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In Short Cuts Robert Altman interweaves nine short stories and a poem by Raymond 

Carver. These stories were published in various journals at different times and not 

formally or explicitly linked. They have also been published in different collections of 

Carver stories. However, their subsequent publication in one volume (entitled Short 

Cuts: Selected Stories) has naturally suggested links that Carver may or may not have 

intended. In other words, placing these stories between the same covers inevitably 

asks the reader to see them as a whole, and thereby alters their original context. 

Robert T. Self writes that “the question about relatedness in the sequentiality of the 

published short stories takes on greater significance when we read a book titled Short 

Cuts: Selected Stories by Raymond Carver, with an ‘introduction by Robert Altman’” 

(255). This essay will, to a large extent, be comparative and will look at the 

differences and similarities between Carver’s Short Cuts: Selected Stories and 

Altman’s Short Cuts. The versions of Carver's stories used here are those published in 

the one volume edition that coincided with the release of the film. However, the aim 

here is not to evaluate Altman’s film in terms of its fidelity towards Carver’s work in 

either its original or revised form, but rather to look at both Carver’s texts and 

Altman’s adaptation as original works. As one adaptation theorist has it: “[a]n 

adaptation is automatically different and original due to the change of medium” (Stam 

LtF 3-4). 

Comparing a written text to a visual adaptation of that text is not 

unproblematic. The main focus of this study has been to compare the two in such a 

way that foregrounds how Altman relates to Carver’s work in this adaptation and to 

see how this affects our interpretation of both. At the same time, this essay also 
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explores what Altman’s creativity brought to the film1, and in particular his strategies 

for creating links between the short stories. Carver’s writings had to be visualized and 

changes have been made to fit the stories into the new medium, but changes have also 

been undertaken that reflect the medium in which the stories are now presented. Linda 

Hutcheon underlines this change between media stating that when transposing a story 

from print to film “description, narration, and represented thoughts must be 

transcoded into speech, actions, sounds, and visual images” (40). It is thus important 

to discern what differences between the two texts are necessitated by the change of 

medium in order to ascertain both what Altman changes in the process of creating his 

own work and to better understand his vision of Carver’s stories.  

There are many different ways in which an adaptation can relate to its source 

text. Geoffrey Wagner proposes three main categories: “transposition”, “commentary” 

and “analogy”. According to Wagner, “transposition” is an adaptation “in which a 

novel is given directly to the screen with a minimum of apparent interference” and, 

reversely, an analogy an adaptation “which must represent fairly considerable 

departure for the sake of making another work of art” (qtd. in McFarlane 10-11). 

Thomas Leitch draws upon Wagner and others writing that there is a continuum from 

“adaptation” to “allusion”, where the film’s relation to the source text ranges from 

faithful adaptations of a particular text where as little as possible is altered to very free 

adaptations where the sources are only alluded to (Leitch 93-126). He further states 

that “every film contains many examples of allusion” (121). Every film is thus related 

to other texts, and all adaptations are, apart from their explicit relation to the adapted 

text, implicitly related to many other texts as well.  

Leitch further states that “by far the most common approach to adaptation is 

adjustment, whereby a promising earlier text is rendered more suitable for filming by 

one or more of a wide variety of strategies” (98). This mode of adaptation could thus 

be seen as a point of reference to which the relation between an adaptation and the 

text it adapts can be compared. He mentions several common strategies that are 

employed when adapting a text for the screen. Those that are most pertinent to this 

essay are: “compression”, whereby parts of the source text are omitted due to spatial 

constraints; “expansion”, where a short story is extended; and “updating”, where the 

                                                 
1 Creating a film is a collective project, many persons are involved in the production, and it is thus hard 
to attain who should have the credit for any given decision. I will refer to Robert Altman as the 
“author” of Short Cuts on the basis that he as director and co-writer of the screenplay had the power to 
make final decisions, even though all ideas are clearly not his own. 
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setting of the novel is transposed (100). Altman's Short Cuts does not reflect Carver’s 

style of writing, which is devoid of complex description and often leaves “empty 

space” (Runyon 1) for the reader to fill. Rather he has transferred to film his own 

individualised interpretation where the “empty space” is filled and stories connected. 

His work is thus not Carver’s stories transposed to an audiovisual medium, but his 

visualization of Carver's stories and what lies beyond the words they are written in.  

Carver’s writing is scarce in terms of descriptions, and he has by critics been 

called a minimalist (Runyon 2-4; Nesset 4-5). The settings, characters and events are 

rarely described visually; it is instead left to the reader to fill in these blanks. 

Randolph Paul Runyon writes in his Reading Raymond Carver that “In Carver there is 

a prevailing absence, a silence, an empty space between the lines that his texts invite 

us to fill” (1). He further argues that these blanks are not only within the stories but 

also between them, he writes that “it is reasonable to wonder whether we ought not to 

extend the definition of the text we are reading to include the sequence itself – the 

book – and not just the story” (1-2). This view of how Carver should be read could 

describe what Altman has done; he has filled empty spaces between the stories and 

linked them. Yet he has gone one step further than this by also creating the basis for 

his film through selecting stories from different collections and placing them inside 

new covers and in a new sequence. He has not retained much of Carver’s style in 

Short Cuts, the “absence” and “empty space”, but has rather done what Runyon writes 

we are invited to do; he has filled them with his interpretation. The film’s title, Short 

Cuts, is a pun that reflects what Altman has done in his adaptation. He has created 

short cuts through Carver’s stories and adapted them to a medium which consists of 

arranging short cuts. Adding to this, he has also brought the stories to his mode of 

expression and adapted the stories to fit into a rather conventional style of cinematic 

narration.  

Although Altman has connected the short stories and filled the gaps, parts of 

the short stories that are omitted have also created new gaps. Several of the short 

stories have analepses and recollections of the characters' past or descriptions that 

define them which are not rendered in the film where all events take place over a few 

days. There is a first-person narrator in several of Carver’s stories, but this is not 

rendered in the film through voice-over or sequences that show the thoughts of 

characters, the closest to this is probably the songs performed by Annie Ross, or her 

character Tess Trainer, which seem to comment on the themes of the film. Although 
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there are no overt representations of what is going on inside the heads of the 

characters, the position and movement of the camera at times seems to suggest or 

draw attention to facial expressions or objects that can reveal something about what is 

going on inside the characters. An example of this is in the Kaiser storyline where the 

camera recurrently moves closer to Jerry Kaiser’s face to capture his reactions to his 

wife’s phone conversations.  

The film consists of several parallel story-lines, mainly centred on nine 

families or couples. There are thus a multitude of characters that play major roles in 

these narratives, and many of the characters in the film are not modelled directly on 

their counterparts in Carver’s stories. Names as well as characteristics of the roles 

they perform have changed, so for the purpose of this essay the names that the 

characters carry in Altman's Short Cuts will be used unless specific aspects of a 

character pertaining to the short story is discussed. In the film, the characters are 

connected spatially; they live fairly close to each other, sometimes even next to each 

other, and visit the same places. This is clearly established already in the opening 

sequences with the helicopters spreading medfly toxin, and repeated at the end with 

the earthquake. This spatial proximity does not exist in Carver’s stories; Altman has 

transposed these characters to suburban Los Angeles to create this common space. 

Beside this spatial proximity the characters from the different stories, and of the 

different families, meet by chance at several points in the plot. Some of the places that 

serve as intersections are a bakery (present in “A Small, Good Thing”), the bar “Low 

Note” (possibly inspired by the bar in “Vitamins”), a hospital (also from “A Small, 

Good thing”), a restaurant, where Doreen in “They're Not Your Husband” works, and 

a concert where the Wymans and Kanes meet, which is added in the film. The 

characters are altered with two motives. Firstly, they are awarded character features, 

or connections to other characters, that give them access to places they did not have in 

the adapted text. Secondly, they are given occupations or traits that seem to fit more 

into the medium they are now presented in and the place they are now living in. In 

this process of altering characters several of them also seem to have lost certain 

aspects. This is in all likelihood necessitated by the change of medium since the 

amount of time that a film with over twenty principal characters can use to introduce 

and develop every character is limited.  

As Thomas Leitch has noted, texts are often either compressed or expanded 

when adapted for the screen. This is made necessary by the fact that it is nearly 
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impossible to render a novel of several hundred pages in a film that lasts for 

approximately two hours, while a short story might not even provide material enough 

for a full length film (Leitch 99). Carver’s Short Cuts: Selected Stories, being a 

collection of short stories, falls somewhere between these. Altman has, in his 

adaptation, compressed and expanded the stories as well as altered them to fit them in 

with each other. The short stories contain plenty material to adapt, but this material is 

fragmentary due to them not being connected to each other in their original form of 

publication. So in order to adapt these stories to a feature film, Altman not only needs 

to take into consideration the necessary alterations demanded when transposing these 

stories from printed text to images and sound, but also to link the narratives together. 

He has also, to use Leitch’s term, “updated” them to a setting contemporary with the 

production of the film and translocated them to suburban Los Angeles (which 

contrasts this film to The Player on which he was also working at this time). Carver’s 

stories are incorporated into the film to different degrees. As Altman notes: “[w]e 

scrambled all the stories, and there was only one complete story in there that was kind 

of the main clothes line of the film, which was the one about the Finnigans” 

(Thompson 164).  He further comments on making a film based on the short stories 

saying “It's hard to condense and do a good adaptation; there's usually so much 

information there. I think short stories fit themselves to film very well” (165).  

Short Cuts: Selected Stories has been compressed and expanded, and this 

serves the purpose of connecting the stories and bringing them into one narrative 

where the different storylines are interlinked and rendered thematically coherent. In 

order to effect the compression, parts of the short stories are entirely omitted, such as 

Parts Two and Three of “Will you please be quiet, please?” that take place after Ralph 

and Marian's row about her previous infidelity (Carver 56-68). The end of this 

storyline is rewritten in the film, and it now ends with the Wymans having the Kanes 

over for dinner. Similarly, from the short story “Vitamins”, which is one of the stories 

on which the film is supposedly based, none of the characters and hardly any of the 

events appear in the film. The contribution from this story is limited to a setting, the 

bar “Off-Broadway” (35), in the film called “Low Note,” and the scene at the bar 

when Nelson solicits Donna to “French” him (41-2). The poem “Lemonade” has also 

been used in the film, though none of its events or characters are explicitly 

transferred. Instead the events have served as inspiration for the past of the characters 

from “A Small, Good Thing.” A connection can be made between Howard Sears, the 
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man in the poem who has lost his grandchild, and Paul Finnigan, who visits his son 

and grandson at the hospital in Short Cuts. This connection can most clearly be seen 

in Howard and Paul talking about events in the past that led to Paul and Howard’s 

mother breaking up. Paul says: 

Course if they’d had a gate that would have changed things wouldn’t 
it? I mean you wouldn’t have been in the hospital that day, and hell 
probably wouldn’t be here today. You might not even of had Casey let 
alone bein’ here in the hospital like this. We could still be livin’ in 
Minneso–––. (Altman 83)  

This is very similar to the essence of “Lemonade”; a grandfather recounting the chain 

of events that led to his grandson’s death. The grandfather reasons that “[i]f there 

hadn’t been any lemons on earth, and there hadn’t been any Safeway store, well, Jim 

would still have his son, right? And Howard would still have his grandson, sure” 

(Carver 157). Howard in Short Cuts had an accident some thirty years ago where he 

ended up in the water with a car and was hospitalized but recovered, similarly the 

grandson in “Lemonade” seems to have died by drowning. This poem has thus been 

translated rather than transferred to the film, and the parts that are translated are not 

shown in images, but only referred to in dialogue.  

On the other hand, some of the stories, and characters who have only minor 

roles in Carver's stories, are expanded to full story-lines and given major roles. In 

Carver these characters are not the focus of the narratives: rather they serve functions 

in the plot relating to the other characters. Altman takes some of these characters and 

elevates them to the level of the major characters and gives them full storylines of 

their own. One of these characters is Betty Weathers, who is a combination of the 

mistress, Jill, in “Jerry and Molly and Sam” and the absent Mrs Slater in “Collectors.” 

Jill serves the purpose of defining Al, the major character in that story, and Mrs 

Slater, or rather her absence, defines Mr Slater. They thus serve purposes that have 

more to do with defining the male main characters in these stories. In contrast, in the 

film Betty Weathers plays a role equal to the rest of the main characters and also 

connects these two stories. Another character who is expanded from almost nothing is 

Lois Kaiser, who, being the wife of Jerry, is the equivalent of Carol in the short story 

“Tell the Women We're Going.” In Carver’s story, Carol is established as the Jerry’s 

wife at the beginning of the plot and seems, like Mrs Slater and Jill, to play a part in 

helping to define Jerry, and his friendship with Bill, rather than to be an active 

character in the plot (Carver 146-148). These two characters undergo similar changes, 
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but they alter the stories differently. Betty becomes the main character of her 

storyline, while her ex-husband plays a smaller role. On the other hand, Lois’ husband 

is still the active character in their storyline and Lois keeps her role defining him. In 

the short story no information is given as to why Jerry attacks the girls at the end, 

while in the film his frustration building up is shown by having the camera at several 

times close in on his face when he observes his wife working.  

As noted above, information about characters and events has been compressed 

or omitted in the adaptation. This may change how the characters are viewed and 

interpreted, and may also make the viewer question their motives. A couple of 

examples of this are two characters from “So Much Water So Close to Home” and 

“Jerry and Molly and Sam.” In the first, Claire seems to have had some history mental 

instability or a nervous breakdown of some sort, reflected both in the way she narrates 

this story and in what she tells. For example, she narrates her past noting that she has 

been “away for a while to a place the doctor recommends,” and later reacts to her 

child’s many questions about an event by stating that “I want to shake him. I want to 

shake him until he cries” (Carver 80-81). Claire, in the role of narrator, distances 

herself from the Claire of the past by telling of her in third person, indicating that she 

is not the person she once was, there seems to be a distance between her earlier and 

later self. Al in the later story is stressed by lay-offs at his place of work and is 

concerned about his economy. Both are factors that in these short stories seem to 

account, at least to some extent, for the actions of these characters, i.e. Claire 

identifying with the dead girl found in the river and Al taking a mistress and starting 

to blame the dog for all his shortcomings. Al had “met Jill about three months ago, 

when he was feeling depressed jittery with all the talk of layoffs just beginning” 

(123). In Altman's Short Cuts Gene, as the character modelled on Al is named, and 

Claire act in similar ways as they do in the short stories but without having the same 

backgrounds. Gene has become a police officer, and nothing is mentioned of any 

layoffs, so the external factors that may have affected Al's actions are changed to 

something that lies inside Gene and is not made explicit in the film. Interpreting 

Claire’s and Al's actions as influenced by these circumstances given in the short 

stories is thus not possible if we only have the film to go by. This loss of information 

changes who the characters are, and, in some ways, obscures the reasons for their 

actions. 
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The loss of information can partly be attributed to the changes in narration and 

plot structure, which do not follow the same pattern as in the stories. Here, they are 

altered to fit better with one another at the same time as they are adapted to cinematic 

narration. Most of them are narrated by an unnamed third person narrator2, while a 

few are narrated by first person narrators who are also characters in those stories. “So 

Much Water So Close to Home” is narrated by Claire. This story shifts between 

contemporary and retrospective narration. The passages which relate her husband 

Stuart and his friends' fishing trip where they found a dead girl in the water are told 

retrospectively and supply the background information through which later story 

events may be interpreted. The story starts with Claire observing her husband eating: 

“My husband eats with good appetite but he seems tired, edgy” and concludes that 

“[s]omething has come between us” (Carver 69). Later, the narration shifts when it is 

related what has come between them; “He planned his fishing trip into the mountains 

last Sunday, a week before the Memorial Day weekend” (71). Similarly, “Collectors” 

is narrated retrospectively in first person by Mr Slater and the same is true of 

“Vitamins,” but this narrator is not named. Related to the change in plot structure is 

also that events in the film are ordered chronologically and taking place from a 

Thursday evening to Monday morning, a time span shorter than several of the short 

stories. As seen in the quote from “So Much Water So Close to Home” the first plot 

events take place during the week after the fishing trip, while in the film the remnants 

of these events are squeezed in on one day. The same is true of the first few pages of 

“Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?” and “Tell the Women We’re Going” which, in a 

very compressed form, relate events that take place over several years. These changes 

are thus partly necessitated by the choice to have the plot take place over only a few 

days and partly by the change of medium.  

The following paragraphs concern the changes Altman has made to Carver’s 

characters in order to link the stories as well as transform the short stories into one 

narrative. Altman interweaves the stories and links them in several ways, he unifies 

them and creates parallels where no such links existed between Carver’s stories. He 

writes in the introduction to Short Cuts: Selected Stories that “We’ve taken liberties 

with Carver’s work: characters have crossed over from one story to another; they 

connect by various linking devices; names may have changed” (Carver 7-8). The 

                                                 
2 “Neighbors”, “They're not your husband”, “Will you please be quiet, please?”, “A Small, Good 
Thing”, “Jerry and Molly and Sam”, “Tell the Women We're Going”, “Lemonade”. 
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family relations are generally the same in Altman's Short Cuts as in Carver's stories, 

the relations that are created are thus those that link the families and storylines 

together.  

The main unit in the film’s story is the family, and the families are generally 

the units on which the different storylines are based. The ties that are generally kept 

intact from the short stories are relationships and marriages, such as between Earl and 

Doreen from “They’re Not Your Husband,” Arlene (Honey in the film) and Bill from 

“Neighbors,” Claire and Stuart from “So Much Water So Close to Home” and Ann 

and Howard from “A Small, Good Thing.” But the family constellations have been 

altered slightly; children who do not have important roles in the plots of Carver's 

stories have been omitted in the film. Examples of this are the child of Ralph and 

Marian in “Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?” and Doreen and Earl's children in 

“They're Not Your Husband,” though Doreen’s children are, in the film, replaced by a 

grown up daughter, Honey Bush. The film contains a multitude of characters, and 

Altman seems to have chosen to omit those characters that in the short stories are of 

no great importance for the parts he uses, such as the children in the stories mentioned 

above.  

Altman has changed the occupations of almost all characters, this is in some 

cases seemingly motivated by the invention of connections and intersections between 

the stories. The story that has been least altered, “A Small, Good Thing,” brings with 

it two of the main physical intersections, the bakery and the hospital. In the short story 

and in the film, Ann Finnigan visits the bakery to order a birthday cake for her son 

Casey (Carver 93-94). In the film, two other characters, Claire Kane and Stormy 

Weathers, also visit the bakery at that exact same time. Claire, working as a clown, is 

picking up a cake for a customer and Stormy is looking to buy a cake for his ex-wife. 

Claire, in “So Much Water So Close to Home,” is never mentioned as being presently 

employed, though she has worked as a receptionist in the past (79). Mr Slater from 

“Collectors”, on whom Stormy is partly modelled, never meets his ex-wife in the 

short story. Making Claire a clown also helps her get into the children's ward in the 

hospital where much of the plot from “A Small, Good Thing” takes place. According 

to Altman the idea for the clown came about for other reasons. Tim Robbins thought 

the clown should visit the Finnigans’ house, but he notes that giving her that 

occupation “helped [him] bring her character into the hospital” (Thompson 167). 

Ralph Wymans’ occupation is altered from teacher to physician, thus making him take 
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the role of the doctor who treats Casey. Robert Altman has thus chosen to take spaces 

from “A Small, Good Thing,” the story he uses as “the main clothes line,” and 

connected other stories to this one by altering characters to give them reasons for 

entering these places. Although changing the occupations of the characters can have 

linking functions, there are also cases where other reasons for these changes seem 

more prominent. 

One of the other reasons for changing occupations is to foreground the 

medium, and reflect the fact that the stories are now rendered audiovisually. These 

changes can also have come of the change of place where the stories take place, since 

Los Angeles is connected to Hollywood. Bill Bush, representing Bill Miller and Bill 

Jamison from Carver's stories “Neighbors” and “Tell the Women We're Going” is in 

the film training to become a make-up artist. This occupation is connected to 

performing arts and the cinema, which can especially be seen in the scene when he is 

practising special effects make-up which looks suitable for a horror film. Another 

visual medium is added through Marian Wyman who was a teacher in Carver's “Will 

You Please Be Quiet, Please?” but is a painter in the film. Film is an audiovisual 

medium, and auditory as well as visual media are present in the film. Tess and Zoe 

Trainer are both working with music. Tess is also the vocalist performing part of the 

soundtrack in the film, which is used to link the parts as well as set the mood and 

comment on the events, and Zoe is a concert cellist. Television sets are seen as present 

in almost all homes and are often on. Howard Finnigan has his own news editorials 

which serve as a linking function already from the beginning when he is seen on the 

television screen in Earl's limousine. Lois Kaiser also brings up new interactive media 

when she at the barbecue with Honey and Bill Bush tells Honey about virtual reality 

as “practically totally real, but not” (Short Cuts). One critic comments on this media 

foregrounding stating that “[Short Cuts] generates an on-going dialogue regarding the 

effects of many different kinds of media, but especially the different imaging 

techniques, in our media-bound and media-based society” (Sugg 329). He further 

discusses how Altman contrasts film and television in Short Cuts and connects this 

theme to Altman’s background in television (329). Thus the changes done in the 

process of adapting Carver’s stories for the film not only serve the function to link the 

stories into a fairly coherent structure. Robert Altman has also altered things in order 

to add a new level to the stories and create a discussion on media that is not found in 

Carver’s stories.  
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Another linking strategy employed by Altman is blending elements from 

different stories. For the most part this concerns cases where characters in different 

stories are blended into one character in the film, in effect making those stories one 

and the same. “Neighbors” and “Tell the Women We're Going” are linked through 

blending the Bills in both stories into one character, in the film played by Robert 

Downey Jr. Betty Weathers is constructed through another combination of characters, 

she takes on the role of Jill, mistress to the husband in “Jerry and Molly and Sam,” 

and the absent wife, or possibly ex-wife, in “Collectors.” The same is the case of 

Ralph Wyman, who is mainly modelled on the character with the same name in “Will 

You Please Be Quiet, Please?” but also, as noted above, taking the role of Dr. Francis 

from “A Small, Good Thing. These characters are created in similar ways, by merging 

two independent characters into one, while allowing them to take on the 

characteristics of Carver’s characters to different degrees. Ralph Wyman, as noted 

earlier, is only blended to the extent that he takes the occupation of another character 

but in essence remains Ralph Wyman from “Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?” 

Betty Weathers is comprised of two minor characters in Carver’s stories and extended 

and invented to a large extent by Altman. Bill blends two of the shorter short stories, 

and seems to for the most part inherit the characteristics of Bill from “Tell the Women 

We’re Going” while spending most of the plot in the spaces inspired by 

“Neighbours.”  

Aside from the spatial and relational connections between the characters, there 

are recurrent themes that either compare or contrast the storylines. These thematic 

connections between the families, the lives of the characters and the events they go 

through can be seen in Carver’s stories as well as in the film. Robert T. Self writes 

that “[Short Cuts’] requisite reading strategy involves the identification of some 

metaphoric similarity under which to arrange all of the dissimilar situations, qualities, 

styles, and behaviors that address us from the work” (245). The film and the stories 

depict rather ordinary people living ordinary lives. The characters are far from content 

and carefree, and themes of death, dysfunctional relationships and discontent are often 

present in the stories and the film. Kirk Nesset in the introduction to his book The 

Stories of Raymond Carver: A Critical Study writes that:  

From the earliest story to the last, Carver’s characters are unhappily 
estranged, out of work, disillusioned by meaningless jobs and 
meaningless marriages; they suffer in various degrees from alcoholism 
as well as bad luck and bad timing, battered by a world which typically 
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 leaves them inert and speechless in the wake of longings and fears they 
cannot begin to identify. (2)  

 

This description is to some extent also valid for the characters in the film, but to a 

lesser degree due to the changes made. The spatial transposition and placing of the 

characters in a social stratum above their counterparts in Carver’s stories has 

mitigated the negative aspects of their lives. The following paragraphs will exemplify 

and discuss the different thematic ties in the stories and the film.   

Death and mortality are recurrent themes both in Carver’s stories and in 

Altman’s film. The fishermen in “So Much Water So Close to Home” find a dead girl 

in a river, but instead of going back to notify the police they stay at the site of the find 

to fish over the weekend, this affects one of the fishermen’s wife who starts to 

identify with the dead girl. In “A Small, Good Thing” a young boy is hit by a car, and 

eventually dies. In “Tell the Women We’re Going” two girls are, probably, killed 

(Carver 154). These events develop in a similar fashion in the film, though some 

things are changed. The fishermen stay at the camp site only one night, and Jerry only 

kills one girl with a rock. The poem “Lemonade,” as previously noted, revolves 

around the death of Jim Jr. In the film a character invented by Altman, Chick Trainer, 

ex-husband of Tess, has shot himself. His daughter, Zoe, also a character invented by 

Altman and not taken from Carver, at first feigns suicide and eventually takes her own 

life through carbon monoxide poisoning. Death is inevitably a part of life, and thus a 

film about the lives of ordinary people ought naturally to deal with this subject. But in 

Short Cuts and the Carver stories all the deaths are unnatural and tragic and seem to 

be more connected to the dysfunctional lives of discontent characters than a 

representation of real life. This is even accentuated in Altman’s adaptation by having 

two characters in the storyline he invented commit suicide. 

Another recurrent theme is the dysfunctional relationship and infidelity. In 

Altman’s Short Cuts, Gene is cheating on his wife with Betty, who is at the same time 

having relations with at least one other man as well as being stalked by her ex- 

husband. Marian and Ralph quarrel about an event two years back when Marian went 

away from a party for a couple of hours with another man, and she eventually admits 

having had sex with him. Jerry and Bill are in relationships but seem to often be 

hunting for or thinking about other girls, though they are not crossing this line, at least 

not physically. Howard is visited at the hospital by his father who tells him his version 
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of what happened before he and Howard’s mother got divorced. Several of these 

events are transferred from Carver's stories, though as with the stories as wholes some 

events have been cut out and others added. Aside from infidelity, either in thought or 

in action, most couple experience problems in their relationships. The theme of 

dysfunctional relationships is probably the most prominent in the Carver stories that 

provide a basis for the film. It seems that Altman has seen this as part of the essence 

of the stories since this theme runs throughout the film as well. He has put the focus 

of the different storylines on the families, and couples, and how they react to various 

events rather than focusing on the events themselves.  

A more prominent, and inevitably connected, theme is the discontent the 

characters feel about their situations. Many of them feel they lack something, or have 

something in their lives that causes discontent. In “Neighbours” Bill and Arlene seems 

to desire their neighbours’ lives and spend much time in their neighbours apartment 

when they are away, “they felt they alone among their circle had been passed by 

somehow” (Carver 13). In “They’re Not Your Husband” Earl and Doreen are not 

living in marital bliss, the children seem to be what keeps them together and Doreen’s 

weight becomes a manifestation of the problem that separates them, something that 

can be changed and something that they together can work on. In “Vitamins” Sheila 

thinks back and concludes that selling vitamins “is the last thing I ever saw myself 

doing” and that they might be ”better off if [they] moved to Arizona, someplace like 

that” (33). Arizona becomes, in the same way as the weight loss and the neighbours’ 

lives, a manifestation of what the characters want. It does not appear to be anything in 

particular that they desire, and lacking the knowledge of what they are searching for 

they focus their want of change on something that they can grasp. These thoughts can 

be found in most stories in Short Cuts: Selected Stories, but are not seen to the same 

extent in the film. One of the reasons for this change is that the characters in the film 

are better off economically, or seems to have chosen other paths, especially artistic 

ones, to pursue. Another reason is that the characters have different roles in the 

narrative, they are now linking stories and some are combinations of several 

characters. This decreases the number of other features a character can have since 

there is a limit to what can be conveyed in a three hour film.  

In addition to thematic links and characters that cross over between storylines, 

the stories are also linked through devices that are exclusively audiovisual. Editing 

allows for short cuts between places and scenes, and is at times used to imply 
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connections between scenes by putting them after each other. Robert P. Sugg writes 

that “the structure of the film is that of a mosaic of short cuts pieced together by the 

film maker; and the ‘eye in the sky’ camera-helicopter at the opening and closing 

shows how film is the medium capable of linking and integrating into some sort of 

order the typically fragmented, separate lives of today” (328-9). The development in 

the different storylines is paralleled through cross-cutting. This linking is used 

between the Piggots, the fishermen and the Finnigans after the fishermen’s comments 

on Doreen at the restaurant and after she hits Casey with her car on the way home 

from work. The scene between Doreen and Earl when she has come home ends with 

Earl saying “How about cops, baby, I bet they love those short skirts. I know 

fishermen like'em” (Altman 43). The sequence of scenes that follows is: 

  

Outdoors, woodland: Fishermen unpacking their car  
Finnigans’ house: Ann learning that Casey has been hit by a car. The 
scene ends with Casey saying: “She was a lady. She was nice” 
Piggots’ trailer: Doreen telling Earl of the incident. 
Howard at work: He gets a call from Ann telling him about the 
incident, there is an ambulance with sirens on TV in the background. 
Finnigans’ house: Ambulance sirens still on audio track, Casey is not 
responding when Ann tries to wake him up. The camera zooms in on a 
milk glass on the bedside table. 
Television set showing a milk glass knocked over, a voice-over is 
saying: “Accidents happen everyday. Fortunately most are harmless, 
but some are very serious”. Camera pulls back revealing the interior 
of Piggots’ trailer. (Short Cuts)  

 

In this sequence the impact of the accident on both storylines is shown by cross-

cutting, and transitions are sometimes marked by having characters refer to the 

storyline that comes in the next scene. A couple of scenes in this example are also 

transitioned by either a sound bridge of a graphic match. The milk glass on the 

bedside table besides the Finnigans’ bed becomes a glass on a television set in the 

Piggots’ trailer. Sound bridges are used at several points throughout the film, they 

usually consist of Annie Ross’ character Tess’ and her band’s performance but, as the 

sequence above shows, also consist of other sounds such as the ambulance sirens that 

connect the phone call scene between Howard and Ann. As seen in the sequence 

above Altman has besides creating links between the narratives also used the film 

medium to bring the stories together and used the form to bring the stories into the 

same framework. 
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In conclusion, Altman has used Carvers stories as a basis for telling a story 

that to a great degree is a work of his own. Altman’s creativity has linked these stories 

into one film where the stories are both implicitly and explicitly linked. Most of the 

stories used as basis for the film remain separate storylines in the film, but the 

characters endlessly cross over to the spaces of other storylines. Besides this, the 

narrative is also kept together through the thematic ties that exist between the stories, 

which make the viewer connect as well as contrast them. In the categories of Leitch, 

Wagner and others Short Cuts does not fit into the same type of adaptation as the 

majority of films based on prose. It is not transferred with minimum interference or 

“adjusted” in Leitch’s sense of the term, it is rather a fusion of Carver’s texts and 

Altman’s creativity. Both have left their mark on the film, the essence of Carver’s 

stories is still there but now combined with Altman’s style of narration and visual 

language. This fusion of Carver’s work and Altman’s creativity and what imprints 

they have left on the film could have been made clearer by extending the material 

looked at to the whole body of Carver’s writings as well as Altman’s previous work. 

The exact extent of Altman’s “authorship” would require further analysis of the film 

in conjunction with a more substantial analysis of Altman’s other works. However, as 

this essay tries to demonstrate, Short Cuts departs considerably from the adapted texts 

while at the same time staying fairly close to their themes.  
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