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Abstract. A literary work, conventionally, can exist in an oral or writing form that requires its readers to listen and read in 
order to comprehend. This conventional concept of enjoying literary works has resulted in the waning interest to be involved 
in literature among the younger generation. It is deemed pivotal that adaptations of literature into films may attract the 
attention of this generation in order to understand a literary work. Based on this notion, this study aims at bringing to the 
fore the importance of film adaptation so as to comprehend the adaptation concept, analyse film adaptation in Malaysia 
and evaluate its significance to whom it may concern. It is discovered preliminarily, in this study that the adaptation process 
is essential in the efforts to enhance understanding of literary works among readers. It is hoped that this study may open up 
more discussions on the film adaptation and further embrace its impacts on society as film is one of the powerful 
technological tools that notably characterises the 4.0 Industrial Revolution (4IR). 

INTRODUCTION 

The advancement of information technology as a result of industrial revolution has further accelerated the 
emergence of the 4.0 Industrial Revolution (4IR) and subsequently it has influenced developments of knowledge and 
fields of studies. The field of literature has also been impacted by this industrial revolution. This has resulted in a new 
development of literature so as to ensure it is relevant today. In other words, this development has paved a new way 
in the world of literature so that people can accept literature amidst the technological progress. Information technology 
has become a new medium in instilling and presenting literary works to the mass. In this context, works of literature 
can be transmitted via various technological media such as television drama, film, animation and electronic games, 
just to name a few. This shows the flexibility of literature as it can ‘appear’ in other fields of knowledge or disciplines. 
This study will discuss the role of film adaptation as a new medium in understanding a literary text. Based on this 
premise, the discussions will focus on the elements of adaptation approach by examining several examples of film 
adaptations in Malaysia. Apart from this, aspects related to the significance of film adaptation production will be 
scrutinised so as to further understand how film adaptation as a new medium can interpret literary works. 

BACKGROUND OF STUDY 

The production of film adaptations based on literary works has started gaining momentum in Malaysia. Each year, 
there is an increase of film adaptation production by some local production houses. The literary works that have been 
adapted into films are from various literary genres especially from novels. This situation proves that there is a demand 
by the public on film adaptations of literary works. It is thus noted that the production of film adaptation has potentially 
expanded the horizon of literature. It is also interesting to observe that the literary film adaptation is a new medium in 
offering better understanding of literature. This can be seen in the high demand for filmic or visual literature as the 
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new medium in Malaysian context, as compared to the dwindling number of purchase of printed literary books as the 
conventional medium. This research further discusses the upward trend of film adaptation in this country.             

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

This study will focus on several objectives based on the reviews of literature. These objectives will be the main 
guidelines in this research. The research objectives are as follows: 

1) Identifying latest film adaptations in Malaysia. 
2) Discussing other researches concerning film adaptations in Malaysia. 
3) Analysing the significance of film adaptation as a new medium to understand literary works.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a qualitative method. A textual analysis is the main instrument in discussing and analysing 
previous researches thus this may contribute to identifying the problem statement which can be further translated into 
the research objectives. Besides, printed and online references will be sought in order to conduct a thorough research 
on the subject matter. There is also a need for a discussion on the adaptation approach because such approach is 
relatively new in Malaysian context. It is noted the approaches applied in the previous studies, mainly focused on the 
narrative aspect. On the other hand, the adaptation approach has received less attention among scholars. It is thus 
through this research, the central focus will be on the adaptation aspect as a new medium in understanding literature.               

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In understanding the context of the research, several past studies are discussed and examined that also function as 
guidelines in conducting this research. Among the relevant previous studies on film adaptation, Hani Salwah Yaakup 
(2018) discusses aspects of adaptation with regard to Ramlee Awang Murshid’s novel, Tombiruo Penunggu Rimba. 
The novel was adapted into a film using the same title and it was directed by Seth Larney in 2017. Hani Salwah 
Yaakup’s research focusses on the aspect of the community’s belief representation, that is the Dusun community in 
Sabah [1, 2].     

Sohaimi Abdul Aziz focusses on the adaptation elements in which there are relevant methods used when adapting 
a literary work into a filmic representation. He examines the film, Laskar Pelangi, which is based on a novel Riri Riza. 
In this study, Sohaimi Abdul Aziz applies four levels of film adaptation analysis: from the narrative level, verbal to 
visual, enunciation and to the whole production [12]. Through these four levels, his study concludes that there is a 
close relation between the filmmaker and the novelist. It is clear that his research focusses mainly on the structural or 
narrative elements that have been transferred from the novel to the film.      

Mohamad Azmi Bin Ab. Rahman and Phat A/L Awang in their article discuss the thematic aspect and issues 
conveyed in a film adaptation based on a Malaysian popular novel, Ombak Rindu. In the study, they examine the 
similarities and differences between the two media, the novel and the film where the thematic aspect especially on  
social issues becomes the central discussion in examining the roles of the film director and the novelist [5].       

Apart from all these, Siti Hasmah Wan Teh (2015) through her article, examines the adaptation approach as 
suggested by Klein and Parker. Her study focusses on the interpretation aspect of the film director, U-Wei Haji Shaari, 
in relation to the film, Jogho, which was based on the novel, Juara, by S. Othman Kelantan. The research looks at 
how a film director interprets a literary work thus highlighting the aspect of interpretation [10].    

Nur Azliza Mohd Nor and Nur Afifah Vanitha Abdullah (2017) have also discussed several U-Wei Haji Shaari’s 
film adaptations. Their research concludes that U-Wei Haji Shaari’s films that have been adapted from literature, have 
a tendency to deal with the feminist issues. Aspects of feminism are central in portraying women images in the films 
directed by him. In this manner, the feminist approach is more dominant as compared to other approaches in his film 
adaptations [8].       

Furthermore, Nur Azliza Mohd Nor and Nur Afifah Vanitha Abdullah (2019) explore the aspect of women 
degradation or discrimination in U-Wei Haji Shaari’s film adaptations [9]. In this study, they apply the approach by 
Hooks (1993) where there are two main factors that contribute to women discrimination: social institution and sexism. 
Through this approach, the researchers conclude that the main character, Mas Ayu in the film, Black Widow Wajah 
Ayu, as well as in the novel, has been discriminated and ostracised by the society due to being labelled as a ‘bastard’ 
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– a child of born out of wedlock. Thus, the main finding of this research reiterates Hooks’ ideas as portrayed both in 
the novel and film.         

Mohamed Nazreen Shahul Hamid and Md. Salleh Yaapar (2015) discuss the narrative aspects of Hikayat Merong 
Mahawangsa in both the film adaptation and the traditional Malay text. In the study, they apply a research approach 
as proposed by Desmond and Hawkes. It is concluded that the film has ‘loosely’ adapted the old Malay text. They 
observe that the director and the script writer have made significant changes thus the film has failed to adhere to the 
original text. Through the examination of the narrative aspects, there are parts that have been omitted and added in the 
production of the film [6].    

Moreover, Mohamed Nazreen Shahul Hamid and Md. Salleh Yaapar (2020) also scrutinised the historical aspects 
in a film adaptation. They examine the truthfulness of the history of the Patani kingdom in the film, Queens of 
Langkasuka. It is discovered through this research that the production of Queens of Langkasuka has made noticeable 
changes to the history of Patani, an ancient Malay kingdom located in the Southern Thailand. There are several aspects 
omitted or intentionally added in the film. Their research looks at the historical issues from a comparative context. It 
is concluded that Queens of Langkasuka is a film adaptation of a cinematic art that is independent from the any 
historical facts concerning Patani [7].  

DISCUSSION 

The discussion in this section will put emphasis on several points so as to better understand the elements of film 
adaptations as a new medium to comprehend literary works. The following points will provide answers to the 
objectives of this research.  

Understanding the Concept of Film Adaptation 

Adaptation is a research field or discipline developed by the previous scholars especially from the west. They have 
conducted researches and provided details on the film adaptation concept. Generally, an adaptation can refer to a 
process that changes written or oral literary texts into new forms such as films, video games and other visual arts. 
According to Sohaimi Abdul Aziz (2013), any printed literary works can be conveyed via the new media especially 
film which is characteristically visual. Thus literary texts can appear in filmic visualisation through the process of 
adaptation. It can also be said that the adaptation in this context is a process that has changed literature into a new 
medium using technology [12].     

Adaptation is also a process of offering new interpretations to works of literature. These new interpretations occur 
when one or several filmmakers produce(s) films based on their readings and understanding of literary works and get 
them translated in the form of visual representation. Such opinion is a reiteration of what       Linda Hutcheon (2003) 
has said about adaptation: “…adapting is a process of appropriation, of taking possession of another narrative, of 
abducting it, if you like,  for one’s own creative purposes.” It can be surmised that adaptation is a process of changing 
or modifying a text in order to produce a new creative work. The process of modifying written or oral literary texts is 
easier in the hands of filmmakers as they are readily available with their own narrative structure as opposed to gauging 
totally new scripts. Adaptation as a whole, is thus a process to translate any literary reference either written or oral 
into a new form, that is film [3, 4].       

Acceptance of Film Adaptation in Malaysia 

Based on the review of past studies, there has been a number of film adaptations produced in Malaysia and scholars 
have analysed them from various aspects. Such interaction signifies the acceptance of film adaptation in this country. 
In addition, this research pays a special attention on film adaptations with a focus on examining the function of film 
adaptation as a new medium in understanding literature. This study will look at several film adaptations that have been 
produced in Malaysia from 2010 to 2020.       
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TABLE 1. List of Film Adaptations in Malaysia from 2011 to 2020 from National Film Development Corporation Malaysia. 

No. Title of Film Adaptation Year of 
Production 

Original Text 

1. Legenda Budak Setan 2010 Legenda Budak Setan 
2. Hikayat Merong Mahawangsa 2011 Hikayat Merong Mahawangsa 
3. Ombak Rindu 2011 Ombak Rindu 
4. Tombiruo: Penunggu Rimba 2017 Tombiruo: Penunggu Rimba 
5. Pulang 2018 Pulang 

 
Based on Table 1 above, the Malaysian film industry has produced several films adapted from literary works. 

Though it seems that all films are adapted from, mostly novels, there are differences, especially in terms of themes. 
For instance, Ombak Rindu is based on a modern novel that portrays elements of romance and family issues whilst 
Hikayat Merong Mahawangsa, which is based on a traditional Malay text, depicts the bravery of warriors and the idea 
of defending one’s country from pirate invasion. On the other hand, there is Tombiruo: Penunggu Rimba that deals 
with aspects of communal belief and ecology. This situation has proven that film adaptations have been well received 
by Malaysians. Furthermore, based on the report by the National Film Development Corporation Malaysia (FINAS), 
the film adaptations have been successful due to the encouraging ticket sales at the Malaysian Box Office, as shown 
in the following Table 2.  

TABLE 2. List of Grossing Film Adaptations in Malaysia from 2010 to 2020 from National Film Development Corporation 
Malaysia. 

No. Title of Film Adaptation Year of 
Production 

Gross 
(RM/Million) 

1. Legenda Budak Setan 2010 RM 4.28 million 
2. Hikayat Merong Mahawangsa 2011 RM 6.50 million 
3. Ombak Rindu 2011 RM 10.90 million 
4. Tombiruo: Penunggu Rimba 2017 RM 7.97 million 
5. Pulang 2018 RM 2.3 million 

 
The above Table 2 shows the gross profit of each film adaptation in Malaysia from 2010 to 2020. It is also shown 

that all films grossed more than RM 1 Million with Ombak Rindu, which was based on Fauziah Ashari’s novel, has 
the highest grossing film adaptation in Malaysia with RM 10.90 Million. The second highest grossing film goes to 
Tombiruo: Penunggu Rimba from Ramlee Awang Murshid’s novel with RM 7.97 Million. Hikayat Merong 
Mahawangsa, which was based on a traditional Malay text, earned RM 6.50 Million, followed by Legenda Budak 
Setan with RM 4.28 Million, which was based on a novel by Ahadiat Akashah. Last but not least is Pulang with  an 
income of RM 2.3 Million, which was based on a creative work by Lily Haslina Nasir. The statistics indicates that 
Malaysian film adaptations are well-received and moviegoers seem to support and appreciate this kind of film. The 
gross profits may still be pale in comparison with Hollywood, but by the local standard, these film adaptations are 
doing well at the Malaysian box office. It can be discerned that there should more serious efforts of making more film 
adaptations thus further spark the interest of literature among Malaysians.     

The Need for Film Adaptation from Literary Works 

Films adapted from works of literature should be multiplied in production because there is a high demand for this 
kind of film. Such a positive acceptance may signal the need for collaborations between filmmakers and the creative 
writers so as to increase the film adaptation productivity. It should also be noted that the filmmakers may consider 
implementing the aesthetical aspects in the films without jeopardising the commercial values in order to meet the 
audience’s demands. Moreover, there are several basics needed in film adaptations.  

These are the three main basics:         
1) The narrative value of a literary text  
2) The commercial aspect of a literary text and its writer(s) 
3) The demands of current audience or generation. 
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The narrative value of a text should be pondered upon in the production of film adaptations. A creative writer may 
have constructed his or her work with an interesting narrative structure thus making a great literary work that may 
attract a wider readership. Subsequently, such excellent works of literature may be appealing to readers. A strong 
connection with the readers perhaps is due to the meticulous aspect of narrative in the story. It is then suggested that 
filmmakers need to establish close relations with the creative in producing better quality of film adaptations. For 
example, the success of Ombak Rindu is due to excellent collaborations between the novelist, Fauziah Ashari and the 
director, Osman Ali. Thus, there is the need for understanding literary works in the production of film adaptations. 

The commercial aspect should also be taken into consideration when making film adaptions based on works of 
literature. It is an established notion that certain literary works, particularly novels, may have their own readers or 
followers. For instance, the famous Malaysian novelist, Ramlee Awang Murshid, has his own huge fans. They will 
always support his novels thus making him one of the best-selling authors in Malaysia. Ramlee Awang Murshid’s 
Instagram has a strong support with 15.7 thousand followers thus certifying his popularity as a novelist. His fans even 
created Ramlee Awang Murshid Fan Club (RAMFC) on Facebook with more than 144 thousand followers. In this 
sense, novels written by Ramlee Awang Murshid, have their commercial values that filmmakers can tap into. It is then 
no surprise that the success of the film Tombiruo: Penunggu Rimba in 2017, based on one of Ramlee Awang Murshid’s 
novels, can be attributed to the popularity of the author himself who has become a household name in modern 
Malaysian literature. Therefore, this situation has proven that the commercial value is an important aspect in the 
production of film adaptations.        

The third point is meeting the demands of the audience or today’s generation. In this context, the current generation 
witnesses a phase of transition from using conventional medium to consuming the new media or multimedia in almost 
all walks of life. One of them is the film industry. Today’s generation has the tendency to ‘enjoy’ many sorts of 
entertainment through multimedia, resulting in the perpetuation of a hedonistic culture. Thus, it has become more 
challenging to filmmakers and creative writers to work together to ensure that a film, one of today’s sources of 
entertainment, should not be produced for a sheer enjoyment, especially for the youth. The local film industry has a 
big responsibility to provide entertainment ‘responsibly’ by instilling good values so as to provide indirect education 
and morality. Subsequently, morally-conscious films may exude positivity in life thus boosting up the morale of the 
youth. The film, Pulang, directed by Kabir Bhatia, is a case in point where it emphasises on the educational aspect of 
life thus providing a guidance to the audience especially among the younger generation. It can be summed up that the 
demands of the generation should be considered in the production of film adaptations especially with regard to 
educating the younger generation.               

The Importance of Film Adaptation 

Based on the previous discussion, a film adaptation is a medium that may help the mass to have an  effective 
understanding of literary works. The advancement in the world of information technology has shifted the transition of 
medium from the conventional use of printed materials to a medium which is technology-savvy. This technology-
driven medium which is also known as multimedia has open up more and wider windows of opportunity in producing 
creative works. With the production of film adaptations, a work of literature has literally leapt off the page at the 
audience. As if given a ‘life’, the literary work is further enjoyed in its filmic form because of audio-visual effects. 
Such cinematic experience may enhance the understanding of literature. The audience does not necessarily read the 
text, but rather by enjoying film adaptations, they gain insight into the world of literature. However, in producing film 
adaptations, the filmmakers should adhere to the three basics mentioned previously. It is to be further emphasised that 
there should be a good cooperation between the filmmaker and the writer in order to produce a well-balanced film 
adaptation. Thus, a film adaptation is an effective medium to help audience better understand a literary work.                

The emergence of the adaptation concept in literature is pivotal in ensuring the sustainability of the field of 
literature itself. Adapting literary works into films have brought significant impacts to literature. This is due to the fact 
that a film adaptation of literature, can indirectly increase the number of people who may be interested in literary 
works. Literature is not a popular subject among Malaysians, perhaps due to its basic nature that it requires reading. 
It has been proven through various researches that Malaysians do not read enough books. According to a statement 
by the director of the national library of Malaysia, the Malaysian literacy rate is below 55 percent with an average of 
a Malaysian only reads between 15 and 20 books per year (Bernama, 2017) [13]. Due to the low literacy rate in the 
country, the demands for printed materials are also correlatively low. The national library of Malaysia has produced 
a statistics on the number of books registered according to their categories from 2006 to 2018 as shown below:     
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TABLE 3. Statistics of Books Registered in Malaysia 2006 – 2018 from The National Library of Malaysia. 

 
 

Based on the data in Table 3, there are 36,107 books on literature, which is amounting to only 16.49% of the total 
number of books registered from 2006 to 2018. Such finding is in line with the discussion of this research that there 
is a waning interest among the Malaysians in relation to the low production of printed books, especially on literature. 
Therefore, as suggested in this study, adapting texts to films can be seen as an important factor to ensure the 
sustainability of literature. The adaptation process may attract more people in taking up interest in literature especially 
among those who are not interested in reading. The film adaptions of literary works may further draw attention to 
wider audience or even readership thus contributing to increase the literacy rate in Malaysia.      

CONCLUSION 

Based on several aspects discussed in this research, it can be concluded that the production of film adaptations is 
one of the most effective ways in making people to understand literature. A literary text should not be treated in 
isolation without any collaboration with other fields of knowledge or disciplines. On the contrary, the field of literature 
should be given more spaces so that it may further develop and innovate its methods of transmission. The important 
aspect that needs to be maintained is to ensure the literary element is still upheld and it becomes the central part in the 
production using any new medium. In successfully achieving the adaptation process, both parties – the creative writers 
and the filmmakers should work together and communicate effectively so as to produce film adaptations that have 
impacts on both the readers of literature and the moviegoers. This is because the readers or audience are the ones that 
receive the outcomes of film adaptation thus it is only fair that their demands are to be prioritised. Good film 
adaptations will also further provide appreciation and comprehension of the narrative aspect of literary works. With 
positive feedback and acceptance by the audience, their appreciation of literature can be further accentuated through 
the audio-visual effects when watching a film. This situation can also be viewed as a way of encouraging the society 
to embrace the current ‘explosion’ of the 4.0 industrial revolution in which the film industry is one of the most 
important technologies in this industrial revolution.                 

REFERENCES 

1. Hani Salwah Yaakup, Jurnal Komunikasi 34, 323-337 (2018) 
2. Hatta Azad Khan. “Karya Besar Sastera dan Filem: Manifestasi Maruah dan Ketamadunan Bangsa” in The 

International Journal of Arts, Culture & Heritage (IJACH). 
3. L. Hutcheon “From Page to Stage to Screen: The Age of Adaptation in Great Minds at The University of 

Toronto” (University of Toronto, Toronto, 2003). 

020278-6



4. M. E. Kinney, “Linda Hutcheon’s A Theoryof Adaptation, by Linda Hutcheon” (Critical Voices: The University 
of Guelph Book Revies Project, 2013) 7-15. 

5. Mohamad Azmi Bin Ab. Rahman and Phat A/L Awang Deng. “Mencari Titik Persamaan dan Perbezaan Dalam 
Novel dan Filem Popular Melayu” (Proceedings of International Seminar on Generating Knowledge Through 
Research, UUM-UMSIDA, 2016). 

6. Mohamed Nazreen Shahul Hamid and Md. Salleh Yaapar, Jurnal Antarabangsa Dunia Melayu, 8, 201-223 
(2015). 

7. Mohamed Nazreen Shahul Hamid and Md. Salleh Yaapar, Jurnal Antarabangsa Dunia Melayu, 13, 299-318 
(2020). 

8. Nur Azliza Mohd Nor and Nur Afifah Vanitha Abdullah, Jurnal Melayu, Special Issue, 304-317 (2017). 
9. Nur Azliza Mohd Nor and Nur Afifah Vanitha Abdullah, Jurnal Melayu 9, 25-37 (2019). 
10. Siti Hasmah Wan The, Jurnal Antarabangsa Dunia Melayu 8, 224-244 (2015). 
11. Sohaimi Abdul Aziz, “Kesusasteraan Bandingan dalam Ruang dan Teknologi” (Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 

Kuala Lumpur, 2013). 
12. Sohaimi Abdul Aziz, The Asian Journal of Humanities 18, 135-52 (2011). 
13. Information on http://mabopa.com.my/index.php/article/550/ 

020278-7

https://doi.org/10.37052/jm.13(2)no6

