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No writer lives in a vacuum – he/she is always influenced by the world around, which finds its reflection in his/her writing. No reader lives in a vacuum either, and the conventions of his/her time influence the perception of a work of art. Since an adaptor of a literary work is first and foremost its reader, it is informative to analyse an adaptation in terms of the socially bound transformations that the original has undergone. Even a study of the changes undergone by one character can be very revealing. Let us prove this point on the example of Lady Catherine de Bourgh – a character from Jane Austen’s famous novel “Pride and Prejudice”.
Lady Catherine plays a negative role in the novel. Being a wealthy aristocrat, she looks down on everyone and strongly objects to her nephew Mr Darcy’s marrying Elizabeth Bennet, who comes from a family beneath their own (not to mention her plans to marry Darcy to her daughter).
Interestingly, Lady Catherine is not the only aristocrat in Jane Austen’s writing who is viewed as a snobbish and negative character trying to prevent the hero and heroine from being happy. Lady Bertram from “Mansfield Park” or Lady Russell and Sir Walter Elliott from “Persuasion” are not sympathetic figures either.
According to W.S. Maugham, “in Jane Austen’s day rank gave its possessors a sense of immense superiority over persons of inferior station, and not only expected to be treated by them with the utmost deference, but were” [Maugham: 80]. In other words, Lady Catherine’s behaviour was not out of the ordinary. Even Jane Austen’s Emma, at first, looked down on the young farmer, Robert Martin.
J.B. Priestley goes into further detail. He draws one’s attention to the fact that Jane Austen described the world of the Regency, i.e. “a time when the rigid class system of the earlier eighteenth century in England was breaking down, especially in the middle, between the top ruling class of the wealthy and influential landowning aristocrats and the working classes.” He points out that “it is precisely when the system is breaking down, without completely disappearing, that there is most snobbery, most pretence of social importance and grandeur. So it is not surprising that the novels of Jane Austen, a member of the middle class during this period, should be, among other things, comedies of snobbery, social pretence, and prejudice. Because these attitudes existed, because they continually influenced people, Jane Austen dealt with them largely, and with infinite irony, in her novels, as we can see from “Pride and Prejudice”, in which nine tenth of the action is really concerned with snobbery and social climbing and their various by-products.” [Priestley: 96]
If we now turn to one of the first screen adaptations of the novel, made in Hollywood in 1940, we shall see that such social conventions were alien to American audience, who were much more preoccupied with the current economic and political situation. That is why, the film being aimed to serve as a kind of escape from the Depression and its consequences, the story was turned into a screwball comedy and received a Hollywood happy end. Lady Catherine’s character has undergone a radical transformation as well: she turns out to be a kind-hearted and nice person. In the film, when she attempts to dissuade Elizabeth from marrying Mr Darcy, she is acting as her nephew’s ambassador, trying to understand the young lady’s disposition towards such a marriage. Moreover, Lady Catherine is said to have formed a good opinion of Elizabeth at Rosings, which is also contradictory to the novel. It is supposed that such a metamorphosis may have been made to accommodate the role with which Edna May Oliver (the actress who played Lady Catherine) had long been associated [Bluestone: 142]. During the 1930s, she was one of the Hollywood best-known character actresses often playing “tart-tongued spinsters” [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edna_May_Oliver] or blunt aunts. Since typecasting was very common in Hollywood, such an explanation seems highly probable.

If we analyse one of the latest adaptations of the novel – a 2005 film by Joe Wright – we shall notice two tendencies. One of them, established by the BBC, is a certain delicacy towards the original and an attempt at being faithful to it. Thus, we do not witness such drastic changes in the treatment of the characters as we have seen in the Hollywood adaptation. Another trend, set in the late 1980s, is romanticising the story [Wiltshire: 170–171] and dramatising it. Lady Catherine’s character is no exception. In the novel, Mr Darcy’s aunt, despite all the peculiarities of her character, strictly observed the rules of decorum. Yet, in this adaptation, she pays a visit to Longbourn late at night, the Bennets being already in beds.
Thus, we have seen that current political, social and economic situation, as well as current trends and tendencies, influence both the process of writing and reading, traces of which can be found even in a treatment of one character.
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