have died, demonstrates one of 

the key ways Henson adapts Dickens’ plot with playful artifice whilst preserving the 

essential chemistry of the novella. This use of a narrator shows clear pitching to the 

adaptation’s intended audience, as Gonzo also helps to explain elements of the plot which 

may be confusing, whilst incorporating the recognisable comedy the Muppets were 

known for. 

 
26 The character of Jacob Marley is divided into two characters in Henson’s adaptation. Marley and Marley 

are played by well-known Muppets characters Statler and Waldorf. 
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The use of a narrator helps guide the viewer through the adaptation without 

having to drastically change the plot (Figure 14).  Kohlke, Gutleben and Onega (2017) 

focus on audiences’ engagement with neo-Victorian texts, and suggest that they reflect 

the ‘mentality’ of the time of their production. This shows how popular culture can 

connect with a Victorian sensibility and does not have to be bound by classic literary 

trappings. Heilmann and Llewellyn (2010: 214) claim that ‘the Dickensian’ and ‘the 

Victorian’ have ‘become key to the configuration of the Victorian in the contemporary 

imagination’. A Christmas Carol has been widely adapted on screen and on the stage. It is 

precisely the intertextual nature of adaptation and the self-conscious awareness of 

previous texts that encourage new ways to revitalise novels on screen.  Dickens’ novella 

has been referenced and used so widely that for Davis (1990: 110) Scrooge, in particular, 

has become ‘common cultural property’ and an iconic figure ‘deeply embedded in our 

consciousness’. Henson uses a proportion of Dickens’ original dialogue mixed in with 

new dialogue, along with the familiar Muppets characters, which offers something new to 

the already well-worn path of adapting Dickens’ novella.  

 

(Figure 14.) 
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Another stylistic feature used to pitch the adaptation to the audience is the 

lighting. Scrooge is frequently cast in shadow to make clear he is a villain, and at the end 

of the film when the character has vowed to change his ways, he is lit in high-key 

lighting. Additionally, when the Ghost of Christmas Present pays the protagonist a visit, 

Scrooge is sitting in the dark solitary confinement of his bedroom. However, when the 

clock strikes midnight, light enters through the door where the ghost later appears. This 

contrast in lighting conveys the journey the character will have to go through in order to 

change. It also overtly highlights to the audience that at this point in the narrative he is 

still regarded as negative. Throughout the adaptation, Scrooge is mostly cast in shadow 

unless it is a flashback to Scrooge’s memories, or he is with a ‘good’ character such as 

Bob Cratchit or the Ghost of Christmas Present (Figure 15). This clearly shows how tonal 

lighting is used to index characters to help guide the audience through the plot. 

 

(Figure 15). 

In addition to the very successful The Muppets Show, the Muppets characters also 

appeared in numerous other popular children’s television series, ranging from Sesame 

Street from 1969 to films such as Muppet Treasure Island (1996). In one sense, the 
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inclusion of these characters shows a marked departure from what Dickens’ novella has 

come to signify to audiences, through its revitalisation as a family musical comedy. This 

stark break from how A Christmas Carol has previously been adapted on screen raises 

issues of cultural hierarchy and taste. Texts are not one-dimensional, and are encoded 

with deeper meanings and rooted, as Bourdieu (1984: 176) suggests, in ‘systems of 

distinction’. Adaptations evolve with their audiences’ tastes, which are often reflected in 

their stylisation and aesthetic choices and are in line with popular film trends and genre 

conventions. Bourdieu argues that cultural preferences communicate aspects of our 

identity. He states:  

Taste is the practical operator of the transmutation of things into distinct and 

distinctive signs, of continuous distributions into discontinuous oppositions; it 

raises the differences inscribed in the physical order of bodies to the symbolic 

order of significant distinctions (Bourdieu, 1984: 174).  

 

He describes the specific tastes and styles that individuals have as being rooted in 

their habitus. These ‘manifested preferences’ are used to assert social position (Bourdieu, 

1984: 57). Individuals acquire class-specific tastes and the competence necessary to 

appreciate specific cultural goods in a certain manner. Cultural products can be used as a 

way in which people can distinguish themselves and display lifestyle choices. Therefore, 

for Bourdieu, taste is a consequence of an intrinsic choice (Bourdieu, 1984: 170). The 

blatant popularising of the novella through the inclusion of the Muppets characters has 

become the primary basis on which Henson’s film has been dismissed as low brow 

(Kempley: 1992) (Maslin: 1992). Bourdieu’s work on taste shows how cultural products 

are personal. This study is not concerned with audience research and does not look to 

investigate how adaptations reveal the identity of their consumers. However, Bourdieu’s 

work broadly articulates how the texts that people consume work for them in specific 

ways, and are not just used to inform or entertain. With this in mind, Bourdieu’s work can 

be synthesised with a discussion of adaptation to show how they are responsive to their 
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audience’s needs and demands. Henson’s new re-visioning of Dickens’ novella marks an 

intent to make this Victorian story relevant and entertaining for contemporary audiences. 

For Hutcheson (1991: 72), adaptations broadly challenge any ‘…hegemonic force that 

presumes centrality, even as it recognizes that it cannot privilege the margin without 

acknowledging the power of the centre’. This articulates the importance of adaptations 

and their ability to continually renew and revitalise historical novels in new and 

individual ways that ensure their survival. 

Connelly (2000: 31) considers the Muppets characters and their post-modern, 

intertextual humour which draws on ‘the audience’s knowledge of both the Dickens story 

and the Muppets’ universe’. He comments how The Muppet Christmas Carol not only 

questions its modes of production and the intertextual construction of the adaptation, but 

also the cultural significance of the original source when Gonzo observes ‘this is culture’. 

Here, Gonzo is not only nodding to the original novella but to its cultural status and its 

cultural capital. In addition, the role of the narrator is explained to the audience as when 

Rizzo questions, ‘how do you know what Scrooge is doing?’, Gonzo simply replies ‘I 

keep telling you, story-tellers are omniscient’. This demonstrates the self-referential 

comedy, characteristic of the Muppets, whilst explaining Gonzo’s role and how narrators 

are separate from the action. Rizzo comments ‘hoity-toity Mr. God-like smarty-pants!’, 

showing the light-hearted language used by the characters to help create a comedic 

energy. It is important to note that this dialogue between the Muppets characters occurs 

just before a sinister scene, showing how the Muppets characters maintain a child-

friendly atmosphere and tone whilst retaining the essential elements of Dickens’ plot. 

Davis (2017: 96) considers the literary qualities of the Muppets’ adaptation of A 

Christmas Carol and discusses how the characters continually ‘spoof story-telling 
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conventions’. This inserts humour into the script whilst adhering to the Muppets’ 

established comedic style. 

Davis (2017: 97) continues: 

…many adaptations have attempted to tell straight versions of the story which 

follow the book closely, while the various transformations have attempted to tell 

the story with a wink and a nod to the conventions that surround the book. This 

version successfully does both. Brian Henson’s version both recreates Dickens’s 

world, with language, sets and character designs lifted from the novella’s prose, 

and playfully toys with the conventions which surround such adaptations, with 

meta-cinema and cinematic intrusions which remind the audience of the nature of 

film adaptation. 

Thus, the Muppets’ comedy draws attention to the adaptation’s modes of production and 

its place within the canon of neo-Dickensian commodities that attribute a Dickensian 

style, tone, rhythm, and language to the work of the author Charles Dickens. This 

adaptation is consciously aware that it is adding to the afterlife of Dickens. In many ways 

this study concurs with Davis’ comments, and indeed, this point can be extended by 

asserting that the Muppets’ tongue-in-cheek ironic comedy continually references the fact 

that the adaptation is based on Dickens’ novella, which serves to acknowledge and 

celebrate its own kitschness, a form of post-modern self-reflexivity. Henson is aware of 

the narrative’s literary roots and how the Muppets’ humour will add to the adaptive 

legacy of the novella. Henson’s adaptation embraces the Muppets’ format and its personal 

distinguishable idiosyncrasies, which are then transposed to a nineteenth-century 

environment with characters from Dickens’ novella.  

In Henson’s adaptation, when the ghosts of Marley and Marley first appear they 

are less intimidating than in Hurst’s retelling of this scene. This populist retelling has its 

audience firmly in mind. The attempt to mitigate some of the more frightening and 

supernatural aspects of the plot, whilst giving the viewers an impression of Dickens’ 

narrative, demonstrates the balance needed in rerepresenting these texts for new 

audiences. Henson layers large amounts of original dialogue which establishes links to 
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Dickens’ novella, whilst there is a complete deviation through the inclusion of the loud, 

brash Muppets characters and their recognisably slapstick, over-the-top humour.  

  When the translucent characters Statler and Waldorf who play the part of the 

Marley brothers appear, they laugh as they pull ghoulish faces.27 As in Dickens’ novella, 

Scrooge discounts their appearance as a ‘disorder of the stomach’. However, the ghosts’ 

reaction to Scrooge’s dismissal is different from in the original novella and Hurst’s 

adaptation. The ghosts of Marley and Marley burst into raucous laughter whilst nudging 

each other in amusement. This adaptation has attempted to create a tone and style that 

would be enjoyed by children and therefore mitigate the more frightening aspects of the 

film’s plot. The narrators even refer directly to this issue, as when Rizzo exclaims, ‘oh 

scary stuff should we be worried about the kids in the audience?’, Gonzo retorts, ‘no this 

is culture’, demonstrating how the appearance of Marley was an essential aspect of the 

plot that could not be removed, although a negotiated style and tone is achieved. 

The Muppets have an individual aesthetic value as an art form and their parodic 

wit and observational humour are distinctive. The Muppets characters, which are hand 

puppets given life through the puppeteers and the voices of the actors, are constructed 

from pliable material which is able to move, respond, and interact with real things in its 

environment. It is the use of recognisable features of movement and speech and creative 

filming techniques that collectively make the puppets seem alive. Part of this humour is 

derived from the human characters, such as Scrooge, not acknowledging that any of the 

Muppets characters are puppets rather than humans.  The merging of the Muppets’ world 

with a Dickensian backdrop, and the parodic humour that the Muppets inject into the 

adaptation, creates a popular energy not previously seen in any other adaptation of this 

 
27 It is only in this film that the ghosts appear translucent. This makes it clear that Waldorf and Statler are 

supernatural beings rather than just Muppets characters.  



 146 

novella. This shows how adaptations use popular registers to engage with current filmic 

trends and audience tastes. The Muppets’ re-visioning of A Christmas Carol clearly plays 

with broader conventions of culture to create humour.  

Carroll’s (1998) approach to understanding mass art offers a way in which this 

popularising of the novella on screen can be understood as a separate form rather than a 

derivative. As has been demonstrated, adaptations add their own meanings to their 

interpretations of the original novel. Carroll reflects on avant-garde art and how it 

requires prior knowledge and training and is simply not accessible to large numbers of 

people. It can be produced by mass technologies such as avant-garde film; however, it is 

not meant for mass consumption as it is not easy to understand even with an awareness of 

background frameworks. It is purposefully difficult to decipher as it looks to promote 

deeper thinking and to be aesthetically inspiring. However, this study is circumspect 

about this particular distinction, and suggests that avant-garde art merely cultivates an 

audience’s beliefs that they are thinking deeply. Mass art tends to be user-friendly, and its 

objective is to have the biggest and widest audience possible. 

Carroll (193) articulates: 

…Avant-garde art is frequently - and perhaps ideally most frequently - a matter of 

subverting people’s expectations… mass art proper is the opposite - a matter of 

building and reinforcing audience expectations by means of repetition and 

formula. Moreover, where it makes sense to call the audience “trained” with 

respect to mass culture, the training, in the main, has proceeded through the 

repetition of already fairly accessible formulas. 

 

For Carroll it is the recognisability of genre features that make a mass art text distinctive. 

The visibility and familiarity of mass art helps to label it as such and marks its difference 

from the more enigmatic high art of avant-garde which looks to subvert by nature.  

Henson’s adaptation pitches to its intended family audience through the use of the 

musical register which brings a dynamic energy to the adaptation’s retelling, whilst 

helping to support the younger audience through the plot. Additionally, the Muppets 
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characters and the recognisable format of their comedy makes Henson’s revisioning 

appealing to a contemporary audience. This shows how this adaptation is produced with a 

mass audience in mind, and is branded and marketed to engage and entertain it. 

After defining the shortfalls of an Eliminativist approach, Carroll (196) then offers 

a formula which can be used to help define mass art, suggesting that it must be a 

‘…multiple instance or type artwork’ ‘…produced and distributed by a mass technology’. 

He asserts that its structural choices must aid audience understanding with little effort 

‘virtually on first contact for the largest number of untutored… audiences’.28 Carroll’s 

distinguishing markers of mass art can be applied to a reading of adaptations. Films are 

produced and distributed commercially. The bigger the audience the bigger the revenue 

through box office ticket sales, branding and streaming deals and television rights. Due to 

technology, film is accessible to many diverse audiences and there are no limits on the 

audience size as there are few barriers to consumption.29 This accessibility does not mean 

that mass art is simplistic or devoid of value, instead many people are able to engage with 

mass art. Carroll’s defining markers of mass art can be applied to a reading of Henson’s 

adaptation. The Muppet Show has a recognisable format where a ‘human’ high profile 

guest stars in the show and interacts with Muppets characters whilst not acknowledging 

they are puppets.30 This recognisable format can also be seen in The Muppet Christmas 

Carol. Furthermore, The Muppets franchise has been delivered by mass technology 

through a number of TV series and films. Lastly, there are few barriers to consumption, 

demonstrating how Henson’s adaptation was created with a broad audience in mind. 

 
28 Carroll offers conditions to these definitions. To summarise, they must have a mass delivery system and a 

clear objective in wanting to appeal to a mass number of people. 
29 Other than needing to have access to relatively cheap technologies such as internet access, a television 

and or a DVD player. 
30 Guest stars have included Michelle Obama, Steve Martin, Elton John, and Shirley Bassey, for example. 
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Henson’s adaptation fits within Carroll’s definition of mass art, demonstrating how it was 

constructed to engage audiences. 

A further way that Henson’s adaptation attempts to entertain audiences is through 

the playful dichotomy between what is real and not real, which is key to the centrality of 

what makes the Muppets recognisable. The Muppets characters are in many ways a 

phenomenon, and have a distinct brand with many films and television series.31 In 

Henson’s adaptation, the Muppets take secondary character roles leaving the main 

character of Scrooge to be played by well-known English actor Michael Caine, who is 

recognisable from films such as Alfie (1966), Gambit (1966), The Italian Job (1969), and 

Sleuth (1972). The function of having a human playing the main character rather than a 

puppet has an important effect on establishing links back to the novella, as Scrooge’s 

dialogue is taken from Dickens’ novella, and he does not use the Muppets’ recognisable 

register.32 Michael Caine’s surly re-visioning of Scrooge is reminiscent of how this well-

known character has been portrayed in previous adaptations. One feature of Michael 

Caine’s on-screen persona is his broad cockney accent. He has played numerous 

distinctly English characters which have become popular cult figures, such as the spoilt 

Alfie Elkins in Alfie (1966), RAF fighter pilot Squadron Leader Canfield in The Battle of 

Britain (1969), Charlie Crocker as a criminal mastermind in The Italian Job (1969), and 

gangster Jack Carter in Get Carter (1971). However, Caine brings his own cheeky and 

lovable rogue persona, often associated with Caine’s acting style, which offers a new 

dimension to his performance of the cold and harsh Scrooge. Additionally, as in many of 

his films, he has retained his obvious English accent, and he is very much considered an 

English actor, which would be recognised by international audiences when playing the 

 
31 Cloeren, N. (1999). ‘”C” is for Cookie, Culture and Capitalism: The Muppet Phenomenon in the United 

States gives a comprehensive analysis of the Muppets and their place in popular culture.  
32 This is a common convention in the Muppets’ films. 
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quintessentially Victorian character of Scrooge. Caine commented on the style he wanted 

to adopt in his upcoming performance in The Muppet Christmas Carol, which was later 

quoted in an article for The Guardian (2015: 1): 

I'm going to play this movie like I'm working with the Royal Shakespeare 

Company. I will never wink, I will never do anything Muppety. I am going to play 

Scrooge as if it is an utterly dramatic role and there are no puppets around me.33 

 

  Caine’s performance shows a self-conscious attempt to juxtapose the literary 

cultural heritage of the adaptation with the recognisable format of the Muppets and their 

particular style. This suggests that Caine’s casting as the protagonist is also done to 

reinforce the Englishness of the adaptation and its cultural legacy. It is the prominence of 

his accent and his filmic credentials in British cinema that emphasise these stylistic 

differences. The Muppets and their deep association with American popular culture 

needed to retain the distinctly English essence of the novella being adapted, whilst 

catering to new audiences’ tastes. 

The legacy of A Christmas Carol is often reduced to memory which centres on 

phrases such as ‘Bah Humbug’ and ‘God bless us everyone’. The lasting prominence of 

these phrases is achieved through adaptations and their contribution to the afterlife of the 

novella, where they have become popular clichés and sayings. This shows how the 

narrative has become intertwined with impression rather than first-hand experiences of 

reading the text directly. Thus, the lasting impression of the story, from which these 

popular clichés have taken root, has become just as important as the novella itself. 

Henson’s adaptation interacts with this paradox, recognising the importance and value of 

subsequent adaptations of Dickens’ story and how they too have become engrained in 

what A Christmas Carol has come to signify and represent to readers and audiences alike. 

 
33 The article explores Jim Henson’s son’s memories of the making of The Muppet Christmas Carol, and 

features Brian Henson recounting how Michael Caine had commented on his intentions to play Scrooge. It 

is therefore a secondary quote of Caine. The article can be found at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2015/dec/21/how-we-made-the-muppet-christmas-carol.  

https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2015/dec/21/how-we-made-the-muppet-christmas-carol
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This shows the self-conscious nature of adaptation, as they respond to predecessor 

adaptations and other films within their genre, demonstrating the complicated network of 

influences which govern them.  

The use of the Muppets characters has an effect on the mise-en-scène and 

aesthetic style of the adaptation. In the first scene of Henson’s adaptation where the 

audience is introduced to Scrooge, the period is made explicitly clear to orientate the 

viewer in the style, tone, and genre of the film. Characters wearing period costumes are 

seen rushing through the frame in their desire to complete their Christmas shopping. The 

(puppet) women are wearing bonnets and long dresses with shawls and the men are 

wearing top hats and tailcoats. Scenes that deal with darker social issues are omitted from 

Henson’s adaptation favouring a more upbeat tone, unlike Hurst’s adaptation which refers 

to the poverty and harsh living conditions experienced by the poor in Victorian England. 

This jollification of Dickens’ novella does not necessarily mean that a negative 

simplification process has taken place. A Christmas Carol has been adapted widely on 

screen and on stage, and Henson’s adaptation has reframed the original novella for the 

demands of a predominantly family audience.34  

 Napolitano (2009: 90) discusses resituating the adaptation within the Muppets’ 

world, stating: 

Casting the Muppets in the roles of Dickensian heroes and heroines meant 

walking a fine line: placing too much emphasis on the personalities of the Muppet 

characters would have detracted from the Dickensian element. Simultaneously, to 

de-emphasize the Muppets and place primary focus on the Dickensian world 

would have restricted the imagination of the piece and turned off long-time fans of 

Henson’s characters.  

 

 
34 Glavin (2003: 206) offers a filmography of adaptations of A Christmas Carol and counts seventeen film 

productions in the English language up to 2001. 
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His comments reveal a tension in this adaptation between what audiences have come to 

expect from an adaptation of Dickens’ work, and what fans of the Muppets demand from 

their films.  

Napolitano also notes the director’s concern with this balance, which is expressed 

in the commentary of ‘Kermit’s Fiftieth Anniversary’ edition DVD. Henson discusses the 

recasting of characters, highlighting that: 

Initially, the Ghosts were going to be Muppets - well-known Muppets - and it 

seemed like a great idea, and then, in the end, we didn’t do it because it seemed to 

undermine the credibility of the story. But, at that time, I’m pretty sure we were 

going to put Scooter in as the Ghost of Christmas Present, and we were going to 

put...um...I can’t remember...Miss Piggy I think was the Ghost of Christmas 

Present, and, like, Scooter was Christmas Past, and then Gonzo in a hood was 

going to be Christmas Yet to Come.  

 

These are all the auteur’s artistic choices based on a myriad of factors which 

shape this adaptation’s nuanced multi-layered response to the original novella. Capturing 

the essence of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol was a central concern to Henson, and 

encouraged him to cast ‘Charles Dickens’ as narrator to keep the novella’s narrative voice 

alive, and to help the child audience through the plot. It is important to note that having a 

narrator in a novel is quite common, whereas a narrator in film is more unusual. The 

Muppet Christmas Carol has a very clear and distinctive sense of its family audience, 

which it pitches to in order to engage and entertain them. The use of the narrator neatly 

points back to the novella and signposts the style and tone of the language used in this 

Victorian tale. During the opening scene where the Muppets character Gonzo, cast in the 

role of Charles Dickens the narrator, begins to tell the story of A Christmas Carol, there 

are a few lines within his dialogue taken directly from the novella, such as how the 

Marley brothers were ‘dead to begin with’ and how they were as ‘dead as a doornail’.35 

 
35 In Dickens’ novella this refers to Jacob Marley, Scrooge’s former business partner. As discussed, in 

Henson’s adaptation Muppets characters Waldorf and Statler play this role as the Marley brothers. 
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This speech is laden with observational humour and is part of a conversation Gonzo is 

having with Rizzo the rat who is asking to hear the story. This allows the narrator to 

explicitly explain the context of the novella and to reference the nineteenth century as a 

historical period, catering to the demands and needs of the children watching the 

adaptation. 

A further example of how the adaptation pitches to its intended audience is in the 

scene that Scrooge makes his entrance. The scene is set by Rizzo the rat who pronounces 

the protagonist’s name with emphasis to make explicit to the predominantly young target 

audience that the character is a villain. The street is grey, cobbled, and narrow, and 

Scrooge’s entrance is slightly obscured due to thick fog which blurs the scene, creating a 

distinctly foreboding atmosphere. The fog contributes to a dramatic entrance for Scrooge 

along with the musical score (Figure 16). Tall imposing buildings surround Scrooge and a 

low-angle shot makes him seem large and dominant. Scrooge is also cast in shadow and 

the viewer can only see an outline of him. The light in the scene comes from directly 

behind the character and has a purple tone. The sound of Scrooge’s footsteps as they 

clash against the stone floor keeps time with the musical score. Additionally, a breeze 

moves his cape as he walks directly past the camera, which gives him an austere 

demeanour. 
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(Figure 16). 

The predominantly younger audience is helped through the narrative in a few 

ways. At the appearance of Scrooge the tone changes from the light-hearted comedic tone 

to a more sombre atmosphere. This affirms that this character is a villain and should be 

seen as negative. There is no dialogue from Scrooge, but the audience is further informed 

about Scrooge’s personality through song lyrics: 

The most hated and cursed 

Blue Frackle: 

Is the one that we call Scrooge 

(yeah) 

Inkspot: 

Unkind as any 

Porcupine: 

And the wrath of many 

Inkspot: 

This is Ebenezer Scrooge 

 

All: 

Oh! There goes Mr. Humbug 

There goes Mr. Grim 

If they gave a prize for bein’ mean 

The winner would be him 

Farm Animals: 

Old Scrooge he loves his money 

‘Cause he thinks it gives him power 

Singing Food: 

If he became a flavor, you can bet he would be sour 
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(yuck!) 

 

The songs act as soliloquies allowing characters to express thoughts and feelings 

explicitly, which helps to aid audiences in recognising the villains and heroes, as well as 

the ‘intended interpretation’ of the adaptation. This use of song as soliloquy is 

recognisable in other Muppets productions and can be seen in the later adaptation Muppet 

Treasure Island (1996), which was based on Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel, showing 

evidence of a tactic to engage with the audience.36  

The ability of mass art to reach such large and varied audiences is its central 

defining feature for Carroll (1998). He values its worth as an art form and explores how it 

appeals to audiences in specific modes that are meaningful. In Henson’s adaptation, the 

musical genre helps to engage audiences by entertaining them. As Dyer (1992) also 

asserts, the musical form is not a simple tool to retell a narrative, or a one-dimensional 

expression of popular culture or the period it was created within. Instead, he emphasises 

how it is a socially engaged form which offers a different way of representing mass art. In 

Henson’s adaptation, the musical form is used to not only help explain the narrative, but 

to add comedy and energy. The reincarnation of the novella to the form of a film musical 

aids the more upbeat tone of this adaptation which is aimed at a family audience. This 

shift to a new genre form helps to engage new audiences through a different popular 

register, whilst representing Dickens’ story. The Muppets’ songs have melodies which 

feature catchy choruses and help to explain particular themes in the plot. These usually 

recount the action or focus on a particular character to offer more information about their 

personality, such as in the song ‘Scrooge’. For example, when the two ghosts of Marley 

and Marley arrive to beseech Scrooge to change his miserly ways, this is explained 

 
36 Numbers such as ‘A Professional Pirate’, ‘Shiver My Timbers’, and ‘Sailing for Adventure’ help to 

orientate the viewer in the plot, setting, character motivation and the context of the narrative. In essence 

these songs help to make the original novel entertaining to a mass audience which would be expected to 

include children.  
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through song. They appear to the shock and dismay of Scrooge, and are covered in a 

white dust, whilst the set is visible through their bodies, making it obvious that they are 

ghosts. They sing: 

took advantage of the poor, 

just ignore the need, 

we specialized in causing pain spreading fear and doubt, 

if you could not pay the rent we simply threw you out. 

There was the year we evicted the entire orphanage. 

I remember the little tykes standing in the snow with their little frost-bitten teddy bears 

[raucous laughter]. 

 

Furthermore, when Scrooge wakes on Christmas morning and promises to change 

his ways, he sings ‘With a Thankful Heart’. The song is upbeat and features lyrics that 

show Scrooge’s reformed attitude that holds communal values and places faith into 

charity and giving. He sings: 

With a thankful heart 

With an endless joy 

With a growing family 

Every girl and boy 

Will be nephew and niece to me 

(Nephew and niece to me) 

Will bring love, hope and peace to me 

(Love hope and peace to me) 

Yes, and every night will end 

And every day will start 

With a grateful prayer 

And a thankful heart 

With an open smile and with open doors 

I will bid you welcome 

What is mine is yours 

 

This upbeat and positive song features the Muppets characters singing in the 

background as they move to the beat of the music. As Scrooge makes his way to the 

Cratchit family home, the joyful scene is enhanced by the sound of laughing children 

skipping to the music, and cheerful shoppers can also be seen rushing through the frame. 

This song enhances the positive and light-hearted tone of the scene and provides a 

contrast to the old Scrooge, who was overtly cold and harsh. For Dyer ‘[e]ntertainment 
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offers the image of “something better” to escape into, or something we want deeply 

which our day-to-day lives don’t provide’ (1992: 87). Henson’s musical format uses a 

popular register to engage with Dickens’ novella and immerses the viewer in the 

Dickensian world of the Victorian era via the unintimidating musical realm of the 

Muppets. The music becomes part of the story, it is not a musical distraction but a 

complex way of merging the Muppets’ world with this Dickensian narrative. The 

dialogue of scenes is largely taken from the novella, but the musical numbers work to 

reinvigorate the narrative with a popular register. The socially engaged form of the 

musical is responsive to audiences’ tastes and demands, helping the adaptation to work as 

an expression of the period in which it was produced. For Dyer, musicals offer utopian 

solutions for audiences as they enable them to experience how utopia ‘feels’. Musicals 

are performative texts and the use of song and dance help to intensify the emotion of 

scenes. Therefore, musical numbers offer a compensatory function for social conditions 

through their self-awareness of their own utopian energy. Musicals do not offer simple 

escapism for audiences, they instead offer pleasure through their own negotiation of 

social realities. As Dyer suggested, musicals are in touch with their audiences. It is the 

audience’s tastes and demands which help shape the representations that musicals 

promote. This can be seen through the clear pitching to Henson’s target family audience, 

where the musical numbers add energy and vibrancy whilst explaining aspects of 

character. Additionally, the use of the narrator helps retain a sense of the original novella 

whilst explaining aspects of the plot.  

Similarly to Dickens’ original novella, there are clear Christian values of 

community and charity being disseminated through these songs. The overt and callous 

greed of Marley and Marley is positioned as negative in the musical number ‘Marley and 

Marley’. Furthermore, Scrooge’s adoption of more mindful values rather than a devotion 
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to materialism, marks a change in his characterisation. Dyer asserts that musicals interact 

with the ‘real needs of society’ and are therefore responsive texts. The musical number ‘A 

Thankful Heart’ promotes a feeling of yuletide cheer as Scrooge becomes more kind, 

tolerant, and charitable and the audience is encouraged to feel relief that he has finally 

changed his ways. The song brings a feeling of resolution to the end of the film and an 

inclusive connected community is represented, which further heightens the feeling of a 

utopian world, which Dyer discusses. Passers-by in the street congregate around Scrooge 

as he walks giving out gifts and food parcels to the needy. Scrooge’s wealth and 

abundance is represented by these gifts which he gleefully shares. The rhythmic melody 

and upbeat tone of the song is uplifting and cheerful, making this scene a celebratory 

spectacle of energy and hope. Scrooge’s redemption and the upbeat musical number iron 

out the darker underside of the Victorian social context which the film touches upon. The 

‘utopian’ qualities which Dyer discusses translate informally as the feel-good elements of 

the adaptation. To consider the musical genre as a vague escapist form, or indeed one that 

somehow simplifies the source text, fails to recognise its social engagement and 

significance.  

 Historically, many cultural theorists have relegated popular culture’s worth and 

categorised it as mass unrefined art which caters to ordinary consumers with 

unsophisticated tastes.37 Neo-Marxists such as Adorno and Horkheimer (1947) shared this 

view and expressed anxieties around popular culture and its potential to lull consumers 

into passivity with its formulaic and standardised formatting, whilst more right-wing 

thinkers such as Leavis (1958) and Bloom (1973) favoured a canon of traditional writers 

which represented a gold standard of excellence. Holbrook and Addis (2007: 144) review 

 
37 Bratlinger (1983), Halle (1993), Huys-sen (1986), Ross (1989), Shrum, (1995) and Zolberg (1990) all 

deem popular culture as low art.  
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the theoretical development of taste and notions of cultural hierarchies and comment how, 

in the late twentieth century, these views merged and gave rise to an understanding that 

what was deemed popular could not also have enduring appeal or artistic excellence.38 

These elitist views of art fail to recognise the pleasure consumers derive from these media 

texts.39 Theoretical paradigms of taste have evolved past this binary of good intellectual 

art versus bad cheap art, and acknowledge that tastes change as do texts and their 

relationships with audiences. Adaptations are rebellious texts able to blur the line between 

popular culture and more traditionally sophisticated art forms.  

In Henson’s The Muppet Christmas Carol there is a sophisticated engagement 

with genre which reveals the complexity of this adaptation. As reviewed in the 

introductory chapter, Collins (2010) discusses the political economy of adaptations and 

their primary commercial objective to gain profit by entertaining a mass audience. By 

understanding the target audience and how best to make this Victorian novella’s plot 

responsive to the wants and needs of these viewers, it is more likely that this aim would 

be met. It is clear that the darker aspects of this plot have been negotiated and 

interspersed with comedy. Hyper-real Victoriana images have been used to situate the 

viewer in the context without having to overload or overwhelm the scene. The Muppets 

characters are used as a flight from the original novella, bringing Dickens’ story in line 

with the popular culture of the time, whilst maintaining genre conventions frequently 

enjoyed by family audiences. It is this intermingling of mass market musical Muppets 

appeal with a historical novella’s plotline which creates something completely different to 

 

38 See: Hughes (1993) and Twitchell (1992). Additionally, Macdonald (1957) argues that mass art is easier 

to understand. He views mass art as consumer-focused and created with the lowest levels of taste in mind. 

39 Crane (1992), Firat and Venkatesh (1995), Huyssen (1986), Jameson (1983), Zolberg (1990), and Potts 

and Holliday (2012) offer a more post-modern view on cultural hierarchies which reflect on some 

subversive and disruptive texts which challenge and efface the boundary of lower and higher art. 
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earlier adaptations. Despite hierarchical distinctions around taste, adaptations have the 

ability to evolve and mutate. In line with genre conventions, Henson’s adaptation 

reformats the original novella. This creates a new opportunity for Dickens’ novella to be 

rearticulated as audiences tastes and popular appeal shifts. Adaptations remain fluid texts 

able to keep in touch with audience sentiment and demand. It is their ability to cater to 

this which gives historical novels the opportunity to stay relevant in the realm of popular 

culture.   

Embodying the parodic humour the Muppets are known for, the camera pans to 

two market stall owners who reveal that they are the narrators. Gonzo informs the 

audience that he is Charles Dickens, much to the shock of Rizzo the rat who states, ‘Hey, 

you’re not Charles Dickens, a blue furry Charles Dickens who hangs out with a rat? 

Charles Dickens was a nineteenth-Century novelist, a genius!’ This scene explicitly 

highlights the link to the original novella and the film’s attempt to educate and inform the 

viewers about the literary origins of the adaptation. The close retelling of Dickens’ plot 

playfully acknowledges conventions surrounding adaptations and their storytelling 

methods, whilst starkly reminding the audience that they are watching a film which is 

inspired by a novella.40 Later on in the final scene of the film, as the camera moves to a 

tracking shot showing the closely-packed chimneys and skyline of Victorian London, 

Gonzo encourages the viewers ‘to read the book’ if they enjoyed the film.  

Cartmell and Welehan (1999: 42) discuss film adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays 

and how it is imperative that they retain a ‘sense of an authentic relationship’ to be 

successful. Gonzo’s claims that Dickens is a ‘genius’, and explicit reiterations that the 

author wrote the original narrative of the adaptation give the film a higher cultural 

 
40 Davis, H. (1999). A Weirdo, A Rat, and A Humbug: The Literary Qualities of The Muppet Christmas 

Carol. Studies in Popular Culture. (3) 95-105, discusses the parodic effect of Gonzo’s narration in more 

detail. 
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credence. However, this demonstrates issues of authorship; Dickens is made hyper-real 

through representations in popular culture such as film, through mock Victorian images. 

This explicit reference to the author acts in many ways as a disclaimer and overtly 

appropriates authorship. These intertextual links are in many ways positive, as 

adaptations serve to inform and educate about literature, and in the case of The Muppet 

Christmas Carol, children, about classic Victorian literature.  

A further significant characteristic of Henson’s adaptation is the use of special 

effects, which are used to create a particular stylisation and to appeal to audiences’ 

specific tastes. Whilst special effects in film were nothing new, they were certainly 

becoming more sophisticated at the time of Henson’s adaptation. Disney is known for its 

innovations in animation and, much like Henson, embraces special effects. In Henson’s 

adaptation, special effects are often used to help make it clear to the audience that the 

events which occur are supernatural and fantastical, whilst making the action aesthetically 

pleasing and engaging. The film was made using Dolby 5.1 digital surround sound, which 

combined with the high-energy of the musical form, created an emotionally immersive 

experience for the audience. As film technology evolved, audiences became more 

sophisticated and demanded new innovations and ways of storytelling, such as those of 

Oscar award-winning special effects artist Eustace Lycett, who pioneered for special 

effects for the company. In Henson’s adaptation, Neil Swan was the senior technician, 

who also worked on films such as Star Wars: Episode V- The Empire Strikes Back (1980) 

and Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989), showing how the special effects were a 

central component in the revitalisation of the novella on screen.  

  When Scrooge returns home on Christmas Eve, as in Dickens’ original novella, 

the doorknocker changes to the face of Jacob Marley. In Henson’s production, special 

effects are used to create a swirling effect to reveal the puppet face of Jacob Marley in 
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place of the doorknocker. As well as the more sophisticated special effects, to cohere with 

Dickens’ original descriptions of the Ghost of Christmas Past, more basic special effects 

are used to create an unnatural ghostly effect. Carr (2013: 1) comments: 

The Muppet used for the Ghost of Christmas Past was a rod puppet that was 

submerged into a tank filled with baby oil. However, that high quantity of baby oil 

proved to be too expensive, so most of the shots were done in a water tank, which 

achieved the same gentle flowing effect of the robes, but the water reacted with 

the glues and paints, causing problems. 

 

Dickens’ (2007: 30) description of the ghost focuses on the ambiguity of its age, as it 

seems both child-like and elderly, whilst its luminous quality gives a disconcerting and 

supernatural effect: 

It was a strange figure – like a child: yet not so like a child as like an old man, 

viewed through some supernatural medium, which gave him the appearance of 

having receded from the view, and being diminished to a child’s proportions. Its 

hair which hung about its neck and down its back, was white as if with age; and 

yet the face had not a wrinkle in it, and the tenderest bloom was on the skin. The 

arms were very long and muscular; the hands the same, as if its hold were of 

uncommon strength. Its legs and feet, most delicately formed, were, like those 

upper members, bare. It wore a tunic of the purest white; and round its waist was 

bound a lustrous belt, the sheen of which was beautiful. It held a branch of fresh 

green holly in its hand; and, in singular contradiction of that wintry emblem, had 

its dress trimmed with summer flowers. But the strangest thing about it was, that 

from the crown of its head there sprung a bright clear jet of light, by which all this 

was visible; and which was doubtless the occasion of its using, in its duller 

moments, a great extinguisher for a cap, which it now held under its arm. 

 

Henson’s image of the suspended puppet with eerily-flowing gown was superimposed on 

screen, but created using the effects highlighted by Carr (Figure 17). Due to the 

predominantly young target audience, the filmmakers were concerned that the appearance 

of the ghosts could ‘scare children’ (Carr, 2013: 1). The Muppets characters would 

interject the narrative leading up to their appearance to ensure that these scenes would 

appeal to the audience and not be too frightening.  This clearly demonstrates how this 

adaptation was in touch with audience demand, taste, and popular appeal.  
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(Figure 17). 

Special effects are also used to facilitate the audience’s understanding of the 

adaptation. These effects were very much in line with dominant trends in family films 

from the 1980s and 1990s and were used in films such as Dragonslayer (1981), E.T. the 

Extra-Terrestrial (1982), The Goonies (1985), Honey, I Shrunk the Kids (1989), and 

Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles II: The Secret of the Ooze (1991). In Henson’s adaptation 

they help to realise the magical and supernatural effects that Dickens evokes in his story. 

Scrooge is merely a passive observer of the Cratchit family when the ghost of Christmas 

present takes him to observe their meagre dinner. Upon hearing that the family calls for a 

toast to Bob’s employer, Scrooge travels through the front door to observe the action 

taking place inside. As the protagonist travels through the door, the sound of a breeze is 

heard to remind the audience that this is supernatural activity. Scrooge becomes 

transparent and ghostly as he goes through the door, which further reminds the viewers 

that he cannot partake in the action and is only observing. This demonstrates how special 

effects were a key element in transposing Dickens’ novella on to the screen, whilst 

entertaining and engaging a contemporary family audience.  
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Furthermore, special effects are also used to create the appearance of a Victorian 

London at Christmas time, and the staging was carefully managed to construct the 

appearance of townhouses packed closely together with tall chimneys and cobbled streets. 

Carr (2013:1) discusses the opening scene of the adaptation where the camera pans from 

the sky to the street. He states: 

[t]he London streets were shot on a set in Shepperton Studios in England. Though 

a large set, it appears even larger because the buildings in the background were 

made significantly shorter to achieve the appearance of a long street through 

forced perspective. Later in the film, the song ‘It Feels Like Christmas’ with the 

Ghost of Christmas Present ends with a rising crane shot, where the short 

buildings can be seen in the background. 

 

The set design of the closely compacted houses in the opening shot, immediately helps to 

orientate the audience in the location and period in which the adaptation is set. This 

establishing shot is important as it signposts the context within which the proceeding 

action will be taking place. 

Carr (2013: 1) continues: 

The London rooftops seen in the opening credits were all models that stood 

approximately three feet tall. The opening shot was photographed at one or two 

frames per second, and as the camera pulled back, crew members pushed other 

buildings into the frame to achieve the effect of passing right through the rooftops. 

 

This shows how articulating the essential chemistry of Dickens’ novella was carefully 

negotiated in Henson’s adaptation. The Victorian landscape needed to be evoked through 

the set design so that audiences could be immersed in a nostalgic image of the nineteenth 

century. This shows how an image of Dickensian London was central in making clear the 

adaptation’s intertextual links to the novella. Henson’s use of the musical register coupled 

with the Muppets characters and the recognisable format of their work, revitalises 

Dickens’ novella with a new energy for contemporary tastes and audiences. The blending 

of the Muppets’ world with the Dickensian, shows how adaptations can negotiate the 

original novels whilst imbuing their retelling with their own style and creative license. 
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In conclusion, this chapter has focused on the popular appeal of adaptations and 

their ability to grow and evolve in line with audience demand and taste. It is the fluid 

nature of adaptations which give the original novel the opportunity to continually 

regenerate and diversify. This in turn preserves the lifespan of the original novel. 

Adaptations are constructed in accord with certain genre conventions and commercial 

requirements which shape the representations they present. Hurst’s adaptation has a 

distinctly film noir stylisation through the use of shadow, lighting, and framing, whilst, 

Henson’s inclusion of the Muppets characters, and the distinct markers of their 

performance, have helped to create a differing re-visioning. Dickens’ novella may be 

relatively complex for children to understand, as the plot moves from different points in 

time and deals with complex emotions such as greed, envy, and fear. In order to appeal to 

children’s particular tastes, the Muppets characters are used which gives a lighter 

comedic tone to Dickens’ narrative. Additionally, costume, narration, and special effects 

are employed to help make the plot entertaining for the predominantly child audience.  

Furthermore, at complex sections of the narrative that may be confusing to the 

audience, the Muppets characters often explain the plot through song, which makes the 

adaptation more appealing to a contemporary family audience. The music becomes part 

of the story in Henson’s adaptation, utilising a popular register to help rearticulate 

Dickens’ novella for a family audience. Adaptation is an imitating, recycling medium and 

under the terms suggested by Calinescu (1987), Kulka (1996), and Bracewell (2003) it 

can be kitsch. As shown through this case study, these adaptations cater for different 

tastes and represent Dickens’ novella in different ways. Adaptations are constructed to 

reach mass audiences, and are able to interact with the changing face of taste and popular 

appeal. With this in mind, it is the fluidity of adaptation which allows historical novels to 

be continually repackaged for new audiences and demands.  
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The Muppet Christmas Carol has been recycled through other forms. For 

example, on various online sites merchandise is available to purchase, and in December 

2021 The Royal Albert Hall screened the film with a live orchestra as an 

accompaniment.41 This shows how adaptations continue to evolve and the afterlife of the 

novella continues to transform. These other manifestations show how adaptation is a fluid 

media which inspires other fan interactions with the original novels and their subsequent 

adaptations.  

Carroll’s work on mass art helps to categorise adaptations as popular texts which 

are designed to reach large audiences. Adaptations have a strong relationship with their 

audiences and use popular registers to reach them. Adaptations have the unique capability 

of simultaneously interacting with genre, the intended audience, and the mood, style, and 

tone of their own specific time of production. This brings a regenerating force to 

historical novels through the ability to blend the original novel with these new trends. 

Specifically, it is adaptations’ capacity to be unfaithful to the novel and to favour artistic 

license that is central to their unique power. Being unfaithful is paradoxically a means of 

re-energising popular forms of original novels. This chapter has reviewed discussions of 

taste and kitsch to demonstrate how adaptations are responsive to audiences and their 

demands. Although the current climate within adaptation studies has moved on from the 

simplistic cul-de-sac of fidelity debates, the fact that adaptation is a second-hand 

derivative source still exists as an imposing shadow in the adaptive legacy. Nonetheless, 

many conversations around adaptations boil down to an issue of taste and hierarchical 

distinctions. This chapter clearly demonstrates that both Hurst’s and Henson’s adaptations 

have used Dickens’ novella in a different way to reach their audiences during their 

 
41 Fan merchandise is available to buy at: https://www.etsy.com/uk/market/muppet_christmas_carol. The 

Royal Albert Hall licensed the film from Disney subsidiary ‘Disney Concerts’. Details for the show can be 

found at: https://www.royalalberthall.com/tickets/events/2021/the-muppet-christmas-carol-in-concert/.  

https://www.etsy.com/uk/market/muppet_christmas_carol
https://www.royalalberthall.com/tickets/events/2021/the-muppet-christmas-carol-in-concert/
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particular periods in time. The celebration of this art form’s kitschness, it reveals 

adaptation’s unrelenting ability to parody and make fun of itself and its self-conscious 

awareness that it is a secondary source. As highlighted earlier, Bracewell (2003) and 

Kulka (1996) suggest anxiety at having a history-less hybrid text neither rooted firmly in 

the present nor the past. However, this chapter asserts that it is precisely this ungoverned 

quality that is liberating and generates artistic invention and, indeed, reinvention. 
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Case Study 3: 

Chapter 4: Bleak House and notions of Englishness. 
 

 

 

As already seen in previous chapters, Dickens’ novels addressed the issues of his 

day and have continued to bear relevance to contemporary concerns. This universal 

appeal is aided by various adaptations, retellings, and recyclings of Dickens’ work which 

have helped maintain the writer’s popularity with readers and viewers alike. Ackroyd 

(2012: 1081) states: 

He represented the Victorian character, both in his earnestness and his 

sentimentality, in his enthusiasm and in his sense of duty, in his optimism and in 

his doubt, in his belief in work and in his instinct for theatricality, in his violence 

and in his energy. For him life was conflict… it was struggle to maintain a vision 

of the coherence of the world, a vision of some central human continuity, in this 

sense it was also a battle against all the self-doubt, anxiety and division which lay 

beneath the surface of his own nature, just as they dwelt beneath the progressive 

formulations of Nineteenth-Century power. 

 

Ackroyd demonstrates some of the various ways in which Dickens the author and 

his work have come to signify Englishness in the Victorian era to many people. It is 

specifically the ideological constructions of Dickens and his work which represents a 

‘type’ of Englishness that has taken on a life of its own, that is often nostalgic. Even the 

word ‘Dickensian’ has come to signify a particular historical period that evokes a certain 

stylisation. 

As Richards (1997: 326) suggests, there is something ‘quintessentially English’ 

about Dickens, and he attributes it to his ability to capture the ‘national sense of humour’ 

whilst drawing attention to the social issues of his day. Additionally, the author’s rich 

depiction of characters and their loveable quirks have continued to maintain public 

interest in the novels themselves, and through various adaptations. Bleak House (1853) is 

a complex novel with many interweaving plots and subplots that call attention to the need 

for reform of the legal system. The novel follows the tangled and confusing case of 
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Jarndyce and Jarndyce and the difficulty of settling the chancery suit under the 

unproductive and tedious nature of the legal system.42 The novel has an array of 

imaginative characters full of individual quirks that are richly depicted, such as the 

beautiful and cold Lady Dedlock who holds a terrible secret, and the bad-tempered and 

mean Grandfather Smallweed. This diverse collection of characters and plotlines interact 

with topical issues prevalent in Victorian society. Bleak House also has an array of 

English locations from city and country, such as the undesirable Hatton Wall, where the 

Jellybys reside after their bankruptcy, to the fictional location of Tom-All-Alones which 

embodies the hellish nature of the Victorian slums and their horrendous conditions. The 

High Court of Chancery is described by Dickens as:  

never can there come fog too thick, never can there come mud and mire too deep, 

to assort with the groping and floundering condition which this High Court of 

Chancery, most pestilent of hoary sinners hold this day in the sight of heaven and 

earth (Dickens, 2003: 14). 

 

 This gives this public building an ominous and foreboding appearance that is gothic and 

sinister. Furthermore, Bleak House, which the novel takes its title from, is given a topsy-

turvy, lovable, irregular appearance with Dickens stating, ‘you go up and down steps out 

of one room into another, and where you come upon more rooms where you think you 

have seen all there are’ (Dickens, 2003: 27). Therefore, the multi-layered plot, topical 

content of social and political issues, characters and locations demonstrate how Bleak 

House is a rich case study for investigating notions of national identity. 

Vanden-Bossche (2004: 13) suggests that: 

Dickens wrote Bleak House at the moment when spokesmen for the emergent 

Liberal Party began to appeal to a broadened concept of the “people” conceived, 

 
42 Bleak House has been considered a pivotal text which promoted change and the enactment of the legal 

reform in the 1870s due to the novel’s unfavourable representation of the British legal system. Vanden-

Bossche (2004: 9) considers ways that the novel ‘addresses… class discourse and social agency’. He states 

that Bleak House ‘…depicts the problem of class political exclusion as a problem of discourse and seeks to 

reform the discursive terms in which public discourse is framed, making resistant discourse the preliminary 

to the achievement of popular agency’, thus suggesting that the novel had a practical application in actual 

reformations in Victorian society through the dialogue created in the novel.  
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by way of radical discourse, in terms of the “desire to transcend class identities in 

the wider interest of the nation”.  

Thus, Vanden-Bossche reveals that Dickens was capturing and voicing a 

particular mood and feeling of his age, a more democratic and progressive social view in 

line with the needs of the masses who were struggling within an archaic social system. 

This study will go on to question the cultural representations of Englishness in the 

adaptations used as a case study, and how they construct perceptions of national identity. 

This chapter in particular will consider formations of national identity with 

particular reference to BBC TV series adaptations of Bleak House by screenwriters 

Hopcraft (1985) and Davies (2005). Notions of Englishness will be considered in order to 

question how adaptation voices changes in expressions of national identity. The diverse 

representations in the two case studies will clearly show how adaptation is a discourse 

that interacts with the moods and feeling of the time that it was produced. 

This chapter will consider theoretical debates regarding national identity in order 

to investigate how notions of Englishness are constructed in each of the adaptations used 

as a case study. Additionally, the dominant values and changes in nuance of 

representation will be explored in relation to the specific context in which the adaptations 

were produced. Furthermore, issues of genre, theme, agenda, and popular culture versus 

classical style will be interrogated to analyse adaptations’ rearticulation of specific 

aspects of the narrative. Equally, notions of the Other will be questioned to further 

observe how Englishness is negotiated, branded, marketed, and explored through 

adaptation. Also, international audiences and production values will be investigated to 

question how Englishness is represented overseas.  These discussions will work towards a 

broader argument in this thesis that attempts to demonstrate the uses and values of 

adaptation. As I will go on to suggest, Hopcraft’s adaptation has a grittier, darker 
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representation, due to the stylisation of the adaptation that is aided by the use of fog.43  In 

contrast, Davies’ adaptation mimics a soap opera style narrative structure that makes 

Dickens’ adaptation more entertaining to a mainstream contemporary audience. 

This chapter will be approached slightly differently to the other case study 

chapters in this thesis, in that this chapter will place more of an emphasis on cultural 

theory rather than textual analysis of the specific adaptations. This is to ensure that a 

satisfactory scope of research is conducted into national identity as a concept, and to 

display the impact and significance of this within adaptation. Although Hopcraft’s and 

Davies’ adaptations of Bleak House will be discussed in some detail, this will be in more 

of an illustrative way than seen in previous chapters.44 This will allow a greater 

investigation of the notion of representation and will help to contextualise and 

demonstrate how each adaptation has an individual interpretation of the original novel. 

 
43  Dickens often refers to ‘fog’ specifically in the novel seen here, (Dickens,2003: 72) ‘Fog everywhere. 

Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, where it rolls defiled 

among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) city. Fog on the Essex 

marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-brigs; fog lying out on the 

yards, and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the gunwales of barges and small boats. 

Fog in the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, wheezing by the firesides of their wards; fog 

in the stem and bowl of the afternoon pipe of the wrathful skipper, down in his close cabin; fog cruelly 

pinching the toes and fingers of his shivering little ’prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges 

peeping over the parapets into a nether sky of fog, with fog all round them, as if they were up in a balloon, 

and hanging in the misty clouds’. The motif of fog is an important aspect of the stylisation of Hopcraft’s 

adaptation, as it obscures many shots and makes the physical representation of Victorian England seem 

dark and gloomy. However, semantically perhaps, smog would have been a better term to use when 

referring to the mist-like substance that pollutes scenes in Hopcraft’s adaptation. Rather than a natural 

atmospheric ‘fog’, the fog looks dirty and industrially produced. Nonetheless, I will continue to refer to the 

fog as such in the case study to remain consistent with Dickens’ original description. 

 
44 Please note that when referring to the case studies used in this Chapter, I use the screen writers’ names 

rather than the directors’ names as a way to identify each of the adaptations. I do this for a number of 

reasons. Firstly, I was lucky enough to interview Andrew Davies at a conference where I gave a paper. As I 

will refer to this interview in more depth, using the screenwriter throughout this chapter creates consistency. 

Secondly, I also carried out research at the Arthur Hopcraft archive at Salford University, although I do not 

refer to archive material specifically, it has informed my own research into the adaptation. This also raises 

issues of authorship and the auteur, which will be discussed in detail in the Great Expectations chapter of 

this thesis. 

Secondly, to clarify, this case study will contain less textual analysis than the other case studies to allow a 

greater scope of research on the topic of identity. 
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However, the issue of attempting to define a fluid concept such as what it means 

to be English is problematic. The cultural, national, ideological, social, philosophical 

symbol of Englishness is constantly in flux. George Orwell (1941) comments on English 

identity stating, ‘…it is continuous, it stretches into the future and the past, there is 

something in it that persists, as in a living creature’. This wonderfully vague attempt to 

define English character and identity shows an interconnectedness with a rich cultural 

history. 

However, contemporary concerns and socio-political debates in relation to 

national questions about English or indeed British politics dominate much of the current 

climate. Questions around the EU, Scottish independence post-referendum, immigration, 

and the McKay Commission, to name a few, bring to attention national questions and in 

doing so English national identity.45  

Klett (2009: 20) discusses some of the complexities of attempting to define 

precisely what Englishness is. She states: 

What is Englishness? How is it different from “Britishness”? These questions 

have no easy answers, and have sparked a crisis in national identity, in which the 

English have turned to the past for self-definition… Any attempt to define 

Englishness reveals that national identity is a fundamentally unstable concept; 

under scrutiny, the idea easily breaks down. 

 

Dickens and his narratives continue to play an important role in representing English 

history and cultural nostalgia. The author’s fictional works are evocative of a time of 

progress and empire. However, they also offer a disparaging and highly critical view of 

socio-political mechanisms of power that threaten attempts to reimagine English history 

as having a strong, powerful, and positive identity. Anderson (1991: 3) continues: 

nation, nationality, nationalism - all have proved notoriously difficult to define, let 

alone to analyse. In contrast to the immense influence that nationalism has exerted 

on the modern world, plausible theory about it is conspicuously meagre.  

 

 
45 The Commission was set up to deal with legislation in reference to parts of the UK.  
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Anderson raises a central issue in any attempt to define ‘Englishness’, as by doing so this 

definition must also highlight exactly what the key values associated with England are. 

Etsy (2004: 6) suggests that Englishness is ‘shaped and haunted by forms of imperial 

experiences and knowledge’. Nevertheless, Ellis and Oakley-Brown (2001: 5) state that 

‘English self-definition cannot be understood without reference to the imposition of 

English culture’. This idea of looking to the past for self-definition shows how history is 

used as a tool for contemporary audiences to gain self-awareness. Gounaridou (2005: 1) 

argues that ‘…when a nation seeks to be reconnected with a sense of national identity, its 

cultural celebration often expresses nostalgia for a past that defines a cultural high point 

in its history’. In an article for The Guardian, Jones (2013: 1) discusses Victorian art and 

literature and suggests that ‘…we should honour the age of Darwin, Marx and William 

Morris as the one that forged our own’, highlighting how the nineteenth century is often 

viewed as a powerhouse of advancement and modernity in which many of our 

contemporary ways of living are rooted. Furthermore, as commented on in the article, the 

opening of an exhibition at the London Guildhall’s Art Gallery in 2013 took inspiration 

from The Great Exhibition of 1851. The cultural nostalgia encouraged by the exhibition 

further demonstrates how the Victorians were actively engaged in national self-writing 

and marketing whilst encouraging English nationalism, as is still the case today. This idea 

of national pride will be discussed in light of the historical background of the chosen case 

studies, and how far they promote nostalgia.  

To begin the next phase of this discussion, it is important to define what is meant 

by the term identity so that we can consider national identity and cultural identity 

specifically. It must be acknowledged that it is extremely difficult to define a fluid 

concept such as identity. National identity, and specifically Englishness, are such 

contested and fluid terms. Corbett (2000: 181) highlights this issue stating, ‘Englishness 
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has had to be made and remade in and through history, within available practises and 

relationships, and existing symbols and ideas’. Currently there are some considerations of 

Englishness which acknowledge diversity, democracy and multiculturalism as 

distinguishing factors and core values; however, there are also many other competing 

notions of Englishness which undermine this. Hall and du Gay (1996: 2) query the issue 

of defining the ‘idea’ of identity; they state: 

…identity is such a concept operating “under erasure” in the interval between 

reversal and emergence; an idea which cannot be thought of in the old way, but 

without certain key questions cannot be thought at all. 

 

This shows how identity is ever evolving and not static. They attempt to define this 

abstract concept as a: 

…common origin or shared characteristics with another person or group, or with 

an ideal, and with the natural closure of solidarity and allegiance established on 

this foundation. In contrast with the ‘naturalism’ of this definition, the discursive 

approach sees identification as a construction, a process never completed - always 

“in process”… Identification is, then, a process of articulation, a suturing, an over-

determination not a subsumption. 

 

Jamieson (2002: 1) also considers the fluidity of identity broadly and states that 

‘…identities are not attributes that people ‘have’ or ‘are’ but resources that people ‘use’, 

something that they ‘do’’. Hall and du Gay (1996: 4) also suggest other issues with 

defining the concept of identity; they argue that: 

Identities are never unified…[and have become] increasingly fragmented and 

fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often 

intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions. They are subject 

to a radical historization, and are constantly in the process of change and 

transformation. 

 

They also call for debates around identity to be ‘situated’ in relation to ‘historically 

specific developments and practices that have disturbed… populations and cultures… and 

processes of globalization’. This shows how the representations, constructed within 

cultural discourses, have a practical effect and the power to ‘disrupt’ the social order. 

They go on to state that: 
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 …identities are constructed within, not outside, discourse, we need to understand 

them as produced in specific historical and institutional sites within specific 

discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative strategies. Moreover, 

they emerge within the play of specific modalities of power, and thus are more the 

product of the marking of difference and exclusion, than they are the sign of an 

identical, naturally-constituted unity. 

 

Specific socio-political circumstances govern the construction of cultural texts and 

ultimately, articulations of identity. Although conjunctures have a profound effect on how 

identities are formulated, as Hall and du Gay (1996: 4) suggest, identity is framed not just 

from what it is, but equally from what it is not.  

Unal (2013: 1) furthers this discussion suggesting that: 

Identity is a social phenomenon which starts with the identity formation process 

by means of interaction with the “other” or against the “other”. The individual 

tends to internalise and practise the behaviours, values and norms of the society 

where he or she has lived in, in order to provide his or her psychological and 

physical security. In this way, to get an identity one must either identify oneself 

with someone and/or be perceived as identical to someone else. The continuous 

and permanent internalisation processes of social setting are resulted in the 

construction of an individual identity within a social dimension.  

 

Derrida (1992: 129) also considers how identity is negotiated and determined by 

similarities and sameness, creating a communal distinguishing identity. Therefore, for 

Derrida it is the Other and what he terms its ‘différance’ that creates discernibility.  

Kuran-Burcoglu (2002: 1) discusses some of the issues of exclusivity of identity and how 

interpretations of the Other reveal an implied assumption of ‘marginality… privilege’ and 

preference. Taylor (1992: 25) also concurs with Kuran-Burcoglu and suggests that ‘…a 

person or group of people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if the people or society 

around them mirror back to them a confining or demeaning or compatible picture of 

themselves’. Jamieson (2002: 1) argues that ‘…a sense of national identity, of a particular 

nationality being an aspect of the self, is only theoretically possible if it is constructed in 

the course of social interaction’. The adaptations mobilise and represent Englishness in 

very specific ways. As I will later discuss in more detail, Hopcraft’s adaptation offers a 
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dark stylisation that is largely faithful to Dickens’ original novel. In contrast, Davies’ 

adaptation is more nostalgic and offers a more sentimental view of the Victorians in 

comparison. The two adaptations present differing views of English history and national 

identity. Jamieson discusses how the significance of national identity to an individual is 

personal and subject to their own social experiences. She highlights how for many people 

their national identity may rarely have ‘salience’, whereas for others depending on their 

‘emotionally charged interactions’ it may have a significant and defining impact on their 

daily lives. Billig (1995: 42) discusses what he terms a ‘background cultural chorus’ and 

how the media in particular is responsible for reinforcing ‘nationalism’. Smith (1991: 

143) also discusses national identity and suggests that ‘of all the collective identities in 

which human beings share today, national identity is perhaps the most fundamental and 

inclusive’. 

Yurdusev (1997: 27) considers cultural identity and categorises it as ‘granted or 

gained’. He argues that an individual’s characteristics such as ethnicity and gender are 

inborn, whereas aspects of identity which are chosen by free will are ‘gained’. Hall 

(1990: 42) attempts to theorise the concept of cultural identity further by questioning 

whether identity is a ‘collective or true self hiding inside the many other, more superficial 

or artificially imposed “selves” which a people with a shared history and ancestry held in 

common’. This shows how identity constructions help to create essentialised communities 

within particular moments. Thus, for Hall there is no singular authentic identity, instead 

identity is an ever-changing construction. Hall and du Gay (1996: 4) argue that ‘identities 

are about questions of using the resources of history, language, and culture in the process 

of becoming rather than being… identities are therefore constituted within, not outside 

representation’. This consideration of the ‘tool’ which helps to negotiate and manufacture 
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identity places an emphasis on cultural discourses and texts as they are not just simply the 

medium that expresses identity, but an active negotiator that helps to construct identity.  

Thus, formulations of national identity are created through texts such as literature 

and cinematic and television adaptations of literature. The discourse is the primary site 

that aids the manufacture of identity rather than a voice for identity to find representation. 

Ultimately, identity is an ever-shifting, permeating concept rather than a fixed notion. I 

argue that identities, more broadly, are not prescribed fixed constructs, but instead are 

constantly in flux and undergoing mutation. These visual representations play an 

important role in how identities are formulated as there are so many modes of expression 

that reach audiences. As I have previously demonstrated in the Oliver Twist chapter when 

analysing the character of Fagin and his Jewish ethnicity, adaptations help to construct a 

view of identity and also reflect struggles around identity in a particular period. Thus, 

film adaptations could be described as an active negotiator in identity whilst working as a 

‘window into the world’, recording specific social issues and concerns. Adaptations do 

not simply retell a story, instead they are bound up in an intertextual conversation with 

previous adaptations that have come before it and the particular moods and feelings of the 

time, whilst simultaneously possessing the ability to reflect culture back on itself.  

Our national identity is not inherent but is born out of various systems of cultural 

representation. Therefore, nationality is formed out of many symbols that create a sense 

of allegiance and affinity. Ultimately, it is our participation with these modes of 

representation that define the parameters of national identity or, for example, what it is to 

be English. Adaptations that reflect and construct historical periods affect the way 

audiences view national identity and historical events through their often nostalgic 

portrayals which create meanings about nationality. These historical portrayals in 

adaptation signify a type of Englishness and also have the ability to connect the past to 
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the present. As previously discussed when reviewing cultural theory, defining identity is 

problematic due to its evolving nature. However, what it means to be English at a 

particular point in history, space and time is expressed through the differing case studies 

of Hopcraft and Davies. As I will go on to discuss in more detail, national identity and 

cultural history are represented in divergent ways in the two adaptations. The case studies 

by Hopcraft and Davies will be analysed in relation to what ideas of Englishness they 

represent and circulate, and whether their portrayals are nostalgic. These research 

questions will also be considered in the context of when the adaptations were produced, 

in order to establish competing notions of identity within these adaptations. 

It is important to consider how constructions of national identity are ideological, 

and how formations of what it is to be English are activated. Eagleton (2014: 9) reviews 

historical and current debates on notions of ideology with the objective of defining the 

term. He states that: 

…[i]deas are weapons in a field of struggle… an ideological discourse properly 

understood, means one which decoded in certain ways, will betray in its limits and 

emphases, its silences, gaps and internal contradictions, the imprint of real 

material conflicts. 

 

Thus, for Eagleton ideology acts as a screen that ‘operates under erasure’ and mirrors to 

ourselves real issues through practical communication. Ultimately, ideologies are 

imprinted and interwoven into society on an immaterial level and are part of everyday 

life, and are therefore unconscious.  

Marx also discusses ideologies and considers them as a mechanism of class 

structures of society. Marx and Engels in The German Ideology, originally published in 

1846, attempt to define the concept of ideology stating that it is a ‘production of ideas, of 

conceptions, of consciousness… all that men say, imagine, conceive,… in such things as 

politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics’ (1998: 656). Althusser (1970: 151) 

discusses the concept further by considering its effect on society and politics and the 



 178 

various ways that ideology operates. The theorist takes a new approach to Marx and 

argues that ideology instead ‘represents’ the ‘imaginary relationship of individuals’ rather 

than reflecting realities. This suggests that ideology is part of the social order as it is 

encoded into communication practices such as language. These constructs establish our 

reality and therefore do not simply mirror the real back to ourselves. Eagleton (2014: 9) 

continues this discussion of whether ideologies are naturalising or universalising. He 

argues that ‘…by a set of complex discursive devices, they project what are in fact 

partisan, controversial, historically specific values as true of all times and all places, and 

as natural, inevitable, and unchangeable’. Ultimately, for Eagleton ‘…ideology is a matter 

of discourse, of practical communication between historically shared subjects rather than 

just of language’. If, as Althusser (1970) and Eagleton (2014) suggest, ideology is an 

engrained device encoded within all discourse, identity is then subject to, formulated by 

and communicated through ideology and its practices. Kopytowska (2012:1) comments 

how ideology is situated within modes of representation and argues that it is located: 

…between social cognition and ‘representation’ on the one hand, and its 

impingement on ‘social agency’ on the other. This system of interrelations, which 

could be otherwise conceptualized as a triangular nexus between ideology, 

discourse, and society has been one of the main foci of Critical Linguistics and 

Critical Discourse Analysis.  

 

As Fairclough, Mulderrig and Wodak (2011: 52) suggest, it is necessary ‘to demystify 

discourses by deciphering ideologies’, demonstrating how ideologies are part of the social 

order and are able to influence the construction of identity on a broad level.  Bamberg and 

de Fina (2011: 189) argue that social constructivism affects the construction of identity 

arguing: 

…[u]sing the lens of discourse and the lens of construction and bringing them to 

focus onto identity, what comes to the fore are discursive practices as the sites for 

identity formation processes – where the social and the personal/individual are 

fused and become empirical…  
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Bamburg, Schiffrin and de Fina highlight how identity is not an individual practice that is 

autonomous. Instead, they argue that all identities are moulded by their context of 

production and are therefore ideological practices. Thus, when considering identity in its 

broader sense or in terms of national identity and cultural identity, it is imperative to 

understand how they are ideological and born under systems of contextual production. 

In summary, ideology is defined as a set of ideas which form the basis of social 

and political theory and agency. This study suggests, similarly to Eagleton (2014), that it 

is the everyday modes of communication that are the most valuable as they often act as a 

vehicle of conflict, which allow cultural norms and codes to be undermined and re-

established. Communication media, such as adaptation, allow dominant ideologies and 

constructs of identity to be discussed. Adaptation is a valuable medium (genre) that 

allows us to compare and contrast differing, opposing and similar cultural constructions 

around ideology and identity. The following section will show how these ideas can be 

applied and activated through an engagement with the case studies of Hopcraft’s and 

Davies’ adaptations. 

The screenwriter Arthur Hopcraft’s (1985) adaptation of Bleak House has 

received mixed reviews, with Peter Ackroyd (1985: 1) praising the adaptation for its more 

serious tone than expressed in Dickens’ original novel, stating that it was closer to 

‘Dostoevsky than to Dickens’. Hunter (2010: 169) discusses the adaptation’s director 

Ross Devenish’s ‘distinctive’ style and what he argues to be ‘a considered response to the 

original’ novel. He continues that the adaptation has ‘a steady inventiveness with small 

details of design, acting and camera work’. Smith (2001: 45), in contradiction to 

Ackroyd, argues that the adaptation is ‘modestly faithful to the novel’s labyrinthine 

gloom’. Much like the original text, the central pathetic fallacy motif of the fog used in 
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this adaptation is central to the melancholic stylisation, and therefore the negative and 

rather grim representation of Victorian England. 

Screenwriter Andrew Davies’ (2005) fifteen-episode BBC mini-series adaptation 

of Bleak House achieved positive reviews, with The New York Times stating that ‘the 

quick pace… [use of] hand-held cameras, quick cuts and zooms… give the film a 

different look than most screen versions of classic novels, it’s the Victorian era served 

with a “CSI” twist’ (Genzlinger, 2006: 1).  Additionally, the Radio Times praised Gillian 

Anderson’s performance as ‘magnetic’ (Butcher, 2006: 1). As will later be considered in 

more detail, it is a paradox that an American actress was cast to play an aristocratic 

English woman. Although Anderson did live in London until she was 11 which 

complicates and blurs her cultural Anglo-American identity and how this is defined.  Flett 

(2005: 1) thought more highly of Davies’ adaptation than the original novel as he argues 

that it improved ‘upon Dickens’s rambling potboiler’. However, Hensher writing for The 

Guardian criticised Andrew Davies’ production, arguing that the adaptation’s vampiric 

qualities erode the essence of the primary novel. Commenting on literature’s fluidity of 

expression he criticises the adaptation, stating, ‘…it is stuck, forever, in the most banal of 

a novel’s modes, the narration of action and the transcription of dialogue’ (Hensher, 

2006: 1). Davies wrote an open letter to Hensher defending Bleak House, and its 

reimagining of Dickens’ novel, highlighting how the dramatisation would ‘send a lot of 

people to the book’.46  

As previously discussed, the theoretical paradigm of cultural materialism suggests 

that meaning is not inherent and is created by the process of consumption and governed 

by specific contextual conditions. Thus, representations of national identity are informed 

 
46 Davies’ letter was printed in Sarah Crown’s 2005 article for The Guardian entitled ‘Critical Dedlock’. 

http://www.theguardian.com/culture/culturevultureblog/2005/nov/09/criticaldedloc 

Hensher’s (2005) article acknowledges that he never actually saw Davies’ adaptation and is titled ‘You’ll 

never catch me watching it’. https://www.theguardian.com/media/2005/nov/07/broadcasting.arts   

http://www.theguardian.com/culture/culturevultureblog/2005/nov/09/criticaldedloc
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2005/nov/07/broadcasting.arts
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by the institutions which create these texts, such as the BBC. Film adaptations of classical 

literature often represent the past and therefore an idea of Englishness. Later on in this 

chapter, through a textual analysis of Hopcraft’s and Davies’ adaptations, I will 

demonstrate how these texts attempt to cater to political interests and serve the remit of 

the BBC that produced these adaptations.47 

Vidal (2012: 1) states that ‘the concept [of the heritage film] … has become 

associated with a powerful undercurrent of nostalgia for the past conveyed by historical 

dramas, romantic costume films and literary adaptations’, highlighting the importance of 

adaptation as it takes on a role that borders historical narrative for some audiences. 

Therefore, the adaptation’s representations of the past and national identity are often 

interpreted as fact or as a window into different cultures and historical periods. Haslett 

(2000: 205) discusses this issue further, suggesting that adaptation works as a 

‘…replication, because the recreation is done to current tastes, while masquerading as 

authenticity’. The case studies reveal how adaptation attempts to ‘fetishise’ the past and 

culture through its representations whilst catering to audience demand and sentiment.48 

The nostalgic pleasure that the adaptations promote show how audiences access a 

reimagined history that is in line with new cultural climates and tastes. Irvine (2005: 159) 

discusses what he terms the ‘harlequinization’ of the past through film adaptations, 

referring to popular culture and how the agendas and tastes of the market affect the 

depiction of the novel adapted. He argues that film adaptations have ‘…high cultural 

credentials… mass-market appeal… [whilst maintaining a] continuity between… fiction 

 
47 The BBC’S founding statement highlighted its intention to ‘enrich people's lives with programmes and 

services that inform, educate and entertain’. (BBC, 2016: 1).  
48 I adopt the word fetishise to highlight how symbols and objects in film adaptations are used to signpost 

that the action taking place is in the past. Iconography such as corsets, ball-gowns and country manor 

locations are often central in audiences’ perceptions of the Victorian period due to representations shown in 

adaptations. 
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and a popular “low cultural” genre’. Irvine refers here to how film adaptations often 

popularise their retelling of classic English novels in order to cater to new audiences.49  

Hopcraft’s (1985) adaptation of Bleak House was one of many BBC adaptations 

during the 1980s which took inspiration from Victorian classic novelists.50 It is perhaps 

significant that during this period of political and social unrest, heritage films, adaptations 

and costume dramas seemed to be popular with audiences. Sinyard (2015: 1), writing for 

the BFI, argued that Dickens was a source of great inspiration to producers during the 

1980s, as he was the ‘…most relevant and trenchant of social commentators in a Thatcher 

era that openly espoused the virtues of self-interest and so-called “Victorian values”’. 

Powrie (2000: 324) comments that during the early and mid-1980s there was a 

‘geographical fragmentation of the nation into parts’. This was due to the severe decline 

of many manufacturing industries such as mining, shipyards, and steel that caused mass 

unemployment. Chakrabortty (2011: 1) writing for The Guardian comments on the 

Thatcherite government during the 1980s, stating ‘…first came an austerity programme 

that saw nearly one in four of all manufacturing jobs disappear within Thatcher’s first 

term. Then followed privatisations and an economic policy geared towards a housing 

boom and the City’. As Fieldhouse (2015: 1) highlights, the loss of industry was most 

heavily felt in the North, which ‘… was hardest hit by economic restructuring and 

deindustrialisation’. Adaptations generally promoted a positive image of the country 

during a time of social division, showing the political and social applications of film 

adaptations, which were popular with audiences. The representations of national identity 

upheld by adaptations such as Bleak House conceptualised the English nation as a whole 

by reflecting a more nostalgic image evoked by the Victorian era. The Victorian era was 

 
49 I refer to this specific debate about high and low culture in detail in the A Christmas Carol chapter of this 

thesis. 
50 Pertinent examples are Mansfield Park (1983) and Northanger Abbey (1986). 



 183 

broadly an age striving for empire, commerce, and progress, which was not too dissimilar 

to some of the Thatcherite policies of the 1980s which sought to dismantle outmoded and 

allegedly unsustainable industries for a more enterprising ethos. There is a paradox at 

play in the way that adaptations appeal to audiences; they simultaneously often present a 

nostalgic view of Victorian England, whilst denouncing the capitalism at the heart of 

many social issues represented. Additionally, the class divides and social divisions of the 

Victorian age, frequently criticised and drawn upon in Dickens’ novels, may have 

resonated with audiences and the political zeitgeist of the time. Monk (2011: 1) argues 

that film adaptations help play an important role in terms of reinforcing national identity 

by creating an ‘alternative mythology’.51 Higson (2003: 20) also comments on the role of 

film adaptations in qualifying to audiences what being English stands for. He states that 

this medium: 

 …functions as an important selling point, playing on the familiarity and/or 

cultural prestige of the [novel]… and… the status of national cultural traditions 

where the source text is as much on display as the past it seeks to reproduce. 

By drawing on novels by renowned classic English authors, with a wealth of 

cultural and literary history, the adaptations encourage and promote national pride. 

Additionally, the high cultural status of these novels places an emphasis on English 

heritage that helps create an alternative, more nostalgic notion of Englishness.  

Eaton (2016: 1), writing for the BFI, comments on the long-established popularity 

of adapting Dickens’ novels onto screen. He states, ‘…these films established Dickens as 

central to the very notion of “English heritage” while proving that his themes remain 

timely, continually reinterpretable for cinematic adaptation in any age’, demonstrating 

how the topical content of the narratives has continued to bear relevance to social issues 

and to resonate with diverse and changing audiences.52 

 
51 I discuss the concept of mythology in more detail later in this chapter. 
52 Eaton refers to adaptations during the 1950s specifically. 
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Both case study adaptations are mini-series produced with the intention of being 

shown as weekly episodes. The television adaptation has a completely different format to 

that of a film adaptation, as the narrative often needs to end on a cliff-hanger to encourage 

the viewer to watch the next episode. It must be noted that Dickens wrote many of his 

novels in instalments making it more viable for a mass Victorian market who may not 

have been able to afford a novel in its entirety, allowing the author’s novels to have a 

natural narrative rhythm that lends itself to television. Lassagne (2017: 188) discusses 

television serial adaptations, and comments on the unique ability of this media form to 

simultaneously challenge what constitutes a television narrative and what defines an 

adaptation. Lassagne discusses how television serial adaptations are able to interact with 

their own complex intermedial ecosystem of ‘televisuality, seriality, transmedia, 

transnational television, authorship, and auteurship’ that affects the production of an 

adaptation. While not a focus of this thesis, understanding the complexity and difference 

between film and television adaptations further supports the central argument of this 

study: that adaptations are bound by their conditions of production. Adaptation is a hybrid 

source created at many sites of negotiation so that the original novel can never claim full 

authorship or influence. The difference in form between television and film adaptations 

undoubtedly affects the content and way of revisioning original novels on screen, as the 

narrative structure is different, and the television and film forms have their own unique 

textual markers. The medium specificity of the adaptation form is born out of its own 

aesthetic and formal practices, institutional and industrial organisations, and cultures of 

reception. This is further complicated by genre conventions, audience taste, other 

adaptations being released, previous adaptations, and the cultural memory of the original 

novels.  
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Bignell (2019) offers a discussion of television adaptation form and focuses on 

television’s ability to reinvent itself by breaking away from established conventions in 

film:  

Breaking away often happens by taking up and modifying a source, in other words 

through a process of adaptation, and the resulting text, technology or practice thus 

exhibits both connection to its source as well as separation from it. No identity is 

self-sufficient, but is performed relationally by asserting similarity to, and 

difference from, one or more others set up as points of comparison and contrast.  

 

Bignell’s comments reveal the shifting forms of film and television as they 

simultaneously build on and correspond with other texts. Central to their creation is a 

borrowing process which shows the interconnectivity of these texts and how the original 

novel is not the only inspiration in their construction. 

Davies’ (2005) television adaptation of Bleak House was produced at a time when 

the BBC had placed a particular emphasis on quality shows that were popular with 

audiences. Kleinecke-Bates (2014: 27) discusses policies in place and contextual effects 

on the BBC, she states: 

[p]eriod drama in the late 1980s and early 1990s experienced a slump. The 1986 

Peacock Report, the Conservative government’s refusal to increase the BBC’s 

funding and the commission regulations for the BBC and ITV, introduced by the 

1991 Broadcasting Act, created a television environment that was more and more 

concerned with rating figures and programmes sales. 

 

Additionally, the 1996 BBC charter which specified cost-cutting and emphasised the need 

for an increase in revenue, promoted the production of easily-consumable programmes 

such as soap operas and medical dramas, which in turn diluted the production of ‘quality’ 

shows with literary roots such as adaptations.53 However, the public service remit that 

 

53 In a review of the charter titled: ‘Achieving Sufficiency Without Excess’, it highlighted how ‘from 1998-

2006… efficiency savings and other additional sources of funds [saw] BBC spending on programmes… 

increase by 3-3.5% per annum under the Panel’s proposals, compared with growth of over 5% per annum 

needed to fulfil the BBC’s full service vision’ (BBC News, 2016: 38).  
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encouraged competition with ITV, renewed producers’ interests in adaptations. 

Furthermore, in order to justify the licence fee, the BBC had to be seen to be producing 

quality work whilst maintaining audience interest and entertainment. The demands of the 

charter and the other contextual effects at the BBC were still current and in force at the 

time that Davies’ adaptation was produced. Davies’ Bleak House seems to negotiate these 

production values, and the adaptation’s obvious intention is to capture the essence of 

Dickens’ narrative, whilst making it engaging to new audiences. As continually noted, 

this does not mean that the form simply promotes accessibility, the new form facilitates a 

reinvigoration of the original novel through the translation of the narrative onto screen. 

In the BBC’s press release for the production, Head of Drama Laura Mackie 

comments on the soap opera format and reworking of Dickens’ classic narrative; she 

states: 

[i]t's a new way of doing the classic adaptation, reinvigorating our approach to the 

serial form, matching it to the serial structure and narrative development of the 

original - and the way that it was originally published…The Dickens novel was 

very much the soap opera of its day, and we hope to emulate those same cliff-

hanger emotions in televisual terms. 

 

It is clear that the BBC’s contextual factors have overtly affected the production of 

Davies’ adaptation of Dickens’ novel. Davies’ use of cliff-hangers in the narrative 

structure was justified as authentically capturing the experience that Dickens’ intended 

audience would have had when reading the periodical instalments of the novel. The effect 

is not too dissimilar to a modern-day soap opera which therefore refreshes the 

adaptation’s retelling whilst maintaining strong intertextual links to the original novel.   

Turner (2005: 419) discusses how soap operas reflect everyday lived experiences 

allowing them to appropriate national identity. Using a case study of Australian television 

dramas, he argues that ‘…narratives produced for local audiences are always going to 

operate in some relation to established discourses of local or national cultural identities’, 
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and suggests that ‘…television is the default example for the processes of globalization’ 

(Turner, 2005: 419). This discussion of the capabilities of soap operas to represent the 

national character, shows how the social realist aesthetic, frequently used in this media, is 

engaged with its audience. 

The use of cliff-hangers and a soap opera style narrative structure could be said to 

give this retelling of Dickens’ Bleak House a familiar and accessible stylisation though 

the use of a popular register. Additionally, using the soap opera style helps mobilise an 

‘established discourse’ on the cultural identity of the Victorians, as they become people 

who the audience can identify with rather than historical figures. As I will later suggest in 

more detail, the heritage industry and the visual representation of English architecture and 

landscape are used in Davies’ production to create an impression of Englishness. 

Additionally, class divides between characters are also explored in Davies’ adaptation to 

create a specific view of Victorian national identity. 

Soap operas are often critiqued as simplistic, melodramatic, and lacking the 

thought and intellectual stimulus of higher art forms (Livingstone, 2013: 61). Urrichio 

and Pearson, (1993: 44) discuss the cultural capital that is associated with the more high-

brow literary roots of adaptation which they suggest the film industry attempted to 

exploit. They state ‘…the film industry sought… to align itself with more respectable 

entertainments [and] to distance itself from cheap amusements’. They go on to comment 

on the textual engagement of adaptations with their source text. Using a case study of 

Vitagraph films between the years 1907-1910 they argue that adaptations often had little 

interaction with their original novels. They suggest that their intent when marketing the 

literary roots of an adaptation was to attempt to ‘upgrade perceptions of the medium 

among key authorized interpretive communities and institutions of cultural reproduction’. 

Thus, for Urrichio and Pearson adaptations of early cinema often used the source novel as 
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a ‘selling point’ rather than the script. Hopcraft’s adaptation moved away from the more 

populist, nostalgic, and romanticised retellings of history that were often favoured in film 

adaptations in the 1980s. Instead, Hopcraft’s adaptation of Bleak House has a darker 

atmosphere that emphasises the suffering of the under-classes in nineteenth-century 

England. Hopcraft’s dark and slightly melancholic representation of Victorian England 

bathed in fog and his narrative focus on the under-classes, gives a more negative view of 

this particular time. This tone and style could be interpreted as a social and political 

comment on the period in which the mini-series was produced, and the national mode of 

feeling at that time. Similar to Dickens’ Bleak House, Hopcraft presents a dour England 

that is literally masked in grime and fog, and generally makes the location look like a 

negative place to live (Figure 18).  

The most significant and noticeable stylisation of the screenwriter Arthur 

Hopcraft’s eight-episode adaptation of Bleak House is the gloomy and foggy atmosphere. 

As previously noted, many critics praised Hopcraft for his ability to capture the dank and 

claustrophobic England that was depicted in Dickens’ novel. In the first episode, a 

sequence is used of mid- and close-up shots of a grey cobbled street, with horses and 

carriages, and men in top hats emerging from thick gloomy fog (Figure 19). The fog 

seems to pollute, transform, and obscure the set making it seem a hostile and unpleasant 

environment. This close and grim atmosphere is maintained throughout the entire 

adaptation and creates a palpably sinister and depressing representation of Victorian city 

and suburban life. Additionally, in the opening sequence of the adaptation, where Esther’s 

aunt reminds Esther of her shameful birth out of wedlock, the use of lighting contributes 

to the melancholic tone. The scene is lit from a roaring fire and the dark wood-panelled 

room gives a sinister ambience. In a close-up low-angle shot of Esther’s aunt’s face, the 

contrast of shadow and warm high-key lighting gives her a ghostly and deranged 
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appearance (Figure 20). Her reproachful words, ‘It would have been better, little Esther, if 

you had never been born!’ serve to emphasise her cold and distant persona. Additionally, 

later in episode three, the opening shot shows street urchins causing mischief and 

unhooking cargo from a carriage for their amusement. They are in a dark, dimly-lit street 

and they have to wade through wet mud to get to the carriage. The fog masks the sky and 

the upper floors of the tall buildings. This creates a very drab and melancholic depiction 

of Victorian England that seems difficult, unsanitary, and unpleasant. This has 

consequences in terms of audience perceptions of Victorian national identity. In 

Hopcraft’s adaptation, life in Victorian England is presented as severe and harsh, and is 

very different to what we will later see in Davies’ adaptation which represents the 

Victorian era with nostalgia and a degree of warmth. ‘The fog of Chancery, spreading out 

through all classes of society like a miasma, a disease of obfuscation and delay - and what 

is peripheral to it’, is central to Hopcraft’s success in the adaptation for Hunter (2010: 

171). It is this dark and rather melancholic stylisation that works well for Hunter, and 

faithfully recaptures the essential chemistry of Dickens’ original novel. Gravil (2013: 

120) similarly asserts that Hopcraft’s retelling is ‘magnificently slow, brooding and 

foggy’.  

The specific ideologies being upheld by Hopcraft’s adaptation are largely negative 

and disparaging. Similar to Dickens’ original novel, the class system and unfeeling 

attitudes towards the poor are a focal point of criticism. The industrial landscape in the 

adaptation creates a dark and gloomy backdrop to the sad events of the novel that the 

adaptation focuses on, such as the death of the brickmaker’s baby. The ‘myths’ of 

Victorian England go against the nostalgic progressive ground-breaking image of empire-

building often associated with the Victorian age. Instead, unforgiving, and cruel social 

codes are given more of a focus in the adaptation. I suggest that the ideological messages 
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of Hopcraft’s adaptation are very critical and reflect a negative representation of 

Englishness. As highlighted earlier, Kopytowska (2012: 1) considers how ideology is 

encoded at the point of representation, showing how discourses are central to the 

construction of myths. With this in mind, Hopcraft is communicating a notion of 

Englishness that denotes a history of struggle and class divisions. Ultimately, Hopcraft 

has created an ideological myth of Victorian England through the adaptation. 

 

(Figure 18). 
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(Figure 19). 

 

(Figure 20). 

Additionally, Hopcraft’s adaptation has a long running time of eight fifty-two-

minute episodes that allowed the screenwriter to adapt Dickens’ complicated and lengthy 

narrative quite faithfully.54 The adaptation’s rich depiction of characters such as Ada and 

 
54 Hopcraft’s adaptation is slightly shorter than Davies’ adaptation reaching approximately eight hours in 

total.  
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Mr Jarndyce mimics the narrative style of Dickens’ original novel where there was an 

array of various characters, minor characters, plots, and subplots. Furthermore, the 

ineffective and time-wasting procedures of the Victorian legal system play much more of 

a central role in Hopcraft’s adaptation than in Davies’ production, so much so that the law 

almost becomes a character. These themes remain central in Davies’ production; 

however, in Hopcraft’s adaptation they receive more emphasis. The legal system is 

shown to be futile and unproductive, and is continually referred to by many characters 

rather than just being a part of the central narrative strand of Esther, Ada, and Richard’s 

chancery suit. In episode three, Mrs Jellyby is taken to her bed; an observer referred to as 

the ‘angry man from Shropshire’ comments ‘I demand justice, it is the one thing I know I 

will never have… I shall die there’, highlighting his total disillusionment and despair at 

the law and its inability to serve the people it should protect. Thus, this adaptation 

concentrates on the social commentary aspects of Dickens’ novel and represents an 

England that is dark, gloomy, and fails to serve the needs of its citizens. Although 

Hopcraft’s adaptation offers a negative view of Victorian England overall, it is important 

to remember that many adaptations offer escapism. Higson (1993: 110) argues that 

heritage films of this era gave largely positive depictions of the Victorian era to offer the 

audience escapism. He states:  

The heritage films … provide a very different response to developments in 

Thatcherite Britain. By turning their backs to the industrialized, chaotic present, 

they nostalgically reconstruct an imperialist and upper-class Britain. … The films 

thus offer apparently more settled and visually splendid manifestations of an 

essentially pastoral national identity and authentic culture. ‘Englishness’ as an 

ancient and natural inheritance, Great Britain, the United Kingdom.  

 

Higson’s comments on glorifying and nostalgic views of English national identity 

in adaptation are in opposition to the representations offered in Hopcraft’s Bleak House, 

which are largely critical. Although Dickens himself was very critical of the social system 



 193 

he was part of, partly because his works are classic Victorian texts and the author has 

become a cultural icon, his message has become displaced. 

There is a stark contrast between the dark and gloomy representations of the city 

with its mire and fog, and the countryside represented by the leafy and picturesque manor 

house of Chesney Wold (Figure 21). This juxtaposition of locations is made all the more 

obvious by the use of editing in Hopcraft’s adaptation. In episode three, when Lady 

Dedlock approaches a street urchin called Jo, who is lying in what resembles an animal 

pen with straw to cover the thick mud on the ground, his clothes are torn and dirty and he 

seems to be curled up for warmth (Figure 22). This scene then cuts to a shot of Lady 

Dedlock in the comfort of her carriage as she rides through a country landscape and past a 

quaint church (Figures 23 and 24). The landscape is in clear opposition to the fog-cloaked 

and rat-infested environment that Jo inhabits. The opposing class experiences of 

Victorian England are intensified in Hopcraft’s adaptation. Thus, Hopcraft’s adaptation 

does not offer a positive escapist nostalgic representation of Victorian England, as the 

grim reality of the lower classes’ impoverished living is a focal point of much of the 

production. Ultimately, Hopcraft’s adaptation does not offer a representation of a more 

‘settled’ England as Higson (1993) suggests, but one that resembles some of the social 

strife and injustices that were felt by the adaptation’s intended audience. 
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(Figure 21). 

 

(Figure 22). 
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(Figure 23). 

 

 

 

(Figure 24). 
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Schaff (2004: 125) discusses heritage films and adaptations and their ability to 

serve the needs of the audiences that watch them. She comments on heritage films during 

the 1980s, and argues that these films promoted images of a pastoral aristocratic view of 

Englishness to ‘recreate and save the past through the cultural memory of contemporary 

spectators’. Although Hopcraft’s adaptation does the exact opposite to what Schaff 

suggests by highlighting the negative experiences of the under-classes, it does still 

attempt to conserve the ‘cultural memory’ of the Victorians through setting. Ultimately, 

Hopcraft’s adaptation places a focus on the class issues played out in Bleak House and the 

social injustices and poorly functioning state apparatuses, such as the law system that 

failed to serve the needs of the masses.  

Davies’ adaptation is a fifteen-part television series, which is slightly longer than 

Hopcraft’s adaptation; the core narrative strands of Dickens’ adaptation are emphasised 

and some of the sub-narratives which complicate the novel are diminished. This does not 

mean that the thematic concerns of Bleak House are simplified, but rather that Davies’ 

use of the television film form engages audiences through a popular register. One of the 

ways in which Davies attempts to update Dickens’ narrative for new audiences and 

popular tastes is through his alteration of the narrative structure. Esther’s narrative voice 

is significantly diluted in Davies’ adaptation, which in turn reduces some of the 

sentimental elements of the narrative, which were a central criticism of Dickens’ original 

novel. Although this does not necessarily alter the way that Englishness is represented in 

the adaptation, removing Esther’s voice allows Davies to alter the genre and style of the 

adaptation to a soap opera narrative. The soap opera stylistic approach enables Davies to 

‘tap in’ to audience expectations and genre conventions that enable Englishness to be 

presented in a specific way. Additionally, the dilution of Esther’s voice changed the style 

of the adaptation allowing it to be reformulated, as previously discussed, into a format 
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reminiscent of a soap opera. In an interview I was able to conduct with Andrew Davies at 

a conference, I asked him why altering the narrative voice of Esther was significant.  He 

argued that ‘Bleak House posed many problems when being adapted… [a key concern] 

was to make the audience identify with and love the characters. To make an EastEnders 

audience interested in the Victorians’. Davies’ comments demonstrate the screenwriter’s 

key concerns with updating and modernising a lengthy historical fictional novel in order 

to reach new audiences. This does not mean that the narrative of Bleak House has been 

simplified, but rather that a popular form has been used to engage and entertain. Charlotte 

Brontë described Esther as ‘weak and twaddling’ (cited in: Frazee, 1985: 227), while E. 

M. Forster (1908: 610) criticised Esther’s narration as ‘[a] difficult exercise, full of 

hazard in any case, not worth success and certainly not successful’. Additionally, Wilson 

(cited in: Storey, 1987: 22) accuses the character of being full of self-indulgence, as she 

reports to the reader ‘with almost intolerable coyness all the praises that others give her’. 

Esther’s self-deprecating persona that many critics and readers find sickly, is 

encapsulated when she comments, ‘I have a great deal of difficulty in beginning to write 

my portion of these pages, for I know that I am not clever. I always knew that’ (Dickens, 

2003 14). Davies comments in a (2005) article for The Telegraph on how he chose to 

approach the issue of Esther, he notes: 

In Bleak House [Dickens] entrusts half the narrative to Esther, and what a 

sentimentalised, smug, disingenuous and self-regarding narrative it is. So no 

voiceover then…. With Esther, I decided to work with the bits of her that I could 

bear. She’s a damaged child with low self-esteem at the start of the story– she’s 

been brought up believing she's her mother's disgrace, and it would have been 

better if she had never been born. Through Jarndyce, and Ada and Richard, she 

learns to value herself. 

She’s also sharp, good at practical solutions, quick to see through crooks and 

charlatans, and quite severe in her judgments. She’s also in a very difficult 

situation. Mr Jarndyce, her kind guardian on whom she depends for everything, 

whom she thinks of as the father she always longed for, is in love with her. Rich 

stuff, that, when you start to explore it. 
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This shows how Davies’ updating and retelling of Dickens’ narrative creates a new 

exploration of the original novel. Additionally, by omitting aspects of Esther’s narration it 

allows the viewer to have a deeper understanding of characters such as Ada and Mr 

Jarndyce, rather than viewing these characters through the eyes of Esther. Davies’ 

populist revisioning of Dickens’ narrative is not one-dimensional or simplified in that it is 

less thematically complex, rather, the narrative interweaves more cohesively and is easier 

for audiences to follow.  

This redirecting of the narrative voice has various consequences on the change of 

style of Davies’ adaptation, which in turn allows notions of Englishness to be readdressed 

in the adaptation. ‘Davies’ re-visioning of Esther [and] his removal of her sometimes 

gratingly self-effacing narrative voice’ serves to intensify Esther’s indebtedness to 

Jarndyce for Whelehan and Cartmell (2010: 23). Where I have focused on the practical 

purposes of the limitation of Esher’s narrative voice, which allows a reformatting of the 

adaptation in line with a soap opera style production, Welehan and Cartmell concentrate 

on how this narrative alteration changes the portrayal of Esther’s relationship with 

Jarndyce and the ‘unsavoury implications’ to which it draws attention. Moreover, 

Edwards-Keates (2012: 171/180) discusses Davies’ more modern representation of Esther 

which she argues ‘teases out a specifically “queer” genre of neo-Victorian adaptation’.55 

She discusses the homoerotic subtext of Esther’s and Ada’s relationship in the novel 

‘through the removal of their effusive linguistic register and intimacy… [which allows] 

the homoeroticism of inter-female desires [to be revealed] elsewhere’. It is the muting of 

Esther’s somewhat sickly self-deprecating persona featured in Dickens’ novel which 

enables Davies to moderate a twenty-first-century creative response to Dickens’ original 

 
55 Holly Furneaux (2009) also discusses the queer subtext of Davies’ adaptation and offers an analysis of 

Caddy’s and Esther’s intimacy. 
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novel. This shows how fundamental Davies’ reworking of Esther’s characterisation was 

to the chemistry of his imaginative re-visualisation of Bleak House.  

Hunter (2010: 174) also comments on Davies’ representation of Esther which he 

suggests is heavily influenced by Hopcraft’s earlier (1985) adaptation. Hunter attributes 

Davies’ more ‘grounded’ portrayal of Esther to an intertextual interaction with Hopcraft’s 

adaptation which features a ‘…more modern aesthetic of controlled feelings and 

excessive simplicity’. Therefore, we can see that Davies’ choice to alter Esther’s 

characterisation has many practical effects on the narrative, allowing other characters and 

their relationships the opportunity to develop, rather than to be presented through Esther’s 

perspective alone. This narrative space has allowed Davies to challenge some of the 

tensions of the original novel and to re-envision them in a way that is in touch with 

intertextual and hypertextual connections. In contrast, it must be noted that Giddings 

(2006: 67) was not as complimentary about the practical dramatic functions born out of 

the reworking of Esther’s character arguing that, ‘…sacrificing the powerful, almost 

divine, of Dickens’ beloved heroine in favour of a kind of nurse-like worthiness was a 

mistake’. 

Davies attempts to reveal Englishness more generally through updating the classic 

Victorian narrative by employing the soap opera style format for the adaptation.  Davies’ 

production was shown on BBC one after EastEnders on Thursdays at 8 pm and Fridays at 

8:30 pm for fifteen episodes. Producer Nigel Stafford-Clark highlighted the adaptor’s 

intention to mimic the soap opera style format. In an interview with The Telegraph, he 

states, ‘[w]e've set out to bring Dickens back to the audience for which he was writing. 

He was unashamedly writing for a mainstream, popular audience and that tends to get 

slightly forgotten today’. Soap operas such as Coronation Street and EastEnders are often 
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seen as quintessentially English through their depiction of real social issues and their 

representation of working-class life, which Davies attempts to mimic.56  

Now we have considered the narrative structure and style of Davies’ production, 

let us now consider the visual image of England in this adaptation of Bleak House. A 

number of English locations were used for a range of interior and exterior shots for 

Davies’ adaptation, notably, Cobham Hall, an Independent English Girl’s boarding school 

in Kent, which was used as the set for the Dedlocks’ aristocratic residence, Chesney 

Wold, and for exterior shots of Tulkinghorn’s office (Figure 25).57 Although the National 

Trust is largely responsible for the preservation of English heritage sites in the UK, all of 

the locations used in Davies’ production were privately owned, such as Bromham Hall, 

Balls Park, Luton Hoo, and Ingatestone Hall. In an interview I conducted with Davies, I 

asked the screenwriter about the use of locations in the adaptation and why National Trust 

properties were not used. He stated that the locations were chosen ‘primarily on their 

distance from the M25, in order to keep productions costs down’, as hotel and other fees 

would be incurred for the entire cast if a certain distance away from London. 

Additionally, many ‘National Trust properties were open to the public which posed issues 

when filming’. It is important to note that England has many more country manors than, 

for example Scotland, so the use of English heritage sites in Davies’ production does 

contribute to a notion of English national identity that has a rich historical past.  

 
56 Thomas, L. (2002) theorises on soap operas and their ability to participate in a dialogue with current 

social and political issues. Therefore, soap operas often reflects the zeitgeist of a particular time through 

their interaction with contemporary concerns.  
57 Cobham Hall has strong links to Dickens himself, who often used to walk into the village from his 

residence at Gad’s Hill. Additionally, after the author’s death the Swiss Chalet where the author wrote his 

final unfinished novel The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was moved to the grounds of Cobham Hall. Also, as 

Jones (2004: 196) comments in Walking Dickensian London, Dickens used to retell the story of the famous 

Victorian murder that took place at the Hall with much gusto and to the entertainment of his acquaintances. 

http://www.visitmedway.org/places-of-interest/dickens-country-experience.   

 

http://www.visitmedway.org/places-of-interest/dickens-country-experience
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(Figure 25). 

Baena and Byker (2014: 1) discuss the popular television drama Downton Abbey 

filmed at Highclere Castle. They discuss the impact of this location on audience 

perceptions of English national identity and how the inspiring location promotes a 

‘collective nostalgia’ and, more generally, reveals ‘underlying cultural values’. Evidently, 

the fictional Downton Abbey is not set in the Victorian period or inspired by any of 

Dickens’ novels, but Baena’s and Byker’s comments show how grand historical houses 

and spaces promote this feeling of cultural nostalgia and national pride. They state that 

Lord Grantham’s property and his aristocratic family ‘engage the viewer’s emotions by 

recreating a by-gone era, which could actually stir an acute reflexive nostalgia... [which 

creates an] ideological use of nostalgia for… a contemporary performance of 

Englishness’.  

This use of English locations, which are largely grand country houses affects the 

overall representation of Englishness and, undoubtedly, audiences’ perceptions of how 

England looks. McArthur (1981: 288) discusses in detail the power of television and 



 202 

cinema in evoking a sense of national identity and nostalgic history. He states, ‘…all 

television (including drama) fulfils an ideological function and there will be a relationship 

between the popularity of a programme and the extent to which it reinforces the 

ideological position of the majority of the audience’ which may reinforce an interpretive 

community of a shared history and culture. Baena and Byker (2014: 7) discuss Downton 

Abbey further and state that ‘Julian Fellowes’ deployment of nostalgia as a form of 

Englishness epitomised by the country estate produces the kind of narrative that 

simultaneously evokes an idealized past and challenges our contemporary collective 

memory of that period’. Thus, the use of grand country houses creates a specific image of 

English heritage and history that defines, mythicises, and projects a certain view of 

Englishness to audiences. In the pivotal scene where Lady Dedlock and Esther meet in 

the grounds of Chesney Wold (Cobham Hall), and the aristocrat confirms that she is 

Esther’s Mother, the beautiful stately gardens play a key role in the ambience of the 

scene. In this scene, there are stone arches with wisteria, ivy, and other greenery growing 

up the sides. There is a grey gravel path, and the characters sit on a sculptured stone 

bench. The low-angle shot and the symmetrical arches leading away from the characters 

give the shot a sense of seclusion, making it all the more striking to the audience that the 

characters are able to have an emotional, honest, and frank exchange without the risk of 

being overheard or judged by others. This secluded physical space, which allows the 

characters to speak freely, could be considered in light of Carroll’s (2009: 328) discussion 

of the ‘economy of visibility’ in which both Esther and Lady Dedlock are implicated, in 

Davies’ adaptation. Motifs of Lady Dedlock’s veil and the scars that blight Esther’s face 

are commented on by Carroll in order to question ‘their biological relationship … [and] 

also … their shared condition as women whose identities are unauthorized by patriarchal 

culture’. This assessment of Davies’ adaptation could be applied to this garden reunion 
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scene between Lady Dedlock and Esther. The subtly low-angled shot positions the viewer 

as a passive observer making the exchange feel less prying. This is a special private 

moment for the characters and pays homage to the sentimentality of Dickens’ original 

narrative which, as I have previously noted, is somewhat diluted in the narrative tone of 

Davies’ production. The low-angle shot also places an emphasis on the spectacle of the 

stimulating architecture of Chesney Wold and makes it seem majestic and grand. The tall 

chimneys impose upon the shot in the distance, making the greenery and tranquillity of 

the garden where the characters sit seem more removed and precious. The intimidating 

architecture could metaphorically represent societal codes and conventions that would 

damn the revelations made by Lady Dedlock during this exchange. It is these notions of 

civility and propriety that have caused Lady Dedlock to give up her child and live in an 

unfulfilled marriage. This metaphorical and physical space of the arched garden allows 

the characters to speak openly without fear of judgment. The image of the walls and 

arches being consumed in tangled greenery could be interpreted as a space that has 

reverted back to nature, and natural and primal desires and feelings. In this exchange, 

Lady Dedlock takes on the natural role of a mother and embraces her child who 

previously, under society’s rules and restrictions, she has had to deny in order to conform 

(Figure 26). This garden shot encapsulates the nature versus nurture theme of the novel 

and the battle between civility and natural instincts. Therefore, this garden scene allows a 

further insight into Lady Dedlock’s character and an opportunity for her upper-middle 

class persona to be unpacked. As previously suggested, Lady Dedlock represents a whole 

cross-section of Victorian women and their expected societal role. 
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(Figure 26). 

  Cannadine (1989: 42) highlights discussions of the ‘cult of the country house’ in 

film and how these locations are often central to audiences’ perceptions of the Victorian 

era. Although Davies’ adaptation is a TV series not a film, Cannadine’s work realises the 

importance of the motif of the country manor house and its place in the exclusive 

aristocratic social system which is also featured in this adaptation. Fox (2005: 210) 

similarly argues that ‘the country house has been associated with the English character 

and sense of identity. Indeed, much tourism revenue has been generated in recent years 

by opening up large English estates to the public’. Cobham Hall, the location of this shot 

of the grounds of Chesney Wold, was also keen to make clear its links to an English 

classic novelist and the BBC’s retelling of Bleak House through its website, which 

featured behind-the-scenes shots of the adaptation being filmed. Additionally, the online 

prospectus for the school makes clear the Hall’s links to the author himself.58 Brandt 

(1993: 7) argues that ‘classy serials tend to project a National Trust image of England and 

Englishness’, highlighting that heritage sites are often enthusiastic to cash in on cultural 

 
58 The following link provides behind-the-scenes shots of the filming of Bleak House at the Hall: 

http://www.cobhamhall.com/venue-hire/filming/ 

http://www.cobhamhall.com/venue-hire/filming/
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memory and nostalgic history. Freedman (1990: 99), using a case study of the film A 

Room with a View (1985), comments on the visual aesthetic experience of country 

houses, arguing that they provide a ‘sensual experience’ that attempts ‘to seduce and 

absorb the viewer in delighted contemplation of visual gorgeousness rather than to 

provoke thought or questioning; yet at the same time it contains just enough cognitive 

substance to convey the idea of England, England in an earlier and probably happier era’.  

This representation of Englishness is also significant given the international 

audiences that Davies’ adaptation was produced for. In 2007, the adaptation was shown in 

America on US PBS on the Masterpiece Theatre channel, and on Australia’s ABC 

(IMDb, 2015).  Heritage films and film adaptations often attempt to commodify national 

identity for international audiences by playing on the adaptation’s unique markers of 

culture such as architecture, history, and accent in order to make clear its foreignness to 

international viewers. Higson (2011: 71) states that these images often ‘become exotic 

signifiers of difference in the global marketplace’. Here in Davies’ adaptation, the 

location shots of country manors emphasise the rich cultural history of England that is 

specific and individual. Aldea and Hodgkinson (2015: 57) discuss cultural products such 

as heritage film, and highlight how they ‘…defend an exclusive form of British identity 

based on the common roots of a grandiose past’. Nevertheless, Baucom (1999: 19) argues 

that such images of British past are ‘identity-preserving, identity-enchanting, and 

identity-transforming [they act as] places in which England can locate and secure its 

identity’. This shows how English identity can be mobilised through texts to become an 

exotic signifier to international audiences. As previously highlighted, Hall and du Gay 

(1996: 2) define identity more broadly as a set of ‘shared characteristics’. This 

simultaneously establishes a definition of the Other as something that falls outside of 
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these shared similar traits. Othering English identity to international audiences makes 

Englishness seem more exclusive and possibly more glamourous.59 

The characterisation of Lady Dedlock is used to further negotiate and represent 

Englishness. As previously stated, despite not being a main character, Gillian Anderson’s 

portrayal of the cold, emotionally detached Lady Dedlock has achieved much praise from 

critics and viewers. Anderson’s performance captures the complex characterisation of the 

conflicted aristocrat with a deadly secret, whilst this visual medium makes her all the 

more haunting. The well-received, convincing pronunciation of the American actor’s 

British accent is slow, forceful, and melodic which further emphasises the character’s 

cool, calm, and composed persona that she shows to others, until her terrible sinful secret 

is exposed. It has to be noted that it is something of a paradox that an American actor was 

cast to play an English aristocrat and that the main cast are all British actors with the 

exception of Gillian Anderson.60 This could perhaps signal an attempt to further Other her 

as the fallen woman. I argue that the crux of Lady Dedlock’s struggle is her inability to 

perform as an embodiment of English virtue, decorum, and respectability due to her sinful 

past. Inac and Unal (2013: 2) discuss the process of exclusion in the formation of 

identities and state that Othering ‘is always an interpretation’. Kuran-Burcoglu (2001: 1) 

argues that Othering has ‘…pejorative implications such as “marginality”, “lack”, and 

“backwardness”, and positive connotations such as “privileged”, and “the preferred one”’. 

In the novel, to those who are unaware of the terrible secret, the aristocrat is a 

pillar of English society and represents an ideal of civility and self-control. When Lady 

Dedlock’s secret is publicly revealed it is all the more shocking due to her refined and 

gracious reputation. When Lady Dedlock meets her maid Rosa for the first time she 

 
59 I consider theories of the Other in the Oliver Twist chapter of this thesis. 
60 Burn Gorman who plays the character of Guppy was born in Hollywood but grew up in England.  
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comments, ‘I wonder if you know how pretty you are?’ Her extravagant deep crimson hat 

casts a shadow over her right eye, which makes the very glamourous and perfectly attired 

woman seem disfigured and marked (Figure 27). This subtle Othering of Lady Dedlock 

creates intrigue in the audience as we quickly become aware that she is different from the 

other characters and seems disengaged from her surroundings. Her cold expression makes 

the comment seem more of an accusation rather than a sincere complimentary question, 

whilst her loving caress of the maid’s face conflicts with her cautionary tone of voice. 

This discrepancy between Lady Dedlock’s tone of voice and warm embrace may 

represent the character’s inner turmoil due to her secret child, born out of wedlock. Her 

warning words discourage the maid from investing in foolish flattery from expectant 

suitors and hint at the dire consequences that Lady Dedlock has been secretly forced to 

bear. Through this exchange, it is as though Lady Dedlock is talking to her younger self 

who was also full of youth, vitality, and promise just like Rosa the maid. Lady Dedlock’s 

overt aristocratic habitus is a fundamental, central element of her characterisation. It 

could be argued that she is a woman of her time, as her accent, manner, and aloof persona 

conform with stereotypical images of upper-class women of this era. Brundson (1990: 86) 

discusses adaptation and how it ‘incorporate[s] taste codes’. She states, ‘formally 

unchallenging, […] they produce a certain image of England and Englishness which is 

untroubled by contemporary division and guaranteed aesthetic legitimacy’. Therefore, 

Lady Dedlock’s performance has a nostalgic characterisation, as she not only represents 

Dickens’ emotionally-conflicted aristocrat but a whole cross-section of upper-class 

aristocratic women in Victorian society. ‘Cross-class intimacies and the queer 

temporalities of Lady Dedlock’ in Davies’ adaptation are elements that Edwards-Keates 

(2012: 180) focuses on in her work. She looks to question the ‘notably sensitive queer 
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rendering’ of Gillian Anderson’s performance and discusses the aristocrat’s relationship 

with the maid Rosa which has previously been considered as a surrogate-familial rapport. 

Gillian Anderson’s earlier performance as Scully in The X Files prompted a 

‘lesbian cult following’ which created an audience identification that placed the actor as 

synonymous with ‘queer desire’ (Edwards-Keates).61 Howat (2020) explores the online 

LGBQ fan community surrounding Anderson and her place in popular culture as an icon, 

showing how fans continue to interact with the actor and interpret her work. Moreover, 

Davies’ inclusion of Lady Dedlock softly stroking the maid Rosa rather than tapping her 

as in the novel, gives a subtle change in the dynamic of their relationship. Furthermore, 

Edwards-Keates (2012: 183) suggests that due to ‘Davies’ removal of this specific clue to 

her desire… the queer possibilities of their bond are magnified’. It is the ‘socio-economic 

difference[s]’ for Edwards-Keates that ‘serves to intensify the apparent desire’ between 

Rosa and Lady Dedlock. The aristocrat’s cold demeanour and blatant boredom with her 

marriage and life seemingly thaw when she is with Rosa, which serves as an ‘…affective 

delineation of homoerotic desire to cross class barriers’ for Edwards-Keates. Where I 

have suggested that Davies’ production subtly attempts to Other Lady Dedlock through 

her unconcealed disengagement with her surroundings and her clear upper-class habitus, 

Edwards-Keates suggests that it is Lady Dedlock’s aristocratic position that facilitates her 

homoerotic charged relationship with Rosa, as it is her elevated and privileged position 

which blurs and obscures the queer temporality of their engagement which gives a 

nuanced reworking of the characters’ bond. 

 
61 We could speculate that this may have been a possible reason for casting this female actor. 



 209 

 

(Figure 27). 

Ascheid (2006: 2) discusses what she terms women’s heritage films, defining this genre 

as a: 

…film [that] depicts the trials and tribulations of a proto-feminist heroine to 

entertain the postfeminist audience, a demographic group that, by and large, 

thinks of feminism as a historical struggle, a movement that precedes their own 

life experience.  

 

Lady Dedlock, although condemned by patriarchal society pursues personal and sexual 

independence through her relationship with an army captain. As a heroine of the 

narrative, when she dies in Esther’s arms, she invokes sympathy and empathy from the 

reader and audience rather than moral disapproval for her sins. Vincendeau (2001: 14) 

argues that the cultural image of heritage films ‘is predominantly feminine’. Furthermore, 

the sub-narrative of Lady Dedlock and her affair conforms with Ascheid’s (2006: 13) 

methodology of ‘women’s heritage films’; she states that these films:  

accommodate feminist critique and romantic abandon. What may, in fact, be the 

genre’s most problematic ideological move for women is its exploitation of a 

patriarchal, repressive social environment to generate sexual tension for the 

(frequently ‘impossible’) romance. In generic terms then, “the woman's heritage 

film” may easily be classified as the melodramatic flipside to that other popular 

genre dedicated to female spectators and given to sentimental fancies, the 

romantic comedy. The “woman’s heritage film” uses the pre-feminist past as the 
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subject of historical dramas that center on the melodramatic and passionately 

romantic while engaging in a proto-feminist discourse. The romantic comedy 

takes on a postfeminist world in which the problems of the contemporary females, 

who are also trying to ‘have it all,’ are the source of humor.  

 

This shows how heritage films often represent women’s issues for the consumption of 

contemporary viewers. Nevertheless, the character of Lady Dedlock with her high 

aristocratic social standing, suggests history and tradition whilst maintaining the 

importance of English culture. Higson (2003: 12) discusses this further stating how: 

… certain English costume dramas of the period seemed to articulate a nostalgic 

and conservative celebration of the values and lifestyles of the privileged class, 

and how in doing so an England that no longer existed seemed to have been 

reinvented as something fondly remembered and desirable.  

 

Byker and Baena (2014: 7) discuss nostalgia and state that it can be considered 

‘…both a cultural phenomenon and a personally subjective experience, thus operating in 

both a public and private domain’. Bennett (1996: 5) highlights arguments relating to 

notions of collective nostalgia arguing that ‘…collective nostalgia can promote a feeling 

of community that works to downplay or deflect potentially divisive social differences 

(class, race, gender and so on), even if only temporarily. Nevertheless, Wilson (2005: 31) 

continues this discussion of collective nostalgia stating, ‘…it can promote a sense of 

“we”, thus serving the purpose of forging a national identity’. It is this collective 

nostalgia that frames the past and allows viewers to create a kinship to the representations 

shown, reinforcing a shared identity or affinity. Berberich (2006: 207) interrogates what 

these nostalgic representations reinforce in viewers, commenting that ‘…Englishness 

inevitably appears tinged with nostalgia and consistently evokes pictures of an older, 

more tranquil England, an England of times gone by’. The negative aspects of this 

essentialised view of Englishness is that it has the potential to exclude and negate the 

multicultural aspects of English national identity. 
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In conclusion, Davies’ adaptation favours a nostalgic representation of the 

Victorian era and therefore of English history and identity. However, Davies’ portrayal 

can also be described as subversive due to the feminist subtext of the adaptation which 

places an emphasis on the characterisation of Lady Dedlock and minimises Esther’s 

narrative voice. Additionally, Davies’ adaptation mimics the narrative structure of a soap 

opera to appeal to new and popular audiences. These textual contradictions show how 

Davies’ adaptation offers thematic complexity to the narrative, whilst streamlining and 

simplifying the very complex narrative structure of Dickens’ narrative so that it can fit 

within the soap opera populist revisioning of the television form.   

In contrast, Hopcraft’s adaptation uses a darker, more sinister stylisation that is 

encapsulated by the use of fog and dirt that obscures and pollutes the frame of many 

shots. The use of fog is richly depicted in Dickens’ own narrative and illuminates 

Hopcraft’s intention to capture the feelings evoked through reading Dickens’ original 

novel and the author’s representation of the era. However, this melancholic aesthetic, 

used throughout Hopcraft’s adaptation, could also be attributed to the social and political 

climate of when this adaptation was produced, capturing the generally bleak and dower 

mood of the time. As previously discussed, this adaptation in many ways reflected the 

zeitgeist specific to when the adaptation was made. However, the extent to which we can 

attribute the style and tone of an adaptation to its aim to reflect the zeitgeist, or conform 

with the aesthetic of the day, or indeed the style of a particular producer, remains unclear. 

I would argue that it is, in fact, a meeting of all three, as it is too simplistic to attribute the 

over-arching stylisation of an adaptation to any one factor. Through a textual analysis of 

Hopcraft’s and Davies’ adaptations it is possible to see how the former presents a gritty 

and darker representation of Englishness, whereas the latter presents a more nostalgic 

portrayal of Englishness.  
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The issue of defining cultural identity has been reviewed in this chapter by 

drawing on the works of Hall (1990) and later, Hall’s collaboration with du Gay (1996). 

Their cultural materialism approach positions identity as ever-changing and adapting, 

whereas Derrida (1992) and Unal (2013) consider the concept of identity in relation to the 

Other and how it is constantly going through a reflective practice. In brief, Dickens has an 

extremely distinctive style and tone that has now become deeply associated with English 

heritage and past.  

Adaptations continue to resurrect Dickens’ narrative in order to fit in with specific 

agendas; however, Dickens’ work remains recognisably his own. The use of Dickens’ 

narratives to bring a sense of ‘high culture’ to the masses suggests that his work offers 

some sort of nostalgic escapism that offers comfort to viewers. However, the realist social 

criticism aspects of Bleak House also have the potential to resonate with contemporary 

issues and concerns. The author remains popular and accessible, yet creates the cultural 

capital associated with higher art forms as it is a classic Victorian text. Dickens’ work 

continues to bridge this gap between populist appeal and high cultural markers that retain 

the author as one of the most celebrated classic English writers. As previously 

highlighted, the differing ideological messages that Hopcraft’s and Davies’ adaptations 

uphold represent English history and literature in specific ways. Each of the adaptations 

circulates a specific ‘type’ of Englishness and attempt to reflect and construct a certain 

idea of English identity. Hopcraft’s adaptation gives an impression of Victorian England 

as cruel and unforgiving, with the effects of modernity and the tedious and inept aspects 

of government being a focal part of the narrative. Davies’ adaptation favours a more 

nostalgic representation, with an emphasis on the visual splendour of Victorian country 

estates and gardens. Adaptations are ideological constructions, and it is significant that 

the two adaptations have chosen to uphold differing messages of English identity and 
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history. These representations reflect the zeitgeist of the time, the producer’s agendas, and 

the audience’s tastes simultaneously. I suggest that what it means to be English is 

constantly evolving and fracturing. Hunt (2005) considers the legacy and impact of the 

nineteenth century on contemporary society. He discusses nostalgic views of the period, 

and the progress and social reform of the time in relation to the Victorian age’s dominant 

values. This discussion is important to draw on in terms of the reinterpretation of 

Dickens. As shown through the textual analysis of this chapter, Hopcraft attempts to 

reinforce and replicate Dickens’ largely critical views of the Victorian age, and stays 

closer to the central ideological messages of Bleak House. In contrast, Davies creates 

more of a rose-tinted view of Victorian life that seeks to celebrate the nineteenth century 

as an age of empire and civility. These differing views of Victorianism are captured in 

Hunt’s (2005) discussion of the changes to the town and cityscape in the name of 

‘progress’ during the Victorian age. Hunt credits the nineteenth century with paving the 

way for future generations’ progress, describing it as, ‘…above all the age which 

confirmed the historic truth that vibrant civic life has always been fundamental to an 

intellectually adventurous society’. As we have previously seen, Hopcraft includes many 

shots of the dirty underside of urban life with images of the fog-obscured streets and the 

city slums, whilst Davies makes the awe-inspiring architecture of the middle and upper 

classes’ country manors an expression of visual decadence. This shows how the 

Victorians continue to be signposted and mediated in new ways through adaptation that 

continue to bear relevance to situating national identity in relation to the past.  
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Case Study 4: 

Chapter 5: Changing Contexts: Rearticulations and the Role of the 
Auteur in Adaptations of Great Expectations. 

 
 
 

This chapter will analyse Lean’s (1946) and Cuarón’s (1998) adaptations of 

Dickens’ novel Great Expectations in order to show how a director’s personal style of 

filmmaking offers a new influence on the authorial voice of the text. Auteurship is a 

contentious issue in adaptation studies, namely because an adaptation is contributed to by 

a range of sources which blurs the lines and makes it difficult to appoint a sole auteur 

who is therefore responsible for the new stylisation. Investigating this is not the purpose 

of this study. This study intends to situate a reading of an adaptation in relation to the 

director’s filmography to determine whether there are noticeable markers which help 

establish a personal style. As has been commented on in the Oliver Twist chapter of this 

thesis, Lean is a well-renowned filmmaker and his work is distinct. In contrast, Cuarón’s 

free adaptation is very different in its style, setting, and tone, which offers an entry point 

to show how adaptations are new texts which do not have to be bound to the original 

novel. By reflecting on these adaptations and their distinctive revisionings of Great 

Expectations, this chapter articulates how adaptations are part of a dialogue of influence. 

They exist within what this study terms a network of intermedial connections, which 

collectively contribute to help form a new retelling. 

The transformation of the original novel’s material when adapted is a central issue 

in adaptation studies and highlights complexities in auteur theory. As will be 

demonstrated later through a textual analysis of Lean’s adaptation of Great Expectations, 

the role of the auteur becomes blurred due to the director’s unique style and audiences’ 
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demands.62 In contrast Cuarón’s free adaptation places the narrative of Great 

Expectations in an entirely new context and in doing so modernises Dickens’ original 

plot. This chapter will focus on Lean’s canon of work to establish whether there are any 

common markers that constitute an individual auteur style. In turn, in Cuarón’s work, the 

modernising of Dickens’ narrative to create a new interpretation will be a focal point of 

analysis. The following section will consider auteur theory, which will later be applied to 

a discussion of case studies of Dickens’ novel Great Expectations.   

Speidel (2002: 145) suggests that adapting literature onto screen involves ‘a 

process which draws attention to its own reproductive act’. What Speidel highlights here 

is adaptation’s acquisition of meaning which plays a big part in the reusing of a novel. 

However, not all audience members will necessarily be familiar with an adaptation’s 

source text. Adaptations often signal that they take inspiration from another text, such as 

in the title sequence. Grant (2002: 2) discusses the adapted text’s reuse of the primary 

text’s title and how this may be to ‘cash in on an existing market’. Adaptations that use a 

new title such as Clueless (1995), which takes inspiration from Jane Austen’s Emma, 

could be intended to either ‘partially disguise’ the original novel’s narrative or signal ‘a 

transfiguration of particular aspects’.  

Firstly, it is important to establish what the role of the auteur is in adaptation. 

Sarris (1962) was one of the first people to use the phrase ‘auteur theory’ and suggested 

that in film studies a greater emphasis needed to be placed on the director’s role, vision, 

and artistic moulding of the original novel. Thus, the director needed to be considered as 

an author of a text.  

 
62 It is important to note that throughout this chapter I refer to authorship, the auteur and the author. I define 

these terms and use them in specific ways. Firstly, authorship and author are used to mean the source of the 

writing. In this chapter that would mean the author of the original novel, which is Charles Dickens. 

Secondly, the auteur refers to the director of the adaptation being used in the case study. Ultimately, the 

auteur lends their own voice, interpretation or signature to the narrative.  
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Ryall (1986: 42) states that:  

…auteur criticism has wrenched films and their directors from the historical 

circumstances of production and has defined the expressions of the author’s 

consciousness as responsible for the shape, form and meaning of a text. 

 

Using case studies of Hitchcock’s films, he discusses how a distinctive auteur style is 

formulated and influenced by factors such as film cultures, ideas, and values rather than 

just simply the context of Hitchcock’s production. Authorship cannot be fully prescribed 

to an auteur, as a contextual view of the films and their cultural place must be central in 

this discussion. Ryall provides a valuable insight into the production and political 

economy of adaptations, and how the creative vision of an adaptation is not simply driven 

by the director. The socio-political context of when cultural products are made has a 

direct effect. This thesis strongly asserts that the intermedial influences that affect the 

creation of an adaptation shape the individual response that adaptations have to the 

original novel. Adaptations are born out of a complex contextual moment; they are not 

solely affected by the original novel, nor their own cultural and filmic context of 

production. They are also not completely constructed in response to adaptations made 

previously, genre conventions, authorship, and their intended audience’s demands and 

sentiments. This thesis asserts that any understanding of adaptation must have an 

awareness of the intermedial environment in which they are created.   

Menne (2011: 36) considers auteur theory and offers a working definition of the 

concept stating: 

…auteur theory holds that the unity of a film - its totality of decisions - must be 

rooted in the director’s agency; the corollary to this is that the infrastructure that 

abets film direction (the semi-autonomous spheres of screenwriting, editing, 

cinematography, and so on) starts to look like a threat to the director’s authority. 

 

Menne articulates a tension which lies under the surface of auteur theory as there are 

many areas of conflict that may dilute, detract from, and interfere with a director’s 

creative vision. This ultimately creates a crisis in a film’s authoritative voice. Adaptations 
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are often discussed in reductive ways which fail to recognise the complex 

representational work this media engages in. These texts must be considered as part of a 

network of influences and as part of a chain of representation. This study conceives 

auteurs as an authorial voice in the creation of meaning within an adaptation. An auteur 

acts as an adaptation’s manager of representation, who must respond to restrictions and 

influences on its construction. Auteurs are not the preeminent voice of an adaptation, 

although their creative vision is often distinctive and acts as a backbone to an adaptation’s 

creation.  

Stam and Miller make a similar case (2000: 208) when they reflect on the 

‘intersection of film and society’. Using a case study of early Hollywood films, they 

discuss how these cultural products were ‘…deeply influenced by the dominant genres in 

the studio system’ just as much as by the ‘…creative vision and talent of individual 

directors’. They go on to comment on the vertical integration of the business models of 

the big Hollywood studio companies and their control of the meanings and values their 

films promoted. Williams (1983: 8) comments on films’ ability to establish particular 

hegemonies, stating: 

I would say that in any society, in any particular period, there is a central system 

of practises, meanings and values, which we can properly call dominant and 

effective… what I have in mind is the central, effective and dominant system of 

meanings and values, which are not merely abstract but which are organized and 

lived. That is why hegemony is not to be understood at the level of mere opinion 

or mere manipulation. It is a whole body of practises and expectations; our 

assignments of energy, our ordinary understanding of the nature of man and of his 

world. It is a set of meanings and values which as they are experienced as 

practises appear as reciprocally confirming. 

 

As Stubbs (2006) highlights, auteur theory has passed through many stages of 

development, offering scholars a range of ways of approaching issues of authorship in 

film. During the 1950s and 1960s, issues of authorship and the auteur in film were 

considered by and associated with Cahiers du Cinéma critics. During this time, the 
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publication attempted to raise perceptions and views of film as having higher cultural 

markers, and campaigned for film to be considered a high art and an intellectually 

stimulating source. Truffaut and Bazin, in particular, remain the pillars of auteur theory’s 

early development, and suggested that a director’s views were central to understanding 

the meaning of a text. Thus, the director of a film had similar standing to an author of a 

book. During the late 1960s discussions of auteur theory progressed and developed into a 

more structuralist approach, where critics such as Kael (1963) highlight how film is 

produced by a group of people and should not be attributed to the vision of one 

individual. She highlights the effect and control of big studios and their involvement in 

the production of films and argues that there is often a ‘collaboration’ in creating a film. 

In contrast, Barthes (1967) suggests a new way of viewing texts and declares ‘the death 

of the author’ and emphasises the importance of the communication model, stating ‘…the 

birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author’, demonstrating the 

importance of the audience. It is the author’s suggested readings of a text that Barthes 

finds problematic. Instead, he proposes that reading should be a free practice and one 

interpretation should not have dominance over another. However, he does concede that 

some readings are more insightful, but interpretation must remain an open practice. 

Foucault (1971) offers a more discursive view of the author and calls for an examination 

of the ‘author function’. He places an emphasis on the text and its embeddedness in 

systems of interconnectedness with other texts. Ultimately, a text’s meaning is affected 

and constructed from and by other texts. Wollen (1972) and Nowell-Smith (1973), for 

example, place more of an emphasis on a director’s style, use of motifs, and themes. 

Thus, they consider emerging patterns in a director’s work and how they contributed to a 

distinctive auteur style. 



 219 

Lean has a distinctive auteur style that is present in his films This Happy Breed 

(1944) and Brief Encounter (1945), and his later work Oliver Twist (1948), Madeleine 

(1950) and A Passage to India (1984). These films all have recurrent themes, motifs, 

narrative emphasises, common visual markers, and situations which are also present in 

his adaptation of Great Expectations (1946). 

One way that Lean attempted to make his retelling of Dickens’ narrative unique, 

and to cater to changing audiences’ tastes, was through the use of the gothic aesthetic. 

Although the gothic is a prevalent theme that runs throughout Dickens’ original novel, in 

Lean’s adaptation it plays much more of a defining role in the overall aesthetic effect of 

the adaptation. Hogle (2002: 3) discusses the gothic and states that it confronts ‘…what is 

psychologically buried in individuals or groups, including their fears of the mental 

unconscious itself and the desires from the past, now buried in that forgotten location’. 

Thus, for Hogle the gothic aesthetic attempts to evoke psychologically repressed desires, 

emotions, and traumas in order to promote a feeling of anxiety and dread. Ultimately, it 

deals with hidden aspects of the psyche and brings them to light.  

The gothic aesthetic is particularly prominent in the opening scenes of Lean’s 

adaptation where the young Pip meets the escaped convict Magwitch in the Kentish 

marshes. The long-shot of the marshes features a cloudy skyline, where pools of light 

creeping through the clouds create distorting shadows and shaded areas. The young Pip 

can be seen running across the scene; there is no dialogue or sound except that of the 

wind. This desolate scene is unnerving, and the image of the uninterrupted coastline 

signals to the audience that this young child is completely alone. This long stretch of 

marshland has no features or buildings except for the distant image of gallows (Figure 

28). This lone sinister object further reinforces the ominous and threatening atmosphere 

and serves as an omen for the events that are about to follow. Johnson (2005: 166) offers 
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an analysis of this particular sequence and chooses to connect his discussion to Dickens’ 

original novel. He argues that the adaptation is ‘…faithful… and a successful translation 

of a first-person written narrative to the language of cinema’. Using examples of Lean’s 

editing, camera angle, and position, Johnson comments how the audience is made to feel 

as though they are experiencing the events of the adaptation through the young and 

terrified eyes of Pip, and the film successfully ‘…replicate[s] visually the power 

dynamics of this [sequence]’. Thus, Lean’s gothic aesthetic reproduces the bleak and 

unnerving atmosphere found within Dickens’ original novel. Baston’s (1996: 47) analysis 

of Lean’s adaptation centres on Pip’s sense of self and the articulation of power. Using 

various examples, Baston discusses the ‘…intricate negotiations of the power relations 

throughout the narrative… in the film, visual devices of framing, perspective, and specific 

compositions are used to convey these relations’. Considering the use of the gothic 

aesthetic with Baston’s comments in mind, we can see how the early sequences of the 

adaptation accentuate a mode of feeling which is characterised by terror and unsettlement. 

For Baston, the child-like perspective of Pip is continually established through framing 

and camera composition which makes Pip’s search for an authoritative voice and access 

to power all the more dramatic and poignant as the adaptation progresses.  
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(Figure 28). 

Early British cinema was dominated by its general commitment to realism. Petley 

(1986: 98) discusses the everyday ‘verisimilitude’ of these films and how gothic-charged 

horror films became the ‘…recto to the verso of the empirical tradition’ (105). British 

films failed to get the same respect and cultural value at home as American, Russian, and 

German films. Realising the mass-market capabilities of cinema, montage and 

documentary became popular in Russia, whilst a fixation on mise-en-scène emerged from 

expressionist films in Germany. British cinema failed to gain the same financial backing, 

and it was not a major player on the world stage. 

Petley (98) draws attention to British films with gothic stylisations during the late 

1920s and 1930s. He suggests that their critical commentary and reviews often valorised 

these films, and attempted to consider them in line with ideas associated with the realist 

national cinema. Thus, these gothic films emerged as the: 

…repressed side of British cinema, a dark, disdained thread weaving the length 

and breadth of that cinema, crossing authorial and generic boundaries, sometimes 

almost entirely invisible, sometimes erupting explosively, always received 

critically with fear and disapproval. Like repressed libidinal forces these films 

form a current running underground, surfacing only intermittently (Petley, 1986: 

99). 
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This rejection of stylisation and form, seen in European films made around the same time, 

shows a steadfast fixation with the concept of the British cinematic institution despite the 

diversity of films being produced. However, notwithstanding this mode of considering 

British films during this time, Hitchcock began to make films such as The Pleasure 

Garden (1926), Blackmail (1929), and Murder (1930), which were imbued with his own 

distinctive style, vision, and expression. Petley (105) writes that the director failed to get 

the critic response he wanted so moved ‘…to a more congenial cinematic climate’. 

The documentary movement emerged in the 1930s, whilst the 1940s saw the 

‘quality film’ take precedence. It was not until the late 1940s that film noir began to 

dominate British cinema. Films such as The Third Man (1949), They Made Me a Fugitive 

(1947), and Brighton Rock (1948) all favoured a darker expression which created 

suspense. Despite critical consternation, this genre was very popular with audiences and 

continued to dominate screens until the late 1950s.  

In Lean’s adaptation, this gothic aesthetic is continued in the eerie graveyard 

scene where the young Pip is confronted with the escaped convict Magwitch. Mid-shots 

and long-shots are used in this scene featuring figures of gnarled tree trunks which form 

images that suggest ghoulish faces in the wood of the trunk. The editing between long-

shots and mid-shots creates a sense of immediacy and makes these unnerving images, 

such as grave headstones and misshapen tree trunks, appear to be getting closer to the 

viewer. This makes the atmosphere of dread and panic more intense, and heightens the 

gothic aesthetic featured in this sequence. Additionally, long leafless branches disrupt the 

foreground of shots of irregular graves jutting out of overgrown grass. These lifeless and 

stark images of bare branches, unkempt graves, and withered tree trunks are particularly 

gothic, and the dishevelled, gloomy graveyard location has a dark and sinister quality. 
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Also in this scene, there is no sound except for the loud whistling wind. This barren 

location reinforces the idea that Pip is alone in a dangerous place with no help to hand. 

Furthermore, when Pip literally runs into the escaped convict Magwitch, a close-

up shot shows the man’s gnarled and dirty hand covering the screaming mouth of the 

young Pip. This is a violent shot which is created to provoke an unsettling effect on the 

audience. The use of the previous atmospheric gothic shots successfully helps to build up 

the audience’s tension which reaches a climax when Magwitch makes his appearance. 

The convict’s threatening words scare Pip when he is warned of the consequences, should 

he fail to retrieve the items Magwitch has requested. The convict exclaims, ‘if you do 

your heart and liver will be tore out!’. Although this sequence is similar to the events and 

dialogue depicted in Dickens’ original novel, the use of the gothic aesthetic creates a 

more sinister and foreboding introduction to the adaptation. It is important to note that, 

more generally, the characters of Miss Havisham and Magwitch are used to introduce 

markers of the gothic into the adaptation, and this aesthetic is accentuated and 

incorporated to create a more unnerving atmosphere than that of the original novel. 

Dickens’ description of the graveyard scene offers a much more factual account of 

the landscape, rather than creating a dark gothic atmosphere as Lean does in his first 

sequence of the adaptation. Dickens’ opening scene in Great Expectations (originally 

published in 1861) (2012: 1) is written from the young Pip’s perspective as he details the 

area where he has been brought up: 

Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river wound, twenty 

miles of the sea. My first most vivid and broad impression of the identity of 

things, seems to me to have been gained on a memorable raw afternoon towards 

evening. At such a time I found out for certain, that this bleak place overgrown 

with nettles was the churchyard; and that Philip Pirrip, late of this parish, and also 

Georgiana wife of the above, were dead and buried; and that Alexander, 

Bartholomew, Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant children of the aforesaid, were 

also dead and buried; and that the dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, 

intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with scattered cattle feeding on it, 

was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond, was the river; and that the 



 224 

distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea; and that the 

small bundle of shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry, was Pip. 

 

In Lean’s adaptation, Pip’s sense of fear and guilt are displayed when he steals the items 

that Magwitch has requested. Pip can be seen running through a dense fog where the 

sound of manic laughing can be heard. In a strange sequence, Pip imagines that the 

marshland cows are talking to him as they exclaim, ‘a boy with someone else’s bread,’ 

and later, ‘hello young thief’. This delirious and panicked imagining by Pip displays to 

the audience the character’s distraught state and serves to further reinforce the gothic 

theme of Lean’s adaptation (Figure 29). This added scene, not in Dickens’ original 

narrative, is reminiscent of a dream-like state which creates a disorientating effect due to 

the close-up shot of Pip’s panicked face and his movement, as he runs frantically whilst 

staying in what seems a static position. The differentiation between an auteur and simply 

a contributor to the creation of an adaptation, lies in the formation of a distinctively new 

personality and style, which in turn generates an interior meaning in film for Sarris 

(1962). It is the particular personal vision that is etched into the make-up of a film that 

lies in the claim for authorship. It is clear that Lean’s retelling offers a recognisably 

darker and more eerie tone to his distinctive stylisation of Dickens’ narrative. The 

theoretical discussion of the auteur has often been fraught with difficulty in apportioning 

authorship, as there are often hierarchies of contributors throughout the production of an 

adaptation.63 This study does not look to investigate how both Lean and Cuarón 

negotiated the issue of auteurship when producing their films, but asserts that it is the 

extratextual factors in adaptations that neatly reveal their value and their originality. The 

auteur uses a second-hand plot and weaves their own vision or signature into its retelling, 

creating a media that is embedded in its own environment or context. The dream-like 

 
63 Boozer, J. (2008). Authorship in Film Adaptation questions this issue more extensively, reflecting on how 

rights to an adaptation were sought and purchased, the creation of a screenplay and then how it was filmed. 

Boozer’s work charts the process of production to demonstrate how authorship was negotiated. 
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anxiety-induced haze that Pip experiences creates a particular impression that is not found 

in the original novel. This scene and other more gothic-charged elements are not only 

reminiscent of Lean’s other works but reveal a particular style and tone the director lends 

to his work which marks it as distinctly his own. This shows how adaptation is a merging 

of contributors, the original author and the adaptor, but also the contextual moment of 

production, the relationship with the genre, and other texts imbued with the genre code 

and previous adaptations of the source text. This demonstrates some of the intertextual 

relationships that govern the production of an adaptation and some of its negotiations. 

Hutchings (2003: 3) suggests that Lean ‘…deploys the resources of cinema in an 

imaginative, intelligent and distinctive manner’. Organ (2009: ix) asserts that through his 

production with Cineguild, ‘Lean was establishing himself as a true auteur, responsible 

for every aspect of a film’s presentation’. This neatly links back to the earlier discussion 

of an auteur’s authorial stamp on texts and how it is frequently a collaborative process. 

Organ’s comments reveal how Lean was very much actively in control of the narrative 

direction and voice in his films. Responding to claims that he was not a ‘personal 

filmmaker’, Pratley (1974: 21) quotes Lean as stating: 

…they tell me that I am not a personal filmmaker, I don’t know what they mean 

by this. Everything goes through me from script to final print, and nothing is done 

which is not part of me. 

 

In Stewart’s collection of transcribed interviews (1965: 22), he is also quoted as 

commenting that directing was an ‘entirely emotional’ experience, and likened directing 

his work to ‘falling in love’. Additionally, discussing his ability to make his creative 

vision come to life on screen, he stated in an interview with Stewart (1965: 24) that 

‘…it’s as if I’ve got an imaginary negative in my mind, and when I get on the set, I try to 

make a positive which will match that negative’. In terms of this thesis’ overarching 

argument about the value, and individual nature of adaptation the question of authorship 
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reveals how this media is able to respond simultaneously on a number of interfaces. Thus, 

the collaborative contact between the original author and the auteur offers a space where 

the original novel’s plot can be retold. 

Lean was also quoted by Stevens (2006: 425), commenting on his auteur style 

directly, stating; ‘[w]hat is directing? It’s trying to use a lot of people and some very 

heavy apparatus, and give it all the lightness of a pen while you are writing’. Lean’s 

consideration of directing draws attention to his intention to mark his work with his own 

distinctive style and authorship. Roeg (quoted in Turner, 1994: 143) discussed Lean’s 

control and perfectionism on set and suggested that ‘[i]f the Martians landed they would 

not have needed to say, “take me to your leader”. They would have picked David out 

from the crowd immediately’, demonstrating the director’s authorial presence on set.  

Critical reviews of Lean’s adaptation centre on how the director successfully 

bought Dickens’ novel to screen. The New York Times published a review in May 1947 

titled ‘“Great Expectations,” in Which British Producers Do Very Well by Charles 

Dickens, Makes Its Bow at Radio City’, highlighting the film’s homage and respect to its 

original novel. In the review Crowther (1947: 1) states: 

For here, in a perfect motion picture, made in England (where it should have been 

made), the British have done for Dickens what they did for Shakespeare with 

Henry V; they have proved that his works have more life in them than almost 

anything now written for the screen. 

 

Crowther praises Lean’s ‘brilliant command of atmosphere’ and argues that the 

adaptation is ‘screen story-telling at its best’. Similarly, Staples (1947: 79) also 

commended Lean’s adaptation as ‘a worthy transcription of a great book’, showing how 

the film was instantly a success with viewers and critics alike. Variety (2009: 1) stated, 

‘only rabid Dickensians will find fault with the present adaptation, and paradoxically only 

lovers of Dickens will derive maximum pleasure from the film’. Calhoun from Time Out, 

argued that ‘David Lean’s black-and-white masterpiece may be a whirlwind tour of 
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Dickens' novel, but what a well-performed, economic, and atmospheric tour it is’. 

Additionally, Parker writing for the BFI (2014:1) discusses Lean’s adaptation and praises 

the director for his creative vision. He comments: 

Lean successfully distils a long and complex novel, written in the first person, into 

a compelling visual narrative covering no more than two hours. In this film, 

perhaps more than in any other, he makes us care about the characters, and casts 

the kind of cinematic spell very few directors are capable of, bringing into play a 

powerful visual narrative that hints at big themes and elemental forces. Great 

Expectations offers a near perfect balance of human sentiment and visual 

grandeur. 

 

As can clearly be seen, Lean’s adaptation has achieved notable praise and is still 

considered a great example of British cinema today. The film went on to win two Oscars 

for ‘best cinematography’ and ‘best art direction, set decoration, black and white’. David 

Lean was also nominated for Oscars for the ‘best director’ and ‘best writing, screenplay’ 

for the film (IMDb, 2016). In 1947, the film went on to win the National Board Review 

award for ‘best film’, and achieved second place at the New York Film Critics Circle 

Awards in 1947 for ‘best film’ (IMDb, 2016).  

 

(Figure 29). 
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Similarly to Lean’s Great Expectations, his adaptation of Oliver Twist also uses 

the gothic aesthetic to create an unsettling and foreboding atmosphere at moments of high 

tension. When Oliver is led to Fagin’s lair, the low-toned notes of a percussion instrument 

indicate that something sinister is about to happen. Fagin is a villain, although at the 

beginning of the narrative he seems a hero to the young, impressionable Oliver. The 

music suggests to the viewer that not all is as it seems. Oliver Twist and the Artful 

Dodger climb several crooked and broken staircases, stepping over drunken men and 

muddy puddles as they climb. The music continues to build a faster rhythm and keeps 

time with the characters’ footfalls on the stairs. In this sequence, close-up shots of the 

young Oliver’s anxious face are cut between close-up shots of the dirty steps leading up 

above him. This, twinned with the loud music, creates a disorientating effect and 

contributes to an atmosphere of mystery and dread that is characteristic of the gothic 

aesthetic. Oliver has no other option but to be led to the unknown Fagin’s lair in the hope 

of shelter and food. The purpose of using a gothic aesthetic at high tension points of the 

narrative could be to intensify the dark and sinister tone of the adaptation and to make 

Oliver’s vulnerability in a harsh, Victorian world starker. 

As we can see, aspects of the gothic aesthetic are favoured in Lean’s films Great 

Expectations and Oliver Twist. As previously highlighted, Wollen (1972) and Nowell-

Smith (1973) reflect on auteur theory and a director’s consistent use of style, motives, and 

themes. Lean often uses traces of the gothic to insert tension and to dramatise scenes. 

Nowell-Smith states: 

One essential collary of the theory as it has been developed is the discovery that 

the defining characteristics of an author’s work are not necessarily those which 

are most readily apparent. The purpose of criticism thus becomes to uncover 

behind the superficial contrasts of subject and treatment a hard core of basic and 

recondite motifs. The pattern formed by those motifs… is what gives an author’s 

work its particular structure, both defining it internally and distinguishing one 

body of work from another.  
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Thus, for Nowell-Smith is it precisely these ‘defining characteristics’ that makes an 

author’s work distinctly their own. Lean’s use of the gothic aesthetic in his work 

contributes to a particular style and effect on the audience. These emerging patterns 

demonstrate Lean’s particular authorship and his individual treatment of narratives.  

 Lean’s distinctive auteur style uses a gothic aesthetic which is revealed 

particularly in moments of high tension, when quick-paced music and editing are used to 

create drama for the audience. This new stylisation shows how narratives are shaped and 

moulded by the auteur. The auteur offers an additional layer to the intermedial 

environment in which adaptations are constructed, which consequently emerge as 

separate texts that are distinctly different from the original novels. The auteur’s personal 

vision and reading of the narrative contribute to the particular circumstances and 

conditions which help make an adaptation a media form that is not simply a by-product of 

the original novel. Adaptation is an expressive art form in its own right. This study 

stresses the importance of acknowledging that adaptation is a complex and worthy mode 

of representation with powerful artistic value.  

Another example of the gothic aesthetic used in Lean’s Great Expectations is in 

sequences showing the run-down stately manor of Satis House. Byron and Townshend 

(2014: 377) discuss the visual motif of the haunted house and how it has become 

synonymous with the gothic. Using a case study of the films The Red Spectre (1907) and 

The House of Ghosts (1908), they state that although these films are not particularly 

frightening ‘…the settings provide the potential for horror, the sense of atmospheric 

horror’, showing the impact and use of the eerie house as part of the iconography of the 

gothic. When Pip enters the grand ballroom of Satis House, the high, intricately alcoved 

ceiling is covered in cobwebs (Figure 30). Huge drapes extinguish all light except that 

emanating from the candles on a large candelabra. Miss Havisham sits in the middle of 
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the room in a large throne-like chair, wearing an old and tattered wedding dress. Her hair 

is done in an extravagant style creating the illusion of a crown, making her seem regal. 

This imagery could symbolise how she has isolated herself and has become the complete, 

dominating, and controlling force within the walls of Satis House, able to wreak revenge 

and heartbreak on those that she chooses. Additionally, Miss Havisham’s regal-like 

stature further reinforces that the narrative is told through the eyes of a child who is 

impressed and in awe of his surroundings. Martin and Savoy (1998: 178) theorise on the 

gothic space, location, and time, and argue that ‘…the epistemological frontier in which 

the spatial division between the known and the unknown, the self and the Other assumes 

temporal dimensions’.  Thus, although the spooky house is a central image of the gothic, 

for Martin and Savoy, the gothic is a sensibility or quality that is not restricted to these 

overt iconographic images. Although Dickens does use the gothic aesthetic in his 

narrative, it is not used with the same intent with which Lean uses it in his adaptation. As 

previously noted, in Dickens’ opening description of the graveyard scene where Pip first 

meets Magwitch, the scene takes place in an eerie setting, but Lean’s cinematography 

intensifies the unnerving atmosphere. Thus, Lean modifies the use of the gothic to create 

a reinvigorated stylisation from the novel. As the narrative progresses, the gothic 

aesthetic is used less frequently, yet when it is used it is with distinct markers to give the 

adaptation a lasting gothic expression.  

Lean’s film career spanned a fifty-year period. Although, this study has 

concentrated on the early years of his career, his later work such as his last film A 

Passage to India (1984), also has a distinctly personal stamp in its style and tone which 

made it recognisably a ‘Lean film’. This film is evidently not a gothic horror film and 

does not include the same gothic-charged markers which were clearly used in Lean’s 

revisioning of Great Expectations and Oliver Twist. However, having said that, there is a 
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darker stylisation to some aspects of the cinematography of A Passage to India that give a 

foreboding and unsettling quality to scenes. For example, in the first scene of the film, 

passers-by rush through the frame carrying large black umbrellas that obscure the view of 

the scene. There is a heavy downpour of rain, and initially it is difficult to focus on the 

individuals within the shot. The camera begins to focus on a large model of a cruise liner 

behind a shop window and one umbrella-clad passer-by, who the audience later learns is 

the protagonist Adela, stops to admire the model boat. The bleak scene is obscured by the 

heavy rain, the wet grey pavement, and the black umbrellas. The only colour to break up 

the drab and dreary scene is the light-brown decking on the cruise liner. This scene 

intonates that adventure and possibility lie elsewhere, and England only holds monotony 

and dullness for Adela. The use of pathetic fallacy to set up a feeling of anxiety and 

gloom is reminiscent of the opening scene of Lean’s Great Expectations which shows Pip 

running through the marshes. Additionally, when Dr Aziz sits alone in a dilapidated 

mosque to admire the view of the city at dusk, the scene is imbued with a sense of 

tension. The sounds of crickets, a dog barking in the distance, and the low sound of 

Indian music show the life and culture excluded from the English barracks. Dark tendrils 

of vines cover the white columns of the mosque and Aziz, who is dressed in white linen, 

looks longingly at the buildings far away. A rustling sound unnerves Aziz as the camera 

zooms in to the back of his head, he turns around and discovers an elderly white woman 

is behind him. This tone of unease is characteristic of Lean’s style of filmmaking. Here, 

this feeling of dread, that is subtly woven through this scene’s cinematography hints at 

the racial divides and pressure which will slowly heighten in intensity as the plot unfolds. 

Aziz’s resentment of the prejudicial behaviour of the English colonisers is beginning to 

consume him. Lean utilises the editing, shot type, and mise-en-scène to imbue these 
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scenes with a sense of darkness which plants the seed in the audience’s mind that all is 

not well beneath the surface.  

 

(Figure 30). 

Another common pattern in David Lean’s films is to emphasise the love story 

subplot and his representation of feminine and masculine infatuation. Often, female love 

is portrayed as self-destructive, obsessive, and emotional. This representation of women 

in love demonstrates Lean’s modification of the original narrative for new audiences. 

Although much of Lean’s adaptation of Dickens’ narrative is largely faithful, subtle 

changes give Lean’s film a new representation. This is something that Johnson (2005: 

169) reflects on in his analysis of Lean’s adaptation when considering romantic gazes 

between Estella and Pip. He comments:  

…Although Lean often uses a subjective camera position to demonstrate Pip’s 

point of view, there are relatively few subjective camera shots involving Estella 

from his perspective… While the story belongs to Pip, the gaze belongs to 

Havisham as he plays out a role performed for her pleasure.  

 

This updating and alteration of female love in the adaptation could demonstrate one of the 

ways in which the social context and audiences’ tastes affected the production of the film. 

Buttel (1988: 54) discusses depictions of female desire in 1940s film, referring to the 
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‘…gender crisis during and after World War II’, and the demand ‘for women to retreat to 

traditional roles as silent homemakers’. She highlights how film was often a medium 

which:  

…both reinforce[d] patriarchal dominance during the forties, and foreground[ed] 

through the film noir genre the anxiety both sexes attached to the concept of 

woman as a fully active… subject in a patriarchal culture.  

 

In Lean’s later film A Passage to India, the love story subplot of Adela’s and 

Ronny Heaslop’s doomed engagement is a focus of the adaptation. Much like in the 

novel, their romance is stale and passionless. At a party at the clubhouse, the two dance 

together but Ronny is more interested in making eye contact and nodding at his 

gentleman associates, rather than connecting and conversing with Adela. Whilst Adela is 

lying alone in bed afterwards, the scene cuts to images of Indian erotic sculptures, which 

serves to emphasise the emotionless and detached quality of their relationship and 

Adela’s repressed sexuality. E. M. Forster’s novel highlights the English character’s 

repressed sensibilities which are in contrast to the freer, more open and sensual culture of 

the fictional Chandrapore. Lean’s auteur style often focuses on the love story element of 

his adaptations. Here Lean has represented the cold and aloof aspects of these characters’ 

romantic relationship by using images of sexual love to emphasise how inhibited and 

suppressed their relationship is. There is a contrast between their loveless yet polite 

mannerisms and the images of sexual sculptures, which highlights their disconnect. 

Lean’s use of oppositional imagery also shows how unfamiliar Indian culture is to the 

upper-class wealthy English colonisers in the adaptation, as the erotic sculptures and their 

various graphic positions create a clear cultural and habitual polarity.  

Thus, it is important to note that this portrayal of feminine love could be attributed 

to the context of when the adaptation was produced, and reveals how texts are subject to 

dominant ideologies prevalent at the time. In comparison, and discussed later in this 
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chapter, Cuarón’s representation of Estella is slightly different from Dickens’ narrative 

and Lean’s portrayal. Gwyneth Paltrow who plays the character Estella is much more 

promiscuous, seductive, and the sexual aggressor in the relationship. The inclusion of sex 

scenes which centre on Estella’s pleasure and arousal change the narrative structure of the 

plot, and makes the character crueller when she suddenly leaves after she attains sexual 

gratification from Finn. 

Masculine love is often represented as passionate and fervent in Lean’s films. An 

example of this finds expression in Pip and Estella’s relationship. Valerie Hobson’s 

portrayal of Estella achieves a glacial coldness central to Dickens’ characterisation of the 

beautiful and unattainable Estella. In the scene in which Pip tells Miss Havisham that he 

can no longer come to Satis House due to his apprenticeship, Estella is told to lead him to 

the door. Estella’s disinterested and matter-of-fact mannerisms are clear as she lights 

candlesticks on the right-hand side of the frame as Pip speaks to Miss Havisham. She 

concentrates on her task and seems to be barely listening as Pip continually looks at 

Estella in glum desperation. As Estella leads Pip to the door, she informs him that she 

‘will be going to France to be educated as a lady’. Estella then, with rigid composure, 

prompts Pip to declare his love by questioning, ‘aren’t you sad that I am going? What do 

you wish?’, before permitting him to kiss her on the cheek (Figure 31). Once Pip’s lips 

make contact with her cheek, Estella immediately walks boldly and quickly to the door 

forcing him to follow. Similarly to Dickens’ representation of Estella, the character 

overtly toys and plays with Pip’s affections, purposely giving him hope to then crush it. 

Although Lean’s portrayal of Estella’s and Pip’s relationship is very similar to Dickens’ 

depiction in the novel, Lean has modified aspects of their characterisation and 

expressions which provide a more nuanced representation. Estella is portrayed as self-

destructive, cruel, and cold, whilst Pip is steadfast in his adoration. As previously 
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discussed, how far Lean’s representation of Estella is a product of 1940s ideological 

views of gender roles or a specific artistic statement by Lean, remains unclear. However, 

the character of Estella in Lean’s adaptation is more overtly cold than in Dickens’ 

original narrative (Dickens, 1996: 102). For example, in Dickens’ narrative, it is Miss 

Havisham who informs Pip of Estella’s departure. Although Miss Havisham clearly 

enjoys telling Pip, at least the cruel amusement does not come from his love interest 

Estella, which would be more difficult to bear: 

Everything was unchanged, and Miss Havisham was alone. 

“Well?” said she, fixing her eyes upon me. “I hope you want nothing? You'll get 

nothing.” 

“No, indeed, Miss Havisham. I only wanted you to know that I am doing very 

well in my apprenticeship, and am always much obliged to you.” 

“There, there!” with the old restless fingers. “Come now and then; come on your 

birthday. - Ay!” she cried suddenly, turning herself and her chair towards me, 

“You are looking round for Estella? Hey?” 

I had been looking round - in fact, for Estella - and I stammered that I hoped she 

was well. 

“Abroad,” said Miss Havisham; “educating for a lady; far out of reach; prettier 

than ever; admired by all who see her. Do you feel that you have lost her?” 

There was such a malignant enjoyment in her utterance of the last words, and she 

broke into such a disagreeable laugh, that I was at a loss what to say. She spared 

me the trouble of considering, by dismissing me. When the gate was closed upon 

me by Sarah of the walnut-shell countenance, I felt more than ever dissatisfied 

with my home and with my trade and with everything; and that was all I took by 

that motion. 

 

Williams (2014: 10) discusses Lean’s representation of relationships and argues that: 

[M]ale characters in Lean’s work are often granted a degree of visionary insight 

through their romantic obsession (before their eventual and inevitable descent), 

but the female characters who share the same impulses generally remain 

passionate but frustrated, driven to sabotage or self-destruction, rather than grand 

action on an epic scale. 
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(Figure 31). 

Additionally, Anderegg (1985: xxiii) states, ‘…in Lean’s hands, adventure and 

romance are very much the same thing’. This thesis concurs with Williams’ suggestions 

that male and female love is typecast in Lean’s work. Much like Dickens’ original 

characterisation of the protagonists’ relationship, Pip and Estella conform to these 

markers of gender-specific categorisations of love. Estella sabotages her relationships due 

to her inability to feel compassion or love with others. She continues to retain an 

emotional distance whilst emotionally manipulating various suitors to retain their 

devotion and adoration. Harper (2000: 22) also argues that Valerie Hobson’s portrayal of 

Estella has a visual composition that transcends Dickens’ original characterisation of the 

young Estella. She states:  

All the heroines in Cineguild films were characterised by ambiguity, either in their 

motives or morality. Like a great painting they were mysterious and endlessly 

significant… Great Expectations was masterly in its recuperation of Victorian 

realism… [Estella’s cold demeanour is reinforced in Lean’s adaptation as] [t]he 

film re-interpreted the novel so as to intensify her unfathomable qualities. 

 

Much as in Dickens’ narrative, Pip’s love for Estella motivates Pip to attempt to better 

himself culturally and socially. His love and adoration of Estella are a driving force that 

propels Pip to want to grow up and become a man, confirming that Pip’s love has more 
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positive outcomes. As a young boy, when Pip becomes more aware of his uneducated and 

working-class background, he immediately seeks to utilise the resources around him to 

help better himself. He turns to Biddy and Joe for aid ‘to make him less ignorant and 

common’ (Dickens, 1996: 54). Pip’s pursuit of social mobility is done in the vain hope of 

Estella noticing him, showing how Pip is methodical and pragmatic in his attitude to 

bettering himself and making himself worthy of Estella’s affections. 

These gender differences in representations of love are also prevalent in Lean’s 

film Brief Encounter (1945). When Laura nostalgically reminisces about her affair with 

the doctor Alec, her voice-over gives the audience insight into her damaged and fractured 

state due to her illicit affair. In the scene in which she is on a train carriage with a friend, 

she feigns being ill so she can daydream about the affair. Laura’s voice-over plays during 

the scene and her quiet and timid tones state, ‘This can’t last, this misery can’t last.  I’ll 

try to control myself…. There will come a time in the future where I shall not mind about 

this anymore. I want to remember every minute’. The affair has had a negative impact on 

Laura’s life as she clings to the memories of Alec in an obsessive manner that causes her 

distress and anxiety. The affair further emphasises her loneliness and unfulfilled desires 

in her own marriage, and intensifies her longing to return to the excitement of being with 

Alec. The audience is never privy to Alec’s retrospective views of the affair, which 

further reinforces our perspective on Laura’s fractured and emotional state of mind. These 

links and common markers in Lean’s work reveal the interconnectedness of texts and the 

‘author function’. The typecasting of female and male relationships demonstrates one of 

the ways that Lean has a distinctive authorial role in the making of his films and an 

undoubtable specific style. 

Further to assigned relationship gender roles, Lean reinforces socially progressive 

values in his films. This can be seen in Great Expectations where Victorian values are 
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represented as negative. Samuel (1994: 402) considers Lean’s film and its overt 

positioning of the Victorian period as a time of strict and stifling social and moral codes. 

Williams (2014: 50) also discusses in great detail Lean’s Great Expectations and the 

effect of a post-war context on the representation of the Victorians. She states: 

The nineteenth Century was being retrospectively constructed as the period 

against which the ‘New Jerusalem’ would define itself. The ‘five giant evils’ 

identified by the Beveridge Report of 1942, blueprint for the post-war welfare 

state, were characterised in explicitly Victorian terms; squalor, ignorance, want, 

idleness, disease (two of Beveridge’s evils, ‘ignorance’ and ‘want’, even shared 

the names of emblematic figures from Dickens’s A Christmas Carol). 

 

Thus, the Victorian age was positioned as a regressive age often associated with archaic 

and outmoded values and oppression. Kaplan (2007: 85) comments directly on post-war 

attitudes to the Victorians and suggests: 

I and my young contemporaries… called all repressive attitudes towards sex, 

whatever their actual national or historic origins, ‘Victorian’. The scorn with 

which the term was used implied that the ‘Victorian’ view of the world was so 

outmoded that to invoke its taboos amounted to a ludicrous and pitiable attempt to 

return to the world of one’s great-grandparents. ‘Victorian’ was regularly applied, 

for example, to the resurgent post-war moralism espoused by our parents, a 

conservative turn which was nothing if not contemporary in its impulse. 

 

Thus, a post-war anti-Victorian ideology was prevalent at the time of production 

of Great Expectations, in favour of more socially progressive values. Indeed, it should be 

noted that the socially progressive values apparent in Lean’s adaptation may be a product 

of dominant ideologies of the time rather than the views held by Lean himself. As will be 

discussed later, these values are also seen in other examples of Lean’s work, supporting 

the argument that this can be attributed to a common feature of Lean’s auteur style. 

McFarlane (2008: 198) also concurs with this view that Lean’s work has encoded socially 

progressive values, showing how the adaptation’s particular style is a product of both 

dominant values and the director’s own specific artistic intentions. He argues:  

One of the strengths of David Lean’s Great Expectations is the way in which it 

embeds its gallery of Dickensian grotesques in a convincing cinematic world… 

[Additionally] … its last scenes, as well… as the whole story of a poor boy’s 
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upward mobility, seem to hint at a new Britain in the post-war world. As Pip rips 

down the curtains of Satis House to let in the light, it is not too fanciful to see this 

as a renunciation of a moribund class system. From this point of view, the film 

may be seen as inheriting the more democratic tenor that had made itself felt in 

the wartime films themselves.  

 

This tendency is captured in Lean’s film through Pip’s subversion of Victorian 

values. As in the original novel, Pip desperately tries to undermine the strict class 

boundaries that would forbid his and Estella’s union. Through social mobility and 

capitalist opportunities Pip attempts to gain the cultural capital to perform as a member of 

the upper-classes. He does this by purchasing expensive clothes and employing a servant 

(Figure 32). However, this ‘cultural capital’ only serves to reveal Pip’s lack of cultural 

competence necessary to use these markers of social class. Specifically, in the scene in 

which Joe comes to visit Pip in London, he wears an intricately-embroidered silk 

smoking jacket. The jacket borders on the gaudy and distasteful and makes him look like 

a caricature of an upper-class Victorian gentleman. This can therefore be interpreted as a 

critique of the superficial and shallow class system that Pip is a slave to, rather than just a 

mocking representation of Pip’s glib lifestyle. This reminds the audience that despite 

Pip’s best efforts and newly found wealth, he will always be excluded from the privilege 

given to the upper classes and will remain an outsider. The symbolism of Pip’s silk robe 

reinforces the invisible class boundaries that mock and humiliate him in his pursuit of 

Estella and the upper-class world she epitomises. Dickens’ original novel also 

undermines Pip’s newly acquired cultural capital when the dubious source of his money 

is revealed. Magwitch’s criminal past suggests that the money he has bestowed upon Pip 

has come through illegal means. Although this is never explicitly confirmed in the novel, 

it does further reinforce that Pip will always be excluded from the privilege and position 

of the upper classes. Samuel (1996: 104) links the issue of Pip’s lack of cultural capital to 
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Labour’s 1945 manifesto, ‘Let Us Face the Future’ which aligns the characters’ 

tumultuous journeys to a new ‘social-democratic vision of the future’. 

Mukherjee (2005: 464) and Clayton (2003: 157) both discuss how the film 

promotes a certain ‘colonial nostalgia’, where the cross-class relationship of Magwitch 

and Pip undermines the strict social divides of the time, and it is significant that this was 

represented in the context of the aftermath of World War II. This theme of ‘colonial 

nostalgia’ can also be seen in Lean’s other films Oliver Twist (1948) and A Passage to 

India (1984). As has been discussed extensively in the Oliver Twist chapter of this study, 

Guinness’ characterisation draws on existing anti-Semitic stereotypes to help villainise 

Fagin and make him seem Other. In A Passage to India when Aziz takes Mrs Moore to 

the Marabar caves, a sense of panic and disorder affects Adela’s senses, and she accuses 

Aziz of sexually assaulting her. Aziz is innocent and it is the heat exhaustion, the 

claustrophobic experience of being in the caves, and the oppressive quality of the echoes 

that overwhelms her senses and creates a confusion between reality and imagination. As 

in the novel, this disorder is affected by the character’s bigoted and prejudicial racial 

stereotypes. Lean’s auteur style emphasises the feeling of dread and the suffocating 

atmosphere of the caves. The dark and confined space lit by a small lamp, casts shadows 

and creates an oppressive and disorientating effect. The image of Aziz in his western 

black suit whilst calling Adela’s name at the cave mouth as the sunlight streams from 

behind him, highlights his absence from the cave and therefore his innocence. This also 

alludes to his vulnerability in a world of white power, he is on the outskirts unable to 

have access to the power and privilege of the colonising force due to the colour of his 

skin. The lone figure in the western suit and tie suggests a nod to appease and an attempt 

to blend in and be accepted. Aziz is reduced to an Indian man, rather than an individual, 

the physical separation in the cave signifies how he will never be permitted to progress 
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due to class and racial discrimination. As has been commented on earlier, this motif of 

Aziz’s suit is reminiscent of Lean’s use of neckties to allude to Fagin’s criminality in his 

adaptation of Oliver Twist. Where Fagin’s silk neckties are the commodity which allow 

him to survive in an unforgiving class system, Aziz’s suit is the tool the character uses to 

tone down and downplay his cultural background and help him seem less Other. 

Although the suit and the neckties are both taken from the original source novels, the 

disconcerting cinematography used by Lean makes these material signifiers seem more 

significant in their symbolism and more foreboding. The dark cave with a small pool of 

light where a distressed Aziz can be seen frantically searching for Adela makes him look 

small and inconsequential. Fagin’s caressing of the neckties whilst looking on edge and 

nervous signifies his ability to seduce the young boys to do his bidding and his complete 

fascination and obsession with material goods. It is these small manipulations of 

representation that demonstrate the auteur’s place within adaptation. As can clearly be 

seen, Lean has a specific style which is distinctive in much of his filmography.  

 

(Figure 32). 
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Much like in Lean’s Great Expectations, socially democratic values can also be 

seen in Lean’s This Happy Breed (1944) where Sam makes a Christmas Day speech 

vocalising his socialist values. He continually refers to the guests as ‘comrades’ and 

states:  

As you know, holding the views I do, it is really against my principles to hob nob 

to any great extent with the bourgeoisie. [Today is a day to] put aside all prejudice 

and class hatred. But as you well know there are millions and millions of homes in 

this country today where Christmas is not but a mockery.  

 

Directing his irritation at Queenie who scoffs at his proclamations, he argues, ‘it is people 

like you, apathetic, unthinking, docile supporters of a capitalist system which is a 

disgrace to a civilisation that is responsible for the cruel sufferings of the world’. Sam’s 

fast-paced and impassioned speech is convincing and serves to remind the audience of 

their privileged position. Queenie’s crude dismissal of Sam’s warning words makes her 

seem spoilt and puerile. She clutches a wine glass, and she smirks throughout Sam’s 

speech making her actions seem distasteful and rude. This further reinforces Sam’s values 

and could perhaps encourage the audience to regard the character’s words with 

admiration.  

Another stylisation used in Lean’s work is his use of costume that catered to the 

current fashion trends and tastes of the 1940s. As previously highlighted, the promotional 

material for Great Expectations revealed the intent to market and represent British 

manufacturing. Williams (2014: 51) comments how the use of costume and ‘the material 

culture of the film… simultaneously point back to the past and forward to the future’. 

Here, Williams explores the film’s influence on fashion through its ‘eclectic approach to 

the past’, and how costume designers did not attempt to authentically recreate nineteenth-

century clothes, but rather to give an updated, rose-tinted interpretation of them which 

would appeal to 1940s fashions and tastes. This can be seen in the first scene where 



 243 

Estella makes her entrance. When Pip approaches the gates of Satis house, the young, 

beautiful Estella greets him to permit him entry. A long-shot allows the audience to fully 

see the long, extravagantly-frilled dress. The actor is clearly wearing a corset which 

creates the illusion of a miniscule waist, whilst the full skirt helps to create an hour-glass 

figure (Figure 33). Wells (2011: 25) discusses 1940s fashion and examines the surge in 

more extravagant dresses that accentuated the female figure after the war. This could be 

due to many people suffering years of restriction and deprivation during the late 1930s 

and early 1940s. She comments:  

After the war was over… Christian Dior’s… creations were dubbed the ‘new 

look’ by a Vogue columnist and the style was called that from then on. The New 

Look was the antithesis of wartime fashions - where clothes had been plain and 

straight, the New Look featured a voluptuous hourglass figure with an accentuated 

bust and hips and a tiny ‘wasp waist’. The bodice was tight and the shoulders 

were soft and sloping. The skirts were gigantic, puffed up with tulle, and long, 

coming to mid-calf. The fabrics used were luxurious silks, taffetas and wools, and 

for a lot of them - almost 20 yards of fabric were gathered and pleated to make 

each skirt. The extreme hourglass look was achieved by padding the bust and hips 

and wearing a corset around the waist to make it look to be tiny.  

 

 

(Figure 33). 



 244 

This shows the change in audiences’ tastes which are expressed and marketed in 

Lean’s film. Dickens’ original description of Estella’s appearance is as follows: 

Though she called me “boy” so often, and with a carelessness that was far from 

complimentary, she was of about my own age. She seemed much older than I, of 

course, being a girl, and beautiful and self-possessed; and she was as scornful of 

me as if she had been one-and-twenty, and a queen. 

 

Pip’s description of Estella to the reader makes explicit her obvious beauty but does not 

denote her clothes and costume. This leaves a degree of creative licence to adaptors and 

allows them to use their own creative vision to bring Estella to life on screen. 

Similarly to Estella, the eponymous Madeleine, in Lean’s later drama Madeleine, 

wears extremely extravagant and decadent costumes that encapsulate the late 1940s 

proclivity for luxurious materials and cuts that accentuate the female figure. In the 

courtroom scene, Madeleine can be seen wearing a beautiful gown made of thick velvet, 

the full-bodied skirt is created using layers of material, and a lace trim adorns the edge of 

the long neckerchief. She wears a long piece of striped material that creates an image of a 

tall collar. Madeleine also wears a flattering hat with a short veil on the back which 

creates a striking effect and signals to the audience that she is wealthy and of high social 

standing.  

Additionally, in the hallway scene with her lover Emilie, Madeleine wears a very 

luxurious silk and taffeta ballroom gown that features hand-embroidered roses and an off-

the-shoulder design. Her hair is pinned neatly in a feminine style and her make-up 

accentuates the actor’s face to make her look attractive. Madeleine’s costume is a central 

point of her characterisation, particularly when she is brought to trial for the possible 

murder of her lover Emile. The character’s obvious beauty, decorum, and social status 

make the vicious murder much more shocking. This demonstrates how costume is an 

important aspect of Lean’s work and helps to aid the characterisation of Estella and 

Madeleine. Estella’s costume makes her more striking and allows the audience to 
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empathise with Pip’s infatuation with the character as she is so overtly feminine and 

conforms to traditional notions of beauty. Additionally, Madeleine’s costume also 

attempts to amplify the character’s attractiveness which makes her charge of murder all 

the more dramatic, as she does not look capable of a vicious and animalistic crime.  

As we have seen, there are many patterns and common features throughout Lean’s 

work which could suggest a distinctive auteur style. Lean’s adaptation presents a more 

sentimental portrayal of the narrative, whilst employing the paradoxical genre of the 

gothic. Lean minimises the comedic element of Dickens’ original novel and uses the plot 

strand of Estella’s and Pip’s relationship as the dominant narrative of the adaptation. 

Lean’s Great Expectations has been compared and contrasted to his earlier films This 

Happy Breed (1944) and Brief Encounter (1945), and to his later work Oliver Twist 

(1948), Madeleine (1950), and A Passage to India (1984) in order to establish whether 

there are any recurrent themes, motifs, narrative emphasises, common visual markers, and 

situations. Whilst the theoretical underpinnings of Barthes (1967), Foucault (1971), 

Wollen (1972), and Nowell-Smith (1973) have been used to establish how Lean has a 

distinctive authorial signature in his films, in contrast, Cuarón updates Dickens’ original 

narrative for new audiences. 

Cuarón’s free adaptation of Great Expectations modernises the narrative to create 

a completely new style and aesthetic though the change of setting and time from 

Victorian England to the Florida Keys in the 1990s and the inclusion of sex scenes. 

Additionally, the feature of adding a green seep to scenes and the use of the long-take can 

be seen in other examples of Cuarón’s work. 

Cuarón’s adaptation has received mixed reviews for its modernising and rewriting 

of Dickens’ original novel. The adaptation transports the narrative to a setting in 1980s 

New York and the Florida Keys. Maslin (1998: 1) argued in an article for The New York 
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Times that Cuarón had given Dickens’ narrative a ‘pop overhaul’ and stated that ‘the 

directorial approach is so bold and vulgar that it has no business working. But often it 

does’. She also suggests that the adaptation ‘is capable of wonder even when its wilder 

ideas misfire’, highlighting the film’s potential, despite the director’s allegedly 

unsuccessful aesthetic choices. Travers (1998: 1), writing for The Rolling Stone, similarly 

argues that the ‘film has a mind of its own’. He praises the romantic relationship between 

Ethan Hawke and Gwyneth Paltrow who play the protagonists Pip (renamed Finn) and 

Estella, and states that Cuarón ‘…imbues their journey with something rare in movies: 

genuine romantic spirit’. Moreover, the cinematography of the adaptation achieved 

notable praise from Lodge (2000: 1) in Empire Magazine, who commended the ‘…bursts 

of magical realism’ and suggested that De Niro’s portrayal of Lustig (Magwitch) was 

‘…both sinister and pitiable’, whilst Bancroft playing Ms. Dinsmoor (Miss Havisham) 

‘…was a bizarre wow as the spooky crone’. Lang (2016: 1), writing for Variety 

magazine, highlights Cuarón’s admission at the Tribeca film festival, where he discussed 

the adaptation, that he considered it ‘a complete failed film’, showing how the director 

did not feel he successfully managed to revitalise Dickens’ novel onto screen. These 

critical reviews reveal a tension between perceptions of high and low culture, in that 

Cuarón’s modernising of Dickens’ novel received a mixed reception, with much of the 

reviewer feedback centring on the modernising of Dickens’ narrative. 

Whilst discussing Cuarón as an auteur and his modernising of Dickens’ narrative 

through its re-setting in a contemporary period, parallels can be drawn between Cuarón’s 

text and Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet (1996). Romeo + Juliet is set in modern-day 

Venice Beach but retains Shakespeare’s original dialogue. Swords and daggers are 

adapted to brand names of the warring characters’ guns. Modern costumes and American 

accents make the overall effect of the adaptation very different from Shakespeare’s 
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original play. Luhrmann’s explicit free adaptation gives him creative licence to update 

and refresh the narrative’s plot strands in a completely new way, much like Cuarón does 

in his adaptation of Great Expectations.64 For example, Romeo is seen taking drugs at the 

Capulets’ party, and Estella and Finn/Pip have a sexual relationship. These scenes are 

very different to the subject matter represented in the original texts and make it obvious to 

the audience that these adaptations are not intended to neatly adapt the original text, but 

instead to create new meanings for new audiences. 

This textual analysis will focus on key differences in Cuarón’s modernised 

adaptation of Dickens’ narrative. Cuarón’s emphasis on the love story and the use of 

colour motifs, which can also be seen in other examples of the director’s work will be a 

focus of this study. Additionally, the static characterisation of Finn will be discussed, as 

well as the explicit positioning of Estella as the sexual aggressor. Cuarón’s use of long-

takes will also be highlighted, together with their effect on the stylisation of the 

adaptation. These particular examples will be used to demonstrate how Cuarón’s 

adaptation gives a specific representation of the narrative of Great Expectations that is 

new and unique. 

Finn’s obsessive and compulsive pursuit of Estella is a focal point of the narrative. 

Cuarón’s adaptation uses colour motifs to reinforce to the audience how Estella is in 

Finn’s every thought, so much so that it eclipses his ability to live his life free from his 

all-consuming passion for her. Finn, from the very first scene of the adaptation, is 

associated with fish and water, as implied by his name. The first shot, as will later be 

discussed in more detail, features the character sketching fish in the green-seeped waters 

 
64 A free adaptation by definition does what the term suggests. It freely adapts the original novel’s plot and 

significantly alters elements of the source novel by replacing or omitting aspects of it.  
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of the Florida Keys.65 In opposition, Estella is linked to air and stars, an association also 

evoked by her name, since the root of the Latin name Estella comes from the word star. 

This polarisation of elements could also reinforce how the pair are doomed lovers. In 

every scene of the adaptation a motif of air or stars is symbolised through the image of 

birds and light. For example, in the scene in which Estella goes to Finn’s apartment, his 

paintings that heavily feature aeroplanes and flocks of abstract black birds are visible. 

Additionally, adding to the claustrophobic and oppressive atmosphere of Paradiso 

Perduto, tens of birdcages are hung from the ceiling of a large orangery and litter the 

floor. This is significant as it creates a visual image of Satis House as somewhere that is 

forgotten, decaying, and dark. Miss Havisham’s Satis House is renamed Paradiso 

Perduto. This name is loaded with symbolic meaning as the name translates to paradise 

lost, the title of John Milton’s 1667 poem. This work considers the fall of man and the 

biblical story of Adam and Eve’s banishment from the garden of Eden. It is significant 

that Ms. Dinsmoor’s home should be associated with such a well-known poem that 

discusses themes of hell, redemption, guilt, and temptation. It also emphasises that this is 

the location where Finn falls from grace and begins to become consumed with lust, 

vanity, and superficiality, echoing the subject matter of Paradise Lost. The birdcages in 

Ms. Dinsmoor’s orangery also serve as a metaphor of the self-imposed, restrictive, cold, 

and calculating vendetta that Estella feels compelled to fulfil on behalf of Ms. Dinsmoor, 

the renamed character of Miss Havisham in Cuarón’s adaptation.  

The continual use of such motifs in the adaptation further reinforces and visually 

represents the toxic and obsessive relationship between Estella and Finn. Cuarón’s 

adaptation emphasises the love story plot of Dickens’ narrative. Thus, not only does 

 
65 I use the term ‘green-seeped’ for a number of reasons. Firstly, many critics, as I will go on to discuss, 

adopt this term to describe the use of this colour in the adaptation. Secondly, seeped encapsulates how the 

film has a green tone rather completely washed with green. The colour essentially seeps into the frame. 
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Cuarón update and modernise Great Expectations, but he also changes the genre of the 

narrative, as the love story element is accentuated much more than in Dickens’ original 

novel. This is something that Schor (1999: 549) explores in her feminist reading of 

Cuarón’s adaptation. She highlights the difficulty of disentangling Estella’s character 

from Pip’s perception of her in the novel, stating, ‘to argue for Estella’s value apart from 

Pip’s valuation of her […] is to argue against his vision of his story and that of most 

critics’. In turn, Cuarón’s reconceptualisation of the character grants her a degree of 

autonomy, as she continually defies her objectification and attains pleasure from her 

exchanges with Finn. Johnson (2005: 172) extends Schor’s discussion of Estella’s voice 

and power in Cuarón’s adaptation and argues that Estella’s representation continues to be 

bound with Finn’s unreliable narration and perspective. He states, ‘…the movie shows us 

not “what happened” but what Finn remembers’, demonstrating how for Johnson, despite 

Estella’s independence and control over her relationship with Finn, she is still subject to 

his narrative voice.  

Mee (2010: 95), Bordwell and Thompson (2010), Baud and Ypeij (2009), and 

Carroll (2009) all discuss how Cuarón is known for his use of colour motifs to give his 

work a specific and consistent stylisation. For example, the colour blue is frequently used 

in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (2004). In Great Expectations, the colour 

green is the dominant colour, and is used consistently. This green seep is associated with 

spring and rebirth. Therefore that the use of the colour green is a motif that reinforces the 

idea that the narrative is a bildungsroman and represents fruition and coming of age.66  

Many critics have considered the use of the colour green and its effect in the 

adaptation. Gills quotes Cuarón at the Tribeca film festival conceding that the ‘green seep 

 
66 Bildungsroman is defined by the Oxford dictionary as a ‘novel dealing with a person’s formative years’ 

(Oxforddictionaries.com). 
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colour scheme was an overtly “contrived” attempt to “compensate visually” for the lack 

of a strong screenplay… it was a problem of tone’. Thus, Cuarón here suggests that the 

use of the green motif makes the adaptation overly stylised, although as Gill’s recognises 

in her interview, the use of green in shots positions Cuarón as a ‘distinctive auteur’. This 

study concurs with this argument and agrees that as Cuarón was adapting a narrative that 

was so well-known and regarded as a classic and much-admired text, he would need to 

make his ‘narrative voice’ stand out. Additionally, Lean’s adaptation had also achieved 

critical praise and was very much still loved by audiences and distinguished as a classic 

of 1940s cinema. Due to this and the later adaptation’s obvious intention to modernise, 

recreate and reposition the narrative in a contemporary setting, the director’s aim to set 

the adaptation apart and make it unique are evident. Bernard (2005: 1) makes a similar 

point and highlights the use of green and its representation of memory and times past, 

suggesting that ‘Cuarón’s meaning is even more subtle… In Cuarón’s universe memory 

isn’t dreamy and dewy. It’s visceral and vital, and it speaks in a roar like the ocean’. By 

contrast, although the colour green is often associated with springtime and therefore 

growth and rebirth, for Bernard the colour gives a hazy and obscuring quality to scenes. 

Moya and Lopez (2008: 235) also question the significance of the colour green in 

Cuarón’s adaptation and discuss how in:  

Celtic myths the Green man was the God of fertility… Green has been 

reinterpreted by late twentieth Century American culture to signify a state of 

heightened sexuality… Green is also the colour of money in the U.S., the word 

green being used in slang to replace dollar. Finn’s expectations being pictured in 

green, his sexual desires are also wrapped up in his financial aspirations so that 

they are inseparable from his dream of personal success. 

 

Monaghan (2014: 392) also comments on the symbolism of the colour green in folklore 

and Celtic mythology and how it can often represent rebirth. Allingham (2005: 1) 

discusses the use of the colour green in the adaptation, stating that Cuarón ‘transferred the 

scene from the romance of the nineteenth century to the bright green world of twentieth-
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century Florida’. This implies that Cuarón’s use of the colour green has a visual effect on 

the audience’s perceptions of space, place, and time. Florida is represented as a lush 

green, fruitful space that lacks the sophistication later seen in scenes set in New York. 

Green links Florida and Finn back to nature, to the countryside where Finn is free from 

the obsessive pursuit of wealth and fame which later leads to his ultimate philosophical 

and emotional downfall. The use of the image of the lush green Florida Keys with its 

green-toned ocean and waves associates the location with simple, unassuming values, 

suggesting that this environment is a nurturing and positive space. Finn quickly becomes 

ashamed and embarrassed of his upbringing, and the use of the colour green reinforces to 

the audience that this space has strong links to the natural world and is ultimately a safe 

place.  

In the opening scene, the young Finn wearing a green T-shirt is sketching fish in 

his notepad. The arc-shot creates a vertiginous effect in the audience. In conjunction with 

the camera work that focuses on Finn, the score indicates to the audience that the 

narrative centres around this young character. In the distance, we can see fully-leaved 

trees creating a silhouette. The camera then cuts to a mid-shot of the green-seeped sea 

water, which slightly obscures the unnerving image of the submerged escaped convict’s 

face before he leaps out of the water grabbing Finn by his T-shirt. The green tones in this 

scene help to unite the multi-stranded plot of Dickens’ narrative, and suggest to the 

audience that the characters, space, and time are all linked. Furthermore, later in the 

adaptation when Finn meets Estella in the grounds of Paradiso Perduto, the green, 

tangled, jungle-like garden creates a sense of seclusion, intimacy, and foreboding. The 

young children are in focus whilst the greenery in the background blurs except for 

tendrils of branches that drape over them. As the original novel is a bildungsroman and 

the character Pip/Finn remains the protagonist, Cuarón’s adaptation instils a sensitivity 
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and attachment in the audience whereby we feel that the narrative is centred on Finn’s 

perspective. Even though Finn does not narrate his thoughts and feelings in every scene, 

the adaptation uses subtle motifs to reinforce that the events are positioned from Finn’s 

point of view. The green garden where Finn and Estella meet encapsulates this, as the 

out-of-focus green-wash background forces the audience’s attention onto the two 

characters. This background represents Finn’s all-consuming obsessive love for Estella 

where everything else is just a background blur and has become secondary. The audience 

can literally only focus on Estella and Finn, allowing us to identify and have empathy 

with Finn’s strong emotional attachment. Additionally, the jungle-like garden has 

connotations of a return to natural primal desires, as they are in an overgrown undisturbed 

place (Figure 34). This image of the tangled over-grown space and the explicit renaming 

of Satis House as paradise lost also establishes links to the biblical story of the Garden of 

Eden. This link to the narrative of the ‘fall of man’ demonstrates how Pip’s unhealthy 

obsession with Estella takes him away from his core values and reduces him to living out 

the whims of his ego. This use of colour imagery is very consistent with Cuaron’s auteur 

style and is reflected in many of his other films. Here, it also has a practical purpose 

which affects the style and tone of shots. The use of the colour green and its 

representational link to the natural world reminds the audience of the theme of natural 

impulse versus civility, and sexual desire versus societal norms and expectations which 

runs throughout the adaptation.  As discussed in the analysis of Lean’s adaptation, it is 

undeniable that there is a clear establishment of an auteur style which brings a new 

stylisation to the film. Here, the use of Cuaron’s visual manipulation of shots and the 

weaving of a green seep of colour gives a more earthy and naturalised effect, coupled 

with the more obvious modernising of this free adaptation’s plot. This shows how an 

auteur voice is very clearly established with authority. To apply this to a broader 
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discussion of adaptation, this demonstrates how adaptations are not bound to the original 

novel, they are a fluid text, able to collaborate, represent with fidelity or even assert and 

dominate the narrative authorship so that it has the power to supersede the novel’s 

creator. This reveals an ambiguity in adaptation studies and shows why there is not a-one-

size-fits-all model which would allow these texts to be analysed.  Auteurship is 

established uniquely and individually in each text. In Cuaron’s adaptation, his personal 

stamp in his revisioning of Great Expectations is very obvious and loud, it is impossible 

to ignore the way that it has been resituated in an entirely new context with a completely 

different style, tone, and content.  

Cuaron’s auteurship is discussed by Tepper (2015: 1) from Vanity Fair who 

suggested that the Mexican director was ‘reinventing Hollywood’ and together with 

Guillermo del Toro and Alejandro González Iñárritu was part of an exciting new band of 

‘acclaimed filmmakers from south of the border’. Brode (2015: 323) discusses Cuarón’s 

individual directorial style, and describes him as ‘a true auteur’, suggesting that the 

director: 

…[p]erceives no distinction between a project designed with great commercial 

potential… and one projecting a dark dystopian vision… so long as story elements 

allow him to convey his personal truth to the largest number of viewers. 

 

Smith (2014: 3) describes Cuarón as a ‘transnational auteur’ as his work does not 

‘conform to the more austere and minimalist parameters of the purist “festival films”’, 

showing how the director has a particular style to his filmmaking. 
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(Figure 34). 

Dickens’ original narrative was a bildungsroman and charted the coming of age of 

Pip, while Cuarón plays with this genre and allows the adaptation to reuse its narrative 

conventions in new ways. The updating of Dickens’ narrative for modern audiences and 

tastes is an issue commented on directly by Mukherjee (2005: 464), Johnson (2005: 64), 

and Hodges-Holt (2007: 200). Where Mukherjee’s assessment of the adaptation gives 

little praise to the cinematically revisualised adaptation in an ‘MTV format’, Johnson 

attempts to explore the ‘…interpretive possibilities [coupled with] carefully designed 

camera work … that critics and scholars have failed to explore’. Drawing attention to the 

adaptation’s intertextual possibilities, Johnson’s consideration of the modernised version 

of Great Expectations explores how Cuarón’s adaptation ‘…is clearly aware of and 

playfully allusive to both the novel and [Lean’s] earlier film’. Hodges-Holt’s discussion 

of Cuarón’s updating of Dickens’ narrative looks to assess the significance and relevance 

of the author’s Victorian text for ‘postmodern generations’. Exploring the nostalgic 

potential of the adaptation, Hodges-Holt attempts to situate her reading of Cuarón’s 



 255 

adaptation alongside ‘the postmodern crisis of representation… and the quest for 

identity’. This shows how authorship in these texts is not a simple construct. These texts 

are equally bound to other influencing factors as well as the original novel. As Hodges-

Holt notes, there are clear markers which chart how Cuarón’s adaptation is responding to 

previous adaptations that have come before it. As previously mentioned, there are also 

other free adaptations within the genre which were influential in the way that audiences 

received these texts, and which helped to create genre conventions and style. This thesis 

strongly asserts that auteurship is a fluid construct; adaptations are texts which are able to 

articulate this struggle of authorship as they are able to respond to a whole host of 

intermedial influences which in unison conceive a new hybrid text which is born from the 

original novel.  

Anderson (2010: 69) discusses Cuarón’s transformation of Dickens’ narrative and 

argues that Finn fails to grow and evolve in the adaptation. Instead, the character remains 

‘static’ and does not have the same complex characterisation found in Dickens’ novel. 

This streamlining of the narrative and the character function links back to previous 

theoretical discussions of taste explored in the A Christmas Carol chapter of this study. 

Contextually, this adaptation was made in the 1990s, stereotypically and retrospectively 

referred to as a time of hedonism and quick gratification which Cuarón attempts to 

capture in his creation of Finn, with his obsessive lust for Estella and his compulsive need 

to become a famous artist.67 Cuarón’s Finn reflects the self-serving pleasure-seeking 

decadence associated with the 1990s with its rave culture, reality television, instant fame, 

consumerism, ladettes and sexual promiscuity. This clearly shows how adaptation can 

equally interact with the original novel and the new contextual zeitgeist of its own modes 

 
67 Williams, Z. (2015), writing for The Guardian, offers a reflection on British 1990s culture and identity 

politics.  https://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/sep/08/nineties-90s-in-hedonism-out-with-believing-

something. The Guardian. [Accessed: 9/7/21].  

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/sep/08/nineties-90s-in-hedonism-out-with-believing-something
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/sep/08/nineties-90s-in-hedonism-out-with-believing-something
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of production. Adaptations are quite clearly fluid texts which cannot be reductively 

considered a simple by-product of the original novel. Instead, they have the power to 

respond to cultural shifts, feelings, and the energy of their own contextual moment, and 

they can then capture it for audiences to enjoy on screen. This is by no means a simple 

process, especially as it does so on a range of frontiers whilst still trying to capture the 

essence of the original novel. 

Anderson continues (2010: 71), ‘…at first sight it seems as if Cuarón retains 

Dickens’ idea of the bildungsroman and merely updates the story of Great Expectations, 

setting it in late twentieth Century America… instead of growth we see stasis and 

regression as Finn makes his way into the world’. A pertinent example of Finn’s static 

portrayal in the adaptation finds expression in Cuarón’s added sequence of the first sex 

scene between Estella and Finn, when Estella follows Finn to his bedroom. Estella is 

dressed in a layered taffeta gown that becomes the focus of much of the sequence. Due to 

the addition of sex scenes in Cuarón’s modernised adaptation, the push and pull element 

of the characters’ relationship becomes more overt. This sequence cuts between close-up 

images of Estella’s face, the image of the green taffeta material, and Finn’s hands. The 

shots are blurred and the song ‘Sunshower’ by Chris Cornell plays, which features the 

sound of a melodic strum of a guitar (Figure 35).  When Estella suddenly gets up and 

leaves, the mood completely changes to an icy, stark rejection of Finn that creates a tone 

that is slightly different to that of the novel. A close-up shot displays the two characters’ 

mouths parting after they kiss. The scene cuts to a shot of Estella strutting across the 

room towards the door as Finn says ‘Hey, what’s wrong?’  

This abrupt end and juxtaposition of tones is more evident in the adaptation, due 

to the addition of this scene specifically and in later similar scenes. In Dickens’ novel, 

sexual contact does not take place between the characters, so Estella’s rejection of Finn 



 257 

immediately after such an intimate moment makes her behaviour seem much crueller and 

more calculating. Sadoff and Kurich (2000: 89) discuss these scenes and their effect, and 

how they are a symptom of audiences’ tastes and expectations. She highlights the use of 

‘…voice-over… [and the] fetishizing of body parts in extreme close-up… mouth, 

collarbone’. This sensual and erotic scene serves to demonstrate Finn’s complete 

adoration of, and obsession with, Estella, whilst Estella’s complete control and the 

gratification she attains through their relationship are also represented. However, when 

Estella immediately rejects Finn after her climax, the contrast is more overt and brutal 

than in the original narrative. These scenes make Estella’s behaviour seem more 

premeditated and harsh, whilst her character is more dominant than in the original text. 

An equivalent moment in Dickens’ original novel would be in chapter 38. At this point in 

the narrative, Pip and Estella have become close and seem to be enjoying each other’s 

company, until Estella coldly tells Pip that she has been courting Bentley Drummle and 

laughs about and mocks her other interested suitors. Cuarón’s modernising allows the 

director to represent their complex relationship in a nuanced way. It is important to note 

that the love triangle between Bentley, Pip and Estella is also represented in Lean’s 

adaptation, and there are instances where exchanges between the two male characters 

demonstrate how Pip is deemed to be of lower social standing. Estella is portrayed as 

more calculated and hurtful in the way she attempts to play with Finn’s emotions in 

Cuarón’s adaptation. This complete break from the content of Dickens’ novel highlights 

the issue of authorship in adaptation. Cuarón has prioritised his own auteur voice to create 

a mostly new free adaptation which gives a differing impression of the plot, and one 

which is unique to previous adaptations that have come before it. This clear break from 

how Victorian novels have traditionally been portrayed on screen, shows an intent to be 

different and to offer something new to the evolving cinematic memory of Great 
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Expectations. Adaptation is a source that is capable of offering this, since adaptors can be 

faithful, they can collaborate with the source novel, or they can completely manipulate 

and re-write the plot to fit in with their own agenda and creative vision.  

 

(Figure 35). 

Gwyneth Paltrow plays the part of Estella, and as Clayton (2003: 308) states, 

‘…she has become a signature actress for the 1990s, [and] she has also become known 

for her performances in movies that play with England’s literary heritage’. Gwyneth 

Paltrow has starred in literary heritage films such as Shakespeare in Love (1998) and 

Emma (1996). The casting of such a well-known actor would have been a box office draw 

for audiences.  To capitalise on this audience interest, Cuarón was pressured into 

rewriting the script to feature more of the lead actress: 

“More Gwyneth” because Paltrow’s career had exploded near the beginning of the 

shoot. Her box office appeal was soaring to unprecedented heights, driven by the 

two seemingly disparate forces of the highbrow movie Emma and the Calvin 

Klein campaign (Katz, 2003: 99). 

 

This reveals a tension in auteur studies, as production choices are not always born out of 

artistic intention but the film’s political economy. As Menne (2011) highlighted earlier, 

auteurs never have full autonomy as other influences often erode and encroach upon their 
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creative control. That being said, an auteur’s intermedial influence still drives the creative 

vision of an adaptation within the parameters of certain production requirements. 

Katz discusses the representation of Estella in the adaptation, and how the audience 

identifies with Finn’s view of her. She comments on Finn’s (2003: 102):  

…vision of Estella [and how it] is particularly stylized. Her face is usually 

photographed in an extreme (and extremely flattering close-up): it always appears 

suddenly, by Finn’s side, and then just as suddenly leaves. The surreal touch 

makes her seem more like a figment of Finn’s imagination than a solid human 

figure. Her reality nests in his mind alone.  

 

This focus on the characters and their relationship marks a change in Cuarón’s 

retelling of Dickens’ narrative. Cuarón removes the plot strand of Biddy and Pip’s 

relationship, whilst Pip’s interaction with Joe is minimised, allowing greater screen time 

for Estella.68 Sadoff and Kurich (2000: 201) discuss the casting of Gwyneth Paltrow and 

the consequential effect on the film’s stylisation, noting that ‘Cuarón trims its source 

novel’s narrative, telescoping some events and eliminating others, to foreground 

romance… [he] updates romance for a late Century commodity culture’. Thus, not only 

has the narrative been modernised and transported to a contemporary setting, but there 

has also been a shift in genre, which in turn alters the stylisation of the narrative to a 

romantic emphasis. Sadoff and Kurich (2000: 203) comment on this issue: ‘Cuarón 

means to criticize Hollywood’s notion of glamour … Cuarón shoots Finn’s expectations 

in glitzy, big studio style, as romance feeds female rapacity and masculine delusion’. This 

luxurious stylisation and aesthetic create a gaudy and ostentatious effect, which in later 

scenes between Finn and Joe seem all the more materialistic and vacuous. This shows 

how adaptation is capable of shifting and repositioning the narrative to meet the demands 

of a new genre. This is fundamental to the way this thesis suggests that adaptation needs 

to be reconsidered. Adaptations emerge from the memory of their predecessor adaptations 

 
68 Biddy is one of Pip’s childhood friends in Dickens’ original narrative, and she later goes on to marry Joe. 
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and the original novel, none are the same yet they all have similarities, but remain unique, 

built for their own particular cultural space and the specific effect on the audience they 

wish to create. They are all part of a chain of influence and rely upon one another to 

create the effect. Cuarón’s free adaptation with sex scenes, nudity, and Hollywood 

glamour evokes scandal precisely because of the cultural memory of the original novel 

and the associated meaning of the Victorian period and the way it had previously been 

represented on screen. This break with the way in which this narrative has been consumed 

makes this film much more emotive, because adaptations by nature are so interlinked 

with their intermedial sources.  

As previously discussed, auteur theory notes that the director has a personal 

creative vision and is often considered the author of the film. Cuarón has a distinctive 

audio-visual style and is associated with the use of long-takes in order to achieve an 

image as spectacle. Issacs (2016: 43) suggests that Cuarón ‘…demonstrates a fixation on 

the capacity of the image to display greater and more complex indices of time and space, 

holding shots across what would be deemed uncomfortable durations in a more 

conventional mode of cinema’. In Great Expectations, when Finn leaves the private 

members club in New York, Cuarón uses a long-take to heighten the uncomfortable, 

awkward atmosphere. The long-shot features the foreboding appearance of skyscrapers 

and an intricate wrought-iron gate in the mid-ground of the shot, separating the tall 

buildings from the people on the street (Figure 36). A waiter runs down the street after 

Finn calling ‘Excuse me, Sir, that is a club jacket,’ before confiscating the jacket from 

Finn. The shot comes at a point in the narrative when Finn’s lack of cultural capital, 

etiquette, and background exclude him from the middle-class social circles to which 

Estella belongs. This long-take also draws the audience’s attention to the physical space 

of New York and serves to encapsulate how Finn is inferior and inconsequential to 
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Estella, as well as the fast-paced capital-driven world of the city. The contrasting image 

of the tall imposing buildings demonstrates how the character is small and 

underwhelming, reinforcing the notion that he is out of his depth. Furthermore, the gates 

that feature an art deco design could be associated with history, prestige, and glamour. 

The gates physically block and segment Finn from access to the buildings in the shot, 

which could be interpreted as a metaphor for how Finn’s working-class background 

prevents the character from entry to Estella’s middle-class world. Additionally, the 

wrought-iron gates are similar in design to the gates of Ms. Dinsmoor’s manor. Paradiso 

Perduto was the site where Finn first met Estella and began to change to conform to his 

view of becoming Estella’s ideal partner. This long-take has a range of purposes; it 

establishes Finn’s character and social predicament and draws the audience’s attention to 

the physical space of New York and its rich architectural history. Additionally, the long-

take allows the audience to consider the theme of the narrative in greater detail through 

the metaphorical visual image of the gates and buildings. Moreover, this shot allows the 

audience to consider social values, and the insubstantial superficial objects that are used 

to denote class.  This use of a long-take, which allows the audience to take in the scene, 

the set design, and the big budget glamour of shots, fits within an auteur style that Cuarón 

has consistently created in a number of his films.  
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(Figure 36). 

Isaacs (2013: 23) offers a textual analysis of Cuarón’s films Y tu Mamá También 

(2001), Children of Men (2006), and Gravity (2013). He discusses how Cuarón is known 

for his use of the long-take and highlights the impact of this technique on the stylisation 

of his films: 

 

Cuarón’s camera has the capacity to leave the action entirely, to literally cast its 

gaze across the physical space - the autonomous camera of cinema’s modernity. 

For… Cuarón, depth cinematography and the shot duration is critical to 

experiencing the field within the film as ‘real’.  

 

In Cuarón’s film Children of Men, a long-take shows an arched underpass as men armed 

with machine guns run out in front of the camera. As the camera tracks to the end of the 

walkway, army vehicles rush past shooting people in the street. This long continuous shot 

immerses the viewer in the action of the film, and slow shifts of perspective rather than 

editing between shots make the audience feel as though they are part of the events taking 

place. For example, as a man in front of the shot creeps behind a wall before running into 

the street, the camera follows him and also seems to dip behind the wall. The camera 

angles emulate the movements and perspective that a person would have if they too were 
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crouching behind the wall. This creates dramatic tension, as the audience follows the 

characters in this dangerous environment. 

Thus, the long-take enhances the visual spectacle in the films, and demonstrates 

Cuarón’s proclivity for realist images twinned with visual decadence. Isaacs claims that 

Cuarón is one of the most fundamental long-take directors because of his:  

…aesthetic disposition [which] is founded upon the effect of space and time 

uninterrupted by a conventional cinematic cut. This is a long take style that, as 

Bazin once argued of the neorealist filmmakers, confronts the aesthetic limitation 

of a contemporary normative editing system. 

 

Cuarón’s consistent use of long-takes in a number of examples of his work points to a 

strong auteur style that can also be traced in his adaptation of Great Expectations. The 

significance of a clear display of auteurship in this film shows how adaptation more 

broadly is not a derivative source, instead it is one that actively takes a plot from a 

secondary source to use it for its own creative ends. In the simplest terms, adaptations are 

post-modern texts and their adaptors look to existing texts for inspiration, borrowing parts 

of the essential chemistry of this text and rewriting it in a way that fits with their own 

agenda and creativity. Adaptation has the capability to blend the auteur’s vision with the 

primary text’s literary world; in this instance it was never meant to be a straightforward 

replacing of a literary novel onto screen, the intention was to resituate the world of Pip 

and Estella from the Victorian age to the Florida Keys in the 1990s.  

Another stylisation that Cuarón uses to make the adaptation stand apart from 

Dickens’ novel and Lean’s adaptation, is his deployment of awe-inspiring, decadent 

images. Beautiful images of the Florida Keys and Paradiso Perduto are used to engross 

the audience visually and aesthetically in the ambience of the scenery. When Finn first 

arrives at Ms. Dinsmoor’s old, neglected manor, a long-shot shows the grounds of the 

estate. Large palm trees and overgrown ferns give the garden a jungle-like image. The 

muted colours make it difficult to distinguish specific shapes and help create the 
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impression that the garden is vast and expansive. These images give the adaptation 

abstraction. The everyday images of trees and bushes are given a new expression through 

the muting of colour and the blurring of form.  

Bassan (2011: 1) discusses abstraction and states that its primary objective was 

‘…to liberate painting from the subject, allowing both intellectual and sensitive 

expression’. Additionally, he argues that abstraction enabled the ‘…author/filmmaker a 

great opportunity to use deforming lenses producing nonfigurative images from original 

realistic images’. This transformation of an unassuming image of a garden into something 

spectacular and dramatic reinforces the notion that Paradiso Perduto is removed and 

separate from reality. Furthermore, as this abstraction is heavily associated with Ms. 

Dinsmoor, it also metaphorically encapsulates her deranged and rather sinister state of 

mind, as she uses children as playthings to enact her own twisted revenge for a 

completely unrelated event. Ms. Dinsmoor/Miss Havisham is used in both adaptations 

and the novel as an object of disgust and distain. Her cruel and harsh behaviour has huge 

repercussions on those she interacts with, which serves as a warning to those who hold on 

to bitterness. As discussed in the introductory chapter of this study, Leitch (2003) 

connects the audience’s pleasure at the visual effect of literary plot transmitted on screen 

with the unique power of adaptation as a media. It is the visual impact of Cuarón’s work 

and his use of abstraction that makes the setting sumptuous, awe-inspiring, and at times 

unnerving. This shows just one of the ways that adaptation is able to pick up trends in 

filmmaking and audience taste to provoke a response.  Where the novel once written is 

stagnant, adaptation when considered as a process rather than a singular text, is a 

responsive media able to change form and style to keep in touch with the audiences’ 

needs.  
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In conclusion, both Lean and Cuarón imprint Dickens’ novel with their own 

unique auteur style. They do so with different audiences, tastes, and agendas in mind, 

which have strong bearings on the way that Great Expectations is adapted. As 

highlighted, Lean’s specific style of filmmaking can be traced to other examples of his 

work and include some of his works that cannot be labelled gothic in genre. Cuarón 

transports Dickens’ narrative to a new time, place and space which allows the director to 

alter aspects of the plot to suit a new stylisation. In the textual analysis of Lean’s 

adaptation, this study has shown how there are common features, motifs, themes, 

characterisations, and recurring patterns that can be identified in his work which suggest 

an auteur style. Firstly, this case study has focused on the use of the gothic aesthetic in 

Lean’s adaptation, which the director emphasises and utilises for dramatic effect far more 

than in Dickens’ novel.  Secondly, Lean’s use of the love story element of the plot as the 

main focus in the storyline has been considered. Lean modifies the narrative slightly, to 

accentuate Estella’s and Pip’s relationship. Thirdly, the adaptation’s socially progressive 

values have been highlighted in order to question Lean’s specific directorial agenda in 

light of the social context of when the film was produced. Fourthly, the use of costume 

was discussed and how audiences’ tastes and current fashions found expression in the 

adaptation.  

In turn, Cuarón’s emphasis on the love story aspect of the narrative, the static 

characterisation of Finn and the inclusion of sex scenes, all make the director’s 

reinterpretation of Great Expectations unique. Additionally, the director’s use of colour 

motifs and long-shots can both be seen in other examples of Cuarón’s work, again 

suggesting a specific auteur style. Equally, Cuarón’s use of the musical score and the 

decadent images of Paradiso Perduto enhance the aesthetic impression of the adaptation, 

making Cuarón’s retelling modern and different. Although both directors were adapting 
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Dickens’ narrative fifty years apart, the social context of when the adaptations were made 

clearly finds expression in the films. The audience’s specific tastes and agendas have 

unquestionably moulded and affected these interpretations, showing how cultural 

artefacts are products of their time. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion. 
 
 

This thesis offers a reconceptualisation of adaptation as a process. Adaptations 

must not be considered as singular texts, but instead as part of a chain of dialogue which 

interacts with the original novel. The influencing power of previous adaptations, genre 

conventions, audience demand, production, filmic and economic context, and taste help to 

cultivate and transform adaptations. Thus, adaptations offer an individual, interactive 

response to the original novel that engages with its own specific context. These texts 

evolve and are part of a complex intermedial and intertextual exchange which helps to 

secure their evolution and individuality. For example, they are just as affected by 

predecessor adaptations as they are by the original novel. Adaptations are inspired by 

each other, and they are not a simplistic derivative of the original novel. The central 

argument of this thesis is to demonstrate how adaptation should be conceived as an 

intermedial process. More specifically, adaptations should not be thought of one-

dimensionally as a singular text, but more as part of a network of connections. 

Adaptations of a novel should not be seen as singular and separate, instead this study 

asserts that each adaptation brings a new layer of meaning which subsequent adaptive 

texts connect to. Adaptations are self-conscious and aware of their own modes of 

production, as well as their literary origins.  Previous adaptations and other texts within 

the genre have a clear effect on their production. There is no hierarchy of privileging 

influence in the creation of adaptations, instead they are bound to their own intermedial 

environment which saturates their rewriting.  

This study offers an intertextual and intermedial approach to adaptations, to 

emphasise a range of influences on their construction. Using textual analysis, this study 

has used particular themes to demonstrate some of the clear cross-sections of tension in 
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adaptation studies. If adaptation studies can finally progress past the straw man of the 

fidelity criticism debate, a comprehensive sympathy for the environment from which 

adaptations emerge needs to be central in understanding them. Drawing on Kristeva’s 

(1980) and McFarlane’s (1996) work, this study emphasises the network of influences 

which govern adaptation.  

In the introduction, the main areas of adaptation theory have been discussed to provide a 

theoretical grounding. This thesis conceives adaptation as a process which has the power 

to continually respond to intermedial influences. Adaptation should be thought of as an 

act of relay which is contributed to by a range of adaptors. Adaptation continually 

reinvents the original novel on screen. It is a responsive media that engages its audiences 

using popular registers. 

Much like McFarlane (1996), an analysis of the adaptations has been conducted 

which situates them within their own filmic, economic, and social context. The original 

novel is used to illustrate how its adaptations function and address audiences. A textual 

analysis was used to explore particular themes. Unlike McFarlane, this study does not 

systematically compare and contrast the novelistic features that are transferred from novel 

to screen. Instead, at appropriate points, the original novel is used as a point of 

orientation. This is done to discuss how adaptations present the ‘essence’ of the novel 

whilst imbuing their representations with their own authorial power. 

Furthermore, the theoretical cul-de-sac of the fidelity criticism debate has been 

purposefully avoided here. Although at times Dickens’ novels have been referred to, this 

has been done to develop discussions around the different ways that adaptations both 

resurrect the original novel and add new meanings to it. This was for the purpose of 

clarity of argument, rather than to chart where adaptations have stayed faithful to the 

original novel. 
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Additionally, the work of Bazin (1997), McKee (1998), Welehan and Cartmell (1999), 

Glavin (2003), and Stam (2005) were used to highlight how adaptations hold cultural 

value. Their work was used to demonstrate the significance of film adaptation as a mass 

art form and its place in popular culture. Furthermore, an adaptation’s contribution to the 

preservation of the afterlife of its original novel is of consequence, as it facilitates and 

promotes audience interaction with the literary source. 

Structurally, this thesis’ case studies have been divided into four thematic 

chapters, which have been used to research adaptations of Dickens’ novels. Using textual 

analysis, this study discussed the various abilities of adaptations to represent ethnicity and 

gender and its capabilities to re-write the source novel for new audiences and tastes. 

Additionally, this study explored the representation of national identity and how 

adaptations alter meaning and style in accordance with production values and the auteur’s 

style and intentions. 

Additionally, these discussions have been situated within a reading of filmic, 

social, and economic context, as well as production cultures and the political economy of 

when the adaptations were produced. Furthermore, changing moral sensibilities, political 

issues of class and identity as well as cultural and film industry factors, all contribute to 

an adaptation’s creation. 

Textual analysis was employed for a number of reasons. Firstly, it was the most 

appropriate methodological approach as it allowed the study to naturally adapt and 

respond to the content of the various adaptations. This freedom of being able to analyse a 

number of elements of an adaptation, enabled a discussion of the most prominent and 

important aspects of their representation. In each of the case studies, the theoretical 

discussions of adaptation as a form have been incorporated and built upon. Furthermore, 

each case study has been framed with a specific cultural studies theoretical underpinning.  
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In the Oliver Twist case study, how ethnicity and gender were represented in 

Lean’s (1948), Reed’s (1968), and Giedroyc’s (2007) adaptations was the focus of the 

chapter. The thematic concern of this chapter is used to demonstrate how adaptations 

interact and are bound to their time of production. Cultural texts offer insight into their 

contextual environment, as well as directly contributing to it. Thus, media texts have the 

power to narrate their own specific modes of feeling and the zeitgeist of their time of 

production. In summary, each of the adaptations of Oliver Twist used the ethnicity or 

gender of characters to offer a differing and more nuanced revisioning of their 

characterisation.  

Lean’s Fagin uses markers of his ethnicity to denote his Otherness and 

criminality. Although close to Dickens’ original description of the character, this 

portrayal is highly contentious to a contemporary audience. This reveals a tension in the 

translation of an adaptation, as through the passage of time, this use of reductive 

stereotypical imagery to denote ethnicity is recognised as insensitive and offensive. 

Furthermore, Lean’s adaptation connects Sikes’ aggressively charged masculine identity 

to the fractured metropolis. This representation of male identity may have resonated with 

Lean’s post-war audience. Using a film noir aesthetic, this film emphasises the darker 

themes and tone of Dickens’ novel. The film’s representation of Nancy articulates some 

of the societal concerns for female gender roles, and the cultural resettlement of women at 

the end of the war. This study links the murder scene of Nancy to Powell and Pressburger 

melodramas of the 1940s, and the recurrent motif of female independence which is 

frequently destroyed by patriarchal dominance. 

Reed’s use of the musical genre provided a lighter more up-beat version of the 

narrative. As discussed in the chapter, Reed’s adaptation was clearly aware of the 

controversial revisioning of Fagin and the emphasis on his Jewish ethnicity in Lean’s 
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adaptation. This thesis suggests that Reed’s musical acts as a response. This adaptation 

imbues Fagin with Jewish cultural inflections and affectations, rather than drawing on 

stereotypical physical characteristics. This adaptation uses a populist register to engage 

audiences. The musical genre saturates Dickens’ tale of child poverty and the harsh 

reality of working-class life in Victorian England, with dancers, choruses about 

unconditional love, and broad cockney accents. Reed’s film takes inspiration from Bart’s 

stage screenplay of Dickens’ novel. As highlighted, Bart was influenced by American 

musical theatre. Reed’s adaptation balances the genre style of the American Broadway 

musical with the original novel’s plot about Victorian England. Additionally, the 

character of Nancy and suggestions that she is a victim of physical abuse are alluded to in 

her musical numbers. This study asserts that Nancy does not embody the 1960s feminist 

movement’s values, but instead mediates them. Nancy remains a downtrodden victim of 

male force, her death signifying all that the feminist movement abhorred.  

In Giedroyc’s adaptation, Sikes displays mental health issues, which give him a 

more vulnerable and unstable demeanour. This gives a new dimension to the extreme 

masculine force that this character represents. Rather than a surly brute, seen in the other 

adaptations, Giedroyc’s Sikes is troubled and disturbed. This new aspect of his 

characterisation shows a manifestation of contemporary rereadings of Sikes’ male 

identity. Overall, this encourages the audience to be more sympathetic and to view him as 

a product of a difficult environment rather than simply a villain. Additionally, Nancy’s 

maternal characteristics are emphasised in this adaptation through her care of Oliver. This 

gives a new dimension to her portrayal which makes her more likeable, and her death 

more emotive.  

 This chapter has recognised clear influences from other films within their genres, 

showing how adaptation is not a passive media but one which can use its own intermedial 
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context to help the creative resituating of the original novel. One of the key elements of 

this study is to emphasise how adaptations must be read sympathetically, and 

comprehensively connected to the time in which they were created in order to show how 

they work and operate. This demonstrates how adaptations work as part of an evolving 

process, which is continually contributed to. This chapter draws on the theoretical work 

of Culler (1976), Kristeva (1980), and Bakhtin (1981) which is used in the introductory 

chapter of this study. Their work emphasises a text’s connection to the influencing effects 

of other texts. The way in which meaning is absorbed by contact with and inspiration 

from other texts shows a network of stimulus which all texts engage in. The way identity 

is represented in an adaptation is born out of the contextual moment in which it was 

produced. This shows how these texts are shaped and moulded by their own specific 

modes of production. In short, Lean’s, Reed’s, and Giedroyc’s adaptations reveal just as 

much about the time period in which they were constructed as they do about Dickens’ 

Victorian era. As discussed, Leitch (2003) emphasises that a contextual understanding of 

when an adaptation was produced is needed in order for an adaptation’s response to be 

fully appreciated. When an adaptation is considered in terms of the wider intermedial 

context, it clearly shows how the original novel is not the central influence on an 

adaptation’s construction. The adaptive process is far more complex. 

The A Christmas Carol chapter demonstrated the various ways that Dickens’ 

original novella has undergone change in relation to transforming audience tastes and in 

line with cinematic trends. Using textual analysis to investigate Hurst’s (1951) and 

Henson’s (1992) adaptations, specific instances where the mise-en-scène aided the 

particular creative reconceptualisation were focused upon. Informed by Carroll’s (1998) 

work on mass art, adaptation is a media able to engage audiences in specific modes. In 

the case studies, Hurst’s adaptation favoured a darker film noir aesthetic, whereas 
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Henson’s film appealed to a family audience. The way taste, emotional emphases, and 

ideological change have altered over time is reflected in adaptations. Adaptation’s place 

in popular culture shows how these texts are able to shift in line with audience demand 

and genre conventions. They are not immobile texts but a responsive media that must 

evolve to survive. Theoretical paradigms of taste were reflected upon to situate a reading 

of adaptation as part of cultural hierarchies of taste. Dorfles (1969), Bracewell (2003: 6), 

and Kulka (1996: 17) offered discussions about the effect of mass art or low art on more 

avant-garde higher art forms.  

Historically, much of adaptation theory has attempted to move past the fidelity 

criticism debate, which by its very nature conceived adaptations as a secondary hybrid 

source with less value. Film adaptations are intrinsically bound to popular culture and 

modalities of taste, as they are able to interact with the original novel whilst offering a 

new revisioning enhanced by their own personal intermedial and intertextual context.  

Hurst evokes the darker elements of Dickens’ novella using a film noir stylisation, 

namely through the use of shadow, lighting, and foreboding music. Furthermore, this 

adaptation uses additional scenes which help to provide a backstory for Scrooge and 

attempt to reveal his psychological mindset. Henson uses the musical genre and special 

effects, along with the high-energy ironic slapstick comedy of The Muppet characters to 

engage audiences. This adaptation repackages Dickens’ novella, and brands and markets 

it for family audiences on screen.  

Both Henson’s and Hurst’s adaptations engage with the novella in different ways 

to entertain their own audiences. These texts do not seek to emulate or reflect Dickens’ 

novella, instead they imbue their rewriting with their own meanings, creativity, and 

energy. Bourdieu (1984) and Carroll (1998) reflect on key differences between high and 

low culture. Bourdieu’s work is concerned with identity politics and how taste in cultural 
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products can be used to assert class position. Carroll centres his discussion on form 

differences between texts. These two approaches to understanding popular culture texts 

show how they respond to their intended audience.  

The chapter on Bleak House centred on the various ways that the notion of 

English national identity is represented in Hopcraft’s (1985) and Davies’ (2005) 

adaptations. This thematic concern was used to illustrate the centrality of context to an 

adaptation’s construction. This chapter focused on the wider implications of an 

adaptation’s emphases, and how they have the ability to educate audiences about classic 

literature, historical periods, and culture. The adaptation’s representation of the Victorian 

age and the image of English national identity was used as part of a broader discussion, 

which focused on the significance of context to adaptation. The cultural nostalgia and the 

sense of connection to the past is part of the marketability and pleasure audiences derive 

from this media. The use of history as a form of entertainment and escapism, shows how 

revisiting the past through the immersive world of adaptation allows audiences short-hand 

contact with the Victorian period though a stylised and performative text. These images 

of the nineteenth century are imbued with the concerns of their own time of production, 

showing how adaptations say as much about the period they were constructed within as 

the content of the novel they take inspiration from. 

The representation of national identity and the cultural celebration of history 

promotes national pride. In Davies’ adaptation, scenes of country estates and cobbled 

streets help to orientate the viewer with the period and provide a rose-tinted revisioning 

of the era. In contrast, Hopcraft’s grittier fog-obscured scenes offer a melancholy view of 

Victorian England. Adaptation does not just simply entertain, the interaction with the past 

and classic literature is used as an act of social commentary and reflection.  Davies’ 

production had a celebratory and escapist tone when it depicted immaculate lawns 
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wrapping around a sandstone stately home with large oak trees lining a sweeping 

driveway. In Hopcraft’s adaptation, an emphasis was placed on the images of polluted 

London streets which were literally obscured by fog, creating a more negatively toned 

impression. In Dickens’ novel the contrast between town and country and their differing 

environments is focused upon. It is significant that in Davies’ adaptation scenes within 

London streets are diminished, whilst long-shots of country estates in Hopcraft’s 

adaptation are not a focus. Consequently, this created polarised images of the Victorian 

period, which gave differing impressions of the English national past. 

The director’s creative influence can be seen in the artistic expression of an 

adaptation. The final case study used Lean’s (1946) and Cuarón’s (1998) adaptations of 

Great Expectations to show how these media are affected by the emergence and influence 

of the auteur as an authorial voice in the creative and critical construction of adaptation. 

These adaptations were used in particular, as they both displayed distinctive styles which 

could then be discussed in relation to the topic of auteurship.  

Lean’s specific style of filmmaking can be traced to other examples of his work 

through common features, motifs, themes, characterisation, and recurring patterns. He 

uses the gothic aesthetic which the director emphasises and utilises for dramatic effect, 

far more than in Dickens’ novel. Additionally, Lean uses the love story element of the 

plot as the main focus in the storyline, modifying the narrative slightly, to accentuate 

Estella’s and Pip’s relationship. This is something that can be seen in other films he has 

created such as A Passage to India. Furthermore, the adaptation’s socially progressive 

values have been highlighted in order to question Lean’s specific directorial agenda in 

light of the social context of when the film was produced. This has been discussed in 

relation to Lean’s other film This Happy Breed, which featured similar ideological 

themes. Additionally, the darker gothic emphasis of the cinematography of Lean’s Great 
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Expectations was considered in relation to the director’s other adaptation of Dickens’ 

novel Oliver Twist. Much like in Lean’s film Madeline, feminine beauty was highlighted 

through the use of costume. This shows how audiences’ tastes and current fashions found 

expression in the adaptation.  

Cuarón transports Dickens’ novel to a new time, place, and space which allows 

the director to alter aspects of the plot to suit a new stylisation. Cuarón’s emphasis on the 

love story aspect of the narrative, the static characterisation of Finn and the inclusion of 

sex scenes, all make the director’s reinterpretation of Great Expectations unique. 

Additionally, the director’s use of colour motifs and long-shots can be seen in other 

examples of Cuarón’s work, again suggesting a specific auteur style. Equally, Cuarón’s 

use of the musical score and the decadent images of Paradiso Perduto enhance the 

aesthetic impression of the adaptation.  

Both adaptors give differing impressions of the plot and lend their own personal 

artistic voice to their revisioning of Dickens’ novel.  As covered in the introductory 

chapter of this study, Elliott (2017) challenges the notion that the fidelity criticism debate 

has any real ground. Referring to it as a ‘straw man,’ she argues that the long shadow cast 

from the expectation of translating the original novel to screen completely faithfully, has 

been a self-perpetuating lie. Instead, the real issue in adaptations studies is theoretical 

suggestions of a one-size-fits-all theory by which these texts can be analysed. When the 

case studies used in the Great Expectations chapter were read as part of an auteur style 

which were connected to the director’s filmography, it showed how these texts are not 

created to simply translate the original novel onto screen. Instead, these media are able to 

simultaneously connect to the original novel’s plot, their own contextual moment and the 

creative intention and style of the auteur.  



 277 

This study argues that adaptation should be viewed as a process rather than 

singular texts, each adaptation is a response, which contributes to the revitalisation and 

regeneration of the original novel. Thus, adaptation is a self-permeating and evolving 

source. This study does not offer a theoretical solution to adaptation studies which solves 

the problem of their hybridity. Instead it offers a method which sympathetically and 

comprehensively accounts for these texts’ personal contextuality, which can be read as 

part of a network of intermedial influences.  

This thesis realises the cultural importance of adaptations and their ability to 

rearticulate classic literature for new audiences and tastes. Adaptations are complex texts 

that negotiate and challenge the original novel. They are also constantly aware of their 

modes of production in addition to their literary origins. In the specific case of 

adaptations of Dickens’ novels, these texts do not just represent Dickens’ work but the 

Victorian period. Therefore, adaptations act as windows for audiences to engage with 

historical periods. Thus, they do not just simply entertain audiences, they offer 

representations of history. Adaptations are produced within their own specific historical 

context which finds expression within its representations. Adaptations are also repurposed 

to engage with contemporary themes or at least revise history from a contemporary 

perspective. As adaptations are able to eloquently demonstrate, history is not a static thing 

that can be consumed by audiences. These texts reveal as much about their own 

contextual moment as they do about the period in which their novels are set.  

This approach to the understanding of adaptations as an interpretive and complex 

mode of communication can be applied to a range of other texts to explore their afterlife 

on screen. Moreover, the case studies do not need to be restricted to Victorian writers. It 

would also be possible to consider theatrical adaptations of Dickens’ work, and indeed 

that of other authors, and how these narratives have been retold for the stage. Whilst 
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conducting this research project I was able to watch several theatre productions of 

Dickens’ novels, which communicated the popular appeal of the author’s work and how 

adaptation is central to their afterlife. Although I chose to focus this study on screen 

productions, this is a research topic which I would be keen to explore in the future. Much 

like this study, I would also be eager to link a discussion of theatrical adaptations to their 

intertextual and intermedial context to show the effect on their representations of the 

literary narrative. I would do a reflective reading of stage adaptations, connecting the 

multiplicity of their production to previous theatrical adaptations, genre, actors and their 

work, the auteur, social context, and their political economy. In the future, I would 

expand this thesis by analysing a range of other adaptations to further demonstrate how 

Dickens’ novels continue to be refreshed and revitalised on screen. One such adaptation 

would be Zemeckis’ animated (2009) adaptation of A Christmas Carol. This film was 

distributed by Disney and uses 3D animated motion capture production which aids the 

faster-paced and more dramatic narrative. Broadening this study to a discussion of 

animated adaptations would facilitate further discussion on how adaptations evolve with 

audiences’ tastes and demands. Furthermore, many adaptations of Dickens’ work have 

received little academic interest, such as Bryant’s (1980) and Goddard’s (1980) 

adaptations of A Tale of Two Cities. A discussion of the social realist aspects of their 

stylisations could be researched in relation to their own specific intermedial contexts to 

articulate the multiplicity of their responses. This could even be connected to a 

comparative analysis of Conway’s (1935) film adaptation which emphasised the 

melodramatic elements of Dickens’ novel A Tale of Two Cities. 

This study offers a comprehensive approach to understanding adaptation, its 

place, function, and engagement with audiences. This study acknowledges the 

individuality of adaptations and how an intertextual approach is fundamental to 
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understanding the ways in which they operate. Adaptations are contextually responsive 

and reveal just as much about their own modes of production as they do about the original 

novel. This study recognises their value and their evolving nature, as they continually 

communicate with their own specific cultural environment.  
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