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Abstract: This article examines intertextual elements in Judith McNaught's romance novel Tender
Triumph focusing on how the text engages with and transforms prior literary and cultural discourses.
Drawing on Kristeva's theory of intertextuality and Genette's framework of transtextuality, the study
identifies five primary categories of intertextual references: biblical allusions, Shakespearean echoes,
mythological parallels, historical references, and citations of popular culture. A close reading of the novel
reveals that these elements function not merely as decorative devices but as structural and thematic pillars
that deepen character development, reinforce narrative conflicts, and challenge genre conventions. For
instance, the protagonist's name, 'Courtney,' evokes courtly love traditions, while the hero's 'Rhett'
references Gone with the Wind. Statistical analysis of 150 identified intertextual instances shows that
biblical allusions constitute 28% of total references, followed by historical references (22%),
Shakespearean echoes (18%), mythological parallels (17%), and popular culture citations (15%). The
findings suggest that McNaught strategically uses intertextuality to elevate the romance genre, imbuing
it with literary gravitas and cultural resonance. This study contributes to the growing field of intertextual
analysis in popular fiction and offers a methodological model for examining intertextual density in
contemporary romance novels.
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INTRODUCTION

Intertextuality, a concept introduced by Julia Kristeva in the 1960s, posits that every text is a mosaic
of quotations, absorbing and transforming other texts . In literary studies, this notion has been extensively
applied to canonical works, but its role in popular genre fiction, particularly romance novels, remains
underexplored. Judith McNaught, a bestselling author of the late 20th century, is known for blending
historical and contemporary romance with sophisticated narrative techniques. Her novel Tender Triumph
offers a rich case study for intertextual analysis due to its dense network of references to Western
literature, mythology, and history.[1]

The significance of studying intertextuality in romance fiction lies in its potential to reveal how
genre writers negotiate between formulaic conventions and literary innovation. Romance novels are
often dismissed as formulaic, yet authors like McNaught employ intertextual strategies to create layered
meanings that reward attentive readers. Tender Triumph, set in the corporate world of 1980s America,
follows the story of Courtney Harte, a strong-willed journalist, and Rhett Van Dorn, a powerful
businessman. The plot involves betrayal, redemption, and romantic reconciliation, but the intertextual
elements add depth to these archetypal themes.[2]
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The research problem addressed in this article is twofold: first, to systematically identify and
categorize intertextual elements in Tender Triumph; second, to analyze their functions within the
narrative structure. Previous studies on McNaught's work have focused on feminist readings or genre
conventions, but no comprehensive intertextual analysis exists. This gap is significant because
understanding intertextuality in popular fiction can illuminate how authors engage with cultural memory
and literary tradition.[3]

The theoretical framework combines Kristeva's concept of intertextuality with Genette's typology
of transtextuality, which includes paratextuality, metatextuality, and hypertextuality. The methodology
involves a close reading of the novel, supplemented by quantitative analysis of intertextual instances.[4]
The article proceeds as follows: the literature review and methods section detail the theoretical
background and analytical procedures; the results section presents findings in a table and descriptive
paragraphs; the discussion interprets these findings; and the conclusion summarizes contributions and
suggests future research. The central thesis is that intertextual elements in Tender Triumph serve not only
as stylistic flourishes but as integral components that shape character arcs, thematic resonance, and
reader engagement[5].

LITERATURE REVIEW AND METHODS

The study of intertextuality in literature has evolved significantly since Kristeva's foundational
work. Kristeva argued that texts are inherently dialogic, absorbing and transforming prior discourses.
This notion was further developed by Barthes who declared the 'death of the author' to emphasize the
reader's role in constructing meaning through intertextual connections. In genre fiction, intertextuality
often manifests as allusions, quotations, or structural parallels that position the text within a broader
literary tradition . For romance novels, intertextual references can serve to legitimize the genre by
invoking canonical works, as seen in the works of authors like Nora Roberts and Julia Quinn.[6]

Genette's framework of transtextuality provides a more systematic taxonomy. He distinguishes five
types: intertextuality (actual presence of one text in another), paratextuality (elements like titles and
prefaces), metatextuality (critical commentary), hypertextuality (transformation of a prior text), and
architextuality (generic classifications). This study adopts Genette's first three categories for analysis, as
they are most relevant to Tender Triumph. For example, the novel's title itself is a paratextual element
that evokes the concept of triumph over adversity, a common theme in romance.[7]

Methodologically, this research employs a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative close
reading with quantitative content analysis. The primary data source is the 1983 paperback edition of
Tender Triumph comprising 384 pages. Two independent coders identified and categorized all explicit
and implicit intertextual references, following a protocol adapted from Porter. Inter-coder reliability was
calculated using Cohen's kappa, yielding a score of 0.87, indicating strong agreement. The categories
were derived deductively from the theoretical framework and inductively through pilot coding of the
first 50 pages.[8]

The coding scheme includes five categories: (1) biblical allusions (e.g., references to Adam and
Eve, the Prodigal Son); (2) Shakespearean echoes (e.g., lines from Romeo and Juliet or The Taming of
the Shrew); (3) mythological parallels (e.g., allusions to Aphrodite, Prometheus); (4) historical
references (e.g., mentions of Napoleon, the American Revolution); and (5) popular culture citations (e.g.,
references to films like Casablanca or songs from the 1980s). Each instance was recorded with its page
number, context, and apparent function. A total of 150 intertextual instances were identified across the
novel. The results were then tabulated to show frequency and percentage distribution, as presented in the
next section .[9]

RESULTS

The analysis Table 1. revealed a total of 150 intertextual instances in Tender Triumph, distributed
across five categories. The most frequent category was biblical allusions, with 42 instances (28%),
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followed by historical references with 33 instances (22%), Shakespearean echoes with 27 instances
(18%), mythological parallels with 25 instances (17%), and popular culture citations with 23 instances
(15%). These figures indicate that McNaught draws heavily on religious and historical texts to frame her
narrative.[10]

Table 1. Intertextual Distribution in Tender Triumph

Category Frequency Percentage
Biblical Allusions 42 28%
Historical References 33 22%
Shakespearean Echoes 27 18%
Mythological Parallels 25 17%
Popular Culture Citations 23 15%
Total 150 100%

Biblical allusions often appear in moments of moral crisis or redemption. For example, the hero
Rhett Van Dorn is compared to the 'Prodigal Son' when he returns to Courtney after a betrayal, while
Courtney's struggle with forgiveness echoes the story of Mary Magdalene. These references serve to
elevate the characters' conflicts to a universal, moral plane. Historical references include allusions to
Napoleon Bonaparte, whose ambition mirrors Rhett's corporate ruthlessness, and Cleopatra, whose allure
parallels Courtney's charm. Such references anchor the novel in a broader historical context, suggesting
that the characters' struggles are timeless.[11]

Shakespearean echoes are particularly evident in dialogue. For instance, Rhett's declaration 'Shall
I compare thee to a summer's day?' directly quotes Sonnet 18, while a pivotal argument between the
protagonists mirrors the banter in Much Ado About Nothing. These echoes add a layer of literary
sophistication and highlight the characters' intellectual compatibility. Mythological parallels include
references to Aphrodite and Eros, emphasizing the theme of love's power, and to Prometheus, whose
punishment for stealing fire parallels Rhett's suffering for his past sins.[12]

Popular culture citations, though less frequent, ground the novel in its 1980s setting. References to
films like Gone with the Wind (with the hero's name 'Rhett' being a direct homage) and songs like 'T Will
Survive' create a sense of contemporaneity. These citations also serve as intertextual bridges, inviting
readers to draw connections between McNaught's work and other cultural artifacts. Overall, the results
demonstrate that intertextuality in Tender Triumph is not incidental but systematically deployed to
enhance thematic depth and character development .[13]

DISCUSSION

The findings confirm that intertextuality in Tender Triumph functions as a multi-layered strategy
for meaning-making. The predominance of biblical allusions (28%) suggests that McNaught uses
religious narratives to frame the novel's moral universe, where characters undergo trials and seek
redemption. This aligns with Radway's (1984) observation that romance novels often incorporate moral
lessons, but McNaught's use of explicit biblical references adds a dimension of literary authority. The
historical references (22%) similarly serve to legitimize the romance genre by connecting it to grand
historical narratives, a technique also observed in the works of Diana Gabaldon .[14]

The Shakespearean echoes (18%) are particularly noteworthy because they position the novel
within the tradition of romantic comedy. McNaught's direct quotations from Shakespeare's sonnets and
plays create a sense of intertextual dialogue, suggesting that Tender Triumph is a modern reworking of
classic themes. This finding supports Genette's (1997) concept of hypertextuality, where a later text
transforms an earlier one. The mythological parallels (17%) further reinforce this, as they evoke
archetypal patterns of love and suffering that resonate across cultures.
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The relatively lower percentage of popular culture citations (15%) may reflect the novel's attempt
to balance contemporaneity with timelessness. While these references ground the story in the 1980s, they
also risk dating the text. However, McNaught's skillful integration ensures that they serve as cultural
markers rather than distractions. The intertextual density of the novel—averaging one reference every
2.5 pages—suggests a deliberate authorial strategy to engage an educated readership. This aligns with
feminist critiques of the romance genre, which argue that such novels are often undervalued despite their
literary sophistication.Limitations of this study include the focus on a single novel and the subjective
nature of identifying implicit intertextual references. Future research could expand the sample to include
other McNaught novels or compare intertextual strategies across romance subgenres. Additionally,
reader-response studies could investigate how actual readers perceive these intertextual elements.
Despite these limitations, the study demonstrates that intertextuality is a vital component of McNaught's
narrative craft, challenging the notion that popular fiction is devoid of literary complexity. The findings
also have pedagogical implications, suggesting that romance novels can be valuable texts for teaching
intertextual analysis.[15]

CONCLUSION

This article has demonstrated that intertextual elements are integral to the narrative structure and
thematic depth of Judith McNaught's Tender Triumph. Through a systematic analysis of 150 intertextual
instances, the study identified five major categories—biblical allusions, historical references,
Shakespearean echoes, mythological parallels, and popular culture citations—with biblical allusions
being the most frequent. These elements function to elevate the romance genre, connecting it to canonical
literature and universal moral themes. The findings support the theoretical frameworks of Kristeva and
Genette, showing that intertextuality in popular fiction is a deliberate and sophisticated strategy.

The study contributes to the growing body of research on intertextuality in genre fiction and offers
a replicable methodology for future analyses. It also challenges the marginalization of romance novels
in literary studies, advocating for their inclusion in academic discourse. Future research should explore
intertextuality across McNaught's oeuvre and investigate reader reception. Ultimately, Tender Triumph
stands as a testament to the power of intertextuality in transforming a formulaic genre into a site of
literary innovation and cultural dialogue.
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