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From the Pages to the Big Screen





	When Oprah's television program first began it was nothing more than a tasteless tabloid bit the likes of Jerry Springer, exploiting people's problems for entertainment value. After harsh reviews, Oprah had a rude awakening and revamped her show, swearing an oath to better herself and program.  She promised to help and heal her guests. With this revelation came a renovated series of shows along with the birth of the book club. The book club epitomizes Oprah’s aim in her new show: “It is just remarkable to me how a work of fiction can touch and, really, begin to help heal the lives of readers in ways that a lot of self-help books and therapy and conversations cannot”. Oprah's book club choices are painstakingly selected to complement the themes on her shows and to achieve her particular goals.  Thus, when transforming a novel into a movie, she was just as selective about the content of the film.  Oprah's film version of Zora Neal Hurston's novel Their Eyes Were Watching God is carefully constructed not to accurately represent the book but instead to highlight an inspiring message of self-help concurrent with the themes of Oprah's television program.  


	The novel version of Their Eyes Were Watching God is a historical homage to the oppression of a black woman both on grounds of race and gender. It is a frank snapshot and a literary landmark for a black female author; however, the film version provides a hope that is simply not present in the novel. Though both mediums tell identical stories and detail the same tragic events, the film version becomes a therapeutic experience. Instead of feeling disheartened by the sting of oppression, the film is an inspiring tale of overcoming adversity. Oprah creates this in two main ways. First, her introduction provides a frame for the movie.  She tells her viewers how to think about the film, priming them to come to the “correct” conclusions. She firmly directs the audience. In the introduction to her film, Oprah claims, “This is a story about a woman allowing herself to be a full woman, and not subjected to the definition or identity that others have carved out for her”. Instead of letting viewers contemplate whether or not Janie is self-actualized, Oprah simply tells them she is; however, readers get a rather different impression from the novel. In the novel form, Janie constantly seems unable to rid herself from the confines of society, and instead, her identity is defined by her relationships with men.  


	In each of Janie's love affairs she seeks to explore a part of herself; however, she always seems to end up crushed. For example, in the scene where Janie kisses Johnny Taylor she is exploring the transition from childhood to adulthood. The kiss is exciting and wonderful until her grandmother finds her. When her grandmother catches her, she explains to her that she must marry someone of higher social status: “Nanny's words made Janie's kiss across the gate post seem like a manure pile after the rain” (12). Janie attempts to individually define her role as a woman; however, she is forced to assume the identity her grandmother creates for her.  She explores her emotions and individual identity only to be shoved into the confines of society.


	After the death of her grandmother, Janie rebels against her marriage with Logan Killings when she runs away with Jody Sparks. The movie largely dramatizes this scene, stressing that Janie is taking her destiny into her own hands. She presses the boundaries of society, but this does not benefit her in the long run.  In fact, she finds herself in an even worse situation with Jody.  Jody's thirst for power forces Janie into a life of submission.  He is abusive to Janie both physically and emotional.  He constantly demeans her.  He is so threatened by Janie's independence that he forces her to always cover her hair, which symbolizes her power as a woman. Janie is intelligent and beautiful, but Jody strips her of that by making her wear a head scarf and by insulting her intellect. When the people ask Janie to make a speech Jody forbids her, saying, “Thank yuh fuh yo' compliments, but mah wife don't know nothin' 'bout no speech-makin'.  Ah never married her for nothin' lak dat.  She's uh woman and her place is in de home” (40-41). Though by leaving Logan Killicks, Janie thinks that she is exerting her identity and finding freedom and self actualization, she ends up being forced back into the societal role of a woman, this time created not by her grandmother but instead by her husband.  She very literally does not have her own voice—she becomes merely a shadow of Jody.


	Oprah's introduction to the movie, however, primes readers to believe that these are tragic hardships that Janine must overcome. Through her relationship with Tea Cake, Oprah promises  Janie will become self-actualized and free. The movie fails to examine the depth of the Janie’s oppression. Janie spends a majority of her life crammed into this societal role and abused by those who are supposed to love her.  Furthermore, the biggest difference between the book and the novel is the treatment of the relationship between Janine and Tea Cake.  In her introduction to her movie Oprah categorizes it as perfect love. The movie frames it this way, with several overacted love scene between Janie and Tea Cake. Despite Oprah's films interpretation, Janie's relationship with Tea Cake in the novel is far from ideal. Their love is not a partnership. Tea Cake holds the power in the relationship. Tea Cake steals Janie's money to party with his friends and gamble. He seems to dictate the entirety of their relationship. For example, when he says they should go to the glades Janie leaves her whole life behind to follow him. Despite his kind words and affection, Tea Cake is deeply threatened by Janine. He doesn't truly accept Janie or let her have her own identity. He feels emasculated by Janie's power as a woman and doesn't use her money: “From now on, you gointuh eat whutever mah money can buy yuh and wear de same” (122). Later in the novel, when another man is interested in Janie, Tea Cake beats her to keep her in line. It is, in fact, his jealousy, that causes Janie to shoot him at the end of the novel. After Janie asserts herself against Tea Cake, finally freeing herself from the confines of yet another smothering relationship, she suffers the backlash of society. There is no doubt that Janie loved Tea Cake, but it is hard to believe that in such a dependent relationship, she was truly self-actualized and free. 


	To make this love believably “perfect” Oprah employs her second method for shaping the opinions of viewers. She carefully chooses the scenes, omitting those that do not fit with her ideas. Janie, in the novel, is defined by the confines of her social identity as a black female. The one instance in the novel where Janie seems to be truly happy is with Tea Cake, and even with him she cannot escape abuse. The novel presents Janie’s relationship with Tea Cake as unhealthy. She does not become her own woman, but instead becomes merely a reflection of Tea Cake. To make matters worse, she is tragically forced to shoot he love of her life, symbolically kill a part of herself. The hardships that Janie faces are simply not inspiring or motivating in the novel. Thus, Oprah changes it. Oprah conveniently leaves out many of the negatives of Tea Cake in her film version of There Eyes Were Watching God. For example, the scenes in which Tea Cake beats Janie are not present in the movie. The incident where Tea Cake steals Janie money to gamble is also largely under played. Instead, Oprah's film stresses the intensity of the love between Janie and Tea Cake. In every scene when Tea Cake is around, Janie appears happy and carefree as the “full woman” Oprah imagined her to be. Tea Cake's jealousy come off as endearing and caring as opposed to demanding. Despite the tragedy of the death of her love, Janie seems happy. The scene in the end of the movie where Janie is laying in the water is the most penetrating. It is absent from the book and present in the movie; it seems to capture the fundamental difference between Zora Neal Hurston's novel and Oprah’s interpretation of this piece. A joyful Janie lies in the water with her eyes turned towards God. Her hair, the symbol of her power as a woman, flows behind her. The water, a common symbol for freedom and rebirth surrounds her. This moment visually captures Janie's self-reflection and self-actualization. There is not the questioning or uncertainty the readers feel in the novel.  There is no doubt that she is a free, full woman. 


	Oprah's pledge to better her viewers explains the discrepancies between the novel and her film. According to Cecilia Farr's article “Reading Oprah”, in a 1991 interview Oprah explains “I wanted to be able to use the show to enlighten as well as to entertain, to have people think differently about themselves and their lives” (9). Oprah made choices about the content of the movie in order to creating a healing experience. Janie overcomes every obstacle to find true happiness and fulfillment despite the hardships she faces. It is inspiring that after suffering through two unhappy marriages Janie is able to find the love of her life. Oprah also makes the love between Tea Cake and Janie appear perfect, enabling Janie to be herself entirely. This love is so powerful that despite Tea Cake's death Janie remains self-actualized just at the thought of him. Their love is so powerful that not even death can quench it. A viewer in an unhappy marriage can watch the film and feel motivated to leave her husband. A woman feeling oppressed by her societal role may find the strength to become self-actualized. Those who have faced hardships may follow Janie's example and rise above them to heal. In the book, there is uncertainty as to whether or not Janie ever finds true happiness or fully defines her identity, the movie eliminates this. The film coincides with Oprah's television shows message: determination and hope will eventually lead to happiness and fulfillment.


	At what cost does Oprah change Their Eyes Were Watching God? There is no doubt that her film version is more effective in proving the theme concurrent with those on her show; however, the integrity Zora Neal Hurston's work may be compromised. This is touched upon in Farr's article, “[Oprah] she focuses on identity and self-help, discouraging broader social critique or efforts at political change” (27). While Oprah's version of Their Eyes Were Watching God may be more effective in inspiring woman to reach their destiny, it largely ignores the discrimination based on race and sex. Especially in a society where people will run to the movies to catch the film version of the latest novel instead of reading, the original work of Zora Neal Huston is corrupted when Oprah rips the story apart and then carefully reconstructs it to the novel. She effectively creates a piece that supports her assertions, but in the process, the important points brought to light in Hurston's novel are forgotten. 


	 





� PAGE �5�











