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Translation: Breakfast at Tiffany’s 

 When literature is transformed into film, the typical complaint revolves around alterations 

in the storyline. Perhaps the most common reason for this is because the vision of the director 

tends to differ from the perceived intent of the author. An illustration of this tendency can be 

demonstrated in the classic book and movie Breakfast at Tiffany’s, a story of a hillbilly-turned-

playgirl who lives in a Manhattan brownstone, symbolizing the author’s philosophy of freedom 

and acceptance of human irregularities, yet also possessing fears and anxieties. The title 

represents her personal cure for anxiety and sorrow: a visit to Tiffany’s, where ‘nothing bad 

could happen,’ (Time Magazine). When Truman Capote’s best-seller was translated into film, 

the story endured changes in plot, characters, and overall purpose.  

  The events in the book do not develop in the same manner throughout the movie 

rendition, misrepresenting the plot. First and foremost, the fact that the main character, Holly 

Golightly, traveled to South America and Africa was never mentioned in the movie, yet is one of 

the first things the reader knows when reading the book. The setup of the novel is the narrator’s 

recollection of past experiences with Holly, before she had assumingly vanished from the 

country. This can be gathered from the conversation between the main character and the local 

bartender Joe Bell, “‘One thing you got to admit, it’s the only definite news in I don’t know how 

many’—he counted on his fingers: there weren’t enough—‘years. All I hope, I hope she’s rich. 

She must be rich. You got to be rich to go mucking around in Africa,’” (Capote 8). In opposition 
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to this key component, the film shows Holly abandoning her plans to leave the country. This 

dramatic change of plot leaves the audience with an entirely different grasp of the story without 

properly accrediting Capote’s creation.  

  Not only were certain characters completely excluded from the film, but the distortion in 

development of main characters did not align with the original story as well. As previously 

mentioned, Joe Bell was introduced in the book early on as the bartender who knew both the 

narrator and Holly Golightly and had news about a possible discovery of Holly in Africa, yet he 

does not even exist in the film. Eliminating his role is most likely because the director had 

changed Holly’s actions by having her stay in New York, with no need for the conversation 

between the two men about her disappearance. The film portrays the main character—nick-

named ‘Fred’ by Holly after her brother—as a man named ‘Varjack’ who appears to be madly in 

love with Holly. Although the Fred in the book proclaims, “ ‘And thank you. For saving my life. 

You’re wonderful. Unique. I love you,’” (Capote 84), their relationship is not meant to be 

romantic. Hollywood translates the book as a love-story, regardless of Capote’s scheme.  

  Although an author’s purpose is not tangible, the underlying messages conveyed in the 

book are undermined in the film. With the change of plot and character analysis, Capote’s 

overall message within this book is lost. During the party scene in the movie, a live bird is shown 

sitting in a birdcage in the middle of Holly’s apartment. This completely contradicts her 

character in the book when she gives Fred the prized birdcage and begs, “‘Promise you’ll never 

put a living thing in it,’” (Capote 56). This request is later expressed when Holly speaks of her 

ideology with Joe Bell, “‘Never love a wild thing, Mr. Bell,’ Holly advised him. ‘That was Doc’s 

mistake… you can’t give your heart to a wild thing: the more you do, the stronger they get. Until 

they’re strong enough to run into the woods. Or fly into a tree…Then the sky. That’s how you’ll 
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end up, Mr. Bell. If you let yourself love a wild thing. You’ll end up looking at the sky,’” 

(Capote 70). It is difficult to say why the director/producers would deliberately distort Holly’s 

character, as well as disregard Capote’s underlying message: free spirits flee from containment. 

Capote explains in an interview, “The main reason I wrote about Holly, outside the fact that I 

liked her so much, was that she was such a symbol of all these girls who come to New York and 

spin in the sun for a moment like May flies and then disappear. I wanted to rescue one girl from 

that anonymity and preserve her for posterity,” (Norden, Playboy Interview). In other words, 

Capote understood the lifestyle these women sought, and felt compelled to depict the core of the 

appeal associated with such frivolous living. Although he was present in the production of the 

film, I am not sure the outcome matched his vision. Instead of translating his work, the 

moviemakers created a different language of the classic.  

 As an aspiring author, writing a novel as successful and cherished as Breakfast at 

Tiffany’s would be a dream come true. Despite the disappointments with the amount of changes 

in the movie, both mediums will forever remain classics. However, if I were to produce a best-

seller, I might behave like J.D. Salinger of Catcher in the Rye and not allow my book to be made 

into a movie. Even though it would be an honor for directors and producers to want to use my 

work, there are some stories best left on the pages. This is because each individual has his or her 

own perspective and ideas about the text they are reading. Imagination is far more powerful and 

expansive than cinematic visualization. 
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