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A Widow for One Year and The Door in the Floor:
Through the Information Lifecycle

~OR~
“Oh, no!  I’m a cataloger!”

Six years after John Irving’s novel A Widow for One Year was published, Tod Williams’ film version, The Door in the Floor, was released.  Though they share a common story and a common point of origin, these two manifestations had different experiences as they made their way through the lifecycle of information.  The differences between the two lifecycle paths were primarily due to the form each manifestation took.  Additionally, despite being essentially the same work, they are cataloged in very different ways. 
A Widow for One Year is divided into three distinct sections, each representing a formative chapter in protagonist Ruth Cole’s life.  In the first segment, Ruth is four years old, witnessing the dissolution of her parents’ marriage and her mother’s affair with her father’s young assistant.  Her mother eventually flees, leaving her daughter to be raised by a philandering father.  The final two sections are set thirty-two and thirty-seven years later, respectively, as Ruth attempts to deal with the effects of being abandoned by her mother, as well as the ways in which her father’s sexual escapades have scarred her.  In typical Irving fashion, the novel is filled with comedy, tragedy and farce.
The first trade edition was published in 1998 in New York by The Ballantine Publishing Group, a division of Random House.  Paperback versions followed about a year later.  John Irving is a best-selling author, so his books are distributed to general-interest book stores, as well as gathered and organized by libraries around the country and the world.
I found the classification and categorization of this novel especially interesting.  First, one of the genre/form headings was “Love stories.”  While Ruth does eventually fall in love – in the last forty pages of the book – I would not have categorized this as a “love story” in the commonly used sense of the term.  While the love story of Ruth’s mother and Ted’s assistant, Eddie, runs throughout the book, they are secondary characters.  How does the genre get selected?  Why is one novel classified as “Domestic fiction” and another as “Love stories?”  As an example, Alice Walker’s Temple of My Familiar is listed under “African Americans – Fiction,” yet, in my opinion, is much more of a love story than A Widow for One Year.  
Second, I found the subject headings fascinating.  Before beginning the MLIS program, I had never really thought about or used subject headings extensively.  The four headings listed in the Library of Congress catalog record are Women novelists—Fiction, Single mothers—Fiction, Widows—Fiction, Grief—Fiction, and Large type books.  Only the large type version listed the last two headings; the “regular” edition listed only the first three.  Interestingly, Ruth is only a widow and single mother for approximately sixty pages out of 540-page book.  Yet two of the four categories correspond to those pages.  Why not something about mother-daughter or father-daughter relationships?  Why not adultery or step-children?  
I was surprised to find that there is a subject heading for “Women novelists—Fiction.”  How did that level of specificity develop?  Are there other categories for different kinds of women writers in fiction books?  Is there a category for “Women journalists–Fiction” or “Women poets—Fiction?”  Were there so many women writers as main characters in fiction books that those doing the cataloging needed to break down the category further?  I can’t even begin to conceive how a cataloger is able to keep all of these various subject headings in mind while cataloging a book.  How does the cataloger possibly choose the correct headings?  Does a cataloger read each book or article and watch each movie that they catalog?  I’m looking forward to having all of these questions answered in LIS 530 next quarter.
In order to find information about A Widow for One Year, I did a variety of searches.  First, I searched both the Seattle Public Library and the UW library catalogs for information about the book.  Because I knew both the title and the author, the search was effortless.  I also performed searches at amazon.com, bn.com, the Library of Congress and using Google.  By utilizing these various sources, I was able both to find and to compare data about the book.  Had I not known either the title or the author, I’m not sure how I would have found the book.  As mentioned above, I was surprised by the subject headings and would never have thought to search using those terms.    
There is a variety of metadata attached to this book.  Some of it is common to all manifestations of the work, including author, title, copyright, genre, form and plot summary.   Unless a specific edition contains supplementary materials, it is safe to assume that reviews and critiques apply to all editions.  Other metadata is edition-specific.  This includes publication date, publisher, ISBN, place of publication, price, number of pages, edition, a reader guide that uses page numbers from a particular edition as reference, language, dimensions, weight and print size.
A Widow for One Year was reviewed in the New York Times by the venerable Michiko Kakutani.  She gave it an overall favorable review, especially noting that the grown-up Ruth Cole was “Mr. Irving's most emotionally detailed character yet.”  (Kakutani)  Like most reviewers, Kakutani compared Widow to The World According to Garp, one of John Irving’s first commercial successes.  There are many plot similarities, though different moods.  “The difference is that ‘Garp’ reads like a dark parable about an America reeling from the dislocations of the 60's and 70's, while ‘Widow’ reads more like a sentimental, if darkly hued, love story -- a story that tends to look inward at the emotional landscape of its heroine's psyche, rather than outward at the world around her.”  (Kakutani)  Apparently Michiko Kakutani also considered Widow a love story.
As a work of fiction, this book has generally been used simply as a good read.  It has certainly been used by instructors in fiction classes, by book groups, perhaps even by grief support groups.  But, in general, most of these end users have just read the book as a good story.  Tod Williams, however, chose to use this book in a different manner.  He chose to use John Irving’s expression to create a new expression, the movie The Door in the Floor.
While the novel itself was created by a single person, the movie was a collaborative process.  Tod Williams, a big John Irving fan, read the book, then gave it to producer Anne Carey, with whom he was working on another film at the time.  They both agreed that to make a film of the entire novel was impossible, but that the first third of the book could make a complete movie.  (Production Notes)  Together with producer Ted Hope, they approached John Irving and eventually persuaded him to give them the rights.  Irving was so taken with their vision for the movie that he gave them a free option, in exchange for Irving retaining some artistic control.  According to Irving’s agent Bob Bookman, “You know, it's not about money for John at this point. He just really wants to know who the people are who are interested in making movies out of his material.”  (Production Notes)  

Hope and Carey had recently formed a production company.  They teamed up with Michael Corrente of Revere Pictures, who provided the financing.  Eventually, Focus Features signed up to provide distribution.  (Production Notes)  Though the movie itself was a fairly low-budget production, it was distributed widely thanks to its star-studded cast, including Jeff Bridges (Ted Cole), Kim Bassinger (Marion Cole) and Dakota Fanning’s little sister Elle (Ruth Cole).  The movie opened in select cities on July 14, 2004 (Yahoo!) and was released on DVD on December 14, 2004.  (Amazon)
While the DVD is available through the Seattle Public Library, I was surprised to find that it is not a part of the UW collection.  While searching through the Library of Congress catalog, I found that they have the screenplay by Tod Williams, as well as the film version.  Interestingly, there were no subjects attached to either.  In the WorldCat catalog, the entry for the film lists the following subjects: Man-woman relationship – Drama, Married people – Drama, Honesty – Drama and Authors – Drama.  Yet none of these subjects is used to describe the book.  Of the four content-based subject headings given for Widow (Women novelists—Fiction, Single mothers—Fiction, Widows—Fiction and Grief—Fiction), the first three are applicable only to the last two sections of the book.  The last heading – Grief—Fiction – is a theme that runs throughout the novel.  Because the film is based on the first section of the book, it’s not surprising that those three subjects aren’t used for the film, but why not the Grief subject heading?  Also, the headings for the book use the word “Fiction,” whereas the headings used by WorldCat use the word “Drama.”  Is there no overlap between film and book subject headings?  Only WorldCat had headings listed for the film.  Does LOC not have subject headings for film?  
 After deciding to write this paper about Widow, I searched for the film title using Google for “Widow for One Year movie” and was able to find it.  Searching for the title of both the book and the movie on amazon.com and bn.com brought the DVD up instantly.  However, when I went to rent the DVD of The Door in the Floor, I couldn’t find it initially.  I looked in drama, then in the new releases section, to no avail.  Finally, I stumbled across a section called “Popular Rentals,” which is where the film was located.  This arbitrary division would be helpful to someone simply searching for a good movie to watch, but makes searching for something specific much more difficult.  It was a good example of a “cataloger” trying to help but instead hindering.  If a movie is no longer considered a “New Release,” I would advocate for shelving it with the others in its genre.  
Much like the book, this film is predominantly used as entertainment.  However, there is a film class at Yale that uses it as an object of study.  
The Door in the Floor was heavily reviewed, probably thanks to the all-star cast and Irving’s status as a popular author.  One of the reviewers was A. O. Scott, also of the New York Times.  Scott writes about the mistakes director Williams could have made in transferring Irving’s novel to the big screen, adding that “some sense of the risks that Mr. Williams was taking is necessary to appreciate his achievement.”  (Scott)  By focusing on the overarching themes of grief, loss of innocence and parental dysfunction, Williams is able to help the reader through aspects of the story that might otherwise be seen as “soft spots of implausibility and cliché.”  (Scott)  Scott also gives very positive reviews to the cast, focusing especially on the outstanding performance of Jeff Bridges as Ted Cole.  
The metadata for the film is quite different than that attached to the book.  Indeed, because the film has a different title, perhaps the only point of overlap is the original work author.  Other types of metadata attached to the film are screenplay author(s), producer(s), rating, country of origin, language, length/runtime, awards, title, distributor, color, sound mix, cast, format, release date and reviews.

As I wrote this paper and actually started thinking about each part of the lifecycle, I found myself most intrigued by and excited about the cataloging and classification of these two manifestations of the work.  I truly had never given much thought either to the subject headings themselves or to the process of applying those subject headings.  I would never have anticipated that this area of information science would so captivate me – especially after all the jokes we heard about catalogers in class – but I am now looking forward to LIS 530 with great anticipation.  I see many ways these concepts can be applied to database design and data modeling, my primary areas of interest.  
John Irving’s novel A Widow for One Year and the subsequent retelling of the first third of that book by Tod Williams in the film The Door in the Floor provide an interesting lens through which we may view the lifecycle of information.  Both followed quite typical and traditional paths through the lifecycle, with notable differences in their experiences that can be attributed to the form of each manifestation.  Most interesting was that as one lifecycle was winding down, another was just beginning.  It utilized the same ideas but took a very different form.  Even though the film is faithful to the original text, as the artistic vision of another set of people – the director and the cast, as well as the various artistic directors – the film version has its own story to tell. 
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