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Comparison Between Effi Briest Film and Novel


The film version of Theodore Fontane’s novel Effi Briest varies quite a bit from the actual text.  This essay will attempt to question whether these differences in the film downplay or emphasize the social criticisms Fontane had for 19th century Prussia in the text of Effi Briest.

The most obvious and noteworthy deviation from the novel to the film appears to be the overwhelming presence of the narrator.  In the novel, Effi Briest, we rarely hear the voice of Fontane, the author.  However, in the film version the presence of a narrator occurs before and after virtually every scene.  This pervasiveness of the narrator in the form of voiceovers and snippets of text on the screen allow for considerable dramatic irony to occur.  Through this strong presence of the narrator in the film there is little or no question as to Effi’s naivety and vanity, as they are clearly presented by the text in the film, as well as words from the narrator.  In addition, we see the Baron Innstetten as an often cold husband, much as he is presented in the novel.  However, this appears to be due to the actor’s stern expressions rather than to his actual dialogue which at times is rather scarce and not necessarily un-loving.  The presence of the narrator in the film appears to serve the purpose of accentuating the contradictions and absurdity of much of Prussian society as presented by Fontane in the novel.
In compressing the film and implementing the many voiceovers and appearances of text the filmmakers leave much of the film out.  For instance, not all of Effi’s young adolescent friends are present, nor for that matter are hardly any of the characters from Effi’s time in Hohen-Cremmen before her marriage to the Baron.  In addition, the dog Rollo is hardly mentioned even though he plays a significant role in the text.  The absence of Rollo draws attention to another point in that often the deletion of scenes does not seem to have been based on their importance to the overall content of Fontane’s novel.  In other words, the filmmakers’ omissions of content and contextual events and scenes or the choosing of scenes are clearly based upon their intended meaning for the film.  For instance, the actual scene of Effi’s becoming frightened her first night away from Innstetten is entirely deleted and only mentioned in terms of showing the Baron’s overt concern with his career, as well as to show is not desiring to have a wife who insists on changing residences for the likes of a ghost.  Also, the character Joanna in the film, from the very beginning, seems to have a clear dislike for her mistress, Effi.  This again is an example of particular points of the novel being highlighted in the film.

 Another difference between the novel and the film pertains to the presentation of certain scenes.  For instance, we see Cousin Briest rarely and we see his love for Effi presented as Effi stands by a train while her admirer Cousin Briest stares smilingly at her for a prolonged period of time.  In another scene we see Major Crampas, the Baron, and Effi on the beach and the short verbal conflict between the two men on the matter of Major Crampas’s lack of concern for rules, presented in a rather harsher light than in the novel.  In the novel Fontane has this scene being rather cordially concluded with neither the Major nor the Baron being overly agitated.  In the scene in the film, the two men, especially the Baron, appear to be greatly agitated and exchange harsh words.  The scene ends in this way without apparent friendly resolution.
It is rather obvious that in any film adaptation of a work of literature there will inevitably be omissions and deviations, which are often necessary.  This is in order to create an effective experience; the film version of Effi Briest certainly follows this pattern.  While the entertainment value of the film version of Effi Briest in the 21st century would likely have many criticisms, what is more important is that the film does succeed in staying true to Fontane’s criticism of Prussian society.  Through the different scenes and the method by which characters are developed and especially through the widespread narration we clearly see the absurdity of Prussian society that is sought after as a creative goal, both by Fontane and the filmmakers.
