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Paper on prose fiction, drama and film written by Connie Nordholt 29th of August 2010


Drama, prose fiction and film; similarities and differences.
This paper is based on an introduction written for a biography about film and literature by
Harris Ross. 

Ross is against an opinion which denies a connection between film and the other literary genres

He quotes Bergman,” Film has nothing to do with literature; the character and the substance of the art forms are usually in conflict,” 
 ,and he argues against that statement.

His argument is that there are elements in film which you can also find in other kinds of fiction.

Especially, he points out  narration, time and location as elements that can be found in both fiction and film. Whereas it is the media through which the ‘stories’ are told that are different. The different media give different possibilities, but basically narration is the same in both media. 
Narration:

Film, according to Ross, is a kind of hybrid between the epic and the drama:
’In terms of its narration, film would seem to be a rather curious hybrid, lying somewhere between the mimesis of the drama and the digenesis of prose fiction.’

Both need a narrator or someone who chooses the material for the audience:

’ The argument advanced for the filmic narrator runs this way : film “tells” the story through images as prose fiction does through words; because telling implies a  teller, both film and prose fiction have agents as mediation, narrators, who control the flow of information about the fictional world to the spectator.’

The point of view in narration is traditionally defined by whose perception the reader or audience shares.

Many people think that film can be told only in the third person and not in the first, but the ‘voice-over’ technique provides a film with the possibility of subjectivity.
Time.
Ross writes about time, ’By definition, drama, film, and prose fiction share temporal manipulation,..’

There are differences in the perspectives of time in film and prose fiction. In prose fiction we can talk about three time perspectives; firstly, the time that is told about, secondly, the time in which the action is supposed to take place in, and lastly, the time the narrator takes to actually tell the story.

Film has the two first time perspectives only:
The time told and the time for telling because the narrator, when it comes to film always is the camera.
In relation to the use of tense, a narration is traditionally told in either the present or the past tense.
But because of the special conditions in film, a present tense will still be experienced as past by the audience. Although the filmic technique of ‘flash back’ gives a possibility of creating an experience that some of what is going on in a film happens before and something happens now.

Technically, it would be necessary to mark a difference between the past and the present of a film.

One technique could be to show the scenes from the past in black and white another technique a ‘voice-over’.

Ross writes:
’It may be understood that what is being read or viewed is past in terms of narrative or plot order but still experienced as present, as though the events were happening here and now.’ 

‘Film can use its double register to constantly anchor a series of images in the past by means of voice-over’

This difference according to time that can be registered between film and prose fiction can also be found between prose fiction and drama.

In the Aristotelian drama the present is what is played on stage, and the past can only be revealed through the lines of the characters in the play.
Location.
In prose fiction the location is something the reader imagines, whereas in drama and film the location is organised by the director.

This might lead to the conclusion that the condition for film and drama are equal,
 which is not the case.

Film can to a higher extent than the drama obtain photographic realism.

In film the photographing is limited by the choice of the camera angle and the cutting.
 
This provides the film with possibilities and limits that the drama does not have.

The camera is manipulative in a way the theatre is not. By the intense and chosen focus the director finds important, the experience of the spectator is guided and controlled to an extent that is impossible in the drama.
Theatre simply can not manipulate in the same way as film can. The theatre is dependent on the actual location, the stage, and there are practical limits to what can be established on stage. But the strength of the theatre is in the simultaneousness it has with the spectator which means that theatre does not have the same need of hiding its methods as the film has.

Finally it can be concluded that there is not much difference in the direction of film and theatre; the location is to be organised with reference to the spectator. Film has a greater manipulative strength and an ability to seem as photographic realism  against which the theatre can communicate directly to its audience, and the experience of the audience of the location covers all the stage and not only a part of it, as is the case in film.
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