Can Kafka’s novels be filmatized?

All the walls are white in Overgaden’s gallery in Christianshavn.  It’s Monday today.   On Saturday there is to be the opening of Maria Finn’s exhibition which illustrates her PhD thesis about the relationship between literature, film and still photography.  Maria is very busy preparing this exhibition and getting ready to publicly defend her PhD thesis on Monday.

As the first scholarship to be awarded in so-called artistic research at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts she has been wearing “two hats” over the past 3 years while working on her thesis.  She is both an artist and a researcher and in the end these two functions should form a synthesis and stimulate one another.

Her thesis deals with the relationship between words and pictures – and above all the relationship between literature and film.

Classic films are inspiring

Since finishing at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts in 1997 as an artist, she has been exploring the relationship between words and pictures in a number of works which have been especially inspired by classic films.

Among her sources of inspiration are films by Ingmar Bergman and Michelangelo Antonioni and it was these, she explains, that motivated her to start her PhD thesis.

“I have always loved films and been interested in working with sources of inspiration from films.  Before starting on my thesis, one of my works was to re-enact Antonioni’s “Red Desert”.  I chose scenes from the film which I re-photographed on Amager Beach and also used some of my own drawings in my subjective interpretation”.

Another of Maria Finn’s works, “Technically Sweet”, is based on a manuscript of Antonioni which in fact was never released, and here she has developed a series of pictures.

“In my work I have become increasingly interested in the relationship between film texts and filmic solutions.  What is the connection between text and film?  How does one define “rooms” in words or pictures?  And do we ever remember the individual pictures or the specific sequence of a film?”

Time to be a “nerd”

A number of film classics form the basis of Maria Finn’s thesis which she uses to analyse what happens when text becomes a film.  Among the films referred to are Bergman’s  “Summer with Monica” based on a novel by Per Anders Fogelström, Orson Welles’ “The Process” based on Franz Kafka’s novel and Antonioni’s “Blow-Up” which was inspired by Julio Cortázar’s short story “Las babas del Diablo.”

According to Maria Finn, the strength derived from combining artistic practice with academic research can especially be seen where academic access goes more deeply  into one’s personal production.

“Instead of just relating to one of Bergman’s films, you have the possibility of overviewing a real perspective of his work and of examining certain mechanisms more closely.  One becomes a bit of a “nerd” going into more detail,” she says and continues:

“I have been fascinated by which pictures in a film were iconic and how filmmakers have managed to create pictures from written descriptions.  For example, how can you filmatize Kafka’s seemingly impossible rooms?  Orson Welles solves this problem quite ingeniously in “The Process” and one finds it most inspiring to examine the transformation of words into pictures in the works of others.”

A challenging outcome

Combining theory and artistic practice makes Maria Finn’s thesis the first of its kind in Denmark.  According to Maria Finn, a number of other countries also offer studies based on artistic practice, without these necessarily being part of university studies.

She feels that she has profited greatly as an artist by being forced into thinking differently and into new environments.  During the course of her studies, she has been in close cooperation with, e.g. Sorbonne 3, Paris, who are very much involved in the connection between art and film.  Furthermore, she has been talking to researchers in London, Berlin and Nanterre who carry out research into problem areas in  conjunction with theory and practice.

Maria Finn believes that the artistic and the academic field have a lot to offer one another, even though there will always be vast differences between them as well.

“Art is often characterized as giving a more explorative access to the world rather than a conclusive one”, she explains with a smile, hinting that perhaps her thesis would be more open-ended compared to those written by academic researchers.

“I feel that it is the exhibition that concludes my thesis.  It has been a continuous challenge to find the correct balance between the text and the exhibition.  I have discovered that the answers can largely be found in the exhibition and especially in those works which I have dealt with after completion of the text”, she says and continues:

“Working on my thesis has enabled certain things to come together, and I suddenly understood how I had to conclude something I had started ten years ago in some parks in Paris.   Thus my thesis looks more to the future rather than being a completed and finished project”, emphasizes Maria Finn, before disappearing inside again to cover the white walls with her major works, which will surround her when she publicly defends her PhD thesis on Monday. 

