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The Adaptation Community

Laurence Raw

Devoting an entire issue of the Journal of American Studies of 
Turkey to the subject of adaptation might seem an ambitious, if 
not foolhardy undertaking. Hitherto adaptation studies has been 
predominantly concerned with textual transformations – literature 
into film, theater into film, and so on. As I tried to point out in 
the last issue of the journal, however, the term “adaptation” can be 
viewed in much broader terms as a process of coming to terms with 
new experiences, new material or other phenomena. This process 
underpins most transnational as well as transmedial encounters, as 
different groups appropriate material for specific socio-ideological 
purposes (Raw 4). To understand the process of adaptation provides 
a means of discovering what issues are significant at different points 
in time and space. If we apply that framework to American Studies, 
we can try to understand what “America” – understood as a social, 
ideological, commercial and psychological constructs – represents, 
both inside and outside the country. More importantly adaptation 
helps to strengthen community values by encouraging individuals to 
listen to one another and respond accordingly. 

In a speech former US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
emphasized the importance of these abilities, so as to ensure effective 
and lasting communication within an adaptive community (Clinton).  
Whether we like it or not, adaptation is central to our lives, as we 
endeavor to sustain relationships with those around us.

This issue of the Journal of American Studies in Turkey emphasizes 
the truth of this assertion through a series of contributions, each of 
which concentrates on how adaptation works both transmedially 
and transculturally. We begin with an extended interview with Jim 
Welsh – the first to appear anywhere, in print or online – the founder 
of Literature/ Film Quarterly in the early Seventies, and still a major 

Journal of American Studies of Turkey
33-34 (2011): 1-4
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player in contemporary adaptation studies. In a fascinating piece he 
recalls how his attempts to establish a new journal devoted to cross-
media transformations brought him into conflict with members of 
other academic disciplines – especially film studies – many of whom 
believed that adaptation studies had too much literary bias and 
not sufficient theoretical rigor. In the last three decades, however, 
attitudes have changed: adaptation studies is now emerging as 
a fully-fledged discipline, with an theoretical agenda similar to 
translation studies (for example), and an awareness that it can be 
(re)constructed very differently in different geographical territories. 
Welsh’s experiences of working in Romania and the Republic of 
Turkey bear witness to this fact.

John Milton’s article on translating and adapting texts in Brazil 
makes some trenchant points about the significance of politics in 
any transcultural exchange. In the past translators used their work to 
foreground colonial values at the expense of Native Indian cultures; 
by the Forties and Fifties they advanced the cause of Brazilian 
nationalism by producing versions of Anglo-American literary classics 
designed for popular consumption. Bronwin Patrickson’s piece on 
American and Japanese constructions of anime media looks at the 
often contentious relationship between local and global interests. 
The term “global media” has often been used as an instrument of 
cultural colonization: local adaptations are often designed to resist 
that colonizing strategy. This phenomenon is especially interesting 
in terms of anime media, where American and Japanese producers 
compete for global supremacy. In this kind of universe, it becomes 
very difficult to distinguish between “global” and “local” interests: 
maybe we should adopt a more nuanced approach to understanding 
how media products are adapted across different cultures and/or 
communication platforms. 

Elisabeth Bladh looks at how the Swedish novel Sandor Slash 
Ida (2001) was consciously reworked for the American market. 
The setting was changed, the characters’ names altered; but more 
significantly large passages of the source-text were omitted for a 
variety of reasons. The translation caused considerable comment in 
Sweden, not least from the author herself, who believed that her work 
had been bowdlerized by the American publishers. Bladh’s argument 
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offers an interesting counterpoint to that of Milton, prompting us to 
consider the importance of place in any transcultural or transmedial 
encounter. The response to an American cultural product in a non-
American location might be very different from a non-American 
cultural product that is consumed in America. Such differences 
tell us a lot about the ways in which American hegemony has 
been reinforced across various social and political platforms, while 
prompting us to look for alternative strategies of representation 
in which all interested parties should be prepared to adapt their 
respective ways of seeing. Olgahan Baksi Naylor’s analysis of the 
film director Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s oeuvre offers a good example. In 
a fast-changing Turkish society the onset of capitalism – identified 
as a specifically “American” phenomenon – creates both positive 
and negative consequences. On the one hand it can help to liberate 
women – especially – from their stereotypical roles as wives and 
mothers, offering new possibilities for self-expression. On the other 
hand capitalism can prove destructive not only for those brought 
up to believe in more collective ways of life, but also for those who 
believe in the idea of America as a land of opportunity. This might 
seem a paradoxical view (if capitalism is so destructive, how can one 
sustain one’s faith in America, given that the country established 
itself on capitalist values?), but one that Ceylan believes is sustainable 
within rural Turkish cultures. It is up to viewers to adapt themselves 
to that perspective and draw their own conclusions. While Ceylan 
might not deal directly with American cultures, his films emphasize 
the importance of acknowledging individuals and the values they 
embrace.

The issue of the Journal of American Studies in Turkey rounds 
off with a book review section whose choice of texts might seem 
rather eclectic at first, but nonetheless encourages readers to reflect 
on a series of transcultural as well as transnational issues involving 
America, the Republic of Turkey and other geographical territories. 
Some of the themes addressed include the role of anthropology 
as a military weapon, shifting perceptions of the United States in 
Europe in a transnational age, unity and diversity in contemporary 
American cultures, and the relationship between Islam, modernity 
and capitalism. An extended film review section begins with two 
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complementary perspectives on the recent Turkish film New York’ta 
Beş Minare (Five Minarets in New York), a box-office smash dealing 
with the issues of terrorism, nationalism and cross-cultural exchange. 
One review has been written by Colleen Kennedy-Karpat, an 
American resident in the Republic of Turkey; the other by Barış Ağır 
from Bursa Technical University. Other film reviews deal with issues 
of cross-cultural exchange, both in terms of plot and structure (for 
example Arietty, the Japanese animated adaptation of the children’s 
classic The Borrowers, or Woody Allen’s latest film set in London). 
Such themes bring us back to where we started: to understand the 
process of adaptation helps us to maintain an adaptive community 
based on a greater understanding of ourselves as well as those 
inhabiting different cultures, in the past as well as the present.

Works Cited

Clinton, Hillary Roddam. “Remarks on India and the United States: 
A Vision for the 21st Century.” Speech given in Anna Centenary 
Library, Chennai, India. US Department of State, 20 Jul. 2011. 
Web. 17. Nov. 2011.

Raw, Laurence. “Introduction.” Journal of American Studies of Turkey 
32 (2010): 1-18. Print.



Adaptation Past, Present and Future: An Interview with Jim Welsh

Jim Welsh

“Adaptation Studies” as a discipline is a comparatively new 
phenomenon. In places such as De Montfort University’s Centre for 
Adaptations in the United Kingdom, adaptations are studied and 
theses produced at the graduate level; in several other institutions 
worldwide film and theater adaptations are both researched and 
taught. The corpus of adaptation studies material has been radically 
expanded, especially after the publication of Robert Stam’s Literature 
Through Film (2005). However, it is worthwhile noting that ‘adaptation 
studies’ as a transformative act had been discussed by critics before 
that time. George Bluestone’s seminal text Novels into Film (1957), 
defined much of the theoretical territory. In 1973 Literature/Film 
Quarterly was started; and since then it has incorporated essays of 
various kinds on the subject of adaptation. We interview one of the 
founders of that journal, Jim Welsh, looking at how and why it came 
about, focusing on its changing role, and looking at the future of 
adaptation studies both in the United States and elsewhere. Before 
we do so, we sketch in some background: Literature/Film Quarterly 
was founded at Salisbury State College (now Salisbury University) in 
Maryland by Tom Erskine, Gerald Barrett, and Jim Welsh, the latter 
of whom edited the journal for 33 years until his retirement in 2004. 
By that time, two other journals had been added to the field, both 
in Great Britain: Adaptation, published by Oxford University Press, 
and Journal of Adaptation in Film & Performance, edited in Cardiff 
and Bristol and published by Intellect Journals. What had started 
as a study of a “process” – transforming literary texts into cinematic 
form – had developed into a discipline, generating new ideas and 
methodologies. 

Journal of American Studies of Turkey
33-34 (2011): 5-19
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Q: How did the idea for creating Literature/Film Quarterly come 
about? 

JW: Well, that requires an extended answer, going back to 
1971, the year Tom Erskine and I were hired to teach at Salisbury 
State College in Maryland. Tom was hired to chair the English 
Department, and he then hired me to fill an immediate vacancy 
there. Tom proved himself an able administrator and was quickly 
advanced to Academic Dean. Before coming to Salisbury, Tom and a 
colleague at the University of Delaware, Gerald R. Barrett, had a pipe 
dream about starting an academic journal treating film adaptations 
of literature. Within two years at Salisbury State, Tom discovered he 
would be able to realize that pipe dream. The President of Salisbury 
State, Dr. Norman C. Crawford, was agreeable and provided us 
with a small grant to cover start-up funding for our first three years, 
and by 1973 we were off and running, with Tom as Editor and 
Gerald Barrett and I as Associates. We put up a D. H. Lawrence 
seminar at MLA, and that provided us with a core supply of papers 
for our first issue (a few of which we had to labor over to make 
printworthy). Because of our innocence, we neglected to butter up 
those who edited the D. H. Lawrence Review, which, in turn, ignored 
our “special issue.” We saw ourselves as performing a service for 
literary scholars, and it was not by accident that our masthead read 
Literature/Film Quarterly instead of Film/Literature Quarterly, or, as 
some would mistakenly refer to us, “Film and Literature Quarterly.” 
This was done to reveal our primary allegiance to literature. The 
lead essay of our Lawrence issue was written by Lawrence authority 
Harry T. Moore and was rather dismissively titled “D. H. Lawrence 
and the Flicks” (3-11). During subsequent years the emphasis would 
shift more to the film side of the ledger, as many of our contributors 
became increasingly interested in work done by creative filmmakers 
of Europe, such as Ingmar Bergman, Federico Fellini, Michelangelo 
Antonioni, and, of course, the French New Wave. In 1973, after all, 
we were just getting started.

The first three years of publication were the Erskine years, 
but as Tom’s administrative duties increased, the responsibility of 
running the journal fell increasingly on me, and that was not easily 
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handled, since I had a four-course, twelve-hour teaching load as well. 
Salisbury State was then known as a teaching institution and the idea 
of release time for research did not sit comfortably. Typesetting was 
not well delegated during those early years, moreover, so I had to 
learn the computer programming and coding myself at one point 
in order to get copy set into type, making me editor, proofreader, 
and typesetter as well. After a dozen years, during which time 
computer technology became increasingly simplified, I was given 
some release when my teaching load was reduced by one course, 
down to nine hours. At first Tom’s secretary, Jean Sumpter, handled 
our subscriptions; but ultimately my wife, Anne Welsh (who worked 
in the publications office at Salisbury) eventually helped to handle 
not only subscriptions and mailings, but also typesetting and layout. 
The two of us somehow managed to hold the journal together for 30 
more years. Tom Erskine did resume editing LFQ twice during the 
1990s, when I went abroad in 1994 and 1998 as a Fulbright Lector 
in American studies to Romania, and I’ll be forever grateful to him 
for that as well as for having the intelligence and energy to follow 
through with our original funding. We did meet our initial three-
year goal, though. According to the Modern Language Association, 
the average number of subscribers for an academic journal in the 
early 1970s was 500. We met that number in our second year, and 
by the third year Literature/Film Quarterly was self- sufficient.

Q: Why do you think Literature-Film Quarterly was so eagerly 
taken up by subscribers?

JW: Because movies were becoming trendy academically and 
because there was nothing quite like what we were offering in the 
academic marketplace at the time.

Q: Were there competing journals at that time, or was the whole 
operation an entirely new venture?

JW: Surprisingly enough, there was no competition for the 
adaptation niche we sought to fill. Of course, there were several 
cinema-related journals at the time, large and small. Films in Review 
was well established and fan-dominated, in the sense of being 
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intended for literate fans and trading on Hollywood nostalgia, 
offering frequent profiles of older generation stars and directors, 
coverage of film festivals, obituaries and reviews of recently-released 
films. Film Heritage (1965-75) edited out of Wright State University, 
Dayton by F. Anthony Macklin, was still publishing then, and had 
featured interviews with writers, such as Charles Webb in 1968 (on 
The Graduate), a longer one with screenwriter Leigh Brackett in 1975, 
and a much shorter one in 1966 with Norman Mailer. Macklin also 
interviewed directors and stars, such as John Wayne in 1975, maybe 
their biggest catch. (Wayne later wrote the editor, “You caught me 
in print as no one else has. Thanks, Duke” (qtd. Macklin xii)). There 
were other new start-ups about the time we commenced publication. 
I had published a piece in Film Society Review, a magazine founded in 
New York City by Bill Starr, whose intention was to show youngsters 
how to go about film journal production. His idea was to start up 
Film Society Review and to publish it for five years; LFQ pretty much 
copied his format. Part of our “mission,” as I understood it at the 
time, was to provide an intelligent forum for knowledgeable reviews 
of current literary adaptations, such as the splashy Great Gatsby 
adaptation, directed by Jack Clayton in 1974, scripted by Francis 
Coppola, and starring Robert Redford and Mia Farrow. We hoped 
to provide the same kind of lively space for literary adaptations that 
Cineaste and Jump/Cut (a radical journal that was unapologetic about 
its tabloid/ newsprint format) was doing for political films.

Finding the right path was not easy for us. We were looking 
for current adaptations (like The Graduate, for example) but also 
willing to cover “classic” cinema. We were not as “academic” as 
Cinema Journal (though I had studied film under the then editor, 
Richard Dyer McCann), but we were not so “popular” as Films in 
Review. When we went to the Popular Culture Convention in St. 
Louis in 1975, we met the editors of yet another new journal, The 
Journal of Popular Film, founded at Bowling Green University in 
Ohio, employing a format that very much resembled ours, though 
it eventually morphed into a much larger magazine format when it 
was later taken over by Heldref Publishing and given a new title: 
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The Journal of Popular Film and Television. Since then it has been 
swallowed up by Taylor and Francis. I can remember chasing each 
other around corridors asking the Big Question from Butch Cassidy 
and the Sundance Kid (1969): “Who are those guys?” They were, we 
soon learned, Mike Marsden, Sam Grogg, and Jack Nachbar, newly 
appointed editors of The Journal of Popular Film). And new magazines 
kept coming. Peter Lehman at Ohio University put together a fine 
magazine in an odd format worthy of its title, Wide Angle. Another 
excellent journal emerged from an academic seminar devoted to 
character in novels and film, initiated by Gerald Duchovnay at 
Jacksonville University, later based at Texas A & M University—
Commerce, Post Script: Essays in Film and the Humanities, which is 
still going strong. Lloyd Michaels at Allegheny College founded 
Film Criticism. All of these journals tended to be more focussed on 
theoretical issues than Literature/Film Quarterly. 

Perhaps the closest relative to LFQ was Film & History, edited out 
of Bloomfield, New Jersey, by a friend of mine, John O’Connor, who 
taught history at the New Jersey Institute of Technology, and whose 
“Historians Film Committee” established close and professionally 
useful ties with the American Historical Association. During the 
1990s, John was forced by ill health to leave his editorship of Film 
& History, which ultimately passed to Peter C. Rollins at Oklahoma 
State University and thence, a decade later, to Loren Baybrook of the 
University of Wisconsin, Oshkosh. With each geographical change, 
the journal changed its format; now it seems to be less interested 
in historical issues and more in film history. The latest issue is 
entirely devoted (beyond film and book reviews) to a single essay 
by the celebrated film critic Laura Mulvey. The next Film & History 
conference is scheduled for Madison, Wisconsin, and will feature 
the film theorist David Bordwell as keynote speaker. But forgive this 
digression. I have long kept a gimlet eye on other film periodicals, since 
I used to write a column called “Periodically Yours . . ..” that appeared 
in American Classic Screen, LFQ, and (however briefly) in Filmnews (an 
Australian publication). I have personally known and networked with 
the editors of nearly all of the film periodicals listed above.
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Q: You have suggested that journals such as Film and History have 
shifted their agenda somewhat from the days when it first appeared. Let’s 
go back to the early Seventies: what was the major purpose of Literature/
Film Quarterly at that time?

JW: To serve as a publication that might bring together 
like-minded people who were interested in problems of adapting 
literary sources to screens, large and small. We hoped to garner 
essays from thoughtful people trained in literature, theatre, film 
and the humanities. Many (perhaps most) of our contributors 
had affiliations to English departments or departments of foreign 
languages, although we did have some contributors from cinema 
studies and media or communications departments. But I have to 
admit that many colleagues in those latter areas tended to avoid 
our journal on account of its perceived lack of theoretical rigor. In 
truth film theory had not moved much during that decade. Robert 
Eberwein gives evidence of this in his Viewer’s Guide to Filn Theory 
and Criticism, published in 1979. Part I was devoted to “Pioneers” 
(including the Soviets Kuleshov, Pudovkin and Eisenstein, then 
Vachel Lindsay, Hugo Múnsterberg, Béla Balázs, Rudolph Arnheim, 
Siegfried Kracauer, and André Bazin, the latter of whom certainly 
offered useful advice about adaptation); Part II covered journalists 
(James Agee, Robert Warshow, Pauline Kael, Stanley Kauffmann, 
and Andrew Sarris), feminist writers Molly Haskell, Marjorie Rosen, 
and Joan Mellen), and structuralists Christian Metz, Noél Burch, and 
Peter Wollen). The advances in film theory did not come until the 
Eighties, and this turned out to be the face of the future. 

Q: How did LFQ respond to their spreading influence? Do you think 
you still managed to attract a gathering of likeminded people interested in 
adaptation or did the journal’s remityhave to change?

JW: I think we held on to our core audience – the high level 
of subscriptions to the journal during that period proved this. 
Nonetheless I do believe that an over-emphasis on theoretical issues 
led to an imbalance in the academic agenda. Graduate schools paid 
less attention to cinema studies (which incorporates film history as 
well as cross-cultural analysis of the ways in which film is produced 
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and received in different contexts), and devoted their attention 
instead to theory-infused analyses. Theorists became lionized; it was 
more important to publish work that quoted particular authorities 
rather than to advance film research in more productive ways. This 
is why great critics such as Pauline Kael never accepted a teaching 
position, David Thomson explains in his forthcoming book The Big 
Screen, because “it was her opinion that if anything could ever kill 
the movies, it was academia. (353)” This is not to say that I believe 
all theory is “bad,” but I do believe that theoretical frameworks can 
sometimes prove constricting rather than enabling. Rather than 
looking at the way a film works, or how audiences respond to it, 
academics are more concerned to fit the text into a pre-ordained 
framework that completely overlooks the importance of cultural 
differences. I witnessed the theoretical storm clouds building as 
one decade replaced another. During the 1970s I became an invited 
member of the Society for Cinema Studies (SCS), thanks, perhaps 
(but how could I know for sure?) to Richard Dyer McCann, who 
knew me from his days in Kansas. (I wrote him a proper letter, 
back in the days when people wrote letters.) The first decade of 
membership took me to several interesting conferences at Temple, 
NYU, and the University of Vermont, and by the end of the decade, I 
thought I knew just about everyone worth knowing in the field. But 
the leadership of SCS changed and Tom Erskine and I cashiered out 
in the mid-1980s after a conference at the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, where there was a panel of editors of film periodicals, 
but neither of us was invited to participate. I think this was the 
culmination of what I said earlier: that Literature/ Film Quarterly was 
being marginalized because of its perceived lack of theoretical rigor. 
I hate to admit it, but I’m still bitter about that, for I had hoped that 
SCS could prove to be a broad church, accommodating colleagues 
with different research and/or theoretical agendas. 

Q: Let’s try and examine in a little more detail why adaptation 
studies was so marginalized in the Eighties and Nineties … 

JW: I think you have to understand how film studies 
developed in the United States, as opposed to other territories. In 



Jim Welsh

12

1967, David Thomson informs us in his book The Big Screen (307) 
that “the National Endowment for the Arts set up the American Film 
Institute,” some 34 years shy of when the British Film Institute was 
established in London. Just as the BFI published Sight & Sound, so 
the AFI started its own organ, American Film, and in the very early 
1970s the AFI also initiated its own AFI Education Newsletter. As 
luck would have it, I was one of their first contributors, asked to 
evaluate newly published film appreciation textbooks, such as Lou 
Giannetti’s Understanding Movies (1972), which in later editions 
became a sort of benchmark for film courses in America. The AFI 
had its own exhibition facility, the Jack Warner Theater, in the 
Kennedy Center and occupied office space in the upper reaches of 
that magnificent complex. One could feel pretty special just by being 
invited there, as I was. I reviewed Lou Giannetti’s book and Lou 
Giannetti later became a contributor to LFQ. 

At that time in the Seventies film studies was a discipline 
accommodating academics from many different intellectual 
backgrounds. Giannetti published Godard and Others: Essays on Film 
Form, which would seem qualification enough, but his graduate 
degrees were in English literature from the University of Iowa. 
Another LFQ contributor, Charles J. (Chuck) Maland, author of 
the iconic Chaplin and American Culture (1989) and the Twayne 
monograph Frank Capra (1980) was trained in American Culture 
at the University of Michigan (MA and PhD). Back then film Studies 
scholars came from many other disciplines, because graduate studies 
in film scholarship were only just getting started. Richard Dyer 
McCann, erstwhile Editor of Cinema Journal and an officer of SCS, 
was trained in history at Harvard. Frank Manchel, author of Film 
Study: A Resource Guide (originally published in 1975) held an EdD, 
in the College Teaching of English from Teachers College, Columbia 
University.

Q: And what about your own background?

JW: As for my own training: an English BA from Indiana 
University, Bloomington, and graduate degrees from the University of 
Kansas (an MA thesis on James Joyce, followed by a five-year research 
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fellowship in analytical bibliography and Shakespeare, concluding 
in a doctoral dissertation examining the disturbing cinema of the 
Academy Award-winning British director Peter Watkins, completed 
20 years later). Meanwhile, I both took and audited cinema studies 
courses, and I ran (organized, publicized) the International Film 
Series at Kansas and also the KU Film Society. I met King Vidor 
(a friend of Dr. McCann’s) three times and Buddy Rogers (married 
to Mary Pickford) twice and Lillian Gish at Kansas and saw Jonas 
Mekas and Jean-Luc Godard there (before his American tour with 
La Chinoise collapsed). I also wrote a book with John Tibbetts on the 
film career of Douglas Fairbanks in 1977 and another (with Steven 
Philip Kramer) on the French film director Abel Gance in 1978. 
So, two books for the decade while teaching a full load and also 
maintaining an academic journal. Makes me dizzy to think of it now.

Q: So it seems that, once film studies became established in the 
Eighties and Nineties, it became increasingly professionalized, and hence 
did not like the perceived ‘intrusion’ of scholars trained in other disciplinary 
areas such as literature?

JW: I think this is largely true. When we could not find a way 
of working with the Society for Cinema Studies, we decided to run 
our own conferences through the Literature/Film Association, which 
worked fine until we linked with Film & History in Milwaukee, 
where we appeared to be disrespected again. 

Q: So it seems that there’s a certain degree of academic ring-fencing 
here; that film studies and adaptation studies are somehow incompatible. 
But don’t you think that adaptation studies has managed to overcome such 
distinctions – after all, there have been numerous attempts to integrate 
film history, theory and adaptation.

JW: This may be true, but I still believe that Literature/Film 
Quarterly’s remit has changed since I gave up the editorship in 2004. 
I still find many contributions to be spoiled by the kind of jargon 
and awkward writing that was characteristic of cinema studies’ 
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interventions two decades ago. A thick theoretical wedge, or, more 
accurately, several wedges, were driven between film and literary 
Studies in the run-up to the millennium. I remember reading a 
perfectly specious piece that seemed to argue that the old song from 
Forty-Second Street (1933) “Shuffle Off to Buffalo” was somehow 
a lesbian anthem and a diatribe against marriage (“Matrimony is 
baloney, she’ll be seeking alimony in a year or so, Oh, ohohoh, / First 
we gotta shuffle, shuffle off to Buffalo.”) And now I can no longer 
listen to a song I thought was great fun because of such theoretical 
frameworks. 

Q: We’ve talked a lot about the ways in which film studies and 
adaptation studies developed in the United States. Let’s broaden our focus 
somewhat; in the Seventies and Eighties, were LFQ contributors mostly 
American, or did you have an international contributorship? 

JW: Not to begin with, certainly. Michael Pursell from 
Nottingham was one of the first, as I recall. After we published his 
first treatments of Zeffirelli’s Shakespeare, we encouraged him to 
cover Branagh’s Henry V (1989), which he did remarkably well by 
using a distinctive gaming metaphor that might have been obvious to 
British viewers, but was not so obvious to American viewers. Wendy 
Everett from Bath began attending our conferences in Baltimore 
(hosted by Towson University) and agreed to join our editorial 
board. After Wendy Everett and Brian Neve helped us launch our 
literature/film conference at the University of Bath, we began to see 
more foreign contributors. Wendy had served on our Editorial Board 
for some time, so she had become a regular, whose work was much 
appreciated. We were getting submissions from Britain during the 
1980s then from Europe during the 1990s.

Q: Did you consciously set out to market LFQ abroad, or did 
international libraries come to you? 

JW: At first we thought only about the domestic market, hoping 
that enough academic libraries in America would be interested to 
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make us viable. At the time we started, we had heard that libraries 
would wait five years before subscribing to a new journal to have 
some assurance the journal would survive. Each year more and more 
libraries at prestige schools subscribed, and, eventually, international 
libraries began subscribing as well. I can remember being surprised 
to notice that we were mailing copies to over thirty countries abroad. 
But they came to us. I was also surprised when I dropped in to 
the offices and library of the British Film Institute in London and 
discovered the receptionist knew who I was. 

Q: Looking at adaptation studies from this international perspective, 
don’t you think there’s cause for optimism? After all, the distinctions 
between film and literary studies which prevailed in American academia 
in the past might not prevail elsewhere? 

JW: I think that’s perfectly true. I’m not really sure how film 
studies developed in Britain, but what I do know is that when I went 
to Romania in 1994 and 1998, I encountered a very different spirit. 
Academics and learners were not embracing particular theoretical 
frameworks in the belief that they were “better” than others; they were 
just slightly wary of trying something new and different. After all, they 
had only recently emerged from a long period of colonization. This 
was the interesting part about the Romania experience; they were 
trying to escape colonization rather than trying to impose anything in 
a quasi- colonialist manner. When I came to the Republic of Turkey I 
found people ready to try something new and different, but this could 
have something to do with the academics and learners I encountered 
there. It was the same at Kuwait University, which seemed entirely 
open and welcoming, rather contrary to my expectations there. 

Q: So, to look at the idea of “adaptation” in its broadest perspective, 
it seems that you believe that there are places where people are trying to 
adapt themselves to something new?

JW: That seems to be the case, yes.
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Q: Looking back over your career in adaptation studies, what 
do you think your major contributions have been, apart from founding 
Literature/ Film Quarterly?

JW: The answer is not entirely clear. I do not believe, for 
example, that I am entirely defined by the journal I edited. With 
my Romanian students, for example, I know I was actually able to 
change lives, since I was able to set up a five-year student exchange 
program between the Cuza University in Romania and Salisbury 
State to enable some of them to come to America to earn Master’s 
degrees and to go on to PhD programs in America. One of them, 
Mihaila Moscaliuc, earned not only an MA and a PhD but an MFA 
as well and is now a published poet (her first collection, Father Dirt, 
was published in 2010) who is now director of the creative writing 
program at Monmouth University in New Jersey. To be part of her 
process of adaptation to a new culture, I think, was special, and gave 
me satisfaction. 

 With regard to LFQ, though, and over twenty years of 
conferencing with the Literature/Film Association, we provided a 
forum for the discussion of adaptation and larger ideas about the 
adaptive process. I was encouraged to see LFQ cited widely by Louis 
K. Greiff in his book D. H. Lawrence: Fifty Years on Film (2001), for 
example, and I am delighted by the success of two members of our 
Editorial Board: First, Linda Costanzo Cahir, whose book Literature 
Into Film: Theory and Practical Approaches (2006), was followed the 
next year by Tom Leitch’s Film Adaptation and its Discontents (2007), 
a career-defining work, described by Indiana University’s resident 
distinguished critic James Naremore as “One of the best books ever 
written on the topic of motion-picture adaptations” (qtd. Leitch). In 
that book Tom Leitch defined me better than anyone has ever done, 
as a sort of gadfly and enabler or perhaps a “whetstone” to borrow 
a Joycean metaphor (and I blush to quote him): “In thanking Jim, 
[...] editor of Literature/Film Quarterly for over three decades, I echo 
the thanks of dozens of scholars he has encouraged to take a closer 
look at books and movies [....] I remain convinced that Jim has 
worked harder than anyone else for a longer period to keep interest 
in adaptation studies alive, and I’m proud that, for nearly twenty 
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years, my own work has had the benefit of his midwifery” (Leitch 9). 
If such was my fate and function, I’ll gladly accept that judgment. At 
least I knew how to ask provocative questions and was part of the 
conversation.

Q: Many thanks for such a candid interview. One last question. If 
you were asked by someone – let’s say an academic who reads this journal 
– what the “point” of adaptation studies is, how would you answer? Why 
do you think it is such a popular topic of academic debate both in the 
United States and elsewhere?

JW: Your question deserves a pointed answer. Everything 
gets adapted to film and television these days, from the serious to 
the trivial: your favorite novel or stage play, your most honored 
politician or historical figure; and everybody has an opinion about 
the adaptation process, and if the story is somehow close to them, 
they want to argue about it. It’s been said that cinema can achieve 
effects that are beyond the reach of novelists, and that is true, 
although novelists can achieve effects that are also beyond the reach 
of the cinema. The question is; how effectively can those effects be 
directed towards a given end? Effective adaptations can both enlarge 
and amplify the “truth” of whatever is being adapted, such as the 
American Civil War, and slavery, a story that a majority of Americans 
will accept, but one that some Southern historians might reject. 
Now there is a “point” to be argued, but with difficulty because of 
a director’s incredible ability to orchestrate emotions to make his 
“point,” which is probably reflective of mainstream America and 
which will probably help to make Steven Spielberg’s forthcoming 
version of Lincoln a hit. Forgive this American example, but examples 
can be found elsewhere. This portrait of Lincoln will influence future 
generations who may know very little about the Civil War, just as 
Oliver Stone’s Nixon [1995] will set “in stone” future opinions about 
Richard Nixon and the dangers posed to American democracy by 
his flawed administration. The cinema is still a powerful medium 
capable of more than perhaps even critics understand. We all need 
to attend closely to how events and people are adapted to the screen 
if only to correct the public memory as needed.
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Adapting to the Times: Adaptation as a Form of Translation in 
Different Periods in Brazil

John Milton

Introduction

This article will attempt to show that adaptation is a central part of 
the publication of translated works, and will examine translations from a 
number of different periods in Brazil to show a number of the factors that 
help define the criteria behind adapting a work. I shall begin with the Jesuit 
priest, Padre José de Anchieta (1534-1597), who adapted the plays of the 
Portuguese religious dramatist, Gil Vicente (1465?-1536?), into Tupi, an 
Indian language of the south-eastern coast of Brazil. In the translations 
he introduced certain religious terms directly from Portuguese into Tupi, 
while the moral of the plays was directed towards eliminating the “sinful” 
habits of the Brazilian Indians. Three centuries later Tomás de Gonzaga, 
a prominent member of the Minas Conspiracy (Inconfidência Mineira) of 
1789, whose aim was to overthrow the Portuguese colonial government and 
found an independent state, was only able to publish a critique of the hated 
Portuguese Governor, Luís Cunha de Menezes, by adapting his original 
poem – changing the references, and pretending that he had not written it 
– in other words, by making it into a pseudo-translation. Monteiro Lobato, 
publisher, pamphleteer and author of children’s works, was a bête noire of 
the Getúlio Vargas military government. In order to introduce critiques of 
the Vargas government into certain of his translations of children’s works, 
he devised a technique of retelling, thus making it possible for him to 
insert certain critiques of the Vargas government into the narrative. Lobato 
turned J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (a work which one seldom associates with 
political censorship) into a work with political overtones which was seized 
by the São Paulo state police. 

The final section examines the products of the Brazilian book club, 
the Clube do Livro, which adapted a number of its translated publications. 
The reasons for this were a paternalistic protection of the “morals” of the 
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reader, resulting in cuts of sexual, religious and scatological material; the 
censorship of politically risky material, particularly in the hardline years 
of the military dictatorship (1969 to 1976); and stylistic adaptations of 
“literary” or “difficult” material. In addition, it was also necessary in many 
cases to cut “non-essential” material as every published work had to fit into 
the obligatory 160-page format. Throughout the article the intention will 
be to show how notions of what and what not to adapt have been shaped by 
the texts’ conditions of production. It will also proceed on the assumption 
that adaptation, as a concept, involves a more cavalier approach to the 
source text, compared to a translation.

The Plays of José de Anchieta in Tupi

Jesuit priest José de Anchieta was born in Tenerife, Canary Islands, 
studied in Coimbra, entered the Company of Jesus in 1551 and arrived in 
Brazil in 1553. He participated in the founding of the Colégio de São Paulo, 
the embriyon of what was to become the city of São Paulo. Rapidly learning 
Tupi, he was able to act as their protector in disputes with settlers and as 
intermediary in the peace settlement after the Confederação dos Tamoios 
(1554-1567), the Indian revolt against the Portuguese colonizers. Anchieta 
set out to win the souls of the Indians for the Catholic Church, and to do 
this translation was one of his weapons. He shaped his catechetical work 
to fit certain beliefs, allowing a high level of enculturation, mixing Jesuit 
Catholicism with Native Indian traditions. The Jesuits, always prudent, and 
anxious to maintain the Indians’ trust, were quite prepared to accept the 
persistence of certain Indian rituals, which they called “jogos” [“games”] 
(Pompa 68). The corpus he produced was made up of poems and plays 
written in Portuguese, Spanish and Tupi, the Indian language of the south-
east of Brazil. In his attempts to spread the Catholic message and hence 
encourage the Indians’ acculturation, Anchieta created a new theater that 
was neither totally Indian nor shaped by rigid foreign standards, which 
did not intend to teach religion but rather promoted the basic aspects of 
Christianity (Anchieta, “Poesias” 44). 

As a scholar of Tupi, Anchieta completed the Tupi grammar of 
Father João de Azpilcueta Navarro, S. J., who died in 1555, which was 
finally published in 1595 in Coimbra. Anchieta wrote sermons, homilies, 
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confessionals, prayers for saints as well as plays inspired by the writer Gil 
Vicente (the contents of which were adapted to the Indian environment) 
that simultaneously conveyed the familiar and the extraneous:  

Jandé, rubeté, Iesu

Jandé rekobé meengára

Oimomboreausukatú

Jandé amotareymbára. 

[Jesus, our true Father, The Lord of our existence 
defeated our enemy] (Ancieta, Poesias 559).

Most of the words were from the native Tupi; the only exception in 
the excerpt above was the word “Iesu” (“Jesus”) – and this element was just 
a part of a more complex structure to deliver the enculturizing message to 
the Indians. 

At one level Anchieta adapts Vicente’s work into Tupi, and at another 
level he adapts the European Christian Catholic concepts into a Brazilian 
Indian language. Let us now have a brief look at some of these problems 
he faced. Alfredo Bosi states:

Na passagem de uma esfera simbólica para a outra 
Anchieta encontrou óbices por vezes incontornáveis. 
Como dizer aos tupis, por exemplo, a palavra 
pecado, se eles careciam até mesmo da sua noção, 
ao menos no registro que esta assumira ao longo da 
Idade Média européia?

[In the passage from one symbolic sphere to 
another, Anchieta found obstacles which at 
times could not be solved. How could the Tupis 
be told about the word sin if they had no such 
notion, at least according to what was registered 
throughout the Middle Ages in Europe?] (65) 

The strategy Anchieta chose to communicate Christianity to the 
New World was frequently to look for some corresponding element in two 
languages with unequal results (“Poesias” 67) as, for instance, translating 
“angel” as “karaibebe,” or “a flying shaman.” 
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When trying to classify the Native Indians in terms of Heaven and 
Hell, the Europeans were projecting their own European ideas onto them; 
in other words, seeing the Indians as their darker selves (their “own Lucifer 
in the bilge of their ships” (Vainfas 25)). The colonizers seemed not to 
be aware of the concept of “Otherness.” By contrast, the South American 
Indians were deemed to lack this Christian dialectic: their deities were rather 
neutral, neither good nor bad. They would not fit at all into the European 
vision of the universe, in which opposite forces were seen as reciprocal 
and complementary. However, Anchieta attempted to adapt them into the 
Christian scheme. This enculturation, the mixing of Christianity and the 
Tupi Indian spiritual world, remained at a superficial level, while the Indian 
deities were also reshaped by being given Christian qualities.

The originally Jewish God brought by the Portuguese would be 
named Tupã in the conversion-translation made by the Jesuits. Tupã 
was the Indian supernatural entity related to thunder, who would now 
assume a new identity. It would be the supreme god, would have a mother, 
Tupansy (Holy Mary), and possess a house and a kingdom (Bosi 67). Tupã 
needed an opposite force to represent the dark side and the Devil, which 
Anchieta named Anhanga, who, according to the Indian imaginary, was 
the protector of the jungle and had amazing powers and skills, able to shift 
form and shape and torment human beings. In this new model introduced 
by the Jesuits, the powers of Anhanga were increased: it would assume the 
role of Prince of Darkness and be directly responsible for all bad habits 
of the Amerindians such as cannibalism, polygamy, drunkenness, and all 
other “devilish” rituals for European eyes. 

Cannibalism and polygamy were key elements for the Native 
Indians’ social lives, and those which most disgusted the missionaries. But 
the Indians did not relate them to Anhanga. Cannibalism was the result 
of warfare and important for the tribe’s supremacy over their enemies. 
A prisoner-of-war would be kept for several months, treated well and 
sometimes given a wife. But on an appointed day he would be killed and 
prepared for a feast. This cannibalistic treatment given to the enemy was 
justified for two reasons: revenge, and incorporation of the brave soul of 
the enemy into the executioner’s own soul. Polygamy was a useful and 
meaningful practice in daily tribal life: while one woman was working out 
in the field the other (or others) would look after the children and work 
in the village. 
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Anchieta reorganizes their places in the Tupi imaginary: Tupã, with 
its divine powers on one side; Anhanga and the barbarian customs (for 
example polygamy and cannibalism), on the other. But the difficult and 
uncertain task of the Jesuit in establishing new definitions was not over. 
Not only were they dealing with two very different cultures, they also 
had two very different source and target languages. Tupi was basically a 
“concrete” language - i.e., with not as many words to describe abstract 
ideas and concepts as Portuguese (or any other European language) had. 
This forced Anchieta to make some intriguing innovations: the word 
“angel” was translated into Tupi as karaí-bebe, which meant “sanctity 
which flies.” This neologism derived from karai [Indian prophet] and bebé 
[winged]. For the Native Indian it might have seemed a weird concept of a 
flying shaman, and certainly the idea of angel would not have been clearly 
depicted according to its biblical definition. The same happened to the idea 
of “sin,” translated into Tupi as tekó-aíba, tekó-poxy, or tekó-angaipaba [bad 
life or bad culture of a people] (Alves Filho 183). Actually, the concept of 
sin involved a broader array of definitions. Sin would be a transgression of 
God’s known will or any principle or law regarded as embodying this. It 
meant that “sin” would not exactly be the definition of bad life according 
to the “Indian life” but rather to the “European way of life.” Thus “sin,” 
translated as “bad life,” would be even more entangling, as it lacked a prior 
knowledge of God’s will, which therefore could supply human beings with 
a definition of a “good” or “bad” life (qtd. in Alves Filho 183).

This choice of keeping some words in Portuguese also shows how 
inadequate Tupi was for the task of expressing God’s truth. To overcome 
this perceived deficiency in the native language, Tupi itself needed to be 
reformulated and to incorporate an enhanced vocabulary with words from 
the foreign language, considered by the colonizer as superior and thus more 
adequate to express God’s precepts. Neologisms, such as tupãoka, were also 
generated along with the effort of spreading Catholicism among the Indians. 
In blending Tupã with sy [Tupãsy], Anchieta attempted to depict a clear 
image of the mother of Jesus, but he did not translate the term Virgin to 
Tupi: “morausúberekosar, seémbae Virgem Maria! [pious, sweet Virgin Mary!]”

The Hail Mary prayer shows clearly his translation choices:

Ave Maria, graça resé tynysémbae,

[Hail Mary, full of grace]
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nde irúnamo Jandé Jará rekóu

[the Lord is with you]

imombeúkatúpýramo ereikó kuña suí

[Blessed are you among women]

imombeúkatúpýrabé nde membyra, Jesus

[and blessed is your son, Jesus] 

Santa Maria Tupãsy, 

[Holy Mary, mother of God,]

Tupãmongetá oré iangaipábae resé, 

[pray to God for us, sinners]

koyr, irã oré jekýi oré rúmebeno

[now and at the hour of our death.]

Amén, Jesu

[Amen, Jesus] (qtd in Alves Filho 186)

In other cases, Anchieta even created words mixing Portuguese and 
Tupi as found in the Articles of Faith:

Arobiar Túbamo sekó

[We believe he is the Father]

Arobiar Tayramo sekó

[We believe he is the Son]

Arobiar Espírito Sántoramo sekó

[We believe he is the Holy Ghost] (qtd. in Alves Filho 187)

In adding the Tupi suffix “rámo,” which means “the status of,” to the 
Portuguese expression “Espírito Santo,” which means Holy Ghost, Anchieta 
seemed to emphasize the condition of this entity and to make it more 
familiar to his audience. 

Anchieta was not only concerned with adapting the natives’ 
language, but was also creative in terms of cultural adaptation - a process 
consolidating a wide variety of cultural discourses or messages into 
a target text that in some way has no defined and single source. In the 
play Recebimento do Padre Marçal Beliarte [The Reception of Father Marçal 
Beliarte] (1589) Anchieta used several source texts to produce the final 
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“translated” text. His style, plot and characters are clearly based on Gil 
Vicente’s works, with Good always winning. The conversations of the 
characters are in Portuguese and Tupi. Anchieta introduces into this 
representation an important element familiar within local traditions of 
conduct, and skillfully reshapes its meaning. One of the devils (Makaxera) 
is killed in a traditional Tupi ritual of cannibalism by a courageous Indian 
under the command of Tupansy, i.e. the mother of Jesus. Shortly before 
killing the Devil, the Indian Añangupiara says: 

Kueseñey, Tupansy   [As before, the Mother of Jesus]

Nde reytyki, nde peabó  [has ruined and smashed you]

Aé xe mboú korí   [so she has sent me here]

Ko aikó nde akánga kábo  [to split your head]

Nei! Ejemosakói   [defend yourself, tough beast]

Tajopune, marandoéra  [I will hurt you, false face]

 (The Indian smashes the Devil’s head)

Te! Ajuká Makaxera  [Ready! I have killed Makaxera]

Omanongatú moxy   [Evil does not exist anymore…]

“Añagupiara” xe rerá!  [I am Añagupiara!] 

(Anchieta, “Teatro” 245).

In Indian rituals the sacrifice of a captive was meant to nourish the 
virtues of the warriors; in the rewriting of the Jesuit, this same sacrifice is 
performed to get rid of evil. In his deliberate “mistranslation,” or adaptation 
Anchieta envisions the ritual as a process of “extirpating” rather than 
“incorporating,” since “the words of the colonized population can be ‘cited’ 
or ‘translated’ or ‘reread / rewritten’ by colonizers in way to reframe the 
colonized culture in the interest of colonial domination” (Robinson 93). 

In “Na Aldeia de Guaraparim” [“The Village of Guaraparim”] the 
norms of the religion of the Portuguese Empire become even more evident 
in Anchieta’s adaptation. The Devil, or “Anhanga,” speaks in favor of 
Indian customs, which deliberately denigrates them when compared with 
Christian definitions of appropriate behavior. The Devil speaks as follows:
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Iemoyrõ, morapiti  [You grow furious and kill people] 

Io’u, tapuia rara  [You eat each other, you catch enemy  
    Indians]

Aguasá, moropotara [you take concubines, give yourself 
    to sensual desire]

Manhana, syguaraiy: [you spy, prostitute yourself]

Naipotari abá seiara [I don´t want anyone stop doing 
    such things] 

(Navarro 65).

Adone Agolin summarizes Anchieta’s adaptation techniques thus: i) 
The introduction of Portuguese or Latin words; ii) Neologisms comprising 
partly of Portuguese or Latin and partly of Tupi, usually the suffix; iii) 
the selection of one meaning among a number of a specific Tupi word; 
and iv) syntactic constructions to elaborate concepts for which no suitable 
solution could be found in Tupi (Pompa 92-93).

The Cartas Chilenas

This section shows how adaptation techniques were applied in the 
Inconfidência Mineira [Minas Conspiracy] of 1789, a Brazilian independence 
movement in the gold mining state, or captaincy (capitania), as it was 
called at the time, of Minas Gerais. The Inconfidentes were a loose group 
of friends and business associates, mostly coming the plutocracy of Minas 
Gerais (Maxwell 119), who were upset by the Derrama, the proposal 
made by the Portuguese Governor of the Capitania of Minas Gerais, Luís 
Cunha de Meneses, to collect the outstanding gold mining taxes. Cláudio 
Manuel da Costa and Tomás Antônio Gonzaga, both lawyers and poets, 
were especially angered by the fact that Cunha Meneses took away from 
the magistrates the special and lucrative powers of debt collection and 
conceding mortgages. Gonzaga was also a recognized poet (Maxwell 
117) who wrote the Cartas Chilenas [Letters from Chile], a long satirical 
poem composed in blank verse, supposedly written in Santiago, Chile, by 
Critilo, to his friend, Doroteu, criticizing the behavior and governance of 
the administration of the Governor of Santiago, Fanfarrão Minésio. It is a 
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lightly disguised pseudo-translation, an adaptation of a source-text into a 
translation, whose frontispiece gives the following information:

Cartas Chilenas. Em que o Poeta critilo Conta a 
Doroteu os Fatos de Fanfarrão Minésio, Governador 
de Chile. Escritas em espanhol pelo poeta Critilo. 
Traduzidas em português e dedicadas aos Grandes 
de Portugal por uma Pessoa Anônima.[Letters from 
Chile. In which the Poeta Critilo tells Doroteu 
the facts relating to Fanfarrão Minésio, Governor 
of Chile. Written in Spanish by the poet Critilo. 
Translated into Portuguese and dedicated to the 
Great of Portugal by an Anonymous Person] 
(Gonzaga 31).

The Prologue, written by the anonymous “translator” frames the 
pseudo-translation. A galleon coming from Spanish America docks in 
Brazil, and a manuscript containing the Cartas Chilenas was passed on to 
the translator, who, as soon as he read them, decided to translate them into 
Portuguese: “pelo benefício, que se resulta ao público, de se verem satirizadas 
as insolências deste Chefe para emenda dos mais, que seguem tão vergonhosas 
pisadas” [“for the benefit which comes to the public of seeing the insolence 
of this Boss satirized, and for the notice of others who follow such shameful 
steps”] (Gonzaga 35).

There is no doubt that the poem refers to the administration of Luís 
da Cunha Meneses, Governor of the Capitania of Minas Gerais from 1783 
to 1788. Certain references are very specific: one describes the wasteful 
construction of the Casa da Câmara [Council House] and Prison of Vila Rica 
(Cartas 3 and 4), while in Carta 5 Chile is, like Minas Gerais, mentioned 
as being a gold-mining area. The excesses of Minésio in his establishment 
of auxiliary militias, for which he was reprehended by Lisbon, appear in 
Carta 9: 

Não há, não há distúrbio nesta terra,

De que mão militar não seja autora.

[“There is no, there is problem in this land,

Which a military hand is not behind”] 

(Gonzaga 180).
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Minésio is physically repugnant, lascivious, bestial, venial, insane 
- a spendthrift, capricious in his administration and surrounded by 
sycophants, favoring those who deserve no favors and ignoring protocol: 

Assim o nosso Chefe não descansa

De fazer, Doroteu, no seu Governo

Asneiras, sobre asneiras: e entre as muitas,

Que menos violentas nos parecem,

Pratica outras, que excedem muito, e muito

As raias dos humanos desconcertos.

[So our Boss never stops

Doing, in his government, Doroteu, 

Stupid things: and among the many,

Which less violent seems to us,

He does others, which are much worse and

Outside normal human behavior] 

Carta 10, (Gonzaga 199).

É qual mulher coisa, que não pode

Vingar no vário amante os duros zelos,

E vai desafogar as suas iras

Bebendo o sangue de inocentes filhos.

[He’s like the woman, who cannot

Revenge her jealousy on her wandering lover, 

And who unleashes her anger

By drinking the blood of innocent children] 

Carta 10, (Gonzaga 202-3).
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Gonzaga had to disguise the Cartas Chilenas as a pseudo-translation 
because of the possibility of “censorial measures against himself or his 
work” (Toury 42). There is no evidence that Meneses actually read them, 
heard about them, or that knowledge of their existence reached the 
Portuguese crown in Lisbon (Furtado 75). Nonetheless, they are interesting 
for our purposes as examples of adaptations masquerading as pseudo-
translations. It seems that Gonzaga was writing for a coterie of friends and 
acquaintances, and he also hoped that the Cartas would find their way 
to the Portuguese court. They do not criticize Portuguese rule in Brazil 
itself, merely the abuses of Meneses. The pseudo-translation technique is 
nothing more than an insurance policy against possible reprisals; Gonzaga 
could claim the Cartas Chilenas were translations. 

Monteiro Lobato’s Political Adaptations of Literature for Children

This section will look at the adaptations of Peter Pan and Don Quijote 
made by the Brazilian publisher, pamphleteer and author of children’s 
works, José Bento de Monteiro Lobato. He believed in developing the 
Brazilian language; he thought that after 400 years of subservience to 
Portugal, it was time to break away definitively from Lisbon and to develop 
new forms (Hallewell 242). He wanted to produce a series of books for 
children “com mais leveza e graça de linguá” [“with more lightness and wit”] 
(qtd. Vieira 146) than the translations of Carlos Jansen Müller, a Brazilian 
translator whose versions of classics such as Gulliver’s Travels and Don 
Quixote had been created for the prestigious Colégio Pedro II secondary 
school in Rio de Janeiro at the end of the nineteenth century. Monteiro 
Lobato intended to rework and “improve” these translations, and he 
remarked, “temos que refazer tudo isso--abrasileirar a linguagem” [“we must 
redo all of this so as to Brazilianize the language”] (qtd. Koshiyama 88), by 
eliminating the stylistic heaviness Jansen Müller Portuguese translations 
and producing new versions of children’s classics in a lighter, more witty 
style, allowing for interventions with an ideological slant (Monteiro Lobato, 
Aventuras 419).

His own version of Don Quijote, called D. Quixote das Crianças 
[The Children’s Don Quixote] (1936) clearly illustrates his approach. 
The naughty rag doll, Emília, Monteiro Lobato’s alter ego, prizes a thick 
book off the shelf, a Portuguese translation of Don Quixote by Visconde de 
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Castilho and Visconde de Azevedo, that Dona Benta begins reading to her 
grandchildren and the dolls. However, they and Dona Benta herself find 
the literary style turgid. After hearing “lança em cabido, adarga antiga, galgo 
corridor” [“a lance hanging up in the cupboard, an ancient shield, and a fast 
dog”] (Monteiro Lobato, D. Quixote 16), Emília, who like Monteiro Lobato 
is against everything that is old-fashioned and backward, loses interest 
and wants to play hide-and-seek. Dona Benta decides to retell the story: 
the result is a text with many translation shifts including abridgement, 
explanations, and additions, as well as paratextual commentary from Dona 
Benta, the narrator, and the audience inside the story, namely the children 
and dolls. Don Quixote is enlisted in Monteiro Lobato’s struggle to change 
the social and economic structure of Brazil. 

Near the end of D. Quixote das crianças, Pedrinho asks whether 
his grandmother Dona Benta is telling the whole story or just parts of 
it. Dona Benta replies that only mature people should attempt to read 
the whole work, and that what stimulates a child’s imagination should 
be included in such versions (D. Quixote 152). Monteiro Lobato thus 
uses meta-commentary to justify his translation techniques; this is made 
explicit in a 1943 letter, where Monteiro Lobato describes the difficulties 
he encountered to

extirpar a “literatura” de meus livros infantis. A 
cada revisão nova mato, como quem mata pulgas, 
todas as literaturas que ainda as estragam. O último 
submetido a tratamento foram as Fábulas. Como 
achei pedante e requintado! De lá raspei quase um 
quilo de “literatura” e mesmo assim ficou alguma 
...[extirpate “literature” from my children’s 
books. With each revision I kill, just like someone 
who is killing fleas, all the literary elements that 
are spoiling them. The last one I submitted to 
this treatment was Aesop’s Fables. How pedantic 
and sophisticated it was! I managed to shave off 
almost a kilo of “literature,” but there was still 
some left …] (qtd. Abramovich 152).

Lobato had no qualms about making stylistic changes and omissions. 
In Peter Pan and D. Quixote das Crianças he uses the framing technique 
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of the Arabian Nights, with Dona Benta becoming a sort of Shahrazad, 
interrupting the story every night at nine o’clock, bedtime, and promising 
more entertainment for the next evening. 

Monteiro Lobato’s rewritings are overtly didactic, and he frequently 
alludes to his favorite themes in the middle of the stories – for example, 
expanding the book market in Brazil. At the beginning of Peter Pan, the 
children, Pedrinho and Narizinho, and the doll, Emília, having heard about 
Peter Pan in Reinações de Narizinho [The Reigns of Narizinho] (1931), ask 
their grandmother, Dona Benta, who Peter Pan is. Dona Benta does not 
know, so she writes to a bookshop in São Paulo that sends her J. M. Barrie’s 
work in English. When the book arrives, Dona Benta retells the story to 
the children and dolls in Portuguese, thus reenacting the situation of an 
oral retelling. 

There are other didactic elements in Monteiro Lobato’s rewritings 
- for example, he introduces vocabulary extension exercises, having Dona 
Benta explain various difficult words to the children; or having Hans Staden 
encouraging them to read Charles Darwin’s The Voyage of the Beagle, while 
openly discussing the anthropophagy of various Indian tribes in Brazil 
(Monteiro Lobato, Aventuras 29, 52).

Monteiro Lobato also uses his adaptations to criticize the corrupt 
Brazilian political system and the excessive powers of the large landowners, 
the latifundiários, popularly called coroneis (colonels), although they were 
not part of the military. These ranch and plantation owners were and still 
are very powerful in much of rural Brazil, particularly in the north-east, 
and for Lobato they represented the paternalistic and backward-looking 
Brazil he was fighting against. In Peter Pan Pedrinho is surprised to find 
that there were coroneis in the sixteenth century, and Dona Benta replies 
that there were fewer than nowadays, “e melhores, como esse Tomé de 
Sousa, que foi um benemérito” [“and better ones, like this Tomé de Sousa, 
who was a worthy man”] (Aventuras 56). Monteiro Lobato also criticizes 
the way in which the victors write history. Replying to Pedrinho’s question 
of why the Spanish and Portuguese conquistadores are seen as great and 
glorious heroes, Dona Benta replies that it is they themselves who have 
written history (Aventuras 74). 

The work of Julia Kristeva illuminates the change of emphasis in 
Monteiro Lobato’s adaptations. Kristeva defines a signifying practice as a 
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“field of transpositions”; in turn such a practice is related to the “place of 
enunciation,” but she notes however that the place of enunciation and its 
denoted object are never single, complete, and identical to themselves but 
always plural and shifting (Kristeva, Révolution 314 and passim). Translation 
will always introduce another voice into the text, and the new voice will 
always be quoting another, the author of the source text, however invisible 
the translator attempts to be. “Invisible” translators attempt to maintain the 
original place of enunciation, though this will never be completely possible. 
By contrast, Monteiro Lobato in his adaptations deliberately introduces a 
series of new points of enunciation, a series of new voices - Dona Benta, 
the children, and the dolls. Thus his texts become dialogic and polyphonic 
(cf. Kristeva, Séméiôtiké 82). These new voices reflect different aspects of 
Monteiro Lobato’s own beliefs; he shifts the place of enunciation from the 
source texts’ authors to Lobato himself.

In the case of D. Quixote, the place of enunciation is transposed from 
Cervantes in Spain at the turn of the seventeenth century, to Monteiro 
Lobato, scourge of the Getúlio Vargas dictatorship, whose liberal ideals 
are voiced through the narrative mouthpieces of Dona Benta, the children, 
and the dolls. Similarly Monteiro Lobato (using Dona Benta as vehicle) 
becomes the place of enunciation of Peter Pan, Histórias de tia Nastácia, and 
La Fontaine’s Fables, all of which serve as a critique of the lack of social 
and economic progress in Brazil. Monteiro Lobato’s project, advertised as a 
means of filling a gap in the Brazilian book market where there was almost 
no children’s literature in the native language, also became an ideological 
vehicle, criticizing the status quo during the Getúlio Vargas dictatorship. 

The plurality of Monteiro Lobato’s texts can also be illuminated by 
the concept of intertextuality: all of his texts have a “twofold coherence: an 
intratextual one which guarantees the immanent integrity of the text, and 
an intertextual one which creates structural relations between itself and 
other texts” (Plett 5). A translated work will by nature be related to and 
have a natural intertextual relationship with the original, but Lobato opens 
up his adaptations to other intertexts; for example D. Quixote das Crianças 
relates both to Cervantes’s work, as well as the 1876 Portuguese “literary” 
translation of Cervantes, thus introducing us to Lobato’s own relationship 
(another intertext) to the Portuguese language and his attempts to use a more 
Brazilian-focused idiom. The retelling of the text and the interpolations of 
the children and the dolls make for a mise en abîme of intertexts: Lobato’s 
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ideas on education, economics, and politics; his antagonism with the Getúlio 
Vargas dictatorship; his previous fiction, pamphlets, and translations; and, 
on a more literary level, works similar in genre to Don Quixote.

Particularly after the introduction of the hardline Estado Novo 
government in November 1937, Monteiro Lobato’s adaptations of well-
known children’s stories, interspersed with critical comments from 
Dona Benta, the children, and the dolls, became one of the ways of 
demonstrating resistance to the Vargas regime. The enormous popularity of 
his adaptations helped to disseminate liberal, secular, and internationalist 
ideas to adults and children alike in a state that was authoritarian, Catholic, 
and nationalist. Monteiro Lobato was despised by the government for his 
internationalism, his negative comparisons of Brazil to the United States 
and the United Kingdom, his atheism, and his continual meddling in the 
politics of Brazil. A report to the Tribunal de Segurança Nacional by Tupy 
Caldas accused his works of being excessively materialistic, and lacking any 
kind of spiritualism; they should be banned because they were dangerous 
to the national educational program, failing to contribute to the formation 
of “juventude patriótica, continuadora da tradição cristã, unificadora da Pátria” 
[“patriotic youth, continuing the Christian tradition, and unifying the 
Fatherland”] (qtd. Carneiro 76). As a result of instructions given by the 
Tribunal de Segurança Nacional, the São Paulo Department of Social and 
Political Order (DEOPS) apprehended and confiscated all the copies of 
Monteiro Lobato’s Peter Pan that it could find in the state of São Paulo. 
Peter Pan was one of the texts that caused considerable political trouble for 
him. In June 1941 a São Paulo public prosecutor, Clóvis Kruel de Morais, 
recommended to the Tribunal de Segurança Nacional (the National Security 
Tribunal) that the distribution of Peter Pan be prohibited because it would 
give children an impression that Brazil was an inferior country.

An example of this occurs when Emília asks whether English 
children play with a “boi de xuxu,” a sort of toy animal made by sticking 
pieces of wood into a vegetable, common in country areas of Brazil where 
children had to improvise toys out of odds and ends. Dona Benta replies 
that English children are very spoiled and given all the toys they want, and 
that toys are not incredibly expensive as they are in Brazil. Here Monteiro 
Lobato is expressing his opinion of the economic protectionism of the 
government (Peter Pan 12).
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Adapting Sex, Scatology and Good Taste in the Clube do Livro

In my studies on the translations and adaptations published by 
Clube de Livro, the Brazilian book club (Milton, “Translation,” O Clube), 
I discovered a number of different forms of adaptations, focused in 
particular on the removal the removal of sexual, scatological, political and 
offensive elements. The Clube do Livro, presided over by its managing 
director, Mario Graciotti, began in 1943 and was the first book club in 
Brazil, publishing monthly volumes at approximately a third of the price of 
books sold in bookshops. Books were distributed either by post or agent, 
and the Clube do Livro achieved immediate success, with print runs of up 
to 50,000, a very high figure in Brazil, where the print run for the average 
novel is around 3,000. By 1969 it had sold 6,579,421 copies: mostly 
classics, both foreign and Brazilian, in roughly equal proportions, although 
in its later years, it began to publish a number of detective and adventure 
novels, organized several novel competitions and published the winning 
entries. The Clube do Livro adopted a very paternalistic stance towards 
its adaptations, removing many elements it deemed as controversial. The 
censorship of sexual and scatological elements, and religious satire can be 
seen in the Clube do Livro translation of Rabelais’ O Gigante Gargantua 
[Gargantua], published by the Clube do Livro in a “tradução especial de José 
Maria Machado” [a special translation by José Maria Machado] in 1961. 
This edition also contained 19 pages of excerpts from Pantagruel. The 
adapter admits that he has made a number of cuts of passages referring to 
the sexual act and bodily functions:

Nessa edição para o Clube do Livro, foram aparadas 
todas as incongruências e ousadas liberdades do 
autor, com racional adaptação do texto. Os leitores 
não suportariam a tradução pura e simples de 
muitos trechos, que fomos obrigados a eliminar, 
por uma questão de decência e probidade. [In 
this edition, all the incongruencies and daring 
liberties the author has made have been cut, 
in a rational adaptation of the text. The Clube 
do Livro readers would not put up with a pure 
and simple translation of many sections which 
we have been obliged, because of decency and 
probity, to eliminate] (Rabelais, Gigante 14-15).
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José Maria Machado also ignores puns and wordplay: 

Par mesmes raisons (si raisons les doibz nommer 
et non resveries) ferois je paindre un penier, 
denotant qu’on me faict pener; et un pot à 
moutarde, que c’est mon cueur à qui moult 
tarde; et un pot à pisser, c’est un official; et le 
fond de mes chausses, c’est un vaisseau de petz; 
et ma braguette, c’est le greffe des arrestz; et un 
estront de chien, c’est un tronc de ceans, où gist 
l’amour de mámye (Rabelais, Gargantua 95).

Needless to say, he also omits the long list of nicknames and 
euphemisms for the penis:

[...] ma petite dille [...] ma pine, [...] ma branche 
de coural, [...] mon bondon, mon bouchon, 
mon vibrequin, mon possouer, ma teriere, ma 
pendilloche, mon rude esbat roidde et bas, mon 
dressouoir, ma petite andoille vermeille, ma 
petite couille bredouille (Rabelais, Gargantua 
111).

When a bodily function is mentioned, it is euphemized. The “pissa” 
referring to Gargantua’s mare becomes “soltou águas” (Rabelais, Gargantua 
289). The adapter also takes no interest in Rabelais’ stylistic variations: 
rhymes such as “Chiart,/ Foirart,/ etart,/ Brenons, Chappart/ S’espart/ Sus 
nous./ Hordous,/ Merdous,/ Esgous,/ Le feu de sainct Antoine te ard!/ 
Sy tous/ Tes trous/ Esclous/ Tu ne torche avant ton depart!” are ignored 
(Gargantua 125); as is the list of games (179-185), and puns – for example 
“Mais (dist le moyne) le service du vin faisons tant qu’il ne soit troublé; car 
vous mesmes, Monsieur le Prieur, aymez boyre du meilleur” (229). This 
last pun would be possible in Portuguese with “serviço divino” and “serviço 
do vinho,” but instead is weakly translated as “serviço diário” (Rabelais, 
Gigante 67). Critiques of the Catholic Church are also cut. Framing a 
possibly controversial work with an essay which neutralizes any element 
of social criticism is a technique that is used with the Clube do Livro 
adaptation of Dickens’ Hard Times (1969). The editors take great pains to 
insist that there is no radical slant to Dickens’ work: “É um livro de idéias, 
embora não se possa denominar propriamente um livro de combate.” [“It is 
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a book of ideas, though it can’t really be called a book of combat] (Dickens, 
Tempos Difíceis 8). It must be distanced as far as possible from late 1960s 
Brazil, hence becomes a regional novel of a bygone age: “Nele se apresenta 
um aspecto novo da sociedade provinciana do seu tempo, a luta surda entre o 
antigo e o moderno, através de uma burgesia de outras eras” [“A new aspect of 
provincial society of its time, the silent struggle between the ancient and 
the modern, through the bourgeoisie of other epochs”] (8). Hard Times is 
linked to the slavery and the dark ages of the past, which have now been 
superseded by the Universal Convention of the Rights of Children and of 
Men, the United Nations, and the ecumenical contemporary Church; and 
in Brazil, greater rights for workers, which have existed since 1922. The 
adapter, José Maria Machado, comments that Hard Times was a critique of 
laissez-faire economic policy, then prevalent in Britain, but never permits 
any comparison to be made with contemporary Brazil: Hard Times is a 
book that transcends space and time.

The adapted text also had to be modified in order not to give the 
impression that Tempos Difíceis is a subversive work - for example, in the 
translation of the union leader Slackbridge’s speech: 

That every man felt his condition to be, somehow 
or other, worse than it might be; that every man 
considered it incumbent on him to join the rest, 
towards the making of it better, that every man 
felt his only hope to be in his allying himself to his 
comrades by whom he was surrounded; and that 
in this belief, right or wrong (unhappily wrong 
then), the whole of that crowd were gravely, 
deeply, faithfully in earnest; must have been as 
plain to anyone who chose to see what was there, 
as the bare beams of roof, and the whitened brick 
walls” (Dickens, Hard Times 171).

In the adaptation, the idea of unity and mass action is lost. The error 
they made becomes clearer:

Toda aquela multidão acreditava, com uma fé grave, 
profunda e sincera, na conclusão, certa ou errada 
(errada desta vez, infelizmente), a que [Slackbridge] 



Adaptation as a Form of Translation in Different Periods in Brazil

39

chegara. [All of the crowd believed, with a grave, 
deep and sincere faith, in the conclusion which, 
right or wrong (wrong this time, unfortunately), 
which he had reached] (Dickens, Tempos Difíceis 
90).

Dickens’ phrase “the slaves of an iron-handed and grinding despotism” 
(Hard Times 169) becomes the mild “trabalhadores e companheiros” 
[“workers and companions”] (Tempos Difíceis 90). 

Other Clube do Livro adaptations try to sanitize nineteenth-century 
British novels. The Brazilian version of Silas Marner changes the name of 
the house where Squire Cass lives from the “Red House” (Eliot, Silas 96) 
to the “Casa Amarela” [“Yellow House”] (Eliot, O Tesouro 66) to avoid the 
suspicion that Eliot’s work might have had any revolutionary intention. 
This was particularly important at that time: when this translation was 
published (1973), any book with a socialist country in the title, or by an 
author with a Russian-sounding name, or even with a red cover could be 
seized by the federal or state police (Hallewell 483).

I suggest two reasons for these cuts and adaptations. One is that the 
Clube do Livro wished to be politically correct avant la lettre, attempting 
not to offend the religious and national sensibilities of its readers. The 
other reason is that although there was no religious censorship in Brazil 
when this translation was published, in 1958, the Catholic Church was 
still very powerful, and during the Estado Novo (1939-1945), the Catholic 
Church played an important role in the state apparatus of the Getúlio 
Vargas’ nationalistic dictatorship.

Final Words

This article has shown a number of the myriad of ways in which 
texts can be adapted in translation and a number of the factors involved: 
Padre José de Anchieta’s attempt to acculturate the Brazilian Indians into 
Catholicism led him to use a mixture of techniques in his adaptations 
of Gil Vicente’s plays: direct transposition of Portuguese religious terms 
mixed with adaptation of other religious terms to the religious world of 
the Indians, a form of enculturation. Tomás Gonzaga was forced to hide 
his critiques of the Portuguese Luís Cunha de Menezes by adapting them 
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into the form of a translation, by pretending they were a translation, a 
“pseudotranslation.” Monteiro Lobato’s adaptations of Peter Pan and Don 
Quijote used a technique of retelling, allowing him to insert his critiques 
of the Getúlio Vargas Estado Novo, of which he fell foul. And, last but not 
least, the Clube do Livro, fearing censorship and loss of sales, adapted its 
translations of classic novels like Gargantua and Hard Times by cutting 
many religious, satirical, racial, sexual and stylistic elements.
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The Transcultural Transmedia Media Mix

Bronwin Patrickson and Sherman Young

Introduction

Entertainment media have undergone significant transformations in 
the last twenty years. Not only have interaction technologies transformed the 
way that media is created, distributed and marketed, but global information 
flows have also transformed the type of media being consumed. Whereas 
international media markets were previously dominated by American 
and Western European exports, the past fifteen to twenty years have seen 
the rise of a new country of origin: Japan. Manga (Japanese comics) titles 
are now so well established in American markets that many distributors 
will merely translate and release them as they were written, right to left. 
The fact that anime films (animated manga, or animated graphics) tend to 
undergo more extensive alteration is indicative of their broad audience 
base. Since the late 1990s, for example, anime feature films made by 
the prominent Japanese production company, Studio Ghibli, have been 
distributed internationally via the American animation giant, Disney. Japan 
and America’s entertainment media are now securely positioned within 
each other’s mainstream popular cultures. 

With that context in mind, this article examines the mutual influence 
of Japan and America’s entertainment media industries in terms of their 
approach to multi-platform production strategies. In a converging media 
environment engagement may involve viewing, but may equally be linked 
to extensive participation options such as data remix, or computer game-
play. Rather than telling a story in one primary media, producers can now 
also consider whether they might instead stage a story world through a 
network of integrated media elements. For example a feature film might 
introduce a spectacular fictional world populated by characters that are 
further developed in related television series. At the same time audiences 
can explore that world for themselves in companion game-spaces (Jenkins, 
Convergence 95).
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By comparing the Japanese approach to synergistic, multi-platform 
production known as the anime media mix model with its American 
adaptation, we argue that transcultural adaptation, which may at first 
appear to be a potential source of mimicry, is more likely to emerge as a 
potential force for innovation. Given the tensions inherent in information 
flows it may seem optimistic to argue that global adaptations of convergent 
media production strategies are likely to lead to innovation. The assertion 
echoes Ortiz’s observance of the phenomenon of transculturation that 
accompanies the global migration experience where cultures are not so 
much acquired, or lost, but both of these and more. When populations 
migrate around the world their cultures merge and converge, creating new 
cultures in the process (Ortiz).1

A similar effect can be observed in the migration of media across 
cultural groups. As will be demonstrated, transmedia storytelling has 
incorporated media mix techniques such as cross referenced content 
and serialization, but also developed its own, particular idioms such 
as independent, grass roots activist productions and multi-participant 
alternate reality games (ARGs) that seem as if they are telling real stories 
across flexible  easy access social media platforms. Transmedia storytelling 
is no longer merely an adaptation of the anime media mix. 

Whether transcultural innovation is welcome is another matter 
again. For example, the popular animated American series South Park has 
infamously satirized fans of Pokémon as victims of a strange and dangerous 
manipulation that would brainwash them in to attacking Pearl Harbor. As 
the franchise that introduced children around the world to Japan’s vibrant 
participation culture, Pokémon is in many ways a flagship representative of 
its entertainment media. Whilst irreverent humor is part of the South Park 
aesthetic, nevertheless it is telling that the “Chinpokomon” episode portrays 
Japan and its creative products as alien and threatening (Allen 36-55).

Meanwhile in Japan the same creative culture that produced 
Pokémon is itself appropriated in the provocative Superflat art movement. 
As an alternative expression of convergent aesthetics, Superflat sensibilities 
interweave and level visual metaphors of past and present cultural influences. 

1 This notion that something greater than the sum of its parts emerges from the conver-
gence of separate elements recalls Henry Jenkins’ preference for the term trans-media, 
rather than cross-media.
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Takashi Murakami, the contemporary artist who first suggested the notion, 
has also described the movement as “anti-Western” (qtd. Sharp 142) in the 
sense that it rejects the division between high and low culture evident in late 
capitalist consumerism and what Azuma has called “the American cultural 
invasion of Japan” (24). That Superflat, by its effort to reclaim the art of 
flatness through its particularly Japanese expression also markets its own 
commodification indicates many of the complexities at work.

In the analysis presented here of the evolution of the multi-platform 
production model (not always in the hands of master artists) across cultures, 
the term “innovation” does not insist that all change has value to all people, 
but rather acknowledges that something greater than the sum of parts is 
emerging as a consequence of this sometimes fraught process of influence, 
resistance and transformation. Beyond Jenkins’ analysis of early attempts 
by American producers to apply Japan’s media mix production model, few 
direct comparisons have been made of the ways that America’s adaptation 
of this approach has both converged and diverged from its Japanese source. 
Equally, little consideration has been given to the potential impact of 
emerging transmedial storytelling practices on the Japanese media mix that 
inspired them. This analysis refers to debates concerning whether cultures 
are converging, or diverging amidst global media flows (Appadurai, 
Matei). Often tied to marketing efforts, participatory media frameworks 
require “non-trivial effort” (Aarseth 1) from their audiences. As such 
they are arguably potential indicators of shifting cultural inclinations. If 
globalization does lead to a standardization of cultures as some fear (Liebes, 
Amin), then it is likely that shift will be reflected in the homogenization 
of participatory media frameworks worldwide. While global media flows 
do support the creation of global trends, local media nevertheless retain 
distinctive characteristics that in turn foster distinct iterations of those 
trends via media innovations and related cultural practices. Effectively, the 
process of transcultural adaptation also generates greater complexity, or 
heterogenization (Appadurai). 

Context: Japan and America as Global Media Producers

Historically, America’s influence on Japanese industry and culture 
dates back to the post-1945 era when they oversaw Japan’s reconstruction 
efforts; by the Seventies, however Japan asserted its independence both 
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in terms of business and popular culture.2 As a result Japan gained 
international status likened to a form of “soft power” (Kelts 112-3), but 
that power has also been limited. In terms of the global spread of anime and 
manga fans, it was limited by the reach of popular cultural influence. At 
the same time it was limited by a history of power relations which have, for 
example, required that Japan’s entertainment exports be routinely bleached 
of any perceived cultural influence to ensure they contain no sexist, racist, 
religious or violent references deemed inappropriate for American tastes. 
Meanwhile American exports have tended to cross national borders, as 
is, with few changes bar localized marketing campaigns. However recent 
years have witnessed a shift: Japanese products increasingly flaunt their 
identity (Hong, Black). Not only are media arts emulated by both amateur 
and professional cartoonists, animators, toy designers and computer 
game developers worldwide, so too are their production models (Jenkins, 
Convergence 93-130). Hybridity is not merely the result of cultural exchange; 
in the context of the international diaspora, networked cultures and global 
media flows, it is a key cultural process: “[It] needs to be understood as a 
communicative practice constitutive of, and constituted by, sociopolitical 
and economic arrangements’’ (Kraidy 317). By interacting with and 
influencing each other, different groups produce new hybrid cultural 
artifacts that in turn remodel cultural settings (Lull 242). This shift has 
wide-reaching implications. If national cultures can be singularly defined 
in terms of a bounded, particular essence, then transcultural adaptations 
are more likely to lack that essence; they involve multiple appropriations 
by multiple cultures in multiple contexts, both artistic and commercial, so 
that it becomes difficult to identify a single, originating culture. 

In the context of Japan and America essentialist notions of culture 
are indeed problematic. Both nations already share a history of complex, 
mutual fascinations and influence.3 Susan Napier traces “Japanophilia” (Ito 
xii) back to at least the nineteenth century when French impressionists 
developed a fascination for all things “Oriental” (Napier). The fantasy of a 
marvelously exotic Japan spread to other western nations such as Europe 

2 By the year 2000 manga and anime related products had replaced Japan’s car industry 
as a major export (Allison, “Cultural Politics” 8). 

3 This mutual fascination continues today in such popular youth culture movements as 
Japanese gothic, or hip hop sub-cultures and in America, western Otaku (fans of Japa-
nese media).
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and North America. In the 1970s when George Lucas, inspired by Japan’s 
production models, made efforts to secure the (lucrative, as it turned out) 
merchandising rights for the Star Wars saga (the first of many applications 
of the anime media mix strategy within America) his influential efforts were 
part of a long tradition of transnational creative borrowing. Nonetheless 
the inspiration has been mutual: Japanese creative artists have been 
inspired by American as well as European models. Kadokawa Haruki, 
head of Kadokawa Publishing (often credited as the originator of the media 
mix),4 cites Nazi propaganda techniques as one of his main inspirations 
(Steinberg 245). Taking control of the mass media, Nazi propaganda lured 
audiences through entertainment programs and slanted news broadcasts 
in order to be able to repeatedly reinforce simplistic propaganda (Doob 
422-41). Despite the combined influences of the global diaspora and 
networked cultures, regional history and geography still inform local media 
production. For example, anime and manga titles are often designed with 
international markets in mind, yet they still express a particular hybrid 
style. Anime series, for instance, might draw upon traditional Japanese folk 
tales, but equally contain a mix and match of cultural imagery appropriated 
from around the world including blonde hair, blue eyes, European settings 
and Judeo/Christian iconography. Such strategies have inspired Iwabuchi 
to argue that international fans of anime are not so much preoccupied with 
Japan’s cultural products, but rather subscribe to a kind of whitewashed 
glocalization that is sold to them as some strange, exotic other when it is in 
fact quite similar, by virtue of its sheer neutrality (33). Glocalization refers 
to a transcultural trade strategy that combines designed transnationalism 
(characterized by seemingly universal concerns such as family, children, 
animals, with the capacity for localization through translation, particularized 
marketing campaigns and the like (Iwabuchi 46-7). Fans counter that 
whilst anime and manga characters might appear to lack nationality they 
are nevertheless drawn in what they term an identifiably Japanese style - an 
economy of line and movement combined with striking geometrics (Norris 
45-59). More importantly, both anime and manga are seen to engage with 
the world from a complex, emotional framework (Norris 26-8. Napier 
177). Explorations of such things as gender change and cyborg identities 

4 These sorts of multi-platform blockbusters grew out of Kadokawa Shoten’s tri-pronged 
marketing model based upon the notion that in this sort of networked environment 
advertising campaigns for one increased sales of all the others.
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are just some of the themes that appeal to those who see these stories 
supporting an alternative perspective. Many international fans believe 
that the combination of similarity and difference found in anime and 
manga titles enable then to explore their own identity, not as captives of a 
possibly narrow local culture, but as members of a broader, global sphere 
(Norris 170-3). Numerous fans go on to study Japan in more depth and 
even travel to Japan as a result. In this way, built upon appreciation, even 
possibly spurious fandom of a performed, global face can bridge cognitive 
dissonance and foster greater cultural familiarity over time.

Amidst international politics, cultural hybridity is clearly a power 
trail, as much as an exchange (Kraidy 333). Perhaps this might also involve 
the ability, ideally, to be open to the world, to encounter and conduct 
relatively equal communicative transactions of cultural exchange and 
thereby create new, hybrid identities.  If those transactions are nevertheless 
unequal, then transcultural adaptations generate innovation when they 
also localize global influences. The signatory, limited frame anime style 
is an example of the innovative potential of transcultural adaptation.5 
Inspired by American precedents such as The Dover Boys (1942), this 
minimalist, stylistic technique was employed during the early Sixties by 
industry founder Osamu Tezuka in an effort to save costs. At the same time 
he was already well aware of the power of the image: woodblock prints of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth century, valued expressive strength through 
the use of simple lines (“A picture of flying kites […] might include some 
strings without a visible kite” (qtd. Levi 21)). An open admirer of Disney’s 
animation style, Tezuka also drew upon his national artistic heritage that 
was ideally suited to the abstract, limited animation style. Criticized at 
first, the technique was also taken up by later animators and eventually 
became widely regarded as a unique aesthetic (Azuma 11-13). This process 
of hybridization also operates within fan cultures, as well as in terms of 
production-style, as the next section tries to demonstrate.

Fan Cultures
Unlike America where manga tends to be seen as an anime spin off 

primarily directed towards children, in Japan comics have been a national 

5  A signature anime style that simulates animated movement by moving the camera over 
still images and recycling anime cells whenever possible, thus limiting the required 
number of animation cells, or frames.
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obsession for young and old alike for over fifty years. Manga is a primary 
media that has generated numerous subgenres and audience cultures.6 
Importantly, manga is also an easy access medium that has amassed a 
strong amateur following. Over the years those hobbyists have become a 
focal point for an extended culture of prosumer fandom, whereby fans also 
produce and share content. Contemporary anime and manga franchises are 
thus embedded amongst vibrant communities of devoted, information-
obsessed prosumers. In Japan the traditional name for devoted manga fans 
is Otaku, an historically derisive term that roughly translates as “media 
geeks” (Ito 8). Otaku have stereotypically been perceived as obsessive and 
socially awkward consumers, typically male, lost in a phantasm of virtual 
desire. In 1989 when a serial murderer/mutilator of young girls turned 
out to be a fan of Lolicon manga (which depicts childlike, female characters 
in an erotic manner), Otaku were portrayed in the media en masse as 
psychologically disturbed perverts (Kinsella 310). Over time, their status 
has improved due to the introduction of participative technologies and 
the growth of international fan networks such as the “Japan- otacool(s)” 
(Britton 11) who tend to conceive of their “child-like, girlish passions” 
(Nihonkeizaishinbun, qtd. Kinsella 18) as a form of social agency.

In a market where consumption can be identified with the propensity 
to collect and share different media, fan culture is a core component of the 
mix. The Pokémon franchise, for example, was designed to be “something 
you do, not just something you watch or ‘consume’” (Buckingham and 
Sefton-Green 12). The core text in this instance was not, in fact, an anime, 
or manga series, but a Nintendo Game Boy game that staged the collector 
theme “Gotta Catch ‘Em All!” Suddenly children across Japan, and shortly 
thereafter the globe, were armed with their very own Pokémon collector 
tool. With these portable technologies in hand they networked, traded 
and fought for ever-increasing numbers of lovable, fanciful creatures that 
inhabited virtualities at their fingertips. The irony is that “while […] ‘doing’ 
clearly requires active participation on the part of the ‘doers,’ the terms on 
which it is performed are predominantly dictated by forces or structures 

6 Japanese manga subgenres include shojo (girls), shonen (boys), seinen (womens), josei 
(mens) and also subculture genres such as yaoi manga featuring boy on boy love, gener-
ally made by female artists and also the infamous lolicon manga which depicts young 
girls in an eroticized and often brutal manner. 
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beyond their control” (Buckingham and Sefton-Green 12). Nonetheless 
Pokémon was nevertheless an undeniably creative work that struck a chord 
with a generation of children around the world.

However it is also true to say that different markets consume 
products in different ways. For instance, the more individualistic, free 
roaming, military styled first person shooter genre popular in America is 
rare amongst Japanese game titles that tend to favor more social, role-play 
action. Similarly, whereas Japanese game settings tend to be more stylized, 
American designers tend to favor realism. In Japan, the media industry’s 
traditional collaborations with all sorts of fan-based cultures have been 
regarded as business acumen (Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 167). The 
unofficial tolerance that Japan’s entertainment media traditionally has 
held towards participatory activities such as amateur manga production 
has nurtured an intensely active fan culture networked through online 
communities and real world hubs such as the Akihabra district in 
Tokyo, where electronic and popular culture ware line the streets, or 
the comic markets and conventions where fans gather to celebrate and 
trade amateur manga production (dôjinshi), figure art, cosplay (dress up 
costume play), amateur game production, anime music remix and mad 
movies (mash-up video remix production). That tolerance has since been 
sorely tested by widespread, unauthorized digital redistribution of official 
content (Thompson). For better, or worse Japan’s entertainment media is 
interdependently linked with an intensely devoted, resourceful and vibrant 
fan culture. 

Does Japan offer a precursory vision of America’s future media 
cultures? In the late Eighties theorist Ōtsuka Eiji argued that the rising status 
of participatory media would eventually lead to industry consumption 
(Eiji and Steinberg 99-116). He warned that “there will no longer be 
manufacturers. There will merely be countless consumers who make 
commodities with their own hands and consume them with their own 
hands” (113). Observing the current state of the manga industry, one might 
ask whether that stage has now been reached; but on closer examination 
the reasons behind these challenges are revealed to be more complex. Just 
as the spread of digital social media and computer games is transforming 
the American mediascape, so too Japan’s media is in flux and the results 
of this are still unfolding. Recently, one commentator wondered whether 
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digitization might even herald “The Death of Manga (Tarbox).”7 Sales are 
plummeting (ICv2), dôjinshi (the private manga journals that dominate the 
amateur comic markets) are booming, while scanlations (translated manga 
scans) proliferate online. According to one American commentator, Japan’s 
manga industries are struggling because they hesitate at the prospect of 
digitization and instead swamp the market with poor quality print media 
(Thompson).8

Whether American industries are destined to find themselves in the 
same situation is unclear. Manga, designed around old delivery methods 
(print) is easy to mimic and reproduce without cost. Other participatory 
media, such as computer games and social media nevertheless (largely) 
control access to what then becomes a variable, mediatized experience. 
Despite these differences, the social and industrial influence of participatory 
culture in America does appear to build upon similar themes to its Japanese 
counterpart. Like Japanese Otakus comic fans in America might well be 
stereotyped as geeks similar to the bright, but socially inept Sheldon 
character in the popular sitcom Big Bang Theory. Unlike Otakus in Japan, 
however, who historically might hide their cosplay outfits from public 
view, Americans are more likely to flaunt their fandom.

Demand for open access, participatory engagement fueled 
experiments such as The Lost Experience, an interactive transmedia story 
event that ran between seasons two and three of the popular series Lost. 
Engaging the “hive mind” (Rose 145),9 the inter-seasonal mystery and 
puzzle story played out through various media events including a series 
of television advertisements for fictional companies that aired during the 
commercial breaks.10 The Lost Experience is an early example of a type of 
game-like interactive story known as an alternate reality game, or ARG, 
requiring viewers to trawl through various media such as websites, twitter 

7  The American fans who subbed Japanese anime and manga for local distribution might 
have helped to create an international market for the product (Jenkins) but the industry 
has since condemned the scanlation and file sharing practices of fans, forcing many 
sites to shut down.

8 Unlike DMPs Digital Manga Guild that has experimented with profit sharing arrange-
ments with amateur translators.

9 A fan created online wiki where thousands of fans swapped detailed facts about the 
show.

10 A comic-con is a convention where comic fans congregate.
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accounts, YouTube videos, mobile phone messages and performance 
events, in the hunt for clues about the complex lives of fictional characters. 
Solving such problems demands a collective response – for example, 
through an online forum gathering essential pieces of a puzzle scattered 
in far-flung locations around the globe. ARGs began in America as a form 
of marketing designed to generate buzz about a media title and engage 
the active prosumer base, based on the assumption that if people don’t 
necessarily watch your program, then you have to make them want to. 
Hence advertising increasingly looks like content and vice versa. Initial 
interest in ARGs within America may have dipped as producers search 
for ways to broaden their audience base, but these sorts of experiments 
are even more limited in Japan, despite the fact that some have been quite 
ingenious. One of the few to be staged in conjunction with a popular manga 
mystery series, Detective Conan (Aoyama), was based around the idea of a 
trading card game. Players submitted their solutions online to puzzles that 
were printed on the back of trading card games; once they had reached a 
particular point threshold they would be sent mysterious emails that told 
them stories also hidden in the game. The activity attracted interest, but 
Japanese producers appear cautious about ARGs that are still unproven in 
their market as well as conceptually demanding. 

In her book Different Games, Different Rules sociolinguist Haru 
Yamada states that the main difference she experienced between Japan 
and America were their attitudes towards languages and relationships. 
Within Japan she observed an emphasis on interdependence and implicit 
communication, compared to an emphasis on individualism and personal 
expression in America: “[t]he American field is one where individuals play 
out self-reliance and practice explicit communication” (18). As Japan’s 
industries have already demonstrated through technical developments 
such as the wii, the people are equally ingenious; nevertheless it is true 
that many prefer to speak out anonymously about social issues. Hence the 
ARG is likely to be adapted to suit the demands of this particular fan-base.

Transmedial Approaches

Both the anime media mix and transmedial storytelling production 
models are creative production strategies in and of themselves, 
characterized by a unified, coordinated production of temporarily and 
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thematically linked networks of equal value media (rather than hierarchies 
of supportive merchandising). In Japan, such networks have become 
a foundational strategy of the larger manga and anime media franchises 
(Steinberg 141-2). They exist as integral parts of a multi-modal story weave 
that may include electronic games, light novels, as well as various forms of 
merchandise such as trading cards, stationary, clothing, toys, packaged food 
and even themed transport (Allison, “Cultural.”) An American produced 
trend report, Transmedia Rising (JWT Intelligence) displays American and 
Japanese productions on the same “Transmedia Milestones” timeline (fig. 
1). This acknowledgement of the influence of Japan’s media mix approach 
frames it as part of a transnational tradition.

The perceived need for localization of global ideas might explain 
why the influence of the anime media mix upon the development of 
transmedia storytelling is, nevertheless, sometimes overlooked in historical 
surveys (Demartino). Despite this omission, the general shift towards 
media connectivity was championed and developed within Japan’s anime 
and manga industries. In the 1980s Ōtsuka was proposing that fans 
hungrily consume fragments, or snippets of narrative in an attempt to piece 
together a mysterious, but thrilling (when discovered) grand narrative 
(Eiji and Steinberg 104-11). His theories grew out of his observations of a 
sticker campaign for “Bikkuriman Chocolates” which printed snippets of 
information about each of the characters on the chocolate wrappers. As 
children started to collect these wrappers they started to see an overview 
narrative form, much like a puzzle. Ōtsuka noticed that as the campaign 
wore on children would often throw the chocolates away because by 
that stage all they really wanted was to find out more of the story, so he 
started to look at how to make sense of this desire for totality through the 
theory of narrative consumption, emphasizing the drive to consume signs 
through which consumers can construct narratives, rather than products 
themselves. He argued that such narratives are reminiscent of mythological 
epics that emerge out of an expansive range of settings; the more detailed 
the world is, the more real it feels (Eiji and Steinberg 106-107). This notion 
has been seized upon and much talked about online (Doyle). In America 
it is now also often referred to as a universe in order to highlight that this 
is something “so large it cannot be contained within a single medium” 
(Jenkins, Convergence Culture 95). Differences such as these accumulate in 
“a process where integral elements of a fiction get dispersed systematically 
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across multiple delivery channels for the purpose of creating a unified and 
coordinated entertainment experience” (Jenkins, “Transmedia,” emphasis in 
original). Whereas the media mix in Japan has a strong merchandising 
drive, Jenkins emphasized the narrative implications of this production 
strategy. 

Much of the discourse that surrounds the focus on narrative coherence 
within transmedia storytelling emerged out of Jenkins’ analysis of one of 

Fig 1. Timeline: Transmedia Milestones, from the Transmedia Rising Trend Report, 
Courtesy of JWT Intelligence
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earliest, flawed attempts to apply Japan’s media mix strategies: The Matrix 
franchise (Jenkins, Convergence Culture 93-130). Its producers aimed to 
emulate the sort of synergy that propelled the obsessive consumption 
of some of the more popular Japanese anime and manga franchises: The 
Matrix was not just a series of films, but comprised a series of animated 
shorts, comics and even a game, Enter the Matrix. The films’ directors, the 
Wachowski brothers worked closely with the producers of the various 
media to ensure that they created a networked story that could not only 
stand alone but incorporate cross-referenced media elements. The idea was 
that users would follow these trails to explore a networked narrative that 
pieces together like a puzzle:

For example, in the animated short, Final Flight 
of The Osiris [(Jones)] the protagonist, Jue, gives 
her life trying to get a message into the hands of 
the Nebuchadnezzar crew [....] At the opening 
of Enter the Matrix, the player’s first mission is 
to retrieve the letter from the post office and 
get it into the hands of our heroes. And the 
opening scenes of The Matrix Reloaded show the 
characters discussing the ‘last transmission of 
Osiris (Jenkins, Convergence Culture 102).

In considering whether the concept of a story world is a mere 
translation, adaptation, or an extension of Ōtsuka’s grand narrative theory 
of consumption, it is useful to reconsider the debate about whether story 
adaptations across platforms amount to extensions. The argument that 
each new transmedia story-telling element offers a narrative extension (as 
opposed to the mere remediation of the same story across various media) 
overlooks the difficulty of drawing distinctions between the two (Dena 
148-9). The process of adapting stories according to the various strengths, 
weaknesses and protocols of each media is likely to introduce new elements 
regardless. This is echoed in Moore’s argument that when adaptation 
studies seek to analyze these shifts they undertake “the study of media 
itself” (Moore 191). Rather than limit the distinction between adaptation 
and extension to an either/or definition, perhaps it is more useful to speak 
of general tendencies. Transcultural adaptations tend to be motivated by 
the demands of cultural, rather than technological protocols. Like media 
technologies, those protocols vary over time. If cultural influences have 
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already crossed borders, such as in the case of Japan and America, then the 
process of creative appropriation and remix is likely to be ongoing. If this 
is the case then adaptor and receiver are perhaps best identified according 
to which media or technique is being adapted at the time. 

Such techniques are likely to be shaped by the contexts and cultures 
that engage with them. Osamu Tezuka, creator of AstroBoy, Japan’s first 
comic book hero laid the commercial foundations of Japan’s media mix 
delivery model. Inspired by Disney’s character merchandising strategies,11 
Tezuka was also limited by the realities of smaller markets and budgets. 
In response he took an early gamble to sell the AstroBoy television show to 
the networks for a fraction of what it cost in the hope that he could make 
his money back through merchandising tie-ins. AstroBoy stickers were 
given away free with Meiji marble chocolates (sponsors of the television 
show). This merchandising strategy might not have been new, but when 
Tezuka tied it to the animated television version of a popular comic series 
it took off. Soon everything was covered in stickers, which only fueled 
the craze even more. Participants at the time recount that it was as if 
AstroBoy exploded out of the television screens in to everyday life wherever 
they went (Steinberg). This sort of blanket presence through intense, 
almost environmental marketing continues today and characterizes the 
anime media mix, extending through every possible media outlet and 
merchandising arm whereby fans can extract the brand and use it to 
wallpaper their lives with fantasy (Ito 13). America may have provided the 
early inspiration for this merchandising drive, but even America’s capitalist 
consumer orientation does not appear to match the propensity for mass 
merchandising that so often characterizes the larger anime media mixes. 
Pokémon managed to generate so much consumption activity based around 
the theme of collecting cute, fanciful pocket monsters that it amounted 
to a cultural phenomenon. In his study of the connection between media 
technology and consumerism with particular reference to the Disney brand, 
Eric Jenkins argues that animation has a unique effect on audiences: “In 
live action people see existent life; in animation they imagine life” (206). 
Consumers might emulate the lifestyles and fashions portrayed in live 
action films, but Jenkins argues that fans of animated media seek instead 

11 Character merchandising effectively mediatize products (Steinberg) by branding them 
with a particular media identity in order to apparently imbue them with that personal-
ity’s characteristics.
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to repeat the affect of a fantasy experience; this desire can much more 
easily be tied to a wide range of objects that often become fetishized as a 
result (206-20).12 One Japanese fan intimated that this drive is intensified 
by the easy sense of intimacy with virtual characters (and technology in 
general) inherent to the Shinto religion where Gods, humanity and nature 
are treated as related equals (Geraci 237). Makoto Nishimura, the engineer 
who built Japan’s first real robot in 1928, comments: “If one considers 
humans as the children of nature, artificial humans created by the hand of 
man are thus nature’s grandchildren” (qtd. Hornyak 38). These artificial 
creations easily become characterized as “a mechanism for interacting 
with the world through the imagination” (Allison, “Cuteness” 43). Bearing 
this in mind, Japan’s advertisers have co-opted them as “devices for self-
realization” (Dentsu 95). 

A comparative study of American, Japanese and British media mix 
marketing techniques found that Japanese companies were far more adept 
at what is actually a very complex juggling technique (Doyle, Saunders 
and Wright 182). The authors took a proactive, but long-term approach 
towards the task and were generally much more alert to opportunities 
to build niche markets over time. By contrast, despite the success of The 
Matrix films the overall franchise was not nearly so popular in the American 
market, partly because western consumers weren’t used to having to seek 
out stories across multiple platforms, but also partly because the creators 
weren’t quite so adept at staging a media mix as their Japanese counterparts. 
There were no portable devices, no culturally provocative networking 
opportunities, no narrative mirrors and not even any suspenseful, nagging 
cliffhangers between platforms, so most filmgoers simply ignored the rest.

In recent years, however, there has been a revival of interest in 
transmedial storytelling in America through Facebook groups, meet-up 
groups, Twitter streams, blogs, conferences and “how to” courses, as well 
as the development of a vibrant community of independent transmedial 
storytellers. Unlike in Japan where media mix franchises are characterized 
by a comfortable marriage of commercial and creative imperatives,13 in 

12 Early examples of multi-platform production in America, such as Walt Disney’s theme 
parks all seem to involve some form of graphical media. 

13 Even grass roots franchises that emerge from participatory activity tend to express a 
personal, or communal experience through various media, rather than mount a dis-
tinctly political agenda, or consciously embrace the art form of transmedia production 
itself.
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America a substantial proportion of the production community appears 
to be primarily inspired by the creative and social potential of transmedial 
storytelling. Termed “transactivism” (Srivastava), the ability to generate 
social action through participatory, convergent media has attracted an 
earnest response from local voices intent on using it as a tool for social 
change. One example of this can be seen in “The WorkBook Project,” 
a portal for digital artists founded by writer/director and “experience 
designer” Lance Weiler, who first gained a reputation for cutting edge 
transmedia storytelling with the 2006 cinema release for Head Trauma. The 
screening of the film was accompanied with a bleeding narrative so that 
real phones in the street surrounding the theater rang, while characters 
and props from the film were handed out to passers-by in the street. 
After the screening filmgoers received eerie messages on their phones 
from characters in the film. Since then Weiler has gone on to produce 
a wealth of transmedia productions, including “Robot Heart Stories,” an 
experiential learning project for disadvantaged students, and the award-
winning convergent project Collapsus (Pallotta, Weiler and Wendig) that 
combined documentary, drama and game space in the one, networked 
online site.

The American approach is marked by innovations that have 
grown out of an emphasis on the art of storytelling as opposed to either 
merchandising, or character-driven multiplicity. This view is evident in a 
piece produced by the Producer’s Guild of America to define a transmedial 
producer:

[T]he person(s) responsible for a significant 
portion of a project’s long-term planning, 
development, production, and/or maintenance 
of narrative continuity across multiple platforms, 
and creation of original storylines for new 
platforms. Transmedia producers also create 
and implement interactive endeavors to unite 
the audience of the property with the canonical 
narrative and this element should be considered 
as valid qualification for credit as long as they 
are related directly to the narrative presentation 
of a project (Producers Guild of America, italics 
ours).
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This determined focus on transmedial narrative has also created new 
challenges; it requires unity and a certain amount of authorial control, 
which interaction can disrupt. This doesn’t leave as much room for fan 
intervention, or innovation as might be desired (Jenkins, “Transmedia.”) 
Perhaps American storytellers can learn from their Japanese counterparts, 
whose focus on character merchandising, combined with a general cultural 
fascination in “alternate and interpenetrating dimensions” (Cavallaro 4), 
has permitted narrative flexibility. Each character can generate numerous 
iterations, all of which have equal value – including participatory fan 
works. It is worth noting that Ōtsuka’s influential theories about the 
consumption of narrative have since been adjusted by other theorists such 
as Hiroki Azuma who argue that the introduction of technologies enabling 
the extracting, archiving and remixing of elemental bits and bytes of digital 
media,14 has created a situation where consumers no longer consume grand 
narratives. Instead what they now seek is the data itself, shaped at best in 
small bursts of story arcs contextualized by consumption of “the database 
of Otaku culture as a whole” (Azuma 59) – the networked container for a 
prosumer culture built upon engagements with simulated realities.

Nonetheless Azuma’s warning that this process might create a “world 
[that] drifts about materially without giving meaning to lives” (95) is 
sobering. Transactional media flows can generate shallow, affective media 
experiences just as they can also foster compelling, complex engagements. 
Media may need to keep in step with changing cultures, but there is also 
a role for historical benchmarks, particularly in terms of broader cultural 
flows. Equally it is important to remember that neither narrative nor 
innovation needs to disappear from the media landscape. Transculturation, 
involving local articulations of global flows, is a complex process that 
introduces fresh ways of seeing and being in the world. As such it is likely 
to emerge as a site of innovation as well as historical reinvention.

Conclusion

In this article it has been argued that whilst the anime media mix 
and transmedial storytelling are both global production strategies, they are 

14 Participatory engagement with these elements is linked to a fictional desire known as 
moe for favorite anime characters, or more accurately those affective features that enable 
fans to enact this desire through their repeated consumption, remix and recycling of 
composite characters.



Bronwin Patrickson and Sherman Young

60

also significantly different by virtue of the cultures that engage with them. 
The localization of content that occurs as part of transcultural adaptation 
introduces change. Whenever change occurs, the potential for innovation 
is evoked alongside the potential for destruction. Incorporating the loss 
of the old, and the emergence of the new, each transcultural adaptation is 
necessarily stamped with the character and context of each adaptive culture. 
In the case of exchange between Japan and America what emerges from 
their mutual influence is perhaps not quite Japanese, not quite American, 
but something different – a hybrid identity is potentially greater than the 
sum of its parts. When it is still emergent this something may appear to be 
displaced and awkward, nevertheless every adaptation sews a seed that as 
it grows has the potential to nurture, or inspire innovations that all can 
share and adapt in turn. 
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A Strategy of Cultural Americanization

Elizabeth Bladh

In April 2009 Swedish television broadcast a cultural program 
focusing on their preference for the local in a more and more globalized 
world. The first example used in the show to illustrate this trend was the 
comedy series The Office, which attained worldwide popularity in its original 
British version but also became popular in a local version. The second 
feature focused on two Swedish writers, who – to use the reporter’s words 
– “had encountered problems” as they were about to be introduced on the 
American book market (author’s translation). In order to secure a readership 
for the American editions the publisher had suggested substantial changes, 
for example to move the plot from Sweden to California and to omit or 
rewrite certain parts containing explicit references to sex and therefore 
considered unsuitable for a teenage audience. The two features discussed 
the same phenomena but were nevertheless presented quite differently. 
The localization strategy was not questioned as such when dealing with 
the various versions of the British sitcom; the American publisher on 
the other hand was placed in less favorable light. The Swedish authors 
declared in interviews that they were not at all happy about the request for 
changes, and when one of the American editors was interviewed she had to 
defend the publisher, as well as explain why they had decided to adapt the 
source-text. In this article I will explore this difference of response through 
analyzing the American version of a contemporary Swedish youth novel 
Are u 4 Real? by Sara Kadefors (one of the books featured in the television 
program mentioned above). The novel is about the difficulties of being a 
teenager today and has won many Swedish book awards, for example the 
August Prize in 2001, one of the most distinguished literary prizes in the 
country. Today it has sold 180,000 copies (Alevras). The impressive figure 
may partly be explained by the fact that it is used in Swedish schools, 
particularly as a starting point for classroom-discussions about friendship, 
internet use and behavior, growing up, finding oneself, etc. So far the novel 
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has been translated into ten languages: Danish (2002), Finnish (2003), 
Norwegian (2003), Dutch (2003), Icelandic (2003), German (2004), Czech 
(2004), English (2009), Serbian (2010) and Korean (“Libris.”) The Swedish 
source-text is called Sandor Slash Ida after the two main characters: Ida is a 
popular city girl who parties, sleeps around and hangs out with her friends 
and tries to forget her depressed mother at home and her absent father; on 
the other hand we have Sandor who lives in a sleepy suburb in another 
part of the country and dedicates his free time to ballet. He is bullied in 
school and has never had a girlfriend. The two teenagers meet online in a 
chat forum where they express their distress at being misunderstood and 
develop a friendship that will turn out complicated in real life.

Translation, Adaptation and Cultural relocation

Translation and adaptation have many characteristics in common 
and it is therefore quite difficult, perhaps even impossible, to make a clear 
distinction between the two. The difference between the two is considered 
a matter of degree, where texts are situated on a continuum depending on 
the nature and extent of alterations in comparison to a source-text. Eugene 
Nida and Jan de Waard mention the following types in their classification 
of translations: “interlinear, literal, closest natural equivalent, adapted, and 
culturally reinterpreted” (qtd. Oittinen 78). For other scholars (Hollander, 
Robinson, Oittinen), the difference between translation and adaptation is 
not related to form, but a matter of attitude. Douglas Robinson finds for 
example that people generally are more tolerant towards adaptations or 
versions, whereas our connotations for translation are rather restricted. 
John Hollander mentions that in terms of adaptations we tend to accept 
different readings, and that we do not speak of “the only version” or 
“the right version.” These attitudes seem to differ with respect to genre. 
According to Riitta Oittinen’s (2000) experience as a researcher, translator 
and illustrator in the field of children’s literature, translations are seen as 
“good” and adaptations as “bad.” She quotes scholars like Göte Klingberg, 
for whom the act of adapting is considered patronizing, implying that 
children are incapable of understanding a text which does not correspond 
to their frame of reference (Klingberg 74). 

To relocate a novel in an alternative location might be seen an 
adaptation, calling for major interventions to the source-text. On the 
other hand this technique is common, especially in children’s literature 
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(Alvstad 22-7). Many terms exist to describe the process of rewriting a 
text into the culture of the target language – a process that may include 
change of places, names and other cultural factors, like food, traditions, 
transportation and clothes. Joseph Che Suh (53) listed no less than eleven 
English and seven French expressions used to describe “the ‘freest’ form 
of translation”: adaptation, rewriting, version, transplanting, naturalising, 
neutralising, integrating foreign works, large-scale amendments, recreation, 
transposition, and re-appropriate. In this article I will use the term “cultural 
relocation,” borrowed from the book Moving Target. Theatre Translation 
and Cultural Relocation edited by Carole-Anne Upton (2000). This term 
suggests that the target audience will find it easier to relate to the target 
text. It comes as no coincidence to find that this strategy is particularly 
associated with theatre performance. There are several characteristics 
associated with this strategy: 

• Cultural relocation is used as a means to “write 
back” to a postcolonial hegemony;

• Cultural relocation can be used by a dominant 
hegemony to suppress marginalized cultures;

• Cultural relocation often cannot take place 
when a source-text is too culture-specific.

Analysis
The American publisher Dial, a member of the Penguin group, 

decided to relocate the Swedish text to a California setting as they thought 
American teenagers would encounter difficulties in relating to the original 
and therefore choose not to read the book. The editor Alisha Niehaus 
explained that Gothenburg and Stockholm, where the two main characters 
live, project certain connotations for a Swedish audience, who would 
get a picture of the characters just from where they live (“Swedish Book 
Review.”) To an average American teenager, who is not exposed to foreign 
books, Stockholm has no particular significance. More importantly, the 
target text needed to tone down the sexual content: references to porn 
were either omitted or toned down. The editor explained this as a necessity 
in order to reach an audience, not because teens would reject the book 
and find it too risqué, but that book stores and other distributors would 
consider it inappropriate reading for young adults and therefore choose 
not to order or distribute the book (“Swedish Book Review.”) 
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The most obvious change in the translation was the geographical 
relocation from Sweden to California, where the capital of Sweden has 
turned into Los Angeles, and the unnamed suburb to Gothenburg has 
become Oakland. This move also involved changes of names (Ida/Kyla, 
Sandor/Alex, Babak/Kevin, Vanja/Elizabeth), and nationalities (Sandor/
Alex is no longer of Hungarian descent, but his parents have now emigrated 
from Russia since this is a more important minority in the target culture). 
Although Aleksandr is not a common American name, the nickname Alex, 
which is used almost exclusively in the translation, is much more familiar to 
an American audience than Sandor is for Swedish readers. The same goes for 
Sandor/Alex’s bully Babak/Kevin, whose immigrant origin has completely 
disappeared in the adaptation. One exception to this domestication and 
homogenization of foreign sounding names is the retention of the Hispanic 
name Javier, which fits in with the Californian setting.

A stronger focus on the virtual world is also characteristic of the 
American edition. This is made clear already in the title Are U 4 real?, with 
its use of abbreviated signs so characteristic of text messages and chat-
rooms, and the cover, picturing on a black background two computer 
mice, one pink and one blue, connected through a cord forming a heart. In 
comparison the first Swedish edition used a cartoon of a girl in a miniskirt 
and tank top throwing a glass away in anger, and the second paperback 
edition has a close-up photo of the two actors playing Ida and Sandor 
(Aliette Opheim, Andrej Lunusjkin) in the 2005 Swedish feature film side 
by side. In the Swedish edition the internet theme is not indicated at all; 
the entire focus is on the relationship between two teenagers who do not 
seem to have much in common. In the American edition the chat room 
discussions and email exchanges follow the style often used today on 
internet forums (abbreviations, emoticons, no upper case); in the Swedish 
source text, on the other hand, there is no major difference between online 
and face-to-face dialogue. Both are expressed in colloquial language, 
occasionally via the use of dialect (insertion of a Western Swedish “la” for 
emphasis) but more often through a form of discourse close to spoken 
language (“they,” always pronounced [d m] in standard Swedish, is written 
“dom” in the dialogue and “de” in the narrative). In order to create a setting 
corresponding more accurately to American teenage life, the American 
adapter added certain details. For example, a passage is inserted where 
Alex is checking out Kyla’s profile on the chat forum when they first meet 
and instead of exchanging photos via regular mail, they upload pictures of 
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themselves on Facebook, a social network which at the time the Swedish 
text was written had not yet acquired an international profile – today it is 
an indispensable part of most Swedes’ lives. 

There were also ideologically based changes, for example omissions 
and rewritings of unsuitable parts referring explicitly to sex. These changes 
were harder to accept for Kadefors, since they affected the characters’ 
behavior more significantly than the relocation of geographic setting. 
One particular change, which was highlighted in the Swedish press, 
was the omission of an episode involving references to a pornographic 
film (Kadefors, Sandor 50-3). In an inner monologue Ida/Kyla is trying 
to understand why she is so blasé with regards to sex. She wonders if 
unintentional exposure to R-rated movies (“at some horny guy friends”) 
can explain her lack of interest, or if it is the sex itself, given that “she 
started at twelve.” This paragraph, Kadefors explains, is important since it 
gives cues to understanding Ida/Kyla’s behavior (“Bowdlerise Literature.”) 
In the American adaptation the entire section leading up to the reference to 
the taboo has been rewritten. In the Swedish source-text, Ida’s relationship 
to sex here appears very alienated, and she wonders if it is because of her 
exposure to pornography. The description of her sexual encounters with 
the two guys she and her girlfriends are hanging out with is extremely 
brief: “She can’t look at him. Can’t stop thinking that she’s slept with him. 
So unnecessary. She’s slept with Hampus too but that was so long ago, 
he’s easier to look at” (51: my translation). In the American edition, the 
encounter with Isak/Adam is described in much more detail, and alcohol 
is now used as an explanation for the one-night stand: 

She can’t look at him. Can’t stop wondering 
why she slept with him. Well she knows why. 
It’s because they were partying and she was 
very drunk, and at the time his arms felt warm 
around her. Kissing made everything tingle and 
every little voice telling her not to, to just shut up. 
The next day it was never quit so Zen. Especially 
after she realized that Adam could barely string a 
sentence together without needing to go Ollie or 
whatever skate-board guys do. She’s avoided him 
since. [...] Yeah, yeah. She slept with Jake too, but 
it was two years ago, so he’s easier to look at” (52).
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The reader of the American text is offered a description including 
sexual excitement, with a heroine appearing to know how to resist the 
temptations of the flesh. 

A similar “purification” involving the male lead character did not 
receive as much attention in the media, but the effect in the narrative is 
about the same. In the Swedish source-text Sandor/Alex behaves more like 
an average teenager, curious about what intercourse is like, and therefore 
troubled that he “must be the only fifteen-year-old in the whole world 
who’s never watched a porn movie” (63). He is aware of his classmates 
watching it on special channels and that some of them are even selling 
videos in school. All these references to “adult” movies are deleted in the 
American version, and Sandor/Alex, who is now one year older, appears 
instead as a true romantic, since he “must be the only sixteen-year-old 
in the world who’s never held a girl’s hand” (68). The American edition 
also omits some unfavorable Swedish stereotypes of Americans and a few 
references to the word “fuck,” which as a loan-word is considered less 
coarse in Sweden than domestic swear-words. 

When Kadefors had received the draft adaptation, she compiled a 
list of no fewer than a hundred alterations of which she did not approve. 
She was even so upset that she did not even read the published version. 
Kadefors mentioned three reasons why she disapproved of the American 
version. She regretted the fact that American teenagers could not become 
acquainted with a foreign culture: reading about how adolescents in another 
part of the world experience similar difficulties, joys and challenges, 
Kadefors argued, would enhance the belief understanding that people live 
similar lives, no matter where they live (Dahlin and Kadefors).

The news of how Kadefors’ book had been rewritten for the American 
market was reported in many Swedish daily papers, mostly by reproducing 
the telegram from the Swedish news agency TT Spektra (Magnusson). The 
story was picked up and developed further in the Swedish national press 
on the same day that the television show was broadcast (7 May 2009), but 
on the whole Kadefors’ reaction did not spark a debate. However, the story 
was not completely forgotten in the book world: when Kadefors attended 
Scandinavia’s largest book fair a year later to promote her new book, a 
major part of her speech, entitled “My American Adventure,” was devoted 
to the adaptation of Sandor Slash Ida (Dahlin and Kadefors). Four Swedish 
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literary agents interviewed by Malin Axelsson (2009) took up Kadefors’ 
point; they believed that the kind of cultural relocation introduced to 
the American version was too “extreme,” “an excessive intervention in 
the source-text.” In their view this was an “unusual” strategy, since “most 
publishers are decent”, i.e. do not wish to domesticate the source-text in 
this way. One agent for children’s and youth literature referred to a recent 
discussion with a French publisher, who had expressed concerns about 
sexual allusions in a book for juveniles. In the end no omission was made 
in the French text since “we talked about it and then they did not introduce 
the change” (Axelsson). In the American context, however, it seems as if 
the adapters were not so culturally sensitive. 

One comment on a Swedish blog was extremely negative towards the 
American publisher: even though the person admitted that geographical 
relocation could be acceptable (“I can buy that,”) they totally condemned 
the omissions of references to sexual behavior, which were considered silly 
and “typically American” (Pelles Personliga Punkt [Pelle’s Personal Point]). 
This posting generated quite a few comments, the majority of whom were 
of the same opinion as the blogger. One person regretted that the author did 
not put her foot down and restrain the American publisher (“Emma Says 
Style”). In comparing the two versions, it seems that while the adaptation 
captures the gist of the story, there are omissions, even though they do not 
seem particularly significant. The porn film is perhaps one ingredient in 
explaining Kyla’s behavior, but from Kyla’s behavior it is quite clear that 
she can’t be bothered with sex anymore, and giving so much importance 
to the omitted scene perhaps takes readers too much for granted. It is 
clear that the reaction from Swedish critics, bloggers, as well as the author 
herself, has an ideological basis, based on the belief that the source-text has 
had to be bowdlerized for consumption by American readers. In this case 
adaptation or cultural relocation has been identified with colonization. 

American readers did not see the text in the same way: for librarian 
Kathleen E. Gruver, who in a review stated that “[p]arts of the plot have 
not translated well from the Swedish setting to contemporary California” 
(106), the relocation was not completely convincing. At one point Ida/
Kyla travels by train to stay with Sandor/Alex’s family for a few days, a 
scenario that to Gruver is very European, even though she says it could 
also work for the north-eastern part of the United States. In a Californian 
setting Gruver does not see railroad travelling as a “practical option” since 
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this state is “notoriously ‘car culture’” (“Are U”). Gruver’s comment offers 
a value-judgment on how successful the relocation strategy was, and does 
not question the relocation strategy itself. Speaking from the center rather 
than the periphery of American literary culture, she felt justified in making 
such a remark. In similar vein Gruver wondered rather patronizingly 
whether an average American teenage reader would notice that the setting 
was different in the source text (Gruver, “Are U.”) Likewise an anonymous 
summary of the book in Kirkus Reviews (2009) does not even mention the 
novel’s foreign origin (“Are U.”).

American juveniles are generally not much exposed to foreign 
literature in translation, with the possible exception of Japanese manga 
cartoons: “I don’t know how often this goes on – translating a foreign book 
into English. I’ve never heard about it being done before,” writes “Liv” in 
her blog when reviewing the American edition of Kadefors’ novel (“Are U 4 
Real by Sara Kadefors.”) Rather patronizingly she claims that: “It was a fun 
experience to read something that wasn’t by an American author,” but she 
admits to feeling “gypped” with regards to the relocation and the fact that 
many of the “dirtier parts” were left out. She learnt about this through an 
anonymous posting on her blog when she listed books she had decided to 
read. Interestingly no additional comments were made after this posting, 
which included a literal translation of the omitted porn film incident.

In deciding to relocate the novel, the American publisher was 
motivated by commercial concerns; the reaction from the author was 
typical of someone from the European margins objecting to this money-
oriented view. Eventually she was persuaded to accept the adaptation – 
by permitting it to be published – by the vision of her book becoming a 
blockbuster and giving her money and fame. On the other hand, it is clear 
that, in terms of reception, the target text was a victim of colonization; it was 
perceived as somehow “inferior” to its American equivalents, on account 
of its failure to represent contemporary Californian teenage cultures. The 
fact that the target text had to be altered so extensively angered Swedish 
readers, who felt that the source-text’s basic essence had been lost. 

It is perhaps not so interesting to draw a distinction between 
translation and adaptation. As Riita Oittinen has suggested, it is more 
important to understand the ideological implications of both translational 
or adaptational acts, to understand what they are really about. Is it possible 
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that cultures which are not used to translation like the English-speaking 
United States are not open to new and radical forms of textual reinvention? 
Even though cultural relocation is commonplace in adapted or translated 
fiction, especially children’s literature, the strategy is not always accepted by 
readers, publishers or authors. It would be interesting to investigate the use 
of cultural relocation further, in order to see where and when it is considered 
“appropriate,” especially in particular genres, such as children’s literature.
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Women in the Cinema of Nuri Bilge Ceylan

Olgahan Baksi Naylor

Nuri Bilge Ceylan, one of modern Turkey’s most accomplished 
international film-director and widely known for his distinctive, slow-
moving cinematic style, generates a certain amount of controversy over his 
screen representations of women. Some critics, such as Robin Wood, claim 
that his first three films - The Small Town (1997), Clouds of May (1999) 
and Climates (2006) - are mostly male-dominated (2), while others like 
Asuman Süner maintain that the absence of women in his films shows 
an alternative attitude to the issue of women in Turkish cinema (163) – 
a macho cinema where the only gaze is male. On the other hand, one 
cannot help wondering if this scarcity of female roles can be interpreted 
as a message to the audience – and if so, how? Can it be a subtle criticism 
of the current situation of women in Turkey? This article seeks to answer 
some of these questions and explore the implications and problematics of 
female film characters in the cinema of Nuri Bilge Ceylan; hence, one may 
conclude that Ceylan displays a highly critical attitude towards not only 
Western/American capitalism and its destructive effect on Turkish society, 
but also towards the patriarchal nature of that society and its subsequent 
subordination of women. 

In order to understand the conditions that shape Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s 
view of cinema, it may be helpful to look in brief at what happened 
before he came on the scene. As Süner details in her book New Turkish 
Cinema: Belonging, Identity and Memory, because of the oppressive political 
and social climate of the early 1980s, “popular Turkish cinema became 
estranged from its traditional audience and could not keep pace with the 
trans-formation of society” (8). She further explains that at a time when 
the term “Turkish film” (known as Yeşilçam) was something of a joke, 
connoting bad taste and banality, “filmmakers were trying to find new ways 
of expression, to address the changing dynamics of  society” (8). Under 
these adverse conditions, film companies needed a change in approach 
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in order to survive (8). This kind of policy has been well summed up 
by Stanley Cavell, who explained in The World Viewed that: “a medium 
is something through which or by means of which something specific 
gets done or said in particular ways. It provides, one might say, particular 
ways to get through to someone, to make sense; in art, they are forms 
of speech” (32). Such “new forms of speech” encompass “new types, or 
combinations and ironic reversals of types,” this being “the movies’ way 
of creating individuals” and “individualities” (33). In terms of Turkish 
cinema, the shift into “new forms of speech” was signaled by means of 
a movement away from cheaply-made films – mostly comedies and sex-
films – into more profound explorations of the struggle between various 
forces, interests, and voices in contemporary society (Süner 11). With this 
objective in mind, Nuri Bilge Ceylan creates a form of cinema in which 
the lives of various types of women from different socio-economic groups 
are analyzed, in an attempt not to “produce another instance of an art 
but a new medium within it [Turkish cinema]” (Cavell 103). This is done 
through the strategy of absence: the lack of major female protagonists in 
his films offers a significant contribution to gender politics, criticizing the 
highly male-dominated society wherein women occupy the background as 
obedient servants. 

Gönül Dönmez-Colin argues that Ceylan “often depicts women in 
traditional roles [as] – wives, mistresses, mothers and sisters” (95). In his 
early work such as The Small Town (Kasaba) (1997) and Clouds of May (Mayıs 
Sıkıntısı) (1999), the action focuses on rural families, in which women 
fulfill traditional roles as wives and mothers, accepting without question 
the idea of subservience to their male partners. The Small Town describes 
relationships between members of a Turkish family in a small town from 
the perspective of an eleven-year-old girl and her seven-year-old brother. 
The four-part film unfolds along with the seasons. The scene early on in the 
film wherein a class of children learns about “Love and Loyalty within the 
Family” is worth mentioning as an illustration of institutionalized sexism 
involving a little girl, Asiye (Havva Sağlam). In the middle of the reading, 
the teacher (Latif Altıntaş) notices a malodorous smell in the classroom. 
After sniffing each desk, he locates the source in Asiye’s lunchbox; when 
he inspects the food she is supposed to eat, he realizes it is scarcely fresh 
and criticizes her mother for being so careless. Asiye has been blamed by 
a male authority figure before her peers for something she has not done, 
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and has thereby been “forcefully introduced to feelings of shame and some 
merciless aspects of life” (“The Small Town.”) This scene is a significant 
indication of the director’s sympathetic attitude towards women, especially 
those forced to assume a subservient role in traditional Turkish society. 

Another important scene related to the role of the women in The 
Small Town occurs during the third part, when the children arrive at the 
corn field as the sun is setting; a fire is lit and maize cobs are roasting. 
The children’s grandparents (Mehmet Emin Ceylan and Fatma Ceylan), 
parents (Sercihan Alioğlu and Semra Yılmaz) and cousin Saffet (Mehmet 
Emin Toprak) gather around to talk. The male characters conduct most of 
the discussion while the two women prepare food: the grandmother keeps 
peeling the cobs and grilling them over the fire, paring fruit and offering 
some to her husband. She is the maternal figure permanently cast in a 
conciliatory role (Atam 185), who cannot tolerate the tension between her 
son and grandson over her dead son. On the other hand “the grandfather 
relates his experiences during the First World War, how he was taken 
prisoner by the British and sent to India, how he survived years of hunger 
and deprivation” (“The Small Town,”) while the father believes in analytical 
thought, science and rationality. This scene is crucial in its depiction of the 
roles of traditional Anatolian women living in a male dominated world, 
in which they are only allowed to be mothers, daughters or daughters-
in-law. They will not participate in the father’s conversation; nor do they 
question his judgment, however naïve it might be. At one point he admits 
to being an admirer of Alexander the Great and the United States; he gives 
a long history of Mesopotamia and subsequently that “one should have a 
balanced diet to live long like Americans do,” assuming, quite erroneously, 
that all Americans enjoy long and healthy lives. 

 The absurdities of his viewpoint are evident, yet the women accept 
it without question; to do otherwise might involve them in questioning 
their status within a highly stratified society. We do not know anything 
about the wife, her education or her ideas on America or the Americans; 
when she joins in the conversation, she speaks of how she felt when she 
was pregnant for the first time, or how she looked after the children during 
a fire in their neighborhood a couple of years previously. She admits feeling 
relieved for them and generally worrying over their safety and well-being. 
She has her own idiosyncratic view of life based on maternal commitment 
(Atam). 
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In Clouds of May, it is possible to observe a similar type of woman. 
The film tells the story of Muzaffer (Muzaffer Özdemir), who returns to 
his native town to make a movie. While his father, Emin (Mehmet Emin 
Ceylan) tries to save the small forest he has cultivated from confiscation 
by the authorities, his mother (Fatma Ceylan) devotes herself to domestic 
affairs; what she cares about most is her son’s happiness. Although she 
does not want to act in her son’s film, she reluctantly accepts the directions 
he gives her as to how to perform in front of the camera. In one sequence 
Muzaffer is shown trying to shoot a woodland monologue; while he tries to 
arrange the mise-en-scène, his father seems more preoccupied with his oak 
trees, so cannot concentrate on repeating the lines his son reads out loud to 
him. The mother sympathizes with her exasperated son and remonstrates 
with her husband.

The female characters in The Small Town and Clouds of May are 
representations of typical, traditional Anatolian women embracing rural 
lifestyles based on agriculture. However, Ceylan expands his field of vision 
after Clouds of May in response to the social and political changes experienced 
by the Republic of Turkey in recent decades. One such change can be seen 
in the gradual encroachment of capitalist values in the countryside. Wood 
argues that in Clouds of May this is evident in the impending destruction of 
Emin’s forest, “which he passionately but ineffectually opposes, relying on 
written agreements ambiguous in the first place and now perhaps obsolete” 
(3). We cannot help being reminded of Fredric Jameson’s observation that 
all third-world cultural productions seem to be allegorical (69): third-
world, in this context, is an umbrella term used to define texts produced in 
developing countries that differ from so-called “first-world” (i.e. Western) 
texts in terms of their political orientation. Third world texts project a 
political dimension in the form of national allegory: “the story of private 
individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the 
public-world culture and society” (“Third World Literature” 69). Likewise 
Deleuze claims that such texts are both political and exert a collective value 
(Kafka 17). Jameson explains this further in his unpublished essay “A Note 
on the Specificity of Turkish Cinema” (“Note”):

Along with Turkey, Iran is one of the rare Asian 
(or Eurasian) modernizing and non-socialist 
countries not to have been occupied by the 
colonial powers (and therefore not technically 
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“postcolonial.”) Both offer combinations of 
peasant production and urban industrial 
capitalism of a uniquely transitional kind, and 
their cinema in that respect has no particular 
equivalent elsewhere [….] Yet all this is very 
much in a contemporary situation of globalization 
and its simultaneities. Thus both cinemas 
also register, each in its own way, a unique 
combination of the traditional, the modern, 
and the postmodern – a combination that has 
been able to fascinate Western audiences, owing 
no doubt to the structural deficiencies of their 
own societies and the absence from them of any 
traditional or collective elements.

What fascinates Western audiences in the cinema of Nuri Bilge Ceylan 
is his oblique criticism of capitalism in the form of various disappearances 
or absences. In Clouds of May, the oak trees which are doomed to be cut 
down are an emblem of the moment of capitalist penetration, and hence 
signify a significant shift in rural modes of production. Emin’s struggle to 
save his trees, a personal story, can be seen as an allegory of rural Turkish 
people striving to keep their traditions and values based on agriculture. 
The world inhabited by traditional families live is in decline: the oak trees 
belong to this world. When one mode of production, the agricultural 
system, disappears, it means that people embracing mode of production 
will either have to change or end up with nothing. 

Once agriculture has been destroyed, the traditional roles of Turkish 
women as wives and mothers are subject to revaluation. In Once Upon a 
Time in Anatolia (Bir Zamanlar Anadolu’da) (2011), which takes place in 
central Anatolian Kırıkkale, it is still possible to see traditional Turkish 
women such as Cemile (Cansu Demirci) who lives in a village with her 
family. Everyone seems to be fascinated by her beauty, which might signify 
a nostalgic longing for past (patriarchal) stability: woman as object of desire 
is both attractive yet passive, posing no threat to established values. This 
bears out a point made in classic feminist film theory: in The Second Sex, 
Simone de Beauvoir argues that women are made not born, and hence 
subject to the influence of patriarchal power that deploys the brute fact 
of biological difference in order to manufacture and hierarchize gender 
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difference (281). However Cemile is perhaps unique in Ceylan’s later 
work; for the most part the director is concerned to depict women who 
are no longer content to play the traditional, obedient wife or girlfriend 
role any more. Climates (İklimler) (2006) begins with middle-aged lecturer 
and doctoral candidate Isa (Nuri Bilge Ceylan), en route to a summer 
holiday on the idyllic Aegean coast with younger lover Bahar (a television 
art director played by the director’s wife Ebru Ceylan), while shooting a 
series of photographs of ancient ruins for possible use in a class lecture. On 
the one hand it seems that Bahar is the kind of pliant woman associated 
with Ceylan’s earlier work: Dönmez-Colin claims that as “the partner of 
an older philanderer [she] expresses her sadness [at her current situation] 
through her silences and tears just like the silent women of the Yesilçam 
melodramas decades earlier” (95). However one may argue at the same 
time that Bahar represents the liberated career woman with the freedom 
to go on holiday with her boyfriend; she is sensitive and fragile, but at 
the same time strong enough to fight for the values she cherishes (Pay 
45). It would be impossible for her to ignore her boyfriend’s infidelity 
and continue her life as if nothing had happened. Her restless attitude at 
the dinner table, coupled with her blind-folding Isa while riding on the 
freeway can be seen as examples of her inability to adjust to the traditional 
Turkish woman’s role – in other words, remaining passive while her male 
partner has total freedom of speech and action.

In Once Upon A Time in Anatolia the wife of prosecutor Nusret (Taner 
Birsel) cannot accept his cheating on her while she is pregnant. Nusret and 
Dr.Cemal (Muhammet Uzuner) wait for Commissar Naci (Yılmaz Erdoğan) 
to locate the exact location where Yaşar (Erol Eraslan) was murdered. 
Nusret tells Cemal about a beautiful woman who dies all of a sudden right 
after giving birth; the story of his own wife. Dr. Cemal is not convinced 
with Nusret’s explanation and seeks out medical evidence; it turns out 
that Nusret’s wife committed suicide after discovering his infidelity by 
overdosing on her father’s heart pills. Although trying to defend himself 
by claiming that he was only unfaithful once while drunk, Nusret’s true 
motives are exposed; he was a serial philanderer whose behaviour proved 
impossible for his wife to ignore. Like Bahar in Climates, she was not 
prepared to put up with a traditionally passive role. Wood’s claim about 
the earlier film is also valid for Once Upon a Time in Anatolia: “I cannot think 
of another film as intelligent, as subtle, or as devastating in its sensitivity 
to the problems of heterosexual relationships in the post-feminist era” (4). 
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It would seem that in the era of capitalism in the Republic of Turkey, it is 
almost impossible for men and women to sustain an equitable relationship. 
In Climates the image of the troubled couple standing amidst architectural 
ruins prefigures their seemingly inevitable separation. The troubled look 
on her face is also another indication of their broken relationship. The 
distance between Bahar and Isa is made all the more insurmountable by 
Isa’s act of infidelity with his former lover, Serap (Nazan Kesal) during one 
of Bahar’s recent shooting trips away from İstanbul. When we look at the 
male character, Isa, it is as if his unfinished thesis reveals his self-inflicted 
pattern of irresolution, and inability to commit himself to something or 
someone. The impossibility of this happening is evident from the scene 
where Bahar “exposes herself to him emotionally by telling him her dream” 
(5). Isa can only respond by asking her when she has to be on set, signaling 
the end of their relationship. 

On the other hand Ceylan’s women are not always so morally 
upright; in a capitalist world they can cheat on their male partners, just as 
their partners can cheat on them. This kind of thematic structure recalls 
the Hollywood melodramas of the late Forties and early Fifties, which 
were ironically considered as “women’s films, or ‘weepies’” by critics and 
audiences alike (Elsaesser and Hagener 95). Ceylan takes that familiar 
American stereotype and reinvents it for modern Turkish cinema. In 
Three Monkeys (Üç Maymun), the female protagonist Hacer (Hatice Aslan) 
commits adultery when her husband is in jail: Dönmez-Colin points 
out that “her unconditional surrender to the culprit responsible for her 
husband’s imprisonment […] is unexpected for the viewer” (95). Hacer 
is clearly a woman acting according to her desires rather than observing 
marital values – even her mobile phone lyrics, cleverly linking her obsessive 
tailing of her lover to the first arousal of her husband’s suspicions - indicate 
her passionate yet vengeful nature: “I hope you love and are never loved 
back […] I hope love hurts you like it hurts me.” Her cheating differs 
from that of Isa (or even of Nusret in Once upon a Time in Anatolia), in 
that she does not expect her husband, Eyüp (Yavuz Bingöl), to behave as 
if nothing had happened. On the contrary she incites him to react. In the 
sequence where Eyüp finds her wearing a nightdress and lying on the bed, 
Hacer does not ask for forgiveness when her husband finds out about her 
infidelity: “by not behaving like the underdog, she gives her husband the 
chance to forego his injured male pride and forgive her” (Dönmez-Colin 
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95). She seems to be ready to pay the price for his forgiveness - hence her 
suicide attempt - although it is not clear whether she really plans to jump 
or is simply bluffing (Yücel 22-30). Hacer does not deny what she has 
done and even follows her lover Servet (Ercan Kesel) to his house. While 
Servet wants a short affair, she refuses to give up on him, calling out: “you 
are my destiny.” It is not Hacer but Servet who dies in the end–almost as 
if the director is punishing him for continuing the affair in the first place. 
Eyüp is left to try and rebuild his relationship with his cheating wife; he 
is also “punished” by the director for his apparent lack of responsibility. 
While capitalism has wrought significant changes in the way we look at 
“masculinity” and (more importantly) “femininity,” it also forces men to 
become more responsible for their own actions. They cannot just get away 
with behaving in the way they wish. Three Monkeys is not a “woman’s film” 
– as understood in classical Hollywood cinema – but rather a trenchant 
comment on contemporary Turkish society.

In Climates, Serap seems to be willing to have an affair with Isa 
despite Isa’s sadistic tendencies; but the only thing she seems to be after 
is sex, without worrying about the consequences (Wood 6). In fact she 
decides to be disloyal to whatever man she chooses, so long as it suits her 
purposes (Atam 193). Like Hacer in Three Monkeys, she identifies love in 
purely capitalist terms, as a means of instant self-gratification. In Distant 
(Uzak) (2002), Mahmut’s lover (Nazan Kırılmış) appears with another 
man in a bar and when she visits Mahmut, she leaves his place crying, 
as if she has failed to gratify herself; the desperate condition of a woman 
simultaneously cheating and yet in love. Likewise in Once Upon a Time 
in Anatolia the murder is committed on Gülnaz’s behalf; as a woman of 
desires, she had an affair with the killer who claims to be the father of her 
child. It is indicative of the director’s overall sympathies that again the 
cheating woman does not get punished, but the men involved with her.

Many years ago Mary Ann Doane wrote of the importance of desire 
in the Hollywood woman’s film of the Forties and Fifties: “[It] is always in 
excess – even if it is simply the desire to desire, the striving for an access 
to a desiring subjectivity. The desiring woman and her excessive sexuality 
may be theoretically unrepresentable (according to the logic of a masculine 
theory, in any event); she may be doomed to die to insure closure for 
the narrative, but for a moment of cinematic time she is at least present, 
flaunting her excess” (122). Ceylan takes the idea of excess and reworks 
it in the context of the contemporary Republic of Turkey: capitalism 
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leads women to pursue lifestyles based on excess – or on a disregard for 
“masculine theory” or masculine values. However they are not destroyed 
for making such a move; on the contrary, it is the men they interact with 
who are “doomed to die,” or at least to be blamed for what they have done.

 This paradigm assumes equal significance for another recurrent 
type of woman in the cinema of Nuri Bilge Ceylan - the ex-wife. In Distant, 
the audience follows the relationship between Mahmut and his ex-wife, 
Nazan (Zuhal Gencer Erkaya), who are seen having a conversation over 
her new marriage and life. In this scene we learn that Nazan cannot have 
any children (because of the abortion she had prior to their divorce) and 
she will immigrate to Canada with her new husband. It is significant that 
Mahmut still seems to care about her, since the news of her departure 
disturbs him more than the fact that she is married to someone else. The 
news provokes some almost adolescent behavior in him: when she calls to 
tell him her departure time, he tries to find a place where he can talk to 
her without being overheard by his cousin Yusuf (Mehmet Emin Toprak). 
He shuts himself in the bathroom and converses from the toilet seat. 
Later, Mahmut actually goes to the airport to see her off; clandestinely 
he watches her going through the departure gates with her new husband. 
She catches sight of him, but he vanishes without any exchange of words. 
The poignancy of the moment is palpable: will Nazan end up believing 
that her last glimpse of Mahmut was simply imaginary? Once again our 
sympathies lie with Nazan rather than Mahmut; it seems that her desire 
for freedom cannot be accepted by the once-dominant male, who has to 
try and “possess” her somehow by means of the gaze (as he watches her 
moving through the departure gate).

At the end of Once Upon a Time in Anatolia, Dr.Cemal still wants to 
look at photos of his ex-wife, just after returning from the body hunt. He 
looks out of the window at Yaşar’s wife Gülnaz (Nihan Okutucu) with her 
son walking, in other words, moving to another place. This sequence can 
be viewed from two perspectives: from one angle, it is the male, rather 
than the female, who is gazing – in other words, adopting the passive 
role while Gülnaz is the active protagonist. On the other hand Cemal’s 
expression suggests a kind of nostalgic yearning for a pre-capitalist era in 
which gender roles were clearly defined and divorce was unheard of. Once 
again masculine values are set aside; in this brave new world, people have 
the right to opt for their own ways of living.
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At the same time, the issue of the ex-wife may draw attention to 
unresolved problems. In Three Monkeys, both Eyüp and Ismail are visited 
by the dead boy, who may represent somebody or even something 
belonging to the past. In an interview with the London Guardian, Ceylan 
said that he wanted the boy to appear in scenes where a character needed 
to be comforted, especially those who feel an element of guilt (Andrew). In 
view of this information, one may argue that the male characters might feel 
guilty about their former marriages; hence they cannot stop thinking about 
the past. In Distant, Mahmut’s wife cannot have any children because of 
the abortion she had while they were still married. Similarly, we also know 
that the prosecutor Nusret caused his wife to commit suicide, leaving their 
child behind, after his disloyalty had been revealed. However in a capitalist 
world dedicated to progress, the past does not matter; the present and future 
assume more significance. It could thus be argued with some justification 
that the male characters have an archaic outlook on contemporary life.

The issue of women’s absence is another aspect of Ceylan’s 
meditation on women. Süner suggests that this theme has been embraced 
by filmmakers who subordinate women to men and deny them agency, 
but have a critical self-awareness of women’s complicity with patriarchal 
society (163-179). Examples of absent women are numerous in the cinema 
of Nuri Bilge Ceylan: in Distant, the timid introverted hero Yusuf casually 
but deliberately brushes against an attractive young woman on a public bus. 
The audience sees her changing seats to show that she has been disturbed, 
but she doesn’t express her discomfort. Another example is the young girl 
(Ebru Ceylan) Yusuf tries to impress in the street, accidentally starting a 
car alarm and thus humiliating himself. When alone with the same girl 
in the apartment lobby, waiting for the concierge, he cannot conduct a 
sensible conversation with her. Again she remains silent. The audience sees 
the same girl dating another man as Yusuf follows her. As for Mahmut’s 
mother, the audience sees her very briefly either at the hospital or at her 
home. His sister is heard on the phone and then seen very briefly in his 
mother’s house. In Climates Isa’s colleague Mehmet, who is trying to settle 
down after dating for a couple of years, mentions his relationship with his 
fiancé now and then; but the audience never sees her either on the screen 
or in photographs (Atam 193). In Once Upon a Time in Anatolia, Commissar 
Naci’s wife is heard on the phone at the beginning and the end of the film. 
She is not very happy because of the child, whose medical condition needs 
regular treatment. Likewise Dr. Cemal’s wife is seen only in photos. In 
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Three Monkeys, Servet’s wife is seen briefly in front of their house. 

Such examples might prompt us to conclude with Süner that 
in Ceylan’s oeuvre “the audience never sees the world from a woman’s 
perspective” (163). However we might look at this from another perspective, 
inspired by Deleuze’s observation that: “if there were a modern political 
cinema, it would be on this basis: the people no longer exist, or not yet […] 
the people are missing” (Cinema II 216). In the cinema of Nuri Bilge Ceylan 
some women are missing; through their absence, the director suggests that 
there are still legacies of the patriarchy in contemporary Turkish society. 
He aims to reinvent the Hollywood women’s film in another context by 
giving voice to all types of women, both active and passive (Stam 171). It is 
this aspect that might be characterized as the “positive element [in Ceylan’s 
films]” which at the same time refuses to offer any easy solutions (Süner 
163). Even though some women in capitalist Turkey have independence, 
they end up not getting what they want. In the light of this information, 
one can conclude that Ceylan seems to be highly critical of patriarchal 
values of Turkish society and Western/American capitalism, both of which 
confine women to subordinate roles. 
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Ray Browne on the Culture Studies Revolution: An Anthology of His Key 
Writings. Ben Urish (ed.). Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co. (Publishers), 
2011. p/bk 174 pp. ISBN 978-0-7864-4162-4. Price $39.95. 

This anthology of Ray Browne’s fundamental writings on the 
culture studies revolution, with a foreword by John Cawelti, the preface 
by Ben Urish, and an annotated bibliography, is a 174-page volume 
that represents, according to the editor, not just “a mere “collection of 
classics” but demonstrate the vigor, viability, and at times revolutionary 
character of the approaches and underling ideas within the pieces” (7). The 
book is organized in four main parts, each presented with a brief general 
explanatory introduction by the editor. 

The first part, “Blazing the Trail,” attempts to define the term and the 
field of popular culture, distinguishing it from “mass culture” — otherwise 
defined as “the common culture of the masses of people […] developed 
only after the eighteenth century […] [when] the printed word came into 
being” (21). Popular culture as Browne understands it is among other 
things “the entertainment, icons, rituals and actions that shape a society’s 
everyday world” (12). In its simplest definition, he argues, popular culture 
“is the way of life we inherit from generations before us, use ourselves, and 
pass in to our followers” (21). 

The second part, “Clearing the Horizon,” deals with the cultural 
aesthetic principles that stem from elite culture imposed on the aesthetics 
of popular culture, but it shows also the author’s concern with the necessity 
of globalizing its field of studies. Browne states that the old criteria of 
the cultural élite no longer hold, and he doubts if they ever did; if we 
claim “to be scholars interested in the social and cultural milieu around 
us must read the popular […] indiscriminately” in order to “understand 
the motivations, psychology, forms of entertainment — in short of culture 
— of the people around us, and therefore of ourselves” (72). “Topics 
and Examples,” the title of the third part, is a short section that includes 
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examples of Browne’s ability “to tie his larger pedagogical issues to his more 
particular scholarship” (127). He focuses on how popular media provide 
the context to understand their cultures of production; the difficulties of 
dealing openly with certain aspects of human life; and the popularity and 
appeal of Sherlock Holmes. 

Part four, “Meanderings and Excursions,” is a representative 
collection of the author’s essays that captures his thinking, at times 
autobiographical, other polemical or intriguing. Ranging from a reflection 
on religious practices and their cultural contexts, to a critical analysis of 
ASA (American Studies Association), this material reveals the author´s 
thinking on American Studies’ scholarly importance. Browne’s ideas are 
relevant to all fields of contemporary social sciences and humanities (7); 
he was a prolific author who freely and extensively engaged with different 
topics, while providing an inspiration for other scholars interested in 
contemporary popular cultures. 

Gloria Galindo 
California State University, Channel Islands

Gloria Galindo
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Adaptation Studies: New Approaches. Christa Albrecht-Crane and 
Dennis Cutchins (eds.). Madison and Teaneck: Fairleigh Dickinson UP., 
2010. h/bk 306 pp. ISBN 978-08386-4262-7. Price $68.50.

No adaptation can possibly achieve a one-to-one correspondence 
from one form to another. No book can be completely captured in a 
film adaptation, for example. From the beginning of the discipline of 
adaptation studies, the editors here tell us, critical comment has tended to 
focus on the unavoidable differences between source and adaptation, with 
much being made of the gaps and perceived shortcomings of the latter. 
“A stubborn insistence on fidelity” has kept the discipline in a too narrow 
course. Albrecht-Crane and Cutchins assembled this collection of “new 
approaches” in the hope of prompting a more general turn, of moving 
the discipline toward more open, more theoretical approaches, a shift in 
many ways reminiscent of the revolution in literary studies that occurred 
with the arrival of poststructural and other more self-reflective theories on 
American shores. Much more important work, these writers believe, can be 
done through an acceptance of the value of the differences between source 
and adaptation, which can open up new critical and theoretical spaces.

The editors point out that while the concept of “adaptation” can 
be seen at work in any situation where there is “creation” followed by 
“reaction” (and much more might be made of this widening of the basic 
definition of the discipline than is made here), the vast majority of adaptation 
studies concern themselves with works from Anglo-American culture. 
This is the case in this anthology: most contributions concern themselves 
with American and British films. The first section - “Fidelity, Ethics and 
Intertextuality” is the most theoretically dense. Brett Westbrook takes on 
the question of why adaptation studies has resisted incorporating larger 
theoretical frameworks. He understands that some unavoidable questions 
make such a change intellectually difficult; if modern literary theory holds 
that no texts stand “gloriously alone” how do critics make sense of a field 
that has traditionally seen adaptation as “text dependent” (26). Westbrook 
clearly feels that this very problem should show critics that an expanded, 
more flexible, critical approach is necessary if the field is not to stagnate.

There are a number of interesting essays in the other sections of the 
book; some that seem to take novel approaches, others that seem little 
different from adaptation studies as it has been. In the “Literature, Film 
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Adaptions, and Beyond” section Dennis Cutchins looks into the rethinking 
of the classic western film Shane in the 2004 Denzel Washington/
Dakota Fanning vehicle Man On Fire. Cutchins convincingly refutes the 
common view of the film as a “revenge movie,” opening it up, via Shane, 
into something much larger. Other essays look at Brokeback Mountain, at 
adaptations of Joyce’s Ulysses and at George Romero’s Night of the Living 
Dead. There are entertaining explications-in-passing in a number of essays 
of such tangential subjects as the Hays Code and Edison’s early legal fights 
over copyright matters.

One of the most interesting takes on a chain of adaptations — from 
play to film to remake “based on” — is Nancy Steffen-Fluhr’s look at director 
Ernst Lubitsch’s 1940 Jimmy Stewart vehicle The Shop Around the Corner 
(this film was the source-text for the much less interesting You’ve Got Mail 
(1998) with Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan). Steffen-Fluhr suggests Lubitsch’s 
film can most profitably be viewed as a “readymade.” By this she means 
the film is a collage or assemblage of pieces from a 1937 Hungarian play 
and other sources she identifies. She points out how the film is generally 
seen as a simple “holiday film” (it concludes at Christmas), and as being 
dialogue-driven in a way close to the “screwball comedy” style of the time. 
She then goes on to show how the most significant communication in the 
film is done by way of the “languages” of objects and of music —flowers, a 
musical cigar/candy box, more — with the dialogue actually being of only 
secondary significance to the emotional impact of the film: “Lubitsch’s style 
in Shop is to be expressive without being communicative” (206). Viewers, 
to a great degree, need to assemble the subtle parts for themselves if they 
are to receive the full emotional message. Steffen-Fluhr also points out how 
the film achieves its stylized air by way of refusing to adapt the source too 
completely: the sets and even the camera work suggest a stage play, for 
example, when a more realistic approach would have been easier to take.

Some of the contributions here do seem to make real, if somewhat 
tentative, moves toward a more theoretically muscular approach to this 
field, but even those that fail to venture too far from more traditional 
approaches provide much in the way of insight and even, with their new 
looks at fascinating American films, genuine entertainment.

W. C. Bamberger
Independent Scholar

W. C. Bamberger
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The Literary Monster on Film: Five Nineteenth Century British Novels 
and Their Cinematic Adaptations. Abigail Burnham Bloom. Jefferson, NC 
and London: McFarland & Co (Publishers), 2010. p/bk 212 pp. ISBN 978-
0-7864-4261-4. Price US$35.00/£31.30.

Any new book dealing with Frankenstein, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll 
and Mr. Hyde, Dracula and their film versions needs to be clear about its 
aims and approaches to these well explored areas of study. Furthermore, it 
must offer a significant contribution to the field rather than rehash familiar 
arguments. While The Literary Monster on Film should not be condemned 
outright for the latter offense, it struggles to break fresh ground. Adding 
She and The Island of Dr. Moreau to the mix broadens the scope of the work 
without addressing more fundamental issues.

Burnham Bloom’s thesis appears straightforward: the nineteenth 
century novels under discussion seek an intellectual response from 
the reader, while the film adaptations she analyses are more interested 
in soliciting an emotional reaction (2). Thus readers forge an uneasy 
identification with the monsters, while viewers enjoy an uncomplicated 
empathy with the victims (2). I find this premise problematic, not least the 
assumption of uniform reader and viewer responses, yet it is a workable 
starting point: the books are about horror from within, the films about 
horror from without (7). The author however has little apparent interest 
in developing this argument, moving swiftly to her literary and cinematic 
case studies. There are numerous sweeping generalizations, for example: 
“During the nineteenth century most people believed in original sin” 
(3). Perhaps a majority of people in predominantly Christian Western 
countries accepted this doctrine but Burnham Bloom offers no elaboration 
of the point. Nineteenth century British society is treated as a monolithic 
entity, making no distinction, for example, between the Regency and 
Victorian eras (6). The author also suggests that all nineteenth century 
novels were written expressly to convey moral lessons (8). Rather than 
provide substantiation and documentary evidence, Burnham Bloom offers 
minimal social, political and cultural contextualization. Perhaps the biggest 
problem with this study is the lack of engagement with previous debates 
in this field (I counted sixteen references), which I feel disqualifies it as a 
significant scholarly work.
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The book is dogged by repetition, whether ideas, quotes (as on page 
51), or character and plot details. The areas of discussion for each chapter 
are unnecessarily restrictive and at times Burnham Bloom struggles to add 
new material to each section. A firmer editorial hand would help. The 
discussion of Bram Stoker’s Dracula includes a quote that runs a full page 
when the last two sentences would have sufficed (149-50). The conclusion 
is more a brief survey of loosely associated works and consequently feels 
redundant.

Other questions spring to mind throughout this study. Are the 
books under review accurately described as “horror novels” (1, 2)? If there 
is evidence that the authors recognized this label, Burnham Bloom has not 
provided it. Are “monster” and “evil” useful terms for these characters and/
or their deeds (4)? The author apparently thinks so yet does not define 
the concepts in a lucid and consistent way. At times, Burnham Bloom 
seems to be following an unstated theological or philosophical agenda. 
Her argument is not always clear, as when discussing She and the desire 
for immortality: “This is a general evil that can lead to the monstrousness 
of everyone because the capacity for evil is within us all” (87). Why is the 
quest for immortality evil in itself and, if the potential for evil is universal, 
will it not as likely be unleashed by more mundane desires and objectives?

As film criticism, the book raises valid points. Discussing James 
Whale’s Frankenstein (1931), Burnham Bloom offers an interesting take on 
the Monster’s (Boris Karloff’s) killing of Dr. Waldman (Edward Van Sloan), 
arguing that the former acts in self-defense when Waldman attempts to 
vivisect it (27). She also contrasts the orange blossoms used to mark 
generations of Frankenstein weddings and the flowers picked by the child 
Maria (Marilyn Harris) who dies at the hands of Frankenstein’s creation 
(27). Burnham Bloom highlights the questionable sexual politics of the 
1920 Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (61) and provides an appreciative critique of 
Don Taylor’s neglected 1977 Island of Dr. Moreau (127-136), though the 
argument could be more rigorous. Similarly, she links Robert Day’s 1965 
version of She to Swinging Sixties hedonism but does not develop this 
angle (104, 111).

While Burnham Bloom has interesting things to say about the thirteen 
films under review she appears less familiar with the wider horror genre. Her 
discussion would benefit greatly from more references to other adaptations 
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of these novels. There is no mention of the 1958 or 1979 Dracula films or 
Werner Herzog’s 1979 Nosferatu, all of considerable interest. Referencing 
Hammer’s Frankenstein films, she states that they “feature a tall, thin 
creature, whose skin has the pallor of death” (19); this is true only of the 
first, Terence Fisher’s The Curse of Frankenstein (1957). Her description 
of Kenneth Branagh’s scientist in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1994) as 
“the most monstrous of Frankensteins” (34) suggests she has not studied 
Peter Cushing’s interpretations in Hammer’s The Curse of Frankenstein and 
Frankenstein Must Be Destroyed (1969) or Udo Kier’s Nietzschean creator in 
Flesh for Frankenstein (1973). Discussing F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922), 
she suggests that German Expressionism originated as a film technique 
(160), which is not the case. On a more prosaic level, the 1910 Frankenstein 
is not “one of the very earliest American films” (19), Erle C. Kenton’s Island 
of Lost Souls premiered in 1932, not 1933 (5), and the Lugosi Dracula was 
made in 1930, not 1931 (160). In a still from the 1931 Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde, Burnham Bloom credits the British character actor Holmes Herbert 
as “Herbert Holmes” (66), while the character Ivy Pearson is sometimes 
given as “Ivy Pierson.” These are minor points but indicative of overly 
casual research, or perhaps just lack of time.

The Literary Monster on Film is redeemed, to a point, by the author’s 
enthusiasm for the subject. What it lacks is a clear intent and methodology, 
exhibiting strands of insight but little more.

Daniel O’Brien
University of Southampton, UK
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Birds of America: Stories. Lorrie Moore. New York: Vintage 
Contemporaries, 2010. p/bk 304 pp. ISBN: 978-0-307-47496-4. Price 
$15.00.

Lorrie Moore’s riveting collection of short stories, Birds of America, is 
definitely a striking satire of degenerate modern life and society in which 
not only things but also individuals fall apart. The broken, ungrammatical 
syntax that Moore uses also contributes to the effect of disintegration. 
The term “loneliness” is used repeatedly in the collection and is the core 
reason that drags people into reactions that they normally do not display. 
Loneliness can change the very essence of human beings. In fact “will” is 
the magical word in the whole collection, because my favorite story of 
the book, “Willing,” exemplifies how human resolution can be heavily 
wounded when exposed to failure and isolation. Moore is quite talented in 
showing that even people who are seemingly strong-willed and powerful 
can display extreme brittleness within the gears of wheel of modernity. In 
this opening story of the collection, Sidra, an intellectual, sophisticated 
actress has an affair with a coarse, ignorant mechanic named Walter 
because of loneliness. She loses all her balance and determination in this 
dysfunctional relationship and acts like a simple minded person out of 
jealousy. Moore invites us to reflect on the extent to which modern life can 
push people’s limits and drag them into absurdities.

In some other stories in the collection, the most sensitive people are 
surprisingly capable of displaying great strength in case of necessity. In 
“Canonical Babbling in Peed Onk,” a sensitive mother is pushed to write 
the story of her cancer-stricken baby to get money for the treatments. She 
also struggles to be practical while dealing with her insensitive husband 
and financial problems. Moore exemplifies that suffering is an integral 
part of our lives and matures human beings while contributing to their 
development. 

On the other hand individuals can go astray and lose their integrity. 
“Beautiful Grade” is a good example of this, as it focuses on a divorced 
law tutor who dates a learner less than half his age. He finds excuses for 
this strange relationship during the whole dinner scene but none of the 
listeners seems to be persuaded by his baseless justifications. Although 
there is another divorced man at the dinner table who is much more 
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hypocritical about personal affairs, he does not refrain from questioning 
the tutor’s attitude. Moore again beautifully debunks the mindset which 
hypocritically shuns people, even though they commit the same errors as 
those they seek to reject. 

Moore provides us with multiple perspectives to evaluate modern 
life and its differing effects on the human psyche. Desolation, exclusion, 
extreme tragedy and hypocrisy are all unsolicited ingredients of modern 
society but, somewhere in the world, they are being experienced to the 
fullest every day. Hence, it is of crucial significance not to sweep them under 
the rug in order to understand ourselves as human beings. Birds of America 
can be read as picturing the troubled psyche of modern individuals, who 
sometimes stagger under the burdens of the 21st century mindset.

Sibel Erbayraktar
Yıldırım Beyazıt University, Ankara
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Still in Print: The Southern Novel Today. Jan Norby Gretlund (ed.). 
Columbia, SC: U. of South Carolina Press, 2010. p/bk 304 pp. ISBN: 978-
1-57003-943-0. Price $29.95. 

This collection of essays, Still in Print: The Southern Novel Today, was 
formulated around a rather bold premise: to introduce scholars interested 
in southern literature to specific novels published between 1997 and 2009 
with the goal of ensuring that they remain in print. As editor Jan Nordby 
Gretlund indicates: “The fact is that many southern novels are published 
every year, but for the most part their shelf life is unreasonably short. 
Often a new novel — even an excellent one — appears in print, drops 
out of sight immediately, and is not heard about again. This is why my 
fellow critics and I have decided to stick our necks out and pronounce. 
We feel an urge to tell you about new novels that deserve to be kept in 
print” (vi). Gretlund’s critics include eighteen experienced scholars of 
literature of the American South. Most of them are southerners, but six are 
Europeans. Thus this volume also functions as a transnational collection 
that introduces Americanists to the range of research being conducted on 
contemporary southern literature beyond the borders of America. Self-
admitted admirers of the great writers of the South, the contributors are 
experts on classic southern writers such as Edgar Allan Poe, Mark Twain, 
Zora Neale Hurston, William Faulkner, Eudora Welty, Richard Wright, 
Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, Madison Jones, Alice Walker and 
Lee Smith (Gretlund himself is a Welty and O’Connor scholar). In this 
collection, however, these critics go beyond the universally accepted and 
undisputed works of the southern literary canon to evaluate eighteen 
contemporary novels which they maintain are worth reading and worthy 
of our attention. 

The eighteen novels examined in this collection are grouped into 
four categories — “A Sense of History,” “A Sense of Place,” “A Sense of 
Humor,” and a “Sense of Malaise.” The novelists themselves include those 
who are actually from the South and those who write about the South 
but are not native southerners. The section entitled “A Sense of History” 
encompasses novels such as Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain, Josephine 
Humphreys’ Nowhere Else on Earth, Kaye Gibbons’ On the Occasion of My 
Last Afternoon, Pam Durban’s So Far Back, and Percival Everett’s Erasure. 
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It deals with the painful legacy of the southern past, with special attention 
paid to issues of race, gender, prejudice, and justice, especially in the years 
immediately before and after the Civil War. The second topic, “A Sense of 
Place,” grapples with just that — the southern landscape and geography, 
and the ways in which family and community are indelible parts of 
southern identity. It spans authors and works such as Steve Yarbrough’s 
The Oxygen Man, Larry Brown’s Fay, Chris Offutt’s The Good Brother, Barry 
Hannah’s Yonder Stands Your Orphan, and James Lee Burke’s Crusader’s 
Cross. The following section, “A Sense of Humor,” emphasizes the wit of 
southern customs and speech, as well as humor as a healing mechanism 
in southern society. It incorporates George Singleton’s Work Shirts for Mad 
Men, Clyde Edgerton’s The Bible Salesman, James Wilcox’s Heavenly Days, 
Donald Harington’s Enduring, and Lewis Nordan’s Lightning Song. Last but 
not least, the final and shortest section, “Sense of Malaise,” explores classic 
motifs of southern literature — such as loss, despair, alienation, humanity, 
homelessness, and death — with a more contemporary twist through 
novels like Ron Rash’s One Foot in Eden, Richard Ford’s The Lay of the Land, 
and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road. While the editor undoubtedly grouped 
these diverse novels into four categories for organizational purposes, at 
times the sections seem rather contrived as certain topics such as political 
and religious fundamentalism; kinship and community relationships; 
identity in marriage; sex, violence and crime; alcoholism; the rural versus 
the urban South; and social initiation transgress these arbitrary boundaries 
and can be found throughout the collection. 

Although refreshing and insightful in its approach and generally 
delivering on its promise of familiarizing readers with new visions of the 
contemporary American South, this collection is haunted by two common 
specters: sex and race. While the novels themselves deal with these topics 
quite lucidly, unfortunately the chosen authors, as well as the critics 
themselves, are overwhelmingly male (with only three female novelists 
and four female critics); overwhelmingly white (the only African American 
author, for example, is Percival Everett); and overwhelmingly mainstream 
(the majority of the novelists are university professors over the age of sixty), 
thus reproducing, reasserting and reifying many of the same tropes which 
contemporary novelists and critics have attempted to disassemble and 
deconstruct. Gretlund attempts to explain this away by maintaining that 
“just who the best critics [and writers] are varies substantially from decade 
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to decade; in the late 1980s and early 1990s, women dominated both as 
novelists and excellent critics. Now, at the end of the first decade after 
2000, men clearly dominate both as novelists and critics [...] I know that 
this will probably change again in a few years” (viii). This rather subjective 
and dissatisfying rationalization leaves one with the distinct impression that 
more effort could have been made towards ensuring diversity, especially 
given the South’s track record on matters concerning gender and race. 

With its limitations in mind, Still in Print: The Southern Novel Today 
can and should be used within the classroom setting. The volume is 
best suited for graduate courses in contemporary American literature or 
southern literature -- especially courses designed around the collection’s 
themes and featured authors. Specific essays can also be extracted and used 
in literature and literary theory courses, as well as in courses on southern 
culture. Moreover, the editorial introduction, which provides a succinct 
overview and history of contemporary southern literature, and the detailed 
author biographies and bibliographies included in each chapter, can also 
serve as important resources for further research, especially for those 
interested in the authors and novels covered by the collection.

Tanfer Emin Tunç
Hacettepe University
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Terror Tracks: Music, Sound and Horror Cinema. Philip Hayward 
(ed.). London: Equinox, 2009. p/bk 286pp. ISBN 978-1-84553-202-
4. Price £16.99; The Simpsons in the Classroom: Embiggening the Learning 
Experience with the Wisdom of Springfield. Karma Waltonen and Denise Du 
Vernay. Jefferson, NC.: McFarland & Co. (Publishers), 2010. p/bk 332pp. 
ISBN 978-0-7864-4490-8. Price £28.50.

For decades, scholars and aficionados of film music and sound design 
complained bitterly that the aural was the most overlooked, underestimated 
and misunderstood of the cinema’s many sensory pleasures. More recently, 
however, this inexcusable gap in film studies’ orthodox field of inquiry has 
been rectified by an abundance of critical literature on the thematic, tonal 
and affective resonance of the cine-soundscape. As the various contributors 
to Terror Tracks: Music Sound and Horror Cinema collectively point out, the 
horror genre has a particularly powerful sonic repertoire. This is evidenced 
throughout the genre’s history: from F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922) and 
its telling-subtitled “symphony of horror” and the creaking doors, howling 
winds and “sweet music” of Lugosi’s children of the night in Dracula 
(1931), on through the shrieking violins of Psycho (1960) and into the 
present via the abstract compositions that characterize the soundtrack of 
films such as the Saw franchise (2004- ). Indeed, it is surely no coincidence 
a film specifically about film sound engineers - Brian DePalma’s underrated 
Blow Out (1984) - is fascinated by the creative, ethical and psychological 
dimensions of building immersive soundtracks for lurid horror movies.

The sophisticated aural textures of the horror film have recently 
been explored both with circumscribed historical specificity by Robert 
Spadoni in Uncanny Bodies: The Coming of Sound and the Origins of the 
Horror Genre (U. of California Press, 2007) and, more expansively, in 
Neil Lerner’s edited collection Music in the Horror Film: Listening to Fear 
(Routledge, 2010). These closely related volumes are joined by Terror 
Tracks, an anthology which comprises “a series of in-depth analyses of 
widely recognized seminal film texts, film series and/or notable composer-
director collaborations, together with studies of less prominent works that 
argue a particular significance for them in the history of the genre” (8-9).

This no-nonsense remit serves the volume well, and while Terror 
Tracks covers horror cinema in different national contexts (including 
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essays on British, Australian, Japanese and Italian horror movies, for 
example) the bulk of contributors focus upon American horror films. For 
example, Hayward’s introductory chapter provides a useful overview of the 
historical development of musical, ambient and expressionist sound design 
in the genre, his essay underscoring the pivotal importance of classical 
Hollywood movies such as the first King Kong (1933), James Whale’s Bride 
of Frankenstein (1935) and Jacques Tourneur’s Cat People (1942). These 
films are best known, of course, for their iconic visuals - expressionist set 
design, chiaroscuro lighting, groundbreaking special effects and so forth - 
but Hayward instead emphasizes their significant role in the evolution of 
horror’s uncanny soundscape. This emphasis upon canonized horror films 
is continued elsewhere: somewhat inevitably, there is not one but two 
essays on Bernard Hermann’s (in)famous score for Psycho, while Kubrick’s 
The Shining (1980) - already something of a critical fetish for scholars of 
film soundtracks - and Friedkin’s The Exorcist (1973) also attract sustained 
attention.

More interesting, perhaps, are those essays which look at well-
known but less acclaimed films anew. In one of the most intriguing 
contributions to Terror Tracks, Hayward and Rebecca Coyle examine the 
sophisticated audio-visual terrain of Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chain Saw 
Massacre (1974). Stressing that the most visceral and affective moments 
of the film “are graphically rendered through a series of intense and 
sonically inventive sound sequences that draw on pre-recorded music, 
score, human vocalization and skilfully blended sound effects” (129), the 
authors argue persuasively that this inventive low-budget shocker should 
be understood as a film which truly belongs in the tradition of the musical 
avant-garde. Elsewhere, in her discussion of Myrick and Sánchez’s The Blair 
Witch Project (1999), Rebecca Coyle argues that the film is psychologically 
‘noisy’ “despite the near absence of music or standard shocking horror 
sounds” (213). For Coyle, The Blair Witch Project’s sparse but disquieting 
soundtrack connotes “the unnamed and unseen horrors within our social 
psyche” (224). Conversely, Lee Barron and Ian Inglis examine the use of 
deafening heavy metal as an appropriately ‘demonic’ aural presence in 
contemporary horror films such as Paul W. S. Anderson’s Resident Evil 
(2002) and RonnyYu’s Freddy vs. Jason (2003). More perceptively, Laura 
Wiebe Taylor demonstrates the ways in which horror’s frequent use of 
popular songs and contemporary rock music serves to “expose the violence 
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that lies embedded in American history and society.” Using director Rob 
Zombie’s ultraviolent House of 1000 Corpses (2003) and The Devil’s Rejects 
(2005) as illustrative examples, Taylor argues that the aural presence of 
popular music “prevents the horror from being ‘othered’; just as the music 
belongs to society, so too does the violence” (236). 

While some of the essays in Terror Tracks are too heavily skewed 
towards readers with a background in music studies to make the book 
accessible to a general audience, overall the collection is a useful and 
often insightful addition to a growing body of critical literature devoted to 
encouraging viewers to listen to popular movies. 

Given the American horror film’s predisposition to interrogate the 
nightmarish underbelly of the nuclear family unit, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that the most willfully intertextual of sitcoms, The Simpsons (1989- ), has 
made repeated allusions to the genre throughout its near two-and-a-half 
decade run. Indisputably American culture’s pre-eminent dysfunctional 
family, it is entirely fitting that - both within and without The Simpsons’ 
much-loved Halloween specials - the show has paid recurrent visual and 
aural homage to many horror films - most obviously Psycho, The Shining 
and Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby (1968) - which explore the everyday 
horrors of hearth and home. While some may argue that the potency of 
The Simpsons’ satirical bite has waned somewhat since the emergence 
of more virulent animated rivals such as South Park (1997- ) and Family 
Guy (1999- ), the world of Springfield nevertheless remains unequivocally 
carved into the fabric of late-20th and early 21st century American popular 
culture.

To this end, there can be few professional educators working 
within media, film or cultural studies who have not used The Simpsons 
to demonstrate, say, the way the show both illustrates and deconstructs 
the ideological machinations of the sitcom format, or as an accessible 
route into explicating postmodernism. As Karma Waltonen and Denise 
Du Vernay point out in The Simpsons in the Classroom, the show permeates 
American and other cultures to such an extent that to ignore or overlook 
The Simpsons runs the risk of seeming culturally illiterate. “What other 
show,” the authors rhetorically posit, “so perfectly captures America 
while satirizing it at every turn?” (5). Such is the reflexive intelligence and 
cultural savvy of Matt Groening’s crudely animated progeny that there is 
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already an abundance of Simpsons-related scholarly literature available. 
Rather than attempt to add a new critical intervention to this intimidating 
body of work, The Simpsons in the Classroom has a more direct pedagogical 
agenda. As Waltonen and Du Vernay state: “[t]his book aims to help high 
school and college teachers integrate The Simpsons into lessons smoothly, 
whether the course’s focus is composition, literature, linguistics, theatre or 
film studies, or any humanities discipline” (1).

One might find in this statement of intent something of the hectoring 
liberal-humanist tones of Lisa Simpson - a teacher in waiting if ever there 
was one! - and it is true that The Simpsons in the Classroom mostly lacks the 
more irreverent and/or caustic pleasures that fuel the sharpest episodes of 
the show. This, however, does the book a disservice. Split into six coherent 
and readable chapters, The Simpsons in the Classroom methodically outlines 
the various ways the show can be used to helps students develop their 
awareness of linguistics, composition, Literature with a capital L, social 
and cultural literacy, and finally - in perhaps the book’s strongest section 
- postmodernism. In addition, The Simpsons in the Classroom contains 
detailed listings of Simpsons resources and secondary literature as well as 
useful summaries of the various pedagogical issues present in individual 
episodes, lists of questions for classroom discussion and specific Simpsons-
related assignments. 

The embryonic Simpsons first saw light as brief animated shorts 
on The Tracy Ullman Show (1987-1990) during the tail-end of the Reagan 
administration; with 515 episodes under its belt, the show is now the 
longest running primetime television series in American history. Given the 
sheer volume of primary material it is understandable that The Simpsons in 
the Classroom emphasizes thematic breadth rather than detailed textual 
analysis. One pitfall of this approach is that issues of particular interest to 
individual readers are often covered in what can feel like a fleeting and/
or perfunctory manner. For example, one strength of the volume is that 
the authors make numerous interesting points about the different ways 
in which The Simpsons espouses a feminist political viewpoint whilst 
remaining sharply attuned to the diverse range of political opinion and 
practice which fall under the banner of “the F-word.” At the same time, 
discussion of the broader complexities of gender and sexuality in the show 
- a topic which could easily fill a book by itself - is painfully circumscribed. 
That said, this is testament less to the limitations of the book and more to 
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the sprawling thematic richness of The Simpsons’ expansive universe. One 
could think of different ways of putting together a literary resource like The 
Simpsons in the Classroom, but it is hard to imagine how it could have been 
done much better. 

Martin Fradley
University of Worcester, UK
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E pluribus unum or E pluribus plura? Unity and Diversity in American 
Culture: European Views of the United States, Vol. 3. Hans Jürgen Grabbe, 
David Mauk, and Ole Moen (eds). Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag Winter, 
2011. h/bk 306 pp. ISBN 978-3-8253-5857-0. Price £25.95.

The editors and contributors to the third volume of European Views 
of the United States seek to understand American negotiation with unity and 
diversity in society, in particular how Americans attempt to find balance 
between the two notions. The concepts of E pluribus unum — the idea 
of the melting pot — and E pluribus plura — the idea of diversity and 
pluralism — are used throughout this volume as the contributors examine 
the tensions between these ideas and the contradictory practices of social 
and political exclusion in the American past.

Unity and diversity have been repeated themes throughout American 
history because of their close proximity to notions of American identity. In 
“Oneness through Rupture: on the Severances that Bind Americans,” Gert 
Buelens traces E pluribus unum as it functioned in its original context on the 
Great Seal. Buelens suggests that the idea of unity expressed through the 
Great Seal and later, the Declaration of Independence, has changed over 
time in order to accommodate modifications made to an American identity. 
In 1776, for example, unity meant rupture as the colonies separated from 
England. By the time that Abraham Lincoln incorporated passages from 
the Declaration in his speech against Stephen Douglas, Lincoln described a 
different sort of unity. For Lincoln, unity meant including both immigrants 
and slaves into the formation of America’s national identity. Buelens’ focus 
on the Great Seal and the Declaration illustrate that modern-day meanings 
of unity are not contained within the contents of these original documents, 
but rather emerge as social constructions built long after the creation of 
the Great Seal and the Declaration. Buelens suggests that a contemporary 
American sense of unity and identity must involve two elements which 
work together: the diversity of the American past; and the trauma of 
slavery. Buelens further argues that present-day Americans need to find a 
balance between unity, diversity, and the trauma of a racist past.

While Buelens firmly grounds E pluribus unum as a constantly-
evolving concept, Eliane Elmaleh expands upon the inaccessibility of 
unity for marginalized groups such as African Americans in “African 
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American Artists and the American Flag: Unity, Diversity, and Protest.” 
Elmaleh seeks to link art and activism, while considering the historical and 
political influences which make artistic subversion possible. Elmaleh uses 
the American flag as the centerpiece for her analysis of African-American 
exclusion from American unity. While the American flag has been used 
to represent America itself, at the same time, for African-American artists 
like David Hammons, the flag is a symbol of “America’s unkept promises 
to and violence against African Americans” (23). Artists like Hammons 
thus subvert the symbolism of American unity in the flag by depicting it 
as a symbol of political injustice. For example, in “Injustice Case” (1970), 
Hammons shows the silhouette of a man gagged and bound to a chair. 
This man is a representation of Bobby Seale, a Black Panther Party founder 
who was silenced during his conspiracy trial through the same methods 
imparted in the silhouette. The silhouette is framed by the American flag. 
Hammons used his own body to create “Injustice Case” in order to suggest 
that the long list of injustices directed at Seale and many other African 
Americans is a common theme in African-American history. Furthermore, 
according to Elmaleh, the use of Hammons’ body illustrates his lack of 
access to the art world. In the Sixties and Seventies, many people believed 
that minority access to the art world “would result in an abandonment of 
the imagery of exclusion that predominated in popular American culture” 
(27). However, Hammons’ work indicates that blackness can be confronted 
and understood through the use of his body in the construction of black 
art. By incorporating the American flag into his work, Hammons creates art 
that reflects the political. Much like Buelens’ idea behind the ever-changing 
meaning of E pluribus unum, Elmaleh denotes the instability of the flag as a 
symbol of unity and diversity.

Winfried Fluck expands upon the ideological, social, and political 
implications of unity and diversity by describing diversity’s close 
proximity to American exceptionalism in “The Romance with America: 
Approaching America through Its Ideals?” Fluck mainly focuses on the 
changes in departments of American Studies, in particular the emphasis on 
transnationalism or transdisciplinarity. Fluck suggests that this stress on 
transnationalism in American Studies is simply one method for returning 
to “the field’s initial romance with America” (37). According to Fluck, this 
attempt to revisit the romance with America is also a method for combatting 
the growing feeling of disenchantment with the United States. Fluck’s 
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solution to this problem is to integrate European American Studies’ use of 
critical theory for a more independent approach to the field (37). While 
Fluck’s discussion sheds light on the latest trends in American Studies 
scholars’ analysis of American identity, at the same time, Fluck refers to 
transnationalism as a methodology when it is quickly becoming a field of 
its own, evolving out of already-formed departments such as American 
Studies and Chicano Studies. Fluck demonstrates that understanding 
American identities does not have to be limited by the geographical 
borders of the United States. Rather, European American Studies scholars 
can contribute to the meaning of unity and diversity in American culture.

The contributors to this volume provide a broad, but well-formed 
analysis of the changing depictions of unity and diversity in the United 
States. Each author’s chapter of E pluribus unum or E pluribus plura suggests 
that these concepts which seek to describe American identity are unstable 
ones and, as a result, unity and diversity need to be explored further in 
order for us to understand or reconsider what it is that we think we know 
about America. 

Susan Savage Lee
St. Louis University
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Weaponizing Anthropology. David Price. Oakland, CA: AK Press. 
2011. p/bk 219 pp. ISBN 978-1-849-35063-1. Price $15.95. 

Wars conscript civilians, and civilian pursuits, for military purposes. 
World War I, David H. Price points out, offered better killing through 
chemistry. World War II dragged theoretical physicists to the battle front. 
Anti-colonial insurgencies since the Forties conscripted anthropology to 
the imperial task. Price argues that anthropologists who value the integrity 
of their discipline should take notice. Anthropology, he explains, is 
reverting to original sins that professional codes of ethics tried to address. 
Founded by Western imperialists to subjugate native populations with 
the minimum of fuss and bother, anthropology matured as a discipline 
to pledge allegiance to values beyond the needs of empire. Its stated goals 
of doing no harm, and of protecting sources, provided a compass bearing 
toward academic respectability. Yet, these ethical goals are easily set aside 
when lives are at stake. Especially if those are the lives of the “boots on the 
ground” military forces occupying strange places far from home (8). 

Weaponizing Anthropology is a lumpy compendium of previously 
published articles, grouped into three categories roughly reflecting past, 
present and future. In Part I, Price discusses the stealthy infiltration of 
academia by American military interests. A variety of scholarships and 
subsidies are dangled before cash-starved graduate students. Various 
agencies quietly assert themselves on American campuses, and offer 
substantial rewards to graduate students with crushing college loans. 
Subsidies appear for learners who pursue given lines of inquiry, such as 
the mastery of the languages of “strategic areas” - parts of the world that are 
targeted for American influence (26). 

An amateur, as the word’s derivation indicates, is motivated by a love 
for a discipline. But when pure love does not pay the rent, prostitution will. 
The funds available to support some lines of investigation, and some pre-
determined results, channel scholarly attention into the directions favored 
by the holders of the purse strings. He who pays the piper calls the tune. 
The presence of subsidized scholars on campus also has a chilling effect 
on academic discourse. If some of your classmates are junior secret agents 
in training, have these academic mercenaries started compiling dossiers 
on their peers, and reporting thought crimes to their handlers? For those 
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who take the bait, the question remains: if their paymasters require them to 
violate professional standards, academic ethics, and their own consciences, 
can they change their minds? And what will it cost to back out of a Faustian 
deal? A substantial amount, according to Price. The buyers of professional 
expertise can, and do, impose great fiscal pain upon purchased assets who 
want to leave the reservation. 

In Part II, Price examines several leaked field manuals for “human 
terrain teams” (48). These manuals tend to be second-rate hack jobs 
frankensteined together from a smorgasbord of diverse, contradictory, and 
incompatible components. The emphasis is upon the format – as long as 
the information appears to be provided in rigid and precise categories, the 
military is glad to pay for it. The assumption is that one can find a user’s 
manual for every task. No need to think, just follow the directions. “Yes, 
we can define a whole way of life in terms of a few variables, and put the 
levers and hot buttons for managing that culture in your outsider’s hands.” 
(55)

In Part III, Price exposes the Achilles heel of weaponized 
anthropology. Even as a prostitute’s customer can leave the transaction 
with unanticipated consequences, purchased expertise tends to mislead 
those who rely upon the counsel of domesticated pundits. Court prophets 
tell their employers what they want to hear. Can the buyers of weaponized 
anthropology reasonably expect top-rate results from scholars who are 
already compromised? Or is the war already lost when the anthropologists 
are brought in? Anthropologists “embedded” in military units are expected 
to provide instant expertise to aid the judicious application of force. 
Coming to grips with cultures that typically require years of living with the 
studied population; building trust; learning whom to trust; proving oneself 
trustworthy. In a counterinsurgency situation, however, conversations that 
last more than seven minutes can be ended by a sniper’s bullet. The sales 
pitch that starts with “We’re from a foreign government, and we’re here to 
help you” begins the conversation with a credibility gap. 

David Price does not seem to recognize the possible positive value of 
“weaponized anthropology.” Historically, a number of colorful characters 
provided information of real value to their homeland, while pursuing 
quixotic quests of their own. Having independent interests and incomes 
allowed the best of the breed to make things clear to those who needed to 
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know. Captain Sir Richard Francis Burton sampled a variety of exotic sexual 
and religious experiences, provided the definitive English translations of 
The Arabian Nights and the Kama Sutra, and wrote book after book about 
his adventures in unknown parts of the world. A generation later T. E. 
Lawrence established himself as a reputable archeologist before taking 
time out to lead the largest Arab armies for centuries. During World War 
II and the Korean War, polymath and author Paul Lineberger advocated 
“psychological warfare” as a way to achieve military goals with non-violent 
means. This High-Church Anglican championed the Christian virtues of 
truth and love. Those enemy soldiers you seek to demoralize, Lineberger 
wrote, must sense that you are being honest with them, and genuinely care 
about them. He wrote a Chinese leaflet that made it possible for Chinese 
soldiers to simultaneously surrender and save face, and saved thousands 
of lives in Korea. 

As George Orwell once pointed out, “People sleep peaceably in 
their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on 
their behalf.” Is it always a terrible thing if these “rough men” need do less 
violence?

Thomas C. Smedley
Johnson C. Smith University, North Carolina
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The Post American World. Fareed Zakaria. New York: Norton, 2008. 
p/bk 292 pp. ISBN 978-0-393-06235-9. Price $7.99.

Fareed Zakaria belongs to a very peculiar cohort of American public 
intellectuals. Speaking with American interests firmly in mind but from an 
avowedly global perspective, writers like Zakaria, Niall Ferguson, Francis 
Fukuyama, and Thomas Friedman fancy themselves as standing above the 
messy games of partisanship, as sober voices of reason amidst the myopia 
of party politics. For them, history is a story of inexorable and linear 
progress that culminates in the ascendancy of the United States to world-
power status and the ensuing pax Americana of the late 20th century. 
During the heady days following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and 
indeed up until quite recently, it seemed unquestionable that the happy 
marriage between liberal democracy and global capital had decisively 
resolved the fundamental problems of modernity in America’s favor. Who 
could take Communism seriously anymore? And conversely, who could 
really question the legitimacy and effectiveness of capitalism as a mode 
of economic organization? If liberal-democratic capitalism represents the 
endpoint of history, then consequently the objective simply becomes the 
peaceful integration of more and more societies into a world economic 
system benignly administered through the economic, military, political, 
and cultural supremacy of the United States. 

These are the basic elements of the powerful, simplistic, and very 
influential discourse that is peddled by Zakaria and his colleagues in 
publications like Foreign Affairs, Newsweek, and Foreign Policy. However, 
it is to Zakaria’s credit that he recognizes, in 2008’s The Post American 
World, that the disposition of the United States within an increasingly 
multifarious global order is changing rapidly. For Zakaria, the central story 
of the moment is the so-called “rise of the rest,” in which “countries all over 
the world have been experiencing rates of economic growth that were once 
unthinkable [...] creating an international system in which countries in all 
parts of the world are no longer objects or observers but players in their 
own right. It is the birth of a truly global order” (2-3). In the convenient 
moral universe of this book, a given nation-state can either be in favor 
of or against this global order, as dangerous “rogue states” shun and 
close themselves off from it, while others embrace “open markets, trade, 
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democratic governance, and an outward orientation” (17-18). It is partly 
this facile but compelling, dichotomous worldview, in which one either 
supports the capitalist global order or virulently opposes it, that accounts 
for the influence of public intellectuals like Zakaria.

But the future is unclear for Zakaria, for while the previous twenty 
years or so have been essentially characterized by the uncontested military, 
economic, and ideological dominance of the United States upon the world 
stage, the increasing assertiveness and political autonomy of market-
coordinated, nominally liberal-democratic societies is shifting the global 
balance of power. “This hybrid international system – more democratic, 
more dynamic, more open, more connected – is one we are likely to live 
with for several decades. It is easier to define what it is not than what 
it is, easier to describe the era it is moving away from than the era it is 
moving toward – hence the post-American world” (43). The book, then, 
is largely devoted to understanding this world and attempting to discern 
what the role of the United States might be within it. It includes Zakaria’s 
breakdown of the world-system as he understands it, some reasonably 
detailed profiles of Chinese and Indian society, and some general policy 
prescriptions for good American governance in the 21st century. As such, 
its target audience seems to be that class of professional politicians, policy-
makers, bankers, and lawyers with whom Zakaria brushes elbows during 
his trips to the World Economic Forum, and whom the sociologist C. 
Wright Mills famously defined as the “power elite.” 

Unfortunately, time has not exactly been kind to Zakaria’s argument 
in the years since 2008. As is well known, in the same year that saw the 
publication of The Post-American World, the global economic system – 
upon which Zakaria lavishes praise for its stability and efficiency – came 
the closest since 1929 to a total collapse, and has since descended into 
a cycle of recessionary deflation and grinding austerity that will be with 
us for the foreseeable future. In the face of a general crisis of capitalism, 
assertions like “markets do panic but over economic not political news” 
seem rather incongruous (7). At a bare minimum, the crisis in the Eurozone 
has demonstrated that politics and economics are inextricably interrelated 
in Zakaria’s vaunted global order; that in a world where financial markets 
determine the fate of entire nation-states, a given country’s politics are 
acceptable -- provided they do not infringe upon the profits of bankers and 
bond-holders. In this context “democracy” and democratic values like self-
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determination and political autonomy are considered legitimate and good 
as long as they do not impinge upon the interests of the true power brokers 
of the contemporary global economy. 

Nevertheless Zakaria, as a stock establishment intellectual, exhibits 
considerable subtlety: The Post-American World recognizes some of the 
limits that curtail the ability of the United States to project its power on a 
global scale, but at the same time insists that it continues to play a central 
role in the emerging global order, whatever form the latter might take. 
Accordingly, for Zakaria America represents that which is the most great 
and good about the liberal-democratic, markets-based global economy, and 
thus its greatest hope. Unfortunately, however powerful it may be, there is 
only so much one country can do to support, stabilize, and sustain a fully 
internationalized and increasingly volatile regime of global capitalism. 

Jamie Merchant
Northwestern University
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Reset Middle East - Old Friends and New Alliances: Saudi Arabia, Israel, 
Turkey, Iran. Stephen Kinzer. London and New York: I. B. Tauris & Co 
Ltd, 2011. p/bk 274 pp. ISBN 978-1-84885-765-0. Price $18.75. 

In Reset Middle East, Stephen Kinzer explains historic developments 
that led to the modern states of Turkey, Iran, Israel, and Saudi Arabia. He 
describes the United States’ interactions, both positive and negative, during 
the other countries’ formations or transitions from monarchies to modern 
states. These mini-historic syntheses provide the backdrop for Kinzer’s 
proposal for new closer relations between the United States, Turkey, and 
Iran, in spite of the obvious political difficulties that are perceived by some 
to be unsolvable. His assertion is that those problems can be overcome if 
the will is found to do so, and if flexible but different approaches can be 
taken by the United States toward the Republic of Turkey and Iran. The 
histories of Turkey and Iran run a little too long, while the persuasive 
argument in the last chapter seems short and lacking evidence. However, 
Kinzer’s principles and sources are solid; the book is well-documented 
with extensive notes, a short photo section, and an even more extensive 
bibliography. If the notes are not read, the writing seems too rushed and 
abbreviated in places. 

Large parts of the book comprise a detailed but concise synthesis of 
the postcolonial histories of Turkey and Iran, as well as the United States’ 
interactions with Saudi Arabia and Israel, with an emphasis on the dark 
side of American influence during the Cold War. Kinzer summarizes the 
1953 CIA plot to overthrow the first elected democratic government in 
Iran and install the Shah dictatorship in its place. This notorious event is 
more clearly explained in Kinzer’s book All the Shah’s Men (2008). 

Kinzer uses his now-famous journalistic historic style of exposé 
writing to discuss some of these past events and their repercussions on 
today’s events in the Middle East. The book proposes somewhat radical 
ideas about the region — ostensibly for the purpose of stabilizing the region 
and protecting American interests. In addition to closer ties with Iran, 
Kinzer advocates closer ties between the United States and the Republic 
of Turkey. However, many new events have occurred since the few years 
ago the book was written (this text was republished from 2010, from a 
previously different title: Reset: Iran, Turkey and America’s Future). One of 
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the recent events that adds support to Kinzer’s discourse are the effects of 
the continuing American embargo on Iran, which is severely lowering the 
standard of living for most Iranians, while having a doubtful economic 
effect on the religious oligarchy. Inflation is at least 50 percent, and all 
goods and food are in short supply. By most accounts, this skewed affect is 
actually helping Khahmanei’s government gain more public support at the 
expense of middle class Iranians’ usual tendency to favor America. 

Unfortunately other recent events are not conducive to Kinzer’s 
proposal for stability. The recent Arab Spring in several North Africa and 
Middle East countries has injected even more instability into the region: 
the future for many countries is particularly uncertain. Large sections of 
Kinzer’s essay are weakly argued, especially the proposal for the United 
States to engage with Iran. This is clearly not possible with the mindsets 
of the two countries’ leaders being so extremely out of synch today. This 
seems to be developing into a tragedy of major proportions for Iran, with 
little future benefit for the well-being of the United States or for stability in 
the Middle East. 

Kinzer’s argument for closer American engagement and support for 
the Republic of Turkey, on the other hand, is convincing and logical, because 
of its being a stable, moderate Muslim led representative democracy. In 
recent times there seems to be a high degree of value convergence between 
the Turkish and American people’s attitudes for the region. The book 
mentions President Obama’s 2009 visit to Turkey, which was his first trip 
to the region after becoming president (203). Along with complimentary 
things he mentioned in his speeches there, he also advocated for the 
Republic of Turkey being allowed entry into the European Union (204). 

It would be beneficial if this book could be read by more people in 
America, the Middle East and elsewhere, but there is little interest from 
the American public in such matters, even with the eminent and grave 
consequences that would mainly harm Iranian civilians if there is a war. 
Another background factor at play is how narrow the news reporting is 
in the United States since 9/11. Investigative reporting has become less 
common, compared to the period between the Seventies and the Nineties. 
In this context, Reset Middle East helps provide for a more informed public. 

John R. Lewis
Texas A&M University-Commerce
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Islam and Modernity in Turkey. Brian Silverstein. New York and 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. h/bk 269 pp. ISBN 978-0-230-
10982-7. Price £57.00.

The book opens by arguing that studying Islam in Turkey must be 
done by proceeding from a diagnosis of the status of the Turkish present. 
Silverstein does this by dividing his book into two parts: the critical history 
of the status of the present -- genealogy -- which is presented in the first 
part of the book forms the context in which the contemporary discourse 
appearing in the second part of the book can be interpreted. The book 
explores several levels of genealogy: Ottoman institutional reforms and the 
debates surrounding them; late Ottoman Sufis and their bureaucratization; 
contemporary Sufi devotional practices and traditions in Turkey; Islam 
oriented radio station, research foundation and think tanks; legislation 
regarding public and private spheres, and debates over EU accession. These 
narratives are examined through the specific articulation of a branch of the 
Naqshbandi Sufi order, the İskender Pasha Community and its relations 
with government and institutions since Ottoman times.

Silverstein illustrates that many Sufis and other Muslims in the 
Republic of Turkey have religious reasons for their secular attitude toward 
religion and politics. The mode of religiosity of the Naqshbandi Sufi order 
has been influential, especially in regard to their position, which not only 
does not forbid engagement with modern technologies, but rather sees 
it as an obligation for Muslims. He shows that, contrary to what many 
researchers have claimed until recently, the Ulema (Muslim theologians 
and scholars) cannot be portrayed as having an unchanged Islamic and 
traditional identity since the early years of the Ottoman Empire. Moreover, 
unlike what is claimed, the Ulema even largely supported the CUP (What 
does CUP stand for?) against Sultan Abdülhamid. Furthermore, Sufi leaders 
gave religious arguments in favor of abolishing the caliphate, claiming that 
since Islamic traditions legitimize governance passed to the republican 
administration, the republic is an Islamic government. Silverstein even 
claims that the absence of certain Islamic features of the Republic of Turkey’s 
past and contemporary institution was itself based on religious grounds. 
That is why Silverstein urges readers in the first part of his book not to 
see the transition from the Ottoman Empire to the Republic of Turkey 
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as simply a distancing of the new republic from Islam. The republican 
reforms, including those pertaining to religion and state, were not made 
during the republican period from 1923 onwards, but rather based on 
experience during the late Ottoman period (e.g., clothing reforms, which 
were already conducted in Ottoman times). Another example to this claim 
is that up until 1925 not only the state sponsored foundations from which 
modest stipends were provided to the Sufi lodges, but neither Atatürk 
nor his companions took hostile action against the lodges as nationalism 
worked closely with Sufi sheikhs in mobilizing the population in support 
of their efforts. Silverstein brings additional examples of Sufi’s participation 
and involvement in the forming of the Turkish Republic. According to 
Silverstein, even the incorporation of modern techniques inside the empire 
in order to reverse military defeats in the Balkans was a decision taken in 
Islamic circles. In other words, the republican Turkish policies regarding 
Islam are largely continuations of the late Ottoman reforms of Islamic 
institution. Thus, the genealogy of Turkish secularism is grounded in 
Ottoman Islamic reasoning. Silverstein gives several examples to illustrate 
this concept. 

The second part of the book examines the use of modernity within 
the İskender Pasha Community. Based on fieldwork, Silverstein examines 
the structural significance of mass broadcast media like radio and internet 
on the group’s practice. Silverstein claims that the new cadre of capitalists 
that instigated the liberal economy, including the privatization of the 
Turkish economic and social institutions in the Eighties, was legitimized -- 
and even conducted by - pious observant, and often even activist, Muslims. 
Silverstein claims that the new Muslim bourgeoisie was the reason that 
the Kemalist élite lost its monopoly on public discourse as new private 
outlets in publishing and media appeared, including think-tanks and 
research foundations. This bourgeoisie is only one expression of two main 
important points which are the result, but also the reason for its existence. 
Firstly Islam has been transformed into religion on the liberal model based 
on personal choice and private belief. The roots of this process were linked 
to the last two Ottoman centuries, and the major moves were argued 
on grounds internal to Islamic reasoning. Second, the vast majority of 
Muslims in the Republic of Turkey identify Islam as a religion depending 
on personal choice: secular parties such as the CHP (Cumhuriyet Halk 
Partisi) are not the sole representatives of political modernity, nor can they 
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monopolize Western values such as democracy. This past and present 
experience shows how it is possible to merge Islam and modernity, while 
perpetuating modernity through Islamic understanding.

Though the book adopts a bold methodology, it lacks coherence. 
Silverstein has a tendency to redefine terms as he is in the midst of expressing 
his opinion. This disrupts coherence and distracts the reader from the 
book’s main points. Secondly, Silverstein frequently translates words from 
Turkish to English that were already translated earlier in the text, making 
the text too repetitive. Some descriptions are too long and ineffective, such 
as the paragraph dealing with dormitories and the way learners awaken in 
the morning (117). As for the content, I find that a detailed historical and 
cultural background of the İskender Pasha Community is unfortunately 
lacking. Despite its general title, I think that the book actually refers to 
Islam and modernity as practiced by Sufis only and not encompassing the 
general Muslim population in the Republic of Turkey. Furthermore, the 
book focuses on one group belonging to one Sufi order and the reader 
can’t help but wonder whether what is described in the second chapter is 
true to all other orders and thus could be taken as a general assumption 
rather than specific understanding of a specific community. Nonetheless, 
this book is highly intriguing. It provides a new understanding of religion 
in the Republic of Turkey and that is why it is important to every scholar 
dealing with Islam and especially Sufism.

Efrat Aviv
Bar-Ilan University, Israel
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Towards a Social History of Modern Turkey – Essays in Theory and 
Practice. Gavin D. Brockett, (ed.) İstanbul: Libra Kitap, 2011. p/bk 184 pp. 
ISBN 978-605-4326-42-6. Price TL 40.

A scholar rightly observed that “most history in the past was written 
for the glorification of, and perhaps for the practical use of, rulers. Indeed, 
certain kinds of it still have this function.” Turkish history was, and in 
many respects, still is, a prime example. The present volume is the outcome 
of a scholarly discussion that started as early as in 2005 in the United 
States, aiming to challenge the dominant, state-sponsored, “bottom-up” 
historical narrative of the Turkish Republic. By doing so, the authors chose 
a relatively new field in Turkish studies, that of social history. All authors 
of the book base their analysis around the people in order to provide new 
interpretations and promote new aspects of Turkish history.

Gavin D. Brockett, the editor of the book, presents a lengthy 
introduction - and the last essay in the volume - observing the field of 
social history and its status in the wider Middle East, and rightly noting 
that it remains unexplored in the case of twentieth century Turkey. All 
contributors explore the social dimension of the establishment of the 
nation-state, but since they presented their work elsewhere, the focus is on 
how and what kind of difficulties academics face as they pursue analysis of 
Turkish social history (32).

For example, the essay by Ryan Gingeras, although focusing on the 
period of the Turkish War of Independence (Kurtuluş Savaşı or İstiklal Harbi) 
and the “South Marmara” region (as the author calls the Ottoman districts 
of Bursa, Çanakkale, Balıkesir, Kocaeli and Sakarya) does not follow a classic 
approach. Making use of four archival sources, in the Republic of Turkey, 
England and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, and using the 
Mexican Revolution for comparative perspective, the author attempts to draw 
similarities between the two cases, and thus “de-Turkify” Anatolia’s past, 
which generally has been treated by academics as a monolithic whole. In order 
to do so, Gingeras chooses to focus on how and in what respect paramilitaries, 
bandits, and other violent elements of the region, mainly from the influential 
Albanian and Circassian diasporas, influenced Turkish history. 

Meltem Türkoz, on the other hand, chooses one of the reforms 
introduced by Atatürk, and notably, that of the surname legislation in 

Nikos Christofis



Book Reviews

119

the Turkish Republic in June 1934. She discusses the ways the law was 
accepted by the people, and perhaps, more importantly, how the people 
remember it. The author conducted sixty interviews of elderly men and 
women, and let history-telling illustrate the processes undergone by the 
people to show that the application of the law was far from consistent. The 
examples to which the author refers, based on her interviews, highlight 
the restrictions imposed by the state upon certain surnames that were not 
considered to demonstrate Turkishness.

Kathryn Libal deals with the efforts of the state to alter gender and 
family roles. Drawing upon newspapers and other serial publications, 
as well as a small number of published memoirs and state archives, the 
author attempts to demonstrate the “existence of competing visions for 
promoting population growth and women’s reproduction as well as for 
realizing ‘children’s rights’ and securing child welfare” (87). She uses the 
material mentioned above to promote and analyze discourses, as does Faith 
Childress in the subsequent essay, where she stresses the importance of 
foreign archives as providing extra research resources for an understanding 
of Turkish history. 

In her research, Childress treats mid-level élites as part of Turkish 
social history. Specifically, the author focuses on school records, and the 
lives and careers of employees as her main archival material in order to 
demonstrate how teachers and learners, who were the first recipients of the 
Kemalist reforms, experienced educational policies. Foreign institutions 
such as the American Collegiate Institute (ACI), and the material they 
possess provide invaluable treasure for Turkish social historians. However, 
as the author mentions, the records are hard to locate and use in the 
absence of a centralized archive.

The concluding essay by Gavin D. Brockett draws on provincial 
newspapers as a primary source of social historical material. Such 
publications after 1945 marked a watershed in Turkish printing culture 
and played a significant role in incorporating the opinions and concerns 
of the vast majority of the people who lived in “the periphery.” Thus, 
provincial newspapers acquire great importance as a means to understand 
the popular identification with “the nation” (125). These publications, 
Brockett argues, offer unique insight into the life in the hinterland and 
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demonstrate how and in what respect the people there participated in their 
own history.

 The volume presents a more-than-welcome contribution to the 
uncharted field of Turkish social history. All essayists present their own 
personal accounts of the research difficulties they experienced, as well 
as the fascination of exploring hitherto undiscovered material. However, 
the merits of social history are, as is made obvious by the findings of the 
articles, enormous, for they complete the picture of the Turkish Republic, 
which is often presented as the work of just one man and his inner circle. 
As the editor of the book rightly observes, social history explores the actual 
implementation and application of rewforms, and for this purpose, the 
present study comprises an indispensable tool to researchers who wish to 
learn the difficulties of pursuing such a task.

Nikos Christofis
Leiden University
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New York’ta Beş Minare (Five Minarets in New York). Dir. Mahsun 
Kırmızıgül. Perf. Haluk Bilginer, Danny Glover, Gina Gershon. Boyut Film, 
2010. Film.

Turkey’s national cinema has spent the better part of a decade 
angling for a bigger share of its domestic market, which it has achieved, 
and for greater international recognition. While Nuri Bilge Ceylan and 
Semih Kaplanoğlu have garnered a strong international following through 
the festival circuit, popular cinema’s lack of auteur branding makes it 
difficult to attract foreign audiences. Still, some mass-market filmmakers 
have taken the rising cultural cachet (and the concomitant funding) of 
these domestic film projects as an opportunity to reach beyond Turkey. 
In this vein, writer-director-star Mahsun Kırmızıgül filmed New York’ta 
Beş Minare, a bilingual production that divides the action between the 
Republic of Turkey and New York City with a cast that combines Turkish 
and Hollywood stars. While Beş Minare topped the Turkish box office in 
2010 with $20m., it remains too confined by local conventions to appeal 
to a potentially global audience. 

After several Turkish journalists are killed in targeted acts of 
terrorism, an investigator named Fırat (Mahsun Kırmızıgül) identifies Haci 
Gümüş (Haluk Bilginer), an imam based in New York, as the mastermind. 
Sent with his partner, Acar (Mustafa Sandal) to apprehend and repatriate 
him, the Turkish cops confront a post-9/11 New York, where they must deal 
with FBI chief David Becker (Robert Patrick), a caricature of an anti-Muslim 
bigot. Fırat and Acar also – rather improbably – confront gangs of Harlem 
thugs with ties to Haci’s friend and fellow religious leader Marcus (Danny 
Glover), who – even more improbably – uses these street connections to 
orchestrate an ambush that rescues Haci from extradition. Casting Danny 
Glover as an American-born Muslim nods toward an Islam whose roots are 
domestic rather than foreign, but this welcome nuance fails to compensate 
for a broader tendency to allow racial and national stereotypes to stand in 
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for much-needed character development, a weakness that affects Turkish 
and American figures alike. 

When the Turkish cops split from the FBI to undertake their own 
search for Haci, they find themselves captured by Marcus’ henchmen, but 
the fugitive insists on treating his pursuers as guests. They learn about 
the well-liked imam’s life, including his American wife Maria (a dreadfully 
underserved Gina Gershon) and their daughter Jasmin (Justine Cotsonas), 
who is engaged to a young WASP. They begin to question Haci about his 
faith, presuming some latent extremism, but his religious tolerance – his 
wife is a Christian, and he celebrates Jasmine’s interfaith wedding – and his 
commitment to pacifism soon convince Acar that they have the wrong man. 
Worried that the Turkish police would refuse to recognize his innocence, 
Acar suggests that they return without him, but Fırat insists on bringing 
Haci to justice, a mission the FBI helps carry out. After returning with Haci 
to Turkey, the plot quickly disposes of the political and turns instead to 
the personal, with a conclusion that hinges on a family vendetta whose 
twists and tragedies would be better suited to a television soap opera than 
an ostensibly transnational feature film.

Almost as dismaying as Beş Minare’s screenplay are its technical 
misfires. Early sequences set up pointed parallels between religious 
extremism, Turkish ultra-nationalism, and the Turkish police, but the 
editing is heavy-handed, and these parallels are only intermittently 
addressed thereafter. In New York, several superfluous, lingering shots of 
the city skyline and other aerial shots punctuate the action and show off 
the film’s budget; however, the cinematography generally suffers from an 
inability to control lens flare and an inexplicable predilection for wide-
angle framing of interiors and exteriors alike. This approach creates obvious 
distortions that feel at times like an attempt to refract the impossibly 
straightforward characters and the spaces they inhabit, but such efforts fail 
to amount to something other than superficial visual manipulation. 

Despite overt but overly simplistic efforts to comment on the so-
called “War on Terror,” the politics of Beş Minare ultimately revolve 
around the Republic of Turkey. As Haci faces his accusers, the flaws in the 
Turkish legal process become clear. Significantly, even the representation 
of torture revolves entirely around Turks, with Fırat repeatedly relying 
on violent methods of extracting information that, not incidentally, turns 
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out to be false. While this core national focus makes the film’s descent 
into interpersonal melodrama seem inevitable, future projects seeking 
transnational credentials would do well to transcend such narrowly 
appealing conventions by eschewing stale archetypes and building a more 
layered portrayal of complex international connections. 

Colleen Kennedy-Karpat
Bilkent University
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It is usually a tendency to despise people who turned to cinema 
after a musical career. Mahsun Kırmızıgül achieved a peak of popularity 
in the early 1990s, but by the end of the decade had disappeared from 
public view. He reappeared in as a film director in 2007 with Beyaz Melek 
(White Angel), and since then has established his reputation. As a singer 
the point of many of his lyrics was to voice the marginalized concerns of 
people living in the east of the country; his “Fellowship Song” provides an 
example. Lyrics such as “We all are fellows, why this anger – Instead of 
living, why do we fight?” attest to Kırmızıgül’s populist instincts. 

His latest movie Five Minarets in New York (2010) voices similar 
concerns. It is an action thriller following the exploits of two Turkish 
police officers (Mustafa Sandal, Kırmızıgül), who are sent to New York 
to bring back Hadji the Dajjal (Haluk Bilginer) who is discovered to be 
living in New York for 30 years. The Turkish secret police are dispatched 
to collect the terrorist from the FBI after they make the arrest. While being 
transported, his friends and family mastermind an escape and hide Hadji. 
This is the main thrust of the movie and the performance of Haluk Bilginer 
sustains our attention. 

The film’s title has been inspired by a popular folk song called “Five 
Minarets in Bitlis.” It does not appear to have much relevance to the plot, 
except for the fact that Hadji comes from Bitlis. Nonetheless Kırmızıgül 
shows his populist instincts, creating a film with plenty of special effects, 
coupled with shots of the iconic New York skyline. The film is a big-budget 
affair, and it is clear that money has been spent on creating the visual 
look. Whether Turkish cinema should follow the lead of Hollywood in 
producing this kind of product is questionable: perhaps Turkish cinema 
should branch out on its own and find its own stories rather than imitating 
Hollywood blockbuster movies. Kırmızıgül creates a movie which is devoid 
of depth, but remains mildly watchable. 

Nonetheless it does have its flaws. Kırmızıgül creates an eclectic 
plot whose stories do not seem to cohere. At the beginning of the movie 
we see an assassination scene, then the action switches to a dikhr scene 
of devotion towards Allah. After that follows an oath-taking ceremony in 
which nationalists swear to fight against fascism, followed by a sequence 
where the police infiltrate an Islamic terrorist organization and arrest some 
members of it while watching a speech of Barack Obama. At this point we 
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are left unsure as to whether the director asks us to sympathize with the 
nationalists, the Islamists, or adopt an anti-Western stance. The confusions 
continue throughout the film: the American police are portrayed as being 
implacably anti-Islamic, but we do not know whether we should support 
Hadji or the police. The ending moves from the political to the personal, as 
Hadji is pursued back to his hometown of Bitlis. If we expect a resolution 
to all the film’s stories, we are sadly disappointed; instead of keeping to one 
genre to create a coherent story, Kırmızıgül tries to create a composition of 
several different genres and perspectives, but does not bring them together. 

Despite these all weaknesses (and the apparently contentious themes 
it surveys), the movie keeps the audience interested due to the powerful 
performance of Haluk Bilginer and director Kırmızıgül’s effort to prove 
that not all Muslims are terrorists; this is what should awaken an American 
audience’s interest. 

A.Barış Ağır
Bursa Technical University
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Kari-guashi no Arietti [The Secret World of Arrietty]. Dir. Hiromasa 
Yonebayashi. Perf. Moises Arias, Will Arnett, Bridgit Mendler. Studio 
Ghibli/ Buena Vista Home Entertainment/ Dentsu, 2010. Film. 

Mary Norton’s 1953 children’s novel The Borrowers, including its 
four sequels published between 1955 and 1982, appear the ideal source 
material for Japan’s foremost animation film studio and purveyor of 
celebrated feature-length cartoons, Studio Ghibli. Indeed, the burgeoning 
field of Anglophone anime scholarship has lifted the veil on the cultural, 
narrative and thematic facets structuring the studio’s films that seemingly 
assure the candidacy of Norton’s fiction as suitable for the Ghibli treatment. 
The narrative of The Borrowers, adapted for Ghibli animator Hiromasa 
Yonebayashi’s directorial debut Kari-gurashi no Arietti/Arrietty (2010), 
certainly revives many of the studio’s hallmarks honed across its seventeen 
films. With echoes of Ghibli’s earlier My Neighbor Totoro (1988), Arrietty 
begins with the relocation of an ailing young boy, Shō (voiced by Tom 
Holland), from modern day Koganei (the western suburb of Tokyo where 
Studio Ghibli is situated) to an idyllic farmhouse retreat inhabited by his great 
aunt Sadako (Phyllida Law) and eccentric housemaid Hars (Carol Burnett). 
It is here that Shō glimpses the Clock family of Borrowers; tiny people who 
secretly populate a miniature world buried beneath the floorboards and 
nestled within the house’s dusty corners. Ghibli’s thematic pre-occupation 
with environmentalism and nature, the maintenance of a Pacifist ethic, 
cultural fragility and the lack of a clearly-defined antagonist inscribe the 
film’s typicality. In Arrietty, however, human encroachment is divorced 
from the studio’s ecological consciousness and humanist bent: recurring 
Ghibli motifs that recall the human/nature harmony of feudal Japan, rather 
than the economic progress and industrialization of the subsequent Shōwa 
era. Here, human invasion is couched in the illicit relationship between 
Sho and the youngest Borrower, the eponymous Arrietty (Bridgit Mendler). 
Their clandestine courtship threatens the relative utopia of the Borrowers’ 
existence. It also allows the film to plead for certain ideological readings, 
given the terms of their tender union (class divides of wealth/poverty, 
traditional gender roles) otherwise swept under the carpet (and, indeed, 
under the floorboards). The clash of civilizations underpinning Arrietty 
also shrouds the film in the reality/fantasy separation that founding Ghibli 
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film-makers Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata typically hold in delicate 
balance. 

The Borrowers also provides Ghibli with its latest shōjo heroine. 
Translated as “little female,” such cultural figures represent a liminal identity 
within the child’s ascension to adulthood. Yonebayashi’s interpretation 
of 14-year-old Arrietty follows Norton’s source-text successfully. To the 
concern of her parents Pod (Will Arnett) and Homily (Amy Poehler), 
Arrietty is adventurous and active, independent and intelligent, congenial 
and compassionate. But the film allies her with the shōjo archetype, 
closely identified with images of flight that key the figure’s commitment to 
change and escape. The film delights in the spectacle and fascination of the 
miniature: themes that place Norton’s original text within the literary sub-
genre of low fantasy. Value is relative to viewpoint: Arrietty’s is a familiar 
world seen from a new perspective and with fresh eyes; its magical realism 
playfully revives feelings of childlike exploration and by manipulating 
scale, finds the epic in the everyday. 

Just as the onset of Sho’s ill health marks the character’s stillness 
and tranquil immobility (often shot horizontally in his bed or reclining 
in the long grass), Arrietty adopts a style of languid contemplation that 
extends the intrigue of its animated world. Several characters from 
Norton’s novel are omitted, and dialogue is kept at a minimum, especially 
in the film’s early scenes. Screenwriters Miyazaki and Keiko Niwa choose 
instead to match the Borrowers’ stealthy behavior with a formal style 
and pace that is no less furtive. Such a minimalist approach at times 
labors, but this unhurried approach provides a neat counterpoint to the 
cluttered world of the Borrowers’ underground haven. A film mostly of 
interiors, these secluded spaces in Arrietty are steeped in intimacy and 
industriousness: decorative excess animates the Borrowers’ productivity. 
Counter to the digital dominance across Western moving image culture 
and the hyperbole of simulative CGI in mainstream Hollywood animation, 
Arrietty effectively advances the Ghibli style that remains resolutely hand-
drawn. Here, the flowing animated line is particularly conducive to the 
Borrowers’ exploratory adventures, while the film’s multiple allusions to 
‘craft’ (cooking, painting, stitching and weaving) boomerang back onto the 
dexterity of animators who are no less skilled in the products they create. 
Arrietty climaxes with the uncertain (and separate) futures of Shō and the 
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Clock family. Arrietty is comforted by a new Borrower, Spiller (Moises 
Arias), taking solace in her discovery of another who is “more like us.” 
Such a sentiment does not extend to Studio Ghibli, whose standout artistic 
achievements demonstrated in Arrietty continue to find little by way of 
animated companionship.

Christopher Holliday
King’s College, University of London
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You Will Meet a Tall Dark Stranger. Dir. Woody Allen. Perf. Anthony 
Hopkins, Gemma Jones, Naomi Watts. Mediapro/ Versátil Cinema/ Gravier 
Productions, 2010. Film.

 “Life is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying 
nothing,” reads the film’s narrator early on, quoting Macbeth. This 
grounding of high-art philosophy into the quotidian nature of urban 
intelligentsia is an important thematic motif throughout Woody Allen’s 
films, and it is probably the most overt connection between those Seventies 
films for which he continues to be so revered (Annie Hall, Manhattan), and 
his recent works as an American émigré working in Europe. While those 
Seventies films act as a benchmark for the majority of critics who comment 
on contemporary Allen, they all too often work against his reputation: 
“what does this film offer us that we have not seen in last year’s Allen film, 
and that we continue to miss from those great comedies of his?” This is 
the question many have in mind. So what novelty does You Will Meet a 
Tall Dark Stranger offer? The short answer is not much; here we have yet 
another illustration – probably edited from single takes, as Allen is known 
to do – of a number of Allen’s Hollywood friends, offering little more than 
the stage directions of Allen’s script.

The film revolves around two broken marriages – Helena and Alfie 
(Gemma Jones and Anthony Hopkins), and their daughter Sally’s with her 
husband Roy (Naomi Watts and Josh Brolin). Without digressing into the 
entirety of this convoluted, multi-stranded plot, You Will Meet is one of 
Allen’s tragicomic musings on the paradox which arises out of Allen’s own 
tortured soul: the crisis of mortality. The multiple stars that turn up along 
the way rehearse Allen’s strategy of incorporating many familiar faces, to 
perform myriad narratives, in turn reflecting the myriad personalities of 
individuals. In this way (like Allen’s own character in Hannah and Her 
Sisters (1986)), the characters in You Will Meet are confronted with the 
dilemma of their own mortality as a precursor to all their endeavors. The 
film opens with Helena visiting a clairvoyant; she has recently attempted 
suicide and wishes to discover some greater level of meaning for life. The 
epiphany she reaches – that “we all live another life” – while treated with 
comic disregard, ultimately comes to be embodied by the rest of the cast; 
her daughter and son-in-law are in the process of trying to escape their 
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marriage, and her ex-husband is in the midst of a late-life crisis. The 
domestic situations of all the characters are turned on their heads during 
the film, in a way that makes Helena’s point explicit to a self-conscious 
extreme. 

However, while “living more than one life” seems to provide the 
thematic motivation, that the rest of the cast suffer in a state of uncertainty 
leaves the spectator feeling somewhat lost. Yes, Helena’s story is tied-up. 
But what of the ex-husband who may or may not leave his new wife? 
What about Sally’s chances of a new life without her mother’s loan? Or 
Roy’s future with his new muse? The film’s end does not so much work to 
leave more questions than answers in an intellectually stimulating way – 
rather it seems unfinished. What has thus far played-out with a declarative 
voiceover narration, working to guide the viewer, is cut short and we are 
deprived of a final act.

Since Allen has worked outside America – more specifically in 
Western Europe – in recent films, the location is usually very significant. 
For instance, Vicky Christina Barcelona (2008) illuminates the historical 
with the sights and sounds of the contemporary, in a way which makes 
clear exactly why Allen is so fascinated with internationally significant 
urban landscapes. This is all but missing in You Will Meet: the London 
of this film is merely a stage for his stars to wander through, with utter 
disregard for the streets that surround them. Unlike the biting sardonic 
tone and self-deprecation of his American comedies, cultural stereotypes 
are barely touched. Rather, the eccentricities and affectations of both 
common Londoners and the bourgeois operagoers are not given nearly the 
kind of critical dissection Allen might have incorporated into his earlier 
films. You Will Meet a Tall Dark Stranger is contrived in such a way as to 
deem it insignificant both to Allen’s superior works, and as a work in its 
own right.

James Harvey-Davitt
Anglia Ruskin University, UK.
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Meek`s Cutoff. Dir. (Kelly Reichardt. Perf. Michelle Williams, Bruce 
Greenwood. Evenstar Films/ Film Science, 2010. Film. 2011)

 

 The film takes place in the year 1845. A wagon team of three 
families has hired Stephen Meek (Bruce Greenwood), a mountain man, to 
guide them over the Cascade Mountains. Meek claims to know a short cut 
and leads the group to an unmarked path across the Oregon High Desert. 
Gradually it becomes obvious that Meek has lost his orientation. As a result, 
the emigrants face hunger and thirst. When a Native American wanderer 
crosses their path, the families have to choose between an unreliable leader 
and a man who might be their natural rival.

Director Kelly Reichardt based her film on diaries written by women 
during the earliest days of the Oregon Trail. The script (written by Jon 
Howard) stays as close as possible to the historical sources, thus reflecting 
the film`s attempt to render a painstakingly accurate version of the past. 
For that reasons all sequences were shot at the original locations in Oregon, 
and and all costumes are authentic. 

The diaries offered the director an alternative view of the historical 
events that have come to be known as The Meek Cutoff. They focus on the 
daily struggle for survival, the hard work, and especially on the growing 
feeling of getting lost in the dry rock and sage of the high plain desert. 
This feeling was accompanied by a growing sense of losing contact with 
the calendar. Only the major changes in the weather served as a reminder 
that time was actually passing. Accordingly, Meek`s Cutoff is a very silent, 
slow-moving film that manages to mesmerize the viewer in a state of 
timelessness. It is obvious that post Westerns, such as Peter Fonda`s The 
Hired Hand (USA 1971), that rely on a similar concept of silence and 
scarcity of dramatic climaxes, have served as major sources of inspiration 
for the director. The film reflects Kelly Reichardt`s emphatic belief in a 
different kind of narrative that focuses primarily on gestures and glances, 
as it is exemplified by the film`s central female character Emily (Michelle 
Williams) and the way she manages to establish communication with the 
Native American. Just like Kelly Reichardt`s previous collaboration with 
the actress in the melancholic road movie Wendy and Lucy (USA 2008), 
Meek`s Cutoff equals a meditative ride into trance and tranquillity.
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Simultaneously, the film questions a traditional version of American 
history that is based on the the idea of a cowboy who manages to imprint 
his identity onto the wilderness. Even an outstanding Western classic, 
such as William A. Wellman`s Westward The Women (USA 1951), reaffirms 
the importance of the male Western hero by implying that the trek of 
women depicted in the film, would never have succeeded without the male 
guidance and surveillance provided by Robert Taylor. Meek`s Cutoff, on the 
contrary, stresses the importance of women in the process of conquering 
the West. Accordingly, Michelle Williams`s face reflects a growing sense of 
skepticism and doubt in Meek`s qualities as a guide and guarantor of their 
safety. Gradually she turns into the trek`s central authority and sole voice 
of reason. When Meek wants to shoot the Native American like an animal, 
she appears next to their guide pointing a gun directly at his head. In the 
film`s last scene Meek sounds like a character in a Beckett play: “I think we 
all played our parts now. This is written long before we got here.” Then he 
looks into Emily`s eyes and adds words that reflect a total erosion of male 
authority: “I am under your command.” 

The director`s attempt to introduce a female perspective to the 
history of the West has already been conveyed in the film`s first scene in 
which the trek crosses a river. There are no male horsemen around; instead 
we watch Iinstead we watch a silent, four-minute-procession on foot as the 
women move through the water. Their facial expressions show the fear 
of stepping into nothingness and of losing the baskets on their heads that 
contain all their blankets, food supplies and belongings. Simultaneously 
the uncut sequence conveys the extreme struggle of fighting against the 
stream. Other key scenes show women with chapped lips and empty 
glances moving through time and space, close to dying of thirst. The 
entire film equals an existential drama that highlights the daily struggle for 
survival.

Meek`s Cutoff has got nothing in common with those post Westerns 
from the late 60s and 70s which tried to demystify the American West. 
Instead, the outstanding camera work (provided by Christopher Blauvelt) 
focuses on the evocative reflection of fires and wind in the faces of 
characters and on the reduction of human beings to silhouettes. Again and 
again we see the horizon presented in a classical full shot. Scenes like this 
re-establish a mythological dimension by pointing to an impressionistic 
type of landscape painting from the 19th century. All in all, Meek`s Cutoff 
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is a landmark Western with a striking political subtext, as it transforms a 
Native American (Rod Rondeaux) into a figure of hope for the emigrants 
who knows where water can be found. He is closer to nature than the 
whites who would later “tame” the American West in an ongoing process 
of industrialization. The film points to an alternate version of American 
history in which the whites listen to the Native Americans and learn from 
their understanding of nature. It must be said, however, that the ending 
departs from the historical source-text, which recounts how more than 
fifty emigrants died after the dismissal of their guide Meek. The movie has 
an open ending, though; we do not learn what happens to the families. 
Their future seems to be as open and uncertain as America`s role in the 
world today in the wake of several wars and an ongoing financial crisis. 
In this respect the film might also testify to a growing sense of pessimism.

Michael Oppermann
Dresden Abendgymnasium
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True Grit. Dir. Joel and Ethan Coen. Perf. Jeff Bridges, Matt Damon. 
Paramount Pictures/ Skydance Productions, 2010. Film. 

“Do you need a good lawyer?” asks Mattie Ross (Hailee Steinfeld) to 
her captor, the outlaw Lucky Ned Pepper (Barry Pepper), in Joel and Ethan 
Coen’s True Grit. Lucky Ned responds: “I need a good judge.” Notions of 
justice are central to the Coen Brothers’ contemporary take on the Western 
genre. Many have argued that Westerns offer narratives of nation, and 
are inscribed with the social/political conditions of the decade in which 
they are produced: The Wild Bunch (1969), Sam Peckinpah’s Western-as-
an-anti-war-diatribe, for example, is radically different than the earlier 
Westerns of John Ford, textually and thematically. Therefore, it does not 
feel out of place for a Western released at the end of a decade shaped by 
the so-called “War on Terror” to inquire into the nature of justice and 
the folly of revenge narratives. True Grit’s characters may traverse through 
familiar terrain (Oklahoma, 1870) pursuing a familiar set of villains (the 
Pepper gang led by Lucky Ned, previously portrayed by a young Robert 
Duvall), but it is this new orientation the Coen Brothers lend to the genre 
that ultimately de-familiarizes this previously traveled path. 

From the film’s beginning, it is clear that True Grit is not a remake of 
the 1969 John Wayne film, but rather an interpretation of Charles Portis’ 
novel from a 21st century vantage point. The film begins with fourteen-
year-old Mattie’s arrival into Fort Smith, Arkansas, where she will begin 
her quest to hunt down a “coward by the name of Tom Chaney” and 
“avenge her father’s blood.” These opening scenes are composed with 
striking chiaroscuro from cinematographer Roger Deakins, a long-time 
Coen Brothers collaborator, signaling that Mattie’s journey will be tainted 
with moral ambiguity. As she wanders through the town in search of a 
bounty hunter to aid her quest, she encounters a public hanging of three 
men, impersonal justice meted out by the State. The sequence that follows, 
in which Mattie selects the bounty hunter to track down Chaney, provides 
a stark contrast: the brazen, one-eyed US Marshal Rooster Cogburn (Jeff 
Bridges) is first revealed in a courtroom sequence, where the justification of 
his use of lethal force in apprehending a gang of wanted men is called into 
question. For Mattie, there is no question; the justice she seeks to bring 
down upon Chaney (Josh Brolin) must not be impersonal or impartial, and 

John Trafton



Film Reviews

135

Cogburn’s “true grit” is what she needs in this task. The Western genre, 
as a privileged site for affirming or contesting the mythology of the West, 
the triumph of a righteous, masculine violence over the primitive and the 
lawlessness, is repurposed here to address the new subjectivities that have 
arisen in the wake of American involvement in two foreign wars that are 
part and parcel of a larger, and seemingly endless, war. 

At first, True Grit appears to stand apart from the Coen Brothers’ 
oeuvre, lacking the tonal shifts and genre bending of much of their 
previous work. Even their gangster film Miller’s Crossing (1990) is more 
playful with genre conventions. It is in the characters and how the film 
acknowledges the spectator, however, where Joel and Ethan’s authorial 
signature can be felt. Mattie’s companions on her quest, Cogburn and the 
buckskin-clad Texas ranger, LaBoeuf (Matt Damon), also tracking Chaney 
for a separate crime, would, in any other film universe, be over-the-top 
kabuki performances. Yet this flirtation with caricature, coupled with a 
well-calculated delivery of prose (much of which is lifted straight from 
Portis’ novel), is what provides a connective thread between True Grit 
and the Coen Brothers’ previous work. The head-strong Mattie, the brash 
Cogburn, the arrogant LaBoeuf, and the pitiful Chaney are used to enhance 
the genre and provide it with a new orientation, just as the characters of 
Fargo (1996) and The Big Lebowski (1998) have had a lasting impression on 
the audiences of their time. Cogburn is by no means a successor to Clint 
Eastwood’s William Munny character from Unforgiven (1992), nor are 
Chaney and the Pepper gang successors to Tombstone’s (1993) villainous 
“cowboy gang.” The film’s adherence to generic conventions also places 
it in sharp contrast to the subversive Dead Man (Jim Jarmusch, 1995). 
True Grit uses its exaggerations of character and genre codes to place the 
spectator in a Western world that simultaneously feels familiar and alien. 

Justice in True Grit is neither as clean nor as messy as in previous 
Westerns. Before Mattie, Cogburn, and LaBoeuf set out in search of Chaney, 
LaBoeuf warns Mattie not to get involved, arguing: “it is not important 
where Chaney hangs.” LaBoeuf later ridicules Cogburn’s Civil War past, 
in which he was one of Captain William Quantrill’s raiders, highlighting 
the absurdity of Cogburn’s position as a man of law. The revenge quest 
leaves Mattie physically broken and bereft of friendship; sentiments that 
are echoed many recent “War on Terror” narratives in film and television. 
Although not an explicit morality play, True Grit still prompts speculation 
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on the mythology of the West; its critique could have been stronger and 
more explicit, though perhaps this would be asking too much of the Coen 
Brothers, especially when one makes a comparison with their previous 
work. As a contemporary reworking of the genre, however, True Grit is a 
notable success. 

John Trafton
University of St. Andrews
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Never Let Me Go. Dir. Mark Romanek. Perf. Carey Mulligan, Andrew 
Garfield. Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2010. Film.

If Mark Romanek’s Never Let Me Go tells us anything, it is that our 
time on this planet is limited. Based upon the acclaimed novel by Kazuo 
Ishiguro, Romanek’s film chronicles the lives of three friends, Kathy (Carey 
Mulligan), Tommy (Andrew Garfield), and Ruth (Keira Knightley), as they 
come to terms with the inevitability of life’s passing. The film is told in 
flashbacks as older Kathy recalls her youthful days spent with Tommy and 
Ruth at Hailsham, an English boarding school, and it is not surprising that 
the film explores two of the deepest human emotions, love and betrayal, 
through the relationship between the three friends. 

Given the film’s science fiction element, however, in that we 
eventually learn that Kathy, Tommy, and Ruth are cloned to exist as organ 
donors, and that their lives will tragically end before they reach their 
thirties, several questions beg to be asked: why is it not surprising that the 
thematic concerns of Never Let Me Go are love and betrayal? If the three 
main characters are not “real” people, why do they share similar desires 
and regrets with the so-called “normal” population to which their organs 
will ultimately be donated? 

Perhaps the film (and the novel) exists precisely to answer these 
two questions. On the one hand, Never Let Me Go is a dystopian view 
of the dangerous potential of medicine and science, in which we see the 
negative side-effects of such progressive experiments as cloning and genetic 
engineering. As viewers, we can only sympathize with Kathy, Tommy, 
and Ruth, because we ourselves have not been cloned, and because we 
understand logically that human beings are not being cloned in the way 
that cloning is depicted in the film. We can imagine what it would be like 
to be in their position, but we are ultimately observing these characters 
from an epistemological distance. 

In order to bridge this gap between human and non-human, 
experience and imagination, the three characters behave, essentially, like 
human beings. They love, they have sex, they deceive, they laugh, they cry, 
and when they are older, they lament their youth with nostalgic force. In 
effect, Kathy, Tommy, and Ruth are represented as real individuals with 
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whom we can relate. This paradoxical representation—to be both like and 
unlike the audience—is what gives the film its resonance. 

This is not the first time that non-human characters have rendered 
human emotion in the cinema. The intelligent computer HAL 9000, for 
instance, arguably contains more emotion that the humans in Kubrick’s 
2001: A Space Odyssey (1968); and in countless animated films, bugs, cars, 
and toys are given human traits to garner the audience’s sympathy. Typically, 
such narrative devices allow the artist to engage in polemics. Technology 
threatens humanity, argues Kubrick. Insects and the environment should 
be cared for, claim John Lasseter and Andrew Stanton, directors of A Bug’s 
Life (1998). Similarly, in Never Let Me Go, Romanek (and by extension 
Ishiguro) demonstrates the dangers of progressive science and medicine, 
thereby opposing cloning, genetic engineering, and others experimental 
procedures. 

As an audience, we are made to feel for Kathy, Tommy, and Ruth 
because we need to understand what is at stake with their tragic departure 
from this world. They, like us, experience the grand emotions of love, 
loss, and betrayal, but unlike those of us who are fortunate enough, their 
experience is limited to a few years before their bodies will perish after 
the last of their organs are taken and they have no use for the rest of the 
population. By making the characters human-like, the creators convincingly 
convey the potential limitations of medical and scientific advancements 
such as cloning and genetic engineering. 

On the one hand, Never Let Me Go can be viewed as a science fiction 
film in the vein of Gattaca (1997), and The Island (2005); on the other hand, 
it aligns with British period dramas like The Remains of the Day (1993) 
and Atonement (2007) in its nostalgic depiction of love, loss, and betrayal. 
Never Let Me Go is a fine film that raises pertinent and at times thought-
provoking questions about the nature of life and our role in preserving and 
protecting it. 

Jon Lisi
New York University
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Anonymous. Dir. Roland Emmerich. Perf. Rhys Ifans, Vanessa 
Redgrave. Columbia Pictures/ Relativity Media. 2011. Film. 

Anonymous channels Shakespeare’s Richard III in order to provide 
us with our very own winter of discontent. The new “master of disaster,” 
Roland Emmerich, having already destroyed New York City multiple 
times in his previous films Independence Day, The Day After Tomorrow 
and 2012, decided the time was ripe to turn to the United Kingdom and 
destroy its heritage instead. Conveniently placed at the end of the current 
Tudor revival, Emmerich’s foray into the realm of dirty Tudor England 
involves the restructuring of both literary and Elizabethan history. Based 
on the revisionist Oxfordian theory of Shakespeare’s authorship – which 
questions whether Shakespeare did actually write the plays he penned 
his alleged illiterate name to – Anonymous seeks to rewrite Shakespeare’s 
plays as Edward De Vere’s. Playing fast and loose with Tudor history, it 
presents the viewer with a fictionalized account of De Vere’s (Rhys Ifans) 
alleged literary genius and sexual escapades with harlot queen Elizabeth I 
(Vanessa Redgrave). This film is Shakespeare at its most meta. Or should 
that be De Vere? It attempts to be self-reflexive and both metatextual and 
meta-cinematic through its continuous use of flash-forward and flashback, 
parody and pastiche.

Beginning in a New York City theater, Shakespearean actor Derek 
Jacobi provides us with a monologue in direct allusion to Henry V’s chorus, 
suggesting that Shakespeare didn’t really write his plays after all: “Let me 
offer you a different story.” The use of Jacobi is two-fold and works to 
provide the film with credentials equal to that of previous Shakespeare 
adaptations, in particular Henry V (1947) and Hamlet (1948), and position 
itself within the Oxfordian theory which Jacobi himself proudly promotes. 
The film then propels us in medias res into a fast-paced jaunt through the 
aesthetics of CGI Tudor London. As with Shekhar Kapur’s Elizabeth (1998), 
Anonymous assumes its viewer as having prior knowledge and awareness 
of Shakespeare and Tudor history. Unlike Elizabeth, it continuously flits 
between the 1560s, 1590s and 1600s without any narrative hooks to 
support its spatial-temporal dimensions. Allusions toward Elizabeth include 
the film’s attempt at presenting poetry as a political thriller as she appears 
framed transcending the body natural into the body politic in the final 
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scene. It does however seem to turn its back on referencing John Madden’s 
Shakespeare in Love (1998), which perhaps writer John Orloff would have 
benefited from doing. Playwright Tom Stoppard, known for his meta-
textual writings, did a somewhat better job of portraying Shakespeare’s 
life in step with his writing of Romeo and Juliet than Anonymous does 
with its intertextual relationship with Henry V, plus minor allusions to A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Richard III and Romeo and Juliet. 

The main issue with Anonymous is that it lacks a clearly defined 
narrative. It appears dramatically absurd in its suggestion that Elizabeth 
sired several bastards and committed incest with her first, De Vere, which 
produced her last, the Earl of Southampton (Xavier Samuel). Whatever 
carefully constructed suggestion in Elizabeth that the eponymous central 
character (Cate Blanchett) was most definitely not a virgin (as she romped 
around with Robert Dudley (Joseph Fiennes) in the Royal State Bed of 
England), is swiftly and conclusively unraveled in Anonymous. This is 
merely one of many examples of careless disregard for historical fact which 
exists in almost every scene in the film. 

What Anonymous does achieve rather spectacularly is evoking the 
atmosphere and look of sixteenth century Tudor London, a kingdom 
for a stage indeed. The scenes set in Shakespeare’s Globe are particularly 
credible, providing an historical aura akin to actually being crammed within 
this wooden O. However I did wonder who might constitute Anonymous’ 
target audience? It is certainly not for English Literature scholars, who will 
either cringe with horror or laugh themselves silly. Nor, it seems, would 
the average audience member care less whether Shakespeare, De Vere or 
even Christopher Marlowe actually wrote the plays, having been subjected 
to the perceived torture of having to read Shakespeare in their school 
days. In one scene involving a young Elizabeth (Joely Richardson) and 
De Vere the morning after the night before of high passion and poetry 
she asks: “I can’t decide, are you Prince Hal or are you Romeo?” I am 
unsure that the film itself truly knows what it has taken on here. For all 
its conjecturing and definitive argument that Shakespeare (Rafe Spall) is a 
drunk, penniless, illiterate actor who most definitely couldn’t have written 
the plays, it appears the lady doth protest too much. The film attempts 
to be persuasive, but it ends up so contradictory that it might actually 
make the viewer believe that Shakespeare really did write the plays after 
all. All the while, the Oxfordian authorship believers come across as a cult 
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similar to that of Scientologists. The film’s tagline asks: “Was Shakespeare 
a Fraud?” Perhaps. Anonymous however, with its non-linear narrative and 
its fast-paced traversing through time, space and place in the name of 
pastiche, most definitely is. 

Llewella Burton
University of East Anglia
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District 9. Dir. Neill Blomkamp. Perf. Sharlto Copley, Jason Cope. 
TriStar Pictures/ Wingnut Films/ QED International. 2009. Film.

District 9 is an odd beast about odd beasts. Released in 2009 under 
the banner “Peter Jackson Presents,” it is best described as a science fiction 
action thriller that explores issues of immigration, xenophobia, and the 
dangers of global capitalism. It has no major stars (although its lead actor, 
Sharlto Copley, has since found roles in Hollywood films such as The 
A-Team (Joe Carnahan, 2010)), and Neill Blomkamp had not previously 
directed a feature film. Rather than being set in the United States, its 
narrative takes place in Johannesburg, and while it does feature the arrival 
of aliens from another world, complete with huge spaceship, they are 
refugees rather than invaders. Despite these unusual features, District 9 
is, perhaps inevitably, reminiscent of various other science fiction films. 
The huge spacecraft looming over a city echoes Independence Day (Roland 
Emmerich, 1996), and a mechanical suit recalls Aliens (James Cameron, 
1986) and Avatar (Cameron, 2009). The aliens, given the derogatory term 
“Prawns,” are reminiscent of the extra-terrestrials in Alien (Ridley Scott, 
1979) and Predator (John McTiernan, 1987). And in its themes, District 
9 joins the ranks of politically-charged science fiction films that include 
The Day the Earth Stood Still (Robert Wise, 1951), Children of Men (Alfonso 
Cuarón, 2006) and Blade Runner (Scott, 1982). 

From the beginning District 9 makes its politics clear, integrating 
them into its generic tropes. The Prawns are clearly coded as an underclass, 
mistrusted and resented by humans and contained within the eponymous 
ghetto. District 9 is a shanty town, militarized and rife with crime, including 
prostitution, smuggling and weapons-trading. Concerns over weaponry 
and capitalism run throughout the film, as MNU (the corporation charged 
with relocating the Prawns) is an arms manufacturer, desperate to acquire 
alien weapons from which it can reap massive profits. MNU also provides a 
framing device, as much of the film is presented as corporate video footage 
of the eviction of Prawns, led by the film’s protagonist, Wikus Van De 
Merwe (Copley). Wikus begins the film as a proud corporate man, but 
his experiences change his attitude dramatically. Similarly, different views 
and styles appear throughout the film, as footage from the MNU corporate 
video is intercut with security camera footage, news reports and apparent 
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documentary footage of talking heads giving their expertise. All of these 
styles are intercut with more standard, objective filming with no diegetic 
source, but even here, hand-held cinematography and abrupt editing 
maintain a documentary aesthetic, as though the footage were grabbed on 
the ground without the luxury of set-ups and retakes.

This mixture of styles can be a problem. The talking heads discuss 
the events from a historical perspective, which partially frames the film 
as a (fictional) documentary. But this conceit is not maintained, as much 
of the film follows Wikus without any reason for him to be filmed. There 
is no clear division between what is and is not “documentary” or “found 
footage,” and the set pieces utilize an action film aesthetic, reminiscent 
of The Bourne Ultimatum (Paul Greengrass, 2007) or The Kingdom (Peter 
Berg, 2007). These contrasting styles and a lack of demarcation suggest 
that an interesting experiment was abandoned in favor of entrails-strewn 
pyrotechnics. The film can also appear messy and disjointed as the director 
throws everything at the screen. It is therefore to the film’s credit that a 
great deal of it sticks. A sense of rawness pervades District 9, especially 
during the action sequences that look messy and un-choreographed, 
which is consistent as Wikus is trying to survive and only does so through 
blind luck. Wikus is a very engaging protagonist due to his status as an 
individual in increasingly dire straits, losing everything he knows and holds 
dear. This central thread ties the film together, and Copley’s performance 
effectively conveys fear and the desperate desire to go home. His status 
underscores the film’s political critique, as MNU treat him as callously as 
they do the Prawns. 

Several corporate figures represent corporate greed, including 
MNU’s CEO Piet Smit (Louis Minnaar) and its chief of security, Koobus 
Venter (David James). Venter is a racist, violent soldier, who enjoys 
killing as much as he excels at it. When he threatens Wikus’ Prawn friend 
Christopher Johnson (Jason Cope), he snarls sadistically: “I can’t believe 
they pay me for this,” and he displays similar relish when he has Wikus 
at his mercy. The callousness of MNU is part of District 9’s exploration 
what it means to be human, both biologically and ideologically. Through 
having his humanity threatened, Wikus develops empathy and compassion 
towards the Prawns, people he previously ignored because of his loyalty to 
the company. It may not be innovative to portray large corporations as evil, 
but District 9 incorporates this typical plot device into its political critique. 
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MNU’s interest in weapons and disregard for life, either alien or human, 
is presented as mundane, described by the talking heads as part of normal 
business practice. The film is highly critical of global capitalism, suggesting 
that in the event of an extra-terrestrial encounter, humanity would react 
with greed and xenophobia. Through the surrogate figure of Wikus, 
the viewer can experience the terror and oppression caused by global 
capitalism, and the inconsistent aesthetic actually aids this. Everything in 
District 9 is chaotic, spilling out of the narrative events into the fabric of 
the film itself with its mishmash of styles. Profoundly postmodern, the film 
uses its fragmented assembly of viewpoints and styles to create a confusing 
and disturbing experience, a verisimilitude of life under global capitalism. 
The chaos of the style and narrative is ultimately a strength rather than a 
weakness, as District 9 emerges as one of the most disturbing and powerful 
science fiction films of recent years. 

Vincent M. Gaine
Independent Scholar

Vincent M. Gaine
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Contagion. Dir. Steven Soderbergh. Perf. Matt Damon, Kate Winslet. 
Warner Bros./ Participant Media, 2011. Film.

Contagion is an “end of humanity” film set in the present day, which 
features an ensemble cast (Gwyneth Paltrow, Matt Damon, Jude Law and 
Laurence Fishburne, to name only a few), whose fates are grimly linked 
as they collectively face a new and particularly virulent worldwide virus. 
The film follows a chain of events to establish who the “index patient” is, 
in other words, the first person to present the symptoms of the illness and 
the initial point of contact through which the condition rapidly spreads. 
The film does this investigation primarily through a series of slick montage 
sequences accompanied by electronic music. 

The narrative presents three distinct stages of the virus and their 
effects. The first displays the creation of the disease born out of an instance 
where “the wrong bat met the wrong pig.” The action subsequently shows 
the virus spreading to various countries, including the United States, 
from Asia, through a series of innocuous-seeming brushes with infected 
people; a touched glass, a returned mobile phone and a cough in an airport 
lounge suddenly become worldwide death sentences. Through all of these 
scenes, there is an attempt to assign accountability and seek a definitive 
answer as to how and why these terrible events have happened. Often 
disaster films of this nature open with an inciting event that determined 
the characters’ future course of action; this is not so much the case here. 
Soderbergh initially suggests that things may not be wrapped up so neatly: 
freak accidents, urban sprawl, and bad choices just happen to people 
everywhere. 

 The second stage examines the societal breakdown that occurs when 
a pandemic of this magnitude occurs. Looting and random violent attacks 
on fellow citizens break out everywhere. The final stage of the narrative 
examines the creation of a lifesaving vaccine and the logistical difficulties 
involved in distributing it to everyone as quickly as possible. Even this 
solution comes with its own set of terrible problems. 

Soderbergh is an adept filmmaker who tells and shows compelling 
stories. His visuals in this film in particular, depict a world where one can 
see the vulnerability of what we conventionally consider safe and secure. 
Cities, airports, houses and official government offices are filmed in a chilly 
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blue-ish hue, and framed in ways that hint at how little it would take to 
have them in ruins. The music throughout the film (by Cliff Martinez) is 
cold and impersonal, and at its most effective during a sequence where 
people wrapped in plastic are laid to rest in mass graves on the outskirts of 
huge American cities.

The film remains tantalizing in many ways, as we are left unsure 
as to whether Soderbergh will actually show the inciting incident 
responsible for these millions of deaths. What we are presented with is a 
convincing series of ghastly events tenuously linked by random seeming 
circumstances up until the very end. At the end we find out the cause in a 
relatively straightforward resolution: unless we are prepared to tread more 
thoughtfully, we are doomed, and we probably deserve it. 

Áine Llang Young
Queen’s University, Belfast
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The Lady. Dir. Luc Besson. Perf. Michelle Yeoh, David Thewlis, 
Jonathan Raggett. EuropaCorp/ Left Bank Pictures, 2011. Film.

As a subject for a biopic, the life of Burmese opposition leader Aung 
San Suu Kyi is surely among the most worthwhile, making a refreshing 
change from the monarchs and right-wing ideologues of other recent 
offerings. The daughter of the anti-imperialist revolutionary, Aung San, 
who led Burma’s fight for independence from the British in 1947, Aung 
San Suu Kyi returned to Burma from Britain in 1988. Arriving amidst the 
brutal repression of student protests and popular demonstrations, she 
quickly came to symbolize the democratic movement against the military 
regime which had ruled the country since the 1960s. In 1989, following 
the popular success of the political party that had formed under her, Suu 
Kyi was placed under house arrest, a condition in which she would remain 
for fifteen of the next twenty-one years. Despite her party winning 82% 
of the elections in 1990 and her being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 
1991, her incarceration continued and she was denied access to her family 
even when her husband, Oxford academic Michael Aris, was diagnosed 
with terminal prostate cancer in 1997. When Aris was refused a visiting 
visa, the couple resisted the government’s efforts to tempt Suu Kyi out of 
Burma and he died in 1999, having not seen her since Christmas 1995. 
The military remains in power to this day, although Suu Kyi was eventually 
released in November 2010. 

Cue Luc Besson’s slick Hollywood-style dramatization of these 
events. Despite starring Michelle Yeoh as Suu Kyi and David Thewlis as 
Aris, the film is full of tired stereotypes, awkward clichés and patronizing 
cinematic strategies. Of course, Besson is an experienced filmmaker 
working with quality actors and, for the most part, these stereotypes and 
strategies are effective enough to deliver an assured if unremarkable film. 
Yeoh’s performance of Suu Kyi is excellent, at times uncanny, and Thewlis 
provides capable support when not slipping into caricature of a bumbling 
Oxford scholar. Moreover, given the half- century covered in the film and 
that its plot requires running two parallel narratives alongside one another 
– Suu Kyi’s in Burma and Aris’ in England – The Lady in fact holds together 
very well. Nevertheless, for anyone with even a passing familiarity with the 
topic and this tiresome mode of representation, the film has little to offer. 
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This is Besson’s second attempt at historical biopic, his first being 
the considerably more action-oriented The Messenger: The Story of Joan of 
Arc (1999). While The Lady offers considerably less opportunity for battle 
scenes, elements of the trademark visual style present in Besson’s films since 
Nikita (1990) and The Professional (1994) are nonetheless in evidence. The 
cutesy opening sequence, for instance, consists of Suu Kyi’s father telling his 
little girl “the story of how we became poor” (curiously without reference 
to British imperialism) before waving goodbye to her in slow motion. This 
then prefaces the depiction of his assassination, complete with more slow 
motion, quickly edited close-ups of sweaty, snarling gunmen, machine-gun 
fire and dignified death, all set to a score of contrapuntal pan-pipe music. 
Furthermore, as in much of Besson’s other work, with the exception of 
Suu Kyi and her husband, the rest of the characters are also typically two-
dimensional, from earnest pro-democracy activists to the evil General, his 
faceless ministers and their obedient henchmen (the scene in which Suu Kyi 
arrives at the airport in 1988, for instance, only to be shadowed by a host of 
glowering goons, is one of many which verges on the ridiculous).

Never mind that such intensely standardized modes of storytelling, 
leavened with moments of aestheticized violence and tasteless slow-motion, 
are entirely inappropriate for conveying the realities of political struggle. That 
does not matter here, the filmmakers would argue, since this is ultimately 
a love story in which politics provides only the context. Indeed, criticizing 
a biopic for focusing on individuals instead of their socio-political context 
may appear unfair. Yet the danger that the representation of the former 
will result in the misrepresentation of the latter is precisely the trap into 
which The Lady falls. Thus, Suu Kyi is frequently depicted as some sort of 
magical savior, facing down the guns of the oppressors, while Burma’s pro-
democracy activists are rarely credited with an intelligence of their own. 
‘That was incredible, huh?!’ exclaims one of her team after a rally, only to 
be reminded by the wise Western scholar that “a quarter of a century of 
brutal oppression will not be undone in one day.” Unfortunately this kind 
of condescension is never far away. Combined with the sentimental score 
of Besson’s regular composer, Eric Serra, who works hard to ensure we are 
never in doubt as to how or what we should be feeling or thinking at any 
given moment, The Lady renders even Aung Sung Suu Kyi’s inspirational 
story a largely tedious one.

Steve Presence
University of the West of England

Steve Presence
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