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James And The Giant Screen

Introduction

When | heard that Henry Selick, Tim Burton and Disney were to

screen one of my favourite Roald Dahl books, James And The Giant Peach |

feared the worst. Dahl's witty literary elements would be tamed, his dark

humour would be injected with tooth-aching sweetness and his devious

nightmarish characters would be transformed into cute, cuddly, easily

marketable Disney versions. Fortunately this turned out not to be the case,

as director Henry Selick brings James And The Giant Peach to life with

Dahl's quirky charm and black humour intact.

Popular novels have been a vast reservoir of material for

commercial films over the years and discussion about such films too often

falls into disappointing exchanges about the medium of film's alleged

failure to be true to its source or the futility of trying to surpass one art

form by creating another. The urge to view a book and film in relation to

each other produces hopeless incompatibilities; thinking directly in terms of

colours, images and sounds is a different operation technically from
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thinking in words. If all meanings could be adequately expressed by words

the media of painting, music or film would not exist.

In chapter one the distinctive qualities of each medium (novel and

film) are discussed.The triumphs of the screened novel are investigated

rather than its limitations.Chapter two will broadly trace the origins of the

literary fairytale and introduce Disney as the pioneer in the adaptation of

the fairytale genre in the age of mechanical reproduction. Jim Henson is

referred to as playing a key role in the development and progression of

three dimensional animation as a highly specialised field of art, along with

his unique flare for the adaptation of the fairytale for screen.The historical

past of Roald Dahl will be discussed, following a creative history of Henry

Selick that evidently led to his present success.

In chapter three the film James And The Giant Peach, acclaimed as

the most highly developed and sophisticated three-dimensional animation

production to date, will be reviewed. Roald Dahl's classic tale was the

inspiration for the film but it was the creative insight and talent of Henry

Selick that allowed it to become a ground breaking success.The technical

achievements will be taken into consideration while focusing extensively on

how film language changes the experience of the text, by using stylistic

equivalents in film for literary elements.
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Chapter 1

"Adaptation is the appropriation of a meaning from a prior text"(Andrew's,1984,p.97)

The making of a film out of an existing text is as common as the

process of film making itself. Well over half of all commercial films have

come from an earlier text. Seeing a film based upon a book is so popular

an experience that it is surprising how few comparisons are attempted

which might reveal the powers and possibilities of film as a medium rather

than its limitations. Within the various paradigms, discussions about

adaptation, from literature to film, have been arranged around claims of the

superiority of literature over film, or the pointlessness in trying to make

one cultural form suppress its own potential in attempting to create

another. If the impulse to make immediate comparisons can be resisted for

a while, it ought to be possible to come up with something more useful

than "Well, | thought the book was much better."
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Film combines, alternatively or simultaneously, aspects of literature,

fiction, drama, painting, mime, dance, music and photography. However, it

is the novel that film has time and time again turned to for inspiration;

why this should be begs questions from both media. The narrative

potential of film remains its strongest bond with the novel; both tell long

stories with a wealth of detail, and both do it from the perspective of a

narrator, "The difference between the two arts beside pictorial narration and linguistic

narration are quickly apparent' (Bluestone,in Bloom,1990,p11)The pace of a book is

regulated by the reader and the experience is a solitary one with the end

signalled as much by the thickness of the pages left to be read as by the

narrative itself, whereas film is collective and closely governed by time. The

film itself sets the pace for viewing as we are bombarded by images in a

scale that is haunting but thrilling. With novels, we are often left to dangle

in suspense while an event is dropped or an incident is described. It is

often more satisfying to watch a film with other people because you share

the interaction at the same time; time continues to roll whereas events are

frozen at your leisure while reading a novel.

Film is the result of groups of people engaged in industrial

production that is consumed by a mass audience, whereas novels are

produced by individuals and are consumed usually by a much smaller
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