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English 112-07A: From Page to Screen

Post-Modern Texts: 

A Pastiche of Historical Perspectives

       In post-modernist writing the accepted codes and conventions of the text genre are often brought to the surface for re-examination by the author. This illumination of the creative process can be seen as an attempt to break down the rigid rules of modernism including those of linear narrative and historical viewpoint. 

     In the book The French Lieutenant’s Woman
 the descriptions of the lyme Bay setting, in the first two chapters, creates a realistic setting of Victorian Britain. After setting the scene in the first chapter, the author John Fowles goes on to recreate a realistic and plausible Victorian era dialogue between Charles and Ernestina. Fowles creates the illusion of historicity with references in their dialogue to the radical theorist of the time, Charles Robert Darwin (1809 –1882), and his recently published theory of evolution The Origin of Species 1859
. 

     The text of The French Lieutenant’s Woman, however, is not simply a period drama since the voice of the narrator also depicts information from other historical perspectives creating a feeling that the linearity of time has been broken down, bursting the bubble of historical exclusivity. The historical backdrop of Victorian Britain is constantly interwoven with comments and references to life at the time of John Fowles’ writing of the book in 1967. His observation of the ‘daring narrowness – and shortness”(Ch 1 P8) of woman’s skirts, in which, shock of shock, “ankles are visible” (Ch 1 P8) , creates a dual narrative when set against the backdrop of readers knowledge of  the author’s contemporary late nineteen sixties mini-skirt era. 

          Much of the Victoria perspective in The French Lieutenant’s Woman is generated through the language Fowles uses. His self consciously exuberant turn of phrase conjures forth a romantic spectacle from the dilapidated and grim English coast-line. For example, his comparison of the decrepit cob to a sculpture by Henry Moore (1898 –1986) in which he ends; “a paragon of mass. I exaggerate?”(Ch 1 P7), seems to suggest to me a dual narrative comprised of Fowles overly floral nineteenth century descriptions and a gentle mockery of the modernist artist’s work, which was very popular a decade before Fowles’ writing in the nineteen fifties. Overall this creates a text bristling with potential historical perspectives.                            

          In the film version of The French Lieutenant’s woman (1981)
 the screen writer uses a parallel narrative device to show the lives of the actors during the making of the film. An early scene depicts the actors in ‘present day’, circa 1981, reading a newspaper article on Victorian sexual practices outside of marriage which relates to the hidden undercurrents in the unfolding relationship between Sarah and Charles. The voice of the actors in 1981 interacts with the historical period drama setting and suggests to the audience that there is another side to Victorian morality waiting to leap from Charles’ unconscious. This creates a distinct underlining sexual tension which would not have existed in the genuine Victoria novel, thus the loosing of historical boundaries allows wider scope for expression through the post-modernist techniques.
      A similarly post-modern effect is used in the filming of Tristram Shandy: A Cock and Bull Story 
 which contains the film of the book within a framework of the making of the film. The meta-cinema framework, cinema about cinema, eventually dominates the actual narrative of the book, which is hardly ever shown without the deconstruction technique of the meta-cinema. I believe this is a highly suitable interpretation of the book, The life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, gentleman
, since it follows the same pattern of endless digressions and winding narrative which never reaches its point. For example, in the book by Laurence Sterne (1713-1768) 
 the main character of the book’s title, Tristram Shandy, never makes it past a small child let alone gentleman. This is mainly due to the path which the narrative takes which is far from a chronological description of Shandy’s life and presents an effective deconstruction of time. 

       The line of narrative in The life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, gentleman creates an historical pastiche since its rambling and distracted path flits between various stages in the gentleman’s life using idiosyncratic connections supplied at the whim of the author. This is a highly non-chronological narrative which breaks down the linearality of time allowing other time perspectives to filter through. The author presents a self reflexive moment in chapter six in volume one where he comments on his meandering narrative:

if I should seem now and then to trifle upon the road,—or should sometimes put on a fool’s cap with a bell to it, for a moment or two as we pass along,—don’t fly off,—but rather courteously give me credit for a little more wisdom than appears upon my outside;—and as we jog on, either laugh with me, or at me, or in short do any thing,— only keep your temper.

(Vol 1. Ch 6. P14)

This suggests that Sterne is using the meandering narrative in a self conscious way, enjoining his audience to follow his non-chronological history of Tristram.

       In the opening scenes of The French Lieutenant’s Woman the visual components of masterpiece cinema are deconstructed with a self reflexive method to create a pastiche of historical perspectives. The shot starts with the actresses’ make-up mirror into which she observes the time perspective of the camera as well as, beyond the lens, the audience dwelling in their own distant viewpoint of time. From behind the camera the voice of the director issues commands to the crew, asking if Anna, the actress is ready. The on-screen clapperboard, which marks scene 32, suggests that the existence of the film precedes these opening shots and perhaps relates to the following scenes of Charles and Ernestina which are closer to the start of the book than Sarah’s walk on the cob. The director’s shout of ”tracking” precedes the long movement of the camera and the typically classical music and ornate font of the title sequence, which signals the beginning of a film following the masterpiece conventions. The timeframe is further fragmented where Charles calls out the actresses’ name of “Anna” as he runs to save Sarah, the character she is playing, on the storm blown cob in an early scene of the film. This happens again but in reverse when this time he shouts out the character’s name “Sarah” from the open window of the film set as Anna the actress makes her escape in a scene towards the end of the film.     
    As well as the intermeshing of historical periods in The French Lieutenant’s Woman there is also the voice of the ‘actual’ author creating multiple time layers within the written text. Thirteen is a particularly post-modern chapter, in which Fowles disrupts the narrative flow with candid confessions that his characters “never existed outside of (his),, own mind” (Ch 13 p85) and that his own authorship is not what can be expected of a Victorian novel. In Chapter thirteen Fowles invokes the influences of Roland Barthes, the writer of The Death of the Author
, and Alain Robbe-Grillet, suggesting that The French Lieutenant’s Woman is not a “novel in the modern sense of the word” (Ch 13, p85). In The Death of the Author Roland Barthes’ describes a viewpoint which negates the single voice of the author, the “eye of god” mode of narration, as a device to “impose a limit on (that) text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing”
. Mark Hamstra describes the writer and film maker Alain Robbe-Grillet (1922- ,), also cited as an influence in chapter thirteen, as a creator of “..novels that altered or abolished fictional elements such as character, plot, setting, point of view, and chronological time” initiating “the deconstruction of time”
. This is very close to the effect that Fowles creates in his pastiche of historical perspectives, echoed in the filmic treatment of the text. 

      Although written around 1759 there are what can be described as post modern themes in The life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, gentleman, for example in Sterne’s search for the origins of Tristram Shandy. The narration jumps from his birth to the moment of his conception to the events leading up to his conception with a lengthy digression of the associations his mother makes between the clock-windings and sexual foreplay (Vol 1. Ch 4 . P10). Sterne’s search for truth is, I believe, the cause of his inability to tell his readers “the whole secret from first to last, of every thing which concerns you” (ch4 P7) manifest in his unfruitful search for the fictional character’s origins, is it his birth?, his conception?, or something to do with the clock?. This impossible search for the origins can be related to the Simulacra theory of Jean Baudrillard 
 a post-modernist theory which describes a sense of “Simulated reality” in which objects or concepts have no origin. Baudrillard describes the Simulacrum as something “never again exchanging for what is real, but exchanging in itself, in an uninterrupted circuit without reference or circumference”. Sterne’s self referential writing style is expressed through his inability to portray the origins of the obviously fictional Tristram Shandy. When the Simulacra model is taken into account the author’s own conception and the conception of his parents, and their parents and so on, into infinity, is as much a real explanation of Shandy’s conception as anything else. This creates an historical perspective which is vastly wider than that of simply the narrative of the book; incorporating the author and his origins as part of an overall historical pastiche.

        In conclusion, the ideas of post-modernism, itself often seen as belonging to an historical timeframe roughly from 1968 to 1986, are perhaps more prevalent across a wider historical field than previously suspected. It is possible that, in a self-reflexive moment, post-modernism itself may be deconstructed as a pastiche of ideas which have, if not origins then infinite echoes from distant historical perspectives, woven together with the glue of our own collective imaginings.
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