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Literary cinematicity is a comparatively new phenomenon, which so far has not attracted much linguistic attention. Cinematic literary style is a ‘living’ evidence of the influence cinema has exercised over literature since its advent more than a century ago. However, it is also evidence of the intrinsic connection between fiction and film as two major forms of contemporary narration. Yet, being inherently synthetic, this kind of style does not easily lend itself to intersemiotic translation into the language of film. The aim of the present research is to explore the mechanisms of adapting cinematic literary style for the screen and to look for the film equivalents of the cinematic verbal imagery.
For the analysis we have chosen the novel The Quiet American (1955) by Graham Greene, one of the greatest British novelists of the 20th century. The aim of the study is to analyse how easily Greene’s cinematic style can be adapted for the screen, that is, how faithful or how far from the original its screen adaptation can be. Bearing in mind that a film adaptation does not simply adapt a story for the screen, but, by definition, creates the story anew by means of a different medium, Greene’s style lends itself to film adaptation as long as any piece of literature can be turned into a film.

One of the central episodes of The Quiet American has been chosen for the analysis – the turning point in the story, when the protagonist, war reporter Fowler (and the reader with him), witnesses the bomb explosion in Saigon. He learns that it is the American, Alden Pyle, who is responsible for the explosion, and Fowler has to make one of the hardest choices in his life: to kill Pyle or to save his life. In this episode Greene employs his favourite principle of composition: transition from visual and 'realistic' descriptions (full of sounds, smells, colours and light) to a character’s reflections on the events that unfold in front of his eyes, which in most cases constitute the climax of the episode. From visual details the reader infers the following thoughts of the character which are shaped in the form of a short inner monologue.

Although the protagonist notes and describes everything, he is lost in reflection. He overhears two women talking and registers what they say but does not pay attention to it yet – he is lost in his speculations, while the American girls discuss something that is going to happen very soon. The terrific bomb explosion, which will inflict numerous casualties, approaches eventually, and the tension increases as the story unfolds. The scene of the explosion is very audible, the reader literally hears the whistle and sound of the bomb, which is supported by assonance – the deliberate repetition of the sibilants. Fowler’s reflections are over, and in the next extremely visual paragraphs he describes the scene of the explosion. Yet after the talk with Pyle – when he finds out that it is him who is responsible for the explosion – he reflects on the tragedy and decides to stop Pyle.

It is of special significance that Greene’s novel is written as a first-person narration, which, however, is bound to cause some difficulties when subjected to intersemiotic translation, because narration in film is by definition more ‘objective’. That is why the aim of the filmmakers is to try to preserve the subjective point of view in the film style.

The first film version of the same name (1958, dir. by Joseph Mankiewicz) was made in the Classical Hollywood style. The plot of the book was changed in order to fit the requirements of the American ideology of the time, which was national identity based on patriotism. No wonder, therefore, that the filmmakers did not manage to preserve the main characteristic of the book – first-person narration to show the British point of view on the war in Vietnam. This leads to the impression that it is the American who is the protagonist of the novel and not Fowler.
The second film version (2001, dir. by Phillip Noyce) is more faithful to the original than the previous one. Still, due to the nature of film, it has to show action, the dynamic scenes. This makes Noyce deliberately omit some episodes (for example, Fowler’s conversation with Pyle) or introduce some scenes absent in the original. Such are the ones when Pyle is speaking Vietnamese, and when Fowler is looking up in the dictionary the definition of Diolacton to understand the true role of Pyle. The first-person narration is preserved in the film and the effect of the subjective point of view is created with the help of several cinematic techniques: on the level of cinematography these are angle (eye-level angle mainly with some instances of low and high angle) and distance (close-up shots prevail); editing of the scene is done in such a manner that every second shot shows Fowler; last, but not least, is the level of sound, where Fowler’s speech proper, unfolding his reflections and emotional state, and subjective use of sound are of special importance.
