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The Curious Case of Life


	Fitzgerald claimed that his short story “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button” was inspired, in part, by a remark made by Mark Twain. Twain commented it was a pity that the best part of life came at the beginning and the worst part at the end. This concept spurred Fitzgerald to write the story as a sort of an investigation of this assertion; however, by his own account, the tale was largely unsuccessful in fully addressing this claim (Fitzgerald 159). The screenplay by Eric Roth and the corresponding film seek to answer the question proposed in Twain's statement: is the course of human life truly a pity? And furthermore, would changing the direction of the aging processes really improve the quality of one's life? The movie seems to say no. The emissions, changes, and additions in Eric Roth's screenplay and associated film serve to fully address Twain's comment by asserting that it does not matter which direction one ages in since the length of one’s life is not alerted by the order it is lived in. 


	Fitzgerald’s “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button” is a relatively short piece, and it seems logical that Roth would have to add a substantial amount of detail to fully form it into movie; however, what he left out is just as important to the film's interpenetration. Fitzgerald tale focuses on the social isolation that accompanies otherness and the implications of this otherness on social economic status. Benjamin is at once an embarrassment to his father and mother, a wealthy and socially upstanding southern couple. The do not accept him for who is he. Instead, they try to force him into a societal norm by making him dye his hair and wear children's clothes. He is treated like a child though he clearly has the mental capacity of an adult. Even Benjamin's own son eventually becomes ashamed of him: “You'd better not go on with this business much longer... you better turn right around and start back the other way... you behave yourself” (Fitzgerald 177). His family members see his oddity as a choice not as something he is born with. As a result, he experiences painful social isolation because of his identity. This theme, while interesting, is not so much an investigation of the aging process as it is an exploration of the consequences of breaking the societal norm, and so the screenplay and movie exclude many of these plot events. The movie does not completely eliminate this theme since it is amongst the blacks, the then outcasts of society, that Benjamin finds love and acceptance; however, its importance is minimized, and most of the content of Fitzgerald original piece is eliminated so the movies and screenplay can better focus on the fleeting nature of life.


	To explore Twain's statement in depth it was also necessary for the screenplay to make several changes and additions to Fitzgerald's tale. One fundamental detail that is altered is the characteristic associated with Benjamin's age. In Fitzgerald's story, Benjamin is born not only with the body of an old man but with the mental capacity of one. Instead of playing with toys at 5, “He would steal down the back stairs and return to the nursery with a volume of encyclopedia Britannic” (Fitzgerald 166). In the screenplay, however, he is born with a man's body but with the skills of an infant. He has an inability to talk, to feed himself, and to read. He must learn all of the social conventions just like a normal child would. As he ages backward, he still seems to hit all the puberty milestones like growing pubic hair and losing his virginity. In one comical scene from the movie, he stands in front of the mirror and flexes his muscles just like a 12 year old boy might. In the end of the screenplay, Benjamin is experiencing the effects of dementia, but, to the outside eye, it might look like he has simply become a baby again. In retaliation to Twain's comment, the movie and the screenplay change the characteristic associated with each of Benjamin's ages so that his mental state is dependent on the time he has spent on earth and not his physical characteristics. By altering the characteristic that Fitzgerald assigns to the character of Benjamin, the screenplay is able to illuminate a universal truth: in many ways, humans start and end their lives in the same helpless condition. Queenie supports this idea in conversation with Benjamin, “We’re all goin’ the same way, just taking different roads to get there” (Roth 13). What difference would reversed aging make if humans both begin and end their lives in similar states? 


	Furthermore, no matter what age one begins or ends his or her life, his or her life will inevitability end. In the movie The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, Elizabeth Abbott explains to Benjamin that her father was, “determined to cheat death” (The Curious Case of Benjamin Button). She specifically uses the word cheat, which is one of few times in the movie that the dialogue deviates from the screenplay. He was, of course, unable to cheat death. Her word choice here stresses the theme of the film: everyone must die regardless of the direction in which they age. Yet, humans struggle against their mortality. One of the subplots introduced in the screenplay was that of a blind clockmaker whose son was killed in war. The clockmaker creates a backwards running clock in the hopes that he could turn back time: “I made it this way... so that perhaps the boys who were lost in the war might stand and go home again” (12). This, however, is impossible. We cannot turn back time, and even when the clock is running backwards, time on earth is still limited. One would have to be blind, as the clockmaker is, to not see this. The clock motif is extended even further. In nearly every scene of the movie, there is a clock present. It is especially noticeable in the scenes where Daisy is dying in the hospital. The ubiquitous clock stares down at her in a foreboding manner constantly reminding viewers that her time is running out. To Twain's assertion of the benefits of aging backwards, the screenplay and movie answer that it does not matter which way we age since lifespan exists in either direction. 


	It is the natural order of things to die, and death and life are frequently paired in the screenplay and movie. For instance, in order for Benjamin to be born, his mother must die. Queenie has a baby, but Daisy's little brother does not survive. One cannot exist without the other. Benjamin explains that growing up in a nursing home, he was well acquainted with this phenomenon: “For everyone that died, someone would come to take their place” (Roth 30). Humans cannot live forever because for a life to begin another must end. Furthermore, people must die for there to be any appreciation of life. Benjamin is taught this lesson by a resident of the nursing home where he lives. She said explains to Benjamin what a great, yet nevertheless necessary, responsibility it is to lose loved ones: “We’re meant to lose the people we love. How else would we know how important they are to us?” (Roth 67). From this same woman he also learns about the unpredictability of death. One day someone is here, and the next they are suddenly not. It is as impossible to foresee as it is to prevent. Take for example, the preacher in the beginning of the film. One moment he is healing Benjamin, and the next he is keeled over dead. Aging backwards could not prevent against the uncertainties of life.


	If the idea of aging backwards, as proposed by Mark Twain, is not the key to the ultimate enjoyment of life then what is? The movie addresses the question as well. Elizabeth Abbott reminisces to Benjamin, “You make me feel years younger, too. I wish I was. I would change so many things. I would undo all of my mistakes. I kept waiting, thinking I would do something to change my circumstance... Do something... But I never did... It’s an awful waste. You can never get it back” (87).  The key to happiness is not how much time one has but what he or she does with that time. It is important to do what one loves. Humans must chase their dreams, not just sit around and wait for these fantasies to miraculously be realized. In one of the rare alterations from the screen play, Captain Mike passionately explains to Benjamin, “Don’t let anyone tell you different! You got to do what you meant to do!” (The Curious Case of Benjamin Button). Time on earth is limited, and it is what one does with that time that determines his or her quality of life. Furthermore, the movie asserts that age should not be a factor in achieving one's dreams. Elizabeth Abbott managed to swim the English Channel even in her old age. It is never too late for a second chance. As long as one has time left, he or she should be using those precious moments.


	The last few scenes of the movie tie these two themes together flawlessly. First, viewers are shown the digital clock that has replaced the blind clockmakers timepiece. It ticks on and on in the forward direction. Then, the camera flashes to the backwards clock which is still running but flooded by water. This symbolically represents how time still passes whether it is being measured in a forward or backward direction. Trying to stop the passage of time is like trying to control the sea that is flooding clock: utterly impossible. The viewers are then shown images of all the characters they have met throughout the movie doing what they love, such as Daisy dancing. Over these imagines Benjamin explains, “I figured out one thing.  If you’re growing older or getting younger it really doesn’t make any difference. Whichever way you’re going you have to make the most of what this is.” (181). The exclusions, additions, and alterations to Fitzgerald’s original tale allow for the screenplay and movie to more fully explore Twain’s idea, and in this one epiphany, Benjamin encapsulates the conclusions this study has produced. It does not matter which direction humans ageing is occurring in since either way time on earth is limited. One never knows when this time might come to an end, so it is important to live life to the fullest. No matter what age one is, it is never too late for a second chance. Instead of lamenting about old age and wistfully longing for youth, viewers should follow Daisy's example: “I’m going to enjoy every moment I have” (Roth 142).
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