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INTERSEMIOTIC TRANSLATION AS FILM ADAPTATION 
OF FICTION 

Most popular films are the result of applying the conventions of fiction 
into the conventions of cinematography. According to R. Jakobson, 
adapting literature to film or to theatre belongs to intersemiotic translation 
or transmutation. In this way, the translatability of word into picture and 
vice versa became visible to translation studies [Jakobson 1959]. 

Accordingly, the problem of intersemiotic translation is based upon the 
complexity of meaning and visual transmission. The major difficulties 
facing a translator of literary work are the problems of loss and gain due 
to cultural and linguistic untranslatabilities. Literary language, apart from 
being informative and factual, is also allusive and elliptical. Allusions can 
be made through dialogue, plot, characters and background events, and 
these might require more searching on the viewer’s part. The examples of 
these allusions are reflected in my research paper based on Helen 
Fielding’s novel “Bridget Jones’s Diary”, which was suggested by Jane 
Austen’s “Pride and Prejudice”. One of the most obvious is the name of 
Darcy (Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy in “Pride and Prejudice” and Mark Darcy 
in “Bridget Jones’s Diary”), both played by Colin Firth to highlight the 
allusion. Another example is overbearing mother and soft-spoken father 
of Elizabeth and Bridget. The name of Pemberley as fictional country 
estate owned by Mr. Darcy is also reflected on Pemberley Press (the name 
of the publishing house that Bridget Jones works).  

According to J. Monaco in his “How to Read a Film”, language and 
linguistic theory are close enough to film that, despite the lack of direct 
correlation, the two are mutually intelligible. [3, p. 126].  It includes the 
inevitable gains and losses of text transmutation. One of the most 
prominent gains is visualization of images and actions which provoke 
audience’s feelings. Basing on “The Theory and Practice of Adaptation” 
by R. Stam,  the literal text is capable of the most supple forms of ironic 
double-voiced discourse and this verbal complexity developed in a text 
may be omitted or lost in adaptation. 

Film is just an important kind of text as the written word, although the 
two take very different shapes. Both demand the use of vision, but each 
conveys its message in staggeringly different ways. Reading requires 
literacy as it is the mental processing of letters on a page, while watching 
a film is the visual and auditory processing of images on a screen. But 
fully understanding a film requires a kind of visual literacy. “Anyone can 



see a film,” says Monaco, “but some people have learned to comprehend 
visual images with far more sophistication than have others”. [3, p. 125] 

Certainly, there are no words intervening between the image on the 
screen and the image in the viewer’s head. We can understand complex 
ideas if we only know where to look for the symbols in film. If these 
symbols are commonly used, they may be codified into tropes, or “figures 
of speech". A trope is a code or sign used to tell a story in film [3, p. 45]. 
Film is made up of codes, or signifiers of meaning.  

In conclusion, it is appropriate to say that film adaptation of any 
written material would take into consideration the plot, the overarching 
themes, and the relationships between the characters in the original, then 
reconstruct the same story in a way that is best conveyed on screen.  
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