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INTERFACING TEXT AND
PARATEXTS: JOHN FOWLES’ THE FRENCH LIEUTENANT’S WOMAN

 

John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969), a
Victorian novel with 20th century outlook, is a wonder of
contemporary fiction where Fowles has introduced novel techniques of
experimentation and versatility of style making it a postmodern text. Fowles
has woven in his oeuvre novel techniques like epigraphs, intertextual echoes,
authorial digressions, intrusions etc through which the conflict between the
Victorian and the Modern world is dexterously given expression. The present
paper proposes to establish a link between the text and the epigraphs, and show
thereby their interplay. The novel was published in 1969 but the time frame
takes us hundred years back to the Victorian period, to the year 1867. In an
analysis William Stephenson has quoted Cooper in this regard:

 

The novel’s telescoping of two centuries may be
understood as Fowles’ effort to textualize, appropriate, and rewrite the
nineteenth century itself. Under the auspices of that historical
destabilization which the book effects, allusions to Victorian thinkers and
scientists like Mayhem, Mill, Darwin and Marx abound. The narrator as authorial
surrogate chooses, edits, and situates these quotations for his own purposes,
and in so doing he constructs his own version of nineteenth century social and
intellectual history. (Stephenson 61).

 

Fowles’ use of epigraphs is not merely to lend grandness to the
style or just a pose at experimentation, rather they emerge as ‘paratexts’ and
play an ‘intertextual’ role. To establish such paratextual and intertextual
role is what the present paper will journey towards.

 

A paratext is a writing that lies at the fringe or margin of a text.
A paratext transcends the bounds of the text and brings it into relation,
either manifest or hidden, to other texts.

 

[…] the paratext is what enables a text to become a book
and to be offered as such to its readers and more generally to the public. (Genette
1) 

 

The paratext demands an alert reader, widely read and one who is
alert to every ‘artful disruption, intrusion and lacuna’, observes Richard Macksey
in his ‘Foreword’ to Genette’s Paratexts. Paratexts, according to Genette act as a borderline, is a “zone of transaction”, between the exterior and the interior and acts as a permeable membrane between the outside and the inside.
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