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1. Introduction 

1.1. The auteur theory throughout the years 
 
First of all, a short introduction to the different views of authorship in cinema might be in place. 

Screenwriters have not always received as much attention and credit as they do today, and it is a 

relatively new concept for a screenwriter to be analysed and discussed as a true writer. In Cinema 

Studies: The Key Concepts, Susan Hayward offers an overview of the different views throughout the 

years. Famously, the auteur concept emerged in the 1920s, when there was a major debate in 

France about the filmmaker or the scriptwriter being the major creative force behind a film. But 

the term „author‟s film‟ was actually coined for the first time in 1913 in Germany, where the 

„Autorenfilm‟ was a reaction to what the French „Film d‟Art‟ movement had provoked from 1908 

onwards. The „Autorenfilm‟ movement emerged when several screenwriters, among which most 

notably Hanns Heinz Ewers (most famous as the writer of Der Student Von Prag) wanted respect 

and equal rights for their work on the movies.  Advocates of the „Autorenfilm‟ opposed the then-

dominant image of cinema as an art form for the lower class by adapting literature or writing 

screenplays with literary qualities (Scheunemann 48).  

The auteur theory was revived in 1951, when film critic André Bazin launched Cahiers du 

Cinéma. François Truffaut‟s famous 1954 essay „Une certaine tendance de cinéma‟ is by many 

considered to be a declaration of intention of the French New Wave. This group connected the 

auteur to the „mise-en-scène‟, thereby declaring the director the primary auteur of a movie. This 

idea was partly based on their huge admiration of the films of American directors like Alfred 

Hitchcock and John Ford, whose instantly recognizable directing style was as important as or 

sometimes even overshadowed the writing. The people behind Cahiers du Cinéma only discovered 

these directors after the German occupation, since the Vichy regime did not allow American 

films to be shown in France. Directors such as Truffaut and Godard  were deeply impressed and 

influenced by them. This rather one-sided auteur theory was quickly proven redundant, with the 
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rise of structuralism in the 1960s. Roland Barthes made Saussure‟s paradigm of langue and parole 

famous, and these newly popular theories of linguistics and semiotics also affected film criticism. 

The critics and directors behind Cahiers du Cinéma had to adjust their „politique des auteurs‟ to 

give way to an approach in which the rather romantic view of a single auteur was replaced by a 

more scientific approach. The British magazine Movie saw the auteur as just one meaning-

producing element among others, such as the genre conventions and the socio-economical 

context. The work of art is as determined by its context and background as by the author himself. 

The audience, on the other hand, was not yet considered as a meaning-producing entity. In 

Cinema Studies: The Key Concepts, Hayward summarizes the different phases of film criticism as 

follows: 

 

(Fig I: the subsequent phases of cinema studies, Hayward 23) 

Finally, the poststructuralist movement acknowledged that one theory did not suffice. 

Barthes published the famous essay „The Death of the Author‟, wherein he wrote that the 

meaning of the text does not come from the author alone. That is not to say that 

poststructuralism completely abandoned the notion of „auteurs‟. In a way similar to the New 

Criticism, this school took into account the entire spectrum of meaning-producing areas, 

including the audience, the social, political and historical contexts and, of course, intertextuality. 
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The classic idea of the director as the sole artist behind a film was at this point completely 

abandoned. 

However, even today, the director is in many cases still seen as the primary creative force 

behind a movie. People rush out to see “the new Scorsese movie” or “the new Tarantino”. The 

director‟s name gives people an idea of what to expect, with regards to content, style and quality. 

Under European Union Law, the director is also considered to be the „author‟ or at least one of 

the authors of a film (Kamina 150). But at the same time, the Hollywood directors who enjoy the 

final cut privilege have become a rare „happy few‟. More often than not, the film studios have the 

final word on certain creative decisions. Directors often have to wait until the DVD release to 

show their own cut of a film to the audience. 

1.2. Kipen’s ‘Schreiber Theory’ 
 
A very recent approach to the author theory arose in 2006, when David Kipen published his 

book The Schreiber Theory: A Radical Rewrite of American Film History (Fox). This theory stated that 

the writer is the one with the greatest influence on a film. He is, however, not the first one to 

criticise the more popular Auteur theory. Famous critics such as Pauline Kael and Ricard Corliss 

preceded him. In an interview, Kipen asserted that his Schreiber theory (the name comes from 

the Yiddish word for „writer‟) is in many ways parodying the dominant theory. He is mostly 

looking for a balance between director and writer, more than trying to turn film criticism 

completely upside down. Kipen did not want “to supplant the auteur theory [of the director‟s 

dominance] overnight but to overcorrect it in such a way that the final average of the two is a 

more realistic representation of just how collaborative filmmaking really is” (Fox).  

The main idea behind Kipen‟s Schreiber theory is that the screenwriter has the biggest 

influence on the final movie. His filmography is a better indicator of the quality of a film than for 

instance an actor‟s. “A filmgoer seeking out pictures written by, say, Eric Roth or Charlie 



Dedulle 10 

 

Kaufman won‟t always see a masterpiece, but he‟ll see fewer clunkers than he would following 

even a brilliant director like John Boorman, or an intelligent actor like Jeff Goldblum” (Fox). 

A specific director who reoccurs in Kipen‟s book is John Huston. Kipen argues that 

Huston never made the same movie twice: he made films in a variety of different genres and 

styles. It is difficult to find any real links between them. But, crucially, many of Huston‟s famous 

films are adaptations of famous novels (from Herman Melville‟s „Moby Dick‟ over James Joyce‟s 

„The Dead‟ to B. Traven‟s „The Treasure of the Sierra Madre‟). While Huston is generally seen as 

one of the great directors in the history of Hollywood, he was often dependant on someone else‟s 

story and writing. In the light of Kipen‟s Schreiber theory, Huston is a „weak auteur‟. Of course, 

Kipen does not deny the importance of John Huston for modern cinema. But since he tended to 

film adaptations, he was not equally responsible for the themes, motives and message of his films 

as the original authors. 

Another famous opponent of the auteur theory is William Goldman (the Academy 

Award-winning writer of, among others, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid), who, when first 

hearing about the idea that a director is the sole author of a movie, is believed to have said: 

„What‟s the punch line?‟ (Bierut). 

But some scriptwriters do get the credit they, according to Kipen, deserve. Alan Ball, the 

Academy Award winning writer of 1999‟s American Beauty, was the key attraction when television 

station HBO advertised both Six Feet Under and True Blood, TV shows both created and produced 

by Ball. Pulitzer Prize-winning author David Mamet often explores similar themes in his 

screenplays, and his typical style of writing dialogue even gave rise to the term „Mamet speak‟ 

(Toth).  

Why it is no coincidence that Kipen mentions Charlie Kaufman in his argumentation on 

the screenwriter as the primary creative force behind a movie, is what will become clear over the 

following paragraphs.  
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1.3. An introduction to Charlie Kaufman 
 
When asked in an interview about the afore-mentioned auteur theory and the sometimes 

disproportionate amount of attention often given to directors, Charlie Kaufman answered: 

There is, and that‟s sort of been perpetuated by this auteur theory, which I find 

enormously bizarre considering that the word auteur means author. And, indeed, 

the only person who‟s the complete inventor of the movie is the writer. The 

director‟s interpreting material. Actors are interpreting material. Everybody‟s 

interpreting the script. And I‟m not saying that the writer is more important than 

the director or other people, but I‟m saying the writer needs to be given his or her 

due in the process. (Sciretta) 

Thus far, Kaufman has not been able to complain about the amount of credit he receives 

for his screenplays.   

I chose to write my MA thesis on this screenwriter after watching Adaptation as part of 

Roger Ebert‟s „Great Movies‟ list, which I am using to fill the ever so many gaps in my film 

culture. I was immediately fascinated by the game Kaufman plays with fiction and reality, and 

decided to dive a little deeper into his work. I had already seen Being John Malkovich and Eternal 

Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, but it was Synecdoche, New York that really puzzled, frustrated but 

ultimately fascinated me. After seeing the film twice, I felt as if I had still not really mastered it, 

but I was sure of its ambition, grasp and significance as a work of art. In my opinion, Synecdoche is 

a crucial yet undeservedly often overlooked film in Kaufman‟s oeuvre. It was this film that really 

pulled me into Kaufman‟s strain of thought and made me decide to write my MA thesis on this 

author. 
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1.3.1. ‘Being John Malkovich’ 

After writing for various comedy shows during the 1990s, Charlie Kaufman‟s work first caught 

the public eye when his screenplay for Being John Malkovich was made into a film by Spike Jonze. 

Despite its rather unconventional set-up, the movie was an immediate success among critics. As 

of right now, it has a 92% rating on the review aggregator website Rotten Tomatoes (which 

collects movie reviews from film journalists around the globe), with 107 positive reviews and 

only 9 negative ones. Critics particularly applauded the inventiveness and originality of 

Kaufman‟s script. It earned him an Academy Award nomination and a BAFTA, both for „Best 

Original Screenplay‟.  

1.3.2. ‘Human Nature’ 

Kaufman‟s next effort was 2001‟s Human Nature, a comedy which offered a new spin on the 

writings of, most notably, Charles Darwin and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Human Nature features a 

bizarre love triangle between a scientist, his lover and his research subject: Puff, a man who was 

raised in the woods. The scientist tries to make Puff fit in society, while his lover believes that 

Puff should remain the free thinking „wild man‟ he was. The movie explores how each of us is 

divided between free will and social conventions. Judging from the Rotten Tomatoes rating of 

49%, it is clear that critics were very divided on this movie. If there is a consensus to be drawn 

from the varying opinions, it is that Human Nature was generally regarded to be „as quirky as Being 

John Malkovich but not as funny‟. More importantly, Human Nature marked Kaufman‟s first co-

operation with Michel Gondry. Up to that point, Gondry was famous for directing several 

critically acclaimed music videos of artist such as Radiohead, Björk and The White Stripes. 

Human Nature marked his feature debut.  
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1.3.3. ‘Adaptation’ 

In 2002, Kaufman and Spike Jonze re-united to create Adaptation, another movie which was 

heralded as being highly original. Among the critics listed on Rotten Tomatoes, there seemed to 

be a consensus that this was Kaufman‟s most personal, most autobiographical work to date 

(“Rotten Tomatoes”, “Adaptation”), mainly because the protagonist, played by Nicolas Cage, is a 

struggling screenwriter called Charlie Kaufman. It earned him his second Academy Award 

nomination, one he shared with his fictional „brother‟ Donald. Adaptation was Oscar nominated 

for „Best Adapted Screenplay‟– a distinction which, as will be proven, is highly problematic.  

1.3.4. ‘Confessions of  a Dangerous Mind’ 

Charlie Kaufman then wrote the screenplay for Confessions of a Dangerous Mind, which was filmed 

by George Clooney. The screenwriter was, however, dissatisfied with Clooney‟s input. In an 

interview, he said: “I was upset by the fact that Clooney took the movie from me and then cut 

me out after that. I‟m unhappy with the end result. And I‟m unhappy with George Clooney. I had 

a movie that I wrote and that isn‟t it. I‟ve always been involved in the process with Spike Jonze 

and Michel Gondry. If there‟s any rewriting to do, I do it.” (“Kaufman still angry at Clooney over 

script”). The frustration which ensued from this disappointment might have made its way into 

the screenplay of Synecdoche, New York, as will be discussed. 

1.3.5. ‘Eternal Sunshine of  the Spotless Mind’ 

Kaufman‟s next film, the Michel Gondry-directed Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, was his most 

successful and highest grossing to date. Along with French performance artist Pierre Bismuth 

and Michel Gondry, Kaufman used elements of science fiction and surrealism to create, in the 

words of critic Nick Schager, “a unique deconstruction of man‟s innate desire to avert 

heartache”. Jim Carrey plays Joel Barish, a man who discovers that his ex-girlfriend Clementine 

(performed by Kate Winslet) has literally erased him from her memory. He decides to undergo 
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the same procedure, but as he sees his memories of Clementine flash before his eyes as they are 

being erased, he realizes that he wants to retain at least the good ones. The story is told in a 

highly non-linear, fragmented order, not unlike Kaufman and Gondry‟s previous co-operation, 

Human Nature, which mainly consisted of flashbacks. 

1.3.6. ‘Synecdoche, New York’ 

In 2008, Kaufman made his directorial debut. Synecdoche, New York is, on a very basic level, about 

a theatre director, Caden Cotard (played by Philip Seymour Hofman) who is awarded the 

prestigious MacArthur Fellowship. With this money, he decides to fulfil his artistic dream. In a 

gigantic Manhattan warehouse, he stages a play in which a cast of hundreds acts out the lives of 

real-life counterparts. According to Rotten Tomatoes, critics agreed that Synecdoche, New York is a 

tough watch, but many admired the effort. Roger Ebert, the first movie critic ever to win a 

Pulitzer Prize, even called it “the best film of the decade”. But, like Human Nature, Synecdoche, New 

York was another film that gathered very mixed reviews. Jonathan Romney of The Independent 

wrote that Synecdoche, New York “finally feels bitter, hollow and adolescent: like a gargantuan 

music video conceived for an emo band with a penchant for Pirandello. I came out of 

Synecdoche feeling crushed and miserable”.  

1.3.7. Context and critical reception 

Author Derek Hill places Charlie Kaufman, Spike Jonze and Michel Gondry in the same category 

as filmmakers like Sofia Coppola, Richard Linklater and David O. Russel. All of them surfaced 

during the late 1990s, and inject, to quote Hill, „a subtle, subversive element [into the] staid 

confines of the Hollywood dream factory‟ (35). Hill links this group to the original „Hollywood 

brats‟ (Scorsese, Spielberg, Francis Ford Coppola,…) who emerged during the 1970s and, most 

importantly, to the French Nouvelle Vague filmmakers. What the group featuring Kaufman 

shares with these French directors and writers, is the fact that they pay attention to style as well as 

ideas. Consequently, Kaufman‟s co-operations with visually highly original and experimental 
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directors such as Spike Jonze and Michel Gondry (who both have a history in the music video 

business) is not coincidental. Hill believes that the impact of the Nouvelle Vague on 

contemporary filmmakers is still enormous, concluding his chapter on the French auteurs with: 

“You just have to know how to look [to spot their influence]” (21). 

Although many of Kaufman‟s screenplays have gathered mixed reviews, he is generally 

well respected among critics. Derek Hill places him in a very exclusive category of screenwriters 

that seem to be the true auteur of their films. „To experience Kaufman's work is to follow an 

idiosyncratic throughline in which archetypal ideas and even images emerge again and again‟, 

David L. Ulin writes. „Kaufmanesque‟ has become an adjective that frequently reoccurs in recent 

movie reviews. „It‟s up there with “Spielbergian”, “Disneyesque” and “Hitchcockian” as one of 

the few personality-based adjectives to have entered moviespeak‟, writes Kevin Maher of The 

Times (“Woke up this morning...”).  

If there is one adjective to be named when describing „Kaufmanesque‟, „surreal‟ could be 

high on the list. From the gate into John Malkovich‟s head to the memory-erasing company in 

Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Kaufman‟s screenplays often feature farfetched, unrealistic 

elements. These surreal, science-fictional elements in Kaufman‟s works might be traced back to 

Stanislaw Lem, the Polish science-fiction writer perhaps most famous for Solaris. This novel, 

made into a film by both Andrei Tarkovsky (1972) and Steven Soderbergh (2002), is about 

astronauts in outer space attempting to achieve communication with extraterrestrial life on the 

planet Solaris. This mission becomes increasingly traumatic for these scientists, because the ocean 

that covers almost the entire planet confronts the astronauts with their worst fears and most 

repressed thoughts, desires and memories (Brians). The science fiction novel ultimately becomes 

a parable about loneliness. Likewise, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind uses an artificial way of 

remembering to tackle the same universal subject. Not coincidentally, Lem is said to be among 

Kaufman‟s favourite writers (“Charlie Kaufman Celebrity Profile”). In an interview, he said: 
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I'm just really attracted to fake reality. On some level it just appeals to me, and 

when I put myself into a story situation and I don't know where it's going, these 

permutations just become part of the story and...then they, they kind of, what's 

the word? They... (long pause) I mean, they please me. When I start going down a 

certain road with those kinds of things, those conceptual conceits, I find that 

there's no end to it and it can go as far as I'm willing to take it. (Chaw) 

„Gimmicky‟ is a word that frequently returns in reviews of Charlie Kaufman screenplays, 

in a pejorative way. However, this surrealism doesn‟t have to mean that Kaufman loses sight of 

his message. Derek Hill mentions the „Brechtian distancing effects‟ that can be seen in movies 

from „auteurs‟ like Godard (18). These effects motivate the audience to think about what the 

images on screen exactly mean. It does not suffice to just follow along with the story. This is of 

course very much related to the Theatre of the Absurd, so it is no coincidence that Kaufman has 

repeatedly called Samuel Beckett a notable influence (“Rotten Tomatoes Charlie Kaufman 

Celebrity Profile”). His fascination with memory and time distinguishes Kaufman from someone 

like Woody Allen. In a movie like for instance „Annie Hall‟, Allen recounts the story of the main 

protagonist‟s relationship in a series of flashbacks, starting with the break-up. This is similar to 

the dissociative memories shown in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. But Allen‟s movie, apart 

from the recurrent breaking of the fourth wall, remains thoroughly realistic. C. Jerry Kutner 

dubbed Kaufman „Woody Allen filtered through Alain Resnais‟. As will be discussed, the 

influence Allen had on Kaufman can not be ignored. 

Derek Hill already mentioned that the directors and screenwriters from the „New New 

Hollywood‟, like the „Nouvelle Vague‟ filmmakers, paid attention to style as well as substance 

(35). Roger Ebert writes: 
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I don't personally know Mr. Kaufman, but I have a feeling he's not the kind of 

guy that sits around and searches for a good story to put to paper. He really does 

immerse, he writes what he knows and feels, and his work is a summation of and 

statement about his own ideas of life. (“O Synecdoche”) 

Protagonists in Kaufman screenplays often have certain things in common. Joel from 

Being John Malkovich, Charlie from Adaptation and Caden from Synecdoche, New York all are 

struggling artists searching for inspiration. It seems as if Kaufman consciously starts with 

characters that are close to himself. „I do tend to write for a certain kind of guy… It‟s the only 

thing I can really do kind of honestly…‟, he once said in an interview (O‟Shea). But this search 

for inspiration is often just a „synecdoche‟ for an even more profound struggle: escaping 

loneliness. „Throughout all of Kaufman‟s work, the fear of loneliness is perhaps the greatest 

prime motivator of them all‟, writes Derek Hill (33) 

1.4. Research question 

In this MA thesis, I will discuss three movie screenplays by Charlie Kaufman and focus on them 

from a poetical point of view. The first movie that will be discussed is Being John Malkovich, which 

is particularly interesting on a thematic and philosophical level. It poses questions about the 

nature of one‟s identity, perception and the image we have of celebrities. Adaptation is the second 

film I will be exploring in this thesis. It is perhaps the most interesting one from a postmodern 

and metafictional perspective. Not only does it feature a version of the screenwriter himself as 

the main character, it can also be seen as a comment on  (to quote the subtitle of Robert McKee‟s 

famous book Story) the structure, style and principles of screenwriting. The normal conventions 

of novel adaptation (as described, famously, by Linda Hutcheon in A Theory of Adaptation) are 

turned upside down. The two aforementioned works by McKee and Hutcheon will be contrasted 

with Adaptation. Finally, I will discuss Synecdoche, New York. Many themes, motives and symbols 

from this movie bring to mind the theories of Jean Baudrillard, particularly his writings on 



Dedulle 18 

 

„Simulacra and Simulation‟. It is rewarding to read the screenplay in relation to Baudrillard‟s 

theories of an alternate reality and to see which message Kaufman is conveying by blurring the 

line between fiction and reality in this film. 

Although these three movies might seem to be very different in terms of overall tone and 

structure, it will be interesting to see whether they share a common motive. As mentioned before, 

Kaufman is often praised for his highly original ideas, and connecting his screenplays to the 

writings of these thinkers could possibly lead to a better understanding of his background and 

inspirations. Eventually, we might come to an understanding of what exactly it is that makes each 

of Charlie Kaufman‟s screenplays so unique and yet instantly recognizable. It is clear that he 

tends to write about artists, but does he have a real, general opinion about the process of creating 

art? And, above all: what does this mean on a broader scale? Is there a particular world view and 

general message at the core of Kaufman‟s work? 
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2. Being John Malkovich 

2.1. Summary 

Charlie Kaufman‟s first produced screenplay also marked Spike Jonze‟s feature debut. The two 

met after Kaufman had sent the script to Francis Ford Coppola, who was at the time Jonze‟s 

father-in-law. John Cusack plays Craig Schwartz, an unsuccesful puppeteer struggling to make 

ends meet. He has also reached a seemingly dead end in his marriage with Lotte (Cameron Diaz). 

Schwartz finds a job with the LesterCorp, a corporation that resides on a strange floor with very 

low ceilings in a New York skyscraper. One day, Craig discovers a tunnel in the wall, behind an 

office file cabinet. He crawls through it, and finds himself literally in the head of actor John 

Malkovich for 15 minutes. He sees what Malkovich sees, and gets to experience what it is like to 

be a famous actor. Afterwards, Schwartz is dropped by the side of a road. Together with his 

colleague Maxine, he starts a lucrative enterprise, asking people 200 dollars for a quarter of an 

hour inside Malkovich‟s head. 

 Lotte becomes addicted to the experience, and even has sex with Maxine in the body of 

Malkovich. Schwartz becomes furious when he discovers their relationship, locks Lotte up and 

replaces her in Malkovich‟s head. Craig then finds a way to control Malkovich himself. “I made 

him talk. And, oh, there was the beginning of sensation in the fingertips. Ummm-mmm! It‟s just 

a matter of practice before Malkovich becomes nothing more than another puppet hanging next 

to my worktable” (Kaufman, “Being” 66). 

Malkovich becomes suspicious and, after following Maxine to the tunnel, discovers the 

business they have set up. When he goes through the tunnel himself, he enters a world in which 

everyone looks like him, and can say and write just one word: „Malkovich‟. The actor asks the 

portal to be closed, but Schwartz refuses. 
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Lotte escapes and calls for the help of Dr. Lester, Schwartz‟s boss at the office. Lester 

tells her that he has known about the tunnel for a long time, and that he has been using it to 

acquire invincibility, each time replacing his dying body with a younger one. Malkovich‟s body is 

soon to become „ripe‟, which means that Lester was planning to become Malkovich. Schwartz, 

however, has found a way to remain Malkovich for a longer time. He drives Malkovich to 

become a famous puppeteer, and marries Maxine. Lester and Lotte capture Maxine, and threaten 

to kill her if Schwartz doesn‟t immediately leave Malkovich. At first he refuses, but he leaves the 

body after a bar fight. 

After Lotte and Maxine fall in love, Schwartz again tries to become Malkovich to make 

Maxine fall for him again. But the portal has found a new host: Schwartz becomes Emily, Maxine 

and Lotte‟s daughter. He is forced to watch them have a happy life while being unable to interact 

in any way.  

2.2. The ‘Malkovich’ issue 

With his first screenplay, Kaufman was already well on his way to put himself on the general 

public‟s radar as a screenwriter. But because of its highly peculiar structure and setup, it took a 

long time for Being John Malkovich to finally be green-lighted by Universal Pictures. According to 

Rotten Tomatoes, Being John Malkovich became one of 1999‟s most critically acclaimed films. The 

movie‟s screenplay was highly praised for its originality and bizarre storyline. But as with most of 

Kaufman‟s screenplays, some journalists criticized the film for being „gimmicky‟, and having not 

much more to offer than the John Malkovich-joke. Chuck Rudolph was bothered by the 

“countless plot twists” which he considered, “while unpredictable, tiresome and obnoxious”  

(“Rotten Tomatoes”, “Being”).   

The film‟s key joke is of course that one of its central characters is an existing actor. At 

one point in pre-production, a producer proposed to switch John Malkovich‟s character to Tom 
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Cruise, to make the film more marketable (Rimas). But Kaufman and Jonze did not go for 

Malkovich by accident. The movie character and the real life person should not be confused: the 

Malkovich in the film is a highly fictionalized version of the existing actor. The character is 

mainly based on the image most people have of Malkovich, as a very well respected actor who 

played in many prestigious films such as Dangerous Liaisons and The Killing Fields. At the same time, 

there is an air of enigma around him, since he is rarely associated with the gossip or the society 

scandals that some of his colleagues manage to build a whole career around. As Kaufman said in 

an interview: “There‟s something odd and unknowable about him. You never really know what‟s 

going on behind his eyes, so it becomes fascinating, and I think that works for the story” (Shaw). 

Not many people know who the real John Malkovich is, let alone what his daily life is like. 

Kaufman plays around with this mystery, and „unmasks‟ the seemingly untouchable Malkovich as 

a normal man with his own, recognizable problems, hopes and fears.  

This way, Being John Malkovich is a comment on celebrity culture. The characters quickly 

become addicted to „being‟ the famous actor for fifteen minutes, a clear echo of Andy Warhol‟s 

famous statement that in the future, everyone will be famous for a quarter of an hour before 

returning to anonymity (symbolized by the highway roadside in the film). While the movie 

undermines some of the „myth‟ around John Malkovich, it is clear that Craig, Lotte and Maxine 

become different people under the influence of assuming his identity. He is not the most famous 

actor in the world (some people he meets even confuse him for someone else and no one seems 

to be able to name even one film he stars in), nor does he lead an extremely glamorous life. But 

having a taste of what it feels like to be a celebrity elevates the lives of the protagonists to a whole 

new level, up to the point where it even affects their acts in real life. Being John Malkovich criticizes 

celebrity culture partly because John Malkovich, in the movie, seems respected simply because 

he‟s famous, rather than because of artistic merit.  
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MAXINE 

Sounds delightful. Who the fuck is John Malkovich? 

CRAIG 

He‟s an actor. One of the great American actors of the 20th century. 

MAXINE 

What‟s he been in? 

CRAIG 

Lots of things. He‟s very well respected. That jewel thief movie, for example. 

(Kaufman, “Being John Malkovich” 36) 

But Being John Malkovich is more than just a comment on the vanity of celebrity culture. 

Like in his other screenplays, Kaufman uses surreal and metafictional elements to make 

philosophical statements. This is something he shares with science-fiction writers like Stanislaw 

Lem and Isaac Asimov. In this case, Being John Malkovich leaves the viewer with questions on the 

nature of the „self‟ and one‟s identity. How Kaufman explores these themes in different ways will 

be discussed in the next paragraph.  

2.3. Surrealism and metafiction 

It is clear that Being John Malkovich contains many surreal elements. The surrealism slowly unfolds 

throughout the movie, and the situations become increasingly unrealistic. Craig starts working on 

Floor 7 ½ of the Mertin Flemmer Building in New York City, where he finds a way into the head 

of John Malkovich. It is not until later that the audience learns of the deeper purpose of this 

portal: it turns out that Dr. Lester uses it, together with several accomplices. to attain immortality. 

Ultimately, in the film‟s finale, Craig becomes stuck in the mind of Maxine and Lotte‟s child.  

In a blog post, Adam Lippe points out that it is crucial that the characters are aware of 

the fact that they have entered an odd situation, „but they just go with it, step by step, slowly 
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accepting their surroundings‟. This might be necessary to let the audience identify with the 

characters and to increase their „willing suspension of disbelief‟.  

It is particularly interesting to compare the way in which Kaufman deals with surrealism 

in Being John Malkovich to his later work. In Adaptation, the absurdity of the third act seems to 

confront us without a warning. Synecdoche, New York, finally, might be his most unconventional 

screenplay to date. It seems that Kaufman, in his first filmed screenplay, did not have the 

experience and confidence to thoroughly push the boundaries of how far he could go. By the 

time he wrote Synecdoche, New York, he was already an acclaimed, well-known screenwriter, whose 

name was becoming a kind of brand. People knew that they should not expect a conventional, 

realistic telling. It might have taken Kaufman a few screenplays to gain a substantial amount of 

confidence and trust in his audience to write a screenplay that is entirely, uncompromisingly his 

own work. 

Chris Chang references the critical theories of Theodor Adorno, who wrote that realism 

in cinema could undermine the amount of imagination and reflection that a film is able to 

convey. Chang argues that Being John Malkovich is partly a reaction to this critique. Kaufman even 

increases the realism in his films by including (fictionalized versions of) existing persons. But 

Kaufman‟s message is more than a mere mocking of Adorno‟s theory. Chang writes: “(…) the 

film willfully leaves the miasma of critical theory behind, which for it is more of a playground 

than a prison, and ends the story with an entirely different set of propositions”. 

This „playground approach‟ to established theories is an aspect that will return in 

Adaptation, in which Kaufman uses the writings of Robert McKee to not only criticize the author, 

but also make a plea in favour of originality. But as in Adaptation, this approach ultimately does 

not form the core of Kaufman‟s message. While it is not to be denied that Being John Malkovich 
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contains theories on cinema and spectatorship, Charlie Kaufman also tackles more general 

themes in this movie, as will be discussed in the next chapter.  

2.4. Deeper themes and questions 

When explaining all about his portal into Malkovich‟s mind, Craig already hints at the deeper 

philosophy behind it. 

It raises all sorts of philosophical questions about the nature of the self, about the 

existence of the soul. Am I me? Is Malkovich Malkovich? Was the Buddha right, 

is duality an illusion? Do you see what a can of worms this portal is? (Kaufman, 

“Being” 36) 

The central question asked in Being John Malkovich could be a very profound and general 

one: what is it, exactly, that makes us human? Both Dr. Lester and Craig Schwartz are able to 

remain in Malkovich‟s body for years at a time. Apart from that, they are able to not only see and 

feel what Malkovich experiences, but can also control the actor‟s body, thus actually taking him 

over. Malkovich has to submit to their will, so can we still say that he is himself? Finally, Lester 

takes several people with him in Malkovich‟s body, but he is the only one who is able to actually 

influence the actor‟s behaviour. To what degree do these other people still exist?  

In an interview cited by Daniel Shaw, Charlie Kaufman has argued that we only see a 

glimpse of the real John Malkovich in the scenes in which Lotte chases Maxine with a gun 

through the portal. In a sequence of scenes which is similar to the memory sequences in Eternal 

Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, the two women appear in childhood memories and traumas of 

Malkovich. The portal „crashes‟ like a computer when they both crawl into it at the same time. In 

normal circumstances, it is impossible to cast a look into Malkovich‟s mind and memories. 

Consequently, it is impossible for Schwartz to really „be‟ John Malkovich. Shaw cites Kaufman 

again, in this prospect: 
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Well, you are inside someone else‟s skin, but Craig doesn‟t have the experiences of 

being Malkovich, he has the experience of using Malkovich. He uses him to be 

with Maxine, and then he uses Malkovich‟s notoriety to get his own career going. 

(...) Yeah, I‟d say it‟s „Using‟ John Malkovich. (115) 

In Philosophy through Film, Mary Litch distinguishes two „continuity‟ theories: the physical 

and the psychological theory. The „physical continuity theory of personal identity states that 

someone is the same person as he was when he was born, because the body has existed as long as 

the person. Someone‟s physical appearance remains recognizable. But according to Litch, this 

theory makes the concept of a life after death no longer possible (70). Many people call this 

notion, while highly unlikely, a possibility. Another argument against this physical continuity 

theory is the fact that, in an average lifetime, almost all atoms are actually renewed. A literal 

interpretation of the fallibility of this theory is seen in the novel A Scanner Darkly, written by 

Philip K. Dick and first adapted for the screen by Charlie Kaufman. This novel features a 

„scramble suit‟, which constantly changes the wearer‟s appearance. This way, the wearer is 

impossible to describe based on how he or she looks. 

Litch then refers to the psychological continuity theory of personal identity, which states 

that psychological characteristics make us the persons we are (78). There is some disagreement 

among philosophers about what these „characteristics‟ exactly consist of. The „stream of 

consciousness‟ has been hailed as the primary characteristic, but others claim that the 

characteristics that change the slowest are the ones that really identify us: Litch mentions, among 

others, concepts like personality and desires. Someone who „becomes‟ John Malkovich might be 

him according to the physical continuity theory, but definitely has a different background and 

personality. This foreshadows a theme that Kaufman would later explore in Synecdoche, New York. 

One of the themes of this film is that our personalities and perceptions constantly change, based 

on our experiences and surroundings. These turn us into different people than we were before.  
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Hence, our personalities, like our appearances, are never exactly the same for two days in a row. 

Because Schwartz and Lester do not share Malkovich‟s past and experiences, they can never 

really „be‟ him. Following the psychological continuity theory, they remain themselves. Litch 

compares Being John Malkovich to Memento, the 2000 film in which a man suffers from „anterograde 

amnesia‟, a condition which makes him unable to create memories of his experiences. She cites 

Hume, who said that it is impossible to perceive the self directly. The only way  in which we can 

have a sense of our „identity‟ is based on experience and memories. According to Litch, „Being 

John Malkovich‟ is a plea in favour of this psychological continuity theory (75). 

According to a similar theory, the film is an allegory for psychoanalysis. To be able to 

help a patient, a psychotherapist must be able to „become‟ him, to look into his soul. But this is 

very difficult, since a doctor can never fully understand a patient‟s problems without knowing 

about every experience the patient ever had. Even (for example traumatic) memories that the 

patient does not tell his therapist about, can have a lasting influence on his or her psyche. The 

memories that Lotte and Maxine experience when going through the portal together, are not 

coincidentally particularly shameful ones. Examples are Malkovich watching his parents having 

sex or being bullied on the school bus. Sayani DasGupta, who wrote the essay „Being John Doe 

Malkovich‟, elaborates on this psychoanalytical vision. The doctor has to form a diagnosis partly 

based on what his patient says. The patient constructs a narrative from his or her own 

perspective. The doctor needs to identify with this patient, but has to use his professional skills to 

fully empathise and see things from a different perspective. The narrative of the doctor partly 

suppresses the patient‟s narrative. The patient‟s narrative partly becomes the doctor‟s, just like 

Dr. Lester perpetrates Malkovich‟s free will. This is taking it to the extreme, as DasGupta writes. 

Being John Malkovich helps us imagine the ultimate extension of narrative 

imperialism, the sort of clinical relationship based on deep solipsism on the part 

of the physician, whereby the self is projected onto the other until the patient's 
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story disappears, and the patient becomes primarily a mirror for the physician's 

own narrative concerns. (453) 

She concludes by asserting that a therapeutic session only raises more questions and calls 

for more imaginative interpretation. It is also possible that Kaufman is actually mocking the 

traditional psycho-analytical interpretations that contemporary film studies tend to produce. 

Dana Draganoiu considered the obvious psycho-analytical elements in the film (particularly in 

Malkovich‟s memories) oversimplifying and thus parodying the „traditional‟ Freudian 

interpretation. According to Draganoiu, the film is already consciously anticipating its own critics 

by inserting the expected Freudian interpretations itself. 

Returning to Litch‟s interpretation of the film as proof of the psychological continuity 

theory, it must not be ignored that David Shaw considers it an oversimplification. Eventually, Dr. 

Lester manages to take over Malkovich‟s body, planning to remain Malkovich for the rest of this 

body‟s life. If the actor never regains his own body, is it plausible to say that he is still alive? The 

first person who manages to take control of Malkovich is Craig Schwartz, a puppeteer. He uses 

Malkovich as a puppet, thus suppressing the real John. The real Malkovich disappears, but is now 

defined both by Craig‟s memories and his actions. According to Daniel Shaw, the key to actually 

being John Malkovich is to be able to control his will. He heralds a more existential theory: that 

our real identity is defined by what we do.  

Shaw writes that this reminds him of Nietzsche, whose theory of the individual (proposed 

in Beyond Good and Evil) was based on a kind of hierarchy of dominant and less dominant power 

drives. All human beings constitute of these drives, and based on our priorities, we pick the 

prevailing one. These choices are essentially what defines us, and they are based on free will. 

According to this theory, it is only when Schwartz and Lester are able to impose their will on 

Malkovich, that they can really „become‟ him. In the initial scenes wherein certain characters see 
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things from John Malkovich‟s point of view, the actor is sketched as someone who is unable to 

make up his mind. He even has trouble deciding between towels, which makes him seem a rather 

weak character who can be easily influenced by Maxine.  

Shaw does think, eventually, that both the film and Nietzsche‟s theory fall short in 

deciding which drive or which personalities are dominant enough (117). I would argue that it 

might be no coincidence that both Dr. Lester and Craig Schwartz are the only people to actually 

„control‟ Malkovich for a longer period of time. Lester is working on a plan to achieve 

immortality through host bodies, and Schwartz is doing something similar. As will be explained, 

the three artists featured in Being John Malkovich, Adaptation and Synecdoche, New York have in 

common that their art serves to make them „immortal‟, or at least allows them to create 

something that will outlive them. As John Malkovich, Craig finally gets the attention he desires. 

He makes his craft popular again.  

Dana Dragunoiu wrote that this aspect of Being John Malkovich recalls the theories of 

Jacques Lacan, who wrote that there is a division between „a narcissistic total being (me) and a 

speaking subject (I) which fuels its attempt to validate its (fictional) unity of being by convincing 

the outside world to pronounce it authentic‟. Becoming Malkovich only puts Craig higher on the 

social ladder. He needs the validation of the audience to consider himself a real puppeteer. In 

more ways than one, he is trying to be someone he is not. But while Craig is without a doubt a 

gifted puppeteer, the audience only knows about Malkovich being the talented artist.  

As mentioned, Being John Malkovich can be read as a comment on contemporary celebrity 

culture. The characters can become famous for fifteen minutes (as mentioned, an obvious wink 

to Andy Warhol‟s famous quote), and then are left by the side of the road. But the film is, 

according to Dana Dragunoiu, at the same time a self-conscious and more specific analogy for 

the relationship between spectator and screen. Visually, this is symbolised by the way in which 
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some scenes are filmed: the audience sees things from Malkovich‟s point of view, thus also 

„becoming‟ him. But for the characters in the film, this is not enough. After a while, they try to 

control Malkovich‟s actions. The relationship between celebrities and the audience has also 

changed over the years: while Franklin Delano Roosevelt was able to keep his paralytic illness 

mostly hidden from the public eye, modern media and reality TV have made it possible for the 

public to see much of a celebrity‟s private life. This takes away much of the mystery and glamour 

that surrounds these celebrities, and can thus only disappoint. John Malkovich also turns out to 

be a normal man, with his own insecurities and problems. But Dr. Lester intrudes Malkovich‟s 

body together with many other people, symbolizing how an actor is essentially part of the public 

domain, and owned by everyone. Reading about the lives of celebrities gives us a chance to 

escape from our own mundane lives, and daydream about what it would be like to be famous 

ourselves. People pay Craig hundreds of dollars to become John Malkovich, and are not at all 

disappointed when it becomes clear that the actor also leads a relatively anonymous, 

unspectacular life. It becomes a case similar to the tale of „The Emperor‟s New Clothes‟: these 

people do not want to become Malkovich because they admire his talent as an actor, but precisely 

because everyone else admires him. They are attracted by his social status, and use Malkovich as a 

chance to start over and become someone else. Chris Chang wrote: 

The bottom line, in the film's version of reality, is that Malkovich is neither more 

nor less than any of the anonymous humans that pass through life without the 

benefit of limelit incandesence. We are just too blinded by the stars to realize it. 

Our obsession with the lives of celebrities thus partly stems from a narcissistic desire to 

be admired ourselves and a dissatisfaction with our own lives. It is an escapist attempt at self-

validation. This desire is taken to an extreme in the scene wherein John Malkovich goes through 

the portal himself. He enters a world in which everyone looks like him, and can only say the word 

„Malkovich‟. It may seem as a narcissist‟s ultimate desire to be the centre of the universe, but 
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Malkovich is instantly repulsed by it. „I have been to the dark side. I have seen a world that no 

man should have to see‟, he proclaims (Kaufman, “Being” 71). Dragunoiu argues that, while this 

obsession with celebrities and Hollywood characters may be a desire for us to reach the stage of 

„the primary narcissism of the pre-Oedipal‟, this „final destination of this psychic and cultural 

dissatisfaction is best never reached‟. With the pre-Oedipal stage, she partly refers to Maxine‟s 

desire to return to a previous stage in her development: the time before she was aware of her 

own femininity. Malkovich stands both for masculinity and femininity (symbolized by the tunnel 

one must go through to reach the portal). We are looking to solve the Lacanian division between 

„me‟ and „I‟, but this can not happen through self-validation from others. There is no way to 

reach this, because we can never really see ourselves through the eyes of others. The second 

option is to return to a stage wherein this self-validation was not needed, a time before one is 

aware of one‟s gender and the implications this has, and this is what Maxine tries to do. But she 

can not reach this by becoming John Malkovich, since Malkovich is clearly looking for a 

validation himself. And, as proven by the scene mentioned above, it is best for this validation to 

never be found. 

The parallels between the Malkovich portal and a movie theatre have been further 

elaborated by Martin Kley. One rather obsese customer gives his weight as a reason for wanting 

to become John Malkovich. According to Kley, cinema is able to allow moviegoers to identify 

with someone they are not: successful, handsome people who are in many ways everything they 

are not. But this identification is not more than a passive one. Like most people who „are‟ John 

Malkovich, moviegoers can only sit and watch what is happening on screen. Cinema gives people 

a temporary escape to a fictional world, artificial and passive though this experience may be. The 

parable of Plato‟s cave is echoed almost literally in Being John Malkovich. Spectators enter a long, 

dark tunnel before each witnessing the exact same thing. Only certain people are able to surpass 

this masturbatory experience and do something creative with it. Craig and Lester manage to 



Dedulle 31 

 

influence Malkovich and in a way actually „become‟ him. It is no coincidence that Craig is an 

artist: Malkovich becomes his greatest puppet of all. This could be interpreted as a plea from 

Kaufman in favour of the arts. It seems that because of his creativity, Craig is able to surpass the 

brevity of „the Malkovich experience‟ and actually accomplish something. 

I could conclude by stating that Being John Malkovich is a highly self-reflective film about 

art itself. The popular interpretation of the movie as a metaphor of psycho-analysis could be 

viable, but it must not be ignored that Kaufman seems to intentionally oversimplify the Freudian 

elements in his screenplay, thus seemingly parodying them. Nor is the film a mere comment on 

celebrity culture. Being John Malkovich asks the central question of what makes us human, but this 

is in a way a mere vantage point. Similar to both Adaptation and Synecdoche, New York , Being John 

Malkovich seems to be an art manifesto. Schwartz and Dr. Lester, two truly creative, strong 

characters, are the only ones who can really influence Malkovich‟s actions and choices. 

Meanwhile, other people become truly addicted to the experience of „becoming‟ John Malkovich. 

It gives them a chance to be someone else for a while. Lotte and Maxine, for example, are finally 

liberated by becoming Malkovich, and give in to their deepest desires. What Kaufman might be 

trying to say, is that art is able to influence and change people in ways that other mediums can 

not. For most people, it suffices to just watch: they consume art by going to a museum or watch 

a movie. They are already inspired by „entering‟ an artist‟s mind through their work. But then 

there are other people, who are able to take this experience to a next level. They create art 

themselves, and consequently influence other people. What Kaufman might consider the tragedy 

behind this process, is the fact that the artist needs to invest a substantial part of himself in his art 

to truly achieve truth in his art. Schwartz is a frustrated puppeteer until he discovers the portal. It 

is only when he reaches a large audience as Malkovich that he becomes successful. But he had to 

transgress several moral boundaries to reach this point: he refuses to leave Malkovich and give 

the actor his free will back. To continue this cycle, art needs an audience. If an artist can not 
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reach other people, his creativity becomes, ultimately, useless. Schwartz eventually ends up in the 

head of a baby, and can only watch the consequences of Lotte and Maxine‟s happy life, which 

started when they entered Malkovich‟s head. Dr. Lester manages to take control of a different 

host body at the right time. This way, he is able to achieve a kind of immortality. This symbolizes 

the ultimate goal of every artist. If their art manages to contain a universal message, it surpasses 

the contemporary appeal and is able to reach an audience far beyond the initial one. High art 

transgresses the generations, and influences people forever. This way, a truly great artist can enter 

the heads of people who live for centuries after him. It is a form of immortality that many artists 

are striving for. 
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3. Adaptation 

3.1. Summary 
 
In 2002, Kaufman and Spike Jonze co-operated once again to make Adaptation. This movie stars 

Nicolas Cage, who plays both a struggling screenwriter and his more successful brother. The 

protagonist, named Charlie Kaufman, is hired to write an adaptation of the (real-life) novel The 

Orchid Thief by Susan Orlean (played by Meryl Streep). Kaufman is portrayed as a lonely, 

frustrated man with next to no self-confidence, struggling to put something to paper. “It's just, I 

don't want to compromise by making it a Hollywood product. An orchid heist movie. Or 

changing the orchids into poppies and turning it into a movie about drug running. Y'know?” 

(Kaufman, “Adaptation” 8-9), he proclaims in a discussion with his agent. His brother, Donald 

Kaufman, also played by Nicolas Cage, is in many ways his exact antithesis. He is a self-confident 

womanizer, popular and outgoing. When Donald tries his hand at screenwriting,  he goes for a 

more traditional style. As a pupil of „screenwriting guru‟ Robert McKee, Donald follows the 

conventions that Charlie so desperately tries to avoid. While Donald manages to sell his 

screenplay for a million dollars, Charlie sees no other option than to insert himself in his 

screenplay, almost accidentally. “It's eating itself. I'm eating myself. It's self-indulgent. It's 

narcissistic. It's solipsistic. It's pathetic. I'm pathetic. I'm fat and pathetic” (Kaufman, 

“Adaptation” 78) 

In a parallel subplot, the viewer learns the background story of „The Orchid Thief‟. It is 

based on the story of John Laroche (Chris Cooper), who is hired by a tribe of Native Americans 

to instruct them on flowers and, more importantly, orchid poaching. Laroche eventually gets 

caught and accused of poaching. While awaiting his trial, he is visited by Susan Orlean, who 

writes an article about him for The New Yorker. They begin a relationship. 
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Following his brother‟s advice, Charlie visits a story seminar by Robert McKee. He is 

immediately impressed by McKee‟s teachings, and feels liberated after having met McKee 

personally. Charlie even accepts Donald‟s help for his screenplay. Some critics have argued that 

in one interpretation, this might be the moment wherein Donald, who is credited as the co-

author of Adaptation, takes over the writing of the screenplay.  

In the controversial, much-discussed final act of the film, Donald and Charlie travel to 

Florida to meet Susan Orlean. They secretly witness Susan and Laroche meeting, making love 

and becoming high on the „Ghost Orchid‟. After an extremely absurd sequence of events, 

Donald is accidentally shot by Laroche, who subsequently gets eaten alive by a crocodile. Susan is 

ultimately arrested. Charlie Kaufman is eventually redeemed, confesses his love to a woman, 

manages to overcome his writer‟s block, and finishes his screenplay. 

3.2. Critical reception 
 
Adaptation generally received very positive reviews from critics (“Rotten Tomatoes”, 

“Adaptation”). Nicolas Cage received a lot of praise for his performance. Even though the two 

characters he plays look and sound exactly the same, it is always clear to the audience which one 

of the Kaufman brothers they see.  Judging by their character, Charlie and Donald are each 

other‟s opposites, which echoes in Cage‟s acting.  

Many praised Adaptation‟s unorthodox structure and original approach to metafiction:  

Adaptation, with its gee-whillikers approach to the bloody hard work of making 

art, may pretend to be unassuming, but it's fully cognizant of the power it dangles 

over its audience. Self-referential to the extreme, it's the most meta of meta-

movies. (Zacharek) 
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But because of the fact that Adaptation is exactly about pursuing originality and carries 

with it a deeper meaning, not all critics interpreted the movie in the same way. While not as 

polarizing as Synecdoche, New York, Adaptation did get some negative reviews. 

Several critics argued that Adaptation was trying too hard to be unique. This point of criticism is 

one that Kaufman had heard before. Josh Bell of Las Vegas Weekly compared it to „the smart kid 

in class who ignored the assignment‟. David Nusair argued that Kaufman has the tendency to put 

cleverness over everything else, thus forgetting to make an exciting film. „Is this really a film to be 

enjoyed for its own sake, or is it a movie that exists to be dissected over Campari and soda at the 

Club?‟ wonders Ken Hanke. 

Ironically, the last act, in which Adaptation evolves towards something that is anything but 

a boring film, is the most controversial topic in reviews. Dennis Schwartz wrote that Kaufman 

„dumbed down‟ his otherwise intelligent story in the last 20 minutes. The fact that Kaufman at 

one point does and at another does not follow the conventions set by Robert McKee (cf. infra) 

has been interpreted by some critics as downright „amateurish writing techniques‟ on the part of 

the real-life Charlie Kaufman. 

As will be explained over the following paragraphs, this is, in a way, missing the point that 

Kaufman is trying to make. These at first sight „amateurish‟ techniques are actually a carefully 

constructed motive, which serves a purpose and a message. Firstly, I will discuss to what degree 

Adaptation is fact and fiction, and why this blurring is essential to the movie‟s meaning. A 

particularly important element in this discussion is of course Robert McKee and his screenwriting 

seminars. McKee is another existing person who is a character in the film, and Kaufman uses and 

abuses his techniques to some interesting effects. Then, I will explain the film‟s title, a detail 

which does lead to a deeper understanding of the screenplay. Adaptation is not simply a filmed 

version of The Orchid Thief: the title also refers to the more general meaning of the word. Because 
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he included the ideas of several other writers and thinkers in his screenplay, Kaufman had to 

adapt to these changing surroundings. He merges his own creativity with that of other artists. 

Whether this whole blurring of genres, realities and conventions is simply a case of authorial 

playfulness or if Kaufman is really trying to make a profound statement, is something that over 

the years has divided critics. The answer to this question will be discussed in the penultimate 

chapter of this thesis, in which Adaptation will be compared to both Being John Malkovich and 

Synecdoche, New York and in which will be explained where it stands in Kaufman‟s oeuvre.  

3.3. Metafiction 
 

At one end of reality is pure fact, at the other pure imagination. Spanning these 

two poles is the infinite varied spectrum of fiction. (McKee 15) 

It is clear that Adaptation contains many elements that, at first sight, seem to come straight 

out of reality: the protagonist is a screenwriter called Charlie Kaufman who struggles to adapt an 

existing novel, and asks Robert McKee for help. In addition to this, the novel The Orchid Thief also 

concerns (alleged) real events: the orchid poaching of John Laroche. But, upon a closer 

contemplation, Adaptation is not as realistic as it may seem. First of all, Donald Kaufman is a 

completely fictional character. He is, however, given screenplay credits, has his own page on the 

Internet Movie Database, and the movie is dedicated „to his loving memory‟. Donald even is the 

first fictional person ever to receive an Academy Award nomination, sharing it with the „real‟ 

Charlie Kaufman. 

Perhaps most importantly, the Charlie Kaufman portrayed by Nicolas Cage is in many 

ways a fictionalized version of the real screenwriter. The character is a lonely, unsuccessful man 

who lives with his brother. The real-life Charlie Kaufman had at that point already received his 

first Academy Award nomination (for Being John Malkovich), and was happily married. What is true 

in real life, however, is the fact that the real-life Charlie Kaufman was also struggling with 
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adapting „The Orchid Thief‟. "The emotions that Charlie is going through [in the film] are real 

and they reflect what I was goin' through when I was trying to write the script. Of course there 

are specific things that have been exaggerated or changed for cinematic purposes", Kaufman 

explained in an interview with D. Spence. When asked to set straight what exactly is fact and 

what is fiction in Adaptation, Kaufman declined to answer. “I'd really rather not. There's truth and 

fiction in this movie and I don't want to spoil it for people by saying this is true and this is not 

true. Let people think what they want.” Indeed, it might be a bit beside the point to try to 

pinpoint exactly where fact and fiction coincide. But in the twilight zone of reality, Kaufman has 

meaningful things to say. 

Susan Orlean and John Laroche are, of course, existing people. In 1994, Orlean met and 

interviewed Laroche to write an article for The New Yorker. Laroche was, like his fictional 

counterpart, accused of poaching. To gain deeper insights into his work and motivations, Orlean 

even waded through the Fakahatchee swamps. She became fascinated with orchids and the 

people who devote their lives to collecting them. This article became the inspiration for a novel 

she wrote in 2000, The Orchid Thief. What might not be true, however, is that the two were 

romantically involved and got high on the Ghost Orchid together. The characters in Adaptation 

are clearly fictionalized versions of their real-life counterparts. Although they share the name and 

much of their biography with the existing persons, they remain fictional movie characters.  

One possible interpretation of Adaptation is that the screenplay is supposed to have been 

written by both the fictional Charlie Kaufman and his brother Donald. By inserting himself into 

the screenplay, Kaufman decreased the distance between himself and the audience. This means 

on the one hand that he exposes himself to his audience, by informing them about his (albeit 

possibly exaggerated) insecurity and writer‟s block.  But because of the fact that the audience is 

more conscious of the artist behind the screenplay, Kaufman is able to make a statement about 

his own position as a screenwriter.  
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3.4. Robert McKee 
 
A crucial supporting role is played by Robert McKee. The writing instructor is famous for his 

„STORY‟ seminar classes, and is hailed as one of the most important and famous „writing gurus‟ 

in the world. Although many screenwriters claim to be influenced by McKee, he is (most notably 

by Joe Eszterhas, the writer of the screenplay of „Basic Instinct‟) often criticized because he never 

wrote a succesful screenplay himself (Vecchione). He did write Story: Substance, Structure, Style and 

the Principles of Screenwriting, a bestselling guidebook for his seminars. The most intriguing aspect of 

McKee‟s theories is the fact that he takes the narrative „flow‟ of a screenplay into account, rather 

than discussing the different aspects separately. To McKee, the story is the most important 

element, because it is the basis upon which the rest of the screenplay can be built. 

In Adaptation, the role of Robert McKee is performed by Robert Cox. Donald Kaufman 

visits his seminars, reads Story and even gives a print of McKee‟s Ten Commandments of Screenwriting 

to Charlie. The irony lies in the fact that Donald, who slavishly follows McKee‟s rules, is a much 

more productive and successful screenwriter. His brother Charlie (initially) considers 

screenwriting seminars to be „bullshit‟. While McKee was involved in the film‟s writing, and even 

advised the real-life Charlie Kaufman, his seminars and teachings are in Adaptation reduced to not 

much more than clichés about screenwriting. 

MCKEE 

... and God help you if you use voiceover in your work, my friends. God fucking 

help you! It's flaccid, sloppy writing. Any idiot can write voice-over narration to 

explain the thoughts of a character. You must present the internal conflicts of 

your character in  image, in symbol. Film is a medium of movement and image. 

(Kaufman, “Adaptation” 86) 
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In his book Story, McKee draws a distinction between Hollywood cinema and „art‟ films. 

The latter tend to be subversive, break rules, and tend to attract an audience that likes the 

conventions twisted around. When we take a look at the specific „rules‟ that McKee formulates in 

his book and his seminars, it is very interesting to see how Charlie Kaufman, both the real-life 

writer and the character in Adaptation, go against many of what McKee teaches. The „Ten 

Commandments‟ mentioned in the film will be my vantage point in the further discussion. 

“ONE: Thou shalt not take the crisis/climax out of the protagonists' hands. The anti-deus ex 

machina commandment.  No surprises!” (Iliff) 

This first command is clearly thrown overboard in Adaptation. The final act is a textbook 

example of a „deus ex machina‟ wherein chaos reigns, Donald gets killed accidentally and 

everything is taken out of the protagonist‟s hands. Because the reader has been following along 

with the story and the screenplay, the conclusion should make perfect sense, according to 

McKee. In Story, he writes that a deus ex machina is a lie, an insult to the audience. An exception 

to this statement is comedy, a genre that, according to McKee, can handle more coincidence. A 

deus ex machina in a comedy is forgivable if the protagonist has both suffered enormously and 

never given up hope, so that the audience actually wants him to achieve his goal. Although 

Adaptation has been called a (black) comedy by some, these two conditions are not fulfilled 

adequately. The opposite seems closer to the truth: inserting himself in the screenplay is the 

clearest sign of Kaufman giving up hope. The film‟s conclusion seems to come out of nowhere, 

and thus completely goes against McKee‟s first commandment. This is similar to the way in 

which Joel and Ethan Coen mocked the „deus ex machina‟ in „The Big Lebowski‟, their parody of 

a screwball comedy. In one of the final scenes of the film, the quiet, supporting character Donny 

gets shot out of the blue, almost accidentally, just like Donald‟s death in Adaptation seems in no 

way a logical consequence of what happened before. But whereas a „deus ex machina‟ is regularly 

used by writers who seem „stuck‟ and can not find another way to end their story, the deaths of 
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Donny and Donald do not seem necessary for the story to reach a conclusion. This renders these 

„dei ex machinae‟ an even greater peculiarity. 

“TWO:  Thou shalt not make life easy for the protagonist. Nothing progresses in a story, except 

through conflict. And not just physical conflict.” (Iliff) 

This is what the character Charlie Kaufman at first does not really believe in. „Why can‟t 

there be a movie simply about flowers?‟, he asks his producer Valerie. „I don‟t want to cram in 

sex or guns or car chases. You know? Or characters learning profound life lessons‟. The real-life 

Charlie Kaufman did insert conflict in Adaptation: Charlie struggles with his screenplay, his 

strange fascination for Orlean and his jealousy of his more successful brother. But the most 

important symbolical conflict of the film is the one between Charlie and Donald. While Charlie 

does everything to avoid clichés and conventions, Donald follows McKee‟s advice. But it is not 

until Charlie likewise gets inspired by McKee that he can put aside his writer‟s block. In the third 

act, the conflicts between the characters are taken to a whole different level and the movie 

suddenly becomes larger than life. Thematically, the conflict between a traditional and a more 

personal approach to screenwriting and adaptation is, perhaps, Adaptation‟s main concept. It is a 

conflict between high and low culture, as Roger Ebert argues.  “High road or low road? That's 

the same struggle the movie itself gets involved in. Should it be a movie about an orchid thief? 

Or a comedy about a movie about an orchid thief?” (“Charlie Kaufman and Spike Jonze”).  

“THREE:  Thou shalt not give exposition for strictly exposition's sake. Dramatize it. Convert 

exposition to ammunition.  Use it to turn the ending of a scene, to further the conflict.” (Iliff) 

In Story, McKee warns the reader for off-screen voice-overs. He emphasizes that a good 

screenwriter can show without telling: „The best advice for writing dialogue is: don‟t‟ (54). It 

should come as no surprise that the first acts of Adaptation are marked by a frequent off-screen 

narration by Charlie Kaufman (the character). He literally tells the audience how he feels, and 
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how hard he is struggling. Additionally, Adaptation contains many sequences wherein a voice-over 

narration by Susan Orlean can be heard. We see her typing, and hear what she is writing. 

„Laroche loved orchids, but I came to believe he loved the difficulty and fatality of getting them 

almost as much as he loved the orchids themselves‟ (Kaufman, “Adaptation” 14), is a piece of 

narration that McKee would, in theory, disapprove of. It tells the viewer what, according to 

McKee, should be made clear visually.  

The irony of this frequent use of narration is made explicit several times. While Kaufman 

is sitting in McKee‟s seminar, we hear him pondering his situation.  

KAUFMAN (V.O.) 

I should leave here right now. I'll start over --(starts to rise) I need to face this 

project head on and –  

MCKEE 

... and God help you if you use voiceover in your work, my friends. 

Kaufman looks up, startled. McKee seems to be watching him. (Kaufman, 

“Adaptation” 86) 

The confrontation between Charlie‟s own approach to screenwriting and McKee‟s rules is 

shown almost literally here. After Charlie and McKee meet, their approaches to screenwriting 

seem to merge. Charlie accepts McKee‟s teachings, and allows them (possibly through Donald) to 

enter his screenplay. 

“FOUR:  Thou shalt not use false mystery or cheap surprise. Don't conceal anything important 

that the protagonist knows.  Keep us in step with him/her. We know what s/he knows.” (Iliff) 

This is another commandment that Kaufman is rebelling against. Because the subplot 

involving Laroche and Orlean is given a great amount of attention (cf. the seventh 
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commandment), the audience actually knows a lot more than the protagonist. While having a 

business lunch with Valerie, Charlie explains why he doesn‟t believe in a love story for his 

screenplay. 

KAUFMAN 

Okay, but to me -- this alienated journalist writing about a passionate backwoods 

guy and he teaches her to love-- that's like... fake. I mean, it didn't happen. It 

wouldn't happen. (Kaufman, “Adaptation” 6) 

This is a puzzling quote, for a number of reasons. First of all, Laroche and Orlean are 

actually having an affair. From what we see, the story that Kaufman considers fiction is actually 

„reality‟. But in real life, the situation he describes naturally is fake. Possibly, the parallel story of 

Laroche and Orlean is already an ironic mocking of this commandment. Peter Marks wrote that, 

while it might seem that the love affair between Laroche and Orlean only occurs after Charlie‟s 

meeting with McKee, it is true that this relationship is being hinted at well before the third act. 

We might know more than Charlie knows, but it is also possible that it is actually Charlie who is 

writing the parallel story, while slowly starting to absorb the influence of McKee.  

“FIVE:  Thou shalt respect your audience. The anti-hack commandment.  Not all readers know 

your character.  Very important.” (Iliff) 

Many characters in Adaptation can not be called static. They often do things that seem to 

go completely against their nature, something that McKee would find offensive. The clearest 

example is of course the very puzzling character of Orlean. She is introduced to the audience as a 

happily married, content writer. But as time goes by, she increasingly treads away from her 

character: she starts an extramarital relationship with LaRoche, takes drugs and nearly murders 

Charlie. The audience never knows what to expect of her, and is surprised every time by her 



Dedulle 43 

 

actions. According to McKee‟s commandments, this is a sign of a lack of respect towards the 

audience.  

“SIX: Thou shalt know your world as God knows this one. The pro- research commandment.” 

(Iliff) 

On the one hand, the character Charlie Kaufman positively wants to do his research. „(…) 

I love the idea of learning all about orchids. I really admire those guys who know everything 

about ants or fungus or whatever‟ (Kaufman, “Adaptation” 10), he tells Valerie. But the irony lies 

in the fact that this knowledge does not help Charlie one bit when writing the screenplay. Instead, 

he uses this knowledge to impress Alice, a waitress he is in love with. He fails miserably. Later, at 

an orchid show he visits for research purposes, Charlie is much more interested in the female 

visitors than he is in the actual flowers. All in all, Adaptation does not contain that much 

background information on orchids, and most of it comes down to citations from The Orchid 

Thief.  

But the real-life Charlie Kaufman of course knows what he is writing about, given the fact 

that his protagonist is someone in the same situation as he is. Both the real-life and the 

fictionalized Charlie Kaufman see no other option than to insert themselves into their screenplay. 

Meanwhile, because the screenplay of Adaptation so clearly subverses around many of the 

conventions formulated by Robert McKee, it is clear that the real Kaufman has thoroughly 

studied McKee‟s book and seminars, and has an extensive knowledge and understanding of them. 

“SEVEN:  Thou shalt not complicate when complexity is better. Don't multiply the 

complications on one level.  Use all three: Intra-Personal, Inter-Personal, Extra-Personal.” (Iliff) 

In Story, Robert McKee argues that subplots deepen the complexity of a story, but that 

they need to be de-emphasized in order to keep the focus on the central story. Otherwise, the 
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central story loses its effect. This de-emphasizing is the case in Casablanca, the 1942 film wherein 

the five subplots, for example about the resistance during World War II and Victor Laszlo‟s work 

in the resistance, remain less important than the central love story between Rick and Ilsa. In 

Adaptation, the parallel subplot of Orlean meeting and writing about Laroche serves a different 

purpose than just background information. The emphasis on this subplot increases, up to the 

point where Orlean and Laroche are essential for the movie‟s conclusion. The movie‟s conclusion 

involves both „supporting‟ characters, their relationship and the Ghost Orchid. Whatever the case 

may be, Adaptation is a web of equally important subplots that mainly complicate the „Inter-

Personal‟ relations. 

Additionally, by making Charlie and Donald twins, Charlie Kaufman might be mocking 

the distinction between Intra-Personal, Inter-Personal and Extra-Personal complications. 

Charlie‟s inner conflict when writing the screenplay is portrayed by letting him interact with 

Donald. In one possible interpretation, Donald only exists in Kaufman‟s mind, and symbolizes 

his temptation to settle for a clichéd, less original screenplay. Looking at it this way, Charlie and 

Donald become a kind of Jeckyll and Hyde. Charlie tries to suppress the urge to „give in‟ to 

McKee‟s screenwriting methods, which he considers inferior to his artistic approach. 

“EIGHT:  Thou shalt seek the end of the line, the negation of the negation, taking characters to 

the farthest reaches and depth of conflict imaginable within the story's own realm of probability.” 

(Iliff) 

Again, during the last act this commandment is undermined. It is debatable whether the 

story‟s probability stretches as far as the complete madness of the swamp scenes. When Orlean 

and Laroche catch Charlie spying on them making love, she decides, for no apparent reason apart 

from the Ghost Orchid having its effect, that they have to kill him. She is afraid that Kaufman 
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will implement her affair with Laroche into the story, and will uncover their illegal Ghost Orchid 

plantation. 

LAROCHE 

Susie, we can't kill anyone.  

ORLEAN 

Then what? Everyone will find out. My mom! It'll be in a damn movie! I'll be 

humiliated. It will ruin our thing! Us! (Kaufman, “Adaptation” 105) 

It can be argued that the „farthest reaches and depth of conflict‟ are surpassed. This can, 

however, be seen as a symbol of the author-adapter relationship. From the author‟s part, there is 

always a fear of a discrepancy between the original vision and the one of the adapter. In the 

foreword she wrote for the published Adaptation screenplay, Orlean compares this process to 

giving one‟s child away for adoption. Although the real-life Susan Orlean fully supported the 

making of Adaptation, she at first refused to be included as a character under her own name. But 

when she read the finished script, she almost did not recognize her work anymore.  In her 

introduction to the finished script, she wrote: “(…) you do sort of recognize your offspring, 

marvel at it all, fall freshly in love with it, but definitely understand that it has gone a long way 

from home” (Orlean, 7). The conflict between the adapter and the original author is one that is 

very real and common. In Adaptation, it is handled in a very literal, metafictional way. But on a 

purely narrative level, the intention of Orlean to kill Kaufman is one that is hard to understand. 

“NINE:  Thou shalt not write on the nose. Put a sub text under every text.” (Iliff) 

With „writing on the nose‟, McKee refers to being too „literal‟ in dialogue. Rather than, for 

example, letting a character explicitly say that he is angry, a writer should let a character just be 

angry. To quote Donald Westlake, one should „write around the emotion without actually stating 

it‟. It should come as no surprise that Kaufman in many instances very clearly „writes on the 
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nose‟, for example in the voice-over by Charlie: “I'm an idiot. I'm completely self-involved. Of 

course it's impossible for me to write about anyone else's -” (Kaufman, “Adaptation” 75). These 

episodes serve to characterize and sketch Kaufman in a very literal and direct way, and go against 

McKee‟s advice. The audience is directly informed that Kaufman is a highly insecure, nervous 

character with a chronic lack of self-esteem. 

“TEN:  Thou shalt rewrite.” (Iliff) 

If we follow the theory that Donald „took over‟ the screenplay during the final act, this 

final commandment is taken to the extreme. It is (re)written by Donald, and is a total departure 

from the previous acts. The emphasized structure of the film makes the audience become 

conscious of it. A three-act structure is common in modern cinema, but Kaufman highlights this 

by letting the third act contrast with the previous two. While the first two acts of the film are 

about Kaufman‟s writer‟s block and Laroche and Orlean‟s back story, the third act brings these 

two narrative plots together. „I don‟t know what the hell a third act is‟, Kaufman once said in an 

interview (Stein). „It‟s not a concern of mine‟. In a way, he is clearly fooling the interviewer. In 

Adaptation, the three-act structure is mocked by letting it contrast so clearly with what precedes it. 

The atmosphere and intensity of the final scenes is completely different.  

As demonstrated, Charlie Kaufman undermines many of the recommendations that 

Robert McKee sets out in his book and during his seminars. While the screenplay is officially 

based on Susan Orlean‟s The Orchid Thief, it can be argued that it is in many ways also an 

adaptation of Robert McKee‟s theories on screenwriting. It can be read as a kind of screenwriting 

manifest, as Kaufman‟s own vision on what it is that constitutes an original screenplay. Most 

critics have interpreted this as a rather cynical criticism of McKee. I would argue that Adaptation‟s 

take on this is more nuanced than one might expect. As mentioned, Kaufman throws overboard 

many conventions that McKee formulates. But the film‟s most controversial and most heavily 
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criticized aspect is its third act, wherein, possibly, Donald‟s hand comes to the surface. On the 

other hand, his brother Charlie is so anxiously trying to avoid McKee‟s advice that he does not 

get anywhere with his adaptation of The Orchid Thief. It is only after he finally gives in to Donald 

and attends a McKee seminar that the story of Adaptation is actually „going somewhere‟. The 

lessons Kaufman draws from the seminar are, however, reduced to mere clichés so that the 

audience at least partly knows what McKee‟s teaching is about. More than anything else, McKee 

acts as a symbol of the more traditional approach to screenwriting. Nevertheless, McKee‟s advice 

is a lot more nuanced than one might expect, judging from Adaptation. To serve Kaufman‟s 

dramatic purposes, the fictionalized Robert McKee is more like a caricature. This way, his ideas 

of screenwriting contrast more clearly with those of Kaufman, who positions himself (or, at least, 

the fictionalized version of himself) as someone who completely goes against every rule in the 

book. It is true that Adaptation‟s screenplay does not comply with what the real McKee states, but 

this is just another case in which the real and fictional Charlie merge. The fictionalized Charlie 

might be more opposed to McKee‟s rules than his real-life counterpart. Adaptation is in a way as 

much his and Donald‟s work as it is the real-life Kaufman‟s. The mise-en-abyme goes further 

than a purely narrative level. 

Finally, there is also the fact that the real-life Robert McKee co-operated and counseled 

Kaufman during the production. In an interview, McKee described Kaufman as a writer who 

„knows my teaching and knows it is about insight and truth. You go to painting school to learn 

style, perspective, some rules. With me it‟s the same. Knowledge is not dangerous. It empowers 

people to be free‟ (Lister). Before an artist can break the rules and conventions, he must first be 

familiar with them. Possibly, Kaufman did not want to write a one-sided criticism of McKee, but 

rather a plea for not following his advice slavishly. “Cliché is at the root of audience 

dissatisfaction”, writes McKee in Story. “A fine writer calls on conventions like old friends, 

knowing that to struggle to fulfil them in a unique way, he may find scenes that will lift his story 
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above the ordinary” (40). For the Kaufman brothers, there seems to be no middle ground 

between slavishly following McKee‟s conventions and disregarding everything he says. It is not 

until the final scene that Charlie regains his inspiration and artistic talent. In the movie‟s epilogue, 

Amelia confesses her love to him. In the final lines of voice-over, he seems comfortable and at 

ease. The fictionalized Charlie seems to have evolved to someone who is more like the real-life 

Kaufman. 

I have to go right home. I know how to finish the script now. It ends with 

Kaufman driving home after his lunch with Amelia, thinking he knows how to 

finish the script. Shit, that's voice-over. McKee would not approve. How else can 

I show his thoughts? I don't know. Oh, who cares what McKee says? It feels 

right. (Kaufman, “Adaptation” 115) 

The truth is a lot more nuanced. Rather than just mocking and dismissing everything 

McKee teaches, Kaufman is using and abusing his conventions to fit his own purposes and to 

come to a plea in favour of what both he and McKee consider the most important aspect of a 

work of art: originality. The rules stated by McKee should not necessarily lead to clichés, 

something that his fictionalized alter ego might suggest. The fact that Kaufman goes against every 

single rule that McKee stated, could be seen in the light of the theory of Charlie writing the first 

two acts and Donald taking over in the third..  

To summarize, we could state that Charlie Kaufman‟s main reason for blurring the 

distinction between fact and fiction is to focus the attention on himself, as the screenwriter. It 

allows him to make a more direct statement, something he does by also including Robert McKee 

and his works. Adaptation is thus, in a way, a filmed essay. It describes what, for Charlie Kaufman, 

constitutes a good screenplay. His rejection of McKee‟s teachings in Adaptation should not be 
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taken at face value, however. Overall, Kaufman wrote a plea for originality. And, ironic though it 

may seem, this is precisely what McKee is propagating as well.  

3.5. The problems with adaptation 
 
In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon describes adaptation in three ways. It can be: 

- “An acknowledged transposition of a recognizable other work or works.” 

- “A creative and an interpretive act of appropriation/salvaging.” 

- “An extended intertextual engagement with the adapted work.” (8) 

If Charlie Kaufman‟s adaptation of The Orchid Thief is to be categorised based on these 

three descriptions, the third definition (not coincidentally the broadest one) would have to be 

closest to the truth. One does not watch Adaptation to see a faithful retelling of the story of The 

Orchid Thief. But according to Hutcheon, this is not what the process of adaptation is about. An 

adapter should not slavishly copy the source material, but rather make it his own. Hence, the less 

succesful adaptations are often the ones in which the adaptation does not stand firm as a fully 

autonomous work of art. “Adapters are first interpreters and then creators”, argues Hutcheon 

(“A Theory of Adaptation” 20), and this is clearly the case with Adaptation. This convention is, of 

course, similar to the concept of „aemulatio‟, which goes back to Roman literature. Rather than 

just imitating a work of art, the classic writers tried to compete with or even surpass the original.   

The foremost danger when adapting a novel that is a few hundred pages thick into a two-

hour movie is, of course, that much of the nuance and details are lost. Many film adaptations are 

disliked by people who have read the original novel, with their main criticism often being that the 

„book was better‟. In the light of Hutcheon‟s theory, those people make the mistake of seeing the 

adaptation as nothing more than just a filmed version of the novel, rather than a work of art in its 

own right. Virginia Woolf famously stated that she felt that cinematic adaptations often „dumbed 

down‟ the ideas, structure and style of the original novel. “So we lurch and lumber through the 



Dedulle 50 

 

most famous novels in the world. So we spell them out in words of one syllable written, too, in 

the scrawl of an illiterate schoolboy” (cited by Hutcheon, “A Theory of Adaptation” 77).  

Hutcheon suggests that this might be missing the point, because the adapter is an artist in 

his own right, with a vision and a message that is, in many cases, equally important (78). The fact 

that Orlean threatens to kill Charlie could also be seen in this light. She fears that he might 

„murder‟ her novel, thus symbolizing the fear of many authors when „handing over‟ their books in 

the hands of someone else. According to John Bryant, revising a text automatically comes with a 

change in meaning. He uses the term ‟fluid text‟, partly referring to the fact that every artist who 

co-operates on the text imposes new meaning on it. Hence, “a text with a history of revision is 

always more deeply interpretable than if that same text were known to us only as an act of 

genesis”. But while each new revisor adds new layers of meaning, there is of course the possibility 

that the original artist gets overshadowed by another. The poststructuralist approach to art as a 

collection of several meaning-carrying elements is obviously valid in the case of an adaptation. In 

1990, H.L. Hix re-interpreted the writings of Barthes by, rather than proclaiming the death of the 

author, hailing a more heterogeneous approach to the authorial question (Hutcheon, “A theory 

of adaptation” 106). The author‟s intentions thus should not be seen as a text‟s primary meaning-

giving element, because, to paraphrase John Bryant, these intentions seem to shift with each new 

layer of meaning, each revision and each new interpretation. This is clearly the case in Adaptation.  

Orlean wrote a story based on her experiences while following Laroche, whereas Kaufman paired 

this with the story of a writer having a writer‟s block. Adaptation might even be called a 

„deconstruction‟ of this process of adapting a work of art and adding new layers of meaning. But 

an adaptation is always a text with a double nature. To use a term coined by Gérard Genette: it is 

„literature in the second degree‟. Even the adaptations that leave much of the source material 

behind, remain related to the core text. 
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As many writers that went before him, Charlie is clearly struggling with adapting a novel. 

He tells Valerie that he wants to remain true to Orlean‟s original, or at least keep the spirit of The 

Orchid Thief. The novel consists of many diversions on orchids, which makes it a book that is in 

many ways „unfilmable‟. A similar novel is The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, by 

Lawrence Sterne. This work consists of ten volumes, but is so thoroughly packed with 

digressions that the protagonist is not even born until Volume III. In 2006, Michael 

Winterbottom directed A Cock and Bull Story, a kind of fake documentary on the making of a 

screen adaptation of Tristram Shandy. Frank Cotrell Boyce wrote a script in which all actors 

(among which Steve Coogan and Stephen Fry) play a fictionalized version of themselves acting in 

the movie. As in Adaptation, the line between fiction and reality is often very thin. But, 

paradoxical though it may appear, the unorthodox approach used in A Cock and Bull Story to 

many reviewers seemed to be able to really grasp what made the novel so popular and 

revolutionary in the first place. „What Winterbottom has done beautifully is distill Sterne's comic 

experimentation with the rules and shape of the written narrative and translate it into a lark on 

filmmaking form and technique‟, writes Mark Pfeiffer.  

Because he sees no other way to tell a convincing story and to write about the orchids in 

an interesting way, Charlie does something similar to what Frank Cotrell Boyce does in A Cock 

and Bull Story: he switches to a different kind of narrative, and inserts himself in the screenplay. 

To say that this is a self-indulgent thing to do for a writer would be an understatement. A very 

symbolical scene in the film is the one wherein Charlie masturbates to the picture of Susan 

Orlean on the novel‟s back cover. While the relationship between the adapter and the original 

author should be a productive one of mutual creativity, Charlie fails to make his adaptation more 

than the sum of its parts. He does not get beyond himself (cf. the masturbation), and can not 

merge the texts of two artists (himself and Orlean) into an autonomous work of art. Crucially, 

Donald walks in on Charlie masturbating, and asks his brother to read his draft. Charlie is unable 
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to (re)produce, while Donald, in his own, clichéd way, does get somewhere with his less original, 

formulaic and impersonal screenplays. Charlie remains stuck in his self-indulgence. Robert Stam 

argues that this conflict between novel and adaptation is similar to the one between Donald and 

Charlie. While Donald almost parasites on ideas and screenplays of the past, Charlie wants to be 

wholly original. The adapter is stuck in a dilemma between his own creative drifts and autonomy 

on the one hand, and a certain amount of loyalty to his source material on the other. 

But Adaptation‟s title should not necessarily refer to this sole meaning of the word. A 

recurring symbol in the film is Charles Darwin‟s theories. Laroche listens to an audio recording 

of his writings, and Charlie at one point plans to include the entire process of evolution in his 

screenplay, starting with the big bang and ending with Orlean writing The Orchid Thief. It is no 

coincidence that the first book that Darwin wrote after On the Origin of Species was Fertilisation of 

Orchids. In this 1862 book, he explored the complex relationship between insects and plants, 

concerning cross-reproduction. The orchids need insects to be reproduced, and over the years 

have changed in a way that is perfectly suited to attract insects. 

Thus I can understand how a flower and a bee might slowly become, either 

simultaneously or one after the other, modified and adapted in the most perfect 

manner to each other, by the continued preservation of individuals presenting 

mutual and slightly favourable deviations of structure. (Darwin) 

The orchid is a recurrent symbol in Adaptation. This adaptation is of course one of the 

main elements of Darwin‟s theory, referring to how well a species is able to adapt to its 

surroundings: the „fittest‟ survives. But Charlie can hardly be called „the fittest‟. He is a balding, 

slightly overweight low-life, while his brother is a self-confident womanizer. It is Donald who is 

the successful screenwriter. It is no coincidence that the montage wherein Charlie goes over the 

history of the world is set in Hollywood, California. According to Robert Stam, the tough 
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Hollywood movie industry is quintessentially Darwinian. Donald might be more successful, but 

at the end, it is Charlie who survives as Donald gets shot. What Kaufman might be trying to say 

with this, is that the more original works of art tend to be more respected and acclaimed in the 

long run. The writer might be using his own career as a source of inspiration in this aspect. In 

1997, Kaufman wrote a screenplay adaptation of Confessions of a Dangerous Mind, the autobiography 

of Chuck Barris. In Confessions, Barris, a popular American game show presenter during the 1960s 

en 1970s, claimed to have been working as an assassin for the CIA. While this has been formally 

denied by the CIA, the movie‟s premise is the idea that Barris has lead a double life. After many 

substitutions in personnel, George Clooney finally agreed to direct the film. Even though 

Clooney had told Kaufman that his screenplay was one of the best he had ever read, the final film 

version contained many diversions from Kaufman‟s original script. Clooney claimed that these 

changes were made to get the film past the studio executives, for example by eliminating an 

unrealistic subplot of a drug addiction and cutting some of the less conventional scenes. 

Kaufman was very dissatisfied with the result (“"Kaufman still angry at Clooney over script.")  .  

It is possible that Adaptation is partly a reaction to his adaptation of Confessions of a 

Dangerous Mind. The latter did not turn out to be the movie he wanted it to be, because the 

screenplay ended up to be more conventional than Kaufman‟s first draft. In other words, the 

inclusion of more „Donaldian‟ elements made it a film that, to Charlie, was not as good as it could 

have been. The shooting of Donald might be a slightly bitter way to cope with this and give his 

final thoughts on the issue. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, killing Donald is Kaufman‟s 

way of saying that conventions and studio demands are lethal for a screenwriter‟s creativity. 

Consequently, the Darwinian element is to be interpreted in two different ways. On the one 

hand, even though Charlie is a frustrated artist with a writer‟s block, he survives and ends up 

happily at the end of the film. Donald, however successful he may be, dies. Charlie ultimately 

accepts the fact that he has to insert himself into the screenplay: he is able to adapt, and succeeds 
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in writing a screenplay. Even though the artist often struggles and suffers in his ivory tower, he 

has the opportunity to create something that affects people for a longer time than his own 

lifespan. By adapting himself and his ideas in a way similar to orchids who need to attract insects 

in order to reproduce, he is able to make a screenplay. „The Three‟, the fictional movie based on 

Donald‟s screenplay, as successful as it may be, is a film that will entertain casual viewers, but will 

probably never strike the audience in such a profound way as real fundamental works of art tend 

to do. Donald‟s death is opposed to Charlie‟s survival, which symbolizes the „immortality‟ of the 

true artist.  

To conclude, it may seem as if the „death‟ of an author is imminent when a work of art is 

adapted. Adaptation is in many ways stating the opposite: every adapter inserts new meaning into 

the text, and this can add new layers of meaning. The adapter should strive for a merging of his 

own creativity and the original author‟s, rather than just sticking to a slavish reproduction or a 

less creative way of writing (cf. Donald) or remaining too self-indulgent (cf. Charlie‟s 

masturbation as a symbol of his lack of productivity). An artist including elements or making an 

adaptation of a work of art should, literally, adapt to his new surroundings. This way, he and his 

art have the best chance of creating a new and relevant work. What this means on a more general 

and basic level, will be discussed in a later chapter. 
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4. Synecdoche, New York 

4.1. Summary 

Charlie Kaufman made his directorial debut 2008, with Synecdoche, New York. Its main protagonist, 

Caden Cotard (Philip Seymour Hoffman) is a director suffering from depressions and 

hypochondria. His life is turned upside down when his wife Adele leaves him for Berlin, together 

with their daughter Olive. He then receives a prestigious MacArthur grant, and tries to write a 

play with it wherein he can, finally, reach total realism. „There are millions of people in this world 

… and none of them are extras. They are all leads in their own story‟, is a quote which sums up 

Caden‟s ambition (Kaufman, “Synecdoche” 178). In a gigantic New York warehouse, he gathers 

a huge cast to simulate life as it really is. Hence the title: a „synecdoche‟ is a trope with which an 

aspect of something is used to refer to its entirety. By making a cast play out the mundane New 

York life, Cotard attempts to grasp what essentially constitutes life.  

During the endless series of rehearsals, Caden keeps on struggling with himself: he 

marries and divorces a cast member, has an on-and-off relationship with Hazel (Samantha 

Morton), and suffers from a strange disease that starts affecting all of his body functions. While 

he feels his body failing, the play becomes an obsession. His art becomes a way to escape 

mortality.  

Death is a central theme in Synecdoche, New York, something which is also demonstrated by 

the eternally burning house that Hazel buys. It could be interpreted as a memento mori, 

symbolizing the fact that death is inevitable, and always around the corner. Hazel knows that the 

house could eventually kill her, but she chooses to live there anyway, thus choosing the way she 

will die. According to Kaufman, this is similar to virtually every choice we make: they might 

resonate throughout our lives, and influence the future in ways we can hardly imagine. Hazel‟s 
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burning house could serve as a memento mori, and is similar to Cotard‟s life, while he slowly 

realizes that his vast play might well mean the end of him. 

Caden starts to get lost in his life‟s work, while theater and reality become increasingly 

harder to distinguish. New performers are hired to play the actors. Caden finally switches places  

with an actress who played Adele‟s cleaning lady. He feels death approaching quickly. At the end 

of the film, he lays his head on the shoulder of an actress, saying that he finally knows how to do 

his play. The screen goes black, and all that is heard is the word „Die‟.  

4.2. Critical reception 

Of all of the films written by Charlie Kaufman, Synecdoche, New York is definitely the one that 

received the most polarized reviews according to Rotten Tomatoes. As Caden Cotard gradually 

loses track of himself and the play, the film becomes increasingly harder to follow on a purely 

narrative level. The audience, just like Cotard himself, is lost between fiction and reality. The 

negative reviews often called this non-linearity the film‟s biggest flaw. Many critics praised the 

film for refusing to settle with the „lowest common denominator‟, but never before had a 

Kaufman script been called „pretentious‟ and „frustrating‟ this often. A possible explanation lies in 

the fact that Kaufman for the first time directed a film himself, and did not merge his ideas with 

those of a director. Consequently, Synecdoche, New York is entirely Kaufman‟s own work. After his 

previous co-operations with Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze, there is no other creative mind 

behind this movie. To some critics, this did not do the movie any good. Mark Kermode of the 

BBC thought that Charlie Kaufman‟s creativity needed the help of someone else to turn it into an 

enjoyable film. Whereas films like Adaptation and Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind also featured 

the creative input of others, Synecdoche, New York is a trip into the mind of one man. It is the first 

film that is truly and only Kaufman‟s own. Unlike what was the case in his previous film, he did 

not have to settle for a compromise with someone else‟s creative vision. Synecdoche, New York is in 

many ways the closest, to this point, Kaufman has come to a „magnum opus‟. His ambition could 
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be compared to that of Caden Cotard: in a two hour-film, he attempts to reach a depth that has 

been said to surpass that of the likes of Fellini and Antonioni. The problem is, according to Stella 

Papamichael of Digital Spy, that Kaufman raises many issues but is unable to really tackle them 

adequately. Even within the reach of a two-hour film of clearly vast proportions, she argued that 

Kaufman is trying to say „too much‟ for the movie to carry. 

4.3. Influences 

As in both Being John Malkovich and Adaptation, Synecdoche, New York‟s protagonist is an 

artist who searches for creativity amidst recurring bouts of insecurity. Cotard is a neurotic 

hypochondriac, who reminds the viewer of a less witty, even more depressed version of Woody 

Allen. In a way, though not always as clearly as in Adaptation, Kaufman often tends to include at 

least one character in his screenplays that might serve as a substitute for himself. Again, this is 

similar to Woody Allen, who almost always includes a neurotic, hypochondriac character in his 

screenplays, often performed by himself. For decades, Allen denied the fact that these characters 

were fictionalized versions of himself. In an interview, Kaufman stated that this denial made him 

angry, because he had based his own identity on Allen‟s (Maher, “Is Charlie Kaufman”). The 

quintessential Woody Allen character is a man who is emotionally weak and neurotic, but who is 

also witty and gets to have relationships with attractive women. Craig Schwartz, Charlie Kaufman 

and Caden Cotard share much of the same characteristics. Kaufman has stated that he does not 

plan to include these „alter ego‟s‟ of himself on purpose, nor does he consider any of these 

characters to be „him‟. But after all, all of these characters are the offspring of Kaufman‟s mind. 

„Ultimately, I‟m everyone‟, he says (Beekman). A similar idea lies at the centre of Synecdoche, New 

York. Cotard wants to direct a play wherein every citizen of New York is an equally important 

role. But Caden remains the play‟s director, which means that he is, in a way, all of those people 

at once. On one level, Caden is a synecdoche, one man who stands for all society. But as the film 

progresses, we also see Caden‟s gradual decay. In this light, his last name does not seem 



Dedulle 58 

 

coincidental. „Cotard‟s delusion‟ is, in short, an extreme form of apathy, up to the point where the 

patient actually believes that he is dead or does not even exist (“Cotard‟s delusion”). In one 

interpretation, Cotard loses himself in his play up to the point where he actually believes that he 

is dead. As he „becomes‟ all of the actors, he feels as if he is fading away. As the different levels of 

reality are becoming increasingly harder to distinguish, the audience‟s consciousness slowly seems 

to merge with Cotard‟s. Life becomes art, and vice versa.  

The immense ambitions of Cotard are reminiscent of Kaufman‟s own. It seems as if 

Cotard has never before directed a play that was so wholly his own work. We only see him 

directing a version of Arthur Miller‟s Death of a Salesman, albeit with a much younger cast than we 

usually see in performances of that play. At the same time, Synecdoche, New York was Charlie 

Kaufman‟s first attempt at directing. Roger Ebert, one of the film‟s primary advocates, argues 

that, on the one hand, Synecdoche, New York is a movie so ambitious that it reminds him of a 

novelist who tries to cram everything he has to say in one novel, just in case he never gets to 

publish a second one (“O Synecdoche”). From a financial perspective, the film was a complete 

flop, according to Box Office Mojo: of the 20 million dollar production budget, only 4 million 

dollar was recuperated at the box office. "Maybe I shouldn't be making movies, maybe I should 

be writing, I don't know, books or something where it doesn't cost so much money”, Kaufman 

said in an interview (Allen). At the time of writing, no new Charlie Kaufman-written or directed 

film has been announced. Do the film studios fear a new financial inferno, or does Kaufman 

have trouble regaining inspiration after trying to include everything he has to say in one film? 

Only time will tell.  

Both Cotard‟s play and the film itself slowly grow over the heads of their audience, 

becoming almost impossibly to grasp and follow. Ebert writes: “Those who felt the film was 

disorganized or incoherent might benefit from seeing it again. It isn't about a narrative, although 
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it pretends to be. It's about a method, the method by which we organize our lives and define our 

realities” (“O Synecdoche”). 

According to the reviewer, the film is about how each of us essentially plays different 

roles. He does not mean this strictly in the Shakespearean way, wherein „All the world‟s a stage 

and all the men and women are merely players‟, referring partly to our evolution from infant to 

experienced elder. Rather, Ebert refers to how people adapt to their surroundings, by acting in a 

different way when interacting with different people. Each of us has desires and goals we would 

like to reach, and to do this, we take on a role, and call this role „me‟. We develop communication 

strategies for our friends, family and superiors. We form a certain image of people around us, and 

change our behaviour based on that image. We cast them in specific roles. Cotard‟s goal is to 

direct a play that encapsulates human nature, and he directs actors who play out mundane lives. 

The actors Cotard directs each have their own story, but Cotard needs to oversee them all. In the 

process, he forgets who he is himself. „As sooner or later we all do‟, according to Ebert (“O 

Synecdoche”). People around us often surprise us, and react in a different way than we expect. As 

we gain more life experience as years go by, we learn that people are not as predictable as we 

would like. We lose track of who we thought these people were. But this is no reason for us to 

stop interacting with people, because otherwise, communication does not truly affect us. This 

constant adapting to people is just what makes interaction and society as interesting as it is. As it 

says in Getting Better, the book Cotard is reading: „One must live in the eternal present. This 

requires an openness to all experience‟.  

The unorthodox structure of Synecdoche, New York is a symbol of this message. People 

expect a more traditional, easily digestible film, but need to set this aside if they plan to make 

something of the movie. Roger Ebert believes that Kaufman has made the most profound film 

on human behaviour he can remember. To Ebert, the most admirable aspect of the film is the 

screenplay, because Kaufman, like Cotard „had to know what was going on on all these different 
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levels‟ (“Synecdoche, New York”). Because of its universal yet highly subjective and personal 

reach, Ebert believes that Kaufman directed the film because he was the only person who could 

understand it. He called Synecdoche, New York his number one favourite film of the decade. 

The comparison between Synecdoche, New York  and Federico Fellini‟s 8½ frequently 

reoccurs in reviews. Both films are about a director suffering from a „director‟s block‟, and 

interweave realistic and dreamlike, surreal scenes. Will Schiffelbein even wrote a 2300-word essay 

entitled Is Synecdoche, New York an Unintentional Rip Off of Fellini’s 8½?, in which he compares 

both films and comes to the conclusion that both are „incredibly similar‟ and „near synonymous 

when referring to their themes and unique tones‟. Given this apparent close connection between 

the two, it might come as a surprise that Kaufman in an interview declared never having seen 8½. 

The question remains to what degree this statement is to be taken seriously. In a typically 

postmodern trickster fashion, Kaufman might be misleading both the reader and the journalist, 

something which might stem from his alleged dislike of interviews. The main difference between 

Caden Cotard and Guido Anselmo (8½’s protagonist) is that Cotard is extremely productive, 

whereas Anselmo never overcomes his frustrations. As will be discussed, the connection between 

Kaufman and Fellini goes further than just the set-up of Synecdoche, New York. But Fellini was by 

no means Kaufman‟s only source of inspiration when writing this screenplay.  

4.4. Poetics 
In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map of a 

single Province occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, the 

entirety of a Province. In time, those Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, 

and the Cartographers Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that of 

the Empire, and which coincided point for point with it. The following 

Generations, who were not so fond of the Study of Cartography as their 

Forebears had been, saw that that vast Map was Useless, and not without some 
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Pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the Inclemencies of Sun and 

Winters. 

(Suarez Miranda,Viajes de varones prudentes, Libro IV,Cap. XLV, Lerida, 1658) (Byrne) 

The idea of a 1:1 map returns in Synecdoche, New York. Cotard not only wants to direct a 

play that says everything there is to say, his set is as big as New York itself. Since the 

cosmopolitan city symbolizes the „melting pot‟ of the United States and, putting it more broadly, 

society, he needs a set that is large enough to contain all the different kinds of people that we 

encounter in real life. The „following Generations‟ in Borges‟s short story might have considered 

the huge map useless, but to Cotard, this approach is the only one to do justice to all this 

diversity.  

The parable of the scaleless map stands at the center of Jean Baudrillard‟s Simulacra and 

Simulations. The map is a „simulacrum‟, a copy which is distanced from the original, like an image. 

According to Baudrillard, each simulacrum evolves and goes through different phases:  

1. “it is the reflection of a profound reality;” 

2. “it masks and denatures a profound reality;” 

3. “it masks the absence of a profound reality;” 

4. “it has no relation to any reality whatsoever;” 

5. “it is its own pure simulacrum.” (6) 

In Synecdoche, New York, a similar evolution is noticeable as the film progresses. 

Eventually, the play that Cotard is staging becomes something that is larger than life, and spans 

multiple decades. It ends up not imitating reality, but surpassing it. The play becomes a 

simulation of itself. The reality it refers to has become, in the words of Baudrillard, a „hyper-

reality‟.  According to the philosopher, this hyper-reality is the only one we can perceive, because 

we are informed about world news via the media. Even though journalism attempts to reach 
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objectivity, we are unable to see things as they really are. There is always a mediating factor, we 

get our information through the eyes of someone else. Baudrillard refers to the First Gulf War as 

an example in his controversial book La guerre du golfe n’aura pas lieu. He argues that the war that 

was occurring in the Middle East was quite different than what TV channels like CNN were 

showing. The „surgical strikes‟ and „smart bombs‟ hailed as being ultra-precise in the media 

eventually turned out to be not quite as infallible as believed. Many of these „intelligent weapons‟ 

were prone to mistakes, and ended up killing innocent people. This was only revealed after the 

damage had been done (Wark). 

The notion of this hyper-reality is taken to a more general level by Kaufman. In an 

interview, he said the following. 

(…) we know so little about what‟s happening in the world. I mean that in a 

profound way: I don‟t even know that I exist, let alone what‟s happening. There 

are so many questions and there‟s so much confusion and limitation in the human 

brain, in the same way as in a dog‟s brain. We can see clearly that there‟s so much 

that a dog will never understand, ever, no matter how much you teach him. Just 

move up a couple of steps on the chain and you have to come to the conclusion 

that we‟re pretty much in the dark in a cosmic sense. We don‟t know what‟s going 

on, what reality is, and even if there is such a thing. (Huddleston) 

Synecdoche, New York is also the story of Caden Cotard attempting to grasp what exactly 

life consists of, and trying to fit it into a much smaller form, which could serve as a „synecdoche‟. 

Cotard quickly finds out that this is easier said than done. His set and his cast keep on expanding, 

and the rehearsals go on for decades. „I don‟t know why I make it so complicated‟, he asks 

himself, but he finds it impossible to limit himself to a more modest scale. Even though 

Kaufman is convinced that we can not know reality, Synecdoche, New York is about an artist who 
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tries to cram what he considers reality into a play. An artist has to adapt his form and his medium 

to his message, is what Kaufman might be saying. But when his medium is limited to the stage, 

and his message is no less than life itself, it becomes very hard for Cotard to compromise. He is 

as disappointed with his play as he is with life itself. This led Peter Bradshaw to write that 

Synecdoche, New York is basically about two important truths: „life is disappointing and death 

inescapeable‟. And because art imitates life, it can only fail. The version of Arthur Miller‟s Death of 

a Salesman Cotard directs already foreshadows this idea. He casts young people for the roles of 

Willy and Linda Loman, disappointed elders, hinting at the fact that these young actors are still 

full of hopes and dreams, and do not yet know what lays before them. This adds an additional 

layer of meaning to the play, and it shows that even a play that is being performed for the nth 

time is never exactly the same twice. It is an adaptation, a version of the original play, seen 

through the eyes of the director, just like an artist‟s vision of life through his art is always a 

subjective one. At one point towards the end of the film, Sammy (who plays Caden in the play) 

tells Caden that he has never seen anything other than himself. This counts for the audience as 

well: we see Cotard‟s story unfold as he experiences it. It becomes increasingly harder to follow, 

we lose track of what is going on, just like Cotard, since he can only see himself as he really is. 

Like Roger Ebert wrote, all others are playing a role, be it one in society, towards other people, or 

a literal one in the play. Even before Sammy is introduced, he makes several cameo appearances 

in the background. He has always been Caden‟s audience, and has been preparing for the role for 

decades. „Hire me, and you‟ll see who you really are‟, Sammy says (Kaufman, “Synecdoche” 76). 

The fact that everyone is constantly playing a role based on the people we meet, includes that 

there is a large amount of imitation in our behavior. This adaptation to our surroundings reminds 

us of course, again, of Darwin. In order to play our part in society, we must behave in a way that 

is suited to the people we meet. Baudrillard even goes as far as to state that there is only 

imitation. 
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The real is not only what can be reproduced, but that which is already reproduced, 

the hyper-real. (…) THERE IS NEVER ANYTHING TO PRO-DUCE. In spite 

of all its materialist efforts, production remains a utopia. We can wear ourselves 

out in materializing things, in rendering them visible, but we will never cancel the 

secret. (cited by Crichton) 

Even if we can only see ourselves as we really are, according to Baudrillard‟s theory, we 

can not see beyond the „hyper-real‟ because the learnt behavior merges with our own, if any. On a 

more global level, we are of course influenced by the media, since much of our world view is 

shaped by journalists. Since both our behavior and world view are based upon what we learn 

from others, it could be argued that we are the sum of our surroundings. But the irony of this, is 

that we at the same time constantly adapt to the people around us, and play roles. What Charlie 

Kaufman might be saying, is that we are both Caden Cotard and Sammy, both director and actor. 

Cotard‟s hypochondria even affects the people around him. After he discovers blood in 

his stool, his daughter Olive starts to panic when her mother tells her that she has blood. His 

wife leaves him with their daughter, which leads Cotard to seek refuge in his work. He finds this 

in artificiality, by directing an immense play in a closed warehouse. The outside world slowly 

becomes something he only rarely returns to, which accounts for the strange jumps in time the 

movie makes. The story is told chronologically, but several years seem to pass within minutes.  

The play becomes his life, and everything outside of the warehouse is less important. 

Meanwhile, the warehouse where he sets his play seems to expand. Again, we experience the film 

as Cotard experiences life. One of the key themes of Synecdoche, New York is that we can only see 

reality through different layers. The media shapes our world view, and the fact that everyone is 

essentially playing a role, also blurs our view of who they really are. Meanwhile, these artificial 

elements influence us, which leads Kaufman to the conclusion that we, basically, are unable to 
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really know ourselves. He takes this artificiality to the highest possible level. Cotard wants to 

communicate a universal truth with his play, and thinks that the only way to reach this is to 

essentially perform the mundane life as it really is. „I won‟t settle for anything less than the brutal 

truth. Brutal. Brutal.‟, he proclaims. But even an exact copy of reality is unable to reach the truth, 

since we are ultimately unable to grasp more than a „hyper-reality‟. Caden slowly decays towards 

death, and is forced to learn that he can never make his art truthful since he can not grasp reality 

in the first place. As a minister says during a funeral scene: 

Everything is more complicated than you think. You only see a tenth of what is 

true. There are a million little strings attached to every choice you make; you can 

destroy your life every time you choose. But maybe you won't know for twenty 

years. And you may never ever trace it to its source. (Kaufman, “Synecdoche, 

New York” 118)  

Caden says that he will only know how to do the play the day before he dies, because that 

will be the only time when he will be able to oversee everything that went before. That is the 

moment wherein he might not have to adapt to anyone anymore. But even if this is true, this 

experience is ultimately useless, since the final curtain is dropping all too quickly. 

Summarizing, we could state that one of the main theme of Synecdoche, New York might be 

our inability to grasp life as it really is. Because Kaufman can relate to an artist protagonist, he 

focuses on a theater director to tell his parable. Cotard tries to write a play which says everything 

there is to say in the world. His problem is that he is unable to write a play that is nuanced 

enough without letting it exaggerate, by hiring hundreds of actors and rehearsing for decades. 

Every artist tries to make a profound statement, but is forced to adapt to a specific form which 

limits his freedom. And even if an artist masters his medium, Kaufman asks himself if it is 

possible to know the truth in the first place. Our personalities are never static, since our 
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experience make us different persons. But the same is true for the people around us. The 

question to what degree our own behavior and that of others is imitation adds an additional blur 

between the truth and the beholder. The end of one‟s life seems to be the only moment when 

our actions and that of others seem to stop influencing the unforeseeable future. Cotard‟s play is 

thus a „simulacra‟, an imitation of the ungraspable reality of the second degree, as it were. 
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6. The poetics of  narcissism 

In Postmodern Hollywood, M. Keith Booker discusses postmodernism in recent cinema, a topic that 

he believes has not yet been studied adequately. The main flaw of any essay on this topic, is that it 

needs to grab on to one of many definitions of postmodernism. Booker uses Fredric Jameson‟s 

idea of postmodern cinema, which considers these films to have 2 important characteristics: 

„formal fragmentation and a reliance on styles that mimic those of earlier works or artists in a 

mode of pastiche‟ (18). Recent examples of this formal fragmentation are Eternal Sunshine of the 

Spotless Mind, also written by Kaufman, or Christopher Nolan‟s Memento, wherein the story is told 

backwards. Steven Soderbergh‟s 2006 film The Good German, on the other hand, is an example of 

a recent film which mimics the classic film noir style from the 1940s. But the three movies 

discussed in this thesis are neither of those two, or at least not to a degree that is substantial 

enough. Yet thematically, all three are undisputedly postmodern. While there are of course almost 

as much definitions of postmodernism as there are literary theoreticians, this next statement, 

formulated by Linda Hutcheon in The Politics of Postmodernism, seems to apply to Kaufman. 

“Postmodern art openly investigates the critical possibilities open to art, without denying that its 

critique is inevitably in the name of its own contradictory ideology” (15). 

This seems to be very much the case in the three screenplays discussed. In all three films, 

Kaufman seems to be reflecting on the meaning of art in society, and on the relationship between 

an artist, his work and his audience. In this chapter, Kaufman‟s motives will be explored more 

thoroughly. 

First of all, the three films have in common that their protagonists are struggling artists. 

Craig Schwartz‟s puppetry is out of fashion, Charlie Kaufman is unable to do justice to The Orchid 

Thief while retaining his own artistic merit, and Caden Cotard loses track of fact and fiction while 
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trying to direct a play that says „everything‟. All three artists try to overcome mortality and decay 

by creating art, something that is „larger than life‟. But their art seems to be growing over their 

heads, changing them or affecting them in a negative way. They start out frustrated, unable to 

create something meaningful, but all three change. Craig literally becomes a different person, and 

finally receives the attention he thinks he and his puppetry deserve when he is in the body of 

Malkovich. Kaufman eventually manages to „liberate‟ himself from Robert McKee, and Cotard 

takes his art to such a high level that he disappears in it. The initial frustrations of the 

protagonists clearly show how Kaufman deconstructs the creative process as something which 

requires a substantial input from the part of the artist.  

To a certain degree, these three artists serve as an alter ego for Kaufman himself. This is, 

however, not to be taken too literally. Like Kaufman, all three are creators of fiction and 

narrative. While all three writers, to varying degrees, share a lot with their creator, the self-

referentiality of the screenplays stems mostly from the fact that they share the process of creating 

art as a key theme. About this highly metafictional element, Linda Hutcheon writes the following: 

„What narcissistic narrative does do in flaunting, in baring its fictional and linguistic systems to 

the reader‟s view, is to transform the process of making, of „poiesis‟, into part of the shared 

pleasure of reading‟ (“Narcissistic Narrative” 20). This is what Kaufman is doing: he takes the 

artist from his pedestal and undermines the myth of the writer as a brilliant creator. The audience 

is left with a sense that the artist often does not really know what he is saying himself, and the 

viewer feels as if he is supposed to fill in the blanks. This is particularly clear in Synecdoche, New 

York, in which the audience is forced to follow along with Cotard‟s irrationality.  

This self-referentiality is by no means a revolutionary element. Hutcheon traces it back as 

far as Homer, who let a character tell his own story in the Odyssey. This mise en abyme structure 

mirrors the actual epic narration, and is proof of the fact that this „mimesis of process is a 

constant in literature‟ (“Narcissistic” 40). The only difference, according to Hutcheon, is that 
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more recent postmodern literature is more explicit in its self-consciousness, and that there is a 

larger degree of theoretical background in the back of author‟s minds. Hutcheon goes as far as to 

distinguish two types of mimesis: product and process, where the latter type recounts the creation 

of the product. She argues that even in Aristotle‟s theory on fiction, this imitation of the creative 

process is allowed, because this process itself is fully logical and similar to nature‟s ordered 

process of creation. Even though art is, according to Aristotle, naturally inferior to nature, both 

he and Plato thought that the mimetic function of art could educate and shape man. According 

to Hutcheon, it is a mistake to believe that this mimesis was ever a naïve copying (40).  

In a way similar to a „behind the scenes‟-feature of for example a movie, Kaufman gives 

the audience a look at the creative process. He does this for two reasons.  

Firstly, as Hutcheon wrote, he narcissistically turns the process of making into the process 

of reading. According to Hutcheon, this is typical for parody. By exposing the otherwise invisible 

process of creation, and showing what goes wrong, Kaufman seems to be parodying this process. 

This is of course most obvious in Adaptation, wherein we see actual screenwriting conventions 

thrown aside. In Being John Malkovich, Schwartz only reaches a broad audience with his puppets 

when he is in John Malkovich‟s body, and already is a celebrity. Synecdoche, New York’s Caden 

Cotard, finally, shows that an artist‟s desire to become immortal can have a backwards effect. 

Hutcheon argues that parody is often double-voiced, and includes an inherent criticism (“Theory 

of Parody” 28).   

The use of metafiction in the three screenplays often has an ironic purpose. The third act 

of Adaptation is an example of this, because it follows the regulations McKee sets to an extreme 

degree. As stated before, Kaufman does this to criticize a slavish following of McKee and other 

screenwriting „rules‟.  
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Secondly, and perhaps more interestingly, this self-referentiality is used to stress the 

artificiality of a work of art. Hutcheon paraphrases overt metafictionalist John Barth when he 

states that this is a way to tackle the „discrepancy between art and the world we live in‟ 

(“Narcissistic” 48). Because this distance can not be surpassed, self-conscious narratives make it a 

key element of the work of art.  

 “The narrator chooses to blur the distinctions between real and fictional in order to 

stress the necessary link between moral and creative honesty and freedom”, writes Hutcheon 

(“Narcissistic” 61). But this is not strictly the case with Kaufman. Even though McKee stresses 

the importance of truth in a screenplay, Kaufman is a typical postmodern trickster. Like 

Schwartz, he is a puppeteer, pulling the strings of his characters all by himself. Even the 

characters that are based on and named after existing people (John Malkovich, Charlie Kaufman, 

John Laroche and Susan Orlean) are heavily fictionalized, making them almost as „untrue‟ as 

anything else in the screenplays. There is, naturally, always a distance between real and fictional, 

and Kaufman fools his audience by making this distance smaller while still retaining it.  

He is both an insider and an outsider in his art. He seems to be inserting alter ego‟s in his 

screenplays, but gives each a „twist‟ that emphasizes the distance between himself and these 

characters. The writer Charlie Kaufman, who shares his ideas and thoughts with the audience, is 

not to be mistaken for the „real‟ Charlie Kaufman. He shares this with Woody Allen, whose 

„outsider status‟, accompanied by an „insider status‟ vis-a-vis his audience of „accomplices‟ which 

he frequently addresses directly, is a primary source for much of his humour. This status is of 

course partly derived from his Jewishness, a recurring topic in Allen‟s films. The cultivated 

underdog status of many of his characters can be interpreted as a modern reworking of the 

„Wandering Jew‟ figure from medieval folklore. One of his most famous quotes is, not 

coincidentally, “My one regret in life is that I am not somebody else”. But according to 

Hutcheon, Allen also uses this breaking of the „fourth wall‟ to anticipate the reaction of the 
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audience, who is a nameless, hetererogeneous entity with varying reactions. “Through parody, it 

uses and abuses dominant conventions in order to emphasize both the process of subject-

formation and the temptations of easy accommodation to the power of interpellation” (“Politics 

of postmodernism” 105). 

An example of this is the title character in Allen‟s 1983 „mockumentary‟ Zelig, who has the 

power to adapt, to change his appearance in function of the people he meets. Like Allen, Zelig is 

both insider and outsider, both audience and performer. At the same time, the audience takes 

over the task of the artist: there is no one definite meaning to a text, a typically postmodern 

aspect. This is why many modernist and postmodern playwrights disturb the traditional 

relationship between author and audience, by creating a Brechtian Verfremdung. They wilfully ruin 

the illusion of reality. Hutcheon argues that postmodern fiction contests power relationships, by 

placing power into the hands of the audience. “Nevertheless”, she concludes, “the contradictory 

doubleness remains” (“A poetics” 180). The writer is still the most important meaning-producing 

authority of a text. Like Craig Schwartz in Being John Malkovich, he keeps pulling the strings. 

But the artists in Kaufman‟s screenplays are hardly as confident as one would expect a 

creative force to be. Like Woody Allen in Stardust Memories (in many ways a homage to Fellini‟s 

8½), Kaufman is being ironic about the audience‟s expectations and his own creativity. The three 

screenplays discussed are about artists trying to say „something profound‟ (in Adaptation) or who 

have the ambition to write something that says „everything‟ (in Synecdoche, New York. This is hard, 

since every member of the audience leaves the theatre with different conclusions, which are 

seldom equal to what the artist was trying to say. But this subjectivity is precisely what 

distinguishes art from kitsch. Theodor Adorno famously stated that works of art are not merely 

objects, but have a subjective aspect because they are cognitive (Callaghan). Each work of art is a 

subjective attempt to reach truth, but art „adapts‟ to its audience, based on a person‟s highly 

personal array of knowledge and experiences. The only person a writer can, to some degree, really 
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know, is himself. To paraphrase Synecdoche, New York: he can only be the lead in his own story. 

This is one of the reasons for Kaufman‟s tendency to return to the same kind of protagonist. He 

writes about what he knows, and this merges with the audience‟s input, in a way similar to the 

interaction between McKee and Charlie in Adaptation.  

Even though art needs to contain a certain universality to reach people from different 

generations, Kaufman might be saying that true art is dynamic and ever-changing, based on the 

audience. But above all, art remains an artificial product. In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Linda 

Hutcheon quotes Paul de Man: “The binary opposition between fiction and fact is no longer 

relevant: in any differential system, it is the assertion of the space between the entities that 

matters” (113). 

Kaufman plays around with metafiction, but his screenplays are lies. Kaufman 

undermines the traditional image of the misunderstood, noble artist in his ivory tower by making 

his protagonists often losers. But what he is ultimately saying, is that art is able to change people, 

for good or for bad. It gives people new insights and ideas, regardless of truth or lies. To quote 

Pablo Picasso: „Art is a lie that makes us realize truth‟. What Kaufman is saying, is that this truth 

is as much the audience‟s as the artist‟s. In an interview, he says that he refuses to explain what 

his movies are about because he wants the audience to have its own experiences: “(...) you can't 

make a mistake, and that's what I try to tell people. This is your movie now. I'm done with it. 

Take it, leave it, interact with it. It's yours to do what you want with, and you can't possibly be 

wrong” (Burr). 

After all, the question remains to what degree Kaufman is serious about this. The writing 

credits of Adaptation include both Charlie and Donald. As discussed, Kaufman seems to be 

anticipating the critical reception by letting „Donald‟ write the third act. The writer remains very 

aware of the audience‟s possible reaction, and misleads his viewers.  
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7. Final thoughts 

7.1. Kaufman as the trickster 

Even though he tends to insert personal and autobiographical elements in his screenplays, little is 

known about the real Charlie Kaufman. Although his alleged dislike of interviews has been 

denied, he is very protective about his private life. This way, there is still a certain amount of 

mystery surrounding his persona: not many people know who Charlie Kaufman really is. But 

even in interviews about his work, he rarely explains the message he is trying to get across.  In his 

introduction to Being John Malkovich, Kaufman wrote the following. 

What can I say about Being John Malkovich? I wrote it several years ago for no 

reason at all. I don‟t know why I chose John Malkovich. I don‟t know how I came 

up with the idea. I don‟t have answers to any of that. I don‟t have any answers. 

I‟m a man without answers. (…) I have nothing cute or sparkling or insightful to 

say. I am a miserably lonely person who has no charming anecdotes. (Kaufman, 

“Introduction”) 

Apparently, as mentioned in the final quote of the previous chapter, he chooses to let the 

audience fill in the blanks without spoonfeeding it. Some of Kaufman‟s screenplays seem like 

games, something which is particularly apparent in „Being John Malkovich‟ and „Adaptation‟. It is 

clear that these screenplays include a significant amount of elements which come straight out of 

reality, but it is never very clear to which degree. Even John Malkovich is a fictionalized version 

of the actual actor. While being very specific and focusing on existing and famous people, 

Kaufman tackles some more general issues. But to fully grasp the meaning of this screenplay, the 

audience needs to „follow along‟ with the game of fiction and reality that Kaufman is playing. As 

mentioned, this is not always the case. In many of the negative reviews of, for instance, 
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Adaptation, it can be argued that the journalist did not read the film like one should. Some critics 

considered the final act to be sloppy, bad screenwriting. What they seem to forget, is that this was 

intentional, to demonstrate what a too literal reading of Robert McKee‟s screenwriting theories 

could lead to. Precisely by throwing the structure and originality of the rest of the movie 

overboard, Kaufman makes a plea in favour of it.  

Synecdoche, New York seems to be taking this to an extreme. To make some sort of sense 

from the movie‟s structure, the viewer needs to accept that it is a very illogical one. In one 

interpretation, it is all taking place in Cotard‟s head, hence the peculiar and difficult to follow 

structure of the film. The viewer watching the film with a traditional three-act structure in mind, 

will come out feeling disappointed and puzzled. Kaufman brings his own logic to the table, and 

the audience is supposed to play the „game‟ according to its own rules.  

The typically postmodern „trickster‟ might not appear as a character in Kaufman‟s work, 

but the author seems to be one himself. As Helen Lock puts it: „in understanding the trickster 

better, we better understand ourselves, and the perhaps subconscious aspects of ourselves that 

respond to the trickster‟s unsettling and transformative behavior‟.  For example, trying to make 

sense of Synecdoche, New York‟s logic forces us to be confronted with our own, equally irrational 

consciousness. In one interpretation, the film is structured as if it consists of a series of 

hallucinations or dreams from Cotard. We have to follow along with his (subconscious) logic, so  

we try to base it on our own.  

7.2. Conclusion 

While it is very clear that the three films discussed have many elements in common, they are each 

completely different in terms of style, structure and tone. The question remains if there is one 

prime theme that runs through Kaufman‟s screenplays.  In his glowing review of Synecdoche New 

York, Roger Ebert argues: „(…) that [Charlie Kaufman] has only one subject, the mind, and only 
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one plot, how the mind negotiates with reality, fantasy, hallucination, desire and dreams‟ 

(“Synecdoche, New York”). 

While this is not to be denied, I would argue in favour of a second important subject in 

Kaufman‟s screenplays: adaptation. To a certain degree, all three films discussed in this thesis are 

about how people interact, and how they change their behaviour based on their surroundings. 

The characters in Being John Malkovich are able to act differently once they have entered the mind 

of a famous actor, and are treated like someone they are not: a celebrity. Charlie Kaufman in 

„Adaptation‟ finally regains happiness and inspiration when he knows how to adapt Orlean‟s 

novel, based on what he learnt both from his brother‟s fate and the woman he falls in love with. 

And Synecdoche, New York features a theatre director who decays when trying to control and direct 

people who live out actual lives. The theories of Charles Darwin are a recurring motive 

throughout Kaufman‟s screenplays, most notably in Adaptation and Human Nature, wherein a 

scientist teaches a jungle man how to „adapt‟ to modern society. Many elements of Darwin‟s 

writings can be applied to Kaufman‟s message. Like all species need to adapt to their habitat if 

they want to evolve, we too change in function of our surroundings. This leads Kaufman to the 

key question he asks: to what degree is human behaviour based on free will, and how much of 

what we do is forced upon us by our surroundings?   

In an interview, Kaufman said the following. 

I don‟t know if I‟ve ever seen that – what it is to be a person and to have a brain – 

reflected in a movie. Cinema almost doesn‟t allow for it. A movie is a very linear 

thing. But I‟ve wrestled with that, and I‟ve tried to make that what my films are 

about. (Huddleston) 

The fact that one needs to adapt to his surroundings, is also the key issue that Kaufman is 

struggling with himself. Like the artists in the three screenplays discussed, Kaufman has to adapt 
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his message to his medium. In a way similar to his three protagonists, he is said to be pushing the 

boundaries of his art: modern screenwriting. Because a film and a screenplay are so linear and 

based on rules and conventions, it is possible for Kaufman to openly question these rules by not 

obeying them. This „Verfremdung‟ leads to an awareness of the creative process on behalf of the 

audience. The viewer is forced to question the filmic structure he is used to, and has to adapt the 

way he watches a film to Kaufman‟s writing techniques. Again, this adaptation symbolizes 

Kaufman‟s view of society: as a collection of people with ever-changing personalities, opinions 

and social positions. If art is a reflection on life and a Being John Malkovich-ish trip into an artist‟s 

mind, it is impossible for it to be contained within a regulated, static structure. Like Charlie 

Kaufman in Adaptation, a true artist can not limit (or lower) himself to the traditional conventions 

associated with (in this case) screenwriting. A creative message is a highly personal one, and is 

difficult to limit to pre-established rules. 

But above all, Kaufman is making a plea in favor of high art. While he does not hesitate 

to also include the agonies of the creative process in his screenplays, he seems to remain 

convinced of the art‟s capacities. All three artists show a real urge to create and to express 

themselves through their work. Their inability to adapt their ideas to an audience and a particular 

art form, is a crucial problem they are facing. Craig Schwartz is a puppeteer who only gets 

recognition and attention when he takes on the form of John Malkovich. Adaptation’s 

fictionalized Charlie Kaufman is torn between his own creative freedom and his brother‟s 

successful but less original screenplays. Finally, Caden Cotard is the clearest example. He is trying 

to say „everything‟ in his play, but this is of course impossible. This disillusion leads him to a 

gradual decay. 

The reason why several Charlie Kaufman screenplays feature elements of reality is dual. 

On the one hand, this is to blur the strict division between fiction and reality. The audience sees 

non-fictional elements in the film, and wonders where the one ends and the other begins. But at 



Dedulle 77 

 

the same time, Kaufman does this to truly zoom in on highly specific cases. As mentioned, he 

nearly always writes about what he knows, so it is only possible for him to make general, 

universal statements this way. 

But as is true of most art, not everyone interprets these screenplays in the same way. On 

the Uncyclopedia, a satirical internet encyclopedia, Charlie Kaufman is described as “a screenwriter 

and filmmaker whose main cinematic accomplishment is to raise the bar of crazy beyond all 

reasonable access. And he has the hair to match.” 
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