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More than “Clueless”
Many Jane Austen’s novels have been adapted through the years. Emma, one of her works, has been put on scene seven times, including six motion pictures and one sequel. Different from the other stories of the same author, this book is a coming of age story rather than a romance. The more recent adaptations are the 1996 version directed by Douglas McGrath, which is titled like the book, and Amy Heckerling’s “Clueless”, starring Alicia Silverstone. The movie “Emma” follows the same plot of the original story while “Clueless” build its own plot and circumstantial settings; however, the latter is still more faithful to Jane Austen’s novel in terms of the values and themes represented. “Clueless” creates characters that are more similar to the original story than the movie “Emma”, it accentuates more on social inequality, , and it emphasizes more on the evolution of the protagonist’s personality. 
Comparing to “Emma”, a better choice of actors allows the director of “Clueless” to create characters that are more faithful to the book. Gwyneth Paltrow，who plays the protagonist in “Emma”, is quite skinny for the role, since at Austen’s time, thinness is considered as a sign of poverty. On the other hand, Toni Collette, who plays Harriet Smith, is taller and plumper than Paltrow. This gives an impression that Harriet is the one who controls in the scenes. Jeremy Northam, casting Mr. Knightly, looks as young as Paltrow while the role he plays is in the thirties, he does not bring out Mr. Knightley’s maturity, and his acting gives an impression of being a coxcomb. In addition, Frank Churchill, a very important man that is involved in Emma’s evolution, is been nearly neglected due to the limit of the movie’s length. Quite the opposite, most of the actors fit their role in “Clueless”. Alicia Silverstone, who plays has all the characteristics of Emma: she is almost the tallest girl in the movie, she is confident and she is dominant. Brittany Murphy’s Tai is successful too; she looks like an innocent girl beside Cher, her size, her clothing and her adherence to Cher makes her the perfect parallelism to Harriet Smith. The portrayal of characters is an important aspect for an adaptation and especially for Emma since it helps to emphasize the distinction between different social classes, and Heckerling has well done it.
The main point that distinguishes “Clueless” from the other adaptations of the book is that it points out the author’s commentary on social classes, which is one important theme of the book. Adopting contemporary settings and characters to approach this aspect, this movie also shows that the social inequality is not only present in Austen’s time, but it becomes even more evident in the current era. On the contrary, Douglas McGrath arranges his movie like a romance story and does not focus on the social class problem. In “Clueless”, one can easily tell the difference of people’s wealth by the way they dress: Cher always puts on elaborated, fashionable and expensive clothes; while Tai, has those baggy pants and tartan plaid, country-like T-shirt. When they walk together, Cher leads Tai, who follows her religiously. The scenes are not balanced and the pressure is constantly on Cher’s side due to the disparity in height between her and Tai.  In “Emma”, there is no difference between people’s appearance. Harriet almost wears clothes with the same style and material as Emma. They are always put on the same level, and sometimes Harriet’s position in the screen is even higher than Emma, with might hint that her social position is too. This is the biggest failure of the director because he just gives Harriet certain dominance although she is from the lower class. In “Clueless”, the snobbery of high-ranked people is clearly demonstrated by the character of Elton, who once shouts to Cher “Do you know who my father is?”(Clueless) It ironically illustrates that, in the society, relationships are based on each other’s social level. Strangely enough, Elton is been made as a comic character in “Emma,” the meaning of his existence is distorted in this movie as his presence brings no more than comic effects while he should be the symbol of high class arrogance. Basically, McGrath is satisfied of presenting Emma’s story while Amy Heckerling concentrates more on the philosophical side of the book.
In the book, Emma changes from a girl who is unconscious of her snobbishness and who takes everything for granted to a young woman who is aware of people’s place in society; Amy Heckerling successfully illustrates this evolution while Douglas McGrath neglects this point. In “Emma,” the soft backlight gives Gwyneth Paltrow, who plays the protagonist, an impression of perfection. This leaves no place for further development of Emma’s personality since the director has arranged to build her flawless. From the beginning till the end, no psychological change in the protagonist can be observed and Emma, who is supposed to be more mature and conscious at the end, does not seem to learn anything from her failed matching experiences beside her love for Mr. Knighley. In contrast, “Clueless” demonstrates a series of obvious transformation in the main character as the story progress. Cher, in the beginning of the movie, thinks that she is a normal girl, but she does not realize how different she is from the others due to her father’s wealth. The monologue in this part of the movie indicates clearly that she is unaware of her own snobbery. When she meets Tai, she takes her under her wings and wants to change her. She does not notice the mischief of her deeds till Josh points out her selfishness: she links with Tai only to feel her superiority. In the end, she finally recognizes how she ruins other people’s life by misusing her intelligence. A few exaggerations in Silverstone’s performance also help to emphasize the evolution of Cher. Actually McGrath creates a image which Emma thinks she is while Amy Heckerling seizes what Emma really is.
Unlike “Emma,” which limits its content to the story of the novel, “Clueless” explores more in depth the themes of the book like social injustice. Although the settings of the original story is changed, the movie stays faithful to the idea of Jane Austen and it also represents the author’s point of view of the society, which makes this movie one of the best adaptations of Austen’s novels.
