
COMMENTAIRE LITTERAIRE 

Céline LEBLANC – Formation Promotionnelle – Académie de GRENOBLE 

1 

 



COMMENTAIRE LITTERAIRE 

Céline LEBLANC – Formation Promotionnelle – Académie de GRENOBLE 

2 

 



COMMENTAIRE LITTERAIRE 

Céline LEBLANC – Formation Promotionnelle – Académie de GRENOBLE 

3 

 

� PERSPECTIVE and PROSPECT(S) : study these two motifs in the opening chapter of John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman. 

 

PERSPECTIVE  PROSPECT(S) 

1. A way of thinking about sthg, a viewpoint; a position… 

⇒ from a/the ∼ 
 

2. A sensible way of judging & comparing situations 

⇒ to put/get/keep sthg in ∼ 
 

3. A drawing method which shows distance & depth, 
which makes objects look solid 

 

4. A view (especially one that stretches into the distance) 

 A. A possibility, sthg that you hope for 
 

B. Sthg likely to happen 
 

C. PLURAL: chances of future success; plans 
 

D. A view (from a high place) 

= l.28: “your prospect would have been 

harmonious”. 

= hardy’s poem: “Always stood she / 

Prospect-impressed” 
 

John Fowles’s novel opens on a romantic poem by Thomas Hardy, “The Riddle”, depicting a woman who is “prospect-impressed”. This 

epigraph is followed by a very descriptive chapter in which the word “prospect” (D) is actually used in line 28 to refer to the view we get of 

Lyme Regis, a real place the English are very familiar with, since it is a popular holiday destination. Thus the question obviously invites us to 

analyze the setting of the novel, even more so as it is described from several perspectives.  

Your perception of a place, however well-known like Lyme Regis and its historic harbour, depends on the kind of person you are, your 

experience and what you might expect. That is why the view (4 – D) of Lyme Regis should be first studied in relation to the various 

characters’ prospects (A). It is also very noticeable that this novel is written from a double perspective (that of a Victorian setting narrated 

from a 20th century point of view), but this viewpoint (1) eventually leads to a more mystifying than trustworthy narrative, its effects 

concurring to make us lose all sense of perspective (2). The reason might be that our real prospects (C) lie in measuring the degree of 

distance Fowles adopts in an aesthetic perspective (3) with Thomas Hardy’s work as its vanishing point. 
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Your prospect depends on your perspective: the Lymers’ look at the Cobb is full of contempt (“what familiarity breeds” (8) is 

proverbial), whereas “to a less tax-paying, or more discriminating, eye” (15-16) – the narrator’s apparently – it is “a superb fragment 

of folk-art.” (20). 

 

• The passage has a descriptive quality and allows the reader to get a very accurate idea (prospect / perspective) of the setting, particularly 

of the Cobb; this opening chapter would remind one of a guidebook (with the use of superlatives, historic & cultural references about a 

real place), were it not for the narrator’s intrusions (“I exaggerate? Perhaps” (23)) and the fact that there is a story waiting for us which 

has been promised as early as lines 4-5. 

 

• The prospect is very encompassing, yet it could lead to a gradual defamiliarization, even to today’s oldest inhabitants of Lyme, since it is 

viewed from the sea (“if you had turned northward and landward” (27)). This very popular place is revisited / given a whole new 

perspective. Besides the description of Lyme is made in reference to the year 1867, a time when “the prospect would have been 

harmonious” and the town “picturesque” (28-29).  

 

• As for the Cobb itself, it is depicted as a solid / massive piece of architecture, contrasting with the town of Lyme which has changed over 

the years (25) and the coast that is “eroding to the west”: “the most beautiful sea-rampart” (15-16), “the last bulwark” (39), “a 

paragon of mass” (23). 

As such, it is evocative of the female character in Hardy’s poem “Wind foul or fair, Always stood she” as well as the “figure” at the end 

of the text standing “at the seawardmost end” (71) of the Cobb in the harsh wind. Unlike the couple, moved toward the sea by a desire 

for “mutual solitude” (46), this character is “motionless” (73) and utterly reified / turned into a thing (latin ‘res’): the use of the 

pronoun “it” (“it stood” (70), “its clothes” (72)) makes it very clear, as does the reference to “a living memorial to the drowned” (74). 

We unconsciously identify it as a woman, not because of any feminine trait, but because it is described like the figurehead of a ship / a 

figure of prow, only kept alive by her prospects (waiting for someone at sea?). 
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• By contrast, the various elements of the landscape appear to be more alive than this character, due to personification: Lyme is a “bite” 

(2) or an “inbite” (6); the Cobb is “a long claw of old grey wall” (10) and “[the real Lymers] seem almost to turn their backs on it” 

(12-13), and feel “resentment” (14) towards it, as if it were a person. As for its shape, it is “complex”, “delicate” and “subtle” (21). 

The lugger / boat has a “thorax” and it is “huddled” (31) in the Cobb. Even the cliffs around the bay are animated: “rose” (v) (35) 

“stepped” “climbed” (37). 

 

We owe these personifications to the very self-conscious 20th c. narrator, insisting that he is to be trusted (“I can be put to the test” 

(23-24) / “I can be put to proof”). He is well-informed of the evolution of the setting, while at the same time not including himself in 

the “real Lymers”’ perspective (“they”).  

 

• The perspective is often blurred since there is a mixing of references: for example, “the real Lymers” (9) are Lyme’s 20th c inhabitants 

and they coexist with many references to an unknown onlooker whose privileged point of view (“landward in 1867, as the man that day 

did” (28)), though limited to a 19th c perspective, is clearly adopted several times under the pretext of presupposition: “a person of 

curiosity could at once have deduced several strong probabilities” (3), “The local spy – and there was one – might thus have deduced 

that...” (43) “On the other hand he might, focusing his telescope more closely, have suspected...” (44-46), “The eye in the telescope 

might have glimpsed a magenta skirt” (52-53). 

 

• The movement of the text echoes the telescope image: from a mapping of the area in line 2 to a focus on the characters: the “pair” (4), 

“these two” (43), “the young lady” (50), “the taller man” (60) to end up with “the other figure” (70). So that omniscient narration is 

only applied to the 20th c perspective, while the use of a 19th c internal focalizer is a subtle means of revealing the characters one after 

the other. 
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• On the whole, the narrator is homodiegetic in a 2Oth c perspective (“the year of which I write” (25)) but extradiegietic as regards the 

1867 plot. Which allows him to make omniscient comments with the benefit of hindsight: “a millinery style that the resident ladies of 

Lyme would not dare to wear for at least another year (...) which the arbiters of the best English fashion had declared a shade vulgar (...) 

a year or two previously”. (58-63) Or again: “what the feminine (...) demanded of a colour was brilliance, not discretion.” (66-68): a 

rather open criticism of Victorian society. 

 

• It is striking how the approach would be very sociological if irony was not perceptible: Cf. “the best English fashion” in the previous 

quotation. The same remark can be made about the metaphors : “for another wind was blowing in 1867” (50-51) is not only a 

reference to the “easterly” of line 1, but it also alludes to 19th c women’s “revolt” through fashion. 

One of the subtlest examples is that of the sea: “But where the telescopist would have been at sea himself was with the other figure on 

that sombre curving mole.” (69-70). To ‘be all at sea’ meaning to be confused... 

 

The evocation of the figure at the end of the text is not only confusing for the would-be “telescopist”: it is also confusing for the 

reader since because it echoes Hardy’s poem we cannot help thinking that this figure is that of a woman (the “she” in the poem) and 

that her prospects will have to be ours in the rest of the novel. For notwithstanding the description of the landscape around her, she is 

very probably the one who is going to the object of the narrator’s attention in the novel. 

 

• The least we can say is that for now this character does not seem to be very attractive, compared to the young lady described a few 

paragraphs earlier. So our prospects are rather sombre. Unless we construe this first approach as the promise of some suspense, as we 

might, by reading the title of Hardy’s poem, “The Riddle”. Actually, this woman does not fit in the realistic setting that has just been 

depicted, which opens a whole new perspective: “a figure from myth” (74-75). And a sensible reader might know that Thomas Hardy 

himself tried to infuse supernatural elements in his naturalist fiction. 
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• It is also very striking to realize that this woman in dark clothes (72) standing alone, “motionless” (73) in a very “blustery morning” (6-

7) in the late 19th century is reminiscent of a Brontë heroin.  

 

• But the whole perspective can only be felt and appreciated if you know Thomas Hardy’s work, and more particularly Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles. Reading chapter II of the latter novel allows the reader to measure the depth of intertextuality, since Fowles’s text imitates 

the style, the structure – and sometimes the words, such as ‘prospect’ itself – of Hardy’s well-known piece. 

 

So Fowles uses the pastiche of a Victorian landscape description to introduce his 1867 characters. He also resorts to a 20th c narrator who 

comments on the prospect as he describes it and alternates points of view. The result is an ambiguous reading contract since the reader does 

not know what to make of this random combination of perspectives. However, the novel seems to focus on a womanly figure, as we might 

infer from the explicit and implicit references to Hardy’s work. Will Fowles’s novel be about a fallen woman like Tess ?  
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