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 When observing the landscape of motion pictures, one may find the presence of sequels, 

remakes, reboots and adaptations nearly overwhelming. However, the process of literary 

adaptation is far from new. Since the onset of cinema as an art form in the late nineteenth 

century, texts ranging from novels to plays have represented a significant amount of creative 

output from the medium. From the earliest efforts of film pioneer Georges Méliès, which 

included an 1899 adaptation of Cinderella, to the 1903 adaptation of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in 

Wonderland directed by Percy Snow and Cecil Hepworth, literature has been a constant source 

of material for filmmakers to excavate and portray through their own unique means. Despite this 

seemingly bottomless well of material that film continues to tap, the act of adaptation across 

different mediums has been routinely challenged throughout time. While some debate the 

necessity for film adaptation and champion the concept of artistic freedom to explore subject 

matter regardless of origin, others question the process and why screenwriters and filmmakers 

would care to adapt preexisting literature rather than create original works of their own. The 

“book vs. movie” argument is brought up repeatedly upon the release of any literary adaptation 

and debate often rages between the purists who remain loyal to the original text and those who 

recognize the value of interpretation. Among the most well-known examples of this debate, 

including Vladimir Nabokov’s controversial Lolita or Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho, is 

the rather flamboyant goings on during the journey to realize a cinematic portrayal of Frank 

Herbert’s seminal science fiction opus, Dune. The art of adapting literature to film presents a 

worthwhile opportunity to simultaneously translate, explore and broaden the horizons of the 

ideas and beliefs of the given author. Adaptation also creates a vessel of artistic expression that 
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benefits the personal catharsis of the translating filmmaker as evidenced by filmmakers David 

Lynch and Alejandro Jodorowsky and their respective intentions with Dune, specifically the 

character of Paul Atreides, the main protagonist of the novel. 

 
Original cover art by John Schoenherr for Dune (Frank Herbert, 1965) 

 Frank Herbert’s Dune, published in 1965, is an interplanetary science fiction epic often 

paralleled in its narrative tradition to the works of Virgil or Homer. Dune tells the story of Paul 

Atreides, a young man whose family has accepted stewardship of the desert planet Arrakis under 

the rule of the Padishah Emperor. As the sole source of mélange, a “spice” that is the most 

valuable substance in the universe for its capabilities of extending human consciousness and 

folding space to allow for interstellar travel, Arrakis is a crucial and coveted fixture in the galaxy 

and the inevitable sight of conflict as the forces of the Old Empire vie for control over the planet. 

With Paul himself, acting as the narrative’s central protagonist, Herbert utilizes the classic model 

of the monomyth, often referred to as “the hero’s journey.” Created by Joseph Campbell and 

named after a term found in James Joyce’s “Finnegan’s Wake,” the model implies a sense of 

universal or shared structure among numerous texts and myths spread throughout the world 

despite apparent lacks of geographical proximity. Adhering to the model, Herbert introduces 
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Paul in humble circumstances as his mother Jessica, accompanied by an old woman, looks in on 

him while he sleeps: 

 “Is he not young for his age, Jessica?” the old woman asked … 

 “The Atreides are known to start late getting their growth, Your Reverence.” (Herbert 4). 

This establishment of Paul as a pure innocent is followed by he and his family’s arrival on 

Arrakis and subsequent encounters with the Harkonnens, which collectively represent Paul’s 

“call to adventure.” Eventually, Paul discovers his true origins as a crucial component of a 

centuries old breeding program and he encounters the Fremen, who recognize in Paul “the Voice 

from the Outer World,” known as the Lisan al-Gaib. This chain of events carries Paul past 

several “threshold guardians,” including Wellington Yueh and Piter De Vries and allows him to 

embark on his hero’s journey into the unknown, where he unlocks his inner potential through the 

consumption of the Water of Life, becomes one among the Fremen tribe and eventually leads 

them into battle against Baron Harkonnen. Following his transformation and victory over the 

Harkonnens, Paul completes his hero’s journey by ensuring the security of Arrakis through 

abdication from Emperor Shaddam IV. With this general framework of Paul’s character arc 

through the novel, one can begin to adequately investigate the business of adapting him, and 

Dune at large, for film. 
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Kyle McLachlan as Paul Atreides in Dune (David Lynch, 1984) 

 In 1984, writer and director David Lynch took on the responsibilities of adapting Dune 

for the screen following a lengthy process to realize the project as a motion picture that dates 

back as early as 1971. The film was released to negative reviews and considered to be, by all 

accounts, a box office flop. This critical and commercial failure was used by Herbert purists to 

spearhead the argument that had the film chosen to remain faithful to the text its outcome 

would’ve been different. However, Bluestone observes that the “film-makers still talk about 

“faithful” and “unfaithful” adaptations without ever realizing that they are really talking about 

successful and unsuccessful films. Whenever a film becomes a financial or even a critical 

success, the question of “faithfulness” is given hardly any thought. If the film succeeds on its 

own merits, it ceases to be problematic” (Bluestone 114). Lynch wrote a total of seven drafts of 

the screenplay, collaborating with writers Eric Bergen and Christopher De Vore on the first two 

before creative differences occurred and he took responsibilities on the final five. As an 

adaptation, several liberties are taken with Paul’s characterization in the film. Though referred to 

in the screenplays as a “young man,” Paul is never given his designated age of fifteen at the 

onset of the narrative. His inevitable portrayal in the film by actor and frequent Lynch 

collaborator Kyle McLachlan, who was twenty five by the start of production, suggests a 
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confirmation with Bluestone’s belief that Lynch was, like any filmmaker adapting literature, 

“content with the assumption that they have mysteriously captured the “spirit” of” the character 

(Bluestone 114). Another alteration made to Paul in the film is the emergence of dormant 

superpowers, specifically the ability to summon rain as evidenced both in the seventh draft of the 

screenplay as well as the film: 

 284. EXT ARRAKEEN PALACE – DUSK 

 Paul opens his mouth and issues an ever increasing wind. Lightning and thunder begin. 

 Clouds begin to form over the Palace. In the half-light of dusk, thousands of Fremen 

 watch the sky. Giant golden lights are illuminated and their rays shoot far into the sky 

 illuminating the growing clouds. Five tremendous bolts of lightning suddenly unleash a 

 downpour of RAIN ON ARRAKIS. The Fremen stand awestruck as they are drenched 

 with water falling from the sky. (Lynch 114). 

Herbert’s novel bestows no such abilities unto Paul or, rather, he doesn’t have the capability to 

bring rain to Arrakis. So why make such a radical choice when it defies Herbert’s original 

characterization of Paul? Perhaps the answer is in the question itself. To retort, does the 

alteration truly fit as a defiance of Paul’s character? “It is clear that the impetus for most 

adaptations rests with the relationship between characters rather than the overarching themes of 

the novel in question, and that those characters, taken from their original context, may to some 

extent carve out a separate destiny” (Whelehan 8). In the process of adapting the character of 

Paul Atreides, David Lynch consequently creates a second, separate Paul Atreides. And though 

he may share qualities with the original incarnation from Herbert’s novel, he is a character unto 

himself. Writers tell a story as do filmmakers. And so it stands to reason that one of the strengths 

of adapting a preexisting work of text to film is that it provides a solid foundation of narrative 
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structure that a filmmaker can follow. In the business of telling a story, no matter the medium, it 

can be challenging to venture out and create something from scratch with no sense of direction or 

framework. Adaptation, as with storytelling itself, has a tradition all its own. T.S. Eliot 

champions the concept of an artist who is self-aware of the historical lineage they’re following 

and adapting literature is a tremendous example of that concept. 

 The point of view which I am struggling to attack is perhaps related to the metaphysical 

 theory of the substantial unity of the soul: for my meaning is, that the poet has, not a 

 ‘personality’ to express, but a particular medium, which is only a medium and not a 

 personality, in which impressions and experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected 

 ways. (Eliot 960) 

It’s an unavoidable practice that occurs. Eliot does not challenge the idea of defying tradition but 

rather embraces it with the idea that if one is to follow tradition, one must do so in an informed 

manner. He also seems to denounce the notion of being medium-specific or precious of the 

medium through which ideas travel, which supports the idea of cross-medium adaptation. 

 
Alejandro Jodorowsky 

 The road to adapt Dune might have initially culminated with David Lynch, but it began 

much sooner with the efforts of famed Chilean filmmaker Alejandro Jodorowsky. Known 

throughout spheres of science fiction and film enthusiasts alike, Jodorowsky’s fabled adaptation 
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of Dune has gained a reputation in its own right as arguably one of the largest examples of 

missed opportunity in the realm of contemporary genre filmmaking. Though the film was never 

produced, documentarian Frank Pavich sought to bring the story of the project’s long speculated 

and turbulent history to light with his 2013 documentary, appropriately titled Jodorowsky’s 

Dune. Over the course of the documentary and through interviews with Jodorowsky himself 

along with prospective collaborators including writer Dan O’Bannon, artists Christopher Foss 

and Hans Rudy Giger, producer Gary Kurtz and Alejandro’s son Brontis Jodorowsky, who 

would’ve performed the role of Paul had the film been produced as planned, Pavich uncovers the 

history of Jodorowsky’s involvement with adapting Dune as a feature film in the early to mid-

seventies. As with Lynch, Jodorowsky sought to feed his own creative impulses with several of 

the artistic choices discussed in the documentary, which come as no surprise given the director’s 

prior, eccentric art films such as the acid Western El Topo in 1970 and the surrealist The Holy 

Mountain in 1973. With a combination of violently surreal imagery and artistic fusions of 

religion and mysticism, Jodorowsky was positioned as the ideal candidate to direct the adaptation 

of Dune when he was asked to do so by producer Jean-Paul Gibon at the end of 1974. 

Jodorowsky’s intentions for Paul specifically follow that pattern with results that, while never 

realized on film, were incredibly ambitious and an even larger departure from Herbert’s novel 

than Lynch. According to Jodorowsky, his film would have ended with Paul’s presumed death at 

the hands of Feyd-Rautha only to realize that Paul, through his abilities and spirituality, had 

transcended beyond the concepts of life and death and evolved into a higher state of being. 

Jodorowsky and his son explain the creative process of the intended ending further in the 

documentary: 
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Storyboard of Paul’s resurrection from the proposed conclusion to Alejandro Jodorowsky’s Dune 

 

 Alejandro: “In the end, his (Paul’s) mind is the mind of every person, he’s a plural being. 

‘I am the others. The others are me’.” 

 Brontis: “By killing the hero near the end, you also open this way of identifying yourself 

so you’re not identifying yourself with a hero, a character, but you start identifying yourself also 

with a universal consciousness. He dies really physically, but he becomes everyone.” 

 Alejandro: “And then the whole humanity can get enlightenment, the earth (Arrakis) 

changes. The planet of sand, it starts to grow plants, animals, like a paradise. Dune is a messiah 

of the planets because it is a planet with conscience, with the same conscience of Paul and the 

planet go(es) to the universe to illuminate the other planets.” (Jodorowsky/Pavich 2013) 

 

To take the ending of Herbert’s novel and, for all intents and purposes, disregard it in favor of an 

original ending is a fascinating choice on Jodorowsky’s part. If the intention is to render and 

portray the environments and characters as they are from the novel, why make such a radical 

decision? Dune as a literary narrative already provides an ending for Paul’s journey and in 

adapting the novel it’s there on the page ready and willing to be utilized by Jodorowsky. 

However, what would be the point of adaptation then? What sort of passion or creative 
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inspiration could a filmmaker be asked to find if they’re shackled to the source material and not 

allowed to roam freely? Why not just pass out copies of Herbert’s Dune to the audience instead? 

Jodorowsky, as with Lynch and ironically in tangent with his proposed ending, has a conscience. 

He’s an artist with impulses and beliefs that are entirely his own apart from Frank Herbert. As a 

novel, Dune certainly succeeded in finding an audience and capturing their imaginations, but to 

take that work and funnel it through the lens of yet another creative eye accomplishes two things 

regardless of execution. It affords the work an opportunity to test its own durability, to see 

whether the themes and ideas and aforementioned “spirit” of the original narrative can break 

from its tangible form on the page and become accepted in a larger canon of human thought and 

consideration. It also provides the original work with a stage on which to amass larger public 

awareness without any concern for the success or failure of the adaptation. Adaptation, in turn, 

presents an opportunity of its own, one for a more communal experience between the audience 

and the artist as suggested by Charles Baudelaire. 

 The crowd is his element, as the air is that of birds and water of fishes. His passion and 

 his profession are to become one flesh with the crowd. For the perfect flanuer, for the 

 passionate spectator, it is an immense joy to set up house in the heart of the multitude, 

 amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite. 

 (Baudelaire 683) 

Art is fundamentally a form of expression spread throughout all possible mediums. But one 

mustn’t forget its simultaneous status as a business when discussed in professional terms. If a 

given filmmaker is already faced with the circumstances of studio interference, budget 

limitations and frivolous concerns over marketing, distribution, licensing and what not, where is 

their passion and freedom allowed to fly if not in how and by what means they choose to express 
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themselves? Whether it’s through the process of adaptation or not, expression is accomplished 

through the creative freedom to do so. In the case of adaptation, it should clearly be encouraged 

just on the simple basis that the original source material already exists, preserved as an artifact of 

one creator’s imagination. Film adaptation by virtue of its collaborative process incorporates 

multiple creators with multiple imaginations. What point would there be to stifle them on 

condition that they remain blindly faithful to the original literature? The very act of adaptation 

would be rendered irrelevant. 

 
Production Artwork for Alejandro Jodorowsky’s Dune by Christopher Foss 

 Past scholars have fallen prey to the simple argument that a literary text is superior to any 

foreseeable adaptation merely by virtue of its origin and that what material came first is most 

assuredly the superior example of that material. It’s then suggested that adaptation that fails to 

remain “faithful” to the original work is inherently inferior by simple design. “Discussion of 

adaptation has been bedevilled by the fidelity issue, no doubt ascribable in part to the novel’s 

coming first, in part to the ingrained sense of literature’s greater respectability in traditional 

critical circles” (McFarlane 8). If one is to appropriately discuss film adaptation, it stands to 

reason that one must acknowledge the logical fact that adaptation seeks to create an entity 

completely separate from its literary counterpart. In turn, this allows for the adaptation to stand 
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on its own artistic merits, free from any unjust scrutiny based merely on bias in favor of the 

original text. Is Paul Atreides’ classification as a hero in any film adaptation of Dune dependent 

on the faithfulness to Herbert’s text a given filmmaker observes? 

 What happens, therefore, when the filmiest undertakes the adaptation of a novel, given 

the inevitable mutation, is that he does not convert the novel at all. What he adapts is a kind of 

paraphrase of the novel-the novel viewed as raw material. He looks not to the organic novel, 

whose language is inseparable from its theme, but to characters and incidents which have 

somehow detached themselves from language and, like the heroes of folk legends, have achieved 

a mythic life of their own. … In the fullest sense of the word, the filmiest becomes not a 

translator for an established author, but a new author in his own right. (Bluestone 62) 

Are we not capable of identifying Paul as a heroic figure in spite of the changes brought to his 

character by Lynch or speculated by Jodorowsky? Of course not, because those changes bring 

forth the concept of multiple, alternate Paul Atreides’. Herbert’s character as he exists in the 

novel proper is bound to the text and its own unique narrative and themes. Adaptation, certainly 

through a different medium with different objectives and methods of storytelling, must seek to 

create its own Paul Atreides that can then be utilized to the benefit of those objectives and 

methods. Is it a question of morality that drives the naysayers who discredit adaptation as a valid 

form of expression? Is it morally reprehensible to adapt a pre-existing work with intention of 

alteration? Not in the slightest bit. As suggested by Henry James, the execution of a body of 

work is more imperative than the selection of what subject matter is used. To that end, any 

adaptation of Dune, prior or forthcoming, should not be burdened by the weight of some 

obligatory shadow cast upon it by fans of Herbert’s novel. Instead they, much like their 
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respective creators, will stand upon their own two feet and be critiqued for their own unique 

successes and failures with no concern for the source material. 

 We are discussing the Art of Fiction; questions of art are questions (in the widest sense) 

of execution; questions of morality are quite another affair, and will you not let us see how it is 

that you find it so easy to mix them up? (James 757) 

This divorce between adaptation and source material is further evidenced in the observations of 

Kamilla Elliot in her book, Rethinking the Novel/Film Debate: 

 Novelist and (significantly for this discussion) semiotician Umberto Eco contends that 

adaptation does not and cannot occur: that it is merely a collective cultural hallucination. He 

insists that there is no relationship at all between his book, The Name of the Rose, and Jean-

Jacques Annuad’s film of it: they simply happen to share the same name. (Elliot 134) 

Dune as fans know it is safe and secure on the proverbial bookshelf. While its presence in a 

discussion of adaptations based upon it is inevitable, that presence goes no further than 

posterity’s sake and should in no way encroach on critiquing said adaptations. 

 
U.S. Theatrical One-Sheet for Dune (David Lynch, 1984) 
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 The merit of literary adaptation is clearly illustrated and recognized when one realizes the 

simple truth that to adapt a work of literature is to create a work entirely independent of that 

work. It’s never meant to be a discussion over which piece is superior but instead whether or not 

each piece succeeds on its own medium-specific terms. What adaptation is truly about is the 

catharsis of the artist that’s creating the adaptation. It is the freedom to honor their artistic 

instincts regardless of the origins of their subject matter. If there’s a spark in preexisting material 

that speaks to them, it is their duty to be true to their sense of integrity. Some, like David Lynch, 

are buried beneath the bureaucracy of those in authority of the production. Others, like Alejandro 

Jodorowsky, have their freedom squandered by lesser minds; the same lesser minds that would 

partake in an unnecessary “book vs. film” debate when evidence points to the pointlessness of 

such an argument. Adaptation is more than inevitability, it’s a necessity. Prominent science 

fiction author Harlan Ellison makes this clear in his defense of Lynch’s efforts in an interview on 

the film’s special edition DVD: 

 “This, I think, is one of the lynchpins of Dune’s importance; that it (the 1984 feature 

film) ever actually got made. It was a book that shouldn’t have been shot, it was a script that 

couldn’t have been written, it was directorial job that was beyond anyone’s doing, it was a 

production that would beggar the imagination and bankrupt three studios. It was a production 

that could not possibly be marketed in any way that anyone could understand or that they would 

go to. It didn’t hit its audience, it looked like it insulted its audience, it looked like it defamed its 

originator and yet the film was made. And yet the film remains after all these, you know, we’re 

talking decades here. This film still holds up.” (Ellison 2006) 

Even despite his statement of the novel possibly being inadequate for adaptation, he defends the 

art and process of its adaptation by recognizing its limitations and challenges and the ambitions 
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that defied those challenges in order to bring Dune to life on screen. He consciously sets 

Herbert’s work aside and observes David Lynch’s film independently. This is what Lynch’s 

work, along with the efforts of Jodorowsky or John Harrison, who adapted Dune as a television 

miniseries in 2000, affords its final product, finished or speculative. It culminates in these artists 

earning the proper respect for refusing to compromise their own sense of self and ability. True 

artists do not suppress those impulses, whether it’s for the sake of Hollywood money men or fans 

of the source material or even for the creator of the original work, be it Frank Herbert or any 

other author. Adaptation, and by extension creation itself, is the act of releasing those emotions 

and desires in full. The artist achieves catharsis. In short, responsibility falls onto the audience to 

recognize this process and respect it to the utmost, regardless of how one may feel about the final 

product of that process. 
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