
Books Into Movies 

From Beowulf to Fifty Shades of Grey, Hollywood has been borrowing its plotlines from the written word for some time. The same elements 
that make a good two-hour feature are easily found in the narratives that sit on our shelves. We can argue over which medium portrays the 
characters better and which one to enjoy first, but the fact is that having a movie made from a book usually means that both are worth our 
time. Some books make phenomenal action-adventure films and others do well as independent releases. For as many genres of books that 
are out there, you will find them all represented in motion pictures. Our list includes books in all of these areas that have found their way to a 
wider audience through cinema. There will never be a lack of books to explore in this category. 

 

Hart Hemmings. The Descendants. 2000. 

 

The Descendants is one of those rare book-to-movie successes that is not diminished in either the reading or viewing 

experience. This is largely due to the charismatic author being a part of the film development from the very start. 

Alexander Payne (director of "Sideways") agreed to produce the film but then decided to direct it as well. In a Wall 

Street Journal interview, November 23, 2011, Hemmings said that Payne "almost approached it as if he were making a 

documentary," hanging out with Hemmings' friends and family and meeting real-life counterparts of the book's 

characters. The Descendants - in both book and film - is true to its lovely setting without fawning over the scenery, 

denigrating tourists or romanticizing natives and Polynesians. 

 

The main character, Matt King, has a wife in the hospital, in a coma and dying from a sailboat accident. He has two 

daughters, each a handful, for whom he will soon be the only parent. It is his older daughter, a recovering drug user, 

who tells him that his wife has been seeing another man. Matt has to navigate this mess while being responsible for 

deciding what will become of his ancestral property, now up for development, on behalf of his extended Hawaiian family 

- the "descendants." 

 

Actors George Clooney, and Shaileen Woodley as his older daughter, add even more depth and pathos to their 

characters. Much of the dialog and plotting come straight from the book except for the inexplicable name-change of the 

comatose wife/mother from Joanie to Elizabeth. 

  

 

Joyce Maynard. Labor Day. 2009. 

 

Thirteen-year-old Harry lives alone with his reclusive mother Adele. He is struggling with puberty and the newfound 

appeal of girls in his class, and feeling like a poor substitute for the emotional support his mother needs. His father left 

the family and started a new one with his secretary, and aside from an awkward ritual Saturday night dinner at 

Friendly's, Harry sees very little of them. On the eve of Labor Day weekend, a chance encounter with an injured 

stranger in one of their rare trips to the supermarket is the catalyst to change both Henry and Adele’s lives forever. 

 

The storytelling is captivating with its swelling romance and urgency, and it excels at capturing the voice of a conflicted 

teenage boy who has been forced in many ways to grow up fast. The plot itself would lend itself well to book club 

discussion, posing many big questions about love and character. The book was adapted to a film starring Kate Winslet 

and Josh Brolin in 2013. 

  

 

David Mitchell. Cloud Atlas. 2004. 

 

Cloud Atlas by David Mitchell is a book for every reader. Composed of six short stories that are interrupted in the midst 

of action to begin that of the next, this novel paints a map of the interconnectedness of the world over spatial distance 

and time. Each story builds upon the previous until a whole story reflects both a future and the past. And after that 

sixth story, each ending then informs the next, making Mitchell an anthropologist of possibility. 

 

Each story typifies a genre (historical travelogue, sci-fi, action thriller, etc.) which entertains a reader's desire for 

escapism. The nature of the entire work allows for deeper reflection on themes, connections, and similarities, not just in 

the novel, but in the world readers live in now. 

 

In 2012 it was adapted into a film starring Tom Hanks, Halle Berry and several other big name stars who played 

different characters in each story in order to make the connections between the stories more obvious. Though a little 

more confusing than the book, the movie does a great job of helping to visualize the many differences and similarities 

between each story. 

  



 

Deborah Moggach. The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. 2012. 

 

A memorable and varied cast of aging British retirees face an uncertain future as nursing homes and retirement 

communities close across England. Characters including Muriel, Evelyn and Dorothy struggle with changes such as an 

influx of immigrants and the globalization of society. Meanwhile, Norman, a lascivious retiree, moves in with his 

daughter, Pauline, and resentful son-in-law, Ravi. Tired of being burdened with Norman, Ravi partners with his cousin 

Sonny to reopen the Marigold Hotel in Bangalore, India as a home for elderly British citizens. Norman, Muriel, Evelyn, 

Dorothy, and others all become guests of the Marigold, where they learn that it is never too late to embark on a new 

journey. 

 

The movie adaptation of The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel is significantly altered from the book, and several characters are 

entirely reinvented. However, those who appreciate British fiction, humor, and character-driven plots will enjoy the 

story in either format. 

  

 

Ron Rash. Serena. 2008. 

 

In the midst of the Great Depression, Boston timber baron George Pemberton brings his new wife, Serena, to his 

logging camp in the mountains of North Carolina. The wives of his two partners have remained behind in Boston, but 

Serena is not afraid of rough conditions or hard work. In fact, Serena doesn’t seem to be afraid of anything. Calm and 

practical to the point of coldness, Serena soon earns an almost godlike reputation amongst the mountain people her 

husband employs. Serena will allow nothing - and no one - to come between her and her husband or between her and 

success. 

 

Serena is a character-driven tale with subtle action that largely takes place off stage. Rash also sprinkles in touches of 

magical realism as the superstitious loggers don colorful attire or wear talismans to ward off accidents that plague the 

camp. Underlying all is a cry against the heartless exploitation of the land and its people, exploitation undertaken as 

much by the US Department of the Interior as it is by the Pembertons. 

 

Jennifer Lawrence stars in the movie version of Serena, which as of this writing (July 2014) has yet to find a distributor 

in the United States. 

  

 

Lisa See. Snow Flower and the Secret Fan. 2005. 

 

In nineteenth-century China, two seven-year-old girls from nearby villages are paired together as lifelong friends, or 

"laotong," in a matchmaking ritual. Though they are able to spend time together on occasion, most of their 

communication must take place at a distance. Using silk fans inscribed with a special writing known only to women, 

Snow Flower and Lily share the details of their lives, as well as their hopes, fears, and sorrows, over decades. From 

footbinding to marriage and childbirth to illness and loss, no detail is too intimate for the laotong to disclose to one 

another. The strong bonds of their lifelong friendship are tested in their later years, when a misunderstanding threatens 

to drive them apart. 

 

Fans of Amy Tan, historical fiction, and women's studies will all find something of value here. Readers may also 

appreciate a richly emotional, character-driven read, which centers on female friendship, rather than a romantic 

relationship.  

 

The book was adapted into a film, which received mixed reviews, in 2011. 

  

 

Daniel Woodrell. Winter's Bone. 2006. 

 

Jessup Dolly has jumped bail and left his sixteen-year-old daughter, Ree, to care for two younger siblings and a mother 

with dementia. Since Jessup put the family house and land up as collateral for his bond, Ree is in danger of losing her 

home if she can’t find her father. She risks the wrath of nearby friends and relatives by nosing into Jessup's last known 

whereabouts and activities. He was involved in the production of crystal meth, so not too many of his colleagues are 

willing to open up, even to his daughter. In fact, some of them are not past getting violent to keep Ree quiet. 

 

Like Mattie Ross in True Grit, Ree Dolly is tough, determined, and smart. Her life in the Ozarks is one of poverty, but 

she has a richness of spirit that sustains her and slowly gains the respect of her enemies. Woodrell’s writing is both 

poetic and authentic, conveying the bleakness of Ree’s situation and the harshness of her neighbors' attitudes.  

 

The 2010 independent film uses much of the dialog straight from the book. Regional music, real locations, and local 

amateur performers bring to our eyes and ears the world described so beautifully by Woodrell. Both book and movie 

deserve high praise. Recommended for readers and viewers who enjoy a strong story skillfully told. 

 


