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Fr_om Novel -to_ Cinema: A Cross-Cultural
Reading of Thomas Hardy’s
Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Rajiv

’
. Kapoors Prem Granth
Hupaobou Chawang
Dr Anjan K Behera
Introduction
The changes that come from text to cinema often transform the meaning

of the original book in order to satisfy different audiences and their
cultural backgrounds. Thomas Hardy’s 7ess of the d'Urbervilles (189 1)
is a Victorian novel that expresses critiques of social morality, gender
oppression, and inequality of different classes. When such stories are
adapted into cinema, particularly across different cultures, its themes
and characters undergo special changes. Raj iv Kapoor’s Hindi film Prem
Granth (1996) transforms and reassesses Hardy’s story within the norms
of popular Indian cinema, transforming the settings of the play, along
with its cultural norms, from rural England to a North Indian village
and reimagining the heroine’s experience to suit the audience’s
expectations.

This chapter examines the transformation of Hardy’s novel through its
adaptation into Indian cinema. By analysing the novel’s themes, narrative
structure, and representation of female liberation alongside the
Bollywood adaptation Prem Granth, it explores how localization,
audience reception, and cinematic techniques shape the adaptation
process. The chapter also draws on comparable cross-cultural
adaptations, such as the Filipino adaptation of Emily Bronte’s Wuthering
Heights, The Promise (Pangako Sa ’Yo), directed by Rory B. Quintos,
to demonstrate how narratives are reconfigured to engage diverse cultural

audiences.

276 Literature, Society and Culture: Multidisciplinary Perspectives



Social Criticism in Hardy’s Novel

Hardy’s Tess of the d'Urbervilles highlights several powerful criticisms
of the Victorian cra, especially its high expectations and double standard
towards women and the corrupted morality they secretly hide through
the cover of deceitful glamour and personality. Tess is shown as a fallen
target of fate and circumstances due to her being born in a poor family,
especially in a society that has deep division among classes and the
strict adherence to patriarchal morality. Hardy portrays Tess as “a pure
woman faithfully presented,” a phrase that caused a huge controversy
among the people, especially the aristocrats within Victorian society, as
it represented a woman defiled by sexual exploitation, which went against
the society’s idealization of women. The novel portrays how such
expectations and social forces pushed Tess beyond her limits, and there
was nothing she could do to change her fate. When she met with Alec
d’Urberville, it resulted in her being sexually exploited, which
permanently pushed her towards the outskirts of society, labelling her
as a symbol of shame and sin. It is later known that, when Angel Clare
comes to know about Tess’s past, he flees and leaves her, unable to
accept her flaws even though he knew that it wasn’t her fault, a
hypocritical situation as he had already confessed his own moral mistakes
to Tess, that he had multiple affairs with several different women. This
moment highlights the hypocrisy of Victorian morality. Hardy writes
that through this experience Tess felt the injustice that prevailed within
this society, a world where she cannot escape, realizing that the “social
law had no relation to the intrinsic rightness or wrongness of things”
(Hardy 265).

Several critics have expressed that Hardy’s novel exposes the patriarchal
morality mentally funded by a society that puts women on a high social
pedestal, putting forward unrealistic expectations which reveal how
society condemns the victim rather than the perpetrator, as shown in the
case with Tess. Feminist criticism argues that Tess becomes a symbol of
social condemnation and is subjected to morality, both within the story
and by readers themselves. As Therese Gordeladze explains, the narrative
gaze continually positions Tess as a figure observed and judged by others,
reflecting broader patterns of female objectification in literature
(Gordeladze).

Even so, Hardy also portrays Tess as a brave heroine and creates a
moment of justice in her own way. As the novel ends, she determinedly
kills Alec when she could no longer bear his abuse and realizes that his
manipulation and deceit will go on forever if she doesn’t act on it. This
act represents her reclaiming her independence and individuality even
though it ultimately leads to her demise through execution. In Hardy’s
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narrative. Tess is not a woman who gets rescued by a man; rather, she is
a woman who confronts her own oppressor with her own strength and
determination.

Cultural Localization in Prem Granth

In Prem Granth, when Hardy's novel Tess Of the D ‘Urberville 1s taken
as an inspiration and is adapted into its cinematic film, the narration of
the story undergoes a series of changes so that it can fit into the cultural
perception of the Indian audiences. In the film, the setting is changed
and jumps into the story of an Indian village where the female lead
character Kajri is introduced, a lower-caste woman who suffers sexual
violence and social stigma. The male protagonist, Somen, belongs to an
upper-caste family, which exposes the issue of the caste system within
the society.

This shift from Victorian class hierarchy to the Indian caste system
represents an important example of localization. The central idea of
social discrimination and oppression from the original text still exists
within the movie, but the settings, dialogues, characters and so on are
transformed to suit the audience’s perception and their cultural
background.

Narrative resolution is yet another significant change. In contrast to
Tess, who is finally put to death, Kajri is shielded and supported by
Somen. Somen challenges the village elders in a crucial moment (about
2:18:30-2:20:10 in the movie) and contends that Kajri shouldn’t be
held accountable for the brutality she endured. The conversation
highlights that society, not Kajri, is to blame for her misery. This change
illustrates a significant distinction between the book and the movie.
While the Bollywood adaptation focuses on moral restoration and love
closure, Hardy’s story highlights tragedy and societal injustice.
Bollywood Traditions and Musical Storyline

The use of music and spectacle in the movie is another important
distinction. Bollywood films often use dance and song segments as a
plot mechanism. Numerous musical sequences in Prem Granth convey
emotions like love, hopelessness, and despair. In the movie, we can
witness this when Somen and Kajri’s developing connection is displayed
in the song “Dil Dene Ki Rut.” In contrast to Hardy’s more subdued and
psychologically nuanced portrayal of Tess and Angel’s love, the musical
segment vividly romanticizes their connection. In Indian cinema, these
songs are used for both amusement and emotional narrative. Hardy’s
melancholy realism is thus transformed into a Bollywood-style
melodramatic story in the adaptation.
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The Theory of Audience Reception and Adaptation

Scholars of adaptation contend that texts alter when they travel across
media and cultural boundaries. According to Linda Hutcheon,
adaptations serve as reinterpretations of the original work rather than
exact replicas (4). Every adaptation reacts to the ideals and expectations
of a certain audience. The way Tess’s story has changed in Prem Granth
is a reflection of what mainstream Indian viewers expected in the 1990s.
Instead of focusing on tragic fatalism, Bollywood stories frequently
highlight moral justice and emotional closure. As a result, rather than
being executed, Kajri’s story ends with marriage and social acceptance.
Audience reception theory also helps explain these changes. Readers of
Hardy’s novel may interpret Tess as a tragic symbol of social injustice,
whereas film audiences may prefer narratives that restore moral balance.
By providing Kajri with a supportive partner and a hopeful ending, the
film aligns with these expectations.

Comparison of a Cross-Cultural Adaptation

The process of localization can also be found in several cross-cultural
adaptations. For example, Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights has been
reinterpreted in the Filipino television drama The Promise (Pangako
Sa 'Yo). In this adaptation, the themes of love, revenge, and class conflict
are transformed within Filipino society.

Like Prem Granth, this cross- cultural adaptation shows how different

cultural backgrounds change literary texts as it goes through different
communities around the world.

Social Awareness and Gender Politics

Though they may not be exactly the same, both the narration holds the
same idea: resistance against social discrimination and gender inequality.
In a later scene (2:28:40-2:30:00), the female lead Kajri confronts the
man responsible for her downfall and the societal judgment that she had
to endure all her life; she does this in the eyes of the public, displaying
the truth in front of society instead of suffering in individual tragedy.
The man then faces the consequences of his actions during the Dussehra
festival, symbolically representing the triumph of good over evil.

Har.dy’s novel reveals the inevitable downfall of an individual through
societal judgement. Prem Granth displays a different ending where truth

and perseverance can lead to actual freedom and victory over social
morals and expectations,

Should Adaptations Change the Plot?

This is likely the most debated to
argue whether the

to the local com
that thig underm

pic in the literary scene, where critics
plot and scenes from the text should change and adapt
munity while altering the textual stories. Many argue
ines the author’s legitimacy while others say that to be
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quires creativity and may also have a bigger impact
upon the target audiences. In the case of Prem (_Fr(mfh,‘ the c»hangcs
reflect the necessity of cultural translation. If Hardy’s tragic ending had
been reproduced without modification, it might not have resonated with
the expectations of Indian popular cinema audiences. Therefore, the
film illustrates how adaptation can preserve thematic concerns while
altering narrative structure.

Brian McFarlane argues that adaptation involves both “transfer” and
“transformation,” meaning that certain elements of a narrative are
preserved while others are reshaped for cinematic storytelling. In this
sense, Prem Granth should not be seen simply as a reinterpretation of
Hardy’s novel but as a culturally specific narrative inspired by it.
Conclusion

The comparison between Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles and
Rajiv Kapoor’s Prem Granth demonstrates that literary adaptation is
not a process of simple reproduction but one of cultural reinterpretation.
As narratives move across languages, media, and societies, they
inevitably undergo transformation in order to engage with new cultural
values, audience expectations, and artistic conventions. While Prem
Granth draws inspiration from Hardy’s novel, it does not attempt to
replicate the original narrative in its entirety. Instead, it reimagines the
story within the social, cultural, and cinematic framework of India,
allowing Hardy’s concerns with gender oppression, social injustice, and
moral hypocrisy to acquire renewed significance in a different context.
The study illustrates that the adaptation preserves the thematic core of
Hardy’s novel while modifying its narrative structure and character

able to do thisonere

trajectories.
In Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Tess’s tragic fate reflects the rigid moral

codes and patriarchal values of Victorian England, exposing a society
that condemns the victim rather than the perpetrator. Prem Granth retains
this critique of social discrimination but relocates it within the realities
of caste, honour, and communal judgment in rural India. Through this
process of localization, the film demonstrates that although the forms
of oppression may differ across cultures, the marginalisation of women
continues to be a significant social concern. Equally significant is the
difference in narrative resolution. Hardy concludes his novel with Tess’s
execution, reinforcing the tragic consequences of an unjust social order.
In contrast, Prem Granth offers reconciliation, justice, and social
acceptance for Kajri. This shift reflects the conventions of mainstream
Hindi cinema, where narratives frequently emphasise emotional closure
and moral restoration. Rather than diminishing the seriousness of the
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issues addressed, the altered ending reveals how adaptation negotiates
between fidelity to the source text and the expectations of a new ar ﬁ!;:;n};-._l
The film therefore demonstrates that meaningful adaptation in '-;'0]';--:-:;
selective transformation rather than strict adherence to the original. The
comparison also highlights the importance of cinematic techniques in
reshaping literary narratives. Music, visual symbolism, melodrama. and
performance enable the film to communicate emotional experiences
differently from the novel’s descriptive and psychological narration,
These elements are not merely decorative but function as cultural
storytelling devices that make the narrative accessible and emotionally
resonant for Indian audiences. Consequently, adaptation becomes both
an act of translation and creative interpretation, where meaning is
reconstructed through the expressive possibilities of cinema. Ultimately,
the relationship between Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Prem Granth
demonstrates that literary texts remain dynamic rather than fixed. Their
ability to travel across cultural boundaries ensures that they continue to
generate new meanings while remaining connected to the concerns of
the original work. Cross-cultural adaptations therefore serve not only
as creative reinterpretations but also as reflections of the societies that
produce them.

By examining how Hardy’s Victorian narrative is transformed within
the conventions of Bollywood cinema, this study underscores the value
of adaptation as a space where literature, culture, and film engage in an
ongoing dialogue, revealing both the universality of human experience
and the distinctive ways different cultures choose to represent it.
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