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Abstract

The study of plot as a central narrative mechanism has long occupied a sig-
nificant place in literary and cinematic theory. In the realm of cinematic ad-
aptation—where verbal, psychological, and culturally embedded narratives
are transposed into the sensorial and temporal language of film—the role of
plot becomes even more decisive. Plot functions as the underlying structure
through which events are selected, shaped, and arranged in a meaningful
order; consequently, it serves as the principal framework that enables an
adaptation not merely to transfer content but to reconstruct the meaning of
the literary work within the grammar of cinema. The present research inves-
tigates this crucial narrative element by examining two well-known Iranian
film adaptations by Dariush Mehrijui, Leila (1997) and Mum’s Guest (2004),
both of which are rooted in contemporary Persian literature yet reimagined
through a sophisticated cinematic lens. Drawing upon Ronald B. Tobias’s
widely referenced taxonomy of twenty master plots, the study focuses spe-
cifically on the archetypes of “Sacrifice” and “Wretched Excess” as the ana-
lytical foundation for investigating narrative transformation in the selected
films. In Leila, adapted from Mahnaz Ansarian’s novel, the plot of “Sacrifice”
forms the emotional and structural backbone of the story. Leila’s gradual
psychological dissolution in the face of infertility and social pressure exem-
plifies a culturally nuanced interpretation of sacrifice—one that is neither
heroic nor ostentatious, but rooted in silence, emotional repression, and
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self-effacement. In Mum’s Guest, adapted from Houshang Moradi-Kerma-
ni’s novella, the plot of “Wretched Excess” structures the narrative around
the intensification of socio-economic hardship, emotional strain, and the
collapse of domestic order. A seemingly simple family visit evolves into a
sequence of escalating crises that combine social critique with bitter humor.
This research adopts a descriptive—analytical methodology with a compara-
tive approach. Primary data were gathered through close readings of the
original literary texts and systematic viewing and analysis of the correspond-
ing films. Secondary data were collected through library research, focusing
on adaptation theory, narrative theory, and critical sources related to the
works of Mehrjui. The three-act structure—setup, confrontation, and reso-
lution—was used as a structural lens to examine how Tobias’s archetypal
patterns manifest across both literary and cinematic versions. By comparing
key narrative moments in each film with their literary counterparts, the
study aims to identify how plot functions as both a structural guide and a
meaning-producing force in adaptation. The theoretical framework inte-
grates classic narrative theory (informed by figures such as Vladimir Propp,
Tzvetan Todorov, and Gérard Genette) with contemporary adaptation stud-
ies. Tobias’s archetypal approach is particularly relevant, as it offers a
cross-cultural lens for understanding narrative patterns that persist across
media. Additionally, insights from Linda Hutcheon’s theory of adaptation
and Roland Barthes’s structural analysis provide further grounding, enabling
a nuanced examination of how literary narrative functions undergo trans-
formation when re-encoded into filmic form. The findings reveal that Leila
exemplifies a structurally coherent and psychologically resonant interpreta-
tion of the “Sacrifice” archetype. Mehrjui maintains fidelity to the core emo-
tional trajectory of the source text, yet he reconstructs this trajectory
through visual minimalism, pregnant silences, and a subdued dramatic
rhythm. The plot progresses not through action but through the incremen-
tal intensification of internal conflict. Leila’s infertility operates as both a
narrative catalyst and a psychological rupture; the pressure imposed by her
mother-in-law becomes a symbolic mechanism that exposes tensions be-
tween modern individualism and traditional expectations. By using close-up
shots, muted color palettes, and temporally stretched scenes of contempla-
tion, Mehrjui translates the interior monologue of the novel into a visual
language that amplifies the emotional weight of sacrifice. The narrative arc
culminates in Leila’s self-effacing withdrawal from her marital life—a resolu-
tion that preserves the tragic dignity of her choice while emphasizing the
cultural structures that shape it. In contrast, Mum'’s Guest shows how the
“Wretched Excess” archetype can be used to create a humorous, chaotic,
and poignant narrative. The plot progresses through the cumulative intensi-
fication of everyday hardships. The arrival of unexpected guests destabilizes
the household’s fragile equilibrium and triggers a chain of escalating prob-
lems, including financial limitations, social anxieties, and domestic tensions.
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Through cramped interior spaces, overlapping dialogue, handheld camera-
work, and the portrayal of a collective struggle in a lower-middle-class
neighborhood, Mehrjui creates a cinematic world in which each event pro-
pels the characters toward emotional and situational excess. Nonetheless,
the film retains the signature warmth of Moradi-Kermani’s writing: humor
emerges organically from hardship, and dignity is preserved even amid cha-
os. The resolution, marked by the mother’s collapse and subsequent recov-
ery, reflects a bittersweet acceptance rather than a triumphant restoration
of order. The plot’s return to a fragile stability mirrors the cyclical nature of
hardship in everyday life. Comparative analysis indicates that Mehrjui’s ad-
aptations do not merely replicate literary narratives but actively reinterpret
them through the affordances of cinema. In both films, plot functions not
simply as a sequence of events but as a cultural and psychological matrix
that shapes characters, governs emotional logic, and frames moral dilem-
mas. The plot archetype in each film serves as a structural spine and a the-
matic engine: sacrifice in Leila foregrounds issues of gender, agency, and
traditional authority; excess in Mum’s Guest foregrounds poverty, social sol-
idarity, and the tension between appearance and reality. Through these ar-
chetypes, Mehrjui engages with broader questions: How does an individual
negotiate identity within restrictive cultural frameworks? How does a com-
munity preserve human dignity in the face of economic precarity? The re-
search concludes that the success of Mehrjui’s adaptations lies in his ability
to preserve the narrative integrity of the literary sources while reshaping
their structures to suit cinematic expression. The archetypal approach not
only enhances the coherence of the film narratives but also deepens their
emotional resonance. The study demonstrates that Tobias’s master plots of-
fer a powerful tool for understanding how narrative patterns traverse media
and cultures. Crucially, the findings suggest that applying a plot-archetype
lens can illuminate the mechanics of narrative adaptation in Iranian cinema
more broadly. As such, this research provides a methodological model for
future studies of adaptation, encouraging analyses that foreground struc-
tural and cultural dimensions of narrative alongside thematic and visual
considerations. The implications of this study extend beyond the two films
examined. They highlight the value of integrating narratological analysis
with cultural contextualization in adaptation studies. Plot archetypes,
though universal in structure, gain specificity through cultural embodiment.
The way Leila mobilizes sacrifice reflects Iranian social norms surrounding
marriage, fertility, and female agency. The way Mum’s Guest mobilizes
wretched excess reflects communal values of hospitality, collective struggle,
and the symbolic weight of social appearance. In both cases, Mehrjui’s cin-
ema demonstrates how adaptation involves negotiation between universal-
ity and locality, between narrative form and cultural meaning. The study
also underscores the importance of silence, gesture, and visual metaphor in
cinematic transpositions of psychologically dense literary texts. While nov-
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els articulate interiority through verbal description, films must rely on stylis-
tic strategies—composition, rhythm, and performance—to evoke inner
worlds. In Leila, the predominance of close framing, repetitive domestic rit-
uals, and wordless contemplation creates a cinematic equivalent of psycho-
logical monologue. In Mum’s Guest, the dynamic ensemble performance,
rapid editing, and spatial clutter externalize emotional overwhelm. Thus,
plot in cinematic adaptation is inseparable from film style; narrative arche-
type shapes not only the story but also its audiovisual expression. Overall,
this extended abstract demonstrates that the study of plot archetypes pro-
vides a meaningful theoretical and analytical framework for understanding
how adaptations negotiate fidelity, creativity, and cultural specificity. Mehr-
jui’s Leila and Mum’s Guest exemplify two distinct but equally rich modali-
ties of adaptation: one inward, psychological, and tragically restrained; the
other outward, communal, and dynamically chaotic. In both cases, the films
reveal how Iranian filmmakers can use archetypal plot structures to reinter-
pret literary works in ways that speak to contemporary social realities. Fu-
ture research may extend this approach to other adaptations in Iranian cin-
ema, thereby contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of
narrative transformation in the cultural and cinematic landscape of Iran.

Keywords: Comparative Studies, Adaptation, Plot, Screenplay, Dariush Meh-
rjui
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