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ABSTRACT 

FACULTY OF AETS 

FRENCH 

Doctor of Philosophy 

THE WORK OF ROBBE-GRILLET CONSIDERED IN RELATION TO PLANNING Ilf 

POST-WAR FRANCE 

Anthony Simons 

The thesis is that the New Novel as described by Robbe-Grillet in 

Pour Un Nouveau Roman, in its denial of the interest of the individual 

(as character, subject of a success or failure story, subject of a 

coherent sequence of events in time, or of a coherent assembly of 

psychological reactions), presents a vision of huinen. existence related 

to developments in post-war French society. Increasingly prosperous 

economic conditions and 'welfare state' measures remove the need for 

the individual to struggle to succeed financially, and adroit 

techniques of administration allow the individual a sense of participa-

tion, while skilfully controlling the extent of his contributions. 

The 'invited participation' in the Monnet and subsequent plans is 

analysed and interpreted along these lines. 

The thesis follows Goldmann in assuming that the author does not 

necessarily consciously intend a direct comment on society, but that 

the prevailing conditions affect his way of seeing, and the behaviour 

of those he sees. It departs from Goldmann in rejecting that there is 

a lengthy 'time-lag', i.e. that the post-war novel is to be explained 

by pre-war social conditioning. 

The chapters seek to show that many problems of interpretation of 

the novels can be explained or clarified by analysing them in relation 

to post-war planning. They examine at the outset statements by 



Robbe-Grillet concerning his novels and his aim in writing them, 

followed by a survey of critical attitudes towards the New Novel. An 

analysis is then made of economic and social developments, especially 

those engendered by the various plans, including press comment. Further 

chapters deal with the manipulation of levels of reality and the 

development of Robbe-Grillet as an artist, the relationships between 

characters, time and construction in the novels, all of which are 

studied in the light of post-war French economic and social structures. 



1. Some basic characteristics of Robbe-Grillet's art 

In Pour Un Nouveau Roman, a collection of essays written between 

1955 and 1965, Robbe-Grillet repeatedly denies that the novel should . 

have any particular message (1) and he includes specifically in this 

category economic truths and marxist ideologies (2). On these 

occasions, as he makes clear, he is speaking of messages which propose 

some theory about, and perhaps solution for, contemporary problems, and 

which can therefore be considered separately from the form of the 

novel: 'Que reste-t-il alors de 1'engagement? Sartre, qui avait vu 

le danger de cette litterature moralisatrice, avait preche pour ime 

litterature morale, qui pretendait seulement eveiller des consciences 

politiques en posant les problemes de notre societe, mais qui aurait 

/ x \ / 

echappe a 1'esprit de propaganda en retablissant le lecteur dans sa 

liberte. Inexperience a montre que c'etait la encore uns utopie: des 

qu'appara!it le souci de signifier quelque chose (quelque chose 

d'exterieur a I'art) la litterature commence a. reculer, a disparaitre' 

(5 ). It is with such considerations in view that he defines literary 

realism as an evocation of the direct, immediate presence of things, 

conjured up in terms of their outward appearances only, and delib-

erately severed from any contextual indications which would endow them 

with any significance beyond this outward appearance (4). Such indica-

tions include a coherent story, or the portrayal of character, to 

either of which the description of environmental objects might in some 

(1 ) A. Robbe-G-rillet, Pour Tn Nouveau Roman, (PNR) , pp. 23, 511 185 

(2) PNR, pp. 45, 174 

(5 ) p. 46, c.f. pp. 42, 51 

(4) PNR, pp. 20-23, 176-180 



way contribute: 'Ainsi ce decor etait-il deja I'image de I'homme' (5) 

he vrrites, speaking of these elements of the traditional novel which he 

explicitly rejects, as he does any form of symbolism, allegory or 

'profondeur'. Talcing Kafka as an exemplary exponent of the art ('Get 

auteur realiste dans I'acception nouvelle que nous teutons de definir: 

^ / \ / ^ 

createur d'un monde materiel, a la presence visionnaire'; he interprets 

the walls and stairways evoked by Kafka as existing with hallucinatory 

intensity in terms of their clear-cut surfaces only, and he disagrees with 

those commentators who insist on reading meaning and symbol into Kafka: 
'Dans toute I'oeuvre, les rapports de I'homme avec le monde% loin 

\ / 

d'avoir un caractere symbolique, sont constamment directs et iramediats' 

(6). Whether or not this is an acceptable interpretation of Kafka, it 

makes clear Kobbe-Grillet's argument. 

This is not to say, however, that Hobbe-Grillet prescribes writings 

which are purposely negative: their positive attributes are articulately 

explained in Pour Un Nouveau Roman, and it is surprising that so few 

commentators to date have fully crystallised and categorised the sense 

of these utterances, or taken account of them at face value in inter-

preting and evaluating his novels. These positive attributes spring 

directly from the form, that is to say the style, manner, techniques or 

structure of the works: as Robbe-Grillet frequently points out, with 

arresting convincingness, the artist at the moment of creation is 

consciously concerned, not with the preaching of any message, but with 

the more practical problems of forming the ai't object, the processes of 

making, articulating, stating (?)• It is not so much that this 

(5) PNE, p. 159 

(6) PMR, p. l80, c.f. pp. 26-27 

(?) PNR, pp. 42, 46, 49, 51-52, 14$, 152 



substance is unimportant (Robbe-Gri.llet says that he hopes that his 

psychology is reasonably adequate - 'defendable•, pp. 176-7), but that 

it should not be considered the focal point of attentions, and 

especially that it should not, indeed cannot, be separated from the 

form (8). In Robbe-Grillet's view, it is in the shaping of his work, 

rather than in the substance of it-, that the artist expresses his 

artistic genius, hence his personality (9), hence his relationship 

with his age. 

1c One immediately seizable attribute claimed by Robbe-Grillet for the 

new novel and the 'nouveau realisms' is a new form of honesty with the 

reader. Mo longer does the artist aim at any 'illusion of reality' in 

the manner of Balzac or Flaubert, at skilfully beguiling the reader 

into imagining himself into the experience of the characters. The new 

writing presents itself with persistent ostentation as nothing more 

than an art object, an artistic equivalent of experience, and the 

author makes it a point of craftsmanship to destroy, at each turn, any 

factor which might allow the reader to mistake it for experience 

itself. Thus, L'Annee derniere a Marienbad has, as its duration, not 

some period in the life of its characters, but the 90 minutes of its 

showing time (10); and La Jalousie is not composed of a simple original 

story, subsequently scrambled, and re-discoverable by some alert end 

discerning reader: 'Le recit etait au contraire fait de telle facon 

que tout essai de reconstitution d'une chronologie exterieure 

aboutissait tot cu tard a une serie de contradictions, done a une 

impasse' (11). 

(8) H^R, pp. 51-52 

(9) PMR, pp. 8 2 - 8 3 

(10) p. 165 

(11) p m , p. 167 



2. This leads us to acknowledge a second, less seizable but equally 

important attribute. The suppression of factors which might appear 

to refer to an experience and a coherence external to the novel is not 

only carried out in the interests of 'honesty-; it also highlights the 

arrangement of the passages of the work. It is in such structuring of 

the parts of Robbe-Grillet's novels (each part of a primarily 

descriptive nature), that the author manifests his artistry, his 

flair, his intuition of what is right for that particular work. There 

are no rules of form external to the work itself: each work has its 

ovm 'rules', and whatever beauty of form it attains is individual to 

it, not traditional. It depends on the artist's impulses, rather than 

on any preconceived ideas, intentions or training, axid it is thus like 

the arrangement of a bowl of flowers or, as Robbe-Grillet suggests, 

the success of a fine musical composition: 'On connaxt le dessin 

satirique russe ou un hippopotame, dans la brousse, montre un zebre a un 

autre hippopotame: 'Tu vols, dit-il, <̂ a, c'est du formalisme'. 

L'existence d'une oeuvre d'art, son poids, ne sont pas a la merci de 

grilles d'interpretation qui coincideraient, ou non, avec ses contours. 

L'oeuvre d'art, comme le monde, est une forme vivante: elle est, elle 

n'a pas besoin de justification. Le zebre est reel, le nier ne serait 

pas raisonnable, bien que ses rayures soient sans doute depourvues de 

sens. II en va de meme pour une symphonie, une peinture, un roman: 

c'est dans leur forme que reside leur realite. . . L'art n'est pas 

une enveloppe aux couleurs plus ou moins brillantes charges d'ornementer 

le 'message' de I'auteur, un papier dore autour d'un paquet de biscuits, 

un enduit sur un mur, une sauce qui fait passer le poisson, L'art 

n'obeit a aucune servitude de ce genre, ni d'ailleurs a aucune autre 

/ / / / 

fonction preetablie. II ne s'appuie sur aucune verite qui existerait 

avant lui; et I'on peut dire qu'il n'exprirae rien que lui-meme. II 



/ A / 

cree lui-meme son propre equilibre et pour lui-rnerae son propre sens. 

II tient debout tout seul, corame le zebre, ou bien il tombe.' (12) 

3- A third important attribute of the new novel is its exploratory 

nature: Robbe-Grillet sometimes describes it as a 'une recherche'; 

, le roman n'est pas un outil du tout. 11 n'est pas concu en 
/ \ ^ \ 

vue d'un travail defini a I'avance. II ne sert pas a exposer, a 

traduire, des choses existant avant lui, en dehors de lui. II 

n'exprime pas, il recherche. Et ce qu'il recherche, c'est lui-meme' 

(13)« 'Et lorsqu'on lui demande (a I'auteur) pourquoi il a ecrit son 

livre, il n'a qu'une r/ponse: 'C'est poui- essayer de savoir pourquoi 

j'avais envie de I'ecrire' The form taken by the work is not 

premeditated, but a spontaneous, natural creation, taking place as the 

artist begins to assemble fragments of experience and imaginative 

extensions of experience which he has been toying with for some time, 

and has to resolve, with some difficulty, into a whole which satisfies 

him (15)• Thus, each of Robbe-Grillet's novels could, he claims, be 

seen as a fairly true to life sequence of psychological events in the 

mind of one person ( 1 6 ), the narrating voice, which is a deliberately 

ill-defined vehicle, not strictly identifiable with either the hero 

or the writer: . . une nouvelle sorte de narrateur y est ne: ce 

n'est plus seulement un homme qui decrit les choses qu'il voit, mais 

en meme temps celui qui invente les choses autour de lui et qui voit 

les choses qu'il invente. Des que ces heros-narrateurs cornmencent 

(12) PNE, pp. 49, 31 

(13) PNE, p. 174, c.f. p. 152 

(14) PNR, pp. 14-13 

(13) PNR, pp. 13-14 

(16) FMR, p.149 



un tant soit peu a ressombler a des "personnages", ce sent aussitot des 

menteiu-s, des schi^ophrenes ou des hallucines (ou merae des ecrivains 

qui creent leur propre histoire' (17). Yet Hobbe-Grillet is at pains 

to point out that this subjective psychology is not an aspect of his 

writing which he wishes to emphasise or call attention to, as Proust or 

Joyce focussed upon the interior monologue; 'Quelquefois agace par des 

objections du genre "Les choses ne se passent pas comme ca dans la 

vie". . e je parle de 1'existence subjective de oet hotel, ou de la 

verite psychologique directs (done non conforme a 1'analyse) de ce 

mari inquiet, fascine par le comportement suspect (ou trop naturel) 

de sa femme. Et sans doute j'espere que mes remans et mes films sent 

/ 

defendables aussi de ce point de vue. Mais je sais bien que mon 

propos est ailleurs. Je ne transcris pas, je construis' (18). For it 

is not as a psychologist, that is to say, as a theorist who refers to, 

and is to be judged by, a reality outside his writing that Kobbe-Grillet 

claims our attention, but as an artist, by which he understands a 

constructor of a pleasing, self-sufficient, non-referential artefact. 

k. Having in mind now that Hobbe-Grillet is concerned with a deliberate 

impoverishment of subjective or emotive elements in perception (19) 

in order to emphasise the inventiveness of the structuring, we can 

understand his remarks upon a fourth attribute of the new novel, namely 

its connection with contemporary society. He frequently states that 

this connection exists, pointing out that the world changes, and that 

art evolves because it must operate in terms of the psychological 

structures contemporary with the artist: 'L'art est vie. Rien n'y est 

(17) p. 177 

(18) PNR, pp. 176-177 

(19 ) FNR, pp. 159-161 
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jamais gagne de facon. definitive= II ne peut exister sans cette remise 

en question permanente. Mais ].e aiouvement de oes evolutions et 

/ / 
revolutions fait sa perpetuelle renaissance. Et puis le monde change, 

/ \ 

lui aussi. D'une part, il n'est plus objectivement le meme, sur de 

nombreux points, qu'il y a cent ans par exeraple; la vie materielle, 

la vie intellectuelle, la vie politique, se sont modifiees consider-

ableraent ainsi que 1'aspect physique de nos villes, de nos maisons, de 

nos villages, de nos routes etc. D'autre part la connaissance que 

nous avons de ce qui est en nous et de ce qui nous entoure. . . a 

subi de facon parallels des bouleversements extraordinaires. A cause 

de ceci et de cela, les relations subjectives que nous entretenons 

avec le monde ont change du tout au tout' (20). 

P.obbe-Grillet points out that the traditional novel, with its 

success or failure stories, based upon the hero's resources of 

character and his struggle to emerge victorious in the competition 

for acquisitions (material, sexual, or in terms of social approval), 

was relevant to the optic (attitudes, values, assumptions) of a bourgeois 

liberal and capitalistic era, in which the individual's personality 

and luck would determine whether he (and his family) would prosper or 

starve. The values of this era, he often remarks, were most ably 

captured in Balzac's Comedie humaine, and Balzac's manner has dictated 

conceptions of the novel, and hence artistic modes of expression, 

well into the twentieth century (21). 

For Eobbe-Grillet, however, it is not in terms of message, 

guidance, or comment that the ethos of an era is to be captured, but 

in terms of the characteristic conceptual structures which that era 

(20) PNR, p. 173 

(21) PNR, p. 146 



engenders, azid which have to be taken over and adapted for artistic 

purposes in the writing. He accepts, with Nathalie Sarraute, that the 

dynamic individual struggling for survival is no longer appropriate as 

an emblem of today's states, in which welfare largely prevents personal 

disaster, but in which organization .presents group, or even national, 

catastrophes. The 'strong' character is not especially interesting in 

these days of mass media and increasingly collective tendencies in 

government and administration, an age when names are less important 

than numbers (22), and when the chronology of one's memories is of 

little importance, compared to the substance of the memory itself (23). 

The novelist, it follows, must present simulations of contemporary 

conditions of mental awareness and communication media, and, at the 

same time, Robbe-Grillet explains, he must induce distrust in these 

modes of perception, so that the reader may be alerted to the ex bent 

to which conditioning intrudes upon his consciousness 2 'Ce qui deroute 

les spectateurs epris de "realisms", c'est que I'on n'essaie plus ici 

de leur faire croire a rien je dirais presques au ccntraire. 

Le vrai, le faux et le faire croire sont dsvenus plus ou moins le 

sujet de toute oeuvre raoderne; celle-ci, au lieu d'etre un pretendu 

morceau de rea].ite, se developpe en tant que reflexion sur la realite"̂  

(ou sur le peu de realite, comme on voudra). Elle ne cherche plus a 

cacher son caractere necessairement mensonger, en se presentairfc comme 

une "histoire vecue"' (24), 

Thus, in its role of stimulating new and expansive attitudes of 

thought, art in general and the novel in particular will often utilise 

(22) PNR, p. 33 

(23) PNR, p. 150 

(24) PNR, p. 163 



paradoxes arising from outmoded thought structures, and in so doing 

will blur and begin to resolve them: 'II est normal que le roman, qui, 

oomme tout art, pretend devancer les systemes de pensee et non les 

suivre, soit deja en train de fondre entre eux les deux termes d'autres 

couples de contraires: fond-forme, objectivite-subjectivite, 

signification-absurdite, construction-destruction, memoire-present, 

imagination-realite etc' (25), In this sense, literature is always a 

danger to the establishment, and indeed to any group movement, 

political or other, depending on stable loyalties and non-critical 

adherence. Rejecting socialist realism in the novel, Hobbe-Grillet 

writes; 'Or, tout cela n'a plus guere de sons a partir du moment ou 

I'on s'aper^oit que, non seuleinent chacun voit dans le monde sa propre 

realite, mais que le roman est justoraent ce qui la cree. L'ecriture 

romanesque ne vise pas a informer, comme le fait la chronique, 

le temoignage, ou la relation scientifique; elle constitue la realite. 

Elle ne sait jamais ce qu'olle cherche, elle ignore ce qu'elle a a 

dire; elle est invention, invention du monde et de I'homme, invention 

constante et perpetuelle remise en question. Tous ceux politicians 

ou autres qui ne demandant au livre que des stereotypes, et qui 

craignent par-dessus tout 1'esprit de contestation, ne peuvent que 

se mefier de la litterature' (26). 

5. A fifth characteristic of the New Novel is the special significance 

given to reader participation. In the first place, a special kind of 

participation is demanded by Robbe-Grillet: it is one in which the 

reader must put aside his expectations of the reassuring ingredients 

of the traditional novel; 'La construction de nos livres n'est 

(25) PNR, p. 181 

(26) PNR, p. 175 
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/ \ 
d'ailleurs deroutante que si I'on s'acharne a y rechercher la trace 

d'elements qui ont en fait disparu depuis vingt, trente, ou quarante 

/ s 

annees, de tout roman vivant, ou se sent du moins singulierement 

effrites: les caracteres, la chronologie, les etudes sociologiques, 

etc. Le Nouveau Roman aura en tout cas ce merite de faire prendre 

conscience a un public assez large (et sans cesse grandissant) d'une 

evolution generale du genre' (27)• If the reader can succeed in 

participating, in reading the novel with an entirely open, 

unprejudiced mind, he will arrive, not at a reassuring truth, but at 

a healthily critical awareness of the contradictory, provisional 

ambian.ce (28) in which we have been living since the war. The 

following extract, from an essay published in 196I, gives an important 

indication of the period of French national life which he considers 

his writing to relate to: 'Et depuis vingt ans, sans doute, les choses 

s'accelerent, mais ce n'est pas dans le domaine de I'art uniquement, 

chacun en conviendra. Si le lecteur a quelquefois du mal a sc 
A 

retrouver dans le roman moderne, c'est de la merae facon qu'il se perd 
A \ \ 

quelquefois dans le monde meme ou il vit, lorsque tout cede autour de 

lui des vieilles constructions et des vieilles normes' (29), We can 

therefore be confident of being in line with Robbe-Grillet's intentions 

in our attempts, later in this thesis, to link his novels, through 

their form, with the modes of communication and their effects upon the 

individual ('les relations subjectives que nous entretenons avec 

le ffionde') (30) obtaining since 194l, that is to say, in the post war 

period. 

(27) PNR, pp. i46-l47, c.f, pp. 168-169 

(28) PMR, pp. 151-152 

(29) FMR, p. 14? 

(30) PNR, p. 173 
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The reader who can participate in the manner desired by 

Robbe-Grillet will benefit in two major ways: in the first place he will 

enjoy axi aesthetic experience, skin to that of the author himself, in 

that whatever overall impressions he forms from the loose-knit 

ingredients of the novels will be to some extent his own creation: 'Car, 

loin de le negliger (le lecteur), 1'auteur aujoujrd'hui proclaine 

I'absolu besoin qu'il a de son concours, un concours, actif, conscient, 

createur. Ce qu'il lui deriiande, ce n'est plus de recevoir tout fait un 

monde acheve, plein, clos sur lui-nieraê  c'est au contraire de 

participer a une creation, d'inventer a son tour I'oeuvre et le 

monde et d'apprendre ainsi a inventer sa propre vie' (31)• In the 

second place, as the foregoing quotation already shows, he will be led, 

by reason of the critical awareness induced by the forms of the Mew 

Novel, towards the creation of a new, more authentic society, a point 

to which jRobbe-Grillet returns frequently: 'Ce que propose I'art 

aujourd'hui au lecteur, au spectateur, c'est en tout cas une facon d ae 

vivre, dans le monde present, et ds participer a la creation 

peraianente du monde ds dernain. Pour y parvenir, le Nouveau Roman 

demande seulement au public d'avoir confiance dans le pouvoir de la 

litterature, et il demande au romancier de n'avoir plus honte d'en 

faire' (32). 

6. There is thus something in Robbe-Grillet's work which might be 

termed 'political' or 'social'. This element, the sixth of those we 

are here listing, emerges in a deliberately vague and unspecific way 

througli the form of the writings, in so far as Robbe-Grillet's 

techniques simulate, exploit and in this sense, comment upon, the 

(31) FNR, p. 169 

(32) PNR, p. 182, c.f. pp. 149, 132 
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processes of communication, perception, apprehension, and opinion 

forming, and the associated process of the contemporary social environ-

ment, namely the use of mass media and public relations techniaues: 

'des gens tres simples, qui ne connaisssnt pas Kafka peut-etre, mais 

qui ne sont pas obnubiles non plus par les formes balzaciennes, se 

trouvent de plain pied avec des livres ou ils reconnaissent le monde 

oil ils vivent, et leur propre pensee, et qui au lieu de les tromper 

sur un.e pretendue signification de leur existence, les aideront a y 

voir plus clair' (33) • . . 'nos livres sont a la portee de tout 

lecteur, des qu'il accepts de se liberer des ideas toutes faites, en 

litterature comme dans la vie' (3^0. It is no doubt in this vaguely 

social reformist sense that Robbe-Grillet often speaks of a new 

'liberte' to be won, and of a revolution, these being not so much the 

aims, as the probable consequences of art when properly constituted 

and practised: 'Deja 1'observateur le noins conditionne ne parvient 

pas a voir le monde qui I'entoure avec des yeux libres. Precisons 

tout de suite qu'il ne s'agit pas, ici, du na'if souci d'objectivite, 

dont les analyseurs de I'ame (subjective) ont beau jeu de sourire. 

L'objectivite au sens courant du terme impersonnalite totale du 

regard est trop evidemment une chimere. Mais c'est la liberte 

qui devrait du moins etre possible, et qui ne I'est pas, elle non 

plus. A chaque instant, des franges de cu].ture (psychologie, morale, 

metaphysique, etc) viennent s'ajouter aux choses, leur donnant un 

aspect moins etranger, plus comprehensible, plus rassurant' (55)• One 

important aspect of this liberation will be a new authenticity in 

(33) pp. 150-151 

(34) PNR, p. 149 

(35) PNE, pp. 20-21 
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man's attitude towards the world of things: no longer should he regard 

them as his property, or as profoundly significant symbols of his 

emotions or moral values, but as existing independently of him: 'Tout 

cela semDlerait bien theorique, bien illusoire, si precisement quelque 

chose n'etait en train de changer et merae d'une facon totale, sans 

doute definitive dans les rapports que nous sntretenons avec 

I'univers. . . La revolution qui s'est accomplie est de taille: non 

seulement nous ne considerons plus le monde comme notre bien, notre 

propriete privee, calquee sur nos besoins et domesticable, mais par 

surcroit nous ne croyons plus a cette profondeur' ( 3 6 ) . A second . 

important aspect of liberty is the recognition of uncertainty as a 

basic ingredient of life today: 'Avant I'oeuvre, il n'y a rien, pas 

de certitude, pas de these, pas de message. Croire que le romancier a 

"quelque chose a dire", et qu'il cherche ensuite comment le dire, 

represente le plus grave des contressns. Car c'est precisement ce 

"comment", cette maniere de dire, qui constitue son projet d'ecrivain, 

projet obscur entre tous, et qui sera plus tard le contenu douteux de 

A 

son livre. C'est peut-etre, en fin de compte, ce contenu douteux 

d'un obscur projet de forme qui servira le mieux la cause de la 

liberte. Mais a quelle echeance?' (37). 

From the foregoing, it is evident beyond doubt that Eobbe-Grillet's 

novels are intended to reflect, in their form if not in their 

content (jS), the conditions of mental existence in contemporary 

(i.e. post 19^1) France: . .la reflexion precise (et limitee) 

sur I'homffie, sa situation dans le monde, les phenomenes de son 

existence. . (39). Perhaps wisely, Eobbe-Grillet's 

(36) PNR, pp. 25-27 

(37) PNR, p. 153 

(38) PNR, p. 49 

(39) PNE, pp. 57-38 
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theorising in Pour Un Nouveau Roman stops short at any detailed 

analysis of the ways in which contemporary patterns of communicating 

and apprehending provide the basis of the novelist's techniques, the 

modes in which the novel is conveyed to the reader. There is thus a 

gap in his argument, between his theoretical essays and his creative 

works. It is this gap which the present thesis proposes to explore in 

some detail, taking from Pour Un Monveau Hoinan, the indications 

which we have just studied, and which taken together show that 

Robbe-Grillet intends to simulate, in the approach to the reader of his 

creative works, the contemporary structures of apprehension. Possibly 

Robbe-Grillet would include in this contemporary 'optique' ephemeral 

social mannerism, behaviour patterns, as in the classical comedy of 

manners, or the effect on the individual's psychology of current 

philosophical positions. If he does, it is difficult to find evidence 

for such intentions in his essays, and difficult to trace the effects 

in his work. It is a different matter, however, in the case of the 

processes of the mass media when used for public relations purposes by 

the state administration, for here we can find the three areas of 

evidence we need to compose a tenable investigation. The first area, 

that of Robbe-Grillet's essays, we have just found to contain 

imambiguous claims to link novel writing with the prevailing economic 

climate; in the second area, that of public relations techniques used 

by economists in the administration, we shall survey in some detail the 

methods used, and the well publicised discussion of these methods. In 

this survey we shall select particularly those aspects in which it v;ill-

be possible, when we come to our third area, to show similarities with 



15 

the forms and techniques of Eobbe-Grillet's novels. Though a thesis of 

this sort can never, by its nature, reach an absolutely certain 

conclusion, the procedure will show that many aspects of Eobbe-Grillet's 

works, and among them the more puzzling elements, can be explained on 

the hypothesis that he is in certain respects simulating in his writings 

the processes of the public relations expert, and at the same time 

calling attention to the existence, perhaps to the danger, of such 

processes. Thus in the absence of definitive evidence, there will be 

brought forward a substantial amount of cumulative evidence to show the 

utility of this hypothesis. 
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2. Various aspects of sociological criticism 

Before embarking upon this survey and analysis of documentary 

evidence and the novels of Robbe-Grillet, it is of considerable interest 

to examine how other critics have attempted to explore the links between 

literature and the contemporary economic or social climate. 

We shall begin with Lucien Goldmami and his collection of papers 

under the title of Pour line Sociolo^ie du roman, Goldmann's hypothesis 

is that various aspects of the novel can be related directly to aspects 

of the economic situation. He examines La Theorie du roman by 

Georg Lukacs and Mensonge roraantigue et verite romanesque by 

Eene Girard, and develops from them his own theories on a sociological 

criticism of the novel. 

The first work is perhaps the more important since it is here that 

lukacs proposes the basic hypothesis that a parallel caa be drawn 

between uhe structures of the classical novel and the structures in the 

economy, in particular those of a capitalist, competitive society. By 

structure', both Lukacs ajid Goldmann mean the presence of certain 

values, in society or in the novel. These are the conditions of 

existence experienced by man or the fictional character end his 

reaction towards them. 

For Lukacs, the novel can be defined a search for those values 

which are fundamental to the social and economic situation. Such 

values are implied by the author to be authentic aiid absolute and both 

the characters of the novels and man in society are imperfect in 

comparison with them. At the same time, the fictional character is at 

variance with the real world since there is a difference in the levels 

of imperfection between his values and those of his environment. 
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The arguments of Girard are similar to those of Lukacs, but are more 

developed and provide Goldmann with a wider basis for his study of the 

novel from a sociological point of view. For Girard, the imperfection 

of the world results from an inherent fault in the nature of things 

both human and material. The knowledge of this imperfection creates a 

metaphysical desire, a yearning for authenticity. Because,however, man 

is incapable of fully attaining these authentic values, he sub-

consciously lowers his ambition to an intermediary value, which then 

almost supersedes the authentic value, thereby increasing the distance 

between the desire and the real value. The example is given of 

Bon Quixote and his travesties of knightly deeds which fall below the 

authentic knightly values (1). 

Goldmann summarises this theory of an. intermediary value as follows:-

'Le roman se caracterise comme I'histoire d'une recherche de valeurs 

authentiques sur im mode degrade, dans une societe d/gradee, degradation 

qui, en ce qui concerne le heros, se manifeste principalement par la 

mediatisation, la reduction des valeurs authentiques au niveau implicite 

et leur disparition en tant que realites manifestes' (2). 

The common factor and therefore the common intermediary value which 

links works of the same period, is judged by Goldmann to be an aspect 

of the economic structure. He indicates in particular a strong connec-

tion between the structures of the novel as developed by Girard and 

Lukacs and the relationship between men in a production-orientated 

economy. 

For this purpose he distinguishes between the structures in the 

economy of a non-industrialised society and those underlying the 

(l) L« Goldmann, Pour TJne Sociolopcie du roman (PSR) , p. 28 

(<0 PGR, p. 35 
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financial transactions of a typically capitalist country. In the 

former J the production of goods was regulated directly by demand. If a 

person needed something, he went directly to the producer who would 

furnish the goods in return for some other service, article or money/ 

In such transactions there remained a conscious link between producer 

and customer. Both were concerned with the real qualities of the 

goods5 or, as Goldmann calls it, their 'valeur d'usage'. 

In a capitalist society, however, if a person needs something,, he has 

in general only to find the appropriate amount of money and go to a 

shop selling the goods. The shop is an institution which removes the 

direct link between producer and customer and emphasises the state 

whereby the former has no interest in the latter or even in his own 

goods apart from their profitability. Therefore the goods lose their 

qualitative 'valeur d'usage' and gain a quantitative 'valeur 

d'echange'. 

This is one example of how authentic relationships between people 

tend to disappear, to be replaced by an intermediary, degraded and 

degrading value. If there remain any qualitative 'valeuxs d'usage', 

they are implicit, a part of the hidden structures of the world. 

Goldmann's arguments point up here an undeniable truth about 

economic evolution, but they draw too sweeping a conclusion from a 

single economic factor (3). Firstly, profit is a factor which occurs 

v.rith almost equal importance in the consumer industries of both 

capitalist and Communist countries. Certainly in the latter much of it 

may be used for the general benefit of the people rather than for those 

(3) PSR, pp. 291-294 
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who have a direct interest in the inuustricc concerncd, but ths same 

effect of alienation or of distancing between producer and buyer is 

inevitable under both systems. It is not only the development of a 

profit orientated economy, but also the growth of industrialisation and 

mass-production which would seem to be the cause of the change from 

absolute to degraded values in the relationship between people. 

Secondly J the market-orientated capitalist society may have increased 

the proportion of 'valeurs d'echange' to 'valeurs d'usage', but it is 

clearly an evolution which has continued over many centuries with a 

great number of fluctuations, and it would be difficult to state when 

the tendency developed or what it signifies. On the one hand general 

intermediary values must always have been in existence, since man by 

his nature can never attain the authentic values he desires. On the 

other hand, there will always be people such as artists, musicians and. 

writers who seek authentic values and moral absolutes. 

Goldmann himself admits this (/|. ), and, in so doing, goes some way 

towards mitigating the fault of overstatement noted above* However, as 

will be seen in the detailed analyses of the works of fiobbe-Grillet and 

Beckett, a less general comparison between society and the 'New Novel' 

leads to more satisfactory conclusions. We should perhaps take 

Goldmann to mean that his 'valeurs d'usage' and 'valeurs d'echange' 

provide a method of criticism which is in some ways useful and 

revealing rather than that they give a complete account of literature or 

detailed knowledge of its links with contemporary society, 

(4) ESS; rp. 30.-39 
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Perhaps the work of Goldraann might be compared on this purely 

conceptual level with Eousscau's analysis of nature, society and 

'I'homme naturel', in that both writers seem to perceive general, far-

reaching developments that are difficult, if not impossible, to prove 

or relate to any particular social situation. To take Goldmann in this 

way does, of course, challenge his alleged adherence to Marxism, but at 

the same time it helps us to see what his work has to offer as a 

contribution to literary criticism. 

Goldmann's conclusion indicates how, in a capitalist society, such 

intermediary values as money and profitability increasingly come to 

replace the authentic relationships between people based on qualita-

tive transactions, and he attempts to link them with developments in the 

novel. He notes that towards the end of the 19th century, there was a 

general movement away from individual competition in the economy 

towards the introduction of monopolies and giant organisations, and he 

conjectures that this development was to produce certain literary mani-

festations several decades later. 

The first change that he notes is the gradual lessening of the 

importance of the individual. The subject of the novel becomes by the 

1930's less biographical and more descriptive of certain exterior 

values derived from various ideologies. On pages 86 to 88, Goldmann 

states how the early novels of Malraux represent a period of transition, 

while the later ones depict characters who, if they do not proclaim 

some exterior viewpoint, can in no way be termed 'individual'. 

The second period is the disappesjrezice both of the individual and of 

any other reality, which is coupled with aji attempt to write about the 



absence of such subjects. For Goldrnann, this period begins with the 

works of Kafka, and is still continuing at the present time with the 

works of the 'New Novelists'. These divisions are very general, as 

Goldmann admits on page 50, but this still does not fully explain the 

time differential of several decades between the changes in the 

economic structures and the appearance of either type of literature. 

In his paper 'Nouveau Roman et realite', Goldmann develops and 

refines somewhat this analysis. He argues that the twentieth century 

to the present day can be divided into two main economic periods, but 

now introduces the Marxist theory of reification which at once 

clarifies and distorts his thinking. 

The theory of reification is of great importance in an analysis of 

the 'New Novel'. Marx studied the developments in the economy on the 

level of the relationship between the individual and the object, and 

concluded that there was and is a progressive transfer of autonomy 

from the individual to the object. Traditional capitalist society and 

economy were developing in such a way that there could be no immediate 

control over production, except through crises in the economy. No 

interest would be taken in the individual except as a means of making 

a profit. Thus the individual became worth no more than an object, a 

mere figure in calculations, liable to the many irrational fluctuations 

of the market. 

It is by using this theory that Goldmann is able to refine to a 

certain extent his earlier division of the twentieth century. The 

first period now contains the disappearance of the individual and also 

the growing importance of objects. With Goldmann's acceptance of the 

theory of reification, the second period is now seen as covering the 



appearance of a world in which the individual exists only through the 

presence of objects (5). 

Goldmann interprets the novels of Hobbe-Qrillet as a reflection of 

this second period. Instead of any active relationship between 

characters, he sees only a passive one, subject to the influence of 

objects. Discussing Les Gommes in terms which for Goldmami apply to 

the whole of the work of Robbe-Grillet, he writess-

/ 

'Le contenu de I'ouvrage, c'est preciseraent cette neccssite 

mecanique et ineluctable qui regit aussi bien les relations entre les 

homraes que les relations entre les homrnes et les choses, dans un 

univers qui ressemble a une machine pourvue de mecanismes 

d'auto-regulation' (6). 

Robbe-Grillet claims, however, that the true subject of his novels 

is man himself 
\ \ \ 

•L'homme y est present a cheque page, a chaque ligne, a chaque mot. 

Heme si I'on y trouve beaucoup d'objets, et decrits avec minutie, il 

y a toujours et d'abord le regard qui 3.es voit, la pensee qui les 
/ 

revoit, la passion qui les deforme' {?)• 

His works are proof of man's continuing aspiration towards authentic 

values. Through them he is seeking a new kind of writing, a form of 

literature which is valid for contemporary society. Hie aim of his 

search is perhaps the more authentic since it can never be attained:-

(5) PSR, p. 297 

(6) PSR, p. 306 

(7) PNB, p. 14? 



'T Le roman moderne. . . est une recherche, mais une recherche qui 

f ^ A \ 

cree exxe-merne ses prcpres significations, au fur et a raesure. La 

realite a-t-elle un sens? L'artiste contcmporain ne peut repondre 

a cette question: il n'en sait rien. Tout ce qu'il peut dire, c'est'que 

cette realite aura peut-etre un sens apres son passage, c'est-a-dire 

une fois raenee a son terme' ( 8 ). 

V/e see then, that Goldmann's approach to literature tends to produce 

rather negative conclusions, especially in the case of Robbe-Grillet. 

Vie may conjecture that because Goldinann has analysed Western society as 

one in which there are progressively fewer qualitative conceptions and 

in which human beings are passive, subject to all the varying influences 

of the world, he is obliged to see the "Kev/ Novel' in this lights 

Is his approach, however, in any way acceptable? There is certainly 

more to the 'New Novel' thaji there appears to be when studied from 

Goldmann's sociological point of view. On the other hand, as has been 

suggested above, the terms of reference used by Goldmann would seem to 

present us with a valuable method of criticism that may lead to more 

interesting and potentially more positive conclusions. 

If one admits that the broad analyses of Goldmann concerning the 

structures of the economy are in the main sound, and yet, if at the same 

time one disagrees with his analyses of the 'New Novel' of 

Robbe-Grillet, one must conclude that he has been attempting to relate 

it to the wrong type of society or to the wrong economic phenomena. It 

would seem possible, therefore, to turn to better account the 

(8) PER, p.152 
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acceptable general precepts of Goldmarm by employing his own terms in 

order to investigate afresh the relationship between the 'New Novel' 

and the society out of which it grew. 

This society we must clearly recognise is that of France after the 

Second World V/ajr, when democratically controlled economic planning was 

first introduced in the form of the Monnet Plan. Goldmann refers only 

fleetingly to planning when he describes the economic developments 

before and after the war as a third stage in the process of 

reification:-

'Le develoxjpement5 au cours des tmnees qui ont precede la de:u>:ieme 

guerre mondiale et surtout depuis la fin de celle-ci, d'une 

intervention etatique dans I'economie, et la creation, grace a cette 

intervention J de mecanismes d'auto-regulation qui font de la societe 

conteraporaine une troisieme etape qualitative dans I'histoiro du 

capitalisme occidental' (9). 

Another reference is made a few pages later when, discussing the role 

of trees in capitalist society, he writes 

• . ils ont. . . une propriete qu'ils n'avaient dans aucune 

economie naturelle (et que malgre les apparcnces ils n'ont pas non 

plus dans une economie planifiee): celle de valoir telle ou telle 

Gomme d'argent. . . (10),. 

This gives the general and vague impression that the 'New Novel', 

the novel of the Thirties and of the late nineteenth century, are all of a 

piece, springing fron much the same social ambiance. 

(9) fSR, pp. 290-291 

(10) PSB^ p.294 



Our aim in the following chapters is to demonstrate how a more 

precise parallel can be drawn between a social aiid economic development 

and the 'New Novel'. This will be effected by an analysis of certain, 

structures of the post-war French economy, with particular reference to 

the system of planning and to the general attitudes towards it^ followed 

by a detailed analysis of the works of Robbe-Grillet under similar 

terms of reference in order to discover to v/hat extent he was simulating 

contemporary economic and social structures. By so doing, the unsatis-

factory time differential noted above, which is partly a result of 

Goldmann's adherence to Marxist theories, will not occur. 

We shall avoid making isolated references to specific social 

attitudes, since such comments may be misleading when seen out of their 

context. There has been a tendency for certain more traditional 

critics to fall into this difficulty, and although they may contribute 

to the overall picture, their analyses are often too narrow and too 

assertive to be convincing, or to escape easy refutation. Jean Alter 

in his book La Vision du monde d'Alain Robbe-Grillet, points out how 

Robbe-Grillet may subconsciously or consciously adopt a non-objective 

stand-point in his works 

'II s'en faut de peu qu'on conclue que la dimension sociale fait 

totalement defaut ohez Robbe-Grillet. Son oeuvre comports pourtant des 

traces de la conscience des differences de classes et certains partis 

pris a cet egard. Sans vouloir a tout prix trouver de 1'engagement 

Chez Robbe-Grillet, il faut reconnaitre que les tableaux des quartiers 

ouvriers et bourgeois dans les Gommes ne sont pas tout a fait 

objectifs, que le petit peuple dans ce roman, beneficie d'un traitement 
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/ / / / 
plus genereux que les autres groupes, que les prejuges de race de Frank 

appax-aissent ridicules dans la Jalousie, que le brigadier chauvin et 

\ 

militariste du Labyrinths n'est guere sympathique, etc. Y a-t-il 

pareillement, un soup^on de ccndamnation sociale dans I'insistance sur 
V 

le caractere parasitique du monde oisif de Karienbad? Sur la puissance 

/ 

ou sur I'impunits d'organisation de terreui: dans 1'Immortelle? Ou sur 

les rapports entre maitres et domestiques dans la Maison de 

Rendez-vous? (11) 

Such an analysis may be valid, but this type of interpretation is 

tenable mainly as a subjective reaction. While not entirely unrelated 

to the text, such interpretations over-stress certain trifling aspects 

of it, and thus obscure the more profound and general connections with 

the contemporary social ambiance. 

Any great work of art not only reflects" the author and his society, 

but it also transcends them both. Flaubert's 'Madame Bovary, c'est 

moi' emphasises the intense personal involvement between himself and 

the character he created, although at the same time, Emma is a 

universal type, the person who, in any country or century, bases his 

or her life on an illusion. Similarly Proust in Le Temps retrouve 

wrote 

(11) J.. Alter, La Vision du monde d'Alain Robbe-Grillet, pp, 103-104 
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'La grandeur de I'art veritable, au contraire, de celui que 

Mc de Norpois eut appele uja jeu de dilettante, c'stait de retrcuver, 

de ressaisir, de nous fairs connaitro cette realite loin de laquelle 

nous vivons, de laquelle nous nous ecartons de plus en plus au fur et 

a mesure que prend plus d'epaisseur et d'impermeabilite la cohnaissance 

conventionnelle que nous lui substituons, cette realite que nous 

risquerions fort de niourir sans avoir connue et qui est tout simplement 

notre vie, la vraie vie, la vie enfin decouverte et eclaircie, la seule 

vie, par consequent reellement vecue, cette vie qui, en un sens, habite 

a chaque instant chez tous les honmes aussi bien que chez 1'artiste' 

(12). 

Goldmann represents this idea in a rather different fashion when he 

says:-

'Le scheme traditionnel de la sociologie litteraire, marxiste cu 

non, ne saurait s'appliquer dans le ca.s d'homologie structurolle. 

La plupart des travaux de sociologie litteraire etablisssient en effet 

une relation entra les ouvrages litteraires les plus irnportants et la 

conscience collective de tel ou tel groupe social a I'interieur 

desquels ils sont nes. 

L'oeuvre litteraire n'est pas le simple reflet d'une conscience 

collective reelle et donnee, rnais I'aboutissement a un niveau de 

coherence tres poussee des tendances propres a la conscience de tel ou 

tel groupe, conscience qu'il faut concevoir corrune une realite 

dynaraique, orientee vers un certain etat d'eauilibre. 

(12) M. Proust, Le Temps retrouve, deuxieme pai'tie, p. 43 
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La relation entre la pensee collective ct lea grancles creations 
/ / / 

individuelles litteraires, philoscphiquestheologiques, etc., reside 

non pas dans mie identite de contenu, inaio dans tuie coliereuce plus 

poussee et dans une homologie de ctructures* laquelle peut s'exprirner 

par des contemis iinaginaires extrernement differents d.u contenu reel 

de la conscience collective' (13). 

Works of literature have many roots, not only in the author himself, 

his immediate surroundings and his society, but also in the literature 

which has preceded them and in the many developments in such fields as 

philosophy and psychology. With reference to the literature of the 

twentieth century for example, we might consider the general weakening 

in religious conviction. This has been just as important as the 

growing reification in producing in so many works a feeling of 

instability, the uncertainty of the place or value of the individual 

and the lack of solution to his problems. 

At the same time as the general movements in literature, philosophy 

and certain economic phenomena, it is important not to forget 

historical incidents, which may have some influence on literature. We 

might interpret the same sense of insecurity in many of the novels of 

the twentieth century, as a result of the depression of the 1930's or 

of the two World Wars. In their turn such incidents have tended to 

accelerate the weakening conviction in religion and the growing 

mistrust of governmental institutions which has created a web of 

influences that is almost impossible to analyse. 

(13) PSR, pp. 40-41 
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Consideration of such aspects wight show the relative importance of 

the findings of a sociological method of criticism and show the positive 

value of such an approach. However, v/liich is the more valid approach to 

literary criticism; to talce a theory and attempt to prove it against -the 

novel, or to confine oneself to the work alone and attempt to formulate 

a theory drav.Ti from the text? Goldmann, as wo have demonstrated, adopts 

the former approach ciiid fails to produce a satisfactory ;md objective 

criticism. Vve shall now examine a critic who has adopted the latter 

method and who succeeds in this approach. This is Jean Eicardou in his 

book Problemes du nouveau roman. Jean Bicardou remains within the 

context of the works themselves and presents a sympathetic objective 

appraisal of Robbe-Grillet. 

Ricardou's two basic themes are the quality and role of reality and 

the importance of the object in the 'New Novel', Goldmann had taken 

these subjects and had concluded that : the age of the 'New Novel':-

'se caracterise. . ^ par 1'.effort pour ecrire le roman de 

1'absence du sujet, de la non-existence de toute recherche qui 

progresse' (14). 

Ricardou on the other hand is wary of making generalisations based 

on theory. lie criticises Morrissette and Goldmann, since the former 

attempted to fit a psychological meaning on to Robbe-Grillet's novels 

and the latter a sociological one. Such people, he says, are 

concerned less with the book itself than with their own hypotheses (15). 

(l4j fSR, p.51 

(15) EicardoUj Problemes du nouveau roman (PDilR), pp., 38-40 
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He attempts to define reality in the novel oTid. is doubtful whether 

there can be a direct connection between outside reality and fiction:-

'Si 1'assimilation de la vie st de la fiction demeure volontiers 

irnplicite, c'est que touts attention, des qu'elle s'y applique, en fait 

apparaitre les incontestables fragilites' (l6). 

The author does not use fictional themes to evoke a social situation, 

but rather takes certain elements from a social context which he then 

wcactng •Hve*H, 
recreates^into a work of fiction. 

'Loin de se servir de I'ecrituro pour presenter une vision du monde, 

la fiction utilise le concept de raonde avec ses rouages afin d'obtenir 

un univers obeissant aux specifiques loio de I'ecriture (l?). 

Ricardou's main purpose therefore is to show how a novel or a film 

can have its own reality, one that is not based directly on the outside 

world. It is an artistic reality, valid only for the specific work of 

literature. 

Since everything is 'reel* from the point of view of the book, we 

cannot claim that those scenes which seem to be dreams or visions of 

the future, or as he says 'virtuels', are less real than the events of 

the story:-. 

'Si la litterature et la critique roalistes s'acharnent a distinguer 
\ / \ 

nettement les scenes "reelles" et les scenes "virtuelles", c'est qu'en 

leur opposition meme reel et virtuel definissent I'integrit^ du 

quotidxen. . . en la fiction, le reel et le virtuel. ont meme statut 

parce qu'ils sont I'un comme 1'autre entierement geres par les lois 

de I'ecriture qui les instaure' (18). 

(16) PDNR, p. 23 

(17) PDNR, p. 25 

(18) PDNR, p. 29 
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Concerning the 'reel' and 'virtuel' passages in Le Voyeur for 

example, Ricardou shows how the apparent reality may be 'virtuel' and 

vice-versa (19). The author can therefore create a real effect of 

illusion in that the reader does not realise that a passage is an 

illusion until later. This inay be done, as it is in this work, by the 

use of the imperfect tense for the 'real' passage and the present for 

the illusory one, which is contrary to the expectation of the reader. 

In La Jalousie, however, it is impossible to make any distinctions, on 

account of the special nature of the work. 

Eicardou then investigates description and metaphor in this novel. 

He sees the description in La Jalousie as a creative description, one 

which, as he says, exists before any meaning in the novel. 

To understand this, it is necessary to examine what Ricardou means 

by metaphor, which for him is the basis of"the description and the 

narrative technique. 

In purely linguistic terms, the metaphor is a form of writing or 

speaking in which a descriptive term is applied to an object to which 

it is not literally applicable. Eobbe-Grillet, however, sees it as 

something more fundamental, and refuses to accept it as a literary 

technique valid in the twentieth century:-

'Dire que le temps est "capricieux" ou la montagne "majestueuse", 

parler du "coeur" de la foret, d'un soleil "impitoyable". . . la 

hauteur de la montagne prend, qu'on le veuille ou non, une valeur 

morale; la chaleur du soleil devient le resultat d'une volonte' (20). 

The reason is that as soon as an object is described in this manner, 

hidden meanings are introduced. Objects for Robbe-Grillet can have 

(19) PDNE, p. 33 

(20) PNR, pp. 59-60 
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neither meaning nor essence; they just are. By using the metaphor, a 

meaningful universe, the traditional concept of Nature will have been 

created. If an object has a preconceived meaning, it will become part 

of a pre-ordered world, one that has been formed by a deity. Tlius:-

'L'idee d'une nature mene infaillibleraent a calls d'une nature 

commune a toutes choses, c'est-a-dire superieure. L'idee d'une 

interiorite conduit toujours a celle d'un depassement' (21). 

Kicardou, however, sees the metaphor simply as an artistic technique, 

certainly very different from the philosophical metaphor to which 

Sobbe-Grillet objects. In the novels of Robbe-Grillet, Ricardou finds 

metaphors to be the textual linking of descriptions of objects. 

According to how frequently they are linked, or how closely, we obtain 

knowledge about the person who is performing the linlcing process, that 

is to say in most instances the hero or narrator (22). 

A character may for example take refuge in a description without 

metaphors and hidden meanings whenever he feels a need for security, 

for example Mathias at the beginning of Le Voyeur. Similarly, at the 

end of the book, Mathias wishes to be rid of the compromising evidence 

and destroys all the objects in the metaphorical relationships, which 

had become related to his actions. Meaningless objects offer security, 

so as soon as they become meaningful, they must be destroyed (25). 

In La Jalousie, the metaphors work on complex levels. They are the 

basis of the rise and fall of the jealousy, according to how closely 

the husband links such elements as the hair brush, the centipedehis 

wife and Franck. Tae description is creative, for it is the position 

(21) IME, p. 65 

(22) PDNR, pp. 147-149 

(23) PDNR, pp. 149-150 
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of the metaphors which gives a meaning to the novel. Once the meaning 

has been established, that is once the reader realises that the novel 

may centre around a jealous husband, the metaphor no longer has any 

literary validity and actively destroys itself in a series of contra-

dictions at the end of the novel. 

la description est maintenant soumise a un sens, que ce 

soit au moins un sens contraire. Condamnee a ne plus etre creatrice, 

la description se faic destructrice. La jalousie decroi't: c'est 

1 apaisement final. Ainsi un. ronian est-il pour nous moins I'ecriture 

d'une aventure que I'aventure d'uiie ecriture' (24). 

We have presented above two completely opposed attitudes towards the 

'New Novel'. Goldmann bases his work on the hypothesis that it is 

possible to find a connection between the economy and the novel. 

Eicardou on the other hand ieeis that such connections and relation-

ships even if they do exist, are very tenuous and that it is better to 

examine the qualities apparent in the works themselves. 

However, is it possible to ascertain the validity of either approach? 

Goldmann, although he starts with an interesting proposition, ends with 

a rather negative attitude towards Eobbe-Grillet, whereas Ricardou, who 

begins with a perhaps contestable point of view, produces a book of 

criticism which is not only sympathetic, but which arrives also at some 

nev/ and interesting conclusions concerning Robbe-Grillet'g technique of 

writing. 

Other critics have attempted to establish and then to analyse the 

links between tfie works of Robbe-Grillet and the contemporary social 

structures, with varying degrees of success or personal conviction. At 

one end of the spectrum are critics such as J. Alter quoted above, or 

(24) PDNH, p. 111 
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Rene M. Galand in "La Dimension socials dans La Jalousie de 

Eobbe-Grillet". Both propose direct analogies between the novels and 

the outer world. Galand for example seeing La Jalousie as a reflection 

of colonial society (25). 

Rather more general is Bruno Hahn in "Flan du Labyrinthe de 

Robbe-Grillet", in which he states that every reader has a right to 

choose a personal vision of reality in the novels of Robbe-Grillet, 

E>/ery work of art has connections with the outside world and the 

problems of its age, but it would be wrong to specify any direct link, 

although he does in fact propose his own interpretation of Les Gommes 

and Le Voyeur (26)» 

Perhaps most general is P. Senart in "Un 'Planisme'; Eobbe-Grillet". 

He sees the works of Robbe-Grillet as a reflection of the spiritual and 

philosophical chaos of the twentieth century. Man has destroyed the 

unity which God gave him and turned to materialism. He is now 

dominated by the object which reigns supreme^as something calculable, 

measurable and permanent. Tlie introduction of independent action by 

man leads to the chaos which may be experienced in the works of 

Robbe-Grillet (27). 

All of these critics, including Goldmann and, Ricardou have qualities 

which might lead to interesting and possibly valuable conclusions, but 

none has attempted an objective, thorough and detailed examination of 

(25) Rene H. Galand, "la Dimension sociale dans La. Jalousie de 

Robbe-Grillet", French Review XXXiX, No. 5, April 1966, pp. 703-708 

(26) Bruno Halm, "Plan du Labyrinthe de Robbe-Grillet", Les Tamps 

modernes, juillet 1960, pp. 15O-I68 

(27) P. Senart, "Un 'Planisme'; Robbe-Grillet", La Table Ronde, 

decembre 1961, pp. 104-110 
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the facts. Some, like Goldmann and Hahn are too general, while others 

like Galand and Alter are too limited in their approach. 

As has been suggested above, it would be useful to examine the 

relationship between the 'New Novel' and the post-war French economy. 

It should be possible to draw, from study of the works of Eobbe-Grillet, 

purely literary critical interpretations and to compare these a 

posteriori findings with those arising from the examination of certain 

economic structures. By checking one set of findings against another, 

it should be possible to produce a more objective and at the same time 

more sensitive sociological approach to criticism. 

This approach is adopted by Robbe-Grillet in his collection of 

essays Pour Un Nouveau Roman« He repeatedly underlines the differences 

in society which distinguish his novels from those of the nineteenth 

century and even from some of the twentieth 

'On voit tout de suite pourquoi les objets balzaciens staient si 

rassurants: ils appartenaient a un monde dont I'homme etait le raaitre; 

ces objets etaient des biens, des propriete's, qu'il ne s'agissait que 

de posseder, de conserver ou d'acquerir. 

II ne reste plus grand-chose, aujourd'hui, de tout cela. 

Les significations du monde, autour de nous, ne sont que partielles, 

provisoires, contradictoires meme, et toujours contestees' (28). 

Robbe-Grillet also examines his own theories and works in the light 

of developments in philosophy and literature and shows to what extent 

literature must be an evolution. He recognises the difference between 

his novels and those of the nineteenth century, but he is aware also 

of the continuous development which links them. 

(28) FNR, pp. 151-152 
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At the same time, he insists on ths reader seeing the 'New Novel' as 

it stands, as a work of literature which exists in its own right, out-

side any category wnich might relate it to past literary achievements. 

As has been seen, he refuses to accept the necessity of metaphor in his 

work, because he cannot accept the concept of an exterior meaning to 

the world 

•A la place de cet univers des "significations" (psychologiques, 

sociales, fonctionnelles), il faudrait done essayer de construire un 

monde plus solide, plus immediat. Que ce soit d'abord par leur 

presence que les objets et les gestes s'imposent, et que cette presence 

continue ensuite a dominer, par-dessus toute theorie explicative aui 

tenterait de les enfermer dans un quelconque systeme de reference, 

sentimental, sociologique, freudien, metaphysique, ou autre' (29). 

Thus for Robbe-Grillet, the 'New Novel'- by its style, attitude and 

other general qualities can be related to our society, while specific 

incidents must not and cannot be analysed in this way. It will be seen 

in later chapters to what extent Kobbe-Grillet's own analysis of his 

work is justified. 

V/e feel, however, that to confine ourselves to one author alone 

would risk presenting a biassed piece of research. It is necessary to 

introduce another author who might be examined on similar terms of 

reference. Samuel Beckett has been chosen for this purpose because, 

as in the case of Robbe-Grillet, the cerebral nature of his writing 

renders more possible and mere satisfying an analysis of its underlying 

principles of aesthetic organisation. His novels will be used to 

provide at each stage a useful and illuminating comparison for various 

(29) PNR, p. 23 
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of the aspects of the 'New Novel' discussed, to give a perspective and 

balance to cur analysis. 

As has been suggested above, the purpose of this study is to suggest 

that a particular approach to the novel as a form has developed in 

sympathy with the processes of economic recovery and social administra-

tion. Robbe-Grillet offers perhaps the most explicit example of a 

novelist of this sort, but we hope to show that a basically similar 

interpretation could be made mutatis mutandis of many of the 'New 

Novelists' alio, tnat it would provide a helpful and revealing way of 

understanding their work, Beckett in this respect offers a particularly 

interesting example in that while reflecting the effects of both 

traditional and new French attitudes towards the form of the novel, 

since he is so versed in French literary culture, he provides also a 

substance which must be presumed to be essentially non-French, given 

his native formation in j_reland. In this way he enables us to point up 

the suggested relationship between the form of the novel and the 

contemporary social conditions. 

Much has been written about the works of Beckett, but, whereas 

Robbe-Grillet has attempted to analyse his approach to his novels, 

Beckett has given little definite opinion as to the meaning or signif-

icance of his. Goldmann mentions him in Pour TJne Sociolop^ie d.ii ro;nan. 

After referring to the'New Novel' as being the abandonment of ar.iy 

search for values and tne absence of a subject or a hero, he suggests 

that the theatre of Beckett, lonesco and to a certain extent that of 

Adamov might be analysed or defined in this way. He terms their work 

the 'theatre de 1'absence' (30). Thus the conclusions he might draw 

(30) PGR, p. 52 
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would appear to be as negative as those that he drew from his analyses 

of the 'New Novel'. 

Most critics have been more positive thaji this. Many dwell on 

general themes, such as the search for the real self (31), the despair 

and defeat of man in the twentieth century (32) or the decline of 

Western civilisation (33). Others emphasise literary techniques, for 

example the use of time and distance as the expression of a tentative 

philosophy of existence (34). There is little to suggest any critical 

interest in a specific and detailed sociological interpretation. 

Jacobsen and Mueller in The Testament of Samuel Beckett note that there 

may be some social comment, but that it does not become a coherent 

sociological, political or ethical system of values. 

The difficulty with any sociological analysis of the works of 

Beckett is that almost any interpretation .is valid but none can be 

proven. A critic v/ho has, however, attempted to establish a set of 

social values and who at the same time embraces many of the judgements 

given above, is Federman in Journey to chaos, Samuel Beckett's early 

fiction. 

In this work, he shows how, in Beckett's early fiction, the 

characters try to flee society in a search for some other environment 

(31) D. Chambers, "Beckett, homme des situations limites", R. Coe, 

"Le Dieu de Samuel Beckett", both in Samuel Beckett. Le Petit 

Theatre de France, Cahiers de la Compagnie Madeleine 

Renaud-Jean-Louis Barrault, octobre 1963 

(32) Nathan A. Scott, Samuel Beckett 

(33) Mihalyi, "Beckett's Godot and the myth of alienation", Modern 

Drama, 9- 1965-6? 

(34) Janvier, Pour Samuel Beckett 



39 

founded on a different set of values. He thus underlines Beckett's 

attitude towards society and social values and at the same time analyses 

the philosophical and literary nature of the search. Just as the 

characters of Eobbe-Grillet seem to be in a society foreign to them-

selves, so are Beckett's. In the case of P.obbe-Grillet, it tends, at 

least superficially, to be a geographical alienation, whereas for 

Beckett, it is a more fundamental alienation of a character from the 

whole of the human race of rational beings. 

It is a society of chaos and confusion. Federman, \n 

'Beckett by the Madeleine', Columbia University Forum^ Summer 196%Stcfec'fr-

•The confusion is not my invention. . . It is all around us and 

our only choice now is to let it in. The only chance of renovation is 

to open our eyes and see the mess. It is not a mess you can make sense 

of' (35). 

Tiiis statement of Beckett's attitude is at once a help and an 

obstacle. However, there are also certain characteristics of modern 

society to which Beckett objects specifically, for example law and 

order, symbolised in his works by the policeman, or habit and time. 

In the case of the latter, Federman quotes Beckett, who wrote in an 

essay on Proust 

'Habit is a compromise effected between the individual and his 

environment, or between the individual and his own organic eccentri-

cities, the lightning conductor of his existence. Habit is the ballast 

that chains a dog to his vomit' (36). 

(35) R' Federman, "Beckett by the Madeleine", Columbia University 

Forum, IV (Summer I961) pp. 22-23 

(36) S. Beckett, Prous_t_, pp. 7-8 
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a society, but fail, either on account of their own laziness or because 

they have the wrong attitude of mind. Murphy, for example, fails 

because at the last moment, he wants some material comforts in his room 

and accidentally gases himself, from the fire that he attempted to 

install. Death is a negative rather than a positive solution. Murphy 

was not yet strong enough to renounce all connections with the real 

world in order to attain the desired state of creative positive 

nothingness. Watt also fails, because he remains in the world of 

rational thought while trying to reason out the irrationality of the 

world of Knott. 

The state which they are trying to attain is seen by Federman as one 

of nothingness, but one in which they will still possess full powers of 

creation. They want neither to remain within the limits of society nor 

to be bound by their condition. They want to escape both and, as 

fictional characters, create their own lives. This, as will be seen, 

is what happens in the later novels of Beckett where the characters 

assume the state of nothingness from the beginning, and create at will 

their own characters. As in the novels of Robbe-Grillet, there is and 

can be no omniscient author and thus for Beckett the final logical 

step is a novel in which the characters create themselves. 

TJiis does not mean that the novels are chaotic. Certainly there is 

often no respect paid by Beckett to the position of individual words 

of sentences, but there tends to be a tight overall structure, which 

in many instances becomes that of a geometrical pattern. In this 

latter respect they are significantly similar to the works of 

Robbe-Grillet. This is one facet of the works of both authors which 

we shall analyse in detail in a later chapter, since it introduces two 

opposing but interesting questions. 
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Should we on the one hand attempt to see the tight structure both of 

the works of Robbe-Grillet and the novels of Beckett as an exclusively 

literary achievement, something which has developed as of necessity in 

the writing of the books, or, on the other, does it have some, other 

meaning, foi" example the impossibility of escaping the conformity of 

one's condition, or perhaps the implicit structures in modern society? 

There are many possibilities.. We have indicated earlier how 

different critics have given the novels of Robbe-Grillet a sociological 

interpretation which has varied according to their views on society. 

Many people feel that a sociological appraisal of literature is 

necessary and is a valuable method of criticism. Robbe-Grillet him-

self has consistently expressed the opinion that the social ambiance 

of the era is reflected in the manner and techniques of the novel, 

Consequenuly, we propose that once the fundamental principles of 

sociological analysis have been established, it should be possible to 

apply them to any work. 

Roland Barches, for example, in his Essais critiques, tries to 

define the influence of society on literature, but rejects any direct 

link. Indeed he criticises Goldmann for attempting this, quoting 

Goldmann's hypothesis that the tragic disappointment of Racine and 

Pascal reproduces the political disappointment of the Right Wing of 

the Jansenists. He would prefer an analysis of the use of language, 

to discover the changes in usage according to the historical, social 

or economic context (37). 

(57) R. Earthes, Essais critiques, ''La Litterature aujourd'hui", 

1961. C.I. J. Vier, "De La Dissolution du langage a la 

dissolucicn aes rapports sociaux'' Litterature a 1'emporte-piece 
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Other critics have found fault with Goldmann, for example 

Jacques de Bourbon-Busset in his article "La Foncticn de .I'irreel: pour 

une sociologie du roaian". He feels that Goldmann makes a good 

theoretical case for drawing an analogy between social structures and 

uhe form of the novels, but that it seems somehow arbitrary and does 

not hold together when detail and fact are examined (38). A similar 

reaction comes from F. Grover in "Lucien Goldmann Pour Une SocioloRie 

du roman (39). There is also Serge Doubrovsky who, in his work 

analysing the various approaches to criticism today, mentions Goldmann, 

but dismisses him as having adopted too simple an attitude. Ke feels 

that it is impossible to fit any formula on to a book because a work 

of literature is necessarily a reflection of a multitude of influences 

(40). 

We feel that a sociological criticism of the works of Eobbe-Grillet 

is possible. None of the critics who has attempted this has produced 

satisfactory conclusions and yet it is still an aim to be attained. 

We have shown the limitations and the possibilities of certain 

approaches to literary critical analysis and we shall adopt as our 

method not the general sociological approach of Goldmann., not the 

specific detail of Alter or Galand, nor on the other hand the literary 

investigation of Jean Ricardou or the linguistic probings of Barthes. 

(38) Jacques de Bourbon-Busset, "La Fonction de I'irreel" La Table 

ronde, janv,1965, pp. 83-88 

(->9) i . Grover, "Lucien Golcimann Pour Une Sociolo^ie du roman" 

Modern Lan.rmage Notes, May 1963, pp. 382-388 

(40) S. Doubrovsky, Pourquoi La Nouvelle Critique. Critique et 

ob.jectivite, 1966 
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We shall analyse the structures underlying the mood of post-war 

France to discover the fundamental relationships between people caused 

by their social and economic environment. V/e shall use our findings 

as the basis for our analysis of the novels of Robbe-Grillet in order 

that a comparison may be drawn between one set of structures and the 

other. The works of Beckett will be studied according to identical 

criteria in- order to provide an element of comparison against which we 

may determine whether the works of Robbe-Grillet point up social 

structures which are purely ephemeral or whether they may also follow 

the more general lines of twentieth century literature, with a meaning 

that transcends the mere reflecting of purely French contemporary 

attitudes. Our findings will in no way constitute absolute proof of 

either argument, but we feel that there is sufficient evidence to 

suggest that the comparison of economic ajid literary structures can 

lead to interesting and positive conclusions. 
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3• Development of techniques in public relations under the 
MPPaet Plan and public concern over the subsequent plaiTs 

(a.) The Monnet Plan as an economic and social foree 

Tb.ere is sufficient evidence to suggest that Robbe-Grillet's works 

reflect certain post-war attitudes and that they are concerned directly 

or indirectly with an awareness of persuasion and the gradual loss of 

man's freedom and ability to choose the life he wishes to lead. In the 

Introduction to L'Annee derniere a Marienbad. Robbe-Grillet makes the 

following comment 

j-out le film est en effet I'histoire d'une persuasion' (l). 

As will be seen, much of the work of Robbe-Grillet can be analysed 

according to this definition, and if this idea is taken as the starting 

point for an analysis of the social and economic events of the post-war 

years in France, a similar pattern of persuasion will be seen to 

emerge. Furthermore, a sociological analysis conducted on these terms 

wixl enable us to understand more fully the fundamental meanings find 

developments of his work. We shall begin by surveying and examining 

some relevant aspects of the climate of opinion in post-war France. 

Tlie principal economic and social influence in France during the 

years immediately following the Second World War was the new form of 

planning beginning with the Monnet Flan. This does not mean 

necessarily that the French people were so concerned with the 

successive economic plans that these considerations eclipsed a.ll else, 

foreign affairs for example, or the rising inflation. Indeed by their 

nature, oheae plans were rarely to be news, in the sense of being 

something discussed heatedly by people or by the radio and press. 

(l) A. Robbe-Grillet, L'Annee derniere a Marienbad (_̂ M), p. 12 
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Rather they affected people in a more subtle manner through the 

participation wnich was their central feature. This could take many 

forms, some less obvious than others and consequently the plans becaae 

an important, if latent, feature of French society. 

mie nature of the participation will be examined later in this 

Chapter, but we feel that it is of interest in particular with relation 

to the literature of the time, since it is of a sufficiently general 

and universal nature to be found in many works. It is also of special 

importance here since it was the most permanent, deliberately created 

feature of the post-war economy. By economy here, we do not mean only 

the state of the nation's trade, but a much wider meaning, an 'animal' 

economy, embracing the interaction of human beings in a hierarchical 

system, which may be compared directly with corresponding interactions 

and relationships in the fictional worlds created by novelists. 

We shall begin by examining the processes of 'le planisme' in 

detail. After the Liberation in 1944, the economy of France was 

unstable. There had been not only the destruction of industrial build-

ings and the transport system during the war, but, perhaps more 

important, the economy had not yet recovered from the world economic 

crisis of the late 1920's and the early 1930's. The instability had 

continued during the inter-war years when there had been forty 

ministries. Certainly some ministries held office for relatively long 

periods and in general it was the same men who held power in rotation, 

but it was still a period of short-term thinking and of changing views. 

After the Second World War, with still admittedly short-lived 

ministries, the climate changed in favour of communal effort and longer 

term planning. 
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However, the morale of the country was low aiid was opposed to a 

strict plan after the rigidly controlled economy of the Vichy government 

and consequently the post-war government decided upon a planned economy 

founded on liberal lines. In order to avoid the grave disadvantages 

which could result from governmental instability, the organisation and 

control of the Plan was to be under the independent Commissariat 

General du Plan de modernisation et d'equipement headed by Jean Konnet, 

and not under the political auspices of a ministry or a Secretary of 

State, 

The Monnet Plan affected not only the economy, but the psychological 

attitudes of the people of France, since its general aim, as well as 

helping the economy to revive, was to give the people an opportunitv 

and the desire to play an important role in the recovery, There are 

many official documents concerning the first Monnet Plan, which show 

the importance placed on persuasion and participation in particular and 

on its psychological aims in general* 

Bie Documents relatifs a la premiere session du Conseil du Plan, 

16-19 mars 1946, contained such statements as; 

II conviendra. . . de tenir grand compte de la psychologie et 

des habitudes des Francais. . (2). 

Similarly, a few pages later 

Les progres qu'il sera possible de laire faire a la production 

franc^aise devront resulter d'un grand effort collectif associant le 

(2) France. Presidence du Conseil, Commissariat general du lolan 

de modernisation et d'equipement. Documents relatifs a la 

premiere session du Conseil du -plan. 16-I9 mars 1946, (DR), 

p. 6 
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pays tout entier et auquel les masses populaires participeront avec 

d'autant plus d'enthousiasme qu'elles en verront la signification en 

termes de bien-etre immediat et d'allegement ulterieur de leur travail' 

(3). 

Thirteen years later, Le Commissariat General du Plan was still 

emphasising this aspect 

'• • • convient de rappeler que, dans la conception francaise, 

le plan est indicatif et non iaperatif, que les Pouvoirs Publics ne 

sont pas le seul "centre de decision" susceptible d'agir sur I'evolution 

economique, que les individus et les entreprises disposent, dans le 

cadre de la reglementation en vigueur, d'une liberte de comportement 

qui peut seuleraent etre influencee par la persuasion et I'incitation 

. . .' (4). 

The fact that the French people were to be associated with all the 

economic decisions was emphasised in the Rapport general sur le 

premier plan de modernisation et d'equiperaent:-

'L'avenir des Francais est done entre leurs mains, et il depend 

d'eux que la possibilite de financement du plan devienne une realite, 

et avec elle le plan entier' (5). 

(3) DR, p. 8 

(4) Le Commissariat general du Plan, Rapport d'execution pour 1958. 

Paris 1959, quoted in:- France, Secretariat general du 

gouvernement. Direction de la documentation, La Documentation 

francaise. Problemes economiques. Selecton de presse francaise 

et etrarigere (DP) , "Le Plan de modernisation et d'equipement", 

19 janvier 19^0, p. 1 

(5) France. Presidence du Conseil, Commissariat general du plan de 

modernisation et d'equipement, Rapport general sur le premier plan 

de modernisation et d'equipement, 1946 (RGPPME), p. 90 
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And, a few pages later 

'Dans le passe, les Commissions Tripartites avaient un role 

consultatif aupres de 1'administration qui les consultait sur des 

points specifiques, tandis que dans les Commissions de Modernisation 

qui comprennent des representants de 1'administration, les membres ont 

\me tache collective et un objectif commun. Certes, il ne pouvait pas 

etre question de leur donner un pouvoir de decision aui appartient au 

Gouvernement et au Parlement, mais 1'ensemble de la commission avait 

re^u une responsabilite collective et une tache determinee, 

L experience des travaux des neuf derniers mois a montre quelle 

force psychologique comporte une telle methode. . . 

La connaissance prise en commun des problemes communs facilite 

grandement les decisions et leur comprehension par tous lorsqu'elles 

sont prises. Dans beaucoup de cas, 1'action resulte de la consultation 

elle-meme' (6). 

The objectives of the Plans were felt therefore by many people to 

have been fixed democratically. Those concerned felt that they had a 

freedom to discuss and establish the objectives which they considered 

to be attainable and necessary. The Commissariat General felt that the 

discussions should be continuous and that the objectives should be 

under constant revision 

'Le Plan doit etre une creation continue, il faudra 1'adjuster sans 

cesse aux conditions changeantes du milieu economique' (7)« 

The Plans were consequently flexible and dynamic, one of guidance 

rather than direction, in which everyone, in theory at least, felt that 

(6) RGFPMB, p. 100 

(7) 2GPPME, p. 22 
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they COUIQ. play an important part. Yet it was one in which a more or 

less strict control was imposed over the post-war chaos in ranee« 

(b) The ambiguous nature of 'le planisme' 

(i) Participation and consultation 

It would be misleading and false to suggest that at this juncture 

there were any hidden or sinister motives behind such statements as 

those given above. Those involved in the initial Plan, especially 

Jean Monnet, were men of the highest integrity who felt that a communal 

plan was the best way to help France recover. 

Monnet nad had a remarkable past, as Alain Berger for example 

indicated to the public: 

'A ceux qui croient que I'homme peut laire piece a 1'abstraction et 

se refusent aux mirages des complots et des fatalites historico-

economiques, le personnage de Jean Konnet offre a cet egard un 

singulier reconfort. Initiateur a I'age de 26 ans des comites mixtes, 

qui ont assure pendant la guerre de 19l4-19l8 1'approvisionnement des 

armees et des populations alliees, auteur de la proposition d'union 

franco-anglaise faite par Churchill en juin 1940, negociateur heureux 

du rapprochement Giraud-de Gaulle aux plus mauvais jours d'Alger avec 

un optimisme inebranlable,cet ancien marchand de cognac a toujours 

chercne dans leo pires situations, la ou nul n'eut songe a 2.'ouvrir, 

le chemin du succes' (8). 

Indeed the aura of vrust that they evoked was necessary as a 

psychological element in the persuasion of the people to believe that 

ohey were being given a real and not merely an apparent freedom to 

create a better standard of life. 

(8) Alain Berger, "Chroniqucs" Esprit, oct. 1950, p. 
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In general terms, the aims of the Monnet Plan and the distinctions 

that were drawn between it and previous economic plans are similar to 

the distinction that Eobbe-Grillet makes between the novels of the past 

century and those of the present time. Previously as Eobbe-Grillet 

said, the reader had accepted exactly what the writer had written, just 

as in every day life he had accepted the social and economic conditions 

around him. Now he was to create something valid for himself and for 

this it was necessary for him not to be afraid of the new types of 

literature but rather to have confidence in them. Eobbe-Grillet writes 

in 'Du Eealisme a la realite':-

'Ce que propose I'art d'aujourd'hui au lecteur, au spectateur, c'est 

en tout cas une facon de vivre dans le monde present, et de participer " 

V / 

a la creation permanente du monde de demain. Pour y parvenir, le 

Nouveau Eoman demande seulement au public d'avoir confiance encore dans 

le pouvoir de la litterature, et il demande au romancier de n'avoir 

plus honte d'en faire' (9). 

V<hen this is taken in conjunction with Eobbe-Grillet' s statements 

on Balzac's writing as appropriate to a former age and his rejection of 

Balzac's values and character portrayal, his attitude as a writer 

becomes clear (10). 

If, however, an analysis is made of the later stages in planning, 

it can be seen that there were several developments which diverged from 

original ideals of the Plan. Apathy and mistrust grew as the public 

gradually became increasingly aware of conflicting aims and policies, 

of forces beyond their control which were attempting by subtle means 

(9) PNR, p. 182 

(10) Thesis, pp. 9-11 
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and for various reasons to win approval for particular solutions to the 

economic and social problems. It was a period in which appearances were 

often found to be deceptive, however real and trustworthy they might 

have seemed, for example, an unsigned article in Esprit noted that:-

'Cette impression d'irrealite s'aggrave ercore des que le citoyen 

confronte aux problemes concrets de sa propre vie co que les journaux 

persistent a lui presenter comma les evenements de son histoire. Qu'y 

a-t-il de commun entre nos soucis quotidians et les dosages electoraux 

ou parlementaires dont on compose les manchettes et les gros titres. 

Qu'y a-t-il surtout, dans la cirque morose de la politique actuelle 

qtii puisse etre un instant pris au serieux par lone conscience un peu 

attentive a la veritable situation da I'homrae d'aujourd'hui?' (I'l). 

This naturally was accompanied by apathy and indifference of the 

French people towards politics:- . . . Apres des tours et des 

detours, 1'apparition et la disparition de quelques figures, I'ancien 

gouvernement reparut, presqua inchange, les memes titulaires aux 

principaux postes. 

Les Francais ont considere ce carrousiel avec une indifference un 

peu meprisante. II y a la un symptome facheux dans un etat 

democratique. Entre le pays et ses representants, bien que 1'ensemble 

des elecbeurs vote fidelement, bien que la grande majorite soit 

attaches aux principes essentiels du regime, il y a une incomprehension 

qui se revele dans le sens trop souvent pejoratif que prend le mot 

politique. II evoque des jeux steriles, inutiles ou nuisibles a 

1'internet general, et un faxheux parasitisme' (12). 

(11) "Le Pourrissement", Esprit, nov. 1951, pp. 597-598 

(12) Francois Nicaud, "Les Lignes du mois" La. Table Ronde. dec. 19V9, 

pp. 1988-1989 
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We shall examine first the exact nature of the co-operation of the 

public during these years, since this aspect can perhaps be most closely 

related to the novels of Robbe-Grillet. 

If the individual was to feel that he was playing an active role in 

the re-creation of France, then firstly he should have some voice in 

the economic planning, and secondly he should be well informed about 

the state of the country. 

Even as late as 1959i these ideas were being put forward as essential 

elements of a democratic society within France, it being implied that 

they had not yet come into force. Asked about their remedies for the 

lack of real democracy in France a forum of people gave their answers 

in Esprit in that year. Pierre Lebrun, secretary of the C.G.T. said 

that it was necessary to have:-

'A la fois le plein exercise des libertes fondajneiitales et le 

pouvoir. Le peuple ne doit pas etre seulement informe mais associe. 

Dans ce climat de desinteret pour la chose publique, ce n'est pas le 

peuple qui peut prendre 1'initiative d'une telle association, c'est 

le pouvoir'. 

Colonel Barberot, a left wing Gaullist, said that:-

'• • • c'est la clarte et la loyaute de 1'information permettant 

aux citoyens de juger reellement sur pieces, d'etre en mesure de 

separer "La paille des mots du grain des choses"'. 

Jean Rous, a militant revolutionary, said that: 

'Ce qui est essential au fonctionnement de la'democratie, c'est le 

A \ / 

controle, la participationpopulaire a tous les echelons, du haut en 

bas et dans tous les domaines, politique, economique, social, cultur£3J 

(13). 

(13) "La democratie est une idee neuve", Esprit, sep. 1959, pp. 161-197 



The various Commissions that were set up by the government to examine 

the chosen sectors of the economy fulfilled this first condition, at 

least in their conception. Pierre Eauchet, Conseiller au Commissariat 

du Plan, noted in his bock La Planification francaise:-

Charges d'elaborer lea propositions concernant un secteiir determine, 

propositions qui seront soumises au Commissariat general qui devra les 

/ 

synthetiser, les Commissions ferment la partie vraiment originale de 

1'organisation fran^aise. Leur composition - administration, chefs 

d'entreprise, experts, salaries - permet une confrontation tres 

fructueuse des divers points de vue concernant le develcppement d'une 

branche, et ce, au sein raeme d'uno organisation dependant de I'Executif 

(14). 

These Commissions hardly affected the average man, however, since 

they were formed in the main from a relatively small number of people. 

More important perhaps was the development from 1956 onwards of 

regional planning which by its nature ought to bring the average man 

into closer contact with the government. 

L, Gorny, in his book Les Economies ren'ionales en France, discusses 

the original committees that were set up:-

'Crees sur 1'initiative de conseils generaux, de regions 

economiques, de chambres de commerce ou de personnalites privees, ils 

sont animes par des bureaux qui font appel a des hommes qualifies par 

leur -oi ou un ideal regional, leur competence, leur rayonnement (15)* 

They include all types of people 

(14) P, Bauchet, La Planification francaise, (PF), p. 52 

(15) L. Gorny, Les Economies regionales en France. p. 55 
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'On trouve, parmi leurs nornbres, des industriels, des Gomrnercants, 

des cadres de la banque, de 1'Industrie et du commerce, des 

syndicalistes appartenant a toutes les formations locaiix, depai-tementaiix 

/ 

ou regionaux, des universitaires, des membres du corps enseignant, des 

agriculteurs5 les aniraateurs des cha.mbreG de commerce, des chambres 

d'agriculture, de cooperatives agricoles, y c'btoient des maires, des 

conseillers municipaux . . .' (16). 

Information was given by the Conference nationale des comites 

/ 

regionaux pour la mise en valeur de la France set up on October 20th 

1952. The aims of this organisation were:-

"Confronter les efforts locaux et regionauz en faveur du developpement 

economique et social et de I'amenagement du territoire; 

Assurer 1'information, la documentation et une liaison de travail 

contre les regions; 

Poursuivre toute action jugee desirable aupres de 1'opinion et des 

pouvoirs publics; . . . Elle informe I'opinion publique de I'action 

regionale par la publication de brochures, d'articles, et 1'organisation 

de conferences. La presse comme les pouvoirs publics recoivent d'elle 
/ / 

une documentation specialisee" (17). 

Similarly P. Bauchet notes 

'La mise en place d'organismes nouveaux et la repartition des 

responsabilites entre les institutions Rationales, Commissariat 

general du Plan, Delegation a I'Amenagement du territoire, et regionale, 

(16) L^ Gorny, Les Economies regionales en France, p. 55 

(17 ) L. Gorny, Les Economies regionales en France, p. 55 
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Prefecture de region, Commission administrative regionale et Commission 

de Developpement economique regionale a bien situe les cadres d'action. 

Elle permet de rapprocher les collectivites locales du pouvoir central 

et de les associer aux decisions' (l8). 

However this theoretically democratic consulting of the average man 

did not work as well as might have been expected. There was firstly a 

reluctance by central organisers to relinquish their power of decision:-

' Î Laj timidite dans les tentatives de decentralisation. 

tient. . . aux interets de carriere des administrateurs nationaux 

\ 

et a la grande confiance qu'ils ont dans leur jugement, laquelle n'a 

d'egale que leur mefiance a I'egard des decisions locales' (19). 

This often led to conflicts of interest which were usually won by 

the centralised body:-

'La composition des C.O.D.E.R, (Commission de Developpement 

Economique Regionale) composee en majorite (.70}o) de personnalites non 

elues, la place importante faite aux notables au detriment des 

representants de mouvements syndicaux ouvriers et paysans, n'a pas 

contribue a leur assurer 1'audience que leur assise regionale eut pu 

leur donner. Son avis, demande parfois dans des delais tres brefs, 

est simplement annexe au rapport du Prefet de region' (20). 

Similarly, as John Ardagh writes;-

'Politically the situation is very paradoxical. In practice you may 

find people of various views working together in the field: Gaullists 

(18) EF, p. 83 

(19) PF, p. 8? 

(20) PF, p. 84 
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and Socialists, Catholics and Marxists, unite in their work if they are 

more interested in progress than ideology. . . But the Gaullists 

have been extremely reluctant to formalise democratic opposition and 

decision; they found this would give a cue to the old 'corrupt' party 

system and give old doctrinal quarrels a chance to re-assert themselves 

against the new technocracy. The CODSRs are a facade: they meet only 

twice a year, they have no proper funds or secretariats, they are not 

properly elected and there has been little evidence so far that e i t h e r ^ s i c ) 

the prefects of the Fifth Plan have taken much notice of their advice' 

(21). 

In general terms, these were the criticisms of Michel Crozier in 

1957:-

'• • • le probleme qui de plus en plus va passer a I'ordre du 

Jour dans une perspective de changement, c'est celui de la participation 

. Faire participer les gens peut paraitre simple, une affaire 

tout au plus de bonne volonte. Ce le serait peut-etre si les 

structures le permettaient et si les subordonne's avaient 1'education 

necessaire. En fait, on n'a jusqu'a present jamais reussi^ Meme 

les communautes du travail sont sur ce plan au moins, des demi-echecs. 

La tache qui nous incombe maintenant dans la recherche et dans 

1'action, c'est d'imaginer en meme temps les solutions structurelles 

et les moyens de persuasion' (22). 

This was recognised officially, at least with reference to the 

earlier Comites regionaux d'expansion econoraique:-

(21) J. Ardagh, The New France. De Gaulle and after, pp. 255-256 

(22) "Notes et etudes documentaires. L'amenagement du territoire 

en France" DD, 9 fev. 1968 
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"A mesure que leur role s'accroissait, se posa le probleme da leur 

representativite reelle. En particulier dans certainss regions, les 

comites ne faisaient guere de place aux raembres de certaines 

categories sociales (elus locaux, syndicaux....)' (23). 

Thus, between the late 1950'a and 1968, disillusionment with this 

aspect of participation had set in, and as we shall later suggest, in 

fiobbe-Grillet's work, from L'Immortelle (published'in I963) or even 
/ \ \ 

L'Annee derniere a Marienbad (published in 1961) onwards, his 

confidence in the extent to which he can rely on 'participation' from 

the spectator or reader shows signs of waning. 

(ii) Unease at the complexity of economics 

However there were other more fundamental reasons why the average 

mail began to feel dissatisfied with his role in the process of 

participation. One was the growing complexity of economic development 

and organisation, in the midst of which, it was gradually becoming less 

possible for the average person to take an active, positive part in the 

creation of the new France. Many economists and sociologists pointed 

out the dangers from quite an early date. For example, in an article 

called 'La Situation economique en France. Ou en est le commerce 

francais? , P. Benaerus notea as early as 1948 that among several 

faults in the economy:-

•La premiere est celled'uine ahurissante complexite et connexion de 

^^^^tiples questions dans lesquelles on assists a une ingerence 

administrative tatillonne, brouillonne, formaliste, si poussee dans 

divers domaines: fiscalite, repartitions, reglementation, controles 

( 2 3 ) Michel Crozier, "La France, terre de commandement", Esprit, 

1957, pp. 795-796 
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et plans, que non seulement les professionnels, mais I'Etat lui-raerae, 

lorsqu'il en raanifeste 1'intention, ne parvient plus a s'en degager 

qu'a grand-paine' (24). 

Thus, as early as 1948, there were signs that the public was becoming 

worried about uhe growing complexity of the Monnet Plan which they were 

supposed to be re-creating as a harmonious whole. 

Such fears are still being expressed, in 197^1 Manuel Janco wrote:— 

'L'un des signes caracteristiques des societes industrielles se 

4 \ / _ / 
reconnait a la complexite croissants de ses uiecanisnies de fonctionne-

ment, complexite telle que ±3. "societe civile" ne seinbie TDIUS pouvoir 

apprehender la dimension exacte des problemes qui sont les siens au 

simple niveau du quotidien, I'individu etant reduit au role d'agent 

plus ou moins passif d'une pratique sociale qu'il subit sans toujours 

la comprendre" (25). 

In a wider context, we might see this as a specific example of a 

general fear that the world is becoming too complex for any one man to 

understand it or to give a coherent summary of its many facets. In 

the novels of Kafka for example, many years earlier, this unease 

becomes translated into almost nightmarish terms not because of the 

confusion and unreality of this phenomenon, but precisely because of 

(24) P. Benaerts. "I»a Situation econoraique en France. Ou en est le 

commerce francais?", quoted in:- France, Secretariat general 

du gouvernement. Direction de la documentation. La 

Documentation francaise. Problemes economiques. Selection de 

presse francaise et etrangere (DP). dec. 28 1948, No. 52, p. 8 

(25) Manuel Janco, "Information et ideologic", Les Temps modernes, 

oct,1971, No. 303, p. 391 
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its apparent clarity and reality. Kobbe-Grillet in 'Du Realisms a la 

realite' states, concerning the novels of Kafka whom, in common with 

Sarraute, P.obbe-Grillet sees as a crucial precursor of the New Novol:-

'Or, ce dont une lecture non prevenue nous convainc. . . c'est 

de la realite absolue des choses que de'crit Kafka. Le monde visible 

de ses romans est bien, pour lui, le monde reel, et ce qu'il y a 

derriere (s'il y a quelque chose), parait sans valeur, face a 

1"evidence des objets, gestes, paroles, etc. L'effet d'hallucination 

provient de leur nettete extraordinaire, et non de flottements ou de 

brume' (26). 

Robbe-Grillet is here speaking of a kind of clarity, to be discussed 

later in this chapter, which is all the more frightening because it 

cannot be un.aerstood and may not in fact hide or mean anything. As in 

the novels of Kafka, so in the France of the fifties, there was a 

feeling that because the world could not be understood, its increasing 

complexities were almost the result of an internal growth, of an alien 

body or organism that was growing of its own volition independently of 

man. In appearance it seemed benevolent in that it was supposed to 

help man to be free, but this was deceptive since it was in reality 

indifferent to him. 

This feeling of unease is sensed in the reactions of the husband in 

La Jalousie, whose emergent realisation that he is not in control of 

the world he had created, is conveyed in the narrative voice. 

Similarly A. in L'Annee der-niere a Marienbad, is continually being 

overv/nelmed by the leeling that she will never be able to escape from 

the reified world of the hotel, as for example in her room which at 

(26) PWR, pp. 179-180 
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one point seems to take on a life of its own and, while remaining 

within the bounds of architectural plausibility, increases its decora-

tion to the point of nightmare (2?). 

(iii) Growth of a technocracy 

In such an atmosphere of real complexity, it was only a small body 

of people) the economists, the technocrats, who could hope to under-

stand even a part of that which was happening. Jean William Lapierre 

wrote in 1957 about the lack of understanding of the average man 

concerning politics and economics 

la vie politique est vecue par le citoyen moderns sans 

A / / / 

etre pensee. II a le sentiment de vivre des evenements qui lui 

arrivent sans 'etre previsibles, ni evitables, caches, obscurs — "ils" 

les dirigeants, les trusts, les conmiunistes, les imperialistes, les 

mysterieuses entites designees par des signes,... N'est-ce pas 

exactement le sentiment eprouve par le "primitif" en face des 

phenomenes naturels? Le citoyen moderne comme le "primitif", imagine 

que son existence depend de ces puissances mysterieuses sur lesquelles 
/ 

on ne peut agir que si I'on est initie par I'intermediaire d'un groupe 

(parti, syndicat) ou d'un homme doue du pouvoir non moins mysterieux 

d'influer sur elles' (28). 

In 1952, Andre Stibio, in an article about the Schuman Plan, gave 

voice to his fears of the growth of the class of technocrats 

'On a, au cours du d'ebat, et surtout en dehors du debat, beaucoup 

parle de "technocratie". Nous reviendrons un jour sur cet aspect 

(27) pp. 150-151 

(28) Jean William Lapierre, 'La Magie politique'. Esprit, nov. 1957, 

p. 519 



ess©ntieX de .LS. question, car ii ssrable qus Is Pool Schuniaii doive fairs 

avancer nioins les affaires de 1'Europe que celles d'une class©, 

d'aucuns disent: d'une caste de techniciens, caste de.ĵ  tr'es puissante, 

dont on suit le cheminement patient sur notre continent epuise'^par la 

guerre. « . Croire que aans un systerae quelconque se reclamant de 

telles origines, xe liberalisrne gsrdera ses droits, c'est se payer 

v^aiment de grandes illusions, jm realite, ces organismes complexes 

seront planificateurs, par doctrine ou par necessite. Bref, si I'on 

veat toute notre pensee,. c'est bien moins d'une experience europeenne 

qu il s'agit en ce moment, que d'un premier essai habilement camoufle 

pour substituer I'administration des biens au gouvernement des 

hommes. . .« (29). 

A year earlier, Jean Rivero had shown similar apprehensions:— 

'La democratie politique reserve aux representants elus par la 

nation, interpretes de la volonte generale, le pouvoir de poser les 

regies qui regissent la Cite. Mais depuis que les circonstances ont 

contraint I'&tau a s'engager dans la voie de I'interventionnisme, une 

sorte de desarroi se manifeste chez les 'elus; a I'egard de problemes, 

dont la technicite les depasse, une timidite les prend, et un doute sur 

leur competence, qui renforce d'autant I'autorite du specialiste, de 

1'expert, du technicien' (30). 

In fact, serious fears had been expressed even earlier than this. 

For example, Georges Friedmann, from the Conservatoire national des 

/ 

arts et metiers wrote in 1949:-

(29) A. Stibio, "A Travsrs La Presse", La Revue des deux mondes (RDM), 

Jan. - fev. 1952, p. 178 

(30) J. Rivero, "La Convention collective et le droit public 

francais", la Revue economioue. (RE)., p. 21 
"> ' 
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'Ainsi, la seule technocratie reells et redcutable, qui pourrait etre 

mortelle pour notre civilisation, serait celle ou 1'ensemble des 

techniques exercerait et continuerait d'exercer.a la longue, una action 

obscure fit anarchique sur les societes et les individus. Les 

techiiolatres et technocrates font eux-meraes, sans nul doute, partie de 

ces influences nocives comme en font partie du reste tous ceux qui 

controlent, ou qui croient controler, des techniques comme le cinema, 

la radio, la presse, sans veritable connaissajnce des moyens qui sont 

entre leurs mains, sans veritable connaissance des effets que ces 

moyens exercent sur les hommes et qui les utilisent par ailleurs, sans 

conscience des fins elevees qu'ils devraient servir' (31)• 

In the same collection, Georges Gurvitch himself Wrote 

'• • • nous avons devant nous un groupement oligarchique qui a 
\ \ / 

acces a des moyens techniques tels que ].'humanite n'en a jamais conjius 

et Qont, grace a sa competence meme, il peut abuser dans des directions 

differentes. On n'a pas encore trouve de moyens suffisants poui'" 
A 

empecher effectivement les technocrates d'abuser de leur pouvoir' (32). 

Ihis was not the only danger. The technocrats were frequently 

unable to pass their information coherently to the public, often 

because of a lack of time. Pierre Bauchet has underlined these points 

in his book:-

(31) Industrialisation et technocratie, Bitliotheque gen^ale de 

I'ecole pratique des Kautes Etudes, Vie. Section. Recueil publie 

sous la direction de Georges Gurvitch, 1949, Paris, p. 60 

Industrialisation et bechnocratie, Biblictheque generale de 

I'ecole pratique des Hautes Ztudes, Vie, Section. Becueil publie 

sous la direction de Georges Gurvitch, 1949, Paris, p. 159 
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'Les commissions de modernisation et parfois les administrations 

perdues dans le dedale des chiffres sont contraintes a deiDC etapes 

successives qui entrainent des flottemer/cs. Leurs membres ont le 

sentiment que seuls les techniciens pouvent dominer un travail iourd et 

dont la chrcnique est serree et que leur participation au Plan est 

devenue superfetatoire' (33)• 

'.«.. Nous avons note combien la complexite croissants de la 

programniation deroutait les membres des commissions qui ont parfois 

tendance k considerer que desorraais le plan est une affaire de 

techniciens. Cette impression leur fut trop souvent confirmee au 

cours du dernier plan, par le manque de clarte des documents et des 

chiffres fournis dans des esquisses successives trop nombreuses. En 

outre, les nombreux groupes de travail administratifs qui assurerent au 

e / / 

cours du V Plan une precieuse unite de vue entre le Commissariat et 

les ministeres donnerent aux membres des commissions qui n'etaient pas 

administrateurs le sentiment que leurs interventions n'avaient plus 

d'interet' (34). 

He draws the general conclusion important to our argument that 

instead of gaining personal freedom through 'le planisme', the mass of 

people lost it quickly, although it still remained for them an 

objective to be attained. 

'Enfin la participation des masses, au moins une conscience de 

1'existence et de 1'importance des plans, est un contrepoids necessaire 

aux divers risques que fait peser le Plan sur la vie politique d'un 

pays. Le premier est la naissarice d'un pouvoir technocratique qui, 

(33) PF, p. 166 

(34) PF, p. 223 
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raeme s'il n'est pas detenu pai" des techniciens, iraposerait aux 

individus, au nom de pretendus iraperatifs techniques, des decisions, 

oans leur conseatement. Le deuxieme est le risque d'ecrasement des 

personnes par un systems centralise qui les priverait de choix a leur 

raesure, manifestation de leur liberte' (35). 

Claude Gruson in OriRine et espoirs de la planification francaise. 

published in 1968, makes a similar comment. He admits that the Monnet 

Plan succeeded in assembling many people to discuss the objectives, 

but that this was not enough 

. . il faut bien reconna'itrs que la masse des citoyens, et 

souvent les plus eclaires parmi ceux-ci, n'ont pas ete^touches. Faute 

d'un effort suffisant pour exprimer, en un langage qui ne soit pas 

celui des specialistes, les perspectives que le Plan envisageait; 

faute d'avoir interpelle 1'opinion publique avec assezde perseverence 

et avec des moyens d'expression assoz varies pour susciter une premiere 

reponse et engager un dialog^^ dans lequel un langage se serait 

progressiveraent construit, les planificateurs francais - de facon 

generale les responsables de 1'information economique - ont tente 

de faire raisonner sur un abstrait dsns lequel les ressorts de 
/ ^ 

1'evolution, ses limites, ses conditions, ses resultats possibles, ne 

A ^ 
pouvaient etre concretement saisis' (36). 

(35) PF, p. 334. (See a3.so: P. Marcilhacy, "Ou Va Notre Pays?'', 

mai-juin I967, p. 3 , A similar analysis is here given of 

the power of the technocrats.) 

(36) C. Gruson, (Director of the Institut national de la statistique 

et des etudes economiques from 196I to 195?) Orieine et eepoirs 

de la Planification francaise. pp. 328-329 
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This dissatisfaction with the reliability of official utterances is 

comparable to Robbe-Grillet's forms and techniques in which, as we shall 

see, the contrasting effects of certainty and uncertainty, of clarity 

and obscurity are induced in the reader so that he is thrown into a 

position of critical mistrust, 

(c) Communication as a political device 

(i) Communication patterns used to encourage positive reactions 

This problem of communication is indicative of an important facet of 

psychological persuasion. If the public does not know what is 

happening, then it cannot co-operate fully. However, the public had to 

be made to feel that it was playing an active part in the economy and 

thus its co-operation had to be maintained by means of administrative 

expedients. It is possible again to draw a parallel with the novels 

of Robbe-Grillet, to be discussed in greater detail in the chapters 

'Attitudes towards time' and 'The Techniques and uses of construction 

in the works of Robbe-Grillet and Beckett'. Up to La Jalousie and 

L'AnJiee derniere a Marienbad, his works were perhaps too new and 

untraditional to be understood and read in a positive manner by the 

average reader who, if presented with something too different from 

that which he normally expected in a novel, would probably reject it 

and thus not be able to participate in the personal creative process 

that was the intention of Robbe-Grillet. Consequently, as will be 

shown, Robbe-Gi'iliet simplified his works to a certain extent in order 

to persuade the reader that it was possible to read his novels without 

becoming confused and lost. From this regained confidence there could 

stem a more positive, active reading. 
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(ii) Communication patterns used to create doubt 

The process is one in which the artist, to be successful, must strike 

a delicate balance, for if the reader suspects such motives of 

persuasion behind what he is reading, he will possibly reject the book, 

but if he senses that the aim of the writer is valid, he may not do so, 

hence Roobe-urillet's essays. The difference between the novel and the 

economy is that jRobbe-Grillet was trying sincerely to make the reader 

adopt a more positive role when reading his works, whereas in the 

economy there was a tendency for the public to be made to believe that 

its role was useful and positive as part of a process of manipulation. 

They were presented with propositions which seemed to be intelligible, 

meaningful analyses of the state of the econor.iy, but which in various 

ways were deceptive and merely coded forms of the thoughts and aims of 

the technocrats. 

This presents an interesting reflection on the more general philo-

sophical movement towards doubt of the meaning of things around us. 

Several elements of Robbe-Grillet's thought provide parallels to 

Sartre's views on human relationships and conflicts. Sartre analyses 

consciousness and divides it into three types. Basically it is not a 

reflection of the state of one's own mind* but is directed, outward 

towards some object or thing, 'intentionally'. Conseauently one can 

exist as an objecc for others, while at the same time being free to 

raalce others an object. In any relationship there is always some 

hidden meaning as one person tries to control the freedom of the other 

and consequently nothing is what it appears to be. Such conflicts 

take place in a world that is unstable and by nature contingent, and 

thus man is in a doubly insecure and vulnerable position. 

Robbe-Grj.lle 1/ rejects the theories of Sartre concerning the contin-

gency of the world ana its absurdity, as also he rejects any attempt 
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to show hidden meanings or intentions iiiherent in the world that he is 

portraying (37). Part of his fear is that shown by many creators, 

whether literary, artistic or in any other field, that their works, in 

portraying a certain concept of the world, are mere conveyors of a 

social or other types of message. Such messages tend to weaken the 

artistic validity of the work since the reader senses that it has taken 

shape around a conditioned response and that its genuineness as a 

personal statement has thus been distorted ( 5 8 ) . Similarly we may note 

in the commentaries by economists, examples of which have been 

furnished above, a feeling of apprehension at the perception of hidden 

meanings behind certain government measures. Such measures may have 

reassured or satisfied the average man, but independent economists 

could see that they might lead in the long term to a control by the 

State which would invalidate ideas such as those of the Monnet Plan. 

Such considerations are important and revealing in connection with 

the analyses of the structures of Bobbe-Grillet's work which we are 

about to undertake. As will be seen, the relationships which he 

creates in his fiction do not always possess the ideal qualities 

posited in his theoretical writings, just as society of the fifties 

did not fully implement the ideals of the Monnet Plan. Since, as 

Robbe-Grillet repeatedly affirms in Pour Un Nouveau roman, his novels 

are conceived in accordance with the new needs of a new economic era, 

it is not only fair to draw this parallel, but it would be a neglect 

of his expressed views to fail to emphasise it or investigate it. For 

(37) EMR, pp. 20-21, pp. 57-58, pp. 152-153 

(38) PMR, pp. 6 6 - 6 7 , pp. 150-151 
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despite his denials of any message or meaning in his novels, and 

despite the absence, real or apparent, of any social comment, 

Robbe-Grillet's work is confessedly a witness and a representation in 

terms of form of the texture of human experience in his own day and in 

his ovm country. His art is essentially and literally a distinctively 

contemporary and national one, so closely related to the environmental 

conditions that, as he points out, the content of comment and the 

structural form cannot meaningfully be separated (39). 

With these considerations in iaind, let us now investigate more 

closely certain of his environmental conditions. 

(lii) Communication patterns used to create certainty or uncertainty 

If the public had been capable of understanding the technicalities 

and complexities of the economy, would their freedom have been any 

greater in real terms? It is difficult to be certain about this, but 

probably their position would not have been materially different since 

they could not be sure that the statistics and economic reports, 

produced for their benefit by tne Administration, were correct. As 

early as December 29th, 19^5, the Economist commented that the 

economic problems of France could not be easily solved by the then 

projected Konnet Plan for several reasons, one of which was the wide-

spread lack of understanding of economics in the country. Another was 

that elementary facts and statistics were not available concerning the 

resources of France. 

Similarly in 19^9i L, A. Vincent wrote that there was a need for a 

greater accuracy of statistics and consequently greater use of them in 

economics:-

(39) PNR, pp. 50-52 
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'Nous n'avons pas besoin d'insister cur les incertitudes et les 

lacunes de I'information chiffre^ en France notamment. Trop souvent 

le conjecturiste hesite a poursuivre un calcul cependant fondamental 

. en raison de la faiblesse des donnees de base' (40). 

This failing was recognised by the Commissariat general du plan in 

1953:-

L absence de statistiques valables rend encore plus difficile la 

connaissance des d^tauches qui s'offrent a une industrie et ceci 

explique que les techniques d'etude de marche, si developpees dans des 

pays etrangers, sortent a peine en .France du stade embryonnaire'(4l). 

If the ordinary person is to be presented only with rudimentary 

figures which may or may not reflect the state of the economy, how can 

he take a valid part in the reconstruction of the country? There are 

many examples of the lack of economic data, which were the result of 

insufficient resources to collect and analyse information. Further-

more, there are several examples where the government deliberately 

acted to change the statistics to suit their policies. One particular 

example was the action on the cost of living index during 195?. This 

was composed of 213 articles and had in 1952 been directly linked to 

the level of wages. When the cost of living rose more than 5%, the 

(40) L. A. Vincent "La Conjoncture, carrefour des disciplines 

economiques", La Revue d'economie politique, 19^9, Tome 59. p. 224 

(41) Commissariat general du plan de modernisation et d'equiperent, 

La modernisation des industries de transformation dans le 

deuxieme plan de modernisation et d'equipement 11/8/53, quoted 

in DD d^c,8 1953, p. 2 
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raiiiimam salary v/ac to be automatically raised by a similar amount. 

Giving to inilation, the index rose quickly and the government of 

Guy Mollet decided to reduce the tax on certain-of the articles in 

order to prevent wages rising any further 

fout en combattant certaines causes de hausse de prix, le 

gouvernement s'est done estirne dans 1'obligation d'agir directeraent sur 

les prix des produits ou services entrant dans I'indice des 213 

articles: suspension de taxes sur divers articles ei. baisse du prix du 

gaz en mai 195c>i reducbion de prix sur les vins de consommation 

courante en novembre de la meme annee, detaxation des places de cinema 

les ffloins chares (janvier 19.57), baisse de prix du lait a Paris et 

detaxation partielle de la margarine (fevrier 1957)' (42). 

C.-O". Guignoux in his regular articles in the Revue des deux mondes 

repeatedly drew attention to the way in which statistics were being 

used to produce a certain effect. In 1951, in 'L'Eymne a la 

production', he wrote 

A premiere vue, le probleme ne serait pas loin d'etre resolu. 

puisque I'indice de production parvenu aux environs de 140 est 

(4-2) Ministere des Finances, des Affaires Economiques et du Flan. 

Institu.c National de la statistique et des etudes economiques, 

Mouvement economique en Franco de 1944 a 1957 (INSEE), p. 265 

(See also: A, Sauvy, "La conjoncture. La situation economique 

en France", DD juillet 1948, Numero 20, pp. 2-4. 

Philippe Aymard, "Les tendances actuelles de I'economie 

francaise" Revue economique franco-suisse, oct. 1952, quoted in 

DD nov. 1 8 t h 1952, p. 8) 
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sup^ieiir non seulement a^l'indice de 1938 represente par le chiffre 

100, mais a celui de la meilleure aruiee de I'entre-deux guerros qui fut 

I'annee 1929. Aussi bien, dans la semaine qui a precede les elections, 

le Commissariat diu Flan a, aveo un indiscutable sentiment d'opportunite, 

produit dans un rapport special des statistiques triomphales sur 

1'augmentation du potential industriel realise par ses soins. 

Sans beaucoup d'effort, on s'aporcoit cependant que le probfeme 

economique francais n'est pas poux autsnt resolu. L'augmentation de 

/ / 

la production devrait avoir pour consequence quasi mecanique la baisse 

des prix: or, la hausse de ces derniers est continuee. Ce paradoxe 

n'est qu'apparent: il s'explique tres suffisamment par les charges 

ecrasantes que supportent la production et la circulation des-produits' 

(43). 

In 1952, Pierre Mendes-France criticised the optimistic statistics 

published concerning the Monnet Plan. They seemed to show that the 

plan was successful, but:-

'L'examen de notre situation econoroique montre que cette perspective 

est malheureusement fausse. Si les industries transformatrices ne 

nous livrent pas leurs produits en qualit^ suffisante et a des prix 

moins eleves, c'est generalement parce que leur activite est liraitee 
\ \ \ / 

par la penurie des raatieres premieres ou des combustibles a defaut 

desquels leur production est forcement restreinte. 

La cause premieVe de cette situation, c'est le fait que, 
\ \ 

contrairement a ce que donnent a croire les bulletins de victoire 

publies de temps a autre, le plan de 1946 est loin d'avoir ete realise. 

(4$) C.-J. Guignoux, "L'Hymne a la production" RSH, juillet-aout 

1951, p. 165 
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Une grande prudence s'impose, en effet pour interpreter les chiffres 

optiraistes qui ont ete diffuses. II ne faut pas oublier que Is plaji 

etait destine a faire progresser I'economie Rationale; son succes ne 

psut s'apprecier que sur la proportion dans laquelle ce progres a'ate 

obtenu. Lorsque le Plan, dans un secteur donne, proposait de faire 

passer la production de 100 a 150, et lorsqu'au terme de la periode 

impart-i-e, i'inciice est a i<c:0, la realisation de I'oojectif n'est pas 

Ge 120 sur 1$0 (c' est—a-dire rnais de 20 sur 50 (c'est-a^dire 4093) 

(44). 

The authorities even made play of the uncertainty of statistics -

wnich they themselves had produced - to achieve their aira;-

'L'automne venu, il a ete procede a la manoeuvre prevue. Elle a 
/ ^ 

consiste initialement dans la revision du salaire minimum inter-

professionnsj. garanti, an foiicti.on des mouvements des prix recemment 

observes et de ceux qu'il convient de prevoir. Bien qu'a cette 

occasion les autorites responsables aient fait publiquement la penible 

constation que les officines de conjoncture et de statistique, dont on 

rencontre cependant une succursals au coin de chaque rue, ne leur 

fournissaient point de donnees certaines, le palier a ete etabli avec 

grande precision, ez chacun a ete invite a s'y tenir' (45)> 

For those who had any great knowledge of the financial situation, 

such examples could not fail "co create a feeling of uncertainty and 

insecurity. 

(44) Pieire Kendes-Jranee, "Que sera le second plan de modernisation 

et d'equipement" Revue politique et parlementaire, quoted in Dp, 

mars 11th 1952, pp. 10-11 

(45) G.-J. Guignoux, "Manoeuvre ou debandade", nov.-dec. 1951, 

p. 311 
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In the same year, Daniel Villery wrote that statistics had made 

economics appear too easy and comprehensible to the average person, 

which falsified the true situation:-

' " • ^ vulgarise point sans simplifier, sans trahir. 

L economie politique des profanes n'est jamais qu'une caricature de la 

science. Souvent anachronique elle melange des notions qui ne 

relevent pas des raemes syste.rr.es et ne conviennent pas aux inemes 

contextes. La vulgarisation. . . est volontiers dogmatique et sans 

nuances' (46). 

A year earlier, F. Louis Closon had written:-

"Plus conservatrice sous ses apparences tumultueuses que la piupart 

des nations, la France traduit, dans son hostilite a I'egard de la 

methode statistique, son attacheirent a 1'individualisme et sa mefiance 

persistante envers les techniques nouvelles, surtout si celles-ci 

iinpliquent un minimum d'oeuvre collective comae 1'operation 

statistique' (4?). 

Ti-iose statistics which were reassuring and possibly true, often 

hid the weak state of the economy, while those which were uncertain and 

apparently cased on hypothesis often masked a situation well within the 

control of the Administration. However, they served an important 

purpose in reassuring the mass of people who could easily accept 

^^^o^^^tion presented in a mathematical form, but who were not in a 

position to interpret it. Statistics have the double quality of being 

(46) Daniel Villery, "Examen de conscience de I'economie politique", 

La Revue d'economie politique, 1951, tome 61, p. 866 

(47) F. Louis Closon, "Methode ou ladsser-aller?" Economie 

contemporaine. avril 1950 quoted in DD, juin 20 1950, p. 
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lucid and apparently mathematically infallible and at the same time of 

giving confidence to those who have read them since they will feel that 

they have been allowed to see for themselves how the country is 

progressing. 

The important factor in relation to our argument is the apparent 

mathematical validity and structure of the statistics compared with 

their real significance, since the complexity of the reality referred 

to by simple, uncomplicated sets of figures is omitted or hidden by 

them. Robbe-Grillet expressly discusses number as a medium which both 

clarifies and at the same time drains them of significance (48). The 

actual state of the economy still remains vague and intangible. 

V/e might here consider a literary analogy, in which this problem, 

that of communication, is developed to an extreme position. This is in 

Nineteen Eighty Four, where Orwell describes a society in which the 

language of the people is gradually being narrowed in order that 

eventually it will be impossible for anyone to express anything except 

in terms which will support the State. Critical statements are 

impossible except as negatives of praise, and consequently stability 

and the confidence of the masses is assured. Vagueness and instability 

cannot exist since they are completely inconceivable. 

P. Bieterlen commented on such uses of language as a means of 

propaganda in the contemporary economic situation:-

'Le gout des "slogans" rend cette rhetorique contagieuse. A s'en 

tenir au plus celebre d'entre eux. . . "1'expansion sans inflation" 

est une formule qui fait mouche, mais a I'aide de deux concepts denues 

de limpidite. Au surplus, sa coherence est discutable, puisque, meme 

(48) PNR, pp. I59_i6i 
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en situation de sous-emploi, il n'y a pas d'expansion sans un minimum 

d'inflation' (4$). 

Manuel Janco commented in 1950 on the ways in which information can 

be false. Often it is given out in order to produce a certain reaction:-

'• . . "'L'information" au lieu de dormer a comprendre, 

c'est-a-dire de provoquer urie reaction intellectuelle, cherche-t-elle 

pluuot a emouvoir, c'est-a-dire a provoquer une reaction affective.' 

It tries to present a myth;-

'Ce mythe est celui de la science presentee non plus comme moyen 

d'une connaissance, mais plutot comme I'objet d'une croyance' (50). 

A year later, Henri Queffelec wrote on similar lines. He discussed 

the realities of life and the unrealities of French government 

propaganda. The French are given official information for example 

concerning prices which never agree with the prices to be found in tVie 

shops. Similarly the government often used slogans 

'Emus par la surenchere des titres "Pas d'orchidees pour 

Miss Blandish", "Arsenic et vieilles dentelles", etc.ou par le style 

des "messages personnels" de la B.3.C., nos militaires et nos 

gouvernements accoutument aujourd'hui de baptiser leurs actes de termes 

sonores. Un Norecin recoit-il la charge de sulfater quelques hectares ~ 

voici "1'operation Satan" ou "1'operation Neptune". 

(^9) ?<• Dieterlen, "La Politique monetaire francaise. Cinq ans de 

stabilite^, RE, 1957, p. 628 

(50) Manuel Janco, "Information et ideologie", Les Temps modernes, 

oct.1971, No. 303, p. 394 
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On disait autrefois? 'Tout est dans tout. Aujourd'hui tout est dans 

les facons de Is dire, chaque semaine le Prancais moyen s'offre ime ou-

deux "operations" lyriques et il se rengorge. II ne sait rien de precis 

sur I'armee europeenne, mais on iui a dit que "1'operation Cirrus" avait 

cede a "I'operation Jupiter" et il a ete satisiait' ($1)« • 

As far back as 19^7, the misleading nature of statistics was being 

discussed 

"Par le jeu subtil des definitions, des formules, par uji forcement 

progressif des mots se batit la theorie pure, coherente; mais a mesure, 

elle devient plus irreelle. En mathematiques, 1'abstraction pei-met 

d'atteindre 1'exactitude absolue. En economi.e, elle conduit a I'erreur 

assuree' (52). 

In 1955, C.—J, Guignoux commented in a similar fashion:-

"Alors commenca Inexperience Pinay, dont personne ne peut contester 

que le resultat ait ete de bloquer 1'inflation et d'ouvrir une periods 

de stabilite de la monnaie et des prix qui dure encore. L'extre me 

simplicite des raoyens employes pour y par-venir a suscite'les sarcasmes 

d'une technocratie solidement installeo aux leviers de com;nande et qui, 

ayant accoutume do mettre I'econcmie en equations, elimine a priori le 

facteur humain de son evolution. Proclamer qu'a un certain niveau la 

fiscalite est xnfJ.ationn.iste, qu'il est inutile de voter des credits 

d'investissemsnt massifs si la hausse des prix les devore avant qu'ils 

(51) Henri Oueffelec, "Journal a plusieurs voix. La vie quotidienne 

degringolante et apparentee'" Esprit, nov. 1951, p. 653 

(52) Charles Moraze, "Economic et realite" Annales, Economies, societes, 

civilisations, jan-mars 19^7, p. 82 

See also "Le Pourrisseraent" Esprit, nov. 1951, pp. 593-599 
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soient employes, que I'epargna peut apporter a I'Etat un concours 

decisif si on s'abstient de la matraquer systeraatiqueraent, at si, par 

la suabilike des prix et de la iTionnaie, cn lui permet de se recoiistituer. 

tou-G cela n'etait pas sans doute d'une puissante originalite^ mais 

'etait du moins accessible a tons' (55). 

In the above examples, language was used in a manner which will 

acnieve certain ends. It is in this context and in the context of 

mathematics and allied structures, that certain parallels become 

evident between contemporary society and the novels of Robbe-Grillet 

and Beckett* 

uertainly tnis is not necessarily a specifically twentieth century 

phenomenon nor is it totally confined to French works of literature. 

However, when seen as part of the general atmosphere of these works, 

it does become significant. In the case of Robbe-Grillet most of his 

wor<s contain passages of geometrically based description which create 

moments of temporary and deliberately superficial certainty for the 

reader or for the characters (5^). In L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, 

for example, it will be argued that the majority of the characters 

prefer to remain in their perfectly ordered world since it reassures 

them, despite the chaos which must be hidden behind their narrow 

perspectives. There are parallels in the work of Beckett, for exajnple 

in Watt, where Watt deliberately chooses to forget his confused world 

and enters an unreal one in which he plays at mathematics, to create a 

falsely secure one when he invents a family to look after the dog 

(53) C.-J. Guignoux, "La Vie economique. La saison des inventaires", 

RDM, nov.-dec. 1955, p. 513 

(54) PNR, pp. 159-'161 
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which comes to the house every day. Similarly Murphy spends much time 

calculating the 120 waya in which he csn eat five biscuits. On a 

different level, both writers have developed their techniques of 

construction so that they may serve some satisfying functional purpose, 

as well as representing the ujisatisfactoriness of contemporary media. 

The symmetrical shape of many of the works of Beckett reflects the aims 

fmd ideals of the characters and their search for a form of security, 

while the tight geometrical construction often used by Kobbe-Grillet is 

a guide and aid to the reader. 

(d) Freedom and the individual 

(i) The apparent freedom engendered by the Monnet Plan 

The above analyses of the use of statistics and the role of the 

government lead to the question of the amount ci freedom which was 

enjoyed by the average person. Were the people of France being given 

an abstract ideal to follow, one which theoretically should have 

involved them in a valid process of reconstruction, while in fact the 

governments were keeping the real power and initiative to themselves 

and to a small group of economists? 

The nature of the Monnet Plan left the problem unanswered. It gave 

a certain amount of freedom to the individual, but much power still 

remained in the hands of the government. There was a two-sided con-

flict which was difficult to resolve. On the one hand, many observers 

felt that a strict government control should be imposed, whereas on the 

other, many felt that the prevalent social situation gave an opportunity 

for a new, more liberal and democratic economic system, and that 

voluntary sacrifices would be made by the public if the need arose. As 

the Economist of December l4th, 1946 asked, however, would the public 

accent such sacrifices? 
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/< good analysio of the llcniiet Plan frojn this point of view is m.ade by 

Jeaxi Cuirienier in Esprit in I9C?.. in an article 'Sur la Logique cle la 

planifico.tion francaise'. He quotes from several official documents to 

show the definition, of the Flan as given several years after its 

institution. It v/as:-

'un instrument d' orientation de 1'expansion e'concmique et du progres 

social (Project de loi no. '15'73)'' (55). 

.Similarly, it was:-

'im cadre des programmes d'investissenent (Decret du 19 mars 1959)* 

(56). 

The vital word here is 'orientation'. The Plan was different from 

what has been termed 'conjoncturc exonomique'. The latter is a system 

of free economy in which the economists merely predict what they think 

v/ill happen, basing their findings on present data. It does not 

attempt to change the future. Charles Bettelheim, in Problemes 

theoriq\u;s ct pratiques de la planification, published in 1951, defined 

the differences with regard to the resulting effect on man:-

'• • • la conjoncture implique que I'econoniie evolue selon ses 

lois propres, en vertu d'uaa determinisme interne, d'une necessite. La 

planification, au contraire, implique que 1'economie_cesse d'etre 

dominee par .des lois economiques, clle implique quo I'economie est 

(55) J. Cuisenier, "Sur La Logique, de la planification. frangsise", 

Esprit, Ann.ee 30, juillet-dec. 1962, pp. 34-35 

(56) ibia, p. 35 
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dssormais dominee par la vclor'te don Iinn'rnes.. Eii bi-ef, elle suuuose ovio 

la liberie Irjrnaine se c u b s t i t u e a la n e c e s c i t e econoniauo ' (57) . 

( i i ) Goverrmcnt intervention to lir.it freedom • 

Theoretically therefore, as v;as stated iii the official documents 

concernins the first Monnet Plan, the aim ivas to endow man with a 

certain freedom. However, if there is to be any 'orientation' by the 

State, does not this t a k e away at least some of this f r eedom? Some 

g u i d a n c e is necessary to prevent economic chaos, but as Jean Cuisenier 

points out in his article quoted above, where does the intervention of 

the State stop? He writes 

*Le gouverneraent, en effet ne se borne pas a dessiner les lignes du 

d^-eloppement previsible, puis a s e prononcer sur 1'evolution 

souhaitable. II e x e r c e une action d'orientation par son coinporternent 

propre de principal agent de I'econorrde nationale, d'incitation et de 

stimulation par ses interventions dans les projsts et programmes des 

autres agents, de direction dans .le secteur public et dans le secteur 

/ \ / \ 

nationalise ou il a, entre autres rssponsabilities, celles tres 

directes, dUm entrepreneur. . . les agents multiples et divers de 

I'economie nationale, avec leurs mobiles, leurs moyens propres, 

conformant leurs projets aux perspectives gouvernementales et 

finissent par vouloir ce que veut I'Etat' (58). 

(57) C. Bettelheim. Probleaes theorioues cb pratiques de la 

planification, p. 0 

(58) J . CuiseirLer, "Sur La Logique de la planlfication francaise", 

Esprit. Annee 30, juillet-dec. 1962, p.36 
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Is this an exar^oratioa? Did the Stnte iiitsrvone to such an extent 

that the freedom of the individual and his communal responsibility as 

set forth in the Konnst Plan './as loet, or did it only interfere in 

order to keep the eoonouy along its prescribed lines? (59). 

There was much discussion cn this subject not only by economic 

experts but also by the French public. It Kas not however, a general 

discussion but one in which individuals or srcall groups oecame aware of 

the restrictions and limitations placed by the government on their 

freedom. The reasons for this will be examined later in this chapter 

in the section concerned with broadcasting. We shall now examine the 

more general channels of influence used by the State, 

(iii) Intervention by financial and economic means 

The quotation by Cuisenier given above outlines the ways in which the 

powers of the governments were stronger than might have been expected 

from the ideals of the Monnet Plaji. It could influence the economy 

through taxes and other financial measures and also through its channel: 

of control over the various commissions. 

The first way is the one that has perhaps been the most thoroughly 

documented and analysed. In this instance the control of the State is 

both manifest and hidden. P. Bauchet makes the distinction in 

Planification francaise:-

1'execution se rcTalise par des incitations financieres, 

des stimulants et des accords, mais non par des obligations legales. 

Sans doute pour une partie du secteur public, la tutelle financiers 

sous laquelle lo rainistre des Finances tient les firmes est 

probablement aussi "imperative" que les moyens employes dans le cadre 

(59) PNR, pp. 20-21, pp. 25-27 
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de la planificatioia sovietique. Mais dans le reste de I'economie, les 

instruments d'execution; subventions, credit, fiscalite, commandes 

publiques sont indirects et ressortissent davantage a 1'incitation. 

Surtout la persuasion, I'appel a I'interet qu'il y a a suivre I'image 

de developpement que constitue le plan, jouent un grand role' (6o). 

It is natural for a government to be forced into certain financial 

changes which are necessary to correct economic crises. In the case of 

France, perhaps the most important of these was the inflation. Since 

the reasons for the inflation were partly psychological, it was natuxal 

perhaps that psychological measures should be used to combat it. The 

complexity of financial reform and the importance of psychological 

factors are given in the report of the Institut National de la 

Statistique et des Etudes Economiques, Mouvement economique en France 

de 1944 a 1957:-

'Du fait de la multiplicite des facteurs qui agissent sur le niveau 

general des prix. des erreurs d'appreciation sont souvent commises. 

Ainsi on critique souvent ±es hausses de prix des services publics 

alors que le gouvernement pratique une politique de blocage a I'egard 

des auores prix; cette attitude appar^minent contradictoire est 

cependant justifiee si la reduction du deficit budgetaire appara^t 

comme essential. 

A 1'inverse, des mesures qui s'equilibrent apparemment peuvent agir 

en fait dans le meme sens sur les prix. On peut citer, a ce sujet, 

I'exemple des rentes viageres qui, par deux fois, ont ete majorees 

grace a 1'augmentation des prix du tabac; la deraande accrue des rentes 

(60) PF, p. 42 
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viageres tend bien ici a la hausse des pr-ix, tout corame 1'augmentation 

decidee, I'equilibre est purement comptable et fait illusion. 

/ ^ 

Dans d'autres cas, 1'appreciation est malaisee: en raatiere fiscal© 

par example, il est souvent difficile de savoir dans quel sens des 

impots indirects supplementaires ont pese (ou peseront) sur le niveau 

general des prix: I'effet do reduction du deficit budgetaire est-il 

plus fort ou moins fort que 1"action sur les prix de revient. Aucune 

reponse ne peut etre faite a cette question si I'on ne connait pas 

bien I'smbiance psychologique du moment' (6l). 

In the instance of the measures to control inflation, perhaps the 

most important was the creation of confidence, a psychological state 

mentioned above. In the Lloyds Bank .Review of April 1959, 

Jacques Rueff, who was chairman of a committee set up by the Ministry 

of Finance to report about the ways of stopping inflation, emphasised 

that the restoration of confidence through the reformation of the 

fiscal system was the only way to attract savings and to control the 

inflation. Similarly Pierre Uri in 1948 in an article called 

'Mystifications', discussed the short term nature of the economic 

measures taken by the government and the reasons behind them, with 

particular reference to the attempts of the Reynaud Government in the 

establishment of confidence to control inflation:-

'II beneficiait indubitablement de la confusion qui entoure en 

France les choses financieres. Que le probleme se ramene\ one formule 

simple, on ne doit pas cesser de le repeter. Si 1'ensemble des 

demandes dans I'economie, par I'effet d'un deficit budgetaire, d'une 

(61) INSE3, p. 288 
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expansion des credits, d'un relevemmnt dem salaires gu d'une 

liquidation des ep.T,rgries, I'smporte nur la valeur des resoources 

tirees de la production et de I'excedent des importations sur les 

exportations, il est inevitable que les prix montent, Mais cette 

idee^-la parait trup simple, et en aorarne trop positive. La faveur 

va aax conc aptions anirnistes. Dans lee spheres superieures, on dit 

qu'il faut retablir la confiance; ce qui n'est pas faux apres tout 

Encore faut-il reraonter aux causes premieres; et la perte 

de confiance, avant d'etre a son tour une cause, ent d'abord elle-

meme un effet' (62)„ 

Lack of coafidence can thus be xeen as two separate states. It is 

not only the cause of economic instability and inflation but a direct 

result of it. It vas thus iraoerative that the ijovernnient should attempt 

to restore confidence in France. Whan we bnar in mind this widely 

recognised situation, a new significance can be attributed to 

Robbe-Grillet' s demands for co i fi denary in ] iteraturi"^ as a means to 

confident part ictoati n in the world of today ((j). 

Seen in this context, such demrndr, at least suggest that Rubbe-Grillet 

would be receptive to thp orocesses and erfecta of mass media 

techninups, and would t (- rnady to find in then an inspiration for tho 

development of hi? literary technLiuer. How far Robbe-Grillet 

would be consciou of this inspiration is a separate question, and 

one which cannot be answered without mo'-e revelations from Robbe-Grillet 

himself. However, it ii also a quef:tion which need not. be answered 

for the ouriose of this fiesis, 

(i"^) Indirect intervention by broadcasting 

One of the most imnortant methods of achieving this confidence was 

the use of the mass-media, and in particular broadcasting, to 

convince the people that the government was conquering the economic 

instability. Purely financial measures can be effective but they 

have the disadvantage that if they are too strict and too 

far-reaching, the reaction of the public may be contrary to their 

intention, and the unes.se and insecurity may increase rather than: 

diminish. Snider, 

(62) P.Uri, "Mystifications", Les Temrs Modernes. jui1let-nov,1948,p,904® 

(63) PNR, p.182, 



05 

writing in the American Economic Review in January 1948, noted that 

owing to this possibility, the methods of the governments were, at 

least at the beginning, less direct. They were psychological rather 

than purely financial measures, but sought to achieve similar ends. 

One such measure mentioned by Snider was the Blum experiment, which did 

use broadcasting as a means of achieving a financial end. We shall now 

analyse this particular method of persuasion in detail. 

One of the main advantages of broadcasting was that it made the 

individual feel that the State leaders were talking directly to him. 

This aura of familiarity could easily evoke the trust and confidence of 

the listener as he felt hiraself to be in a position of privilege. The 

government leaders were then able to exploit this, to manipulate the 

reactions of the audience. Their intention was to give the impression 

that with the help and participation of the average Frenchman they 

could quickly overcome the economic instability of the country. This 

they achieved firstly by referring to easily comprehensible economic 

measures which naturally made the task seem deceptively simple and 

secondly they insisted upon the active role which could be played by 

each individual now that he was in'possession of the facts about the 

situation. 

For these reasons broadcasting was used as a means of persuasion 

from an early date. 

After the war, there had been a campaign on radio attempting to make 

the French people adapt to the new economic ideals. Alfred Sauvy wrote 

in January 1948:-

'Au lendemain de la Liberation, le gouvernement ne s'est pas soucie 

d'expliquer que I'economie de guerre qui avait montre tant d'efficacite 

\ / ^ 

a armer I'ennemi, etait un instrument susceptible de servir a la 

reconstruction du pays. La valeur sociale du rationnement n'a pas ete 
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davantage soulignee non plus que son utilite financiere. Bien au 

^ \ 

Gontraire la radiodiffusion nationals s'evertuait a combattre toutes 

les formes de la reglementation avec les arguments les plus somraaires 

et en flattant les instincts les moins releves' (64). 

A typical example of persuasion by means of broadcasting occurred at 

the beginning of January 19^7, v;hen Leon Blum announced price cuts of 

5?o to save the franc and to increase the purchasing power of the working 

masses. This was the Blum experiment mentioned above. The Times of 

January 3rd, 19^7, commented in a leader 

'The Monnet Plan to which all the French parties have formally 

subscribed, designed as it is to bring up to date the productive equip-

ment of France by deliberate contrivance, is a frank recognition of this 

requirement. The dilemma is to bring about these necessary material 

changes, involving a Spartan concentration on essential requirements, 

by consent and without recourse to authoritarian methods. 

M. Blum has appealed to the self-restraint and voluntary discipline 

of all classes in France. Unless the rise in French prices can be 

arrested the stability upon which the Monnet Plan, or any substitute 

programme, must depend will be impossible. The barren chases between 

wages and the cost of living will continue and be accelerated, and 

there will be little or no hope of maintaining the value of the franc 

either in foreign exchange or in French estimation. M. Blum's response 

to this prospect of a crisis of confidence, which might prove ruinous, 

is to administer what he calls a "psychological shock". 

Democratic planning demands the consent and co-operation of the 

planned; otherwise it will either not be democratic or not a plan. But 

(64) A. Sauvy, DD, fev. 24. 1948, numero 8, p. 3 
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as well as consent it requires conscious and calculated guidance. 

Exhortation, however indispensable, can never take the place of policy' 

(65). 

As mentioned above, broadcasting creates artificially an apparently 

personal relationship. In so doing, it tends to eliminate the institu-

tions of democratic society that are both a limit to the freedom of man 

in society and a guarantee of his rights (66). It can transmit any 

desired image that will be accepted by the viewer or listener in a 

particularly compelling manner due to the belief that the camera or 

microphone cannot lie. In appearance it is always a valid relation-

ship, but in reality it is not since there is always some intention or 

motive behind it. In the example quoted above, the intention was to 

exhort the people to accept certain sacrifices. Behind this there was 

the further intention of persuading and reassuring them by mathe-

matics, to make them believe that by the simple expedient of lowering 

prices by the vast complex problem of inflation would be solved. 

This was economically an almost impossible solution, but psychologically 

it might have succeeded, and did so temporarily (6?). 

Ihese characteristics of broadcasting are especially typical of 

France. Public participation and discussion seemed to be encouraged by 

(65) The Times, Jan. 3rd 19^7, p. 5 

(66) B. Motte, "Le Regime et les institutions", RDM, juillet-aout 

1961, p. 3 

(67) E. Girardeau, "Progres social et liberte", RDM, nov.-dec. 1959, 

p. 387. (In this article, Girardeau perhaps naively discusses 

the passive attitude of the masses towards what they read or 

what they hear on the radio. They talce the line of least, 

resistance and accept what is presented to them.) 
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information with which to make a meaningful contribution to society. As 

Henri Lefebvre commented in 19^9:-

. . il existe a la radiodiffusion francaise et comme dans 
> 

toutes les radiodiffusions, un bureau des relations avec le public; il 

envoie des questionnaires et recoit en ce moment 25,000 lettres par 

semaine. II est assez bien place pour detecter des quantites de 

reactions qui echappent a des organismes comme cet institut pour la 

recherche de la conjoncture qui se contente d'enregistrer, apres quelques 

annees les oscillations des prix ou des marches" (68). 

However from an early date the French public became aware of the 

control of the State over broadcasting and tended to react to it in a 

fashion different from that which might be expected 

'Open public discussion is naturally more difficult in a country 

divided by the tensions of rival groups, where debate rapidly becomes 

conflict. Therefore the French prefer to conduct debate through 

communiques and prises de position (formal statements of view by bodies 

or individuals) rather than by chatting things over in public. The 

loosening up of society might be expected to have modified this pattern, 

but for the moment the Gaullist regime has if anything had the opposite 

effect. The shackles on broadcasting, and the tameness of the 

provincial press and the weakness of the Paris press, all aggravate the 

situation. But they are symptoms as much as causes of the relative lack 

(68) Industrialisation et technocratic Bibliotheque generale de 

I'ecole pratique des Hautes Etudes, VI e. section. Recueil publie 

sous la direction de Georges Gurvitch 1949, Paris, pp. 177-178 
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of frank public discussion: a more truly democratic nation would not 

tolerate the kind of broadcasting system it has' ( 6 9 ) . 

Pierre Bauchet also emphasises the use of broadcasting and other 

forms of persuasion as a factor in producing the complex and often 

ambiguous nature of society:-

'Malgre ce qui a ete dit plus haut sur le changement des comporte-

1 ^ 

ments, notre pcuvir politique est gangrene par son inspiration 

individualiste et radicals au sens large du terme. L'interet general 

est toujours entendu comma la somme des interets individuals, meme peu 

respectables. Les decisions econoniiques sont ainsi paralysees par un 
/ \ 

respect de libertes individuelles souvent desuetes. L'Etat ne peut 

jouer son role d'arbitre qu'avec 1'autorisation des divers groupes, 

entre les interets desquels il se glisse. Ceux-ci ont un sens exorbite 

de leurs droits et privileges, que leurs organisations exaltent. Les 
\ 

discours de ses dirigeants, la presse qui est a son service, 1'attitude 

de ses representants au Parlement persuadent chaque Francais qu'il est 

le plus defavorise. La deformation systematique des statistiques, 

1'utilisation savante de la position des marginaux, qu'il s'agisse de 

certaines entreprises, des ouvriers non specialises, ou de la petite 
/ \ 

culture, ont reussi non seulement a maintenir en place des dirigeants 

qui "savent comprendre les vrais interets'* du groupe, mais a creer 

chez nos compatriotes dont la majorite vit aisement, une frustration 

psychologique grave qui leur fait defendre leurs revendications au 

detriment du developpement national' (70). 

(69) J. Ardagh, The New France. De Gaulle and after, p« 67I 

(70) PF, p. 325 
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(v) Indirect government intervention 

Such measures were all made obvious to the people, even though the 

motives behind them may not have been. However, the power of the 

government in guiding the people and the economy also took on other less 

manifest forms. 

These principally were the power of the government over the 

Commissions and the Nationalised Industries. The latter are examined in 

the Journal of Political Economy of February 1953, in an article by 

Sturmthal. He analyses the tripartite boards in charge of these 

industries which were supposed by their apparently democratic composi-

tion, to create an atmosphere of communal co-operation. They met, 

however, infrequently and their members were often not familiar with all 

the details of the industry concerned. They could not take decisions 

since these were the prerogative of the appropriate Ministry. The 

Commissions of Modernisation are perhaps even more interesting in this 

context since they were an integral part of the Plans- It is necessary 

to examine the nature of their functions and the decisions that they 

had to take. 

The aim of planning was to enable the various sectors of the economy 

to. produce not necessarily the largest amount, but the most appropriate 

amount of goods to fit in with the other schemes in the country. It 

was a qualitative choice, even though based on quantitative principles. 

The Institut National de la Statistique et des Etudes Economiques makes 

several pertinent comments on this point, as does Pierre Bauchet. The 

former sees the objectives of the first Monnet Plan as psychological 

stimuli, placed purposely too high, in order to create enthusiasm:-

'Inaugure au debut de I'annee 19^7, le premier plan a ete elabore a 

une epoque ou les besoins de la reconstruction et le devoir de 
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\ / \ 

relevement etaient si grands que les objectifs ont vise tres haut. En 

19^8, a la demande de I ' O . E . C . E ., ce plan a ete revise. . ( 7 1 ) . 

The second plan 1952-1957 was drawn up according to even more subtle 

specifications:-

'Sa preparation fut longue et se ressentit des difficultes 

economiques de I'epoque; les objectifs assignes furent relativement 

modestes, trahissant un compromis entre le desir de sortir de la 

stagnation et la crainte d'une insuffisance de la demande' (72). 

This interaction between qualitative and quantitative concepts as 

psychological stimuli can be interestingly considered in parallel to the 

evolving treatment of money in connection with the relationships between 

people that are presented in the works of Eobbe-Grillet and in certain 

of the novels of Beckett. It is one very different from that prevalent 

in the reified world, in that relationships are formed not on a 

quantitative notion of gain or money, but on some qualitative ideal 

such as love, freedom or even merely the desire to form a valid 

relationship. Many examples will be seen, ranging from the conflict 

between quantitative and qualitative principles in Le Voyeur 1955, the 

possible success of the latter in La Jalousie 1957 and L'Annee derniere 

a Marienbad 196I, to the reacceptance of money as a means of communica-

tion in La Maison de rendex-vous I965. An analysis will be made of the 

novels of Beckett to show how important is this conflict and the 

solutions that are offered in his works. The progression from hope to 

a form of despair which will be seen in the novels of Robbe-Grillet, 

(71) insee, p. 127 

(72) ibid. p. 127 
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can be shown to parallel the progression outlined by many economists. 

To form a completely valid relationship of the type desired by 

Sobbe-Grillet (73) s-nd so many of his characters, man must be free from 

any tendency to revert to his old, traditional ways of thinking. 

However, as the schoolmaster in L'Immortelle and the characters of 

La Maison de rendez-vous discover, this is almost impossible since man 

is firmly rooted in his past by his upbringing and by his nature. He 

cannot suddenly change and feel completely free. Similarly the 

Commissions, although in theory endowed with the freedom to discuss and 

formulate qualitative objectives, were limited by traditional concepts 

of function and power. 

Pierre Bauchet outlined the procedures to be followed in their task;-

'L'objet des travaux de programraation est d'assurer la coherence dans 

le developpement et done de delimiter les developpements possibles. 

Pour ce faire, on va tenir compte des contraintes dans le cadre des 

relations connues entre grandeurs econoniiques' (74). 

These restraints ar-e ' comptables', that is to say that they had to 

ensure the balance between demand and supply, and 'techniques', meaning 

that they had to consider the developments in industry, the levels of 

work supply, investment and other similar factors, ajid finally, 

sociological. Th.ese last included such factors as the habits of the 

consumer, political motives and so on. Since these factors are 

difficult, if not impossible to calculate, it is almost impossible to 

draw up an optimum development plan. 

(73) H g , p. 169, p. 149 

(74) PF, p. l88 
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(e) Time and the Plan 

V/e will take for example the problem of time, to be discussed in 

detail in relation to the novels in a later chapter. It will be seen 

how, in an ideal forecasting of future economic developments, questions 

of time should be so thoroughly investigated that they will no longer 

be a problem. As Bernard Gazes wrote in 1962;-

'La premiere fonction du plan dans I'ec.onomie francaise est. 

de reduire 1'incertitude economique par un effort systematique de 

prevision tenant compte de toutes les relations de "fournisseui-s" aux 

"clients" qui unissont les unes aux autres les branches d'activite et 

les differents agents economiques'(73). 

If this were not possible, then at least the appearance of certainty 

about economic forecasts should be given. In 1952, Jacques Duinontier, 

discussing the Commission des Comptes et des Budgets economiques de la 

nation set up under Mendes-France to collate statistical data about the 

economic situation, noted, concerning its forecasts 

'• • • 1'insuffisance actuelle des ressourcss statistiques 

francaises. Tant que la connaissance et particulierement la 

connaissance chiffree sera un objet d'insouciance et souvent d'ironie 

pour les Francais, il est certain que les resultats d'une telle 

prevision ne seront pas parfaits. . , II faut donner au public et 

vulgariser le plus possible une coraptabilite nationale, et meme une 

prevision dans I'avenir immediat pour permettre a ceujc qui ont la 

responsabilite de choisir en toute connaissance de cause' (76). 

(75) Bernard Gazes. La Planification en France et le IVe. Plan. 

Les Editions de I'e'pargne, 1962, p. 11 

(76) Jacques Dumontier, "Le Budget national dans la politique 

economique", Economie et realites mondiales, avril 1952, quoted 

in DD 27 mai 1952, p. 3 
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Indeed, as Marcel Demonque noted in an article in the Revue des deux 

mondes in 1965, time, even if it could be conquered in theory by the 

Planners, can never really be so, owing to the growing interdependance 

between man, events and time (77). ITie economy is becoming increasingly 

complex and attention must always be paid to what is happening elsewhere 

in the world. 

Thus, time limits as decreed in the various plans had to be shortened 

or lengthened according to the circumstances. This was officially 

admitted by the Commissariat general du plan, for example in 1953 

concerning the lengthening of the time limit from 1950 to 1953i and 

indeed was one of the features of French planning 

'II avait ete' etabli primitivement comme devant se terminer en 1950. 

Mais a la suite de 1'intervention du plan Marshall, les delais prevus 

et par consequent les objectifs furent revises de maniere a fairs 

coincider la periode de realisation du plan deja prepare en France avec 

celle des programmes a long terme qu'avaient a dresser les divers pays 

europeens pour determiner I'emploi de I'aide americaine' (78). 

Similarly, in the same year, Leo Hamon wrote that accurate fore-

casting was impossible because of the enormous scope of modern trading:-

'Le reseau des interactions entre les differents phenomenes 

economiques s'est prodigieusement etendu. . . une hausse ou une 

(77) M. Demonque, "L'Entreprise et le monde moderne", RDM, 

Sep.-oct. 1965, p. 555 

(78) Commissariat general du plan de modernisation et d'equipement, 

"Le premier plan de modernisation et d'equipement: resultats, 

investissements et financement, quoted in DD, oct. 27 1953? p. 1 
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baisse sur les ffiatieres premieres, la crise econoraique restreigiiant les 

possibilites d'achat d'une clientele etrangere comportent une telle gamme 

de perturbations et d'imprevus que les productions n'acceptent plus 

d'etre leurs propres assureurs devant un risque ainsi multiplie' (79). 

Consequently events in time and time itself will always play an 

important part in the reactions of man tc what is happening around him. 

As will be seen in the chapter "Attitudes towards time", these 

reactions can range from the feeling of security and confidence which he 

hopes would be experienced by the reader of La Jalousie, to the atmos-

phere of disillusionment and insecurity in the face of advancing years, 

that is sensed in La Maison de rendez-vous. 

The task of the Commissions was made even more difficult by the 

nature of their structure, in that, in the final analysis, it was the 

State which chose the rate of growth to be attained, as Jean Cuisenier 

(quoted above) has noted. 

Secondly there is the fact noted by several economists, that it is 

possible for pressure groups to cause certain objectives to be chosen 

rather than others. Despite the fact, for example, that the workers 

were represented on the Commissions, they still felt that they needed 

more representation to obtain those ends which they felt the most 

important:-

'• • . les syndicats ouvriers. . . ont le sentiment que malgre 

leur presence dans les organismes comme le Commissariat du Plan, les 

decisions leur echappent' (80). 

(79) Leo Hamon, "Situation francaise. Gouvernement et interets 

particuliers" Esprit, juin 1953, pp. 833-83'+ 

(80) PF, p. 321 
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Political pressure groups occurred naturally also inside the govern-

ment, especially during the years of instability. The result was that 

the government often chose an easy, politically 'acceptable solution to 

economic problems rather than the best one:-

'Dans la mesure ou les dirigeants voyaient clair, ou bien ils n'ont 

pas ete suivis, ou bien ils n'ont pas eu, en general, le courage de 

prendre les dures decisions qui s'imposaient et d'en appeler a 1'esprit 

de discipline des Francais. II est vrai que 1'opinion avait tendance a 

considerer les controles comma specifiquement lies a 1'occupation ou 

/ -• / 

au regime de Vichy. Mais la democratie retrouvee a donne volontiers la 

preference aux solutions de facilite, au lieu d'eduquer et d'eclairer 

les citoyens' (8l), 

Consequently, since no government wished to arouse public anger by 

announcing long term plans for curing the inflation, no convincing 

steps were taken for many years. As the Institut National de la 

Statistique et des Etudes Econoniiquea commented 

'. . • les inconvenients qui resultent des imperfections de notre 

regime politique se trouvent aggraves. On a. bien souvent denonce 

1'instabilite gouvernementale et regrette que les decisions soient 

prises par I'opportunite politique, sans souci de leurs repercussions 

\ \ 

a long terme, tandis que des problemes fondamentaux attendant leur 

solution. Certes il est normal que, dans une democratie, les groupes 

les plus nombreux aient une influence preponderente, mais celle-ci peut 

etre nefaste sur le plan economique si la defense des situations 

acquises ou la presentation des revendications excessives passe avant 

I'interet general. D'ailleurs les groupes les moins nombreux, mais 

(81) INSEE, p. 124 
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plus puxssants ont trouve ou retrouve les voies qui leur permettent 

d'influencer les decisions politiques: pour etre discrets, les 

interventions des "groupes de pression" n'en ont pas moins provoque des 

distortions facheuses du fait meme que certains interets sont trop bien 

defendus et d'autres pas assez ou pas du tout' (82). 

Owing to all these limitations to the theoretical freedom of the 

individual, whether through real or hidden persuasion, it is perhaps not 

surprising that the French became gradually disillusioned. There was 

the fear that they would return to their old values, for example the 

demand for more money and a higher standard of living, that 

characterised the years of inflation 

'La politique des revenus, qui scpai'e, conime toute redistribution ou 

direction des revenus priraaires, 1'effort et la remuneration se heurte 

aonc a la necessite de maintenir una incitation au travail. Elle se 

neurte aussi a un phenoinene general de rarete de biens par rapport aux 

besoins. Aussi longtemps que cheque individu et chaque groupe 

s'arrachent la production, une politique des revenus sera biaisee par-

le secret espoir de chacun d'obtenir plus que les autres' (83). 

Robbe-Grillet himself changed from the optimism and confidence which 

may be seen in La Jalousie (1957) to the pessimism of L'Immortelle 

(1963)1 La Maison de rendez,-vous (1963) and Projet pour une revolution 

a New York (1970)- -̂ s late as his essay "Nouveau Roman, homme nouveau", 

published in. 1961 he was expressing optimism in his work (84). 

(82) INSEE, p. 124 

(83) PF, p. 322 

(84) PNR, p. 152 
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(f) Government instability and its effect on society 

It was perhaps the nature of the complete uncertainty and instability 

which caused the most disillusionment« At the beginning of the period 

after the war, such instability was a challenge, and thus the 

Commissariat du Plan was deliberately formed as a body outside the 

boundaries of politics. Nevertheless, it could do little without the 

approval of the government. Pierre Bauchet noted that the Minister of 

Finance often consulted the Commissariat du Plan for several reasons, 

not the least of which seems to have been to set forth his own opinions 

or ideas 

'Cette attitude est symptoraatique parce qu'elle est, rappelons-le, 

spontanc^; le ministre des Finances sait I'interet d'encadrer ses 

y' . . X A 

decisions dans une perspective economique, Slle n'empeche pas les 

oppositions de vue parfois violentes. 

II ne faudrait pas en conclure que le ministre des Finances est 

docile aux indications du Commissariat, S'il a pris conscience de 

1'importance de la coordination, il ne se sent pas engage par tous les 

avis qui sont formules. S'il est heureux de s'appuyer sur le Plan pour 

refuser tout nouveau credit qui lui est demande, i3. n'hesitera pas a 

en minimiser 1'importance lorsqu'il le juge bon. A I'oppose^ les Plans 

ne connaissent de realisation que si le ministre des Finances donne 

son accord: la puissance de la Rue de P.ivoli et la stabilite 

ministerielle conduisent le Commissariat du Plan a recueillir des avis 

autant qu'a en donner' (8$). 

We have only to read any economic or political journal for the post 

war years to see how important was the instability. Governments 

(85) PF, p. 149 
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succeeded one another quickly, some lasting for only a few weeks. In 

the Economist of April 12th, 194?, there was a report that General 

de Gaulle had criticised the instability and had called for a coalition, 

implying that a personal leadership was the best thing for France. The 

same periodical, dated January lyth, 1948, accused the government of 

France of yielding in the face of the difficulties and of taking 

defeatist action in refusing to do anything about the Black Market. It 

had argued that it did not want rationing, but, as the Economist noted, 

the Black Market is a hidden, tacit form of rationing, in which money 

is the over-riding principle. It was more popular with the people, 

since it had no direct connection v/it-h the government or any other 

Institution. 

Further signs of instability in the government are given in the 

Economist of February 19th, 1949. In this instance the government was 

powerless to control prices and the inflation owing to internal con-

flict. [Hie Communists were in control of the opinions of the workers 

while the Gaullists were in command of the capital and resources. 

Consequently, industrial reforms were blocked by the Unions, while 

fiscal reforms and appeals for voluntary and compulsory saving ran into 

the opposition of the Gaullists. Similar reports occurred with alarm-

ing frequency for many years, giving an aura of instability and 

uncertainty that could only undermine the ideals of the Monnet Plan. 
19^0 

There was therefore at this time an atmosphere in which elements of 
A 

certainty and of uncertainty existed side by side. The former resulted 

from the knowledge of the objectives to be attained and from the 

lucidly structured economy. The latter resulted from the governmental 

instability and more fundamentally from a growing feeling of mistrust 

even in the objectives themselves since they could be changed by the 
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administrative technicians as public response required. As has been 

shown, the very uncertainty and failings of economic planning were often 

emphasised by the administration and by the authorities in order to 

create a realistically flexible reaction in which the Plan could be 

better accepted and could succeed. 

This situation can be analysed according to the terms of Luk^s and 

Goldraajin. France was presented with the aim of creating a society 

based on the authentic values of peace and a democratic sharing of the 

responsibility of attaining the ideal. The future society was not to 

be founded on purely capitalist principles with their tendency towards 

'valeurs d'echange', but on fflore humanitarian ideals in which everyone, 

at least in theory, had a small but vital task in the general improving 

of the standard of living. Since the individual was, as it were, 

working for an ideal as well as for his pay, there would be a tendency 

towards a society in which collective 'valeurs d'usage', a meaningful 

relationship between people, would grow. However, this did not result. 

The first Monnet Plan could in itself have only intermediary 

value, since by its nature it was concerned with the bettering of the 

standard of living of the people, rather than with the optimum. Even 

this proved to be too high an intermediary value in certain instances. 

The French found it impossible to forget their previous way of living 

and introduced egoistic values such as immediate rises in wages, in 

spending and in too fast a rise in their personal standards of living. 

They consequently contributed in great part to the inflation which 

disrupted the aims of the Plan. To some extent they were justified, 

in that far from having a vital role to play in the reconstruction of 

their country, they found that their role tended to be the same as 
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a 

before tho war (86). Decisions in which they should in principle have 

had some voice, were in practice ten/Un̂ .', to Ve made by the new class of 

technocrats (87)• To sum ups using Goldmann's terms, secondary 

individualistic 'valeurs d'echange' had inevitably reappeared. 

Consequently, not only waf; there uncertainty resulting from tho war 

and previous economic crises, but also there was a ^rowin^ uncertainty 

ad discontent as a result of malfunctioning in some narts of the Plan, 

nanely its public relations image. The French were suofosed to be 

working towards a goal,but because of the failures, brought about in 

Dfirt by themselves, they beciine uncertain of fhe very basis of their 

vor^ing lives. The Institut National de la Statisti^ue et des J^tudes 

EconoiniqU'^a indicate! this imoortant characteri.itic:-

'Au fond, le drame dos anneen d' apres-guerre est du "^ssentie lleroent 

a une sorte de dissociation entre lee fins de-.irees et les moyens mis 

en oeuvre pour l«s realiser. Les pouvoJrs nublics, comnie len chef? 

d'entreorise et las simoles citoyens, tous desiraient revenir le plus 

tot possible a une situation analogue a celle d' avant-guerre, et men-.e 

meilleure car- les faiblse^es d'alors n'etaient pas meconnues. Mais les 

moyens appliques n'ont about! aux fins recherchees q.u' imperfaitement, 

tardivem^nt et moyennant dec souffra.ices immeritees et inutiles'(86) o 

Contemporary preoccun?ons of this sort, nostalgi:, for a bygone 

way of life and frustration or stress at the impossibility of setting 

back the cloc'' a, can be detected in the substance of several of 

Robbe-Grillrt's works. 

When we examine La Jalousie for example we shall see how the husband 

is in the process of experiencing the destruction of the life which he 

(86) CoGruson, Origine et espoirr-; de la pl-inifica11 on francaise, 

P.5?9 ' 

(8.7) _PF, Pol 66 and p. 534 

(88) INSEE. p.124 
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had imagined as immutable and everlasting. He is in part to blame and 

this makes his anguish the more terrible (89)• Similarly in the works 

of Beckett, for example Murphy, we can see how the desire to reach a 

certain goal - that of peace within oneself - if pursued in the wrong 

manner, can only cause suffering (90). 

As we have shown, several main parallels can be drawn between the 

works of Robbe-Grillet and the structures of post-war French society. 

Let us here summarise the points made, 

1) The reader of the new novel must participate creatively, and since 

this necessitates the abandonment by the author of some of his authority 

as controller and shaper of the story, care must be taken that the 

reader does not lose confidence in the author, or in the significance of 

his ovm creative responses. The parallel with the aims of the 

initiators of the Monnet Plan as regards their public has been pointed 

out ( 9 1 ) . 

In addition to remarks already made on his mention of revolution in 

discussing the basic aspects of his theories (92) (9?), we may now 

notice several more detailed demands for critical ajid reformist views 

of contemporary economic and political conditions. 

In 'Sur Quelques Notions perimees', he wrote:-

'Le monde lui-meme n'est plus cette propriete privee, hereditaire et 

monnayable, cette sorte de proie, qu'il s'agissait moins de connaitre que 

de conquerir' (94). 

(89) Thesis pp. 212-218 

(90) Thesis pp. 250-252 

(91) Thesis pp. 44-48 

(92) m g , p. 169 

(93) PKR, pp. 26-27 

(94) PNR, p. 33 
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He further suggests that the novel can play a role in this social 

revolution, this movement of re-creation and participation 

•Ou bien I'art continuera d'exister en tant qu'art; et, dans ce cas, 

pour 1'artiste au moins, il restera la chose la plus importante au 

monde. Vis-a-vis de 1'action politique il paraitra toujours, alors, 

comme en retrait, inutile, voire franchement reactiomiaire, Pourtant 

nous savons que, dans I'histoire des peuples, lui seul, cet art censement 

gratuit, trouvera sa. place, aux cotes peut-etre des syndicate ouvriers 

et des barricades. 

En attendant, cette facon genereuse mais utopique, de parler d'un 

roman, d'un tableau ou d'une statue comme s'ils pouvaient avoir le ineme 

poids dans 1'action quotidienne qu'une grove, une nutinerie, ou le cri 

d'lme victinie denoncant ses bourreaux, dessert "a la fois, en fin de 

/ 

compte, et I'Art et la Revolution' (95). 

V<hile the artist cannot be subjugated by. every political cause (96) 

his work, if created in honest artistic detachment, may come to serve 

the cause of evolution, which for Robbe-Grillet equals revolution. 

'Au lieu d'etre ds nature politique, 1'engagement c'est pour 

I'ecrivain, la pleine conscience des prcblemes actuels de son propre' 

langage, la conviction de leur extreme importance, la volonte de les 

resoudre de I'interieur. C'est la, pour lui, la seule chance de 

deiTieurer un artiste et sans doute aussi, par voie de consequence 

obscure et lointaine, de servir un jour peut-etre a quelque chose -

peut-etre meme a la revolution' (97). 

(95) p g , p. 45 

(96) P g , pp. 152-153 

(97) PNR, pp. 46-4? 
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In 195S he wrote in the 1'Express that his aim was to fight against: 

'les franges de culture (psychologique, morale, raetaphysique etc)', 

which hints at a possible social message in his works ( 9 8 ) . However, 

three years later, he seemed to be advocating the non-political 

character of the novel. In a meeting of novelists in Majorca, he said:~ 

'Insister sur 1'importance sociale de la litte'rature n'est-il pas 

deja un certain mepris de I'art?. , . Est-ce que vous ne croyez pas 

que la meilleure facon pour le romancier de s'integrer dans 

le monde de I'histoire est de ne pas s'en occuper, de s'occuper seule-

ment de la marche du reman?' (99). 

However, is this not part still of his rejection of socialist 

realism in favour of the artist's integrity (100), his awareness of the 

need for the reader to feel free and able to participate? 

2) Yet for public participation in the direction of the economy to be 

valid, an impossibly high level of public understanding, awareness and 

communication would have been necessary. Thus, in practice, the inter-

action between the planners and the public became a form of disguised 

persuasion, in which apparent lucidity concealed insoluble problems, or 

attempts by administrative technocrats to sway public opinion and 

participation, in order that these forces should run in line with the 

decisions which only the administrators were in a position to make. 

Robbe-Grillet is very aware of these dangers in the case of language, 

whether as a writer or as a critic or even as an observer:-

(98) A. Eobbe-Grillet, 1'Express, 17 janvier 1956, p, 11, and 

PNR, pp. 20-21 

(99) A. Robbe-Grillet, 1'Express, 25 juillet 1959, p. 35 

(100) PNR, p. 175 
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X \ 
'Deja 1'observateur le moins conditiorine ne parvient pas a voir le 

monde qui I'entoure avec des yeujc libres. Precisons tout de suite qu'il 

ne s agit pas ici, du na^f souci d'objectivite, dont les analyseurs de 

I'ame (subjective) ont beau jeu de sourire. L'objectivite au sens 

courant du terme - irnpersonnalite totale du regard - est trop 

evidemment une chimers. Mais c'est la liberte qui devrait du moins 

euro possible et qui ne I'est pas, elle non plus. A chaque instant, 

des franges de culture (psychologique, morale, raetaphysique, etc) 

viennent s'ajouter aux choses, leur donnajit un aspect moins etranger, 

plus comprehensible, plus rassurant' (lOl). 

Any attempt to analyse a situation is dishonest because the 

vocabulary used cannot adequately distinguish the various meanings. 

Indeed, the person performing the analysis may deliberately lapse into 

preconceived notions which are easy and reassuring:-

'La critique traditionnelle a son vocabulaire. Bien qu'elle se 

defende beaucoup de porter sur la litterature des jugements 

systematiques (pretendant, au contrairs, aimer librement telle ou 

telle oeuvre d'apres les criteres "naturals", le bon sens, le coeur, 

etc), il suffib de lire avec un peu d'attention ses analyses pour voir 

A 

aussitot paraitre un reseau de mots-clefs, trahissant bel et bien un 

systeme' (102). 

He censures traditional writing because it tends to conform to these 

notions and as such comforts and reassures the reader, even when the 

events recounted may be in themselves unusual, irrational or 

disturbing 

(101) H g , pp. 20-21 

(102) PNB, p. 29 
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'Bien raconter, c'est. . , faire ressembler ce que I'on ecrit amc 

schemas prefabriques dont les gens out 1'habitude, c'est-a-dire a I'idee 

toute faite qu'ils ont de la realit^, 

Ainsi, quels que soient I'imprevu des situations, les accidents, les 

rebondissements fortuits, il faudra que le recit coule sans heurts, 

cornnie de lui-meme, avec cet elan, qui emporte d'un coup I'adhesion. 

Plus encore que de distraire, il s'agit de rassurer' (103). 

In an article in Critique in 1956 on L'Ere de soupcon, by 

Nathalie Sarraute, he explained further speaking of the new novelists, 

upholders of 'le nouveau roalisriie' 

'Un auteur realiste. . . est un auteur qui s'attache avant tout a 

saioir, en s'efforqant de tricher le rnoins possible et de ns rien rogner 

&i aplatir pour venir a bout des contradictions et dec complexites, a 

scrucer, avec touts; la sincerity dont il est capable, aussi loin que lui 

permet I'acuite de son regard, ce qui lui apparait comme etant la 

realite' (104). 

Tliis may seem obvious, but it does mean that the writer must abandon 

old-fashioned methods and use new forms which may alienate and annoy 

the reader (105). Paradoxically the author will probably not be classed 

as realistic. However, there is a growing tendency towards suspicion 

of traditionally realistic writers:-

(103) PMR, p. 35 

(.104) A, Robbe-Grillet 5 "Le realisme, la psychologie et I'avenir du 

roman" Critique Tome XIV, No. 111-112, juillet 1956, pp. 696-697 

(105) Idem, p. 697 
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'En realite, personne n'y croit plus, ni I'ecrivain ni le lecteur. 

Le lecteur se mefie de I'ecrivain. L'ecrivain se mefie de ses 

personnages. Le personnage semble se mefier de lui-merae. C'est ce que 

Nathalie Sarraute nomme: I'ere du soupcon. Ainsi, prive de son double 

soutien natural, le heros de roman a du abandonner peu a peu tous ses 

attributs: "... ses ancetres, sa maison soigneusement batie.., ses 

proprietes et ses titres de rente, ses vetements, son corps, son 

visage, et, surtout, ce bien precieux entre tous, son caractere qui 

n'appartient qu'a lui, et souvent jusqu/a son nom"' (106). 

The suspicion, uneasiness and vague disturbance often caused in the 

first instance by public relations^ processes is parallel to the 

subtleties of Robbe-Grillet's art, in shaking, an.d then re-making the 

reader's confidence in the writer. This art form, while as difficult 

and as delicate as the processes of the technocrats, is at least free 

from the sinister connotations of deceit and exploitation which became 

attached to its real life counterpart (107). 

3) A particular example of the processes of the technocrats can be 

studied in detail in their use of statistics to produce an apparent 

clarity, intelligibility and reliability, which may cloak an underlying 

uncertainty and obscurity. Robbe-Grillet's geometry and Beckett's 

arithmetic achieve, each in their own way, comparable effects of 

superficial clarity and rigidity, and underlying confusion and 

malleability 

(106) A. Robbe-Grillet, "Le realisme, la psychologie et I'avenir du 

roman" Critique Tome XIV, No. 111-112,juillet 1936, p. 698 

(107) Thesis, pp. 6D-64 
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'Enregistrer la distance entre I'objet et moi, et les distances 

propres de I'objet (ses distances exterieures, c'est-a-dire ses mesures) 

et les distances des objets entre eux, et insister encore sur le fait 

que ce sont seulement des distances (et non pas des dechirements), 

cela revient a etablir que les choses sont la et qu'elles ne sont rien 

d'autre que des choses, chacune limitee a soi. Le problerae n'est plus 

de choisir entre un accord heureux et une solidarity raalheureuse. II 

y a desorraais refus de toute complicite. 

Mais il (le regard) comporte aussi ses risques. Se posant a 

I'improviste sur un de'tail, il I'isole, I'extrait, voudrait I'emporter 

en avant, constate son echec, s'acharne, ne reussit plus ni a I'enlever 

tout a fait ni a le remettre en place...; le rapport d""absurdite" 

n'est pas loin' (108). 

The reduction of language to slogans is another example of a form of 

communication which inspires a false confidence and a consequent sense 

of unease (109). 

4) Public discussion of the inroads made by the administration into 

the freedom and independence of the individual: public awareness of the 

need for 'confidence', and the possibilities of psychological exploita-

tion of this; the attention drawn to the use and possible abuse of mass 

media of communication in shaping public opinion, all contribute to a 

deterioration of relationships between the governors and the governed. 

Counterparts can be found in the disturbing and complex relationships 
A. 

of the novels of Robbe-Grillet and Beckett, and in the despairingly 

oblique treatment of the question of the individual's freedom (110). 

(108) H g , p. 8l 

(109) Thesis, pp. 68-78 

(110) PNR, pp. 8-9 



109 

In Pour Un Nouveau Roman, Robbe-Grillet is constantly aware of his 

position of responsibility to create an impression of sincerity and 

honesty in his relationship with the reader. He explains in 'A Quoi 

Servant Les Theories' how he made use of the periodicals such as 

L'Express and La Nouvslle Revue frangaise in which to explain his point 

of view. He tried to convert as many readers as possible and to 

initiate discussion favourable to his work, but failed 

'Le resultat de ces articles ne fut pas ce que j'attendais. lis 

firent du bruit, mais on les jugea, quasi vainement, a la fois 

simplistes et insenses. Pousse toujours par le desir de convaincre, je 

repris alors en les developpant ies principaux points en litige, dans 

un essai un peu plus long qui parut dans La Nouvelle Revue francaise. 

L'effet ne fut helas pas meilleure; et catte reoidive -- qualifiee de 

"manifeste" - me fit en outre sacre theoricien d'une nouvelle "ecole" 

roraanesque, dont on n'attendait evideniment rien de bon, et dans laquelle 

on s'empressa de ranger, un peu au hasard, tous les ecrivains qu'on no 

savait pas ou mettre' (111), 

This shows how Robbe-Grillet, having in his works explored and 

exploited methods of persuasion, met as an author a failure to 

communicate comparable to that eventually met with by the planners. 

5) A pointed example of an environment which seems clear and 

controllable is to be found in the subject of time, so central to 

planning, and yet so impossible to master. The tendency of the 

extended democracy of participation was to produce easy, short terra 

solutions to problems which really demanded major confrontations and 

(111) PNR, pp. 8-9 
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readjustments. Comparisons may be made with the impossibility of seizing 

time, or shaping it, which forms a central theme leading to many varied 

narrative processes in the fictions of Robbe-Grillet and Beckett (112). 

Again, this may be related to the underlying social message in the 

works of Robbe-Grillet, the difference between the age of Balzac and the 

mid-twentieth century in which time needs to be re-examined and its new 

less definite role asserted. In Pour- Un Nouveau Roman, discussing the 

works of Balzac, Robbe-Grillet wrote:-

A 

'La, le temps jouait un role, et le premier; il accomplissait 

I'homme, il etait 1'agent et la mesure de son destin. Qu'il s'agisse 

d'une ascension ou d'une de'cheance, il realisait un devenir, a la fois 

gage de triomphe d'une societe a la conquete du monde, et fatalite d'une 

nature: la condition mortelle de I'homme. Les passions comme les 

evenements ne pouvaient etre envisages que dans un developpement 

temporel: naissance, croissance, paroxysme, d^clin, chute. 

Tandis que, dans le recit moderne, on dirait que le temps se trouve 

coupe de sa temporalite. II ne coule plus. II n'accomplit rien' (113). 

The Robbe-Grillet who emerges from these theoretical works would 

seem to be one who was very much concerned with man in the twentieth 

century and his position in society and the relationships which he is 

able to form. Not all critics, however, have seen him in this light. 

Many see his works as totally apart from any era and of no interest to 

modern man. Such are the critics who have defined his work as 

'chosiste' for example Olga Bernal in Alain Robbe-Grillet: le roman 

de 1'absence (ll4) who said that Robbe-Grillet has no interest in man, 

(112) Thesis, pp. 93-95 

(113) PNR, pp. 167-168 

(114) 0 . Bernal, Alain Robbe-Grillet et le roman de 1'absence, p. 11 



either in his theoretical works, or his novels. Similarly Roland Barthes 

in his 'article "Litterature litterale"', wrote that the aim of 

Robbe-Grillet is to:-

'•'donner enfin aux objets un privilege narratif accords jiisqu'ici au>: 

seuls rapports humains" 

In fact from the very beginning, many critics misunderstood the aims 

of Robbe-Grillet or indeed any ''New Novelist". Jean-Bertrand Barrere, 

for example in La Cure damaigrissemarit du roman finds very little of 

interest. He wrote 

"II s'agit, evidemment, d'un arnaigrisseraent de substance, d'une 

reduction du sujet, des personnages, de I'histoire, bref de ce "monde" 

qu'un roman etait cense creer pour le lecteur et qui contlnuait de 

vivre dans nos memoires" (ll6). 

With reference to La Jalousie, he wrote:-

"Bien ne m'y retient que la devinette. Comme elle se prolonge, elle 

rae lasse assez vite, probableraent parce que je ne suis pas assez 

patient cu assez subtil. . . La vie est trop courte, j'ai trop a faire 

ailleurs, toutes les excuses me sont bonnes pour delivrer mon esprit de 

cet injuste rebus. . (117). 

Robert Kemp in his various articles in Nouvelles Litteraires, was not 

at all sympathetic and could not understand the works of Robbe-Grillet 

(115) R. Barthes, "Litterature litterale", Critique 100-101, 

sep.-oct. 1955, p. 820 (c.f. also p. 82$) 

(116) Jean-Bertrand Barrire, La Cure damaigrissement du roman, p. 7 

(117) Idem, p. 87 
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or their validity for modern man. Similarly Maurice Nadeau in Critique 

was not convinced of the originality even of any of the new novelists 

( 1 1 8 ) . 

However, despite the many adverse criticisms, we propose that when 

Robbe-Grillet's theories are understood in relation to the social 

setting, his practice in the novels coincides reasonably well with them, 

and that many of the misunderstandings can be thereby reduced. 

The commentaries of economists and sociologists<,j. ̂WicV 

.tk*. - seem to present sufficient evidence to form a basis for 

such comparisons. The novels will be analysed in detail, to show how 

the relationships between the characters and their world, their 

relationships with each other, their ideals and their apprehensions, 

reflect those of the contemporary society. At the same time, however, 

it is possible to detect in the New Novel taken in general, a wider 

outlook, one that corresponds with the philosophies and attitudes of 

the twentieth century. It is here that the novels of Beckett are 

interesting. In many ways they reflect the society of the time and the 

problems that beset man, but Beckett tends to widen his scope to enter 

a more philosophical plane that can more exactly be described as part 

of the twentieth century tradition. By comparing his works with those 

of Robbe-Grillet a general conclusion can be drawn as to whether the 

(118) Robert Kemp, "Caprices" Nouvelles Litteraires, 5 mai 1955, p. 2 

" " "Quelle Voie" " " 18 avril 1957, p. 2 

" " "Coriaces" " " l4 nov. 1957, p. 2 

Maurice Nadeau, "Nouvelles Forraules pour le roraan" Critique, 

aout-sept 1957, p. 709 
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works of the latter are merely creations of a specific society, or 

whether they reflect also a wider and more universal philosophy. 

We have chosen several main points which we shall investigate with 

reference to che novels of Robbe-Grillet and Beckett and which embrace 

the points stated above. These are:-

(i) The many levels of reality in the works of Robbe-Grillet and 

Beckett, the evolution of certainty and uncertainty, of confidence and 

doubt as a literary method of ensuring a creative response by the 

reader. 

(ii) The relationship which exists between men in societyj the 

reaction of the individual towards events**^ the ways in which such 

reactions can be manipulated for personal or other reasons. 

The changing attitudes of Robbe-Griilet and Beckett towards 

time as a factor in everyday life and its use as a political and 

economic agent of persuasion. 

(iv) The use of certain construction shapes in the novel as a 

means of encouraging participation by the reader. 
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4. Robbe-Grillet's development as an artist 

In our analysis of the mood of post-war France, v/e have indicated 

the presence of two fundamental structural themes, on the one hand that 

of confidence and stability sjid on the other that of doubt and 

uncertainty. We have shown how the French people were gradually 

becoming aware that the apparent reality of democratic planning was 

being eroded to expose the underlying true situation in which they and 

their reactions were being manipulated•by the Administration for its 

own. perhaps justifiable ends (1). It is this atmosphere, characteristic 

of post-war France, in which, the presence of many levels of reality was 

deliberately induced in order to stimulate both confidence and 

uncertainty, that we shall attempt to discover in the works of 

Eobbe-Grillet. The relationship which will be shown to exist on this 

level between society and the novel will be more exact and more 

immediate th.̂ m. that made by Goldman^ between the works of Robbe-Grillet 

and the growing autonomy of objects in the world. 

We shall analyse the techniques of Eobbe-Grillet and their develop-

ment in accordance with the response of the reader to his works and 

with his own appraisal of the effectiveness of his works. Robbe-Grillet 

wanted to write works suitable for post-war man, someone whom he felt 

was in many ways the victim of bureaucracy, a cog in a vast political 

and economic machine and yet who in principle had a greater freedom 

than perhaps ever before in the control of his own destiny. This 

rather ambiguous situation is presented in Pour Un Nouveau Roman 

• . les createurs de personnages, au sens traditionnel, ne 

reussissent plus a nous proposer que des fantoches auxquels eux-memes ont 

(l) Thesis, pp. 51-52; pp. 55-57; pp. 61-62; pp. 65-78 
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cesse de croire. Le roman de personnages appartient bel et bien au 

passe, il caracterise ime epoque, cells, qui marqua 1*apogee de 

I'individu. 

A -v / 

Peut-etre n'est-ce pas un progres, ir.ais il est certain que 1'epoque 

actuelle est plutot celle du numero matricule. Le destin du raonde a 

cesse, pour nous de s'identifier a 1'ascension ou a la chute de 

quelques honmies, de quelques families. 
Notre raonde, aujourd'hui, est moins sur de lui-meme, plus modeste 

^ ^ 

peut-etre puisqu'il a renonce a la toute-puissance de la personne, mais 

plus ambitieux aussi puisqu'il regarde au-dela. Le culte exclusif de 

"I'humain" a fait place a une prise de conscience plus vaste, moins 

anthropocentriste' (2). 

As a concommitant of this is his attitude towards plot and again he 

relates this to the society of his time, one pervaded by an atmosphere 

of certainty and uncertainty 

. . s'ilrvv'est permis de citer mes propres oeuvres. . . je 

ferai remarquer que Les Gommes ou Le Voyeur coraportent I'un comme 

1'autre une trame^une "action", des plus facilement discernibles, riche 

par surcroit d'elements consideres en general comme dramatiques. S'ils 

ont au debut semble desamorces a certains lecteurs, n'est-ce pas 

simplement parce que le mouvement de I'ecriture y est plus important 

que celui des passions et des crimes' (3)-

Robbe-Grillet was very conscious of the aims of his art andej- the 

techniques which he would have to adopt to attain them. His is not a 

(2) PNR, pp. 32-33 

(3) PNR, p. 38 
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spontaneous, undisciplined art, but carefully planned and structured. 

Indeed in some ways it might be argued that his techniques outweigh what 

he is writing. 

His fundamental technique is to give the reader freedom of choice in 

his interpretation of characters, plot and background. As we shall 

demonstrate, this choice can be logical and expected by the reader, as 

in Les Gommes, where it is an integral part of the detective story. In 

Le Voyeur, this choice becomes less part of the natural features of the 

work and more an attempt to create choice as an element independent of 

the main story. This development reaches its culmination in La Jalousie 

in which the variations of the plot are repeated in such a manner that 

the reader can create an almost infinite number of plots and character 

studies. Here the choice may be either an integral part of the story, 

an interpretation of the thoughts of the unseen narrator concerning 
v»tj AdtVt. 

his wife and her lover, or a . t e c h i ^ i q u e attempt to shock the 
J ^ A 

reader into the positive act of discriminating between the many varia-

tions and constructing his own version of the events. 

From this period at the end of the 1950's, Robbe-Grillet seems to 

revert to rather more traditional techniques and certainly La Maison de 

rendez-vous and Pro.jet pour une revolution a New York are easier to 

read in that they demand less from the reader. Robbe-Grillet seems to 

have become aware that this technique of choice, of freedom was not 

necessarily•sufficient to make the reader appreciate his works. Indeed 

by the time of Projet pour une revolution a New York he seems to have 

rejected the idea of a world which made choice so vital a technique. 

It is no longer a world in which the individual has power through 

legal, bureaucratic channels, but rather one in which the only channel 

is violence and the only end is revolution. This is not entirely a new 
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element, since violence has always occurred in the works of 

Eobbe—Grillet, but here for the first time the individual, the innocent 

bystander loses out to it and becomes its certain victim. There is no 

choice for the characters or for the reader except between different 

types of violent behaviour. 

Much of this, it could be argued, is beyond the rather narrow limits 

of the novels in relation to planning and it is true that by the time of 

his later works, Robbe-Grillet does seem to transcend the atmosphere of 

post-war France and embrace themes common to the twentieth century. In 

particular there is the violence which is not only part of French 

history as a result of the May riots ol 1968, but wnich is increasingly 

being used by groups or individuals to achieve their own ends. At the 

same time, however, we shall attempt to show in our analyses of the 

various works, those aspects which seem to indicate a more direct 

concern by Robbe-Grillet for French society of his time, 

(a) Investigation into reality; Les Gommes (1933) 

Robbe-Grillet's first novel Les Gommes, can be seen to reflect at 

least part of this mood. There is a continual play between various 

levels of reality and apparent reality, of fiction and apparent fiction 

in which facts are manipulated either by the author or by the 

characters for their own ends. These levels of reality constitute the 

one reality of the book itself. In 'Du Realisms a la realite', 

Robbe-Grillet wrote:-

/ \ 

'L'ecriture romanesque ne vise pas a informer, comme le fait la 

chronique, le temoignage, ou la relation scientifique, elle constitue 
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la realite. Elle ne salt jamais ce qu'elle cherche, elle ignore cs 

qu'elle a a dire; elle est invention, invenlion du monde et de I'liocme, 

invention constante et perpetuelle remise en question' (k). 

Later in the same article he wrote also:-

'La vie d'aujourd'hui, la science d'aujourd'hui realisent le 

depassement de beaucoup d'antinomies categoriques otablies par le 

des siecles passes. II est normal que le roman, qui, 

comme tout art, pretend devancer les systemes de pensee et non les 

®^ivre, soit o.eJa en train de fondre entre eux les deux termes d'autres 

couples de contraires; fond-forme, objectivity-subjectivit/, 

signification-absurdite, construction-destruction, memoire-present, 

iraagination-realite, etc' (5). 

In Les Gommes, various events may have happened, resulting in the 

rather negative conclusion of the disappearance of a supposedly 

murdered man. Wallas and Laurent are both concerned with an analysis 

and investigation of the evidence before them, and attempt to draw 

Conclusions, any of which may be true from a logical point of view. 

As opposed to the other works of Kobbe—Grillet, except perhaps 

Dcins Le Labyrinthe, the uncertainty has a direct relationship to the 

theme of the story. Hypothesis is to be expected by the reader as the 

tv;o main characters try to solve the problem of the disappearing body 

of Dupont and his possible murderer. As an integral part of their 

work, they have to concern themselves with different levels of reality. 

(4) Pim, p . 175 

(5) H H , p. 181 
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There are many typical passages, for example the narrative at the 

beginning of chapter three concerning Dnponi and his preparations for 

suicide, which begins in a manner which could confuse the reader by 

describing the event in a realistic way, while earlier a different but 

equally realistic version had been given. However, not only does the 

reader expect such passages for the reason given above, but also 

Ivobbe—Grillet ensures that the reader does not become lost, by 

informing him at certain points of their hypothetical nature. Tor 

example here the reader is soon told that this apparently realistic 

and factual narrative about Dupont and his prepai'ations for suicide 

exists only in the imagination of Laui-ent:~ 

. . Tout est en ordre. Dupont n'a plus qu'a descendre diner. 

II doit paraftre d'humeur egale pour que la vieille Anna ne soupconne 

rien. II donne des ordres pour le lendemain: il regie, avec sa 

precision coutumiere, quelques details desormais sans importance» 

A sept heures et demie il remonte et, sans perdre une minute, il se 

tire une balle dans le coeur. 

Ici Laurent s'arrete; il y a toujours quelque chose qui n'est pas 

clair; Dupont est—il mort sur le coup ou non?' (6 ). 

Consequently the reader, once he has realised that Les Gommes is a 

form of detective novel, should have no difficulty in accepting a 

technique which in later novels has no such easily comprehensible 

®̂ pl3-ii£'-tion. To a certain extent, this limits his freedom of 

interpretation, but it gives help to those who may not have the 

(6) A. Kobbe-Grillet, Les GoKnies (g). pp. 142-143 
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necessary mental agility or practice to read the novel in the positive 

manner advocated by Eobbe-Grillet. 

It is interesting to examine the effects of this atmosphere of 

uncertainty on Laurent and V/alls,s, since their reactions towards it 

point out facets of their characters which can perhaps be seen as 

representative of contemporary society. 

Laurent has to find a logical solution to the apparent murder. If he 

succeeds in this task, he will be satisfied, even though his conclusion 

may not be the correct one. Indeed it is the intellectually satisfying 

quality of the solution which is for him its most important aspect:-

/ ^ 

'Une fois la porte refermee, le commissaire regagne son fauteuil a 

petits pas. II se frotte les mains de satisfaction. C'est done 

Eoy-Dauzet qui a fait enlever le cadavre. 

Avant de s'asseoir, le commissaire remet un peu d'ordre sur son 

bureau: il range les annuaires, il replace les feuilles volantes dans 

les dossiers. La chemise marquee "Dupont" rejoint la. pile de gauche, 

celle des affaires classees. Laurent se frotte a nouveau les mains et 

repete interieujrement "C'est parfait'" ( 7 ) • 

This is a result not necessarily of his character, but of his 

position. As head of the police, his criterion is the well-being and 

calm of the toim rather than the truth. The latter might bring the 

police into disrepute and thus have a long-term damaging effect on the 

fabric of his society. Tliis is seen in his selection of those 

hypotheses which he judges to be the most convincing snd the least 

(7) pp. 78-79 
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disruptive. Ho cannot afford to maize the same mistake as had once his 

1-Iinister who had oraered the docks to be searched for arjns:— 

U s avaient recolte, pour tout but in, deux revolvers non declares 

et le fusil de chasse cju'im malheureux passager dissimulait dans une 

malle pour ne pas payer la douane. Personne ne prenait 1'affaire au 

serieux et la police au bout de quelques jours'etait la risee de la 

ville. 

Le cosunissaire genex'al n'est pas pres de se lancer a nouveau dans une 

aventure de cette espece' (8 ). 

Wallas on the other hand is rather more complex in his reactions. He 

is often unable to distinguish between the reality of his present 

situation and the uncertain and possibly imaginary qualities of his ' 

past. It is this in part which causes him to feel somehow dissatisfied 

with his life. He has no clearly defined role to play. He does not 

for example have a forehead of sufficient size to be a perfect 

investigator, but at the same time has to continue with his search. 

Is it an exaggeration to see this as a reflection of the dangers of 

someone like L'aU.a5 in such a society? He is neither in the position of 

Laurenc who has to 'manage' facts for the benefit of his society, nor 

is he one of its citizens who seem to be content with their lot. He 

attempted to find a form of truth — whether knowledge of the past or 

i-he identity of the murderer — and as such could only be a disruptive 

element in a society where truth was secondary to other values. 

(8) pp. 84-6= 



122 

This search for truth is typical of most literature of any age. 

Here, however, it seems even more relevant to the common twentieth 

century theme of the individual struggling against the forces of 

bureaucracy. This is in many aspects the same world as that of Kafka, 

or Camus' L'Etranger in that it portrays characters and their struggle 

against.an uncomprehending society. There is one slight difference, 

however. This is 

that certain conclusions are drawn by the characters concerning their 

society, either in the instance of Laurent for the benefit of his town, 

or in the instance of Wallas to find a personally satisfying key to his 

past. Their world may be strange, but it is not absurd. A meaning, 

whether correct or not, can be found for it. This, combined with the 

carefully constructed plot and the geometric features which abound in 

the work, make the novel more specifically a product of a society of 

planners than that of the absurd, world of many other twentieth century 

novels. 

(b) Uncertain reality: (i) Le Voyeur (1955) 

A similar mixture of pervading certainty and uncertainty is 

continued in Hobbe-Grillet's second novel Le Voyeur, published in 1955. 

Here, however, Robbe-Grillet seems to be moving towards a more purely 

literary confusion, in that it can less readily be described as an 

investigation into reality on the level of a detective novel, than as 

the purely literary narrative of controlled confusion and uncertainty. 

It is as though he were satisfied with the techniques of Les Gommes 

in their presentation of character and plot, but felt that his setting 

of a detective novel was too specific. He seems to sense this in 

Sur Quelques Notions perimees, when, after discussing the nature of the 

plot in Les Gommes and Le Voyeur, states:.-
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'• • • J'imagine sans mal que dans quelques dizaines d'annees -

plus tot peut-etre - lorsque cette ecriture, assimil'ee, en vole de 

devenii* academique passepa inapercue a son touj*̂  et qu^il s'agipa bien 

entendu pour les jeunes romanciers de faire autre chose, la critique 

d'alors, trouvant une fois de plus qu'il ne se passe rien dans leurs 

, leur reprochera leur manque d'imagination et leur montrera nos 

romans en exemple; "Voyez, diront-ils comme, dans les annees cinquante, 

on savait inventer des histoires" (9). 

At the same time, however, there is a similarity between the nature 

of the two books, in that Le Voyeur is still a testing of various 

imagined realities against a possibly real one. There are some 

seemingly definite incidents or objects, made so by careful descrip-

tion, for example the mile-post:-

'C'etait une borne kilometrique du modele ordinaire, parallelipede 

rectangle raccorde a un derai-cylindre de meme epaisseur (et d'axe 

horizontal). Les deux faces principales - carres s'achevant en demi-

cercle - portaient des caracteres noirs; la surface arrondie, sur le 

dessus, brillait de peinture jaune toute recente' (10). 

However, it is difficult to know whether these objects exist or are 

merely figments of the imagination of Mathias. There may be some 

indication of their existence, as, has been shown by Ricardou, in the 

use of the present tense for some of the imagined scenes, especially 

towards the beginning of the book, but if so, this is the only help 

which Robbe-Grillet gives to the reader. Indeed he seems deliberately 

to create confusion and uncertainty on this purely narrative level, as 

(9) PNR, pp. 38-39 

(10) A. Robbe-Grillet, Le Voyeur (V), p. 191 



124 

he and his characters put forward their own versions of reality. Thus 

Eobbe-Grillet can appear to confirm the truth of one reality but in the 

event this may not bring the reader any closer to knowing e^ractly what 

has happened since it may be done in a negative fashion 

'Mathias n'etait pas alio a cette ferme - il est vrai - mais 

I'entretien avec la vieille femme, au croiseraent, paraissait d'une 

duree plus courte. La solution du moulin serait sans doute plus 

acceptable' (11). 

Similarly, from the point of view of Mathias 

'"Vous Gtes descendu du velo et vous avez frappe a la porte. Apres, 

vous etes alle voir a la barriere du ja_rdin. Et avant de partir vous 

avez pris une clef, dans une petite sacoche accrochee sous la selle, 

pour resserrer un true a votre changement de vitesse". 

"Ouij oui, c'est ca", confirmait I lathias a chaque phrase, en essayant 

de sourire, comma si ces actes imaginaires avaient ete aussi evidents 

que sans importance. 

Tout cela ne faisait en somme, que renforcer son propre alibi. 

Puisque Julien Marek temoignait ainsi de son passage par la ferme, et 

meme d'un arret aussi long dan.s I'attente des proprietaires absents, 

comment le voyageur aurait-il pu, a cette heure-la precisement* se 

renare sur la falaise — c'est-a-dire dans la direction opposee - a 

I'endroit ou la fillette gardait ses moutons?. . . ' (l2). 

Mathias also tests various 'realities' in order to discover how 

convincing they sound. For example 

(11) V, p. 116 

(12) JL p. 199 



'• • • civait rate son bateau, hier soir; et il revenait a la 

ferme parce qu'il croyait avoir oublie quelque chose... (non). II etait 

done force a'aotendre la jusqu'au vendredi; il en profiteraJ.t pour se 

reposer. 11 revenait, neaniuoins, dans 1'intention de vendre encore une 

ou aeux monures..* (non). II avait rate son bateau ^ trois minutes 

pres, pai" la faute dc cette bicyclette louee au dernier moment... (non), 

la cha^ne lui causait des ennuis depuis le matin' (I3). 

He is certain that he killed the girl, but the reader is not, despite 

the deuailed account of the incident, owing to the pervading atmosphere 

of uncertainty 

I'lathias etait certain, pourtant, de 1'avoir jete avec le reste, en 

controlant la chute piece a piece, pour s'assurer precisement que rien 

ne demeurait suspendu a mi-chemin' (14). 

Tliis makes the reacier acutely aware of Robbe—Grillet's thesis of the 

non-omniscience of the author. He wrote in 'Kouveau Roman, homme 

nouveau';-

'Quel est ce narrateur omniscient, omnipresent qui se place partout 

en meme temps, qui voit en meme temps I'endroit et I'envers des choses, 

qui suit en meme temps les mouvements du visage et ceux de la conscience, 

qui conna&u a la fois le present, le pass^ et I'avenir do toute 

aventure? Ca ne peut etre qu'un Dieu' (15). 

(13D V, p. 197 

p. 205 

(15) PNR, p. i49 
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Howeverdoes not this projection of the author's non-omniscience in 

a curious way constitute a form of persuasion, an attempt to illustrate 

to the reader that he is in the same position as the author? Both 

should be able to create something out of the set of facts available to 

them, with the author being no more privileged than the reader. 

tn the event, Robbe-Grillet seems to try almost too hard to 

project this impression. The reader may sense his efforts and may 

reject the work, seeing only the artificiality of the method adopted by 

Robbe-Grillet. To this extent the novel may fail, as did many of the 

government attempts at information and propaganda outlined in the 

previous chapter, since both create different jarring levels of 

uncertainty and reality for the purpose of manipulating one's 

reactions. 

The creation of different levels of reality is iraportajit also for 

the light that it throws upon the characters. For Mathias, a contempla-

tion of the real situation leads to a. feeling of fear or apprehension. 

To counteract this, he indulges in rather simpler imaginary 'realities'. 

They have a more logical character and consequently are to some degree 

comforting. For example there is the contrast between the actual 

rather unsuccessful sales of watches and a perfect imaginary example 

that will fit exactly into an ideal plan of the day (16). The 

possibilities of this pleji give him the confidence to begin what is in 

reality an almost impossible task. 

(16) pp. 35-36 
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A similar indication of this need is his interpretation of the world 

in terms of the circle and in particular of the figure eight. This, as 

vill be seen later, is an important aspect of his relationship with 

other characters. Here, however, it can be seen as an attempt to find 

some reassuring pattern in the world. It is not merely that it is a 

geometric pattern and thus is comprehensible and satisfying to the 

mind, but that it is repeated and consequently is an element of 

familiarity in the world around him. It seems particularly important 

whenever he is confused or in unusual surroundings. For example at the 

beginning of the book he is on the boat approaching the island and 

notices a length of string:-

'C'etait une fine cordelette de chanvre, en parfait etat, 

soigneusement roulee en forme de huit, avec quelques spires 

supplementaires serres a I'etranglement' (17). 

Similarly, on looking down from the boat, he notices a mark of the 

same shape 

'Contre le paroi verticle en retrait, Kathias finit par arAter son 

choix sur un signe en forme de huit' (18). 

(17) V, p. 10 

(18) V, p. 16 
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His fear occurs as a result of his insecurity in relation to those 

around him, and is particularly strong whenever his own secure, 

ordered world is threatened. At such points he risks inventing 

meaningless forms of reality to support it:-

'I-lathias fut saisi de panique et passa outre, redoutant trop les 

explications. II se mit a parler a une telle cadence que les 

objections - ou le regret de ses propres anis - devenaient tout a fait 

impossibles. Afin de conbler les vides, il repetait souvent plusieurs 

fois la m ^ e phrase. 11 se surprit m&me a reciter la table de 

multiplication' (19). 

Such an action can only emphasise the hollowness of his normal 

world and life, since the only way in which he can justify them is to 

put forward - with conviction - patent unrealities. It is a sign of 

his feeling of guilt at his imperfections in relation to the islanders 

and may possibly be self-inspired. If he did not kill the girl, his 

invention would seem to suggest that he needs to experience the 

cathartic effect of fear in order to be able to continue to live. 

Reality is here therefore both objective and personal. It exists on 

the objective level of the work itself, whose narrative seems 

intended to upset the traditional preconceived notions of the reader 

and so encourage him to approach the work in a creative (because 

bewildered) manner. Secondly, forms of reality are to be found on a 

personal level as an essential part of the reactions of the characters 

to the world around them. 

(19) I, p. 2i6 
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(b) Uncertain reality: (ii) La Jalousie (1957) 

A similar situation exists in La Jalousie. In Le Voyeur, there is 

no certainty that a form of objective reality is given by the 

characters. In La Jalousie it might be assumed that if Franck and A. 

have spent the night or even the day together in the town, they at 

least will know this fact as an objective reality. But since we are 

never shown their thoughts, the whole incident may have been fabricated 

by the jealous husband and consequently we cannot be certain of any-

thing. Indeed everything in the novel may take place on the level of 

the husband's imagination (20), thus rendering impossible any attempt 

to distinguish between objective and subjective reality. 

As in the other novels, there are passages of convincingly realistic 

description, for example that of the house at the beginning of the 

novel (21). However, in general, the reality becomes distorted either 

for some mental reason or a physical one. The centipede and the mark 

on the wall are described several times in terms of certainty, but 

this cannot be taken as proof of their existence, since they change 

from description to description as a result perhaps of the tortured 

mind of the husband. Similarly, the faults in the glass of the window 

cause the perfection of the outside plantation to be distorted and 

even«»"4c some elements of it to disappear altogether 

'. . . dans le panneau de gauche, plus sombre quoique plus 

brillant, 1'image reflechie est franchement distordue, des taches de 

verdure circulaires ou en forme de croissants, de la couleur des 

bananiers, se promenant au milieu de la cour devant les hangars' (22). 

(20) PNR, pp. 166-167, pp. 176-177 

(21) A. Robbe-Grillet, La Jalousie (J), p. 9 

(22) J , p . 44 



130 

A similar passage occurs later in the book:-

'Seule demeure. . . une large tache noire. . . II est aise 

de fairs disparaltre cette tache, grace am: defauts de verre tres 

grossier qui garnit la fenetrej il suffit d'amener, pex tatomienionts 

successifs, la surface noircie en un point aveugle du carreau' (23). 

If the reader wishes, he nay see this as a symbolic gesture on the 

part of the husband. The mark which disappears nay remind hia of the 

stain left by the centipede, and thus of his position of relative 

iiveakness ana uncertainty. By making it disappear in this manner, he 

is obtaining some satisfaction in his ability to manipulate reality 

and chus is regaining a temporary feeling of superiority and security. 

However, as in the other novels, Robbe-Grillet remains pointedly 

non-omniscient, refusing to be categorical about what he writes and 

the world that he is creating. The following quotation is a clear 

example of this:-

'La phrase se terminait par "savoir attendre", ou "a quoi 

B'attendre"; ou "la voir se rendre", "la dans sa chambre", "le noir y 

chante", ou n'importe quoi' (24). 

There are two possibilities of interpreting this. It may be 

Robbe-Grillet writing about his own wording (as opposed to direct 

speech by one of his characters) or it may be the narrator reflecting 

(in his own mind) upon an event. 

(23) J, p. 127 

(24) p. 193 
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The reader is at liberty, as in Le Voyeur, to distinguish between 

the levels of reality. However, whereas in Les Gommes the reality v;as 

for the most part definable as various interpretations upon one 

reality - the death and disappearance of Dupont - and whereas in 

Le Voyeur there is in the main the one world of Mathias seen from a 

subjective point of view, in La Jalousie the nature of reality is 

rather more complex. It is not only of the type analysed above, but 

almost takes on a life of its own, as Ricardou has suggested, in 

particular with regard to the series of contrasts at the end of the 

novel, which heighten considerably the mood of uncertainty 

'Le personnage principal du livre est un fonctionnaire des douanes. 

Le personnage n'est pas un fonctionnaire mais un employe superieur^ 

d'une vieille corapagnie commerciale. Les affaires de cette compagnie 

sont mauvaises, elles evoluent rapidemcnt vers I'escroquerie. Les 

affaires de la compagnie sont tres bonnes, . . ' (2^). 

Ricardou states in his book:-

"Puisque la description est maintenant eoumise a un sens, que ce 

soit au moins un sens contraire. Condamnee a ne plus "etre creatrice, 

la description se fait destructrice. La jalousie d^croit: c'est 

1 apaisement xinal. Ainsi un roman est—il pour nous moins I'ecriture 

d'une aventure que I'aventure d'une ecriture' (26), 

It is perhaps this almost autonomous existence of a form of reality 

which is the main characteristic of La Jalousie. In its various 

aspects it is something of which the husband is apprehensive or even 

(25) J, p. 216 

( 2 6 ) ppim. p. 111 
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afraid, as is shov/n uy his jealousy ajciu. eventual incoherency. It would 

be interesting to know whether Franck and A. are deliberately creating 

uncertainty for the purpose of confusing the husband, to make him 

unable to prove their adultery aaid such a mass of conflicting evidence, 

or whether it is all merely part of his subjective reality. To take 

one incident which occurs in various forms throughout the book - that 

of the letter which appears to have been given to Frank by A. - is this 

imaginary or even an innocent episode, or has it been stage-managed by 

them? If the first two reasons are correct, it would be the jealousy 

of the husband which builds up the incident into an event of major 

importance, a cause of his apprehension which has no basis on actual 

fact. If the last reason is correct, it v;ould have much wider 

implications in the context of this analysis of the novels of 

Robbe-Grillet, since it would fit into the general theme of persuasion. 

^ Annee derniere a Marienbaa and L'Immortelle, someone would be 

being convinced or persuaded of facts which may or may not be true. 

La Jalousie was perhaps the furthest limit to which Robbe-Grillet 

went in creating uncertainty and perhaps here there is a. clue. It may 

be possible that he v/as trying deliberately to confuse the reader, to 

make him experience uncertainty and so encourage a positive reaction to 

it, as we suggested j_n our analysis of Le Voyeur. If this is so, then 

it would substantiate the inner theme of persuasion. 

However, we must beware of being too categorical. As Robbe-Grillet 

has stated, reality is very complex and because it is vital must not 

be given a meaning. At the same time, however, he does not doubt its 

existence in one or many forms, nor does he cease to evoke this in his 



works. In his next novel, Dans Le Labyrinthe. he fits reality into a 

comprehensible pattern rather than represent its meaninglessness, by 

giving a reason for the uncertainty and for the apprehensions 

experienced in front of it. In passing, ve 5ay notice that, in many 

ways this is similar to the situation presented in Les Gommes, where 

ohe uncertainty resulted in the main from a lack of knowledge by the 

characters and by the readers concerning the murder. 

This would seem to suggest that Robbe-Grillst was very conscious of 

the fact that the mood of uncertainty which pervaded his own society 

was being deliberately created. It was no longer the absurd, 

contingent world of Sartre or Camus, but one in which there may be 

some reason to be discovered behind a structureless mass of apparently 

meaningless events. 

Reality becomes meaningful: Dans Le Labyrinthe (1959) 

Dans Le Labyrinthe, is the first of Robbe-Grillet's novels to evoke 

sorongly and deliberately this new aspect of uncertainty. Vfti&reas 

previously the reality portrayed by Robbe-Grillet had been at first 

hand, here it is apparently at second hand. We seem to be invited to 

guess that it is the work of a doctor attempting to write a book about 

a patient who may or may not have existed. Consequently there is a 

reason why nothing is certain. Incidents are repeated, changed and 

distorted as the doctor tries to shape his work. Since, however, the 

doctor himself is part of fiction, the story is one step further 

removed from the type of reality of the other novels. 
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The first level of reality, the realisation, of the oxiateuce of the 

doctor and his possible role as the narrator, comes only a few pages 

before the end of the book:-

'A rna derniere visite, la troisierr,e piqirre a ete inutile. Le soldat 

blesse'' etait inort' (27). 

Because he is writing the first draft of the book, he can be nothing 

but uncertain. At the very beginning he seems to be trying out 

various opening sentences. The book begins:--

'Je suis seul ici, maintenant, bien a I'abri. Dehors il pleut, 

dehors on marche sous la pluie en courbant la tete. . . dehors il 

fa.ii; froid, le vent souffle entre les branches noires denudees. Le vent 

souffle dans les feuilles, entrainant les rameaux entiers dejns un 

balanceraent5 aans un balanceraent, baJLanceraent qui projette son ombre 

stir le crepi blanc des murs. Dehors il y a du soleil, il n'y a pas 

d'arbre, ni un arbuste poui- donner de 1'ombre. . . ' (28), 

The doctor continues thus for some time until he becomes satisfied 

with snow aa the outdoor setting for the book. However, this shows not 

only his own uncertainty, but also, as in previous works, it destroys 

the faith of the reader in any reality portrayed by the writer. At the 

same time it is a form of uncertainty which is readily comprehensible. 

Whereas in the previous novels there had been apprehension or guilt 

caused by the uncertainty, here the reaction to it by the reader io 

rather different, owing to its position and its artistically satisfying 

(27 ) A, Robbe-C-rillet, Dans Le labvrinthe (DL) , p. 211 

(28) DL, p. 9 
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nature. Perhaps the best way of defining its character is to compare 

this passage with that at the end of La Jalousie (29), which in 

essence is a similar combination of opposing images. In tht- earlier 

work, the principal effect is to demonstrate the pov/erlessness of the 

husband before a subjective or objective reality which seems to be 

confusing him. In the later work, however, no critical position has 

yet been adopted by the reader and all that he can experience is the 

contusion on a purely aesthetic level. He can thus appreciate the 

harmony inherent in the opposition of the images. He becomes aware of 

the lack of real uncertainty and the artificially induced presence of 

an artistic one. At the same time he is able to sense the underlying 

confidence of the author - whether the doctor or Robbe-Grillet - who 

is able to choose from a selection of events and thus immediately 

demonstrates his control over reality on this level. 

From a general point of view, nevertheless, the reader is in a 

similar situation as with regard to the narrative as in La Jalousie, 

in that he has to attempt to create for himself a story out of that 

which has been presented. However, having finished the novel, and 

learning au che end that it is a reality at second hand, a possible 

fictional narracive being shaped by the doctor, any further reading 

will be rather different. The novel thus becomes two realities, 

ciepenaing on whether one is reading it for the first or a subsequent 

time, 

Robbe-Grillet constantly brings doubt upon the nature of objects and 

incidents. Nothing can ever be certain since, although an incident 

(29) p. 216 
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may take place at one time at one point in the book, the same incident 

may happen again in completely different circumstances. An example is 

the incident when the soldier is being guided by the boy, i./hich may, 

according to the point in the book and the interpretation of the 

reader, be either a personal experience, a memory or a dream, IK̂ en 

those objects described with certainty may have a shadow of doubt cast 

upon them. There is for exs_mple the description of the narrow black 

line on the ceiling:-

'A droite du grand cercle luinineux dont elle (a fly) suit avec 

regularite le partour, il y a, dans 1'angle du plafond, une petite 

ligne noire, tres fine, longue d'une dizaine de centimetres, a peine 

perceptible, une fissure dans le platre, ou un fil d'araign^e chaz-ge 

de poussiere, ou une trace quelconque de choc ou d'eraflure' (30). 

Furthermore, as with the objects seen through the distorted glass in 

La Jalousie, which disappeared from certain angles, so does this:-

•'Cette imperfection dans la surface blanche n'est du reste pas 

egalement visible de tous les points. Elle est surtout remarquable 

pour un observateur place contre le cloison. . . ' (31). 

Thus in these respects, this novel is similar to those preceding it. 

However, as will be seen in the following chapter, this novel seems to 

be portraying a positive, non-reified society in danger of extinction 

by another. The citizens and the soldier seem to accept the inevitable 

defeat and do their best to overcome any immediate difficulties. There 

is an almost complete lack of apprehension or fear. 

(30) 31^ pp. 125-126 

(31; DL, p. 126 



Normally their reactions at the unusual do not seem to show any lack 

of composure, for example when the boy meets the soldier 

'"Eh bien, tu as peur que je te niajige?" 

"Non", dit I'enfant, "j'ai pas peur'" (32). 

Similarly, a few pages later:-

'"Bonjour", dit celui-ci. 

L'enfant le considere sans surprise, rnais aussi sans la moindre 

marque de bienveillance, comme s'il trouvait a la fois naturel et 

ennuyeux de le rencontrer a nouveau' (33). 

From the point of view of the soldier, the uncertainty of his 

surroundings leads to the feeling of guilt which was experienced by 

Hathias and intimately involved in the story of Wallas. In this 

instance, the soldier appears to be innocent, but wants help from the 

citizens of the town and does not wish to create suspicion, which would 

be the normal reaction of people on seeing a strange man just before 

an anticipated invasion:-

^Ces questions sont ^videniment celles-la memes que poserait un espion 

maladroit, et la mefiance est naturelle en pareilles circonstances. . 

II faudrait imaginer une fapon de partir pleine d'aisance qui 

attenuerait 1'impression laissee par le recent malentendu' (34). 

Consequently he is forced to invent a form of reality which will 

convince those whom he meets in order that he may be able to finish 

(32) p. 35 

(33") p. 42 

(34) Hjj p. 72 
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his task. For example he lets hinoelf be persuaded that he is guing 

to the rue Bouvard, which may or nay not be the right street, but 

which will satisfy those who are trying to help him and will eradicate 

his feeling of insecurity (35). 

On a rather less important level, there is the amusing incident when 

he pretends' to look at his watch, to give the impression that he has a 

reason for hurrying along the street 

' "lis rr.e prennent pour un espion", a pense le soldat. Preferant ne pas 

avoira plaider contre cette accusation, qui menacait d'etre formulee de 

facon plus pressante, il a feint de consulter a son poigist une rnontre 

absente et il s'est eloigne. sans reflechir davantage, dans la rue 

perpendiculaire' ( 3 6 ) . 

Robbe-Grillet neither advocates nor criticises this action. Hiere is 

perhaps a suggestion of the former in that, as \vo shall show in the 

following chapter, the soldier is trying to perform a valid task. The 

importance of this analysis, however, io to demonstrate how 

Robbe-Grillet perceived the importance of persuasion in the portrayal 

of reality. It becomes even more prominent in the other works of 

Robbe-Grillet, in particular the two cine-romans. 

Here, therefore, in Dans Le Labyrinthe, the existence of a mood of 

uncertainty becomes i:i;portant not in itself, but because of its cause. 

Robbe-Grillet might have chosen to evoke a different atmosphere for 

his purpose of awakening a positive reaction in the reader. Pure chaos 

and meaningless narrative might have been just as suitable and would 

(35) 1%^ pp. 86-87 

( 3 6 ) p . 124 
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have g iven t h e r e a d e r an a lmos t complete s ense of f r eedom. However, he 

h a s chosen t o p o r t r a y a mood of c a r e f u l l y c o n t r o l l e d u n c e r t a i n t y which 

was more c l o s e l y r e l a t e d t o t h e e x p e r i e n c e s of h i s r e a d e r s . Both 

e x p e r i e n c e p e r s u a s i o n , a l b e i t on d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s and from d i f f e r e n t 

s i d e s , and bo th a r e made aware t h a t r e a l i t y may only be a p p a r e n t . The 

r e a d e r shou ld t h e r e f o r e i n t h e o r y f i n d such a work r e l a t i v e l y easy t o 

r e a d s i n c e t h e s t r u c t u r e s i n i t a r e p a r a l l e l t o h i s own. However, a t 

t h i s t i m e , S o b b e - G r i l l e t was becoming aware t h a t h i s n o v e l s were b e i n g 

r e j e c t e d by t h e p u b l i c and were b e i n g misunde r s tood by them. Th i s l e d 

him t o w r i t e 'Nouveau Soman, homme nouveau ' i n 196I , i n which he t r i e d 

t o e x p l a i n t h e n a t u r e of h i s works and t o show how t h e y a r e r e l e v a n t 

t o h i s s o c i e t y . 

(d) R e a l i t y becomes m e a n i n g l e s s : La Maison de Rendez-vous (1965) 

I t i s n o t s u r p r i s i n g t h e r e f o r e t h a t t h e r e i s a change of emphasis i n 

La Maison de r e n d e z - v o u s . This work has a s i m i l a r p l a y between l e v e l s 

of c e r t a i n t y and u n c e r t a i n t y b u t i t r e t u r n s t o t h e mood of La J a l o u s i e 

i n i t s a p p a r e n t m e a n i n g l e s s n e s s . However, i n t h i s work, R o b b e - G r i l l e t 

goes f u r t h e r than i n t h e e a r l i e r n o v e l i n d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between l e v e l s 

of r e a l i t y . I n a s h o r t n o t e a t t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e book, R o b b e - G r i l l e t 

c l a i m s t h a t t h e work i s based on a r e a l world which d id e x i s t 

' S i quelque l e c t e u r , h a b i t u e des e s c a l e s d ' E x t r e m e - O r i e n t , v e n a i t 

a p e n s e r que l e s l i e u x d e c r i t s i c i ne s o n t pas conformes a l a r e a l i t e , 

I ' a u t e u r , qui y a lui-meme p a s s e e l a p l u s grande p a r t i e de s a v i e , l u i 

c o n s e i l l e r a i t d ' y r e v e n i r v o i r e t de r e g a r d e r mieux: l e s c h o s e s 

changen t v i t e sous ces c l i m a t s ' ( 3 7 ) . 

(57) A. R o b b e - G r i l l e t , La Maison de r e n d e z - v o u s (MR), p , 9 
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The book b e g i n s i n a c o n v e n t i o n a l manner , w i t h p e r s o n a l ad i r i i s s ions 

by the a u t h o r , v.-hich g i v e an a u t h e n t i c n o t e of r e a l i s m 

"La c h a i r de s f ezmes a t o u j o u r s occupe , s a n s d o u t e , une g r a n d e p l a c e 

d a n s mes r e v e s . Meme a I ' e t a t de v e i l l e , s e s images ne c e s s e n t de 

m ' a s s a i l l i r . . . ' ( 3 8 ) . 

However, uncertainty i s i n t r o d u c e d i n v a r i o u s f o r m s . As i n 

La J . ? l o u s i e , t h e r e a d e r i s n e v e r s u r e which i s r e a l i t y and which i s 

a p p e a r a n c e . Towards t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e book , E o b b e - G r i l l e t d e s c r i b e s 

a g roup c o m p r i s i n g a man, a h a l f - d r e s s e d woman and a t i g e r a b o u t t o 

l e a p upon h e r . A l l a r e d e s c r i b e d a s i f t h e y were r e a l , b u t i t 

t r a n s p i r e s t h a t i t i s a s c u l p t u r e ( 3 9 ) . 

As i n t h e o t h e r n o v e l s , t h e a u t h o r i s n e v e r o v e r t l y o m n i s c i e n t , b u t 

t h e r e a d e r i s h e r e a lways aware of h i s p r e s e n c e . T h i s o c c u r s f o r 

i n s t a n c e i n h i s d e l i b e r a t e i n t r o d u c t i o n of u n c e r t a i n t y , a s i n t h e 

examples g i v e n a b o v e . Pie a l s o t r i o s o u t v a r i o u s i d e a s and i n c i d e n t s t o 

d i s c o v e r t h e i r e f f e c t , and can even q u e s t i o n what he h i m s e l f h a s 

w r i t t e n , f o r example 

'Ce v i s a g e l a i s s e b i e n t o t l a p l a c e a l a vue d ' e n s e m b l e d ' u n p e t i t 

b a r . ( I I y a done de s b a r s o u v e r t s a c e t t e h e u r e de l a n u i t ? ) ' ( 4 o ) . 

I t must be a d m i t t e d t h a t t h e r e a d e r c o u l d a c c e p t t h i s a s t h e t h o u g h t s 

of a f i c t i o n a l n a r r a t o r o r p e r h a p s of J o l m s o n , b u t t h e r e i s no s p e c i f i c 

f i c t i o n a l r e a s o n g i v e n , a s i n t h e c a s e of Dans Le L a b y r i n t h e . where t h e 

(38) MR, p. 11 

(39) KR, p. 27 

(40) -̂31 < p» 1 $6 
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r e a d e r caii a c c e p t such, p a s s a g e s b e c a u s e t h e whole work may be t h e d r a f i 

of a n o v e l written by a d o c t o r . 

The p r e s e n c e of R o b b e - G r i l l s t becomes even s t r o n g e r when we c o n s i d e r 

t h e a tmosphe re of f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h i n c i d e n t s - a n d - c h a r a c t e r s "v.'hich p e r - , 

vades this book. The very subject matter seems to be an amalgam of the 

previous novels, indeed some parts are almost direct transcriptions. 

For examp le , i n La Maison de r e n d e z - v o u s comes t h e p a s s a g e 

' I ' la is e n t r e ce t emps , i l y a eu 1 ' e p i s o d e du v e r r e b r i s e dont l e s 

f r a g m e n t s de c r i s t a l j o n c h e n t l e sol, e t les d a n s e u r s q u i se s e n t 

a r r e t e s , p u i s e c a r t e s lentement pou r f o r m e r un c e r c l e a s s e z l a c h e , 

c o n t e m p l a n t s a n s r i e n d i r e . . . ; ( 4 l ) . 

^ d e r n i ^ r e a iMarienbad. R o b b e - G r i l l e t w r o t e 

'Et I'on voit de nouveau X. et A. pres du bar, dans le salon de 

d a n s e . . . A. e s t en t r a i n de regarder son v e r r e b r i s e , en un c e r c l e 

a s s e z l a c h e ' ( ^ 2 ) . 

The g roup of s t a t u e s c a l l e d L ' A p p a t " r e c a l l s Le Voyeur , w h i l e t h e dogs 

u s e d i n some of t h e s c e n e s r emind t h e r e a d e r of L ' I r a n i o r t e l l e . 

Consequently there is an atmosphere of familiarity based on echoes of 

t h e past and y e t t h i s manner of r e p e a t i n g f o r m e r c h a r a c t e r s and 

i n c i d e n t s cioes n o t i n any way c o n s o l i d a t e t h e i r r e a l i t y and c e r t a i n t y . 

The main r e a s o n f o r t h i s i s t h a t t h e r e a d e r i s h e r e c o n t i n u a l l y b e i n g 

p r e s e n t e d w i t h f a c t s which he a c c e p t s a t f i r s t sight, b u t which he t h e n 

l e a r n s t o r e j e c t a s wrong o r u n t r u e . The a t m o s p h e r e , a l t h o u g h s i m i l a r 

t o t h a t o i L? J a j - o u s i e i n t h a t i t l a c k s a s p e c i f i c r e a s o n f o r t h e 

( M ) p . 65 

(42) AK, p. 95 
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uiicertaijity, is rather different as a result of the intervention of 

the author. In La Jalousie, any facts or events could be accepted on 

the various levels of imagination, reality or invention, according to 

"the personal choice of the reader, whereas in La Maison de rendez-vous 

this classification has often been performed already by the author. 

On the other hand, the atmosphere is different from Dans Le 

Labyrinthe, in which the probable scheme of the book - that of the 

draft of a novel - rives an intellectually satisfying reason for the 

uncertainty, at least on second reading, whereas none can be found with 

such ease in La Maison de rendez-vous. 

In this work, there is a continual tension between on the one 

hand various levels of reality and uncertainty, which create alertness 

or suspicion in the mind of the reader, a reaction which often echoes 

that of the characters, and on the other hand, the attempts by the 

author or narrator to establish a guaranteed reality which will be 

accepted. As in the eai-lier works, it is almost as though it is 

necessary to experience the suspicion in order to become more receptive 

towards the reality which is being put forward. Whereas in 

those works such a reaction was conditional upon the receptivity of the 

reader, here it becomes almost inevitable by reason of the strength with 

which Eobbe-Grillet interposes himself continually between the reader 

and the fictional reality. 

\/e shall talce a typical passage, one which demonstrates the first 

half of this reaction and how it is contrived by the author. On pages 

38 and 391 we are tola that the girl has entered the house and is 

going upstairs. The narrative begins with certainty:— 
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'La rue a cette heure-ci de la journee est presque deserte. II fait 

ujie chaleui- htmide at lourde. . . ' (43). 

A note of uncertainty is then introduced 

• 'La scene qui se deroulc alors nanque de nettetel..La fille regarde 

a droite et ^ gauche rapidement, comme pour verifier que personne ne 

la surveille, puis elle gravit I'escalier. . . <(44 ). 

Finally the narrator or author begins a series of doubts about the 

incident that he has just describsd:-

'1-Iais que serait devenu Ic chien pendant ce temps? Si, comrae tout 

I'indique, il n'est p ^ mont/avec elle, a-t-il attendu tranquillement 

au pied des marches. . . Ou I'aurait-elle attache^a quelque anneau, 

piton, tete de rampe, (raais I'escalier n'a pas de rampe), heurtoir 

(mais il n'y a pas de porte). . . ' (k^), 

This is a different development from the previous works in which 

reality existed on several static subjective or objective levels. Here 

there is an element of developing or increasing uncertainty which 

naturally er"phasises the contrast between the various levels of reality 

and awakens the suspicion of the reader and strengthens his doubt 

rather than his desire to recreate from the elements of the uncertain 

reality, a personally valid story. 

On the other hand, the reader is continually being persuaded of his 

knowledge of some reality which in the event he may not accept as 

(43) pp. 38-39 

(44) %R, p. 39 . . 

(45; ibid. 
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true. The reader thus becomes aware that an attempt has been made 

to encourage him to see the world in a certain way, to approve the 

rea.licy and existence of something which he would normally reject as 

outside his realm of knowledge. For example:— 

'Tout le monde connai't Hong-Kong, sa rade, ses jonques, ses sampans, 

3.es buildings de Kov/xoon, et I'etroite robe a jupe, entravee. . , ' 

(46). 

Or, on a different level 

s agit vraisemblablement de cette fille achetee quelque temps 

auparavant a un intermediaire cantonais, dont il a deja ete question). 

L'homme qui joue le chasseur n'a pas de bicyclette, cette fois, mais 

il tient a la main une grosse laisse de cuir tresse; et il porte des 

lunettes noires. II est inutile d'insister davantage sur cette mise 

en scene que tout le monde conna^t' (4y). 

On the level of the characters, the nature of the uncertainty of 

reality is somewhat different. In general they show little or no 

reaction towards unusual events or contingencies and as such would 

seem not to be part of a reified world. However, their lack of 

reaccion comes not from a thorough awareness of future events, a sense 

of complete control over their lives, but rather from the fact that 

they have made the unusual an integral part of their lives, as a 

result of their boredom and the lack of real contact between members 

of their society. The importance of the role of drugs would suggest 

(46) p. 13 

(4?) pp. 31-32 
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that they prefer to escape into the uncertain world of dreams or 

illusion rather than remain in an unsatisfactory reality. Thus the 

narrator is not frightened at seeing the strange scenes at the 

beginning of the work (48). Similarly Jolinson is quite calm after his 

room has been searched, because he knows that such police action is 

quite common 

'Johnson sait bien, de toute facon, qu'aucune affaire importante 

ne peuu se traiter par la poste, puisque les officiers de renscir-jneriient 

ouvrent sa correspondance avant qu'on la lui reraette' (49). 

The only fear or apprehension shown by the characters is that which 

occurs when the unexpected event happens in such a manner that it 

focusses their attention on the outside world. They are not afraid as 

long as that which they experience is part of the world of illusion -

the violent, erotic scenes — or if it is part of the outer world, 

events which they expect to a greater or lesser degree. The impingement 

sudden evenbs from the outside world seems, however, to make the 

characters aware of the insecurity and falseness of their social 

structures. Consequently the guests at the party are apprehensive and 

afraid at the arrival of the police 

'un mouvenient de recul affecte leurs tetes et leurs bustes, tandis 

que les bras sont figes au milieu de gestes instinctifs de defense, 

ou de surprise, ou de pouj'* (50). 

(48) MR, pp. 22-28 

(49) P» 164 

(50) 13, p. 36 
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Robbe-Grillet seems therefore to be conscious of two attitudes 

towards reality in this work. There is that of his characters who 

prefer to escape into a world, of illusion in which drugs play an. 

important role directly or indirectly. On the other hand there is the 

v/ay in which he himself manipulates the reader in an overt manner, to 

confuse him and present him with a reality which he seems to guarantee 

but which is often based yet again on uncertain facts. 

ihese two distinct reactions are perhaps combined in the apparent 

attitude of the outer world towards that of illusion and unreality. 

The police seem to be aware of what is happening, but are almost 

powerless to change anything, despite their possible success at the end 

of the work. Similarly the government appears to be attempting to stop 

the drug trafficking, but its propaganda is remarkably ineffective* A 

poster is found by a road sweeper, but because of his conditioning in a 

tradition of eroticism^, and perhaps because he prefers the world of 

illusion provided by drugs, he mistakes its message:-

Chaque image est accompagnee d'une courte legende, dont les gros 

caracteres chinois signifient respectivement et dans I'ordre: "La 

drogue est un compagnon qui vous trompe", '-La drogue est uji tyran qui 

vous reduit en esclavage", "La drogue est un poison qui vous tuera". 

Malheureusement le balayeur ne sadt pas lire. . . il affirma. 
% 

qu il s agit la d'une publicite pour quelque maison clandestine de 

la basse ville oii I'on propose aux amateurs des plaisirs interdits 

et monstrueux. . . ' (51). 

(51) Iffi, pp. 80-81 



14? 

Certainly, as this quotation shows, the sweeper cannot read, but 

neither will the majority of those at whom the pester is aimed. Hie 

government may be unaware that it is not communicating successfully 

with its people, or perhaps it is a deliberate attempt to appear to be 

concerned about the drug problem, while tacitly allowing it to continue, 

since to proscribe it completely would almost certainly result in much 

civil unrest. No indication is given by Robbe-Grillet of his own. 

attitude, except in a negative fashion in the lack of an.y other move 

by the government to solve the problem. 

(d) The manipulation of reality: (i) L'Annee derniere a Marienbad ('I96I) 

We have indicated in the analyses above how Robbe-Grillet developed 

his techniques of portraying reality in the novel. From the early 

works in which the presence of the author is hardly discernible, he 

gradually changed his role and became increasingly prominent in his 

later works. We shall now examine the two cine-roraans which by reason 

of their special form must be studied together. 

In these two works, L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, published in 196I 

L'Immortelle, published in 19^3j Robbe-Grillet treats reality in a 

fundamentally similar fashion to that of la Jalousie or Le Voyeur. In 

the introduction to L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, he explains that 

given the particular subject, the apparent confusion is deliberate and 

in effect makes the film more real in an absolute sense 

'Tout le film est en effet I'histoire d'une persuasion; il s'agit 

d'une realite que le heros cree par sa propre vision, par sa propre 

parole. Et si son obstination, sa conviction secrete, finissent par 

I'emporter, c'est au milieu de quel dedale de fausses pistes, de 

variantes, de reprises' (52). 

(52) AM, p. 12 
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This comment is of particular interest since it substantiates the 

theme of persuasion which, as we have shown in our chapter on the mood 

of post-war France, is of great importance as a contemporary social and 

economic structure and also since, as we have demonstrated above, the 

novels of Robbe-Grillet deal with the question of persuasion as a 

central,and dominating subject. As he says in Pour Un Noueau Roman, 

persuasion is also part of the v/ho, 

however applies it to different ends: 

'II ne lui suffit pas d'etre plaisante ou extraordinaire, ou 

captivante; pour avoir son poids de verite humaine, il lui faut encore 

reussir a persuader le lecteur que les aventures dont on lui parle sont 

/ \ / 

arrivees vraiment a des personnagesreels et que le romancier se borne 

a rapporter, a transmettre, des evenements dont il a ete le temoin' 

(53). 

Reality is not portrayed as static and unchanging, but rather as 

something that can have an infinite number of forms, as a result of 

the tension created as one person or body of persons tries to impose 

its own concept of reality on others. 

In L'Annee derniere a Marienbad there is, as in the novels, an 

underlying reality which is not part of the outside world, but which 

exists as a function of the characters and of the literary needs of 

Robbe-Grillet. The surroundings appear solid, but are not necessarily 

so. Some objects are real in that they are what they seem to be, 
whereas others are not:-

• • ces murs charges d'ornements d'un autre siecle, boiseries 

noires, dorures, miroirs tailles, portraits anciens - guirlandes de 

(53) PNR, p. 35 
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stuc aux eirlacements baroques - chapiteaujc en trompe I'oeil, lausses 

portes, fausses colonnes, perspectives truqu'ees, fausses issues' ($4). 

However, Robbe-Grillet does for the first time indicate specifically 

some incidents or objects which exist on the level of the imagination. 

The film does not, but in the book, for example, he writes 

'La camera, qui a pivote pour suivre la fugitive, decouvre alors 

brusquement tout le jardin - le jardin a la francaise que I'on voit en 

imagination depuis le debut' (53)-

Similarly we see A. in her 'chambre imaginaire' (56). Consequently 

the reader at least can be certain that some incidents are real, as 

opposed to those Specifically indicated as imaginary. 

At other times in the book, Kobbe-Grillet deliberately creates 

unreality, for example the scene in which he portrays various groups 

of people standing stiffly on the garden:-

'• • • il y a des gens, isoles ou groupes par deux; si possible 

il y a du soleil, et les ombres de ces personnages sont bien visibles. 

(Sinon peut-on leur peindre sur le sol des ombres artificielles?)' (57). 

In the film version they stand with their shadows in the garden in 

which no other shadow is cast. The reader or spectator can in this 

instance be certain of artificiality or unreality. 

On the other hand, Robbe-Grillet does show acute concern for the 

portrayal of reality. For example;-

(54) AM, p. 39 

(55) M , p . 126 

(56) p. 102 

(57) AM, p. 106 
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'Ce plan comporte toiis les bruits normaux que 1'on entend reellement. 

II faut eviter le silence total qui donnerait a la scene un caractere 

d'irr'ealite' ( 5 8 ) . 

Thus4 like the very background of the book, the apparent and real 

solidity of the Baroque hotel, there are similar levels of reality in 

the incidents, levels which for the first time are distinguished by 

Eobbe-Grillet. 

In the film version, his intervention is not visible. Ihe levels of 

unreality portrayed on the screen may easily be the reflection of the 

thoughts of one of the characters or even of an unseen narrator. 

The book version, however, is rather different and indicates the 

train of his developing technique. He was here writing for those who 

had seen his film or who wished to do so. He was therefore creating a 

work for a different t̂ -pe of public, one which is perhaps less 

intellectually agile than that which reads his novels and which 

consequently needs help in overcoming the problems of distinguishing 

reality from.imagination. If they were not to reject the work as 

something beyond their comprehension, he had to persuade them that they 

were able to approach the levels of reality in the same positive manner 

as that intended in the novels. As in his later books, therefore, he 

broke the rules that he had set himself of leaving the reader or 

spectator free to interpret what he sees or reads, in order to increase 

the chance of the spectator actually using his creative freedom at all. 

Eobbe-Grillet admits in his Introduction that the average spectator 

ought to be sufficiently prepared for the film, but that he must cast 

aside any conceptions of traditional chronology or plot:-

(58) AM, p . 163 
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/ / ^ / / \ 

'Le spectateur nous a serable deja fortement prepare a ce genre de 

recit par tout le jeu des flash back et des hypotheses objectivees 

nous avons decide de lui faire confiance, de le laisser de bout 
/ 

en bout aux prises avec des subjectivites pures. . . L'histoire 

racontee lui apparaitra comme la plus realiste, la plus vraie, celle 
\ A 

qui correspond le mieux a sa vie affective quotidienne aussitot qu'il 
' ' ' / ' 

accepte de se debarrasser de ses idees toutes faites, de 1'analyse 

psychologique, des schemes plus ou moins grossiers d'interpretation que 

les roraans ou le cinema ronronnants lui rabachent jusqu'a la nausee, et 

qui sont les pires des abstractions' (59). 

He is thus adopting a double standpoint. He demonstrates his 

confidence in the spectator who, he assumes, will be able to enjoy his 

film on every level, but at the same time he ensures this by helping 

him, and thus shows rather less than complete confidence in his 

ability. 

The effects of persuasion are to be seen in the conflict of the 

characters. A. is not satisfied with her possible relationship with 

M., but is afraid of the uncertain future with X, There are many 

examples of this. Perhaps the most illuminating is the follov/ing:-

'X: "Votre bouche s'entrouvre un peu plus, vos yeux s'agrandissent 

encore, votre main se tend en avant dans un geste inacheve, d'attente, 

d'incertitude 5 ou peut-etre d'appel, ou de defense. Vos doigts 

tremblent un peu. . . Vous avez peur. . . Vous avez peur'" (60). 

It is interesting to note that it is X. who tries to convince A. of 

her fear. Rather like Robbe-Grillet he is playing a double game. If 

he can persuade her of her fear, he can convince her of his good 

(59) AM̂  pp. 17-18 

(60) AM, p. 117 
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intentions and of his desire to help her by introducing her to a more 

valid existence. Similarly his persuasion of a certain past meeting, 

may be seen as a deception which leads to a positive conclusion, as we 

shall show in our chapter on the theme of time. 

(e) Manipulation of reality; (ii) L'Immortelle ( 1963) 

L'Immortelle is similar in its aim and similar in its portrayal of 

reality. Firstly there is a division between reality and imagination 

which extends, as before, oven to the settings 

. . I'histoire est vue, entendue, imaginee par N. Pourtant 

Istamboul est une villa reelle et la jeune femme qu'il y rencontre et 

les gens qu'il cotoie sont des hommes et des femmes reels. Mais du 

moment qu'ils passent dans la tete de quelqu'un, ils deviennent 

aussitot proprement imaginaires. 

De merae pour la ville. Toute contaminee dans 1'esprit de I'homme 

/ 

par un melange de Pierre Loti, de Guide Bleu et des Mille-et-une Nuits, 

elle passera sans cessa de la carte postale touristique au "symbolisme" 

affiche des chaines et des grilles de fer' ( 6 I ) . 

Secondly there is the division between reality and appearance. In 

section 104, L. says that the buildings are false, a mere reconstruction 

along traditional lines. In section 1^4, the reader or spectator 

thinks that he is seeing L. but it is a woman dressed in an identical 

fashion. Section 234 shows N. apparently in the police station of 

section 233, but he is not:-

'Comme le decor est peu visible sur cette image, on peut croire 

d'abord qu'il se trouve toujours au commissariat de police; il est en 

realite dans le grand salon de sa maison' (62). 

(61) A. Eobbe-Grillet J L*Imfr.ortelle (^) , pp. 9-10 

(62) I, p. 159 
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The reactions of the reader and the characters towards such levels of 

^ \ \ 

reality and unreality are very similar to those of L'Annee derniere a 

Marienbad. However, whereas in the earlier film, the spectator had been 

able to see that soae scenes were unreal - thus limiting his freedom -

here Eobbe-Grillet is rather more subtle. Ee succeeds in helping the 

reader, but does not limit his creative choice. This he does by using 

the characters to propose the attitude which should be adopted. 

Thus there is a constsjit emphasis on the falseness of the world 

'L; "Ke cherchez pas, ce n'eat pas la peine, c'est une fausse 

adresse"' (63). 

Similarly 

'L ( o f f ) : "Les remparts de Byzance...Il faut les reconstruire encore 
\ 

une fois.,.De la mer de Marmara jusqu'a la Corne d'Or, vous longez, 

a perte de vue, la succession des tours ecroulees... vers le chateau 

des Sept Prisons...Mais vous avancez au hasard..,Vous etes etranger... 
A 

Vous arrivez dans une Turquie de reve...Faux remparts, fausses 

histoires... Vous ne pouvez plus revenir en arriere..."' (64). 

This is a more intellectually honest approach to the problem of 

persuading the reader since it achieves its aim while at the same time 

preserving the freedom to reject or accept the information. The 

reader is made to see, either consciously or subconsciously, the 

uncertainty and unreality of the traditional society and from this 

point of view is in such a position as to bo able to recreate this 

information into a more personal narrative. 

(63) I, p. 87 

(64) I , 2p. 205-206 
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Ke is further helped towards a more positive attitude by witnessing 

the reactions of the characters. The fundamental situation is similar 

to that of L'Annee derniere a I-'arienbad in that it centres iround the 

conflict between a certain but unsatisfactory society and one which 

may possibly be no better. Consequently L. experiences apprehensions 

and fears which are similar to those manifested by A. in the earlier 

film. L'Immortelle is, however, rather more complex. L. does not feel 

apprehension at the uncertainty and unreality of her ovm world, but 

merely acknowledges their existence as a permanent feature of it. On 

the other hand she is afraid of M. and of his possible cruelty to her, 

but she seems to appreciate the certainty of her position, even though 

it may entail suffering. Thus her present life is patently unsatis-

factory, but she is too afraid of the unloiovm and uncertain qualities 

of K's world to accept the relationship that he offers her. She thus 

has no alternative but to accept death. 

Jiobbe-Grillet does not and cannot overtly recommend a solution. 

Rather he sets forth objectively in image form many of the fears and 

apprehensions present in his society. 

It is this aspect which is of interest here; Whereas many writers 

might have perceived the tensions of their time and attempted to 

change them through their work, Robbe-Grillet does not. If we compare 

him with Sartre, we may discern a possible difference in approach of 

the two writers. Sartre acknowledges the contingency of the world and 

the continual struggle between men for a form of domination. In his 

works he proposes his own solution to these problems in the form of his 

existentialist philosophy in which man is given an opportunity to 
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create a valid secure life through the principles of self-analysis and 

intellectual honesty. Later he developed this to embrace a political 

and social solution by means of Marxist, anti-Capitalist proposals. 

There is no denying that his works are powerful, but it might be argued 

that their purely literary qualities tend to be subjugated to external 

principles of existence. The reader may feel that they were written 

not merely because Sartre perceived structures in society which he 

wished to portray in literary form, or even because he wanted to 

write, but because he wished to put forward and develop his own 

philosophical conception of how man should act and react in society. 

It is not, however, necessary for the reader to be aware of Sartre's 

statements on existence in order to enjoy his works, but the 

content is always in danger of progressing along preconceived almost 

artificial lines and although Sartre's artistic integrity counteracts 

this tendency, it cannot, by the nature of his writing, ever be 

entirely concealed. 

Kobbe-Grillet on the other hand refuses to allow himself to 

compromise the literary qualities of his works. He \ i 

certain structures inherent in his society and W« J 

them into literary form. To go beyond this and indicate a solution 

would be to,betray his role as an artist. Upon finishing one of his 

novej.s or upon seeing one of his films, the reader or spectator may be 

more aware of how his society functions, but he is free to reject this 
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conclusion as peripheral and "is at liberty to enjoy the works from a 

purely literary and aesthetic standpoint. 

(f) La realite ludique. Pro,jet pour une.revolution a New York (1970) 

Even in his novel Pro,jet pour une revolution a New York, this case 

might still be argued. The society described in this work is depicted 

with great realism in its search for detail, but the reader is still 

able, if he wishes, to reject the links between it ajid his ora society. 

However, Robbe-Grillet has made his intentions very clear concerning 

this novel. He wrote in the Nouvel Obsorvateur in 1970 concerning his 

aims in writing this book. He states firstly that he is very aware of 

the increasing violence of society. ITiis he sees as a result of the 

bourgeoisie and of bureaucratic socialism 

'Apres la faillite de I'ordre divin (de la societe bourgeoise) et, 

sa suite, de I'ordre rationaliste (du socialisms bureaucratique) il faut 

pourtant comprendre que seules des organisations ludiques demeurent 

desormais possibles' (6$). 

This substantiates our argument that he was becoming disillusioned 

with the reaction of the people to his ovm works, based as they were on 

a concept of society which by the late 1960's was clearly unsatis-

factory to many people in France. Kie participation for which he had 

argued was seen to be without foundation and statistics were distrusted. 

Society as a whole no longer seemed an important concept. Vfliat was 

important was the individual and his own reaction to events rather than 

the events themselves. Indeed the events have now become almost 

(65) A. Robbe-Grillet, Projet pour une revolution a New York, (PRNY), 

article quoted in Introduction p. 3 
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meaningless, mere elements in a game played by people. Ee explains, by 

describing the dangers of Mew York:-

'Quaiid un etranger arrive, on le met aussitot en garde: n'allez pas 

a Harlem, ne traverser pas Central Park a la nuit tombee, mefiez-vous 

des adolescents qui rodent en quete de leur dose quotidienne, mais 
' 

surtout. surtout, ne prenez jamais le metro, car on y viole et on y 

tue aussi impunement que dans les reves. Et qu'importe si les 

statistiques demeurent sur ce point plutot rassurantes: c'est vrai, 

puisque ca se trouve dans la tete des gens, parmi le fatras des 

cauchemars sexuels, le metro, les negres, I'incendie, I'assassinat 

organise, la revolution sanglante' (66). 

Planning and participation are clearly impossible in such a society 

of illusion and violence. He continues. 

'L'amour est un jeu, la poesie est un jeu, la vie doit devenir un 

jeu (c'est le seul espoir de nos luttes politiques) et "la revolution 

elle-meme est un jeu", comma disaient les plus conscients des 

revolutionnaires de raai' (6?). 

This work has consequently rather different intentions, but it is 

not a totally different departure. Games played a central part in the 

r y y 

life of the participants of L'Annee derniere a Marienbad and violence 

is a feature of every one of Robbe-Grillet's novels. Hie only difference 

is that here violence is a major characteristic of society. 

There is little attempt here to investigate reality, to test levels 

of certainty or uncertainty, or to seek a worthwhile existence. Such. 

(66) PRNY, Introduction p. 3 

(67) ^ N Y , Introduction p. 3 
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features do occur, but the background against which they are set lacks 

the predominantly serious nature of the other works. They remain 

elements rather than becoming significant coherent themes. 

There is firstly the acceptance of the unreal nature of the world. 

For example, on one page the narrator refers to a possibly imaginary 

incident which he contradicts on the following page:-

/ f y 

'Le claquement de la porte a declanche le mecanisme dont j'ai 

desormais 1'habitude: j'ai oublie ma clef a I'interieur et je ne 

pourrai pas rentrer chez moi. G'est faux, comme toujours, mais 1'image 

est aussi forte et precise de la petite clef d'acier poll, demeuree sur 

le marbre de la console, dans le coin droit, pres du bougeoir en 

cuivre. II y a done une console dans cet obscur vestibule' (68). 

'Ma main se detache de la petite clef, que je venais juste de d^poser 

sur le marbre lorsque j'ai leve les yeux vers la glace. Le souvenir du 

contact avec le metal deja refroidi (que ma paume auparavgnt avait un 

instant rechauffe) demeure encore sur la peau sensible du bout des 

doigts, tandis que j'acheve de me retourner vers la rue, commencant 

aussitot a descendre les trois marches de fausse pierre qui menent du 

seuil au trottoir. Je verifie d'un geste habituel, inutile, insistent, 

inevitable, que la petite clef d'acier poli se trouve bien sur moi, a 

la place coutumiere ou je viens de la glisser' ( 6 9 ) . 

It is though he were taking delight in confusing the reader to show 

him the meaninglessness of everything surrounding him. There is no v/ay 

of explaining this contradiction, as there was for example at the 

(68) PRNY, p. 12 

(69) PENY, pp. 13-14 
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beginning of Dans le Labyrinths. Even man, who was developing into some-

thing tangible and recognisable in la Maison de rendez-vous en.d who was 

always capable of being given some character and personality by the 

reader in the other novels, is here transformed into a specifically face-

less being whose only feature is his delight in violence and savagery. 

The facelessness is underlined by the continual references to masks, by 

which people can change their appearance in a realistic manner without 

recourse to plastic surgery:-

'II s'agit de masques en matiere plastique souple, fabriques avec 

beaucoup d'art et de realisme, qui n'ont aucun rapport avec ces 

grossieres figures en carton bouilli dent les enfants s'affublent pour 

le carneval. Les Modeles sont executes sur mesure a la demande des 

clients. Au milieu des sujets exposes en montre, il y a une grande 

pancarte qui imite un graffiti peinturlure a la hate: "Si vous n'aimez 

pas votre peau changez-enJ" lis vendent aussi des gants de caoutchouc 

aere qui remplacent totaleraent 1'aspect des mains - forme, couleur, 

etc - par une nouvelle apparence exterieure choisie sur catalogue' (70). 

It is possible for the reader to discern certain repeated themes 

which may give an impression of structure to the work. There is for 

example the colour 'red', which is used in various contexts, all 

connected with the constant theme" of violence. These are rape, fire 

and murder:-

'Le theme de la lecon du jour parait etre "la couleur rouge", 
i. 

envisagee corame solution radicale a I'irreductible antagonisme entre 

le noir et le blanc. Les trois vo»ix sont chacune attribuees, a present, 

(70) PRNY, p. 52 
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a I'une des actions liberatrices majeures se rapportant au rouge: le 

viol, I'incendie, le meu^re' (71). 

Tlie use of these themes as a possible element in the construction of 

the work will be discussed in a later chapter. They are used singly or 

in combination as are the other allied themes of play acting and masks 

which can often become interwoven with the theme of violence, as in the 

following sinister•description of a dance 

'Tout en avancant et reculant pour demeurer a deux ou trois pas de 

leur compagne desarmee, c'est-a-dire hors de portee de ses mains 

pourtan,t moins menacantes que craintives, elles executent avec lenteur 
b 

\ / 
autour d'elle une sorte de danse sauvage, a grandes enjambees 

silencieuses, en faisant avec les bras leves plus haut que leurs tetes, 

/ 

des gestes de vaste amplitude, arrondis, ceremonieux, et qui, depourvus 

/ / 

de signification apparente, meme symbolique, semblent neanmoins 

appartenir au rituel de quelque sacrifice religieux' (72). 

yiolence abounds, whether on television, as part of a documentary 

(73)1 or in the ijinderground, where it appears to be commonplace:-
/ / / ^ 

'J'ai ete violentee moi-meme assez souvent, sur cette ligne-la, en 

rentrant du travail. C'est assez ennuyeux, parce que si on refuse, ils 

vous attachent les mains dans le dos et ensuite, apres vous avoir prise 
\ A \ 

de force, a tour de role, ils vous pendent a un porte-bagages. . .' 

(74). 

It is even supported as a necessary feature of Christianity and of 

society. In a discussion between Laura and the surgeon, the former 

asks why torture is necessary in society, and he answers 

(71) PENT, p. 38 

(72) PRNY, p. 119 

(73) PRMY, p. 95 

(74) PENT, pp. '105-106 



161 

•Pour quatre raisons principales. D'abord, c'est plus convaincant 

pour obtenir de grosses sommes des banquiers hvunanistes. Ensuite, il 

faut des martyres a la societe future. Qu'aurait fait le Christianisme 

sans sainte Agathe ou sainte Blandine et les jolies gravures 

representant leurs tourments. . .' (75)-

Violence is not advocated by Eobbe-Grillet, but neither does he 

criticise it. As he says, it exists and so he describes it. Similarly, 

the constant references to revolution come from his awareness of its 

central feature in modern society, particularly concerning Kay 1968. 

As with the other elements, it too is naturally combined with violence 

'Le crime est indispensable a la revolution, recite le docteur. Le 

viol, I'assassinat, I'incendie sont les trois actes metaphoriques qui 

/ \ 

libereront les negres, les proletaires en loques et les travailleurs 

intellectuels de leur esclavage, en meme temps que la bourgeoisie de 

ses complexes sexuels' ( 7 6 ) . 

(g) Eobbe-Grillet's work in relation to other "New Novelists" 
/ \ 

Thus, in Pro.jet pour une revolution a New York, Robbe-Grillet seems 

to have come to terms with a new type of society, one in which dis-

illusion and dissatisfaction do not play a part, whereas in the earlier 

works he was striving towards a work which would in some way point up 

certain of the apprehensions and tensions inherent in the post-war 

planned economy of France. 

Throughout his series of fictional works, there is a continual play 

between reality and unreality, imagination and apparent existence and 

(75) PRNY, p. 153 

( 7 6 ) PENY, p. 153 
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the tensions which result are reflected in the reactions and attitudes 

of the characters. Their doubts and apprehensions about the meaning and 

existence of any valid reality are comparable as structures to those of 

the time in a country whose people were becoming increasingly aware that 

the Plans for which they were working were not exactly what they had 

imagined. As we have indicated above, this does not mean that the 

French people were concerned with the plans to the exclusion of all 

other events. Indeed, the developments in South East Asia, the infla-

tion, the war in Algeria and domestic political affairs were by their 

nature more obvious influences. These were the issues to be discussed 

from day to day, but the main long term issue was the economy, since 

this was to affect directly the whole outlook of a generation of 

-Frenchmen. As we have indicated in our previous chapter, it was an 

underlying theme which perhaps reached a climax of interest in the 

1950's, while people were still sufficiently concerned about the central 

issues to wish to read about them. Certainly it seems to be during the 

1950's that the majority of articles appeared which either supported or 

criticised the various aspects of planning and it is during this time 

that Robbe-Grillet wrote the majority of his novels reflecting these 

tensions. 

There was at this time a fear that despite assurances of a better 

future, there was no proof of it and consequently they were reluctant 

to lose their traditional social and economic structures, however much 

they might be shown to be at fault. Such attitudes were not 

necessarily opposed to the aims of the government and indeed in certain 

circumstances seem to have been fostered by them in order that their 

objectives might be attained. 
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• I . 

Eobbe-Grillet seems^to the techniques of persuasion used by 

contemporary administrators in his portrayal of different levels of 

reality. He creates confidence or uncertainty in the mind of the reader 

or spectator in order to awaken a positive attitude towards his work 

and he may wish them to transfer this reaction into their normal lives. 

However, he does not tell them to do so, and they may remain within the 

context of the work of art which has become the more powerful since it 

reflects their ovm fears and apprehensions and their own awareness of 

the ambivalent role which they play in society. 

As we have indicated in our introduction, it should be possible to 

evaluate these .conclusions by comparing them with those drawn from 

other writers. Authors such as Sarraute, Butor and Simon have in many 

ways a similar attitude towards their work as Eobbe-Grillet, Sarraute, 

for example, in Tropismes an.d Portrait d'un inconnu, presents not only 

characters who are as undefined as many of those of Eobbe-Grillet, but 

also there is a suggestion of underlying meaning to the world which may 

be sensed but which cannot be analysed or depicted with any certainty. 

This is similar to the atmosphere of a society of hidden meanings, of 

biassed statistics and propaganda, portrayed in our introduction. In 

the preface to L'Ere du soupcon, we read:-

'Ce sont des mouvements indefinissables, qui glissent tres rapideraent 

aux limites de notre conscience; ils sont a I'origine de nos gestes, de 

nos paroles, des sentiments que nous manifestons, que nous croyons 

/ c 

eprouver et qu'il est possible de definir, Ils me paraissent encore 

constituer la source secrete de notre existence.' (77) 

(77) Preface to L'Ere du Soupcon, Paris, Gallimard, 1956, p. 8 
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Michel Butor in "Pourquoi et comment lisez-vous?", a debate 

organised by the Cercle ouvert on October 9th 1956, said of the best 

fictional work:^ 

"Les mots qui sont sirr la page d'un roman ne sont que les jalons sur 

\me route que le lecteur lui-meme parcourt. C'est lui-merae qui evoque 

dans son imagination les personnages, les objets, les paysages selon 

les indications de I'auteur" (78). 

Tlie reader is here consequently free in his interpretation, as 

opposed to bad works of fiction:-

"les mauvais livres etant ceux qui enfoncent 1'esprit dans des 

habitudes nefastes, qui le mystifient et I'obscurcissent au lieu de le 

developper, de le nourrir" (79). 

Similarly, Claude Simon wrote about his La Route de Flandres:-

'J'etais hante par deux choses: la discontinuite, 1'aspect 

/ / 
fragmentaire des emotions que I'on eprouve et qui ne sont ja-mais 

/ A % 

reliees les unes aux autres, et en memo temps leur contiguite dans la 

conscience. Ma phrase cherche a traduire cette contiguite. L'emploi 

du participe present me permet de me placer hors du temps conventionnel. 

Lorsqu'on dit; il alia a tel endroit, on donne 1'impression d'une 

action qui a un commencement et ime fin. Or il n'y a ni commencement 

ni fin dans le souvenir' (80). 

(78) Mo Butor, La Modification, IO / i 8 , p. 3'i2 

(79) M. Butor, La Modification, 10/18, p. 312 

(80) Interview between Simon and Claude Sarraute in Le Monde, 

8 oct. 1960, quoted on p. 275 of La Route des Flandres, 10/18, 

1963 
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Such elements are common to the works of Bobbe-GriD.let and a 

detailed analysis of any of these writers would come to similar con-

clusion to those we have already drav/n, although with different emphasis 

on particular aspects. We have^ however, chosen to examine the works of 

Beckett in order to establish links and differences between the two 

writers and subsequently to judge the extent of Robbe-Grillet's 

receptiveness to contemporary events ajjd feelings. 

(h) Beckett's search for a logical existence 

The earlier novels of Beckett were written before those of 

Robbe-Grillet and before the Monnet Plan, but for the reasons given in 

oujT Introduction, his works lead to a useful analysis. They are of the 

same intellectual standing as those of Eobbe-Grillet and thus lend 

themselves to a similar analysis of their fundamental structures, but 

because of Beckett's more European background, should lead to more 

general conclusions. 

Murphy is perhaps the most lucid and conventional of the novels of 
< 

Beckett, in that it has a discernible plot and portrays characters who, 

if not perhaps ordinary, are at least not as far removed from reality 

as those of the later novels. We can, however, already trace elements 

which are to become more pronounced in later works. In particular 

there is the periodic uncertainty of the author himself, for example 

'Faisons ici nos adieux a Mademoiselle Dew, car nous ne la reverrons 

peut-etre plus' (8l). 

And:- 'Le lenderaain matin etait samedi (si notre calcul est 

exact). . . ' ( 8 2 ) . 

(81) S. Beckett, Murphy, (MY), p. 79 

(82) MY, p. 110 
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This is of a different nature from the non-omniscience of 

Robbe-Grillet which seemed to be used deliberately as a literary 

technique, as a means of encouraging the reader to adopt a positive 

attitude towards the work. The reflections of Beckett seem to be used 

more to establish his own uncertainty rather than to influence the 

reader ^ d his ovm reactions. 

Primarij_y, the uncertainty of Bsckett in this work seems to result 

from a desire for exactness and only secondly from a feeling of non-

omniscience. As such it serves to underline the link between the author' 

and his characters in their attitude towards life, in that both seem to 

be searching for a. xorm of truth from a position of relative personal 

strength. 

The unceruainty of the characters does not stem therefore from a 

lack of intellectual reasoning or knowledge. Indeed Murphy feels 

completely certain about the nature of the world and reality:— 

II y avait le fait mental et il y avait le fait physique, egaleraent 

^ y /• 
reels, sinon egalement agreables. 

La distinction qu'il faisait entre les presences en acte et les 

presences en puissance de son esprit, il la faisait non pas entre ce 

qui avait de la forme et ce qui informeraent y tendait, mais entre ce 

dont il avait une experience et mentale et physique et ce dont il 

avait une experience mentale seulement' (83). 

He prefers the world of imagination or 'unreality' to that of 

objective, exterior reality, because it does not involve respons— 

i^ilities ana because it is open to mathematical interpretation. 

(83) MY, p. 81 
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He divides it into three states, the first a reflection cf the outer 

world, the second an aesthetically satisfying imaginary world, and 

thirdly a state of fluz:-

'La troisieae, le noir, etait un flux de formes, qui allaient sans 

cesse s'agregeant et se desagregeant. La clarte renferinait les elements 

dociles d'une multiplicity nouvelle, le inonde du corps mis comrce un 

jouet eh morceaux; la penoinbre, dos etats de paix. Mais le noir n'etait 

fait ni d'elements ni d'etats, mais seulement de formes qui devenaient 

et s'ecroula.ient dans la poussi&re d'un avenir nouveau, sans auiour 

ni haine ni aucun principe de changement concevable. Ici il n'etait 

pas libre, mais un atome dans le noir de la liberte absolue. Ici il 

ne se mouvait pas, il 'etait un point dans un bouillonncment de lignes, 

dans une generation et dans un effondrementj sans cesse ni condition, 

de lignes. 

Matrice d'irrationnels' (84). 

His life is a search for a form of reality which will combine 

elements from these states. Thus he has a prcdilectiun for astrology 

which removes the responsibility from what he does and allows him to 

remain calm however unreal its predilections may be;-

. . je me dois d'etre sur mes gardes contre les convulsions, 

les editeurs, les quadrupedes, I'anurie, la terrible maladie de Bright, 

1'horrible maladie de... 

Gelia poussa un cri de desespoir, intense et prolonge, puis coupe 

court. 

(84) MY, p.84 
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"Comment p e i r v - t u e t r e s i b e t e e t s i c r u e l ? " d i t - e l l e . 

"Mais voyonp", dit Ilurphy, "tii ns voudrais pas que j'aille contre le 

diagranirae"' ( 8 5 ) . 

He s p e n d s much t ime organising t h e r e a l i t y a round him i n t o c l a s s i f i c a -

t i o n s , n o t o n l y i n a d e s i r e f o r a complete u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e w o r l d , 

an i m p o s s i b l e task, b u t a l s o b e c a u s e i t s a t i s f i e s h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l 

c u r i o s i t y and h i s need f o r e x a c t n e s s . Thus , f o r example 

'Des i n n o m b r a b l e s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s cue Murphy f a i s a i t a u t r e f o i s 

s u b i r a l a r e a l i t e b r u t e , l a raoindre n'avait p a s e t e c e l l e q u i l a 

d i v i s a i t e n t r e p l a i s a n t e r i e s q u i a v a i e n t e t e une f o i s bonnes e t c e l l e s 

q u i n ' a v a i e n t j a m a i s e t e b o n n e s . Q u ' e s t - c e q u i a u r a i t pu t e l l e m e n t 

g a c h e r l e c h a o s , s i n o n un s e n s de 1 'humour i m p a r f a i t ' ( 8 6 ) . 

D e s p i t e such r e a s o n i n g , t h e r e a d e r f e e l s t h a t Murphy i s n o t i n f a c t 

becoming more c e r t a i n a b o u t t h e n a t u r e of r e a l i t y . C l a s s i f i c a t i o n s can 

s a t i s f y t h e i n t e l l e c t , b u t t h e y a r e no p r o o f , d e s p i t e t h e i r l e n g t h , 

t h a t t h e o r i g i n a l p r e m i s e i s c o r r e c t . For example , Murphy, on s e e i n g 

a o.og, c r i e s t o d e c i d e w h e t h e r i t i s male o r f e m a l e , s o m e t h i n g which 

he a p p a r e n t l y a lways t r i e s t o d o ; -

'La be CO a v a i t i n c o n t e s t a b l e m e n t un o e i l de c l i i enne c l a s s i q u e , 

embras se -mo i dans I ' i r i s , e n t r e t i e n s - m o i dens l a c o r n a e e t Dieu t ' a i d e 

d a n s l a p u p i l l e . Mais i l a v a i t vu d e s yeux de c h i e n a i n s i ' ( 8 7 ) . 

D e s p i t e t h e c e r t a i n t y of h i s f i r s t s u p p o s i t i o n , he i s s t i l l b a s i c a l l y 

u n c e r t a i n . 

(85) :uY, p.31 

(86) :KY, p.52 

(87) p/M 
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. T h i s l e a d s t o a more p h i l o s o p h i c a l u n c e r t a i n t y of t h e n a t u r e of 

reality, r a t h e r than, t h e l i t e r a r y or structura]. u n c e r t a i n t i e s of 

R o b b e - G r i l l e t . Both w r i t e r s seem t o p e r c e i v e t h e e x i s t e n c e or t h e 

p o s s i b i l i t y of a wor ld i n which r e a l i t y migh t be d e p i c t e d a s a t e n s i o n 

be tween s e v e r a l l e v e l s of c e r t a i n t y , u n c e r t a i n t y , a p p e a r a n c e and f a c t , 

b u t w h e r e a s R o b b e - G r i l l e t p r e s e n t s i t a s t h e s t a t u s quo and m a n i p u l a t e s 

i t i n o r d e r t o d e m o n s t r a t e i t t h e more c l e a r l y t o h i s r e a d e r , B e c k e t t 

seems t o r e g a r d i t a s a s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r a p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t 

t o w a r d s some u n c e r t a i n g o a l . He seems t o s u g g e s t t h a t man c a n n o t f i n d 

s a t i s i a c t i o n i n t h e r e a l w o r l d b e c a u s e of h i s f u n d a m e n t a l i n a b i l i t y t o 

u n d e r s t a n d i t s na tu i^e , however l e n g t h i l y he may p h i l o s o p h i s e a b o u t i t , 
f 

P a r t of B e c k e t t s s o l u t i o n i s t o i n v e n t an a p p a r e n t l y u n r e a l wor ld 

w o r k i n g a c c o r d i n g t o l o g i c a l r u l e s which can be p e r c e i v e d by t h o s e who 

have had a p a r t i n c r e a t i n g i t . There i s an i n s i g h t i n t o t h i s i n 

I-iurpny i n t h e e p i s o d e of t h e asy lum v/hicii i s a wor ld of madness gjid by 

no rma l d e f i n i t i o n one i n which n o t h i n g can be t a k e n a t i t s f a c e v a l u e . 

I n s u c h a w o r l d , f a c t s lose t h e i r o r d i n a r y mean ing . They become mere 

e l e m e n t s i n l i f e and a s s u c h ai^e m e a n i n g l e s s e x c e p t a s p a r t of i t s 

s t r u c t u r e . I n t h e a s y l u m , Murphy l e a r n s t h a t f a c t s do n o t e x i s t u n t i l 

t h e y have been g i v e n a meaning f o r t h e outs ide- wor ld by a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 

of t h a t w o r l d : -

' I I ne p e r d r a i t j a m a i s de vue l e f a i t q u ' i l e t a i t une c r e a t u r e s a n s 

i n i t i a t i v e e t q u i n ' a v a i t aucune competence pou r e n r e g i s t r e r de s 

l a i - c s de l u i -meme . A v r a i d i r e i l n ' y a v a i t p a s de f a i t s dans l a 

H.M.JM.M. , a p a r t ceux s a n c t i o n n e s p a r l e m'edecin ' ( 8 8 ) . 

(88) %Y, p.117 
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He thus avoids the necessity of having to interpret that which he sees 

and experiencing failure in the attempt. 

This is not a positive reaction to the problems of the world, but at 

tnis stage is an escape from them. Thus Hurphy has great sympathy with 

tne inmates because they have the same indifference as he:-

'A Murphy ils ne causaient aucune horrew. Les plus facilement 

iden'l'-ixiables de ses sentiments immediats etaient le respect et I'envie. 

De tous saiif de 1'hypomaniaque, qui lui etait antipathique, il 

recevciit 1'impression de cette indifference immanente aux contingences 

du monde contingent au'il avait clioisie comme la seule felicite et si 

rarement atteinte' (89). 

Such elements of uncertainty are developed and expanded in later 

Wairt, written during the German Occupation, contains long 

passages in which Watt tries to ascertain the fundamental meaning or 

''̂ ĵrctcteriscic of a fact. He starts with a certainty which is 

observable buu unmeaningful and thus intellectually unsatisfying. 

He then delves into hypothesis and uncertainty to try to reach an 

explanation of tiiis fact, a meaning which is probably unreal and untrue, 

but whicn is theoretically provable and consequently personally 

cunvinc-tng. From a form of reality, he goes tlirough unreality to a 

personal truth. For example, from the basic fact of giving Mr. Knott's 

left-over food to a dog, he begins to wonder how the dog comes to the 

fooci and is made to eat it. His solution is that there may be two men 

and two starving docs. The dog must be brought to the house by someone, 

(89) MY, p. 123 
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and there must be a pair comprising a mail and a dog in reserve in case 

of illness or the chejice of the dog not being starving. lie then 

advances the argument that it would be better organised to have a 

kennel of well-trained dogs owned by a very large family whoa he calls 

Lynch, He tries to work out the characteristics of the Lynch family 

and so on until he has evolved a highly complex, unrealistic but 

logically satisfying explanation. 

(i) Beckett's acceptance of a logical but unreal state of existence 

Molloy. Malone meurt and L' lr:nornicable were all written during the 

Second World V/ar. There is, however, a progression from one to the 

other as regards the retreat from reality to unreality and from 

certainty to uncertainty, or vice-versa from the point of view of the 

characters. 

In Molloy there is a tendency towards uncertainty about normally 

certain events and certainty about uncertain ones. Tiie normal 

appendages of 'real' life do not interest Molloy. It is as though he 

has rejected them because they do not lend themselves to intellectual 

investigation and consequently do not have a place in his particular 

world. The book begins on a typical note:-

'Je suis dans le chambre de ma mere. C'est moi qui y vis maintcnant. 

Je ne sais pas comment j'y suis arrive. . . Je ne travaille pas pour 

1'argent. Pour quoi alors? Je ne sais pas. Je ne sais pas 

grand'chose franchement' (90). 

Holloy is never certain about why he is there, about what he is doing 

or how long he has been there^ His only certainty is that he can never 

( 90) S Beckett, Holloy, (l.ILY), p. 7 
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be certain of anyching, cxccpt perhaps of some things which normally 

are uncertain, for example the weather 

'D'ailleurs toute cette question do clirnat n'avait pas d'intaret pour 

Kioi, je n'accouiniociais de toutes lec sauces. J'ajouterai done seulenient 

qu'il faisait souvent du soleil le matin, dajis cette region, jusau'a 

dix heures dix heures et dernie, et qu'a ce moment-la, se couvrait et la 

pluie tombait, torabait jusqu'au soir' (91). 

Here he is even certain about the time, something which for him 

normally becomes shorter or longer at will. A similar attitude can be 

seen as regards the future 

'• • • j'essaierai nonobstant do lui faire un peu moins de place 

a I'avenir. Et cela me sera facile, car I'avenir, n'en parlous pas, il 

n'est guere incertain' (92). 

J?he secona half of the book shows Koran, who appears to belong to the 

world of normality and reaJity, gradually disintegrating until he 

reaches the state in which Molloy is seen at the very beginning of the 

work. The last page shows him poised on the threshold of a new life 

based on a rejection of all the normal reactions of the outside world, 

fie is about to experience the freedom which comes in part from the 

knowledge of uncertainty 

'Est-ce a dire que je suis plus libre maintenant? Je ne sais pas. 

J'apprendrai. Alors jo rentrai dans la maison et j'^crivis. II est 

minuit. La pluj.e fouette les vitres. II n'etait pas minuit. II ne 

pleuvait pas' (93). 

(91) C.44 
(92) gLY, p.122 
(93V %LY, p.272 
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The distinctions between the levels of reality ĉjrid uncertainty sxe 

more complex than, those of the preceding novels. Intellectual 

reasoning may induce a form of certainty about a possibly unreal event 

in the manner of the example quoted from Watt (94), for example 

'Tin petit chien le suivait, un pomeranien je crois, mais je ne crois 

pas. Je n'en ^tais pas sur au moment meme et encore aujourd'hui je ne 

le suis pas, bien que j'y aie tree peu reflechi. Le petit chien 

suivait bien mal, a la facon des pomeraniens, s'arretait, faisait de 

longues girations, laissait tomber, je veux dire abandonnait, puis 

recomraencait un peu plus loin. La constipation chez les pomeraniens 

est signe de bonne sante. A un moment donne, pre-etabli si vous 

voulez, moi je veux bien, le monsieur revint sur ses pas, prit le 

petit chien dans ses bras, ota le cigare de sa bouche et plongea son 

visage dans la toison oranges. C'etait uji monsieur, cela se voyait. 

Oui, c'etait un pomeranien orange, plus j'y songe plus j'en ai la 

conviction' (95). 

However, there is no guarantee that one can trust reasoning as a 

substitute for proof 

'Je dis cette nuit, mais il y en eut plusieurs peut-etre. Trsiiissons, 

trahissons, la traitre pensee' (96). 

It is necessary to redefine the attitude of man towards the world. For 

I'lolloy, the distinctions between reality and unreality are unimportant. 

(94) Thesis, pp. 170-171 

(95) MLY, pp. 14-15 • 

(96) :MLY, p.40 



174 

Ho freely admits the unreality of certain events which have a definite 

place in hie autobiography, 'for example:-

'Cela me permet, par suxcroxt, de savoir quand debuta cet irreel 

voyage ' (97). 

Or:- 'C'etait une bicyclette acatene, a roue libre, si cela existe' 

(98). 

The •reason for this is that anything may be 'real' if it satisfies the 

personal criteria of the beholder. Consequently Kolloy can concede that 

laughter may be crying for Sophie, e/en though it may not be so for 

him: -

'Je crus qu'elle allait pleurer, c'etait le moment, mais elle rit au 

contraire. C'etait peut-etre sa facon a elle de pleurer. Ou c'etait 

moi qui me trompais et elle pleurait reelleraent, avec un. bruit de 

risola.de. I.es pleurs et les rio, je nc m'y connais guere' (99). 

He explains this attitude early in the v;ork:~ 

'J'en sais ce que savent les mots et les choses mortes et ca fait une 

jolie petite somme, ave^ un commencement, un milieu et une fin, com.me 

dans les phrases bien baties et dans la longae senate des cadavres. Et 

que je dise ceci cu cela ou autre chose, peu importe vraiment. Dire, 

c'est inventer. Faux conirne de juste. On n'invente rien, on croit 

inventer, s'echapper, on ne fait que balbutier sa lecon, des bribes 

d'un pensum appris et oublie, la vie sans larmes, telle qu'on la 

pleure' (lOO). 

(97) %LY, p.22 

(98) g , p.21 

(99) MLY, p.54 

(100) MLY, p.46 



175 

This does net rnsaii that one should abandon reasoning. Indeed Kolloy 

advocates the very opposite, since it is only by questioning, 

reflecting or inventing that one may approach a form of certainty as to 

one's existence 

'Koi je me posais volonticrs des questions; I'une apres 1'autre, 

rien que pour les contempler. Hon pas volontiers, par raison, afin de 

me ci-oire toujours ikl ' (101). 

His fundamental philosophy of life is thus similar to the cartesian 

principle 'Gogito ergo suî i'. However, Molloy can extend his precept 

no fujr-ther. Questioning may suggest the existence of a questioner, 

but in the Beckett world of fundamental realities, this is not 

necessarily a positive advance in one's personal knowledge. The 

quotation above continues:-

"Et cependant ca ne me disait rien d'etre toujours la' (102). 

It is the act of reasoning or philosophical questioning which is valid 

in its ov.rn right, not as a proof. A good example of this mode of 

thought is seen in the system of communication which Holloy has arranged 

with his mother. In the final analysis, he doubts its complete 

efficacity, but as a system it satisfies certain intellectual 

principles and is consequently meaningful and necessary in itself 

'Je me mettais en communication avec elle en lui tapotant le cr^e. 

Tin coup signifiait oui, deux non, trois je ne sais pas et adieu, cela 

m'etait indifferent, je les confondais moi-me^e' (lOj). 

(101) jaY, p.74 

(102) ihid 

(103) HLY, p.24 
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In Malone meurt, L' Innoraable mid the later Coninent c'est, Bcckctt 

enters further into th'ic world of imagination. The characters may have 

contact with some elements which are recognisable as being from the 

outside world, but they taJie on different essential meanings. Malone 

lives in a small room in cin asylum and describes people who may or may 

not act out episodes in his or perhaps in Beckett's own life. 

The basic situation is similar to that of the previous works.' Malone 

feels no need to distinguish between levels of reality or to discover 

the truth of his existence, because such things are unimportant to 

someone who is predestined to live in the way he does. Knowledge can. 

change nothing 

. Allons, la vie passe, il faut en profiter. D'ailleurs peu 

iinporte que je sois ne ou non, que j'aie vecu ou non. que je sois aort, 

ou seulement mourant, je ferai corame j'ai toujours fait, dans 

1'ignorance de ce que je fois, de qui je suis, d'ou je suis, de si je 

Buis' (104). 

Any attempt at comprehension is futile 

'Je suis ne grave comme d'autres syphilitiques. Et c'est gravement 

que j'ai essays de ne plus I'etre, de vivre, d'inventer, je me comprends. 

Mais a chaque nouvelle tentative je perdais la tete, me precipitais 

comme vers le salut dans mes tenebres, me jetais aux genoux de celui 

qui ne peut ni vivre ni supporter ce spectacle chez les autres. Vivre. 

J'en parle saiissavoir a quoi je m'essayais. J'ai peut-etre vecu apres 

(l04) S Beckett, Mai one meurt, , pp.95-96 
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All oui , c'est pour me deseraiuyer- (105). 

This is possibly a ncre psssiraictic attitude than that of the 

previous works since there is despair in the power of the mind. 

Certainly one can still detect signs of faith in the intellect, in the 

satisfaction it can provide and even in it as a judge of personal 

reality, for exanple:-

'Situation presente. Cette chajnbre semble etre a nioi. Je ne 

m'explique pas autrement qu'on m'y laisse. Depuis le temps. A moins 

qu'ujie puissance quelconque le veuille. Gela est peu vraiscmblablo. 

Pourquoi les puissances auraient-elles change a mon egard? JJ. vaut 

mieux adopter 1'explication la plus simple, neme si elle I'est peu, 

m^me si elle n'explique pas grand'chose' {106). 

The general mood, however, seems to bo pessimistic. Malone wonders 

whether it is worth continuing his work since his descriptions serve no 

purpose, either as a means of distinguishing reality or as a really 

satisfying intellectual distraction:-

'• • • je me demande si je dois continuer,~a dresser un inventaire 

n'ayant peut-etre avec la realite que des rapports fort lointains, et 

si je ne ferais pas nueu>: de couper court et de me livrer a un autre 

genre de distraction, tirant moins a consequence, ou d'attendre tout 

y\ 
simplement en ne faisant rien, ou en comptant peut-etre un, deux, trois 

(105) p.37 

(106) m , p.14 
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et ainci dc d'etre cnfin da%s I'imposcibilite do mc nuirc' (lO?). 

L'Innommable seems to answer these dnabts. The uncertainty 

experienced by the Unnamable is perhaps greater than in any earlier 

work. The bock begins 

»0u laaintenant? Quand maintenant? Qui raaintenant?' (108). 

As a condition of existence it is, however, freely admitted and 

acknowledged, as is his despair in his inability to distinguish levels 

of reality 

'J ai 1 • air ae parler, ce n'est }:'as rnoi, de tnoi, ce n'est pas de moi, 

Ces quelques generalisations pour conrnencer. Comment faire, comment 

vais—je faire, que dois-je faire, dans la situation ou jc suis, comment 

proceder? Par pure aporie ou bien par affirmations et negations 

inforciees au fur et a mesure, ou tot ou tard. Cela d'une facon 

geneiale. -1 Q.oit y avoir d'autres biais. Sinon cs serait a desesperer 

de tout. A remarquer, avant d'aller plus loin, de I'avant, que je dis 

aporie sans savoir ce que ca veut dire' (109). 

IL- appeai^s that he is ouliged to talk about himself in this way: — 

'Cependant je suis oblige de parler. Je ne me tairai jama.is. 

Jamais' (110). ' 

As sucn, th.LS would appear to offer a solution to his despair and 

uncertainty. The sentiment of predestination stems from Murphy and with 

(107) pp. 144-145 

(108) S Beckett, L'Innommable, (IF), p.7 

(109) 13^ p.8 

(110) 1%̂  pp. S-o 
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its concomitant notion of duty, endows his existence with a value and 

the satisfaction that he is perhaps part of a personally undecipherable 

cosmic plan. However, as is seen later in this work, even this concept 

is an invention which he has used to console himself:-

/ \ \ A 

'Toute cette histoire de tache a acconplir, pour pouvoir m'arreter, 

de mots a.dire, de verite a retrouver, pour pouvoir la dire, pour 

pouvcir m'arreter, de tache imposes, sue, negligee, oubliee, a 

retrouver, a acquitter, pour ne plus avoir a parler, plus avoir a 

entendre, je I'ai inventes, dans I'espoir de me consoler, de m'aider a 

continuer, de me croire quelque part, mouvant, entre un commencement et 

une fin, tantot avanpant, tantot reculant, tantot deviant, mais en fin 

de compte grignotant toujours du terrain' (111). 

He is thus left with nothing to help him understand or even describe 

his existence. However, having freely acknowledged his own uncertain 

position, DJid the uncertainty and meaninglessness of the world az'ouzid 

him, and having discarded any hope of sji intellectually satisfying 

interpretation of it, he has nothing more to lose and any acquisition 

of a form of certainty will be a tz-iumph. The concepts of hope and 

despair, reality and unreality now have no meaning for him since there 

is nothing against which he can judge them. All that he can do is to 

write and thus fulfil some function, which, however vague, constitutes 

for him a central point in his life:-

'il faut continuer, je ne peux pas continuer, il faut continuer, je 

vais done continuer, il faut dire des mots, tant qu'il y cn a, il faut 

les dire. . . il faut continuer' (112). 

(111) IN, p.54 
^12) p.261 
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Comment Cent, Beckett's latest novel, published in 1961, follows on 

logically from this statement. In this book the uncertainty is derived, 

in great part from the unpimctuated, largely imgreanmatical language. 

The reader can gain only an impression of the real subject of the book. 

In some measure, this is similar to the literary structuring of such 

works as L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, where the author intends the 

reader or viewer to perceive a general pattern, which is in itself 

artistically satisfying. There arises no need to distinguish reality 

from illusion and indeed in Cornnent C'est as in certain earlier works, 

it is impossible to do so. The main character writes:-

'la part d'invention enorrne assurement un.e part enorme une chose 

\ \ 

qu'on ignore la menace le cul a sang les nerfs a vif on invente mais 

comment savoir iraaginaire reel on ne peut pas on ne dit pas quelle 

importance c'est important ca I'etait c'est niagiiifique une chose 

importante' (113). 

Thus there can be no attempt at explanations 

'si tout ca tout ca oui si tout ca n'est pas common'" dire pas de 

reponse si tout ca n'est pas faux oui 

tous ces calculs oui explications oui toute I'histoire d'un bout a 

1'autre oui completement faux oui' (114). 

However, by the act of writing down meaningless real or unreal events 

ana by arranging them into a general scheme, something is achieved. It 

is of no importance to know whether for example the gigantic circle of 

(113) S Beckett, Comment C'est, (CC), p.89 

(114) CO, p.174 
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beings described at length in the third pajr-t is an invention, reality 

or an interpretation of what is perceived. V/hat is important is that 

such a scheme has been given some form of existence. Just as in 

L'Innommable the act of writing constituted a source of satisfaction in 

that it was a certain fact in a world of uncertainty, so here there is 

certainty in the existence of the pattern, independent of the fact of 

whether it is composed of real or unreal elements and whether its 

creator or beholder belong to the world of reality. 

Conclusions 

Beckett thus goes rather further than Robbe-Grillet in his novels. 

Since he casts great doubt upon the existence or the possibility of a 

material reality, his characters become completely separated from 

society and the outer world and live in a world of their own in which 

they may live by a personal code and give events their own meanings. 

The works of Robbe-Grillet are similar in that they portray many 

levels of certainty and uncertainty. Both writers are intimately 

concerned with the nature of reality and the reactions of man towards 

it, but the works of Beckett are on a rather wider, more purely 

philosophical level in that logic and reasoning are used to discover -

a form of reality which would be impracticable and meaningless for 

society. His characters exist in surroundings created by themselves 

and attempt to solve the problems which they themselves have set. The 

fundamental structure of man faced with an uncertain reality which he 

must render personally satisfying and comprehensible is similar to that 

found in the works of Robbe-Grillet, but is essentially of a general 

and universal nature. It belongs directly to the mood of twentieth 

century literature, art and philosophy, in which man questions the 

nature of his surroundings as a basis for understanding his ovm 

existence. It is a development of the phenomenology of Husserl who 
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proposed the abolition of any distinction between levels of reality in 

order to affirm the existence of the conscious mind on the one hand and 

of a world as it appears to man on the other. Traditional meanings, 

values and concepts which have held sway from the beginning of Western 

civilisation are cast aside as man re-evaluates his own position in a 

world which exists on one level only, that on which appearance is as 

valid as reality. 

The works of Robbe-Grillet belong not only on this level, but can be 

seen to reflect more exactly the atmosphere of post-war France, /is was 

seen earlier, it was one in which the principles and nature of the 

economy were being investigated in order that the industrial and 

financial problems faced by France might be solved, and in which 

various remedies were being presented to the public in an effort to 

gain their support. One of these was the Planning which was adopted 

by the government and which appeared to reject many traditional social 

and economic notions in its search for a better balanced economy. 

On this level the connections between the works of Robbe-Grillet and 

the structures of contemporary society may seem obscure. However, it 

is by analysing the tensions which resulted at the time that a parallel 

may be drawn. The people of France could sense the opposition of 

several factions, the struggle between the traditional economists and 

those who were attempting a more modern approach and were becoming 

increasingly aware that they were being encouraged and persuaded by 

various means to support the latter. At the same time many were 

realising that nothing had in fact changed and that they were giving 

their approbation to a system of economic administration which appeared 

to be democratic but which in reality kept the power as before in the 

hands of the few. 



i8:$ 

The economic and political qualities of such a system do not concern 

us at this juncture. V&at is of interest is the general pattern which 

may be drawn from the situation. The people of France were being made 

aware that reality had many facets and that nothing was what it 

appeared to be. This caused insecurity and uncertainty and left the 

people especially receptive towards further pronouncements by the 

government who restored confidence or destroyed it according to their 

particular policies. The freedom of action and choice which was offered 

to them was seen to be illusory and they soon realised that far from 

gaining liberty, they had probably lost it in a world of manipulation in 

which only the expert or the technocrat could act in a positive fashion. 

We can compare this with the reactions of the husband in La Jalousie, 

of Mathias in Le Voyeur, of M. in L'Annee derniere a Marienba.d or 

indeed of any of a number of Robbe-Grillet's characters who think at 

first that they are in control of their lives, who then become 

uncertain and unstable as they are made aware of the many levels of 

reality, and of whom some finally become aware that they are being 

manipulated by others in command of the complexities of reality. 

This awareness of being manipulated then becomes translated either 

/ \ 

into apathy or, as in the case of Projet pour une revolution a New York, 

into violence and revolution. 

The reader may find it helpful to have at this point a recapitula-

tion in outline of the last two chapters and to this end a short table 

is drawn up here, showing developments in the work of Robbe-Grillet, 

and relevant aspects of the evolution of the economic climate. We 

shall include here the numbers of footnotes referring to articles or 

books indicated in our chapter on economic and social documentation. 
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19^6 - Monnet Plan: invited participation, optimism, confidence. 

19^7 - Unrealities of statistics (f32). Use of broadcasting as means 

of propaganda acknowledged ( 6 5 ) . 

1948 - Fears of the complexities of economics (23)- Lack of confidence 

(62). 

19^9 - Apathy (12). Fear of technocrats in control cf communications 

media (31). Further uncertainty of statistics (37). 

1950 - Awareness of slanted and biassed presentation of news (50). 

1951 - Unreality of society ( 11 ) . Awareness of government manipulation 

of statistics (4$ (46). Use of slogans to create a certain 

effect ( 3 1 ) . 

1932 - Second Plan. Further fears of the growth of the power of the 

technocrats (29). Fears of false statistics (?6) (44). 

1933 - Official recognition of the incompleteness of statistics (4l). 

1933 - Further fear of the power of the technocrats (33). 

1936 - Regional planning begins to be important as an attempt to 

involve the average person in social and economic change. 

1957 - Third Plan. Still no real participation (23). Continuing lack 

of understanding by the average man about politics (28). 

Awareness of the use of slogans (49). 

1938 - Official recognition of the psychological interventions by the 

government in the economy ( 6 1 ) . 

1939 - Continuing lack of interest in participation in the economy (13). 

1961 - Fourth Plan. 

1962 - Regional policies adopted as an official part of planning. 

Fears of an increase in state intervention ( 3 8 ) . Comment that 

the prime function of planning is to reduce uncertainty (73). 

1967 - Still more fears of technocrats (33). 
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1968 - Official report on the failure of regionalisation (23). Semi-

official recognition of the failure of planning ( 3 6 ) . 

1971 - Comment on the state of the individual as someone lost in the 

•complexity of society (23). 

The works of Robbe-Grillet 

1933 - Les Gommes. Logical reasoning and active participation expected 

from the reader. A pointed comparison can be made between the 

authorities who 'manage' facts, as accepted by the passive, almost 

apathetic citizens on the one hand, and on the other Wallas, 

who attempts to discover a form of truth in the complex mixture 

of real and imaginary events, 

1953 - Le Voyeur. The nature of reality is investigated further. Tlie 

reader is again encouraged to participate, especially by the 

deliberate projection of Robbs-Grillet's non-omniscience. This 

may in the event be too obvious, like certain government 

attempts to manipulate reactions. The characters investigate 

different types of reality and react with confidence or appre-

hension according to what they discover. 

1937 - La Jalousie. Optimism as reader ajid characters manipulate 

reality which in this work takes on an existence of its ovm. 

This is the furthest extent to which Robbe-Grillet creates 

uncertainty, as he began to realise that this was not a success-

ful method of inducing participation from the reader. Publica-

tion of "Sur Ouelques Notions perimees", in which he explains 

the difference between his work and that of the past. 

1938 - "Nature, himanisme, tragedie". This essay contains more 

explanation of his work. 
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1959 - Dans Le labyrinthe. Uncertainty now fitted into a recognisable 

pattern for the benefi.t of the reader, rather as in Les Gommes. 

The uncertainty is important not in itself, but because of its 

caiAse. It is carefully controlled and thus more closely related 

to the experience of his readers. 

1961 - "Nouveau Roman, homms nouveau". This essay bears witness to the 

further realisation that people are not reacting as they should 

to his novels. He attempts to project his reasons for writing. 

This coincides with the growth of comment during the late 1950*6 

concerning the citizen's lack of participation and the fear of 

those who control and manipulate attitudes and reactions. 

1961 - L'Annee derniere a Marienbad. Inhere is here a deliberate 

confusion of levels of reality. Eobbe-Grillet demonstrates 

outward confidence in the spectator's ability to participate, 

but at the same time gives him much help and thus shows his real 

lack of confidence. Persuasion is seen to be the major theme 

of the work, 

1963 - L'Immortelle. A division between reality and imagination on the 

one hand ar.d reality and appearance on the other. There is help 

given to the reader or spectator, but no limitation of creative 

choice. The characters themselves show signs of fear at 

accepting a valid world. There is growing violence, a result of 

man's inability to attain any aim. 

1965 - La Maison de rendez-vous. Eobbe-Grillet here makes a much more 

careful differentiation between the levels of reality. He is 

non-omniscient but his presence is increasingly strong as he 

makes the work easier to read than the previous ones, in an 

attempt not to alienate the reader. The characters tend to be 
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apathetic towards events in the outside world and even towards 

the violence which intrudes fairly regularly into their lives. 

/ \ 

1970 - Pro.jet pour une revolution a New York. Violence is seen 

distinctly as the result of the failure of traditional bourgeois 

society. There is no real investigation into levels of 

certainty or uncertainty. The world has become chaotic and 

meaningless although there are constant themes to be discerned. 

If we accept that the general themes of these two tables rVawr 

, we might see in this coincidence an explanation of 

the success sjid attention commanded by the work of Robbe-Grillet, 

especially among the more intellectual and perceptive of the French 

people. Its intrinsic nature can be seen as a reflection in the 

author's consciousness of the ambience created by the system of 

planning, and the resonances which it evidently aroused in the public 

consciousness can be seen as arising from the public's awareness of 

this same ambience. 
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5. Reification and the 'New Hovel' 

(a) Goldmann's view of reification 

An important part of an investigation into a sociological meaning in 

the novels of Robbe-Grillet is the nature of the relationships which 

exist, on the one hand between men and on the other between men and the 

world. Goldraann, as was shown earlier, places much emphasis on the 

theory of reification and expands it in a more detailed analysis of the 

works of Sarraute and Robbe-Grillet. In principle it is the gradual 

transfer of autonomy from the individual to the object in capitalist 

society. In business transactions individuals were becoming less and 

less important as human beings and were considered in the same light as 

commodities, as a means of profit. Man became a passive spectator, 

incapable of acting positively in the society around him. Goldmann 

writes concerning this phenomenon:-

A / / 

'Le terme meme employe par Lukacs indiquait que la disparition de 

toute importance et de toute signification de 1'action des individus, 

leur transformation en voyeurs, en etres purement passifs, n'etaient 

que les manifestations peripheriques d'u.n phenomene fondamental, 

precisement celui de la reification, de la transformation des etres 

humains en choses au point qu'il devient de plus en plus difficile de 

les distinguer de celles-ci' (l). 

This interpretation which here refers to Le Voyeur and la Jalousie, 

but which would seem to be applied by Goldmann to all the works of 

Robbe-Grillet and the society of the time, is only partly tenable. 

There is ' • the objection that it is very difficult to make any 

(1) PSR, p. 316 
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precise interpretation of the situation owing to the pervading mood of 

uncertainty and confusion analysed in the previous chapter. As we have 

demonstrated, those characters who have learnt to manipulate quantities 

of variable information, are able to play an active positive role, for 

example Franck in La Jalousie or X of L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, 

while it is only those who are unable to contend with the surrounding 

insecurity who are forced to remain passive, for example Mathias in 

Le Voyeur or L in L'Immortelle. It is too general a statement to say, 

as does Goldmann, that in Les Gommes and Le Voyeur there is:-

'La disparition de toute importance et de toute signification de 

1'action individuelle' (2). 

This is the argument which can be levelled against critics such as . 

Bernal or Barthes, as indicated earlier in this thesis (3), With 

reference to Les Gommes, B. Morrissette discusses the attitude of 

Barthes and indicates the narrowness of his 'Chosiste' approach 

'Barthes commence par ecarter deliberemraent toute "analyse 

argumentative" des Gommes, II divise I'oeuvre en deux parties distinctes; 

1'intrigue, qu'il n'examine meme pas, et les ob.jets du roman, qui 

seuls requierent son attention. . . I'insistance de Barthes a 

affirmer que "I'objet de Robbe-Grillet n'a ni fonction, ni substance", 

\ / 

jointe a son refus de s'interesser si peu que ce soit au protagonists 

ou a 1'intrigue - c'est-a-dire tout le "parti-pris des choses" de 

/ \ 

Barthes - a contribue puissamment a la formation du mythe d'un 

/ / 

Robbe-Grillet chosiste indifferent aux emotions, inhumain, se souciant 

(2) PSR, p. 314 

(3) Thesis, pp. 110-111 
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/ / " 

fort peu de I'affabulation, n'ecrivant en consequence que des rornans 

'froids' remplis d'objets minutieusement decrits, mais en fin de compte 

totalement "gratuits" (4). 

Re notes how this interpretation has been adopted by a great number 

of critics not only in France but abroad, for example among others 

Philip Toynbee and John Wain in England, J. Robert Loy in America in 

PMLA (March 1956) and Renato Barilli in Italy in II Verri III, 2, 1959. 

Against the attitude of such critics stand Morrissette in particular 

(in his theory of a psychologically and emotionally orientated world in 

the novels of Robbe-Grillet), and also such critics as Ricardou and 

Jean Alter, who stress the importance of the individual in these works. 

There are, however, difficulties in adopting any line of criticism 

which presupposes one interpretation exclusively. Robbe-Grillet's 

work seems to portray a world which is 'chosiste' in many respects, 

but at the same time the individual does play a role of some importance, 

Robbe-Grillet himself has indicated this characteristic, saying that 

it is man who is at the centre of the world of his books, but that he 

is surrounded by objects, to which he gives a meaning:-

'L'homme y est present a chaque page, a chaque ligne, a chaque mot. 

Meme si I'on y trouve beaucoup d'objets, et decrits avec minutie, il y 

a toujours et d'abord le regard qui les voit, la pensee qui les revoit, 

la passion qui les deforme' (5). 

Robbe-Grillet can be seen in many ways as expressing the modern 

phenomenological attitude. His world has been purified of its old 

universal meanings and is shown as it is, devoid of any essential 

(4) G, p. 270 

(5) PNR, p. 14? 
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nature. However, he modifies this analysis to portray a world which caii 

possess certain meaningful characteristics w tsr yy^ ̂  "far 

individuals. Man no longer feels limited by traditional values and 

meanings but sees the world from a point of view which is personally 

valid (6). In Robbe-Grillet's first novel Les Gommes, Wallas puts his 

oviTi meanings on that which he sees, in the form of allusions to the 

Oedipus myth. Goldnann dismisses these allusions as peripheral and 

exterior to the body of the work, except for the tragedy inherent in 

them, but if an interpretation of the inner structures of the novel is 

to be valid, they must be given their full value. 

The nature of reification as proposed by Goldmann is such that if an 

object is given a value or a meaning by m.an, then the world portrayed 

cannot be wholly reified- Goldmarm's view neglects, however, the 

important distinction between an unconscious valuing and one undertaken 

with a conscious aim or purpose. If man is using the object with 

conscious intention, then he will have retained or regained his auto-

nomy, whereas if this is done subconsciously, he will have become part 

of the passive society described by Goldmann. 

It is our contention that the world of Bobbe-Grillet's novels, as 

demonstrated by his treatment of man in relation to things can be 

related to the successive economic plans. His evolution in this 

respect may be seen as a series of responses 

to the developments and changes in public reaction to the 

plans. 

(6) M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenolot^ie de la perception, Paris, 194$, 

pp. I-XVl, 345-397, p. 471, p. 492 
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A suitable way to examine the complex structures between man and 

objects in these novels, is to see whether there is any proof of 

Goldmann's position and then see whether any indication is given of 

another attitude. 

(b) Tne outsider in a reified society: Les Gommes (1953) 

Les Gommes is seen by Goldmann as a portrayal of a reified society, 

in which man is caught up in a web of influences over which he has no 

control 

'Le contenu d,e I'ouvrage, c'est precisement cette necessite mecanique 
/ / 

et ineluctable qui regit aussi bien les relations entre les horames que 

les relations entre les hommes et les choses, dans un univers qui 

ressemble a une machine moderne pourvue de mecanismes d'auto-regulation' 

(7) . 

There is much to be said in support of this. Man is frequently 

described in terms normally used of something lifeless, of an object. 

On. the very first page for example, Robbe-Grillet writes:-
/ 

'Un bras machinal remet en place le decor' (8). 

Similarly later 

'De I'autre cote, derriere la vitre, le patron encore qui se dissout 

lentement dans le petit jour de la rue. C'est cette silhouette sans 

doute qui vient de mettre la salle en ordre; elle n'a plus qu'a 

disparaitre' (9). 

The book ends with a list of objects in which man is placed last of 

all, which is surely a sign of his inferior position:-

(7) PSR, p. 306 

(8) G, p. 11 

(9) G, p. 12 
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'Autoixr d.3 lui les spectres familiars dansent la valse, comma des 

phalenes qui se ccgnent en rond contre un abat-jour, comme de la 

\ 

poussiere dans le soleil, comme les petits bateaux pordus sur la mer, 

qui bercent au gre de la houle leur cargaison fragile, les vieux 
/ 

tonneaux, les poissons morts, les poulies et les cordages, les bouees, 

le pain rassis, les couteaux, et les homraes' (10). 

Similarly Eobbe-Grillet tends, especially in this first novel, 

towards bestowing human qualities on objects. He gives them an 

essential character, for example:-
/ A 

'Au bout d'une minute environ elle (la sonnerie) s'eteint d'elle-meme 

avec etonnement sur quelques sons avortes' (ll). 

Later he describes an electric wire in similarly suspect terras 
/ / 

'Un fil electrique caoutchoute dessine contre le mur un trait 

vertical. 

Plus bas, pour franchir la corniche d'un etage, il se coude a 

quatre-vingt-dix degres, une fois, deux fois. Mais ensuite, au lieu 
/ / 

d'epouser 1'angle rentrant il se decolle de la parol et ondule dans le 

vide sur cinquante centimetres. 

Plus bas applique de nouveau contre le mur vertical, il decrit 

encore deux ou trois arcs de sinusoide - pour reprendre a la fin sa 

descente rectiligne' (12). 

Even the purely geometrical description of such objects tends, at 

least in this novel, to support the inverted relationship between man 
and object. There is, for example, the description of the tomato, 
beginning 

(10) G, p. 266 

(11) G, p. 13 

(12) G, pp. 220-221 
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/ / . / / / ^ 
'Un quartier de tomate en verite sans defaut, decoupe a la machine 

dans iin fruit d'lme symetrie parfaite. 

La chair peripherique, ccrnpacte et homogene, d'mi beau rouge de 
/ / 

chimie, est regulierement epaisse entre une bande de peau luisante 

. . . ' ( 13 ) . 

While Eobbe-Grillet seems at first sight to be emphasising the 

essence and nature of objects making them appear to exist in their own 

right, closer study shows that he is in fact describing surfaces only 

in deliberately neutral often mathematical words with the intention of 

affirming their phenomenological existence as part of a structural 

perception. This perception is not exclusively linked to a character 

of the novel but is to be taken over into his own structures by the 

reader. The object becomes more conspicuous then the human being 

because it is described in more detailed terms. 

Thus it is not difficult to see how one could conclude that in this 

book, Robbe-Grillet demonstrates the autonomy of the object. It can 

take on human qualities while man remains at the level of an object. 

Eiis situation could be an illustration of the completely reified 

society as interpreted by Goldmann. 

This attribution of human qualities to objects is criticised later 

by Robbe-Grillet himself in Nature, humanisme, tragedie, where he 

rejects the validity of the metaphor in the "New Novel" since it leads 

necessarily.to anthropomorphism and to the acceptance of some higher 

deity:-

'La metaphore, en effet, n'est jamais une figure innocente. Dire 

que le temps est "capricieiD:" ou la montagne "majestueuse", parler du 

(14) PNB, pp. 176-180 
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"coeur" de la foret, d'lin scleil "impitoyable", d'un village "blotti" 

au creux du vallon, c'est, dans une certains raesure, fournir des 

indications sur les choses elles-memes: forme, dimension, situation 

etc:' (15). 

It leads to a link between man and Nature which may be innocent, but 

which fundamentally is based on traditional values and meanings. As 

scon as one admits a Nature which has human qualities, then one must 

admit that it has a pre-existing character. Man loses in consequence 

his own freedom and the ability to see the world in its true light, 

which was the aim of the movement of phenomenology 

'Refuser notre pretendue "nature" et le vocabulaire qui en perpetue 

le mythe * poser les objets comme purement exterieurs et superficiels, 

ce n'est pas. . . nier I'homrae; mais c'est repousser I'idee . 

"pananthropique" contenue dans I'humanisme traditionnel, comme 

probablement dans tout humanisms. Ce n'est en fin de compte, que 

conduire dans ses consequences logiques la revendication de raa 

liberte' (l6). 

As Robbe-Grillet has proclaimed many times, his books and the 

society he is portraying centre on man, not on objects. Man has a 

freedom of choice and action which is denied to objects. Wallas, for 

example, has the freedom to do what he wants, within the limits of his 

job. Whereas for Goldmann this novel demonstrates how man is caught in 

a world in which events take place irrevocably and necessarily, it 

would be more exact to say that it concerns the freedom of man to act 

within defined limits. Given a planned society, Eobbe-Grillet shows 

what can happen if it is upset by human failings and errors. Wallas 

(15) PNR, pp. 59-60 

(16) PNR, p. 64 
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is a stranger in the town and has no knowledge of its laws and its 

special characteristics. He is totally involved in his ora world and 

consequently does not succeed in his attempt to fathom the workings of 

this one. 

Eobbe-Grillet writes at the beginning of the book:-

/N ^ / 

'Bientot raalheureusement le temps ne sera plus le maitre. Enveloppes 

de leur cerne d'erreur et de doute^ les evenements de cette journee, si 

rainimes qu'ils puissent etre, vont dans quelques instants commencer 
/ 

leur besogne, entamer progressivement I'ordonnance ideale, introduire 

ca et la, sournoisement, une inversion, un decalage, une confusion, une 

courbure, pour accomplir peu a peu leur oeuvre: un jour, au debut de 

I'hiver, sans plan, sans direction, incomprehensible et monstrueux' 
( 17 ) . 

It can be seen that this book presents a two-fold vision. Firstly 

there is the reified society of the tovm, in which the people seem to 

be passive, on the level of objects, as Goldmann says. It is a planned 

society, but one in which man has no part, except as an almost 

mechanical cog in the productive machine, for example 

'Les employes sont maintenant tous au travail devant leurs livres 

de comptes et leurs machines a calculer: les chiffres s'alignent en 

colonn.es, les troncs de sapins s'empilent sur les quais; des bras 

mecaniques manoeuvrent les commandes des grues, les palans, les touches 

des additionneuses, sans perdre une seconde, sans a-coup, sans une 

erreur; le commerce du bois bat son plein' (18). 

(17) G, p. 11 

(18) G, pp. 127-128 
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Even Laurent the police-commissioner can do little to help since he 

knows nothing of the workings of this machine. Wallas, however, comes 

from the outside and attempts to evaluate,it with certain aims in view. 

These aims are fundamentally different. The first is to find the killer 

of Dupont and the second is to attempt to retrace his past in a search 

which in many aspects recalls the Oedipus legend, but they become 

confused as Wallas begins to see his investigation in the light of his 

introspection. There are indications that towards the end he sees 

himself as the son of Dupont (19) and if we accept the presence of the 

Oedipus legend, it becomes inevitable that he must kill him. 

Wallas is basically, however, a relatively free man. He is certainly 

obsessed by an object, the rubber which he seeks and which must be of 

perfect quality. However, he is in no way dependant on it and seems 

almost gratuitously to buy one whenever possible. Might it not be 

perhaps a symbol of his freedom? He is seeking, like Robbe-Grillet, to 

erase the old meanings and traditions and to give a new value to the 

world. This is in itself an act of freedom which he can only perform 

when he discovers the meaning of the old world and since he fails to do 

so, he never uses the rubber. 

He is even partly free as regards the Oedipus myth. Certainly there 

is much to influence him; the riddle with its reference to someone v/ho 

kills his father, is incestuous and then becomes blind (20) or the 

sphinx-like animal described at the beginning (21). Some of the road 

(19) G, pp. 240-241, pp. 265-266 

(20) G, p. 236 

(21) G, p. 37 
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names are those of Greek tovms, and Wallas reads in a newspaper that 

there has been an accident on the road to Delphi (22), which is pointed 

inaication of the Oedipus legend. However, there are other road names 

and other incidents which have nothing to do with this, and he is the 

only free man to whom they may be important. The fact that he fails in 

his task is proof perhaps that his vision of the world is invalid. The 

Oedipus myth is an old tradition, based on old values and as such can-

not be valid in the world in which he finds himself. He is free to act 

in the town, but still attempts to work and live by his old values. 

The novel shows the dangers of man in society. Tlie town is perhaps 

a parallel, as Goldmann suggests, to a reified society, in that none of 

the inhabitants is more than a passive spectator. No-one understands 

its workings and they are in fact no more than cogs in a vast machine. 

Wallas is a human being with his failings and weaknesses and is free to 

do what he wishes if he will cast off his old traditional values and 

see the town and the people as they are. It is perhaps legitimate to 

extend and refine this interpretation and to see it as an expression 

in terms of fictional imagery of Robbe-Grillet's ftiov f 

perception of the dangers which beset his country after the war. The 

economy was not reified, but being founded on capitalist principles 

had a tendency towards such a rigid structure. It was the task of 

economists and sociologists to attempt to understand its inner workings 

and try to reorganise it along different, more flexible and more 

dynamic lines to form the Konnet Plan. If they kept to the old 

principles, they would fail, as did Wallas. If, however, their 

(22) G, p. 64 
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reorganisation were to take human values as the sine qua non, it would 

probably succeed. Perhaps this first novel is already a reflection of 

Robbe-Grillet's apprehension and impression that they might fail in 

this respect, and that man, as a result of his inheritance of old values, 

v/as, incapable, through inertia, of changing his life. He makes this 

clear in his early essays, for example "Sur Quelques Notions perimees", 

in which he describes the traditional and rigid attitude of many critics. 

towards his works (23) and later in the same essay describes the 

similar attitude of many readers when they read his novels (24). This 

runs parallel to the observations of the Institut National de la 

/ / 

statistique et des etudeseconoraiques, which commented that the French 

people were very slow to change their traditional attitudes and that 

this inability to understand the course of modern economics was one of 

the major factors in the relative failure of the early plans (2S). 

As will be seen, this apprehension becomes increasingly strong cjnd 

increasingly important as a fundamental structure of the novels of 

Eobbe-Grillet. The final works evoke it, not only in their subject 

matter, but in the manner in which they are constructed, as 

Robbe-Grillet perceived that his readers were rejecting his novels 

precisely because they were not visibly traditional in their 

construction. 

(23) PNR, p. 29 

(24) PNR^ pp. 34-35 

(25) INSES, p. 124 
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(c) Reified nan in a non-reific-d society: Le Voyeur (1955) 

The next novel, Le Voyeur has in many ways a similar structure. 

Goldjnann describes the society on the island as being of the same 

passive reified quality as that of Les Gocraes:-

'Ainsi I'univers est constitue' uniquement de voyeurs passifs qui 

n'ont ni 1'intention ni la possibilitc d'intervener dans la vie de la 

societe pour la transformer qualitative:,'lent et la rendre plus 

huiiiaine ' (26). 

Objects are again described with great precision but such description: 

occur more frequently thaii in Les Gor.injes. The quay, for example, is 

seen thus:-

»Le quai, rendu plus lointain par I'effet do perspective, cmet de 

part et d'autre de cette ligne principale mifaisceau de paralleles qui 

deliiTiiceno, avec une nettete encore accentual par I'eclaira.ge du matin, 

une serie de plans allonges, altsmativernent horizontaux et 

verticaux. . . » {?.?). 

A mooring ring becomes:-

'• • • buit couch^": deux cercles egaux d'un peu moins de dix 

centimetres ae axameti-e tangean.ts par le cote, Au centre du huit, on 

voyait une excroissance rougeatre qui serablait ctre le pivot, rongs par 

la rouille, d'un ancien piton de fer' (28). 

(26) PSR, p.313 

(27) 7, p.13 

(28) V, p.17 
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However, whereas in. Les Gommes there was a tendency towards giving 

objects inherent hurnaii qualities, there are none in Le Voyeur. This 

may be because Sobbe-Grillet had now developed his writing technique 

and could avoid such anachronisms, or perhaps because his own views 

were changing to become core definite upon the world around him. He i: 

here portraying more exactly the world which he analyses in his 

theoretical works, in which the object is stripped of its traditional 

nature or essence, to become neutral and so potentially capable of 

accepting a new value bestowed upon it by men. 

A distinction must be made here between those objects which remain 

neutral and those which for one reason or another become important for 

Mathdas. Among the former are the quay, described above, or the 

objects in the shop:-

'Les articles les plus varies se cotoyaient la pele-mele. II y 

avait des bonbons, des tablettes de chocolat, des pots de confitures. 

II y avait des jouets de bois decoupe et des boites de conserve. Un 

cageot plein d'oeufs reposait a meme le sol. A cote, sur une claie, 

brillait un poisson solitaire, raide et bleu fusiforme, long comme un 

poignard et bcn'iol^ de vaguelettes. . . ' (29). 

Among the latter are those objects which are ir.portant to Mathias 

because they are worth money. In particular these are the watches he 

is selling. One good ex&izple demonstrates how to him they are worth 

money while to the buyers they are almost meaningless 

(29) p.70 
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'A la fin ils fixerent leur choix sur une des montres les moins 

cheres. . . lis la designerent sans enthousiasrae, et comrae sans 

/ \ \ \ 
raison. . . Ils n'echangerent aucune opinion a son sujet. C'est a 

peine s'ils I'avaient vue. Quand I'homne eut sorti son portefeuille 

et regie le prix, le voyageur regretta de n'avoir pas insiste pouT 

leiir faire prendre un article deux ou trois fois plus couteux, peasant 

qu'ils I'auraient acquis sans plus d'hesitation, avec la meme 

indifference' (30). 

ifcist important , are those objects which occur frequently 

and often as functions of the figure '8'. Among these are the ring on 

the jetty, the eyes of the sea-gull, the piece of string, the knots in 

the wood, the shape of the island and the bicycle wheels. The first 

description of such objects may be neutral as for example that of the 

mooring-ring given above. However, they gradually become charged with 

other meanings. Such meanings are not traditional or founded on 

exterior values, but are personal to Mathias and thus he is using 

objects perhaps subconsciously as essential elements in his own life. 

The process is one which Robbe-Grillet cultivates in himself, as an 

artist, and wishes to foster in the reader, as a means to the 'liberte' 

of which he speaks in Pour Un Nouveau Roman (31). 

The question of the role of objects is consequently more complex 

than has been proposed by Goldmann. Similarly his analysis of the 

reification of the society omits many important facets. If, as Goldmann 

writes, the members of the island community are passive spectators, who 

do nothing to make life more human (32), then each member must be little 

(30) V, p. 105 

(31) PNR, pp. 34-47 

(32) PSE, p. 313 
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in one another except to the extent that each person is worth something 

in monetary terms. 

The only proof of this given by Goldmann is that they are not 

interested in Mathias and his crime and do not arrest him. However, 

Robbe-Grillet pointedly refrains from any clear indication as to whether 

or not Kathias did kill the girl and so he cannot have intended their 

lack of interest to signify indifference to the crime. Goldmann, in a 

footnote, does indeed admit that he has now concluded that Kathias' 

crime was imaginary, but does not alter his analysis 

"C'est en effet I'ensemble embrassant le personnage humain - I'ancien 

heros problematique reduit au statut de voyeur de I'imaginaire - et m 

monde homologue a la societe industrielle contemporaine, uont 

Eobbe-Grillet a saisi, consciemment ou inconsciemment, mais en tout cas 

de maniere realiste, les problemes, la nature et les lois, qui 

constituerait I'univers de ses oeuvres' (53). 

However, if the murder is imaginary, this must necessitate a 

different conclusion, although it might still be based on the theories 

of reification vnich Goldmann has given. There is firstly no proof that 

the society on the island is reified. Admittedly not much is seen of 

the contact between individuals, since most of the story is told by 

Mathias, a stranger, but, as far as is possible, he is accepted by them. 

He is trusted as another human being, for example in the case of the 

deposit on the bicycle. He finds a note to leave the money on the 

counter of the cafe. For the owner, the deposit is a meaningless 

(33) jPSR, p.314 
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formality, since he trusts Mathias to leave the money during his 

absence. Mathias, who does not have this implicit trust, finds 

complications which for him ai'e natural, but which for the owner are 

not:-

'S'il obtemperait et qu'un voleur survint avant le garagiste, comment 

fournirait-il ensuite la preuve du versement? En revanche il pourrait 

aisement, s'il n'executait pas la consigne, pretendre que le voleur 

etait passe par la. Sans doute n'existait-il pas de malfaiteur dans 

^ /s \ / 

I'ile, ni personne dont on eut a se mefier' (3^). 

This final statement is of great interest since if there is complete 

trust between members of a society, such a society cannot be reified. 

It may be a close-knit, tranquil society, but it will be based on humsji 

values. Mistrust, dishonesty and theft, ideas which spring immediately 

to the mind of Mathias, are based on the attitude that man is no more 

than an object, a quantitative rather than a qualitative value. 

As has been shown in the Introduction, the existence of a reified 

-society presupposes the absence of any authentic, purely moral value in 

the life of the average person. Such values must be selfless, whereas 

by its nature, any act in a reified society must be motivated by self-

interest since the self is the only non-reified, hence interested, 

entity. The example was given of financial transactions which in a 

reified society are performed purely for monetary gain find profit-

ability, whereas in a non-reified society, there exists some other 

transcending value which acts as a qualitative link between buyer and 

(34) V, p. 79 
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purchaser (35)• As seen as a transcending, authentic value exists in 

any society or relationship, whether it is sought consciously or is 

merely accepted intuitively, then other selfless values such as trust -

as in this example in Le Voyeur - or a desire for a valid personal 

relationship - in the later novels - will be found to he the most 

natural vay of living. Mistrust, or sji invalid relationship can only 

occur when there is present some apprehension of loss or fear that one 

is being used by another for their personal gain. 

To what extent therefore is Kathias a symptom of a reified society? 

His relationship with people and objccts is two-fold. As Morrissette 

has shown on a psychological level, Mathias is a schizophrenic 

character. He has tv;o different personalities which manifest themselves 

in the book. On the level of his attitude towards the wor].d around 

him, there is on one side his work and on the other his fundamental 

attitude. In his work, people become objects, for they are worth a 

quantity of money to him. He even puts people in an equation, and 

divides the number of inhabitants by the number of watches he must sell 

to find the time he must spend at each house 

'il (^vitait de I'encombrer (la mallette) d'objets douteux, risquant 

de produire une mauvaise impression sur la clientele au moment ou il 

etalerait sa marchandise. La presentation importa.it plus que tout le 

restc, et il ne devait ne rien laisser au hasard s'il desirait fairs 

acheter quatre-/ingt-neuf bracelets-montres par un peu moins de deux 

mille persorjnes - y compris les enf ants et Des rrds'ereux. 

($5) Thesis, pp. 17-18 
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J-5athias essaya mentalement de divider deux mille par 

quatre-vingt-nsuf. II s' embrouilla dar.s I'opcration et prefer a prendre 

le chiffre arrcndi de cent conme diviseur, pour tenir conpte des ^asures 

trop Isoldes qu'il iie visiterait pas' (jb). 

On the other hand he lives also on a more personal level on which 

people have a greater meaning for him. On this level, objects are not 

used, as a means for money, but as elements in his omi personal history. 

They become signs as to how he is thinking or feeling at any one time. 

There must be an element of choice in those objects which he sees, 

ranging from the almost subconscious or perhaps habit-formed choice, to 

the deliberate. An example of the former is the first object mentioned 

after the possible murder 

'Un trait d'ombre rectiligne, large de raoins d'un pied, barrait la 

poussiore blanche de la route. . . le cadavre d'une petite 

\ 
grenouille, cuisses ouvertes, bras en croiXj formant sur la poussiere 

\ 

une tache a peine plus grise' (37). 

It is significant in its references to death, open tnigha and small-

ness of stature. An example of a deliberate choosing of an object occurs 

later when he is sitting in a cafe and hars been worrying much about his 

alibi. He is becoming increasingly involved in his own thoughts and is 

unable to find the truth of his ovm movements and so deliberately fixes 

his attention on the shelves in front of him. in order to regain his 

composure 

(36) V, p.31 

(37) 7, p.91 
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'11 lui j.allaiu a tout pri% dire quelque chose. Sur I'egouttoir les 

troic verres etaient presque sees. . . Las trois verres a aperitif 

venaient de s'y caser a cote de trois verres semblables, terininant line 

premi&'e ran gee de six; une deuxiema ranges identique se situait 

derriero, puis une troisierae, une qua.trie.Tie etc. . . ' (38 J. 

Be IS la part a free man and in part a slave of objects. He does use 

them, and they do have a meaningful part in his life. They are part of 

his memories, for example the string mentioned throughout the book, but 

given for the first Giine in the context of a rnejaory: — 

'On lui avait souvent raconte cette histoire. Lorsqu'il etait tout 

enfanu - vingt-cinq ou trente annces peut-etre auparavant - il 

possedait une grande boSte en carton, une ancienne bofte 1 chaussures, 

ou il collectionnait des morceaux de ficelle. II ne conservait pas 

n'iiiiporte qaoi, ne voulaj.it ni des echantillons de qualite inferieure 

ni de ceux qui etaient trop abimes par I'usage, avackis ou effilochcs. 

II rejetait aussi les fragments trop courts pour pouvoir jamais servir 
\ 

a quoi que ce soit d'interessant' (39). 

Similarly in the case of the seagull:--

'On lui avait souvent raconte cette histoire. C'etait par un jour 

de pluie; on 1'avait laisse seul a la maison; au lieu de laire un 

devoir de calcul pour le lendemain, il avait passc^ tout I'apres-midi 

installe a la fenetre de derriere a dessiner -on oiseau de mer qui 

s'eua±L pose cur un des pieux de la cloture, au bout du jardin' (40). 

(38) V, pp.122-123 

(39) V; pp.9-10 

(40) V, p.18 
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Thus, in his youth, objects were almost meaningless. The seagull 

meant nothing except as a subject for his drawing, and the string, 

though potentially something useful, had no significance for him. In 

the action of the novel, however, they become charged with qualitative 

meaning, since they are pai't of closer memories or dreams of life. 

They are the link by which he sees human beings as they are, or in this 

particular instance the girl. At the beginning of the book, it is by 

means of the piece of string that he attempts to contact a girl:-

'Mathias se baissa pour la (la ficelle) ramasser. En se relevant il 

\ 

apercut a quelques pas sur la droite, une petite fille de sept ou huit 

ans qui le devisageait avec serieux, ses grands yeux tranquillement 

poses sur lui. II esquissa demi-sourire. . . ' (4l). 

He is, however, too unstable a character. His work in which people 

are created as objects and his innate sadism, whether merely potential 

or actual take away the freedom he had with regard to objects. He 

attempts contact with people, but, as in the case of the girl 

Jacqueline (or /iolette), can only think of ner as an object, as some-

thing to be killed. There is no hint in the book that he has ever had 

contact with her as a human being. Whether he does kill her or not is 

imma.terial in this context. Either his acts or his thoughts show 

equally well that for him human life is unimportant. He is using her 

as an object of his own desires. 

Once he has acted on this level or has shown that for him this level 

is the basis of his life, it becomes impossible for him to distinguish 

(4l) V, p. 10 
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between objects and people. He realises this and the dangers it holds 

and attempts to destroy the power of the objects which seem to him to 

be a manifestation of his guilt to the islanders. Consequently there 

develops a desire to negate or deny these objects which have become too 

meaningful and which have led him to his sadistic act or thought. He 

consciously negates the frog for example 

/ \ / 

'Ecrases a la surface de la chaussee, il n'y avait ni crapaud ni 

grenouille' (42). 

He tries in imagination or in reality to throw the girl's clothes 

off the cliff, since they are a proof of his guilt. This is seen when 

Julien Marek comes to talk to him:-

•Comment aurait-il su que ce chiffon - ce lainage sali (tree propre, 

au contraire) -• cet objet, enfin - appartenait a la petite Jacqueline? 

II ignorait rnerae que ce fut justement I'endroit cu la fillette etait 
/ / / /S 

tombee. . . tombee. . . tombee. . . II s'arreta. Julien le 
/ 

regardait. Julien allait dire: "Elle n'est pas tombee non plus". 

Mais le garcon n'ouvrit pas la bouche' (4$). 

This is the difference between Mathias and the islanders. Mathias 

may or may not have killed the girl, but he is guilty of letting objects 

control his life. The islanders do not react on the same level. They 

live in a non-reified society and trust one another- If they remain 

unconcerned about the disappearance of Jacqueline, it is because she may 

not have disappeared. The guilt and the idea of her death come only 

from Mathias. 

(42) V, p. 150 

(43) V, p. 216 
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If one examines the book in a wider context, it is as if 

Eobbe-Grillet is trying out two possible contemporary societies. 

Mathias, by his stories of being born on the island, is attempting to 

integrate himself into its society for the purpose of selling watches, 

and fails. His action might parallel a reified society attempting to 

exploit an unreified one. In the book nothing is changed at the end, 

but this is because neither side understands the other. Mathias could 

not understand the human qualities and lack of commercialism of the 

islanders and the latter cannot understand his attitude. There is a 

distinctive apathy towards him, which has similarities with the apathy 

of the French between 19^5 and the mid 1950's towards change and those 

trying to initiate it. It is linked to the conservatism and reliance 

on traditional attitudes described above (4'[) and was noted elsewhere 

in other periodicals and journals (4^). It is even seen as one aspect 

of the feeling of unreality experienced by the average Frenchman with 

regard to economic events and politics (46). If we consider this 

novel, publisned in 1955 as the literary shaping and imaging forth of 

Robbe-Grillet's sensitivity to contemporary conditions of existence, a 

feature of this ambiance suggests itself fairly readily. France was 

not at the time in the position of a reified society exploiting an 

unreified one, but the Monnet Plan was an attempt to combine certain 

(44) R m , p. 29 and pp. 34-35 

INSEB, p. 124 

(45) F. Nicaud, "Les Lignes du mois", La Table Ronde, dec. 1949, 

pp. 1988-1989 

F.-Louis Closon "Methode ou laisser-aller'j Economie contemporaine, 

avril 1950, quoted in DD, juin 20 1950, p. 11 

(46) "Le Pourissement^' Esprit, nov. 1951, pp. 597-598 
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elements from both societies. It would have been undesirable to 

develop the economy along the lines of reification that is, of the pre-

war capitalism, but society could not go right back to Golden Age Nature, 

to the isolated non-economic society typified by the islanders. It had 

to be an up-to-date commercial and trading force and thus combining the 

viability of capitalism with the flexibility of fundamentalism had to 

develop a commercial economy based on human values. 

In Le Voyeur, 1955, these two aspects are presented independently, 

in an. almost static form. In the later works, however, they are 

developed just as strongly, but are seen as the two sides of a 

structural tension, in which the main interest is the means used by one 

oype of society to dominate the other and the reasons for its so doing. 

This refining detail accords itself more exactly with the developments 

in the post-war French economy in which, as we have seen, the 

Administration attempted surreptitiously to impose its own wishes upon 

the people. The resulting sense of unease or apprehension which was 

noted in our documentation of the mood of France, now becomes an 

important factor in the works of Robbe-Grillet. It is impossible to 

give a precise aate to this unease, but it generally followed the apathy 

and incomprehension quoted above. By 1957, it was being seen as a 

direct result of the lack of understanding shown by the people of 

France (4?). It was at this time that the apathy began to turn to 

concern for the direction of the economy and for the mistakes made since 

19^5 (48). Action was demanded from the left wing to prevent what they 

saw as the disappearance of democracy (49). 

(4?) J. W. Lapierre "La Magie politique", Esprit, 1957, p. 519 

(48) M. Crozier, "La France, terre d'ameublement", Esprit, dec. 1957, 

pp. 795-796 

(49) "La democratie est une idee neuve". Esprit, sep. 1959, pp. l6l~197 
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(d) The tensions within society - a possible hope of resolution: 
La Jalousie (1957) 

La Jalousie gives a more positive picture than Le Voyeur. Here 

again Goldmann sees the book as an example of the complete reification 

of the world 

'L'ensemble de I'ouvrage montre I'autonomie croissante des objets 

/ // \ / / 
qui sont, la seule realite concrete et en dehors desquels les realites 

humaines et les sentiments ne sauraient avoir aucune actualite 

autonome' (50). 

Similar distinctions as to the nature of objects can, however, be 

made, as in Le Voyeur. As in the earlier novel, the descriptions can 

be perfectly technical with no hint of any inherent essence, for 

example that of the house at the beginning, which is very similar in 

character to that of the quay-side or the mooring ring at the 

beginning of Le Voyeur 

'Maintenant 1'ombre du pilier - le pilier qui soutient I'angle 

sud-ouest du toit - divise en deux parties egales 1'angle correspondent 

de la terrasse. . . Comme sa (la terrasse) largeur est la meme que 

dans la portion mediane et dans les branches laterales, le trait 

d'ombre du pilier arrive exactement au coin de la maison' (51). 

Similarly a distinction can be made between those objects which are 

meaningless and those which become meaningful. However, in La Jalousie 

there are no objects like those in the shop window in Le Voyeur, which 

began and remained meaningless. Mathias had a certain amount of 

freedom and autonomy.whereas the husband needs objects, since they are 

(50) PSR, p. 317 

(51) J, p. 9 



the only way in which he can. express his emotions- The centipede 

incident chan.ges according to whether he is remembering it calmly or 

with jealousy. The first time it is mentioned in aii almost casual 

tone:-

'...une tache noiratre marque 1'emplacement du mille-pattes ecrase 

la semaine derniere, au debut du mois, le rnois precedent peut-etre ou 

plus tard' (52). 

It eventually takes on overtones of Jealousy and erotic fantasy as 

it becomes part of a scene of Franck and A. in a bedroom: 

Franck sans dire un mot, se releve. prend sa serviette, il la roule 

en bouchon, tout en s'approchant a pas feutres, ecrase la bete contre 

le mur. 

Ensuite il revient vers le lit. . , ' (53). 

The husband is now a totally passive character. He may try to erase 

the mark of the centipede while he is alone in the house, but even if 

he succeeo.s, it is of no use. He is under the control of the object 

aad even if he effaces it materially, it will still exist in his mind. 

He is thus too integrated in the reified world and cannot escape. 

His jealousy, which is one of the interpretations of the title of 

the book, is a clue to the extent of the reification of his world. In 

ordinary basic terras, it is the sensation of unease and displeasure at the 

(52) J, p. 27 

(53) J, pp. 165-166 
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success of another person. It is a sense of losing something as a 

result of the action of others^ Usually therefore it is a passive 

feeling and although it may be followed by a positive act of retribu-

tion or revenge, this probably does not happen here. The husband 

experiences unease on two levels, which are both related.. On the first 

level he is afraid that his wife is going to spend the night vith 

Frroick in the tovm and that gradua].ly ha will lose her to Franck. On 

a more fundamental level, his jealousy is the realisation of the 

instability of his position, which until this point had presumably been 

completely secure. 

In the context of this analysis, Jlobbe-Grillet might be sensing the 

reactions of a reified society afraid of being taken over by a new, 

ideal technological society. Tlie husband is a member of a reified 

society, as can be seen in his relationship with other people and his 

attitude towards his surroundings. He spends much of his time counting 

the number of trees in the plantation which has been so carefully 

planned. Animals are thought of as objects:-

'Ce sont comme des oris machinaux, pousses sans raison decelable, 

n'exprimant rien, ne signalant que 1'existence, la position et les 

deplaceaents respectifs de chaque animal, dent ILs jalonnent le trajet 

dans la nuit' (54). 

"The servant is described in similar terms 

(54) .> jt" J 
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'Le boy fait son entree. . . 13. sort aiissitot apr&s, remnant bras 

et jambes en cadence, ccmrae -one roecaniqus au reglage grossier' (55) o 

He seems to have no contact v/ith liis wife, for Ize merely sits and. 

listens v/nile she taUcs to Franck. ohe may address a few perfunctory 

questions to miHj but they are oi little 5.rr;portance and she seenis 

completely- uninterested in him. She certainly shows signs of a sirnila_r 

background to that of her husband, in particular in her movement^ which 

are precise and studied;-

'Elle mange avec une economic de gestes extreme, sans tourner la tete 

a droite ni a gauche' ( 5 6 ) . 

And:-

'Ayan.t saisi la cuillere apprcpriee, clle se sert avec des gectes 

mesures et precis. . . Elle commence, dans son assiette. un 

meticuleux exercise de decoupage' (57). 

However, in her choice of Franck as someone with whom to talk and 

ciiscuss topics, she shows that she wishes to leave the reified society 

and live on a more humazi level. 

Franck has the same tasks and responsibilities as the husband of A. 

in that he has uo look after a plantation and consequently has as much 

contact with the natives as the latter. However, Franck trusts them 

whereas the xiusband does not. There is for example the question of new 

lorries which the husband assumes will be ruined by the native drivers:— 

(55) J, p.112 

(56,) _J, p.70 

(57) J, p.71 . 



2l6 

'Fort de ses trois aiis d' experience, Fraiick pense qo.'il cxisbe des 

conducteurs aerieux, nî ne parmi les noire. A . . . est aussi de cet 

avis, bien entendu' ($8). 

He nay or may not be a good mechanic. Ee says several times that he 

is not, but he seems to have an. excellent knowledge, at least in 

theory, of the workings of his motor (59)» He is a. very imzsticLilous 

eater 

'Son appetit considerable est rendu pl\is spectaculaire encore par les 

ffiouvements norabreux et tres accuses qu'il met en jeu; la main droite qui 

\ A 

saisit a tour de role le couteau, la fourchette et le pain, qui passe 

alternativement do la main droite a la ^ain gauche. . . ' (60j. 

Nothing is learnt of his own estate, but possibly by deduction it nay 

be assumed that he manages it well. The reader feels that if Franck 

were not good at his work, the husband would experience less unease, 

since he would feel that his ovm methods were the best and that Franck 

would fail. 

The world in which they are living, is one in which nature and the 

natural forces hold sway and could return if man were to leave or in 

any way to stop controlling it. It cannot be eliminated altogether, 

however, and must be integrated into man's schemes. The husband's 

plantation for example, is a model of exactness but is crossed by a 

stream which meanders as sjid where it wishes:-

(58) J, p.25 

(59) J, p.198 

(60) J, pp.110-111 
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/ s 
'le bord inferieur, enfin, n'est pas rectiligne, la petite riviere 

/ / / /" \ 
ne I'etant pas; im ventre peu accentue retrecit la piece vers le milieu 

/ / 

de sa largeur. La rangee mediane, qui devrait avoir dix-huit plants 

s'il s'agissait d'un trapeze veritable, n'en comporte que seize' (6l). 

The husband mentions this detracting feature several times and the 

reader feels that he would like to channel the stream along a path of 

his own making. Tb.is might be possible, but not desirable. The stream 

is part of the life-forces of the world and could perhaps be seen as a 

representative of Nature. The husband's system of work attempts to 

eliminate the natural, just as does his way of living. Everything and 

everyone is an object in his reified world. 

This book can therefore be analysed in terms of reification and non-

reification. For the first time perhaps, there are signs of 

Robbe-Grillet's awareness that the reified world is losing ground to a 

new world founded on human principles. A. may not leave her husband, 

but the latter fears that she may. It is impossible to know whether she 

spends the night with Franck in the town, but the threat still exists 

in the mind of the husband. To this extent, this is still a novel of 

transition. P.obbe-Grillet has moved a little further since Le Voyeur, 

but as yet there is no resolution of the problems involved, still only 

an imaging forth of them. 

This would seem to support Robbe-Grillet's thesis of non-omniscience, 

at least on one level. He does not provide a solution to the tensions 

which he has perceived, but merely shadows forth the structures 

of his contemporary society. This confines the work to the 

(61) J, pp. 34-35 
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level of pure literature, since he does not become too involved in a 

plot artificially contrived to support personal economic and philo-

sophical theories. The reader still has a certain freedom to read the 

work in the manner he desires and, according to his ov;n principles and 

sympathies, will find his oifn. solution. 

l^e escape from a reified world: L'Annee derniere a Marienbad 
(1961) ' 

Chronologically, Dans Le Labyrinthe was the next work to be 

published. However, when considering the extent of reification in the 

society portrayed by Robbe-Grillet and the tensions created by it, a 

more logical progression can be seen if the cine-roman L'Annee derniere 
\ 

a Marienbad is analysed here rather than later. Here it may be 

possible to detect signs of hope, as Goldmann demonstrates 

'Les deux protagonistes ont fait ce qu'a I'interieur de la societe ou 

nous vivons les hommes peuvent faire de inieux: ils sont partis vers un 

raonde aifferent, dans lequel ils allaient chercher la vie, tout en ne 

pouvant pas se representer clairement . . . en quoi elle pourrait 

consister' (62). 

Similarly Robbe-Grillet wrote on his Introduction that L'Annee 

derniere a Marienbad 

'• • • justement I'histoire d'une communication entre deux 

etres, un homme et une femme, dont 1'un propose et 1'autre resiste, 

et qui finissent par se trouver reunis, comme si c'etait depuis 

longtemps' (63). 

(62) PSE, p. 323 

(63) AM, p. 17 
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It is ill ijiciny ways similar to La Jalousie. Both books are concerned 

with the attempt made by a man and a woman to leave the reified world 

and begin a life based on human values. In La Jalousie, the attempt is 

expressed through the fears of the husband and. it is only a conjectural 

escape, depending on the personal interpretations of the reader. In 

L'ArineG derniere a Marienbad, the escape is probable, and the tv.'O lovers 

if that.is who they are - seem to be united at the end. 

The world of the hotel is indeed reified, but its structure and the 

roles of people and objects are more complex than in La Jalousie. 

On the one hand there is the world :in which objects have more life than 

people. Although inanimate they may grow and move:-

'II y a Kiaintenant, outre le decor et le mobilier reste en place, tels 

qu'ils etaient la fois precedente, mie sorte de proliferation des 

ornements, coit sur Ics murs, soit dans les details de I'ameublement: 

y 

une masse considerable de choseu rajouteR e.ncombrant tout I'espace d'un 

flpt baroque, etouffant, mais realists' (64). 

On the other hand in tne long list of objects of decoration repeated 

at the beginning of the book by the narrator, there can be no life or 

meaning. Robbe-Grillet adds a note that this was done deliberately 

'Depuis le debut, la camera ne s'est arrete sur rien en particulier, 

passant sans s'attarder davantage sur les images les plus signifdantes 

(le jardin)' (65). 

(64) p.150 

(65) AU, P.27 
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Because they are seen and passed over by the camera and the narrator, 

they have no meaning at that point. However, later they nay or may not 

become meajiingful according to the degree of involvement of the 

spectator or reader. 

The garden is very important in this context. As a garden it should 

offer escape for the couple since in essence it should be living and 

unreified. X. implores A. to come there with him:-

'Derriere la main, vous apercevez des fcuillages... cornme des 

feuillages vivants, d'lxti jardin qui nous attendrait' (66). 

The garden, however, is no less reified than the hotel. It is not only 

geometrical and thus man-made, but also the objects in it seem to talT.e 

on a life of their own, for example the statues 

'rois et reines en costumes anciens, personnages nythologioues, 

allures pompeuses, gestes interrompus, po?.?3s qui semblent avoir une 

signification prtTcise, mais dont la signification'echappe• (6?). 

Escape is dependent on the attitude of the characters. Goldmarm 

states;-

'Ils sont partis vers le jai-din, dont ils csperaient qu'il serait 

pour eux un monde nouveau, un monde ou les hommes pourraient etre 

eux-memes; mais ils n'y ont rien trouve, cai* le jardin, de meme que le 

chateau, n'etait qu'un ciraetiere' (68). 

He quotes the final words of X, 

(66) p.51 

(6?) AVI, pp.68-69 

(68) psa, p.323 
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'Le rare de cat hotel'etait uno sorto de j&rdin a la franc&isc, aans 
5 

arbre, sans fleixr, sans vegetation aucune. . Le gravier, la pierre, 

le raaxbre, lo. ligne droite, y Karquaient des espaces rigides, ues 

surfaces sans mystere. II seribla.it, au premier abcrd, impossible de 

s'y psrdre... au. premier abord... le long des allees rectilignes, entre 

les statues, aiix gestes figes et les dalles de granit, ou vcus etiez 

mai-ntenaiit en train de vous perdre, pour toujours, dans la nuit 

tranquille, seule avec moi' (69), 

In such a garden, anyone who has become accustomed to a reified world 

will feel no difference. Just as he may have been a passive spectator 

needing the reassurance of the objects around him in the hotel, so he 

finds the same reassurances in the formal garden, and is receptive to 

them. Thus a man says to a woman.:-

'Un jardin a I'ordonnance rassurantc, av.c arbustes tallies, aux 

allees regulieres ou nous marchons k pas comptes, cote a cote, jour 

apres jour-, a portoe de main mais sans jamais nous rapprocher d'un 

pouce, sans jamais. . . ' (70). 

There is a significant adjective given by Eobbe-Grillet when 

describing the gar-den 

'Un coin bien caracteristique de ce jardin, avec balustrade, statue, 

etc. et sans personnage vivant' (71). 

(69) p.172 

(70) AH, p.36 

(71) A%, p.50 



It may not bs an exaggeration to suggest that the inclusion of 'vivanf 

was a deliberate attempt to show that the people of the hotel and the 

garden are not living, but are mere objects. As such they are usually 

motionless or in a static group:-

'Souls, peut-etrc, t̂ a et la, a I'englo d'une salle ou dans le fond 

d'un corridor transversal, un doniestique immobile, fige, tres habille, 

ou bien une statue' (72). 

Or:-

'Plus loin, d'autres groupes, assis ou debout; le tout est assea 

fige: sans d^'placements notables des corps' (73). 

Such is the nature of the reified world and its inhabitants. However, 

the throe raain characters all have different attitudes towards it. 

Firstly there is M. who is perhaps the husband and who seems to have a 

strong tie with A. He seems deliberately to have incorporated himself 

in the world of artificiality. He understands its rules and in so 

doing he has power. Although P.obbe-Grillet would deny that there was 

any symbolism in his works, perhaps the number game can be seen as a 

symbol of M's society and of his attitude towards it. In this game, 

he is almost infallible. He says:-

'je connais un jeu auquel je gagne toujours..." 

Voix de X: "Si vous ne pouvez pas perdre, ce n'est pas un jeu." 

Voix de M: "Je peux perdre. . . Mais je gagne toujours"' (7^J. 

(72) p.26 

(73) AM, p.40 

(74) AM, p.45 
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As in noughts and crosses there is only one possibility of losing, which 

would be if he were to compete with someone else who knew all the rules. 

This hypothetical situation would leave both players in a position of 

equality and the outcome would depend on which player began first. This 

attitude towards a game, extended over the whole range of his life gives 

him power over those who live by his rules, since no-one is as well-

versed in them as he. However, these are the only people over whom he 

can exercise power. Anyone who lives by different rules becomes an 

uncertain factor and it becomes impossible for him to gauge what he 

will do. 

Consequently he can have no power over X. They play several card 

and number games together, but X. always loses. 'The latter knows how 

to play, but does not know the rules of winning. He is interested in 

learning games, as long as they remain as such. During the first game, 

for example, he objects that if M. knows all the rules and cannot lose, 

•then it is not a game. It is nevertheless a means of gaining contact 

with M. Whereas for X., M. is merely a function of the game, a 

necessity to enable it to be played, X. must try to understand M. and 

the relationship between him and A. 

Since X. is not integrated into the world of artificiality, it is 

through him that we are able to obtain an objective view of it. He 

understands its boredom and its lack of human contact 

'Une fois de plus -, je m'avance, une fois de plus, le long de ces 

couloirs, a travers ces salons, ces galeries, dans cette 

construction. . . lugubre, ou des couloirs interminables succedent 
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aux couloirs - silencicux. deserts, Guircharges d un decor sombre et 

froid de boiseries. . . ' (75). 

This is contrasted v/ith his understanding of A. to whoa he gives hiLTijin 

qualities. It is sometimes difficult to know whether he is talking to 

her, but he says at one point:-

'Quelques secondes encore, conirae si vous hesitiez, vous-meme encore 

de vous separ-er de lui - de vous-meme - comae si sa silhouette deja 

grise pourtcint, deja palic, risquait encore de reparaitre - a cette 

aeme place ou vous I'avez imaginee avcc trop de force, - trop de 

crainte ou d'espoir, dans votre crainte de perdre tout k coup ce lien 

fidele avec. . . ' (76). 

A.,as X. justly surmises, is frightened to leave M. This is because 

she does not know whether she can leave the reassuring world of objects 

and join hira in the more uncertain world of human beings. Whether she 

did or did not meet X. at 1-iarienbad the previous year, is immaterial, 

but the reason for his attempt to convince her is that if she can 

believe that she had human contact at any previous time, she will be 

able to do so again. She nevertheless hesitates. She is immediately 

attracted by X. for she talks to him more than to M. On the other 

hand there is a significant scene in which she plays alone the number 

game with fallen petals. Robbe-Grillet comments 

'II faut que A ait I'air absente et non pas sentimentalement 

reveuse' (77). 

(75) AM, p.24 

(76) p.29 

(77) p.78 
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She does not use the petals as something which once lived, but as 

objects with which to play the gamo in an almost mechanical fashion. 

She plays the same game later, just before leaving with X. This time 

it is with pieces of paper which she destroys and throws away, her 

mind presumably convinced that she must leave the reified world. 

She is riot the only one to hesitate, however. K. too appears to 

change. Ke realises that he will lose A. and at one point seems to 

concede the victory to X. by becoming an object himself. He meets the 

couple in the garden, looks at them and then disappears in such a way 

as to leave a status in the place where he was standing:-

'M. a disparu, mais 1'image reste cadree de la meme facon, 

c'est-A-dire centree sur I'emplacement ou se trouvait M. Les deux 

autres regardent toujours dans cette direction-la, ou il n'y a plus 

rien a voir, qu'un element d'architecture baroque ou de decoration tres 

chargee, que le corps de !•!. masquait -on instant auparavant' (78). 

On uhe other hand, later in the book, in one of his rare conversa-

tions with Ac he seems to want to discover a more human level of 

relationshipsc He is able almost to convince A. to return to him by 

such an approach. He shows understanding and sympathy, but realises 

that he has lost her:-

M. (trisoe reveur): "Ou e'ces-vous.,. mon amour psrduc.." 

A. (incertaine): "Ici... Je suis ici... je suis avec vous, dans cette 

chambre" 

M. (avec douceur): "Mais non, ce n'est plus vrai deja". 

(78) .AM; p. 118 
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A. (plus pressante): "Aidez-moi, je vous en supplie, aidez-moil 

Tendez-raoi la main... Serrez-moi les mains tres fort.,.'" (79). 

He refuses since he is basically incapable of giving her what she 

desires. However, the experience has upset his balance and his 

artificiality. Perhaps it is possible to see at the end of the book 

his awakening to a new world. He knows that he has lost A. and only at 

the end shows anxiety about it. X. and A. may have departed and the 

penultimate scene shows him arrive at the place where they had just 

been:-

'II a lui aussi, un air extenue, absent, fantoraatiqus, mais plus 

nettement anxieux. II poursuit son cherain, regarde distraiteraent au 

passage le cendrier avec les bouts de papier' (80). 

Nevertheless he returns to his room and not the garden and consequently 

it is impossible to know what he will do. He has suffered in a human, 

way and perhaps realises the extent of his loss of A. Perhaps he too, 

like A. at the beginning needs the reassurance of his world and is not 

able to accept the responsibilities and positive attitudes inherent in 

the outside world. 

The general conclusion of this work is one of guarded optimism, 

since human qualities seem to prevail. However, as before, this 

conclusion is not stated as an absolute fact. Robbe-Grillet may appear 

to weaken the literary ideals of his work by suggesting a solution, but 

in the event he does not. If there is optimism here, it may be taken as 

meaning either than Robbe-Grillet could sense a similar mood in society 

(79) AM, p. i66 

(80) AM, p. 171 



227 

at the time -when he conceived' the work or that he felt that a probably 

optimistic ending was more suitable for the general audience to whom 

the film was directed. The essay "Nou.veau rornan, homme nouveau" 

published in 1961, bears witness to his confirmed fears that the public 

had not understood his works:-

'On. a.beaucoup ecrit sur le 'Nouveau Roman' depuis quelques annees. 

Mcilhe'oreusement, parrai les critiques qu'on lui prodiguait, et aussi, 

/ A 

scuvent les eloges, il y avait taut de simplifications extremes, tan.t 

d'erreurs, tant de malentendus qu'une sorte de mythe monstrueux a fini 

par se constituer, dans 1'esprit du grand public, pour qui, serable-t-il, 

le Nouveau Roman est desormais precisement le contraire de ce qu'il est 

pour nous' (8l). 

If the film was not to be rejected by the public as too obscure and too 

meaningless a work, they had to be given some indication of a definite 

result or end to the tensions which had been created. The traditional, 

familiar element of a happy ending gives the spectator a starting point 

from which he can re-examine in security and confidence the events of 

the film and thus find his o\m solution. In the final analysis he may 

reject or accept the optimism, but in the process he will have used his 

creative freedom in the manner Eobbe-Grillet has continually proposed 

in his theoretical writings. Thus the ideals of Eobbe-Grillet remain 

uncompromised even though at first sight they may appear to have been 

weakened by the indication of a probable conclusion. This optimistic 

ending would seem to be almost purely a literary technique. The 

optimism demonstrated in the contemporary society originated almost 

(81) PNE, p. 143 
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wholly from official or semi-official .sources. At exactly this period, 

the Finance Ministry was writing in enthusiastic terms about the future:-

/ ' / \ 

•Le Plan interimaire est destine a fournir une vue d'ensemble des 

\ / 

perspectives nouvelles de progres economique et social qui s'ouvrent 

aujourd'hui a notre pays, et a rendre claires aux yeux de tous, en les 

presentant dans un cadre general, les mesures qui ont ete prises ou 

vont etre prises en vue de tirer parti de ces possibilites, 
\ 

Le gouvernement est en effet convaincu que le succes de sa politique 
/ / 

economique repose au premier chef sur la comprehension et le coneours 

que lui accordera I'opinion' (82). 

This enthusiasm and optimism were not echoed in general and we must 

conclude that the ending of this work was more a literary device than 

a reflection of social tensions or their resolution. 

(f) The tensions within society - growing pessimism; 

Dans Le Labyrinthe ("1939) 

Dans Le Labyrinthe has a different inner structure. In many ways it 

goes back to Les Gommes and Le Voyeur and in others it looks towards 

the future. .Goldmann defines the new phase as being the signs of an 

'angoisse', which for him is the opposite of the hope seen later in 

L'Annee derniere a Marienbad. However, there was a similar 'angoisse' 

even in the earlier works, except perhaps in Les Gommes. Mathias 

experiences it when he realises the impossibility of integrating him-

self both into the world of objects and the world of human values. 

Similarly the husband in La Jalousie experiences such a feeling on 

seeing the potential destruction of his world ( 83 ). There is perhaps a 

( 8 2 ) Le Ministere des Finances, "Le Plan interimaire 196O-I96I", DP, 

14 juin 1960, pp. 1-5 

(83) V, pp. 220-222 

J, pp. i64-l67, p. 216 
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difference of emphasis which results from a chaiijce in the structures of 

Dans Le Labyrinths, but fundamentally it contemplates the same 'angoisse', 

resulting from the failure of majn to create a better life in the 

present, even though there may be a chance of success in the future. 

The picture of a reified world in this book is rather more complex 

than in the others. Whereas in the other books there was a play 

between representatives of the reified world and of the non-reified 

one, here the reified world is not seen until the end. The soldier, 

the boy, the doctor and the other characters are all more positive hence 

more subjective in their acts. 

Perhaps the most important characteristic is the almost total lack 

of objects as a support to the emotions of the characters. Such things 

the figure '8', or the centipede or even the objects of the Oedipus 

complex, which tended to become essential parts of the lives of 

previous characters, are lacking here. Only towards the end, when the 

soldier is exhausted, ill and consequently in need of some outside 

support, does this occur 

'En depit de ces ra?!sonnements, le soldat conserve 1'esprit troubled 

par un tel aefaut dans ses souvenirs. II se demande si autre chose a 

pu lui echapper de ce qui I'entoure, et continue meme a lui echappor 

Kiaintenani.. j.1 lui par ait tres urgent tout a coup de faire un 

inventaire precis de la piece. II y a la chsminee, dont il n'a encore 

presque rien retenu: une cheminee ordinaire, en marbre noir, surmontee 

d'une grande glace rectangulaire. . . ' (84). 

(84) DL, p.191 
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This passage is rather sinilar to that which occurs towards the end of 

Le Voyeur, in which Mathias experiences the need to enumerate the 

objects in front of him in the cafe in order to regain his composure 

(85) • 

Apart from this, the objects remain devoid of any meaning or use to 

the charactersc They are still described in the lengthy neutral terms 

common to parts of the other works of Robbe-Grillet. 

One interesting difference in this book is the extent to which all 

the characters are lacking in distinctive.traits. Certainly in the 

other works there was a tenaency towards this, but nevertheless some 

had names and a hint of a character or of social position which could 

be assumed as a result of the interplay between them and other people 

or objects. 

The soldier is described in terms which could apply to an object:-

'L'homme est vetu d'une capote railitadre cle teinte oouteMse, pas see 

tifant sur lo vert ou sur le Icaki. Son visage est grisatre; les 

traits en sont tires, et donnent 1'impression d'une extreme fatigue: 

raais peut-etre une barbe de plus d'un jour est-elle pour beaucoup dans 

cette impression. , . ' (86). 

Or 

'les joues mal rasees, la fatigue visible, la capote salie et fripee, 

les K.anches sans galon, le paquet au papier nouille tenu sous le bras 

gaucne, les ae^x mains enfouies dans les pochos, les bandes molletieres 

enroulees a la hate, sans aucune regularite. . . ' (87). 

(85) V, PD.122-123 
(86) DL, p.16 
(8?) p.33 
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The boy is described similarly:-

/ ^ 

'La forme nenue enveloppee dans sa cape noire, d'ou sortent les deux 

jambes noires d'un'etroit pantalon, prend de plus en plus d'avance' 

(88). 

There are several reasons for this development. If we regard the book 

in terms of its realistic elements, we .may note firstly that it is 

(probably) presented as the first draft of a theoretical book written 

by the doctor. As such he is interested only in the relationship 

between the characters and not in the characters themselves. A second 

element of realism, related to the first, is the fact that no-one knows 

the character of anyone else. All that they see is the outer shape and 

clothing of the main protagonists and consequently it would be unreal 

for their personality to be given. Tiiirdly, and perhaps most important, 

it is necessary in the context of the book for this absence of 

personality to be brought out for the reader. The characters see only 

the outer distinctive marks of the others, but they accept that under-

neath there is a human being. Their dealings with one another, even 

with the stranger, are on a totally human level. Whereas in the other 

works there was a tendency towards a quantitative vision of the world, 

an implication that in the reified world people could be seen in terms 
/ 

of money, as in Le Voyeur or power in La Jalousie or in L'Annee 

derniere a Marienbad, here there is none of this. In a society which 

is threatened by an enemy, the soldier needs help and the boy and the 

others risk their lives to give him it. They do not necessarily wish 

to help, as is seen in the reaction of the boy at one point 

(88) DL, p. 
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'L'enfant le considere svna surprise, niais ausai sans la moindre 

msjrque de bienveillan.ce, com%o s'il trcuvait a la fois nature! et 

eimuyeux de le rencontrer a iiouveau' (89). 

Nevertheless J he still helps him to find refuge and risks his life 

when the enemy arrives. Similarly, at the end, the narrator describes 

how the woman went out into the streets to bring in the injured soldier. 

None of these people thinks of any reward for their acts and as such 

must be seen as members of an unreified society in that their actions 

are selfless and morally elevating (90). The lack of personality or 

individualism shown by these characters serves to emphasise this 

feature since there is nothing to detract from it. Their selflessness 

remains pure and free from any other consideration. 

The minor characters are consequently positive and as such cannot be 

psjrt of a reified society. The soldier too is positive. Ho has 

escaped from the war in which men are equated with objects and destroyed 

at will for some over-riding purpose. The complex question of the 

nature of war is no u considered, in this work. War is seen merely from 

the point of view of the destruction of human beings, which in itself 

is a crait cf a reified society. The soldier has left this society and 

has undertaken to contact someone in the new society in order to deliver 

a parcelo It is possible to give this parcel and its 

contents a meaning, but in tlie context of the present analysis at 

(89) DL, p.42 

( 9 0 ) Thesis, pp. 204-20$ 
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least, such an attempt is of little interest (91)• kT:at is important 

here is the function of the box, whatever it symbolises. It is a means 

of communication between the soldier and the new world. It is a 

reversal perhaps of Goldmann's analysis of 'valeurs d'usage' and 

'valeurs d'echange'. The object is meaningless to the soldier and 

consequently it can have no 'valeui' d'usage' and yet he seeks no 

material benefit and therefore it cannot have a 'valeur d'echange' (92). 

However, it will mean something to the person to whom he delivers it 

and he will benefit from having made a contact in the new world. 

If we now turn from the realistic elements to the general implica-

tions of Dans le Labyrinthe, we notice that it is partly optimistic and 

partly pessimistic. The world in which human contact is possible, in • 

which human values are still important, is finally conquered by the 

enemy for whom such values do not exist. The soldier dies and does not 

fully carry out his task, but he has made a valid attempt within the 

limits of his lack of information. He has also succeeded in making 

contact with people on fundamentally human terras rather than on a 

quantitative, material level, and demonstrates that such acts ai-e 

possible even under the threat of annihilation. Even at the end of the 

work, there is a faint optimism since the parcel will be delivered or 

sent by the woman who tended him. In itself it is meaningless to the 

characters in the book, but it becomes almost a symbol of the deter-

mination of man to communicate. The supreme representation of 

J 

(91) Ben F. Stoltzfus, Alain Bobbe-Grillet and the New Novel, 
pp. 99-100. (Stoltzfus writes that the soldier may symbolise 
sick society and humanity and the box consequently becomes a 
symbol of man's social, individual and political inheritance.) 

(92) Thesis, pp. 17-19 
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optimism occurs in the act of the doctor. He has not only risked his 

life in the streets to tend the soldier and has tried in vain to give 

him real hope of living, but also it is possible that he intends to 

write a book about it. V/hether in fact the story is true or not, he 

will still accomplish the task of communication. His book will play 

the same fole as the parcel carried by the soldier, since in both 

instances, they are an. aid to communication. There remains hope that 

the reified world will not conquer all, but it is only slight. 

Positive acts tend to be lost in the reified world in which it is 

easier to be passive. 

(g) The reified world closes in;L'Immortelle (1963) 

As was noticed in the above analysis, Robbe-Grillet has become 

gradually concerned with the relationship between people and objects. 

V/hereas in the earlier works certain characters tended to be over-

whelmed by objects, which were the foundation of their emotions, they 

now become more positive. Objects still have their basic neutral 

quality, but instead of impinging on the emotions and acts of the 

characters, they tend to be used by the author in a structural manner, 

as part of the atmosphere of the book. 

This is especially noticeable in L'Immortelle, Robbe-Grillet's second 

cine-roman. There is the same care in detailed description, as in the 

other works but it becomes less necessary and less frequent. There is 

no common link between the objects mentioned except that they are 

important elements in the story or are used to intensify the atmosphere 

of mystery. An example of the first type is the piece of paper on 

which L. has pretended to write something. N. had expected to find an 

address on it and when he finds in section 126 that there is nothing, 
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he looks at it for a long time and then throws it away. The following 

three sections show either the same act repeated or close-ups of the 

paper. An example of the second type is the discussion about chairs in 

sections 3^, 35 and 36. By discussing them as if they were important, 

they attain an air of mystery. Similarly there are dogs which appear 

at various points in the book. Ihey seem to be introduced by 

Eobbe-Grillet to create a sensation of fear, which again is part of the 

atmosphere of the book. 

There is still a tendency for people to be seen on the level of 

objects, however. Perhaps the best example is in section 180:-

'Autour de lui, plantes comme des statues ca et la sur 1'esplanade, 

una dizaine d'hommes le regardant passer. . . ' (93). 

The fisherman is seen in similar terms:-

'Le meme pecheur, dans la meme position exactement et au meme 

endroit, mais vu de plus pres, bien que sous le meme angle, comme par 

un homme debout. II est coupe aux hanches et se presents de trois 

quarts gauche. . . ' (94). 

Such references, which were common in previous works by Eobbe-Grillet, 

do not hint at the new pessimistic development in respect of people and 

objects. This pessimism stems from the realisation of the power which 

one person can have over another to the extent that he can sell that 

person as an object. It must be admitted that Kobbe-Grillet, here as 

he was to do later in La Maison de rendez-vous, is describing a 

particularly Eastern type of society, in which women have few rights 

and that many of the references to the selling of women applied only 

(93) I, p. 135 

(94) p. 23 
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to the past. However, it would be to limit his work unduly to see 

L'Immortelle as a portrayal of such a special society. In general the 

atmosphere of the book, even of the real events, is one in which the 

women are afraid of some impending fate. Consequently Catherine is 

speaking for herself and L. when she says:-

'Vous savez qu'il se passe ici des choses particulieres. . . Des 

enlevements, des prisons secretes, des filles qu'on vend...' (95). 

If people can. be sold, they are no mere than objects and their worth 

is calculated in terms of money. This might be seen as an. extreme 

development in the reification of society. The type of relationship 

described in our Introduction (96), in which the individual was 

considered only as a means.of making profit, as a result of some 

financial transaction involving an object, is altered here to become 

one in which the individual himself is reduced to the level of an 

object and becomes a means of profit to him- or her-self, as in 

La Maison de rendez-vous, or to those involved, as in L'Immortelle. 

The individual thus acquires a 'valeur d'echange', which previously had 

only been possessed by objects in the reified world. 

This pessimistic view is reinforced by the lack of contact between 

members of the society and outsiders- Whereas in La Jalousie there 

was contact or potential contact between A. and Franck and whereas in 
/ \ \ 

L'Annee derniere a Marienbad there is contact between X. and A., there 

is no contact here, except through the medium of fear. A contact based 

on friendship which N. tries to establish, fails. L. might wish to 

(95) I, p. 168 

(96) Thesis, pp. 17-21 
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have such a person as a friend, but she is always afraid and knows that 

she must die if she is discovered. The old man explains the dangers 

'Mai'is turcs tres ja]_oux... Les madames enferrnees harem... Vieux... 

Tres vieux... Les madames peu sages, il fait mourir...' (97). 

It is they who, like the husband in La Jalousie, are afraid of a 

change in their society, but here they are prepared to prevent it by 

force. This is the explanation of the second car accident. Goldmann 

states that this is the first suicide in the works of Robbe-Grillet and 

adds that the work shows in consequence a tendency towards an abandon-

ment of the real world for that of the imagination, that it indicates 

how the essential spirit of man can leave the world and live eternally 

( 9 8 ) , However, several criticisms can be made. Firstly, this is not 

necessarily the only suicide in the works of Robbe-Grillet up to this 

point. It is possible to accept suicide as the cause of the first car 

accident in which L. dies. Goldmann writes that L. - if it is she 

who dies - is killed either by the world, symbolised by the dog, or by 

the narrator (99). However, the intensity of her expression and her 

insistence upon her lack of fear seem to suggest that she knows that 

she is going to kill herself 

'L; Je n'ai pas peur... II me fait mal... la nuit... Je suis libra. 

Je n'ai pas peur... Plus vite... Mon corps... G'est trop 

difficile (100). 

(97) I, p. 180 

(98) PSE, p. 332 

(99) PSR, p. 329 

(100) p. 150 
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Similarly, there may also be ari attempted or successful suicide in 

La Jalousie in the possible car crash, while on a more abstract level, 

it is possible to see a form of self-inflicted death at the end of 

L'Annee derniere a Marienbad. where M. appears almost to want to go out 

into real life, but restrains himself and remains within the dead world 

he knows so well. A more fundamental criticism of Goldmann's view is 

that suicide does not necessarily involve a loss of awareness of the 

values of the real world. There is an element of choice inherent in the 

concept of suicide which in a curious way can affirm our belief in the 

/ . \ \ 

freedom of man. M. (of L'Annee derniere a Marienbad) chooses to die 

a2id consequently in this one act has been positive. Similarly L. and 

N. choose to die. To this extent, the end is optimistic, since any 

positive act is important in the reified passive world. However, for 

L. the choice is either self-inflicted death or death from the hand of 

(of L'Immortelle) or other sources as a result of her transgression. 

Consequently it loses much of its importance. The suicide of N. is, 

as Goldmarm has said, an attempt to join her in death. However, as 

might be expected, this must fail, since the only communication 

possible is in life. Death is in fact an escape, a statement of the 

failure of N. This is demonstrated in the final sections of the work. 

L. is dead but lives on as it were structurally, as a necessary part of 

the book. N. has died in order to meet her in death, but after his 

death we see only the same lack of contact as before. L. remains alone 

and at the end gives a silent laugh:-

'La jeune femme se met a rire, d'un rire silencieux, avec quelque 

chose d'insouciant, de leger' (101), 

(101) I, p . 210 
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Tlie laugh is almost ironic and demonstrates the failure of escape into 

death. The end is thus doubly pessimistic. N. fails to contact L. in 

the real world and in death. This pessimism marks a turning-point in 

Robbe-Grillet's thinking. If we compare this work with the other cine-

roman L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, we shall see the differences In 

the earlier work, an optimistic ending is given as a probable fact. 

Tliis was prooably not an evocation of the mood of contemporary society, 

but at least in its optimism possibly showed a certain confidence in 

the eventual resolution of the problems and tensions of the time. 

In L'Immortelle, La Maison de rendez-vous, and to a certain extent 

iii Dans Le Labyrinthe, however, the reified world seems to become more 

dominant once more, but in a different manner from that of the first 

works. The optimism of the Liberation and the early years of the 

Monnet Plan had disappeared in the apathy of the late 19^0's and early 

1950's and had been transformed into mistrust and apprehension that the 

promised new society had still not yet arrived. There was still no real 

participation (102) and people were still uncertain about the future 

(103). The optimism of L'Annee derniere a Marienbad 1961 which was 

(102) M. Crozier, "La France, terre de commandement", Esprit, 

de^. 1957, pp. 795-796 

E. J^nes, "Le Ve Plan, vu par Francois Ferrous", Revue d'economie 

politique, 1963, Tome 73, pp. IIO-II3 

"Notes et etudes documentaires. L'organisation regionale en 

France", DD, 22 juillet 1963 

"La denocratie est une idee neuve", Esprit, sep. 1959, pp. 16I-I97 

(103) B. Gazes, La Planification en France et le 1Ve Plan, 

Les Editions de I'epargne, 1962 
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written after Dans Le Lahyrinthe would consequently seem less a 

reflection of the social atmosphere or of Robbe-Grillet's hope for a 

new society, than a literary technique, a method of persuading the 

reaaer that he has the power to recreate the work according to his 

personal philosophy* 

As we have indicated briefly above, la Maison de rendez-vous is a 

continuation of certain themes of I'Immortelle. It is also a reflec-

tion of past works. An analysis of the attitude of the characters 

towards objects becomes consequently quite complex. There is less 

aetailed description which may be partly the result of the nature of 

the book. 2obbe-Grillet has collected various objects and incidents 

from previous works and consequently seems to expect an understanding 

by the reader of the way in which the book must be read. 

The objects can be divided into several categories. There are 

firstly those objects which are almost completely meaningless, for 

example the list on page 133:-

'Eb dehors de ces restes de spectacles, la cour est encombree par 

une quantite d'objets au rebut: un pousse-pousse hors d'usage, de vieux 

balais en peille de riz, des tretaux demont^s, plusieurs statues en 

platre, de nombreuses caisses non ferm^^s ou sont rassembfGs p^le-mele 

des debris de vaisselle ou des verres casses. . . ' (104). 

These objects are meaningless in that they signify nothing to the 

person ivho is looking at them. They are, however, meaningful in other 

ways. A riCk-shaw is mentioned and this use of the object to create 

atmosphere occurs several times in this book. There is for example the 

description of Hong-Kong a few pages later 

(104) ME, p. 133 
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'Tout le monde connait Hong-Kong, sa rade et les centaines de 

/\ 

petites iles aux alentours, les montagnes en pains de sucre, le nouvel 

aerodrome qui s'avance sur xtxie digue au milieu de la mer. . . les 

pousse-pousse rouges a hautes roues. . . ' (105). 

This is the first time that objects are used by Eobbe-Grillet for 

local, colour only, without potential meaning for the character observing 

them. Certainly- in previous novels there were objects which evoked a 

setting, but they were meaningful for the watcher. In La Jalousie, 

for example, there is the banana plantation that evokes the atmosphere 

of the colonies, but also has a specific meaning of orderliness for the 

husband. Similarly in L-'Imgiortelle, the description of the mosques and 

the Bosphorus are meaningful to N. as being part of a different 

mysterious society. Perhaps the nearest example is in Les Gommes 

where there is the description of the street and of the workers' houses, 

but again this can be seen as meaningful in the context of the story. 

Wallas has come to the town which may perhaps be part of his childhood 

and in his capacity as a detective, will naturally examine aJ-1 that 

surrounds him. In some of the descriptions of La Maison de rendez-vous, 

however, there seem to be no such reasons. In other words, he is no 

longer treating all his descriptions in terms of phenomenological 

structures. The characters are in general fully integrated in the 

society of Hong-Kong, and such objects would seem to be of importance 

only to the reader in giving an atmosphere of a specific place. This 

is therefore a reversion by Robbe-Grillet to a more traditional use of 

objects. They are no longer neutral, but are 'idees recues', charged 

with past significance and meaning in the mind of the reader. 

(105) MR, p. 
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Is it possible to see here the acknowledgement by Robbe-Grillet of a 

greater complexity in the world than he had hitherto recognized? He 

distinguishes between situation and setting. 'Situation' is universal, 

as he implies in a preface note:-

'L'auteur tient a preciser que ce roman ne peut en aucune maniere 

etre considere comrae un document sur la vie dans le territoire anglais 

de Hong-Kong. Toute ressemblance, de decor ou de situations, avec 

celui-ci ne serait que I'effet du hasard, objectif ou non' (106). 

Setting, on the other hand, is particular, for, in a second preface note, he 

states that this book is based on absolute realism in its geographical 

aspects. Consequently one must surmise that he has merely chosen 

Hong-Kong because he knows it well and can use it as the particular 

means of conveying universal human situations. These latter and the 

relationships between people are necessarily the important aspects of 

the book, since they apply to a much wider society. 

On a similar level to this first type of object, are those which are 

echoes of past works by Kobbe-Grillet. There is, for example, an echo 

of Le Voyeur 

'Deux anneaux scelles dans la pierre, au plus profond d'une antique 

prison romaine, suffisent a" faire apparaitre la belle esclave 

enchainee, promise a de longs supplices, dans le secret, la solitude, 

et le loisir' (107). 

This also reminds the reader of the imprisoned women of L'Immortelle. 

There is the incident of the breaking glass (108), which is similar to 

(106) MR, p. 7 

(107) p. 12 

(108) MR, p. 65 
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that of L'Aimee derniere a Marienbad. Such objects cannot be neutral 

but are charged with dramatic meaning for the reader. Certainly the 

•rendez-vous' of the title suggests that such a repetition of previous 

objects is intentional, but if Eobbe-Grillet intends his work to be a 

reflection of society, this is a new development in his thought. 

The third category of objects are more typical of earlier works. 

There is much description of erotic statues, which appeal to the 

narrator in the same way that certain objects were meaningful to other 

characters. The narrator says at the beginning of the book: - -

'La chair des femmes a toujours ocoupe, sans doate, une grande place 

dans mes reves' (IO9). 

This quotation demonstrates also his attitude - and that of his 

society - towards certain people. He seems to accept Lady .Ava as a 

sort of intermediary through whom he can meet women. The only scene in 

which there seems to be any contact between them is when he sees her 

acting alone on the stage. Everyone else has left and instinctively he 

claps. She meets him and replies 

'C est gentil a vous. . . d'etre rests jusqu'au bout. Cette 

piece est absurde. Et je suis une vieille comedienne qui n'interesse 

plus personne. . . ' (110). 

However, it is only by chance that he had come in to see the end of her 

act and had only applauded out of instinct and not sympathy. Lady Ava 

has mistaken his intentions, but at the same time shows the lack of 

hujnan friendship and contact in her artificial life. 

(109) p. 11 

(110) MR, p. 138 
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In the world in which they live, there is a distinction between those 

who have money and those who are bought for it. The narrator is 

interested not in women but in their bodies and consequently his vision 

of them has two aspects. He easily confuses people and objects, as is 

seen in his confusion of groups of people and statues. Tney have the 

same value for him if they have a similar erotic quality. For example 

the following quotations, the first of which concerns a real girl and 

the second a statue, but which, according to the nature of the 

descriptions, could be transposed:-

'Le pied droit de celle-ci, qui s'avance presque jusqu'au niveau de 

un la patte arriere du chien, ne repose sur le sol que par la pointe d' 

\ \ . / 

S o u l i e r a tres h a u t t a l o n , d o n t l e cuir dore r e o o u v r e s eu l e inen t d ' l i n 

triangle exigu I'extremite des orteils, tandis que de fines lanieres 

barrent de trois croix le cou-de-pied, . . ' (111). 
And:-

'Plus loin encore, une tres jeuns fille - vetue seulement d'une 

Borte de chemisette en lambeaux qui laisse apercevoir en plusieurs 

points la chair nue, sur les cuisses, le ventre, la poitrine aux seins 

naissants, les epaules. . . ' (112). 

As in L'Immortelle women can be bought to satisfy erotic needs, but 

here the transactions have an added characteristic, which is an element 

of choice in certain cases. Sir Ralph offers money to Lauren if she 

will come and live with him, even though he knows that she does not 

love him. She accepts 

(111) MR, pp. 14-1$ 

(112) MR, p. 27 
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'Alors il lui propose de 1'argent, beaucoup d'argent. Avec un 

Eourire elle deraande combien. II lui donnera ce qu'elle voudra. "Tres 

A 

bien" dit-elle, et elle fixe aussitot le chiffre avec la tranquille 

assurance de celle qui aurait depuis longtemps fait le calcul de ce que 

valait cette acceptation' (113). 

Such transactions and attitudes are further confused by aesthetic 

considerations. The erotic plays and statues in which women are seen 

as objects are created according to artistic principles. For example 

in the play in which a girl is attacked by a dog and undressed by it, 

the narrator adds:-

. . quand elle se retourne face contre la pierre. 

levant les bras davantage, coudes flechies et mains ramenees vers les 

cheveux, ce mode de defense n'est explicable que par un souci d'ordre 

esthetique, visant a introduire quelque variete dans le point de vue 

de la salle' (ll4). 

These considerations only serve, however, to support the vision that 

the women are objects. No attempt is made to form a relationship with 

them based on more positive values. 

Owing to the complexity of the nature of the objects, it is 

difficult to make a precise analysis of the extent to which the 

characters are active or passive. Objects are no longer of the earlier 

type which could influence the life of man or be influenced by him. 

The characters are passive in that they are not able to form any 

relationship with human beings except through the means of money. They 

may wish to play a more active role, but they cannot do so. 

(113) MB, p. 86 

(114) MR, p . 44 
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We can see in this work therefore a certain pessimism. However, as 

the title suggests, La Maison de rendez-vous is an amalgam of many 

previous attitudes and themes, Robbe-Grillet is looking towards the 

past and the present rather than towards the future and this seems to 

indicate his preference for a faithful portrayal of contemporary human 

situations rather than for a more visionary comment on society. At the 

beginning of his novel writing in the early '1950's, France was concerned 

with, social and economic problems involved in her post-war recovery. 

As has been shown, the other works of Robbe-Grillet embody the various 

aspects of the situation and the resulting tensions, and there was even 

a suggestion of an optimistic solution. Las Gommes, Le Voyeur and 

La Jalousie present the "angoisse" experienced in the face of 

reification. L'Annee derniere \ Marienbad and Dans Le Labyrinthe show 

hope of escape from this situation while L'Immortelle and La Maison de 

rendez-vous demonstrate the growing triumph of objects over men. There 

v/as hope that man might be able to succeed in his task through a 

realisation of creative freedom but in this novel there is an underlying 

feeling that man is incapable of so doing. Ihe forces of tradition and 

materialism are too strong and prevent him from accepting such sudden 

changes in outlook. It is a pessimistic conclusion, but possible a more 

realistic reflection of society. 

(h) The individual and violence: Projet poux une revolution 
¥" New York (1970) 

The growing pessimism which is reflected in the later works of 

Robbe-Grillet foreshadows the conclusions of Projet pour une revolution 

a New York. We might return here to the statements quoted above (115) 

(115) Thesis, pp. 17-22 
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by Goldmann and Robbe-Grillet. Firstly, from Goldmann, tnat there is in 

Les Gommes and Le Voyeur 

'La disparition de toute importance et de toute signification de 

1'action individuelle' (116). 

Secondly, from Eobbe-Grillet:-

'L'horame y est present a chaque page, a chaque ligne, a chaque mot. 

Meme si I'on y trouve beaucoup d'objets et decrits avec minutie, il y a 

toujours et d'abord le regard qui les voit, la pensee qui les revolt, la 

/ 

passion qui les deforrae' 

These two contradictory statements are both appropriate to the 

Projet. It displays a world in which a number of individuals attempt 

to control through violence the fates of others. Their acts are 

possibly without meaning or sense or may be part of a planned revolu-

tion or an expression of their personal feelings. Whichever the meaning 

chosen by the reader, the pervading impression is one of despair and 

pessimism. There is no longer any hope of a controlled, civilised 

participation of man in the events of his time. This had been becoming 

less and less prominent a theme in the previous works and here there 

is no hint of its desirability or even possibility. Society has 

become an almost undisciplined collection of apparently spontaneous 

events in which the stability of society is subordinated to the 

immediate aims of revolution, anarchy or personal pleasure. It is as 

though life has two different and contradictory aspects - acting on 

others and being acted upon. The change from one state to the other 

may happen at any time. This sense of imminent change in role is 

(116) PSR, p. 314 

(117) PNH, p. 14? 
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emphasised by the use of masks, tape recordings and other devices which 

enable man to create a certain predetermined impression. Towards the 

beginning of the work, there is an interesting description of a crowd 

which looks like a normal group of people but which, on closer examina-

tion, is threatening because each individual is adopting some pose:-

*Et, sails transition non plus, c'est a present la foule: une foule 

/ / / ^ y 

assez clairsemee, mais de densite reguliere, composee de personnages 

isoles ou groupes par deux, exceptionnellement par trois, qui occupent 
1'ensemble de la surface disponible entre les stands comme a 

/ \ 

I'interieur d.e ceux-ci. II n'y a la que des adolescents, des garcons 

pour la plupart, bien qu'un examen attentif revele chez certains 

d'entre eux, sous les cheveux courts, le pantalon serre en toile bleu 
\ / A 

et le chandail a col roule, ou le blouson de cuir, de probables ou meme 

incontestables corps de filles. Tous se ressemblent par le costume, 

mais aussi par le visage imberbe, blond et rose, de cette coloration 

vive et sans nuance qui evoque moins la bonne sante que le peinture 

dont on recouvre les mannequins dans les vitrines, ou les figures 

embaumees des cadavres dans les cercueils de verre des cimetieres pour 

chers disparus. L'impression de faux est encore accrue par les poses 

guindees de ces jeunes gens, qui visent sans doute a exprimer le 

contentement de soi, la vigueur contenue, le mepris, 1'arrogance, 

alors que leurs attitudes raides et 1'ostentation mise dans le moindre 

geste font plutot songer a la contrainte de mauvais figurants' (118), 

These images and Robbe-Grillet's gloss on them suggest a society 

which is mainly unstable and not able to be controlled or planned. 

This does not discount the possibility of the existence of certain 

(Il8) PRNY, pp. 30-31 
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meanings or signs to be read'by those who understand them, for example, 

the gestures of the policemen (11$), or the advertisement in the paper, 

which appears to be for a baoysitter, but which is in fact an advertise-

ment for prostitutes (120). However, it is not society which can read 

these signs, only certain very small sections of it. There can be no 

overall plan for such a society, only a series of independent, 

unconnected events, all of which are centred around the individuals in 

one way or another. 

This work is a presentation by Hobbe-Grillet of society as he sees 

it already in certain parvs of the world and as ho foresees it developing 

in others. 

He has refrained in general from using his works as a direct vehicle 

for his own philosophies of life. He does not use his ajrt to put 

forward a solution to the problems of society, although the reader is 

free to conjecture that he might have prepared a non-reified world in 

which man was given an active role to play, as he proposes for the 

reader of his books in Pour Un Nouveau Roman. The relevance of his art 

lies instead in the way in which he has been able to sense the funda-

mental structures ana tensions of contemporary society and translate 

them into good works of literature. These, because they are not 

compromised by the imposition of a personal philosophy, are universal 

works which stand independent of their immediate background, even 

though they have their roots in the society of post-war France. 

(119) PRNY, pp. 21-22 

(120) PRMY, pp. 56-57 
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(i) Attempted escape from the world of reification; 
Beckett's Murphy (19^7) " 

The novels of Beckett are at once wider and more philosophical in 

their scope. Whereas the works of Eobbe-Grillet evoke the structures 

of his society in an almost static manner, those of Beckett, while 

founded on similar elements, can be more exactly termed a search for 

some logically satisfying and valid philosophy of life. 

The first novel Murphy has several characteristics similar to the 

novels of Robbe-Grillet. Murphy tends towards seeing the world as a 

function of objects. Celia, for example, is described at the 

beginning of chapter 2 in a list of measurements of parts of her body. 

Murphy himself is seen as divided between his body and his mind, each 

of which IS cut off from the other but which communicate somehow:-

'Ainsi Murphy se sentait fendu en deux, d'un cote un corps, de 

1'autre un esprit. lis communiquaient apparemment, sinon il n'aurait 

pas pu savoir qu'ils avaient certaines choses en commun. Mais il 

sentaiv 1 esprit a I'etanche du corps, et ne coraprenait pas par quelle 

voie la communication s'effectuait. . . ' (121). 

This world resembles perhaps that of La Maison de rendez-vous in 

reverse in that Murphy wishes to marry Celia, but cannot because he has 

neither a job nor money. He wants, however, a real communication 

between their two spirits and refuses any compromise of his purity to 

the material world. The world of the asylum into which he escapes is, 

he feels, the real world in which spiritual contact is possible:-

'Les plus facilement identifiables de ses sentiments immediats 

etaient le respect et I'envie. De tous sauf I'hypomaniaque, qui lui 

(121) MY, p. 82 
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etait antipathique, il recevait 1'impression de cette indifference 

immanent aux contingences du monde contingent qu'il avait choisie comme 

la seule felicite et si rarement atteinte' (122). 

In this respect, Beckett is consequently more radical than 

Robbe-Grillet. VJhereas the latter remains within the world of reality, 

Beckett seeks an abstract solution in an unreal world. All aspects of 

materialism which could produce a reified world are therefore abandoned 

and are not considered as part of the solution. Even this attempt, 

however, is only partly successful, since it involves the continual 

differentiation between material and non-material objects. Murphy does 

for example form a spiritual relationship with M. Endon by means of a 

chess game. 

The use of such a device is in itself interesting. Murphy has clearly 

distinguished between those objects which he can use to form a relation-

ship. He refused to earn money to mar^y Celia, but is willing to use 

a chess set to gain the friendship of M. Ihidon. In terms of quality, 

both objects are of the same value, since both will facilitate the 

relationship which he needs. However, money is rather different in that 

Celia would have used it in marriage to build a life founded on 

materialism. She is not prepared to accept a relationship without this 

security. Murphy on the other hand appears to be willing to form such 

a relationship. 

However, it transpires that he too is obsessed by material objects. 

In the asylum he demands and obtains material comforts in order to be 

able to operate with ease on a more spiritual level. In the end, 

(122) MY, p. 123 
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however, this materialism causes his death. He returns from a chess 

game with M. Endon and casting off his clothes, the last remaining 

vestiges of the material world, he goes to swing in his cot. He reaches 

a state of euphoria in which he communes with the things around him and 

feels that at last he is free. He has, however, lit a candle and this 

sets alight the gas which is escaping from his fire. He dies in fact 

from shock, which is possibly the realisation that he was not free. He 

had not escaped from the world of material comforts, but was still very 

dependant upon objects which in the end caused his death. 

(j) Life in the abstract: Beckett's L'lnnommable (1953) and 
Comment c'est (1961) 

Those works which follow this novel present a rather clearer but 

still similar picture of man and his attempts to leave the world. It 

is with L'Innommable that Beckett portrays someone living totally in an 

abstract world. There is a continual expression of a need for faith 

in man when separated from the world of objects. L'lnnommable writes:-
\ \ \ 

'La ou il y a des gens, dit-on, il y a des choses. Est-ce a dire 

qu'en admettant ceux-la, il faut admettre celles-ci? C'est a voir. Ce 

qu'il faut eviter, je ne sais pourquoi, c'est 1'esprit de systeme. 

Gens avec choses, gens sans choses, choses sans gens, peu importe, je 

compte bien pouvoir balayer tout ca en tres peu de temps' (125). 

There is a suspicion that objects have a greater reality than human 

beings or at least that they are on the same level, as in the quotation 

above. He can see that objects exist, but does not know whether he 

does:-

'Que mon sanctuaire soit reellement la, je ne songe pas a le nier, 

cela ne me regarde pas, quoique la presence, a um tel endroit, sur la 

(123) IN, p. 9 
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realite duquel je n'entends pas chicaner non plus, d'uiie urne aussi 

vaste me paraisse pen vraisemblable, Non. Je doute seulement que je 

sois dedans' (124). 

The fact that people roay be able to see him, only proves his 

existence as an object. No one can see his inner being. As with 

Murpxiy, he feels that he is separated from his inner being:-

'J'ai tendu I'oreille vers ce qui devait etre ma voix toujours, si 

faible, si lointaine. . . ' (125). 

Consequently he can change his outer shape and his name, but still does 

not know whether he exists. His anguish is caused by the fact that the 

only proof he can give is through the existence of an object, his note-

book in which he is writing down everything that he feels. 

The final work, Comment c'est, demonstrates the progression of these 

themes and in many ways appears to be a conclusion. People and objects 

are still on the same level of existence. A bag is treated as a human 

being;-

'le sac encore d'autres rapports je le prends dans mes bras lui parle 

y fourre ma tete y frotte ma joue y pose ma bouche m'en detourne avec 

humeur m'y presse de nouveau lui dis toi toi (126). 

Pirn, who presumably is another being like himself is described in terms 

of an object 

\ 

'a moi qui sans moi il ne serait jamais Pirn on parle de Pim a tout 

jamais qu'une carcasse inerte et muette a jamais aplatie dans la boue 

sans moi mais comment que je vais I'animer' (127). 

(124) m , pp. 115-116 

(125) m , p. 44 

(126) cc, p. 21 

(127) CC, p. 65 
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He himself is no more human 

'je ne mange done plus non je ne taois plus et ne mange plus ne bouga 

plus et ne dors plus ne vois plus rien ne fais plus rien ca reviendra 

peut-etre tout ca une partie j'entends dire que oui puis que non' (128). 

He does not know whether he is living, but can assume at least that 

his body has some sort of existence. He communicates with someone in 

front of him by attacking him with a tin opener and someone will 

similarly attack him. He is in a vast circle of beings each of whom is 

a victim and an attacker. He knows consequently that he exists for 

another as a physical being, and that because he knows that he is being 

attacked, he must exist on a cerebral level. The communication is not, 

however, valid except as a proof of existence, since it is not performed 

out of interest in the other. It is always unilateral and must always 

be on the level of communication through an object. 

Conclusions 

Both writers tend therefore tov/ai"ds pessimism. Beckett finds that 

life in the real world is impossible, since it involves living on a 

material, reified level. His solution of escape into an abstract 

world is only partly successful and it is no answer to the real social 

problems of his time. Eobbe-Grillet does not attempt to put forward a 

direct solution or to escape, but rather senses and delineates the 

problems of his contemporary society. In the earlier works, at a time 

when the Konnet Plan was being established as the principal sociological 

and economic force within France, as a means of transforming the lives 

of the average citizen, he portrays c e w M ^ - the tensions which 

arise when members of a reified and non-reified society meet and he 

(128) CC, p. 49 
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demonstrates the inability of one side to understand the other, for 

example in Les Gommes. He evokes the tensions which arise when one 

type of society attempts to overcome another or tries to use it for its 

own purpose, as for example in Le Voyeur. He seems to hope in 

La Jalousie and L'Annee derniere a Marienbad that a stable, non-reified 

society may be possible, but after this point seems to echo the growing 

pessimism of the members of his own society who realised that the new 

society was little different from the old one and that power was still 

held by those able to manipulate the reactions of the masses. His 

final works seem to demonstrate that man is too passive to change his 

way of life into a more valid existence. ^ Traditional values and 

meanings are too strong and resist the radical changes that are 

necessary. 

It is apparent from the foregoing chapters that the application of 

specific social and economic links to the works of Eobbe-Grillet 

explains, or at least gives some sense to his treatment of m.an and his 

environment and the relationships between individuals in his works. 

It enables us to distinguish between on the one hand his personal 

artistic development and on the other an evolution which is more exactly 

a reflection of changing society, as we have demonstrated in the case 

of L'Annee derniere a Marienbad (129). It allows us more insight into 

his concept of man and his role in society than would be possible by a 

purely literary analysis with its inherent dangers of placing too much 

or too little emphasis on the 'chosiste' aspects of the works, as we 

have shown in the case of Les Gommes and Le Voyeur (13O). Here, the 

(129) Thesis, pp. 226-228 

(130) Thesis, pp. 188-192 
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behaviour of Wallas and Mathias can only satisfactorily be explained in 

terms of the author's awareness of social tensions. Finally, this 

approach can indicate the human significance of Robbe-Grillet's work. 

It helps to explain why these works are not purely intellectual or 

literary exercises, but do, despite first appearances, have a basis in 

Robbe-Grillet's sympathy with the average man. and his problems. It 

explains why Robbe-Grillet, as well as Beckett, is not particularly 

concerned with individuality or the portrayal of character, but rather 

with the conditions of man's existence- The approach of Beckett could 

be termed 'classical' in that his works portray the universal eternal 

conditions of man. Robbe-Grillet on the other hajid, portrays with 

great sensitivity and fidelity the attitudes of contemporary society 

and thus cotnsciouslu reflects the effects of political and social reforms 
3 

on the mentality of the people, 
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6. Time and time-scales: planning and fiction 

In any analysis of the inner structures of the novel, an account must 

be given of time, which is related inextricably to the structures of 

society and of the work of art. Robbe-Grillet often refers to time in 

his novels and we propose that these often bewildering allusions might 

be explained and brought together by application of our main hypothesis, 

ie. that his novels evolved in response to developments in public 

involvement in the plans. 

Time can be defined in several ways, of which two are important 

here. Firstly it can be seen as a measurable length of duration, 

reckoned by conventional or objective standards. Secondly it can be 

described as the progress of this duration viewed as an effect upon an 

individual. 

As an insight into the earlier works of Robbe-Grillet, this second 

interpretation is the more appropriate to our present purposes, since 

it lends itself to the comparison between the novels and contemporary 

society in which the progress of mental outlooks plays an important 

role. Time in this sense is particularly relevant to the economic 

plans, where objectives had to be attained by certain dates which were 

chosen not necessarily because they allowed the shortest possible time, 

since this would have caused severe economic results, and not because 

they gave a longer safer period for completion, since this would have 

been wrong psychologically. They were chosen as those times which 

would meet the changing criteria of the day, and be both psycholo-

gically and economically viable. 

'La programmation francaise est generalement moins formalisee, plus 

/ / / 

discretionnaire. Ce ne sont pas seulement les donnees de depart du 

\ 

modele qui sont choisies avec un certain arbitraire, mais un. certain 
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nombre de relations ne sont pas figees, comprennent une part 

d'arbitraire et peuvent etre rnodifiees au vu de nouvelles informations. 

Elle s'elabcre par approximations successives. On decompose le 

probleme d'ensemble en parties relativement independantes. On resout 

chaque probleme en partant d'hypotheses provisoires qui seront 

precisees par les solutions donnees aujc autres problemes et on retouche 

successivement toutes les solutions. Les iterations successives 

s'enrichissent par ailleurs dans le temps de nouvelles informations' 

(1) . 

It was a major characteristic of Planning that the objectives and 

their terminal dates could be altered and this was an important factor 

in securing the interest and participation of the average Frenchman. 

Previously time had tended to be a quantitative factor in the economy, 

in that the shortest possible time was usually taken as that in which 

the targets were to be achieved. Now it could more exactly be 

described as a qualitative factor since the optimum length of time was 

chosen. 

Consequently, man should be the master of time since he was, at 

least in theory, in a position to choose its ideal length. The passing 

of time should no longer create fear, since man was not fighting 

against it to achieve an aim. In theory the objectives should be 

achieved when they were forecast, if all the other criteria held true, 

and if they did not, the objectives could be changed. Thus time would 

disappear altogether as an economic factor except in the drawing up of 

the plans. However, as indicated earlier, this ideal situation was 

(1) PF, p. 137 
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never attained. The early optimism was lost as an increasing number of 

economists pointed out the impossibility of controlling time in a 

situation where statistics were insufficient and suspected by the 

public (2) and secondly where the economy was becoming more and more 

dependant on world events (3)• 

However, this growing awareness of the impossibility of calculating 

future time scales can be seen as a second stage in the economic 

maturity of France. It is an acceptance of the limitations and at the 

same time a more precise identification of the strengths of plcOining. 

If we take a regional report of- 1966 concerning the future development 

of Haute-Normandie in the Fifth Plan, we cexi see how the hypothetical 

nature of any statement on forecasts has become in itself a clearly 

delineated factor, and one which is lucidly provided for: 

'Le developpement economique pour les prochainesannees est etudie 

surtout a travers 1'evolution de I'emploi. Pour les principales 

branches d'activite, a partir des effectifs du recensement de 1962, les 

effectifs de 1970 ont ete fixes par approximations successives entre 

les previsions regionales et les chiffres nationaux. Puis, de la 

population active, evaluee a 606,000 personnes, on a deduit la 

' / ^ , 

population totale, evaluee a 1,54^,000 habitants. 

(2) J. Dumontier, "Le Budget national dans la politique economique", 

Economie et realites mondiales, avril 1952, quoted in DD, 

27 mai 1952, p. 2 

; A 
(3) Leo Hamon, "Situation francaise. Gouvernement et interets 

i 

particuliers" Esprit, juin 1933) PP« 033-834. M. Demonque, 

"L'Entreprise et le monde moderne", RDM, sep-oct. 196.5, p. 355 
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^ / / / 

Les chiffres arretes par le Commissariat General du Plan et qui 

/ \ / \ 

constituent la perspective officielle fixee a la region, sont tres en 

deca de ce qu'implique la mission nouvelle de la Region, dont I'ampleur 
!> 

n'a ete appreciee que tres recemment, alors que les travatuc 

/ / / \ / 
preparatoires du Plan etaient deja acheves. 

A / \ / / / ! 
Ces chiffres semblent meme deja depasses par 1'evolution reelle de 

/ / / / 
I'economie regionale qui progresserait, malgre les graves difficultes 

de certains secteurs, recentes (textiles) ou actuelles (chantiers 

/ / \ 

navals) un peu plus vite que prevu par les previsions a court terme 

(1970) se rapprochant d'autant du rythme beaucoup plus rapide que sera 

necessaire pour atteindre les objectifs a long terme (1985)' (4). 

It is thus possible to see by the 1960's a growing pessimism and yet 

a renewed optimism in the control of time. The pessimism comes from the 

difficulty of the task of forecasting, ffiie optimists acknowledge this, 

but argue that if as many factors as possible are taken into account, 

then the forecasting will be as accurate as is humanly possible. Thus, 

caution born of pessimism, becomes a form of strength and a source of 

optimism. 

Whichever interpretation is accepted, the other important factor is 

the extent of the influence of time. We have just quoted an, extract 

from a regional report and although, as indicated in our chapter on the 

economic development of France, regional planning failed in its aim of 

involving the average man in decisions, it did make some impression on 

(4) Developpement et progres social en Haute-Normandie 1966-1970• 

Tranche regionale du Ve. Plan, juillet I966, Circonscription 

d'action regionale de Haute-Normandie, pp. 1)-14 
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his life, principally by its investigation of detail and its far 

reaching effects in every sector. 

The above mentioned report deals with almost every aspect of the 

economic and social development of the region. It discusses on the one 

hand the general aims of industry with regard to exports (5) and on the 

other it can give very specific information on such things as the date 

of completion of a new sports field or housing estate (6). Consequently, 

even though the average man might not have been as actively involved as 

might have been desired, he could not fail to be affected by its 

workings. 

Our aim in this chapter is to demonstrate to what extent the 

attitudes towards time in the novels of Robbe-Grillet correspond to 

those which we have deduced from our analysis of the society of post-

war France. 

As we have indicated in our previous chapters, the applicability of 

the hypothesis is given a good measure of support by Robbe-Grillet's 

comments in Pour Un Nouveau Roman, for example 

"Dans nos livres. . . c'est un homme qui voit, qui sent, qui 

imagine, un homme situe dans I'espace et le temps, conditionn'e psj? ses 

passions, un homme comme vous et moi. Et le livre ne rapporte rien 

d'autre que son experience, limitee, incertaine. C'est un homme d'ici, 

un homme de maintenant, qui est son propre narrateur enfin" (7). 

He compares time in the novels of the nineteenth century with his 

own concept of time:-

(5) Idem. pp. 77-85 

(6) Idem. p. 105 

(7) p g , p. 149 
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"... Dans le r'ecit moderne, on dirait que le temps se trouve coupe 

de sa temporalite. II ne coule plus. II n'accomplit plus rien. Et 

c'est sans doute ce qui expliqus cette deception qui suit la lecture 

d'un livre d'aujourd'hui, ou la representation d'-on film. Autant il y 

A 

avait quelque chose de satisfaisant dans un "destin" merne tragique, 

autant les plus belles des oeuvres ccntemporaines nous laissent vides, 

decontenances. 
Ces descriptions dont le rnouvement enleve toute confiance dans les 

/ / / / 
choses decrites, ces heros sans natural comrae sans identite, ce present 

/ . / \ 
qui s'invente sans cesse, comme au fil de I'ecriture, qui se repete, se 

dedouble, se modifie, se dement, sans jamais s'entasser pour constituer 

un. passe - done une "histoiro" au sens traditionnel tout cela ne 

peut que convier le lecteur (ou le cpectateur) a un. autre mode de 

participation que celui dont il avait 1'habitude. 

Car, loin de le negliger, I'auteur aujourd'hui prodame I'absolu 

besoin qu'il a de son concours, un concours actif, conscient, 

createur. Ce qu'il lui demande, ce n'est plus de recevoir tout fait un 

monde acheve, plein, clos sur lui-meme, c'est au contraire de participer 

a une creation, d'inventer a son tour I'oeuvre - et le monde - et 

d'apprendre ainsi a inventer sa propre vie' (8). 

Eobbe-Grillet's persistent and pointed drawing of attention to time, 

like his drawing of attention to the question of reality and fiction, 

can be seen not only as artistic recommendations, but as having 

significance in social terms, as was shown in our introductory remarks 

on Pour Un Nouveau Eoman (Sections 4, 5 and 6). It is, however. 

(8) PNR, pp. 168-169 
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primarily with a fur'ther inquiry into the artistic processes that the 

present chapter will be concerned, and their relevance to 'planisa' and 

economic policy will be indicated as and where suitable in relation to 

these processes. 

We shall examine each novel in turn to show how Robbe-Grillet 

developed his writing technique, starting with the relatively simple 

approach of Les Gommes in which he remains firmly and visibly the master 

of time in the manner of the traditional writer. There then follows 

the more complex approach of i.a Jalousie or L'Annee derniere a Marienbad 

in which Robbe-Grillet overtly encourages a creative response from the 

reader by his pointed and consistent rejection of the author's right to 

omniscience, while in fact remaining in subtle control of what he 

writes and the reactions which it will stimulate. 

(a) Experiment with time scales; Les Gommes (1953) 

Les Gommes seems in many ways to be an experiment in the manipulation 

of time scales. There is a clear demonstration of the difference 

between quantitative and qualitative time. The owner of the cafe lives 

a passive life according to precise rules of time:-

'II n'a pas besoin de voir clair, il ne sait meme pas ce qu'il fait. 

II dort encore. De tr&s anciennes lois reglent le detail de ses 

I 

gestes, sauves pour une fois du flottement des intentions humaines: un 

pas de cote, la chaise a trente centimetres, trois coups de torchon, 

demi-tour a droite, deux pas en avant, chaque seconde marque, parfaite 

egale, sans bavure. Trente-et-un. Trente-deux. Trente-trois. 

Trente-quatre. Trente-cinq. Trente-six. Trente-sept. Chaque seconde 

a sa place exacte' (9). 

(9) G, p. 11 
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Time is his master. It is possible that in the past the time scale 

which he now follows was ideal for his task, but now the task is for-

gotten as he follows time for its own sake. Time is now purely-

quantitative, as seen for example on the card on the wall of the cafe:-

'Depechez-vous. Merci' (10). 

For such people, this one day in which time will cease to be the master 

of their acts, will be one of chaos and confusion:-

'Bientot malheureusement le temps ne sera plus le maitre. Enveloppes 

de leur cerne d'erreur et de doute, les evenements de cette journee, si 

minimes qu'ils puissent etre, vont dans quelques instants commencer 

leur besogne, entamer progressivement I'ordonnance ideale. . . ' 

(11). 

Wallas, however, is able to act according to his own time scale in a 

more positive way, for example 

'. . . c'est bien lui qui s'avance; c'est a son propre corps 

qu'appartient ce mouvement, non a la toile de fond que deplacerait uji 

machiniste; il peut suivre dans ses membres le jeu des articulations, 

et c'est lui-meme qui regie la cadence et la longueur des 

enjarnbees: une demi-seconde pour' un pas, im pas et demi par metre, 

quatre-vingts metres a la minute. C'est volontairement qu'il marche 

vers un avenir inevitable et parfait' (12). 

Nevertheless, the relationship between Wallas and time is more 

complex than this comparison would seem to demonstrate. Between the 

(10) G, p. 160 

(11) G, p. 11 

(12) G, p. 52 
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arrival of Wallas and his killing of Dupont, time stops being the 

apparent master of man, but it remains in a position of more subtle 

control. If we accept again the analogy of the Plan, the economist 

must take future events into consideration if man is ever to be free at 

the present time. A constant assessment of what is happening now and 

what may happen in the future is vital in order to reduce uncertainty to 

the minimum. Wallas, however, is concerned with a possible past event ~ 

the supposed killing of Dupont - and he assumes that if this death was 

part of a planned series of assassinations, there may be future killings 

at regular intervals. He tends to discount time as a subject of his 

investigation since it appears to be self-evident. 

There is a striking comparison here between Wallas and those who 

accepted the neat, clear but often misleading statistics. They thought 

that they were in a position to understand what was happening, but were 

not. This is one reason why Wallas fails in his task. He has built 

his conclusions on false data and has allowed himself to be misled by 

the apparent simplicity of the role of time. By discounting its 

importance, he becomes subordinate to it and almost as its slave commits 

the murder himself, exactly 24 hours later than the supposed time. 

The mastery of time over Wallas becomes gradually complete as the 

work progresses. Time creates guilt when he cannot substantiate his 

probably true story of being a hundred kilometres away from the scene 

of the murder at the time when it was supposed to have been committed 

'-Hier, a cette heure-la, j'etais a plus de cent kilometres d'ici 

Lentement le commissaire recommence a se frotter les paumes 

I'une contre 1'autre: 

-Evidemment. Les bons assassins n'ont-ils pas toujours im alibi? 

Un sourire satisfait. 
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-A quelle heure~la? demande I'ivrogne. 

-A I'heure que vous dites. 

-Ben, justement, j'ai pas dit d'heurei clama I'ivrogne d'une voix 

trioraphante' (13). 

His loss of control increases as a result of his uncertainty even of 

present time. On page 177, time appears to be lengthening and on 

page 189 he realises that his watch has stopped. He must therefore 

submit to time since he is incapable of knowing, at any moment, the 

duration and exact length of it. Whenever he has a chance of seeing 

the exact time, for example on a clock, he reacts passively, since 

having lost control over time, he is now no longer in step with it. 

He is obliged to slow down or quicken his movements, for example 

'Assez mecontent de I'aventure, il ne s'est decide a quitter les 

lieux que lorsqu'il a vu I'heure, a I'enseigne d'un horloger: il 

n'avait que le temps de se rendre au commissariat general. . . ' 

(14). 

By the end of the work he seems once more to be in control of his 

actions. Vi/hen he kills Dupont, for example, his senses an.d reactions 

are so sharp that he feels in retrospect that he has had ample time:-

'II a vu I'homme tirer sur lui. II a vu la contraction du doigt 

^ / \ 

sur la gachette. II a percu le temps considerable qu'il mettait a 

reagir et a faire feu. II etait certain de n'avoir pas eu les 

reflexes assez prompts. 

C'est seulement la tension de ses sens qui lui a donne, sur le 

moment, cette impression de ralenti' (15). 

(13) G, p. IT? 

(14) p. 192 

(15) G, p. 255 
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However, he is at fault here on two levels. Firstly it is his 

reactions, over which he has no mental control, which cause him to 

shoot. Secondly, despite his sense of control over time, his real lack 

of it is made the more evident because he has shot at the wrong person. 

This one act may have been performed according to his own scale of time, 

but it is isolated from the remainder of the work because previously. 

Wallas had been losing an increasing degree of control over time. Some 

unforeseen incident becomes inevitable as he now believes himself to be 

in control of his actions when in fact he is not. 

Bona is the only person who seems to have some control over time. He 

has drawn up a plan in which one person will die at the same time every 

day. This time scale is judged to be that which will create the 

greatest political uncertainty and is therefore of a qualitative 

nature 

'Daniel Dupont est mort, hier, assassine. Ce soir, a la meme heure, 

/ \ \ 

un crime identique viendra donner I'echo a ce scandale, sortant a la 

fin la police de sa routine, les journaux de leur mutisme. En una 

semaine 1'organisation a deja seme 1'inquietude a tous les coins du 

pays, mais les pouvoirs feignent encore de croire a des actes sans 

lien, a des accidents sans importance' (l6). 

This plan fails however, since it is to be executed by Garinati who 

commits the one fault of being out of step with the time plan drawn up 

by Bona. He becomes interested in the titles of the books in Dupont's 

room and does not have the time to arrange for the killing 

'Des pas sur le palier. La lumiere. Trop tard maintenant pour y 

aller' (l?). 

(16) G, p, 102 

(17) G, p. 26 
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The only person who has a practical and lasting control over time is 

Robbe-Grillet himself. He is able to mould the incidents of the book 

into a coherent, artistically satisfying time structure. As Morrissette 

has shown, there are two twenty-four hour cycles, each of which is a 

classical unit in itself 

'Le prologue commence a 6 heures du matin, 1'epilogue se termine a 

6 heures le lendemain matin, sur ime scene presque identique. Mais 

1'intrigue proprement dite debute par un coup de pistolet a 7h JO la 

veille au soir et prend fin le lendemain soir, au moment ou un second 

\ / ^ 
coup de pistolet, fatal celui-la, vient faire echo, a 7h 30, au premier' 

(18). 

Robbe-Grillet is leading towards an artistic manipulation of time in 

which time as a factor is unimportant except as a means of conveying 

some impression of certainty or control over events. We have shown in 

our chapter 'The character and mood of post-war France' how simplified 

communication patterns were used to create various psychological 

ambiaiices. Similarly here Robbe-Grillet demonstrates his personal 

control over time while contrasting this with the lack of control 

enjoyed by the average man. This division becomes more apparent in 

certain of his later works and more especially in the works of Beckett. 

(b) The growing control of the reader over time scales in 
the novel: Le Voyeur (1955) and La Jalousie (1957) 

A similar analysis of the different attitudes towards time can be 

made of Le Voyeur. There is no clock or watch seller on the island;-

/ 

'Dans la salle du bureau de tabac figurait, au milieu des reclames 

pour aperitifs, la pancarte repandue a travers toute la province par 

(l8) G, p. 272 
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le syndicat des horlogers detaillants: "Une montre s'achete chez un 

Horloger". II n'y avait pas d'horloger dans I'ile' (19). 

Tlrie inhabitants are not interested in tiine:--

"'Ka.' Ha! Vous placez des montres, repeta I'autre. C'est trss bien, 

ca". Mais tout de suite apres, avec 'one grimace: "Vous n'en vendres pas 

une, dans ce pays d'arrieres. Vous perdez votre temps' (20). 

However, time plays a great part in the calculations of Mathias. He 

has drawn up a plan which takes time into account but which is not 

sufficiently detailed for him to be in control of it. He loses time 

from the very beginning 

/ / 

'II avait fallu I'espoir de ce marche exceptionnel pour decider 

Mathias a entreprendre le voyage, qui n'etait pas compris dans son 

plan de prospection; deux fois trois heures de rner representaient en 

effet une complication et une perte de temps trop importantes pour ujie 

ile de dimensions si reduites. . . ' (21). 
He calculates the time needed to sell each watch, but because his 

target is_based on too many imponderables, such as pure luck,Uv'SXdU.u-̂ ®*® 
i»ot- /-tAiisht. {(e it fo jbUow k k &aUs. plaa Vw. tke timt iVWatm, awi 

SMitt "Utttc- is yW onUj control against which he can measure his success, 

he is always fighting against it:-

'De toute maniere, une fois la-bas, il ne faudrait pas perdre une 

f \ / \ / 
minute; c'est cette duree si breve, imposee a sa tournee, qui en 

constituait la difficulte principale' (22). 

(19) V, p. 51 

(20) V, p. 48 

(21) V, p. 25 

(22) V, p. 34 
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He continues to have knowledge of the passing of time until the point 

when he may have killed the girl. After this, his stability disappears 

and he no longer knows the time since he cannot calculate the time which 

has passed while he was unconscious:-

'II se rendit compte seulement alors de I'engourdisseraent dans 

lequel il flottait jusque-la (depuis quand?)' (23). 

Time now has complete mastery over him. Just as it made V.'allas guilty, 

so it does Mathias. He could have controlled it from the beginning if 

his plan had been realistic, but this was impossible for him. He now 

not only fights against time to sell the watches, but his lack of 

knowledge about the time of the supposed murder makes him feel guilty. 

He thus draws up an imaginary chronology 

'II relut la chronologie qu'il venait de rnettre au point, resuraant 

ses derniers deplacements. 

II tourna une feuille en arriere, se retrouva aJA mardi et reprit une 

fois de plus la succession imaginaire des minutes, entre onze heures du 

matin et une heure de 1'apres-midi. . . Tout etait en ordre 

desormais. 

Mais il sourit en pensant a I'inutilite de ce travail. Un tel souci 

de precision - inhabituel, excessif, suspect - loin de I'innocenter, ne 

I'accusait-il pas plutot?' (24). 

Consequently he does not accept the special arrangements which have 

been made for him to leave the island since he feels that his flight 

would incriminate him further. He deliberately wastes more time and 

waits for the next regular boat. 

(23) V, p. 92 

(24) V, p. 227 
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This work is rather different from Les Gcrames in its general 

structures of time. In the earlier work, time and incidents in time 

tended to be easily distinguishable. In Le Voyeur, however, the time 

scales are on different levels and consequently pose certain problems 

for the reader. There is firstly the personal level of the chrono-

logical duration, the period of a few days on the island and the exact 

timing of certain incidents which took place on the first day. As has 

been shown above, this level is important in the analysis of Mathias 

and of his own reactions towards time, Tlie second level concerns the 

reaction of the reader towards the novel. Robbe-Grillet has written 

that in La Jalousie he avoided putting events in a chronological 

sequence. His statement, while not applying fully to Les Gommes is 

appropriate here and in several other of the works of Robbe-Grillet. 

He wrote 

'Le recit etait. . . fait de telle facon que tout essai de 

/ A x 

reconstitution d'une chronologie exterieure aboutissait tot ou tard a 

une serie de contradictions, done a une impasse, . . il n'existait 

pour moi aucun ordre possible en dehors de celui du livre. Celui-ci 
/ A ^ \ 

n'etait pas une narration emmelee d'une anecdote simple exterieure a 

lui, mais ici encore le deroulement meme d'une histoire qui n'avait 

/ f i' ' / • 

d'autre realite que celle du recit, deroulement qui ne s'operait nulle 

part ailleurs que dans la tete du narrateur invisible, c'est-a-dire de 

I'ecrivain, et du lecteur' (25). 

The reader no longer has a passive role but a positive one when reading 

these novels 

'Car, loin de le (le lecteur) negliger, I'auteur aujourd'hui 

proclame I'absolu besoin qu'il a de son concours, un concours actif, 

(25) PNR, p. 167 
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conscient, createur. Ce qu'il lui demando, ce n'est plus de recevoir 

tout fait un monde acheve, piein, clos sur lui-meme, c'est au contraire 

de participer a une creation, d'inventer a son tour I'oeuvre ~ et le 

monde - et d'apprendre ainsi a inventer sa propre vie' (26). 

Thus d e l i b e r a t e l y there is often little distinction in the levels of 

time of the actions in this book. It is for the reader to decide 

whether for example the incident when Mathias visits the Marek's farm 

is part of the real or unreal past. The book presents all the facts as 

it must necessarily do, and thus the reader is in a different position 

from the characters who refuse to see some of the facts or who can 

obtain only certain of them. Hie reader can create something which is 

personally valid since it will have been formed according to his 

personal emotions and sentiments. He is the master of the book, once he 

is able to manipulate the information given by Robbe-Grillet. 

This development reaches its climax in La Jalousie. Here there is 

no outer chronological time scale. If we examine first of all the 

personal levels of time, we see that the husband has a passive reaction 

towards time. It is part of his boredom and a result of his refusal to 

look towards the future. The first few pages demonstrate this. He 

lives in the present which is only a reflection of what has happened 

with regu,laj?ity in the past:-

•Kaintenant 1'ombre du pilier. . . ' (27). 

'Maintenant A. . . est entree dans la charabre' (28). 

(26) pnb, p. 169 

(27) j , p. 9 

(28) J , p . 10 
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/ 

•Elle s'est maintenant retournee vers la porte pour la refernier. 

Elle est toujours habillGe de la robe olaire, a col droit, qu'elle 

portait au dejeuner' (29). 

'Pour le dejeuner, Franck est encore la. . . ' (50). 

His actions, which are few, are interesting in relation to time. Fcr 

example he asks, or may ask, about the health of the wife of Franck; it 

is not out of concern, however, but because it is the time when he 

always does so, presumably according to what has happened on previous 

evenings 
/ S / 

'Le moment est venu de s'interesser a la sante de Christine. Franck 

r'epond par un geste de la main' (31 )• 

Time means nothing to him, but it rules his life since he lives to a 

routine. It is only when he becomes aware of time as a future point at 

which his wife may leave him or may return immediately from the to™, 

that he becomes disorientated. His routine does not fit into this new 

contingency since it does not accept that his wife could change with 

time. 

If we examine the incident when his wife may have left with Franck, 

the difficulty of the husband becomes explicit. He tries to form a 

time scale based on his knowledge of her previous journeys into the 

town:-
/ \ 

'Ayant quitte la maison a six heures et demis du matin, ils comptent 

etre de retour peu apres rainuit, ce qui represents dix-huit heures 

d'absence, dont huit heures de route au minimum, si tout marche bien. 

(29) ibid 

(30) p. 17 

(31) J, p. 54 
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Mais des retards sent toujours a redouter avec ces mauvaises pistes. 

X \ ^ ^ 

Meme s'ils se mettent en route a I'heure prevue, aussitot apres u:i diner 

rapide, les voyageurs peuvent tres bien n'etre rentres que vers une 

heure du matin, ou meme sensiblenent plus tard' (32). 

However, this time scale is false since it does not take into account 

other factors such as the love between Franck and A. and their possible 

desire to spend the night together in the town. Since he is personally 

incapable of having this knowledge, all he can do is to assume incidents 

which may happen. He realises that his time scale for their journey is 

false and in short succession says:-

'Ils devraient ̂ tre de retour depuis longtemps' (33)• 

'A... devrait etre de retour depuis longtemps' (3^). 

However, as his time scale becomes even more distorted, he still tries 

to believe that there has been a mechanical failure, which for him is 

the one safe and easy solution. He imagines more incidents such as 

Franck and A. in bed or a car crash in which they are kiD.led, in which 

he only believes because of his jealousy, but which in fact are just as 

probable and potentially real as his earlier solution. 

This growing awareness of all the implications of the situation may 

be one reason for his calmness at the end, but it is probable that he 

has not undergone a fundamental change with regard to time. To see the 

future as it really is, is too disorientating for him and he quickly 

returns to his old routine plan:-

'Maintenant I'ombre du pilier se projette sur les dalles. . . ' (3.5) • 

(32) p. 123 

(33) J, p. 153 

(34) J, p. 154 

(35) J, p. 210 
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'La tache a toujours ete la sur le mur' (36). 

'II est six heures et dernie' (37). 

Franck and A. appear to have a more flexible attitude towards time 

and consequently may be its masters. The reader senses that they do 

not have a routine but are able to change their actions according to 

the circumstances. It is probable that they have drawn up a possible 

plan to spend the night together, which involves a future event in 

which they have taken account of every contingency. Even if the fears 

of the husband are completely groundless and merely self-induced, the 

general conclusion is in no way altered. He is still afraid of the 

possibility that at some future point in time he will be forced to 

submit to someone who has, or even merely appears to have, a more 

realistic attitude towards time. 

There is no doubt, however, about the control of the reader over 

time. He has an absolute flexibility and more creative potential than 

in the previous novels. This is even more pronounced as a result of 

the contrast which the reader is encouraged to perceive between the 

husband's rigid and passive attitude towards events with his consequent 

sense of frustration and loss of status and the apparent flexibility 

and adaptability of Franck and A. and their possible success in duping 

the husband. 

This use of suggestion through the reactions of the characters goes 

far in ensuring that the reader is not confused or baffled by the 

multiplicity of events before him. He is guided by the author in this 

(36) p. 211 

(37) J, p. 218 
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way and, as we shall demonstrate in our next chapter, through the 

construction of the novel. This directed flexibility closely parallels 

the directed participation of French planning. In both instances, 

there is an apparent freedom of action and choice, but in fact on closer 

analysis, the freedom is carefully presented and controlled. 

The reader of La Jalousie is consequently encouraged to accept the 

active creative response desired by the author. The time scale is left 

uncertain by Sobbe-Grillet and since any apparent certainties may be 

imaginary, the reader is left with the complete possibility of valid 

creation, within the limits set by the author. 

(c) Control of time by spectator: L'Annee derniere a Marienbad (196I) 

As in the previous analyses, the developments in the work of 

Robbe-Grillet can be better seen and understood if L'Annee derniere a 

Karienbad is talcen out of its chronological position and examined before 

Dans Le Labyi-inthe. Since many similarities can be found between this 

cine-roman and the other - L'Immortelle -, the two will be examined 

together, before the earlier novel. 

In L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, there is perhaps less opportunity 

for the reader or spectator to create something for himself than in 

La Jalousie. Robbe-Grillet writes in Pour Un Nouveau Roman:-

'Le film et le roman se presentent de prime abord sous la forme de 

derouleraents temporels - contrairement, par exeraple, aux ouvrages 

plastiques, tableaux ou sculptures. Le fiM, a I'instar de I'oeuvre 

/ / / 

musicale, est merae minute de facon definitive (alors que la duree de 

lecture peut varier a I'infini, d'une page a 1'autre et d'un individu 

a. I'autre). Sn revanche, nous I'avons dit, le cinema ne connait qu'un 

seul mode grammatical: le present de I'indicatif ( 3 8 ) . 

(38) PNR, pp. 163-164 
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The film exists only for the time during which it is shown and therefore 

there should be no attempt at a recreation outside this time for the 

purpose of discovering the role of memory or expectation:-

/ 

'L'univers dans leauel se deroule tout le film est, de facon 

caracteristique celui d'un present perpetuel qui rend impossible tout 

recours a la memoire. C'est un monde sans passe qui se suffit a 

lui-meme a chaque instant et qui s'efface au fur et a mesure. Get 

homme, cette femme commencent a exister seuloment lorsqu'ils 

apparaissent sur I'ecran pour la premiere fois; auparavant ils ne sont 

rien; et ujie fois la projection teriiiinee, ils ne sont plus rien de 

nouveau. Leur existence ne dure que ce que dure le film' (39)« 

However, even though the action takes place only during a fixed 

period of time, there are references to the past and to the future. It 

is consequently still possible to make a valid analysis of the role of 

the characters and time since such references cs-n be used. 

Whereas in our chapter on the nature of the reified world of 

Robbe-Grillet's novels we indicated how, from an analysis of the 

relationship between the characters we might deduce a certain optimism 

in L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, this conclusion is much modified if 

account is taken of the role of time. If X. is to form a meaningful 

relationship with A. then he must be able to give her some hope of a 

valid future, which must be taken into account in his seduction of her. 

However, X. seems to live in the past and tries to convince A. that a 

meaningful relationship did exist at one time. If this is all that he 

can offer, then his seduction, however well intentioned, is merely 

persuasion. 

(39) FNR, p. 165 
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Ke begins by trying to ingratiate himself to her, to seduce her by 

equating her present and her past beauty 

'Vous etes toujours la merae. J'ai eu 1'impression de vous avoir 

quittee hier' (40). 

'Vous etes toujours aussi belle' (4l). 

If he can convince her that she is as beautiful as before, which he 

hopes will be easy, then the corollary - that she has in fact met him 

before - will have been accepted by her. This is reinforced by his 

next tactic which is to speak aloud what she is thinking. She does not 

remember anything since they may not have met before and so he says:-

'Mais vous ne semblez guere vous souvenir' (42). 

And:-

'Vous ne semblez guere vous souvenir de moi' (43). 

He then proceeds to give detailed memories of their meeting:-

'La premiere fois que je vous ai vue, c'etait dans les jardins de 

/ \ / 

Frederiksbad. . . Vous etiez seule, un peu a I'ecart des autres, 

debout contre une balustrade de pierre sur laquelle votre main etait 

posee, le bras a demi etendu. Vous etiez tournee, un. peu de cote, vers 

la grande allee centrale, et vous ne m'avez pas •vu venir. Seul le 

bruit de mes pas sur le gravier a fini par attirer votre attention et 

vous avez tourns la tete' (44), 

(40) p. 46 

(41) p. 48 

(42) m , p. 49 

(43) p. 52 

(44) AM, p. 57 
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And: -

/ V, / 

'Vous etiez seule, a I'ecart. Vous vous teniez, un peu de biais, 

contre ime balustrade de pierre, sur laquelle votre main etait posee, 

le bras a derai etendu,..' (4$). 

However, one sign that this meeting never took place is another 'memory' 

in which she is in a totally different position from these. His own 

'memory' seems false 

'Vous etiez au milieu d'un groupe d'amis - des amis de rencontre -
X, A 

des gens que je connaissais a peine - et vous peut-etre pas plus que 

moi. . . Vous vous meliez a la conversation avec un entrain qui m'a 

paru factice' (46). 

He continues, however, and tries to convince her of a more specific 

incident, when he went to her room and possibly spent the night with 

her:-

'La nuit, surtout, vous aimiez vous taire' (47). 

'Un soir, je suis monte jusqu'a votre chambre' (48). 

As before, he reinforces this with specific details, but as before, 

his memory seems to fail:-

'II etait entre... Vous aviez ete surprise par sa visite... II ne 

semblait pas avoir de but precis. II a fait allusion au concert de la 

veille, je crois... ou bien c'est vous qui, la premiere, vous etes mise 

a en parler.,. Non... Non... Je ne me souviens plus... Je ne me souviens 
plus moi-meme' (49) 

(45) AM, p. 69 

(46) M , p. 83 

(47) AM, p. 92 

(48) AM^ p. 93 

(49) AM, p. l4o 
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However, this may be yet another tactic. He hopes that she will have 

been given so many details of their past meeting that her own version 

of the past will have been distorted and a new one will take its place. 

There are signs that he has succeeded. Fundamentally A. had wanted 

to be convinced of a meaningful relationship and she is almost convinced 

of their meeting the previous year:-

'Vous voyez bien. II vaut mieux nous separer, pour touiours,.. 

L'annee derniere... Mais non, c'est impossible' (50). 

If the reader accepts that she wants to escape, then it would appear 

that she has accepted this fictitj.ous past emotionally, but her reason 

has not. X. has succeeded in convincing her by using the past, some-

thing which usually is unalterable, rather than by an optimistic vision 

of the futur-e. This might be compared with the French economic plans 

in which the French were presented with aims based on past records, in 

particular the years 1929 and 1938. These had special meanings for the 

French, the first being the best pre-war year for production and the 

second a very bad year which reflected the disorganisation and stagna-

tion of the French industry. As the INSEE noted:-

"Au fond, le drame des annees d'apres-guerre est du essentiellement 

a une sorte de dissociation entre les fins desirees et les moyens mis 

en oeuvre pour les realiser. Les pouvoirs publics, comme les chefs 

d'entreprise et les simples citoyens, tous d'esiraient revenir le plus 

tot possible a une situation analogue a celle d'avant-guerre, et meme 

meilleure car les faiblesses d'alors n'etaient pas meconnues" (51)• 

(50) AM, p. 151 

(51) INSEE, p . 124 
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This knowledge of the past .did not necessarily mean that they could 

be certain of attaining their goals or even that they were the correct 

ones. As INSEE continued 

. . les moyens appliques n'ont about! aux fins recherchees 

qu' iraparfaitement, tardivement et moyennant des souffrances imirieritees 

et inutiles" ($2). 

Similarly, in L'Armee derniere a Marienbad, X. admits that he does 

not loiow where he and A. will go:-

'A: Partir pour slier ou? 

X: (voix douce) N'importe ou... je ne sais pas' (53)• 

This is one of the few times that he mentions the future. However, he 

does use future time as one of his tactics of persuasion to make A. 

take her decision more quickly. There is an interplay at the beginning 

between X, and the comedienne who echoes A's thoughts:-

'Voix de la comedienne: 'II nous laut encore attendre, - quelques 

minutes - encore - plus que quelques minutes, quelques secondes...' 

(54). 

Ee replies 

Voix de X.: 'Quelques secondes encore, comme si vous h'esitiez 

vous-rnerne encore avant de vous separer de lui, -de vous-meme. . « ' 

(55). 

He tries to convince her that time is running out and that she must 

make her decision. There was time once;-

(52) Idem. 

(53) p. 131 

(54) AM, p. 29 

(55) AM, ibid 
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CPU avoir le temps' ($6). 

However, it is too late now to hesitate 

'Voix de X.: II est trop tard, deja' (57)• 

As has been indicated above, an analogy can be drawn between this 

work and the concern with time by economists in their use of a past 

standard of living and of economic achievement as a measure against 

which to relate future attainments. Another parallel is the sense of 

urgency evoked in the above quotations, which is reflected in the 

frequent statements calling for a decision to be taken without delay on 

the Monnet Plan. For example, in the Rapport genial sur le premier 

plan de modernisation et d'equipement, the following statement occurs 

'L'unique voie qui s'ouvre a nous est celle de la modernisation et 

de I'equipm.ent; la seule question, de savoir avec quelle rapidite nous 

nous y engagerons' ( 5 8 ) . 

After examining a table of industrial production comparing France 

v;ith the United States, Canada and Sweden since 19295 the conclusion is 

drawn that a decision must be taken with the greatest speed. 

A few pages later there is a similar passage, insisting upon the 

urgency of the situation 

'L'economie francaise etant limitee dans ses ressources doit 
i 

immediatement:-

(56) AM, p. 83 

(57) m, p . -nk 

(58) RGPPM3, p. 19 
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i) entreprendre 1'action necessaire et la developper selon tin plan 

concerte 

ii) tirer tout le parti possible des moyens existants 

iii) accroitre au maximum le volume des ressources-clefs' (59)• 

In its retrospective report, INSSE commented on the results of this 

insistence cn speed. It was firstly a means of helping restore 

confidence since it gave the promise of a better life as quickly as 

possible 

. . iB courte periods d'euphoria sentimentale qui suivit la 

Liberation se r'epercuta favorablement sur le plan economique: en effet 

1'opinion, dans son ensemble, faisait confiance au gouvernement du 

general de Gaulle, et la croyance meme au retour rapide a I'abondance 

empechait les exces speculatifs (60). 

On the other hand it caused many problems, since there was not 

sufficient time to communicate properly to the French people and it 

was almost impossible to reorientate the economy of France and the 

ideas of its leaders so suddenly (61). Ih.ere is a feeling that the 

government was using time as a means of persuasion but that they were 

not always in control of it. 

The spectator, however, of L'Annee derniere a Marienbad is in 

control. He also experiences a sense of urgency since he must create 

something which is personally valid in the 93 minutes of the film. 

However, this sense of being subordinate to the pressure of time is 

not of the same quality as that analysed above, concerning the economy, 

(59) RGPFI-IE, p. 21 

(60) INSEE, p. 64 

(61) Idem. 
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since the spectator can see the film more than once if he wishes. Thus 

he is in control of time, whereas X. and A. on the one hand and the 

economists of post-war France on the other, are not. 

Tliis does naturally presuppose a receptivity and an awareness by the 

spectator, which is probably only to be gained from a familiarity with 

the earlier works of Eobbe-Grillet. By reading such novels as 

Les Gommes and Le Voyeur, which are rather simpler in construction 

than L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, the reader is able to grow in 

confidence and develop his ability to manipulate the narrative. We 

shall examine in the following chapter the techniques adopted by 

Robbe-Grillet to encourage those faced with this type of work for the 

first time. 

(d) The author re-asserts some of his control over time -
L'Immortelle (1963) 

The second cine-roman, L'Immortelle, is another story of persuasion. 

In this work, N, a teacher from France, tries to make L, a Turkish 

girl, leave her world and join him in his. However, they both work on 

different time scales and consequently are doomed to failure. N. has 

just arrived in Istanbul and will stay there for a length of time:-

'L.: Vous etes done la pour longtemps? 

N.; Un an... Deux ans... On ne sait jamais' (62). 

He is unworried by time as far as it regards himself since he lives by 

a normal chronometric scale. His ultimate aim is to found a valid 

relationship with L. either on her time scale or on his, but since 

these are totally opposed, he will fail. That of L. is structurally 

far more complex than his. She is living in a highly traditional 

(62) I, p. 32 
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society which is trying, even by assuming artificial outer appearances 

to remain so. There are many references to the falseness of the 

architecture:-

'Le vieillard: Tres vieux raosquee.... Tres ancien... 

L.: Tout ̂ 0a est faux, naturelleffient. 

N. : Tout quoi? 

L.; Ce qu'il disait. Ca n'est pas ancien du tout, on I'a 

reconstruite apres la guerre, 

N.: Elle figure pourtant sur- tous les guides' ( 6 5 ) . 

It is a society which is deliberately looking towards the past. It is 

not even restoration, but pure construction on traditional artificially 

historical lines as is seen on page 97:~ 

'L.; Vous voyez bien que tout est faux... Byzance... lis sont meme 

en train de le construire. 

N.: (la regardant): On appelle plutot ca restaurer. 

L.: Appelez-le comrae vous voudrez, ca n'y change rien' (64). 

Restoration suggests real roots in history, which could thus be under-

stood by N. who comes from a more honest, open society. He cannot 

understand a society which is founded on a tradition which is now 

false. It is a dream land, understood by the inhabitants, but not by 

the visitors 

'L.: (off): Les reraparts de Byzance... II faut les reconstruire 

encore une fois... De la mer de Marmara jusqu'a la Corne d'Or, vous 

longez a perte de vue, la succession des tours ecroulees... vers le 

chateau des Sept Prisons... Mais vous avancez au hasard... Vous etes 

(63) I^ p. 64 

(64) I, p. 97 
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etranger... Vous arrivez dans uiie Turquie de reve... Fausses prisons, 

faux remparts, fausses histoires... Vous ne pouvez plus revenir en 

arriere...' ( 6 5 ) . 

Such a society is afraid to come to terms with historical time. The 

outer trappings which once were valid are so no longer. Hiat is not, 

however, to say that historical monuments should not be permitted, but 

the society which creates them should be aware of the differences and 

come to terms with them and with time. This society has not, as is 

demonstrated by the false traditions. 

This fear of showing things as they are, or of being what one is, is 

demonstrated on a more personal level in the relationship between L. 

and time. She has a certain security amid the old buildings and those 

which are artificially old, and whenever the reality of her relationship 

with N. becomes too immediate, she escapes into their less real, but 

more familiar atmosphere. There are many examples 

'N.; Vous ne voulez pas monter un moment? II y a une piece 

convenable..• ici. 

Lo: Impossible, je dois rentrer' (66), 

And:-

'N.: Que se passe-t-il? Vous avez froid? 

L.:. . . Non... II n'y a rien... J'ai du rever. . . II est 

temps de rentrer' ( 6 7 ) . 

The final words of the book which are given to her, echo this fear;-

'II faut aller plus vite... Encore plus vite...' (68). 

(65) I, pp. 205-206 

(66) I , p . 33 

(67) I, p. 58 

(68) I, p. 207 
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Here, however, there is a sign- that she is trying to escape her oivn. 

society. In the above quotations, she was afraid of remaining in the 

time scale of N. for too long since she would be punished. A society 

which is afraid cannot allow one of its members to enjoy or experience 

something else since this could upset its delicate sense of power. 

Thus she at once wants to return into it and to escape completely. The 

quotation on page 207 is a siĝ i that she is attempting to escape. 

There were other signs of this side of her conflict, for example:-

'I..: Bonjourji Puis tres vite: II faut se depecher pour avoir le 

bateau' (69). 

The relationship between the two characters and time is thus complex. 

N. wishes to form a valid relationship with L. and must make her aware 

of the necessity of his time scale as well as try to understand hers, 

which he does not at the beginning. He tries to make arrangements to 

meet her at appointed times, but often has to wait:-

'N,: Vous ne voulez pas monter im moment? II y a une piece presque 

convenable.,. ici. 

L.; Impossible, je dois rentrer. 

N.: Mors venez dimanche, vers cinq heures...' (70). 

Or:-

'Le vieillard (en turc): II va encore falloir attendre. La dame 

n'est pas venue encore' (71). 

(69) p. 48 

(70) p. 33 

(71) I, p. 133 



288 

L. may be pressed by time on her own time scale, but she cannot adapt 

to his. The only solution would be if she were to leave her own society 

and join his, but she cannot avoid her own society while still living 

in it. 

As we have indicated elsewhere in this thesis, a parallel can be 

drawn between the preservation of traditional attitudes dominant in 

L'Immortelle and the conservative atmosphere prevalent in post-war 

France. The economists were using past time scales as a means of malcing 

the French participate in the plans and to help whole-heartedly in the 

reconstruction of France. They succeeded in this to a certain extent, 

but were not successful in shaking the French from their traditional 

attitudes towards the economy and life in general. They returned only 

too soon to demands for more money and a higher standard of living than 

could be allowed in the circumstances. The Economist pointed this out 

from as early as 19^7 (72) and continued in the succeeding years. Part 

of the difficulty was that the plans were becoming increasingly complex-

By the time of the Fifth Plan in 1965, the Commissaire general was 

trying to distinguish between the different concepts of forecasting. 

With the First Plan, such aspects had been readily comprehensible, but 

were now very subtle. Pierre Bauchet, himself conseiller au 

Commissariat du Plan, quotes the words of the Commissaire general 

"les objectifs constituent au ccntraire 1'armature sans laquelle le 

Plan, perdrait sa signification. Mais il existe des nuances ouant a la 

maniere de les viser et le cas echeant de les defsndre. Certains 

dependent de decisions directes de I'Etat tels les equipements 

collectifs et dans la. mesure ou elles sont aidees, les constructions de 

(72) Economist, July 26th '19̂ 7, pp. 1$6-1^7 
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logements. Leur inscription au Plan, est un engagement de les realiser 

/ / / 
saur mecomptes serieux et objectivement constates dans 1'evolution 

/ / / 

genei-ale de I'economie. En revanche, la production, les investissernents 

productifs, la consommation des manages sont le resultat conjoint de 

I'action de I'Etat et d'une multitude de decisions individuelles",.. "en 

dehors de la reraise a jour annuelle des previsions, le gouverneraent sera 

avert! par le dispositif des indicateurs d'alerte des menaces QUI 

viendraient peser sur la realisation des objectifs et imposeraient des 

contre-mesures ou des ajustements" (73). 

It is not surprising therefore that the French preferred to visualise 

the future according to past traditions which, however invalid at the 

time, were those to which they were accustomed. 

L'Immortelle is not, however, completely negative. It is possible 

that Robbe-Grillet may be presenting a solution to the problem of 

helping people adapt to his new more valid literary forms, which could 

in its turn be seen as a shadowing forth of the need of man to accept 

a less reactionary, less conservative attitude in the new economic and 

social climate. 

Kiis conclusion can be drawn from the general structure of time as 

it regards the reader. It is necessary here to examine the book rather 

than the film which is similar to L'Annee derniere a Marienbad in its 

lack of any indication as to chronology. The book, however, presents 

less difficulty for the reader as regards the time scale, except for 

certain incidents, such as the accident, which occur more than once out 

of the strictly chronological sequence. The majority of the incidents 

are given a place in time by such indications as: 'Suite de la scene' 

(73) PF, p. 102 
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(passim) or by the use of such words as 'meme' or 'toujours' as links 

between one scene and the next. Similarly there are references to 

previous scenes, as for example: 'Reprise du 238' in scene 241 (74), 

Hobbe-Grillet explains his intentions in the Notes Preliminaires:-

'Le livre peut ainsi se concevoir, pour le lecteur, comme une 

precision apportee au spectacle lui--raeme, une analyse detaillee d'un 

ensemble audio-visuel trop complexe et trap rapide pour etre aisenient 

etudie lors de la projection. Mais, pour celui qui n'a pas assisto au 

spectacle, le cine-roman peut aussi se lire comme se lit une partition 

de musique; la communication doit alors passer par 1'intelligence du 

lecteur, alors que I'oeuvre s'adresse d'abord a sa sensibilits 

immediate, que rien ne peut vraiment remplacer' (75). 

The book is not intended as a work of art in itself, but as a guide to 

the spectator of the film:-

'Le livre que I'on va lire ne pretend pas etre une oeuvre par lui-

A 

meme. L'oeuvre, c'est le film, tel qu'on peut le voir et 1'entendre 

dajis un cinema. On n'en trouvera ici qu'une description: ce que 

serait, pour un opera, par example, le livret accompagne de la 

partition musicale et des indications de decor, de jeu, etc' ( 7 6 ) . 

This would seem to be a change in direction by Hobbe-Grillet. If 

the film or the novel is to exist in its own right as a personally 

valid creation, as for example La Jalousie or L'Annee derniere a 

Marienbad, then it should not need the analyses and decisions of the 

author. Is it perhaps, however, an attempt by Robbe-Grillet at 

(74) I, p. 161 

(75) I, p. 8 

(76) I, p. 7 
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psychological persuasion? La Jalousie and L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, 

although the logical apotheosis of his earlier development, were perhaps 

too sudden a change for the reader or spectator, especially if he were 

not versed in the techniques and style of Robbe-Grillet. A literary 

'score' such as 'L'Immortelle' helps these people since it is formed 

along more traditional lines and leads them to be more receptive towards 

the works of Robbe-Grillet and to read them in a more positive manner, 

(e) Man the victim of time; Dans Le Labyrinthe (1959) 

Dans Le Labyrinthe marks a parallel development in the field of the 

novel, and yet the relationship between the characters and time is 

rather different from that of the other works which v/e have studied in 

this chapter, svhereas previously there had been at least an implied 

hope for those characters who understood time and included it in their 

future calculations, for those who accepted it rather than fought 

against it, here this same situation leads to a rather more pessimistic 

conclusion. The book is played out under the almost certain threat of 

a future death. The soldier has no watch, but is certain of the day 

and of the fact that time is pressing:-

'II etait certain du jour en tout cas. Quant a I'heure, il n'avait 

pas de montre. Peut-etre est-il arrive trop tard' (77). 

However, chronological time is of little importance here. Tlie main 

factor is the uncertainty of when the soldier will die. He is fully 

aware that he has escaped the war or death temporarily and that he 

has only a short time within which to accomplish his task:-

'II doit maintenant se lever. S'il ne reussit pas a remettre le 

paquet au destinataire, il a du moins la ressource de s'en debarraser, 

(77) DL, p. 208 
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pendant qu'il en. est encore temps. Demain, ce soir cleja, ou nenie dans 

quelques heiires, cela sera trop tard' 178). 

Thus in this work, time equals death from the enemy and indeed the 

soldier Ciies at the eno. as a result of his wounds« He knows just 

before dying that he was too late end that time has beaten him. V/hen 

he dies, his final thoughts are:-

. mais il faudrait encore du temps, un peu de temps, quelques 

minutes, quelques secondes, et il est deja, maintenont, trop tard' (79). 

However, the conclusion is not quite completely pessimistic, 'fhe 

soldier accomplishes his task to the best of his ability, although 

presumably he could have escaped and not spent so long in the town. 

The reader senses that, given the inevitability of death sooner or 

later, it is better to have performed at least one valid task during 

life, fhere is aji interesting passage in which he dreams that he is 

holding a grenade in the trenches and discovers that he cannot throw 

it:-

Sans perdre une seconde, il devait lancer la chose hors de la 

tranchee. 11 entendait son mouvement d'horlogerie, comme le tic-tac 

d'un gros reveil. Mais il restait la, avec la grenade a la main, le 

bras tendu dans son geste ebauche, fige de fapon incomprehensible,, 

ei. ae plus en plus rigide, de raoins en moins capable de bouger ne 

fut-ce qu'un doigt, & mesure que 1'instant de 1'explosion approchait' 

(8o). 

(78) P.12T 

(79) Kj, p.211 

(80) DL, p.11; 19 
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Is this an unconscious synthesis of his problem? Does ho feel perhaps 

that he will eventually be killed by time - here symbolised by the 

ticking grenade - and that lie is incapable of using time to effect his 

freedom by killing the enemy? In the dream he could not kill all the 

enemy and would therefore die. Similarly he feels that he cannot fully 

carry out the task of delivering the parcel, but tries to do so since 

it is a worthwhile act, despite the fact that in the end he will die. 

Is this perhaps an indication of a slight change in attitude or 

direction by the economists? After the war. there was the choice to be 

made by France of accepting or rejecting the Monnet Plan, of accepting 

or rejecting a society founded on theoretically democratic principles. 

Nov/ such a choice no longer existed as such. Tlie position of the 

average man was not in fact greatly different from that of before the 

war since time was still master of his actions. Only the economic 

expert was capable of conquei-ing it, at least in theory and of 

creating something valid in the form of the carefully prepared and 

controlled objectives of the Plan. 

As was indicated in the chapter 'deification and the "New Novel'", 

Robbe-Grillet seems to have sensed a change in the structures of his 

contemporary society and evokes the different atmosphere in this work 

and those which follow it. 

Some reflection of this change might be seen in the relationship 

between the reader and the time scales in this work, a relationship 

which is rather different from that of the earlier novels and is 

similar to the new development to be seen in L'Immortelle. There is 

hero the beginning of a return to a more traditional, less personal 
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time structmie. Firstly there is a greater differentiation between the 

different levels of time, between past and fut^rre, memory and actual 

events. There are, for example, several explicit references to memory:-

'Le reste de la chambre n'est pas exactement tel que le soldat I'a 

garde en memoire' (8l). 

And 

'En depit de ces raisonnements, le soldat conserve 1'esprit trouble 

par un tel defaut dans ses souvenirs' (82). 

Other levels of time are shown perhaps more implicitly, for example 

the pages prior to page 119 which the reader discovers are a dream 

when Robbe-Grillet writes 

'Dans la nuit le soldat se reveille en sursaut. <, . ' ( 8 3 ) . 

Certainly the reader still has some role to play in creating a novel 

for himself, cut tne main role seems to be given to the doctor or other 

person who is writing the book. As shown above, it is as though 

Robbe-Grillet were echoing a growing disillusionment with the role of 

the ordinary person as a constructive element in society. This feeling 

is echoed in many commentaries during the 1950's. A representative 

selection from those quoted in our chapter of documentation would be 

the following:- J, Rivero, "La Convention collective et le droit public 

francais'', La Revue economique 1951; P« 21, "Le Pourrissement", Esprit. 

nov. 19511 pp. 597-598. A. Stibio, "A Travers La Presse", La Revue 

des deux mondes, jan.-f'ev. 1952, ID. I78. Jean William Lapierre, 

"La Magie politique", Esprit, nov. 1957, p. 519. Michel Crozier, 

(81) DL^ p. 189 

(82) DL, p . 191 

(83) DL, p. 119 
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"La France, terre de cornmandement", Esprit, dec. 1957, PP» 795-796. 

"La Demccratie est une idee neuve", Esprit, sep. 1959, pp. 161-197. 

This mood of disillusionment continued into the sixties, but it seems 

to reach a peak in the last half of the preceding decade. This would 

date it as contemporary or just earlier than Dans Le labyrinthe and 

would suggest Robbe-Grillet's awareness of the changes in social 

patterns and his ability and desire to shadow them forth in his novels. 

The only people who are really capable of positive acts are those 

who are in command of every factor. In Dans Le Labyrinthe there is 

the doctor or secondary author, who has full command of time in this 

work, being able to shorten or lengthen it at will:-

'Ayant leve les yeux, elle s'arrete net, ouvre la bouche progressive-

ment, de facon demesuree, et, tandis qu'elle recule peu a peu dans 

1'embrasure de sa porte, se met a pousser un. long hurlement, dont le 

son monte, de plus en plus aigu, pour s'achever par un claquemsnt 

violent de la porte qui se referme' (84). 

Certain pages are out of time altogether and are presented like photo-

graphs, for example pages 64 to 70 which are almost completely 

constructed of static word pictures. Certainly this existed in 

previous works and it would be wrong to see here a dramatic change in 

emphasis. However, there are sufficient signs to hint that a change 

has taken place. 

We shall analyse this aspect in more detail in the chapter "The 

techniques and uses of construction in the novels of Robbe-Grillet and 

Beckett'', to show how P.obbe-Grillet was aware of the weaknesses of the 

public and their failure to read his works in a positive manner. This 

(84) DL, p. 55 
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was only one symptom of their general tendency to revert to a more 

passive, traditional role in society. We shall show how Robbe-Grillet 

helped the reader to overcome this and how he encouraged him to react 

positively towards his novels, as a first tentative step towards a more 

active role in society. It might be argued that he was co-operating 

with the technocrats in attempting to persuade his readers in this way, 

and in a sense this would be correct. He was using their techniques, 

but not to blind the public, rather to make them more aware of their 

potential power in society. 

(f) Time as the human predicament: L" Maison de rendea-vous (1965) 

Tlae tone of Eobbe-Grillet' s next novel La Ma is on de rendez-vous is 

again rather different from that of the works immediately preceding it. 

He shows both less and more faith in the capabilities of the reader in 

his use of time. The general chronological time scale is for the most 

part uncertain, but it is not as untraditional as in La Jalousie or 

L'.Annee derniere a Marienbad. There are two main facets. The reader 

often feels the presence of the author's uncertainty:-

'Quelques invraisemblances subsistent dans ce qui precede; cela s'est 

pourtant deroule, en tout point, de cette facon. La suite a deja ete 

rapportee' (8.5). 

Or:-

• . c'est le douzieme au moins qu'il ramasse depuis qu'il a 

commence son travail. (Quand?)' (86). 

This is Robbe-Grillet or the narrator who is pointing out the 

uncertainty. He is presenting a direct choice to the reader rather than 

(85) p. 260 

(86) 14E; p. 183 
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the more indirect choice of some of the earlier works. Consequently he 

is limiting to a certain extent the freedom of the reader. On the othei 

han.d, the book in general leaves much for the reader to decide. It 

lacks the overall tight structure of the previous novels an.d therefore 

the reader is given an even greater liberty to create, if he wishes, a 

coherent whole out of the various elements placed before him. 

Apart from the rather different outer time structure, there is a 

development in the attitude of the characters towards time which was 

begun in Dans Le Labyrinthe. This is the equating of time with life or 

death. Here it could be perhaps best defined as an awareness of 

increasing age. The characters are pressed by time, but it is usually 

because they want to obtain the most out of life before they die. This 

explains the desperation of Johnson when he tries to borrow the money 

to buy a relationship with Laujt-en. Money is now the only way in which 

he can form a permanent relationship, and if he fails, his pleasures 

will be at an end. Lady Ava also is becoming old and realises that she 

is losing her attraction. Thus she takes pleasure in play acting which 

is not only a form of life outside time, but hides her real 

characteristics. 

Throughout the novel there is an impending aura of death which is 

given concrete manifestation by the violent death of Kaiineret. He 

apparently has spent much of his life using dead bodies in the practice 

of vampirism or necrophilia, Ko-one shows any great concern at his 

death, if indeed he does die. Whether he does so or not, the fact or 

the possibility of its happening, obviously concerns them all, but only 

in that it increases their worry about death rather than that it 

creates any compassion on their part. 

This novel leads therefore to a new dimension in the works of 

Robbe-Grillet. Time is no longer merely the reaction of the individual 
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towards certain incidents, or evidence of certain social relationships 

within the limited framework of reification or post-war economic 

planning, but rather an indication of a more universal human predica-

ment, that of the reaction of the individual towards life and death. 

It may be possible for man to escape the pressures of time temporarily 

but finally it will master him. 

We may sense here an attempt by Hobbe-Grillet to widen the appeal of 

his works. This novel can still be analysed in relation to the 

structures of post-war France in its treatment of the interplay between 

characters in specific incidents, their use of money to buy a relation-

ship, the urgency of time and man's futile attempts to master it. 

Equally the presence of a more universal concept of time might still 

result from the social background. As we have demonstrated in our 

analyses of L'Immortelle and Dans Le Labyrinthe, society was becoming 

less concerned with the differences between quantitative and qualitative 

time scales and the inferred acceptance of the latter, than with the 

attainment as quickly as possible of a good standard of living, based 

on pre-war memories. The general public realised that they could do 

little to control the events of their lives and were becoming 

indifferent towards the theoretical ideals of the Administration with 

regard to the manipulation of time. Consequently their concept of time 

became wider and tended to revert to a more traditional level on which 

the main interest lay in the meanings of life and death. 

(g) Time as meaningless. Tb.e theme of revolt: Pro.iet pour 
une revolution ^ New York (1970) 

This development is even more marked in Pro .jet pour une revolution 

a New York, except that, as we indicated above, although one of the 

main themes is violent death, the characters are remarkably indifferent 

to it. Time in this novel has little qualitative value or meaning. 
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The impression gained by the reader is of an over-exaggerated attention 

to time factors at the beginning and end of the work, with an almost 

total absence of them in the remainder of the work, The novel begins:-

"La premiere scene se deroule tres vite. On sent qu'elle a deja ete 

repetee plusieurs fois: chacun, connait son role par coeur. Les mots, 

les gestes se succedent a present d'une maniere souple, continue, 

/\ \ / / 

s'enchainant sans a-coup les uns aux autres, comme les elements 

riecessaires d'une machinerie bien huilee. 

Puis il y a un blanc, un espace vide, un temps mort de longueur 

indeterminee pendant lequel il ne se passe rien, pas meme I'attente de 

ce qui viendrait ensuite. 

Et brusquement I'action reprend, sans prevenir, et c'est de nouveau 

la meme scene qui se deroule, une fois de plus... Mais quelle scene?" 

(87). 

V/ith this question mark, time disappears, to re-emerge a few times 

only before the end of the work where the first page is echoed 

"Et brusquement I'action reprend, sans prevenir, et c'est de nouveau 

la meme scene qui se deroule, tres vite, toujours identique a elle-merae" 

(88). 

During the rest of the work, the intention of Robbe-Grillet is to 

shov/ the meaninglessness of time. Hie past and present are being 

destroyed or falsely presented 

"Depuis bien longtemps, elle a perdu toute communication reelle avec 

f . ' > 

le monde exterieur, auquel seuls desormais la relient'des fils truques, 

constitues surtout - mis a part les fragments de souvenirs personnels 

(8?) PENY, p. 7 

(88) PENY. p. 214 
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dont j'espere lui avoir fait oublier les scenes les plus violentes - par 

cette bibliotheque policiere en mine, par les anecdotes quotidiennes 

que inoi-meme -je lui rapporte en les expurgeant avec soin de toute 

allusion aux operations destructrices. - . " (8$). 

The future is unpredictable 

"Ses paroles ne ferment jamais un discours continu: on dirait des 

moroeaux decoupes que plus rien ne relie entre eux, en depit du ton 

/ / 

applique laissant supposer un ensemble coherent qui existerait au loin, 

ailleurs que dans sa te"te probablement; et il y a toujours, suspendue 

au-dessus des elements mis taut bien que mal bout a bout, 1'apprehension 

d'une catastrophe imminente, imprevisible quoique ineluctable, qui va 

reduire a neant cet ordre precaire" (90). 

It is not surprising to be told that ignorance of time is a good 

thing 

"Cette totale ignorance du temps, ou elle se trouve done maintenue, 

est le resultat d'une decision prise en accord avec le medecin: toute 

allusion a I'heure - comme je I'ai dit deja - avive ses angoisses. 

L'inconvenient du systeme actuel est que, maintenant, elle s'imagine 

toujours que je suis en retard; et, si le travail au bureau ou a 

I'exterieur, s'est vraiment prolonge un peu, elle a 1'impression d'un 

retard beaucoup plus important qu'il ne I'est en realite" (91). 

This is a complete reversal of position from that of the ideals of 

the original planners. Time was supposed to be studied in such detail 

that it would be rendered merely another factor in calculations. This 

(89) PRNY, p. 94 

(90) PRNY, pp. 95-96 

(91) PRNY, pp. 83-84 
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would prevent apprehension and fear of the future. However, the study 

of time and forecasting had been shown to be rather less than perfect, 

as a result of the lack of statistics, and this novel reflects more 

closely the return towards a more traditional attitude. 

Time is no longer a symbol of hierarchical values, as in the nine-

teenth century novel, as Sobbe-Grillet himself indicated in his article 

in Le Nouvel Observateur of June 26th 1970 (92), but no more is it a 

symbol of the immediate post-war years. It is a universal standpoint, 

a reaction to the attempted manipulation of time during the preceding 

twenty years, possessing only the most general emotional values. 

However, it is important not to forget Robbe-Grillet's role as a 

novelist. As we shall show in the following chapter, Robbe-Grillet 

became increasingly aware that his works were being rejected by the 

general public, for whom they had been written. One reason for this 

seems to be that despite the similarity between the structures of his 

works and those of contemporary society, the public still felt 

alienated by the construction and the subject matter. It is possible 

therefore that Robbe-Grillet deliberately widened his treatment of time 

in this novel in order to give the reader some familiar, traditional 

aspect as a means of inducing a state of confidence. By so doing, he 

exposes himself to the criticism that he manipulated his readers in the 

same way as the Administration manipulated the French people, but there 

is one main difference. Robbe-Grillet wanted the public to enjoy his 

works and seems to have been fully aware of their possible reactions. 

The Administration on the other hand, although at first concerned with 

the well-being of the people, only too often showed that its principal 

(92) PRNY, pp. 1-3 
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aim was the retention of power and the ability to manipulate the economy 

according to certain aims which did not always benefit the people of 

France. 

(h) Beckett:- the escape from time 

It is this concern for wider issues which is the starting point of 

the works of Beckett. In Murphy, there are two aspects of time which 

are reflected in the two parts of the novel. In the first part when 

Murphy is in the normal world, we see the growing ascendancy of his 

disregard for time. Since he does not want to be involved in the 

world, he makes an effort not to be bound by time. Thus:-

'Murphy, comrae s'il etait libre, s'en tenait a I'ecart, assis, dans 

I'im.passe de 1'Enfant-Jesus, West Bronpton, Londres. La, depuis des 

mois, peut-etre des annees, il mangeait, buvait, s'habillait et se 

deshabillait. . . ' (93)" 

However, this is incompatible with life in the real world which here 

is controlled by time. He thus enters an asylum which, he hopes, will 

provide the timelessness he needs. Since he has accepted the post of 

warden there, however, he is forced to follow a time scale. His round 

is supposed to talce 10 minutes and he has to visit all of his patients 

at least once every 20 minutes. After a game of chess with M. Endon, 

one of the patients, however, Murphy for the first time experiences 

oblivion and forgets his round. Time still continues however. It has 

become something with an independent existence and as such can never 

be controlled:-

(93) MY, p. 7 
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'Le Temps ne s'arreta pas, c'aurait ete trop deraander, mais la roue 

des rondes et des pauses cessa de tourner pendant que Murphy, la tete 

parmi les armees, pompait avidement. . . ' (94). 

Consequently he never completely frees himself from the mastery of time, 

even in the asylum, where he had hoped to do so. 

The attitude of Beckett towards time here is very different from 

that of Robbe-Grillet. V/hereas Robbe-Grillet adopts a serious attitude 

towards his work, Beckett seems to delight in an almost malicious 

iconoclasm. As a creator, he is on the seme level as time since he is 

able to manipulate his characters in the same way in which time controls 

man. He thus personalises time to destroy at least some of its power, 

for example 

•Prenons maintenant le Temps, ce vieiix fornicateur, par les quelques 

rares, courts et tristes cheveux que lui a laisses une calvitie 

occipitale precoce, et ramenons-le au lundi 7 octobre, date de sa 

restitution a la ravissante Miss Greenwich* (95). 

And:-

'C'etait comme si le Temps avait soudain perdu patience' (96). 

As his work progresses, however, this rather self-conscious game 

becomes more subtle as Beckett adopts a more serious and philosophical 

attitude. 

Such a development shows its first signs in Molloy. There is here 

a similar movement from life to a position outside life which was 

expressed in Murphy. Vftiereas, however, Murphy wanted to live outside 

(94) MY, pp. 176-177 

(95) MY, p. 86 

(96) MY, p. 198 
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time, here such a progression seems an inevitable part of man's 

existence. As yet, the characters are not completely out of time, but 

time is slowing down. They are only partly aware of this and are not 

free, since, as long as time can slow down, it must remain their master. 

At some future point it must stop -- if they are following one logical 

progression - and at such a point they will be free. If, however, they 

are following another logical development to the point when time 

becomes infinitely slow, they will never be completely free. In this 

novel it is impossible to see what will happen. The time scale becomes 

increasingly uncertain, starting at the centre of the book with great 

certainty 

'II est minuit. . . Ma lampe m'ec.laire d'une lumiere ferme et 

douce. Je I'ai reglee. Elle me durera jusqu'au jour' (97)< 

It is Sunday and Moran knows with certainty what will happen on this 

day since he is a person who likes exactness and habit:~ 

'J'aifflais 1'exactitude, tous ceux qu'abritait mon toit devaient 

1'aimer aussi. Je montai dans ma chambre. Et la, allonge sur le lit, 

les rideaux tires, je fis une premiere tentative pour m'ouvrir a 

1'affaire Molloy' (98). 

And:-

'• • • ayant une legere avance sur mon horaire, je me resignai a 

lui accorder huit minutes' (99). 

However, there is perhaps a sign here of the ensuing difficulties since 

he adds:-

(97) MLY, p. 142 

(98 ) MLY, p. 151 

(99) KLY, p. 155 
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'Elles me parurent longues' (100)« 

Time becomes related to hurntm existence aiid as Moran becomes decayed 

and more similar to Molloy, it too disintegrates. It becomes 

increasingly uncertain and appears to slow down. Thus, as Molloy and 

Moran decay, time lengthens so that they will probably never fully 

decay or reach that point where time has stopped, as in the later works. 

The end is consequently indecisive, but the reader feels that Molloy is 

on the verge of a break througli into a new life, where time will be 

unimportant. He has come out of the forest and a new world is presented 

to him:-

'II me semblait qu'il pleuvait, faisait du soleil, a tour de r^e. 

Un vrai temps de printemps. J'avais envie de retourner dans la foret. 

Oh pas une vraie envie. Molloy pouvait raster, la ou il etait' (101). 

This progression continues in Malone Meurt. Time is here even more 

uncertain. Malone is almost out of time, but not quite, since he still 

feels that he is decaying;-

'Au fond, si je ne me sentais pas mourir, je pourrais me croire deja 

mort, en train d'expier ou dans une des maisons du ciel. Mais je sens 

enfin que le temps m'est mesure' (102). 

This feeling is even more pronounced further back in his possible youth 

when time passes more quickly:-

'Sapo regardait le visage de son pere, triste, etonne, affectueux. 

Songeait-il a la fuite impitoyable des annees ou au temps que mettait 

son fils a devenir un homme salarie' (10$). 

(100) ibid 

(101) M M , p. 141 

(102) MM, p. 16 

(103) MM, p. 24 
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Or: 

'Oui, les journees furent courtes alors, et bien rernplies, dans la 

recherche de la chaleur et des petites choses pas trop rr.auvaises a 

manger' (104). 

(i) Beckett:- Time and space harmonised 

However, he is moving towards what is Beckett's final solution, which 

is a linking of time and space. This is an artistically satisfying 

solution which enables the characters who have become their own creators 

to produce their own time. Space is by nature infinite but is capable 

of being divided and therefore becomes intelligible to the human being. 

Similarly time is infinite and divisible, but it ends at the death of 

the human being and consequently never allows him to escape its control, 

except in a negative way at death. If, however, time can be given the 

qualities of space, man will become eternal since time will have ceased 

to exist as something which develops. It is necessary for the 

characters to be in a state of perfect equilibrium, however, since an 

infinity of time can give no chance of amelioration of one's condition, 

nor of deterioration. It necessarily involves, therefore, a complete 

absence of optimism and pessimism, since these are related to the 

chronological time scale. It is here that one sees a similarity between 

the works of Beckett and of Hobbe-Grillet, at least from one point of 

view. For Robbe-Grillet, a work of art such as La Jalousie or L'Annee 

derniere a Marienbad exists only in its own length of time. For 

Beckett, the later characters exist in this way. Halone will live for 

as long a time as he can write out his life. V/hen his pencil runs out, 

as it must, he will no longer exist as a creation. Nevertheless he has 

(104) MM, p. 97 
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found the logically satisfying,ideal which would be perfect if the 

pencil were not to be considered. He will divide his future time by 

five (105) sjid thus ought to be capable of extending it ad infinitum, 

since any one of these five parts, if taken on a spatial level, could 

be infinite. Thus already the links between time and space are 

formulated, but as yet are not satisfactorily concluded, since temporal 

considerations are still important. 

It'Innommable is yet further along this line of development. Time has 

become eternal and characters such as Malone make their appearance as 

they enter this state of timelessness and leave it at regular 

intervals 

'Malone, lui, parait et disparait avec une exactitude de mecanique, 

toujours a la merae distance de moi, a la m'eme vitesse, dans le mame 

sens, dans la raeme attitude' ( 1 0 6 ) . 

Here again there is a link: with the artistic ideals of Robbe-Grillet^ 

If the work of art exists only for the length of time that it takes to 

be read or seen, then it is capable of being repeated but not, in the 

case of Robbe-Grillet, continued. This is the same principle as that 

which motivated those characters of Beckett who have created their ora 

stories. If we consider Malone, who has invented the stories of Sapo, 

he can exist only for the length of time of the book, which is a 

spatial rather than temporal length. In so far therefore as Malone may 

have reached the limbo by the end of the book, this, when repeated 

infinitely, will give an infinite number of repetitions of the 

progression. Taus the Innoramable will see him pass regularly as he 

(105) p . 15 

(106) IN, p . 13 
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enters the limbo and leave it to begin life again at the beginning of 

the book. 

Thus time can be precise and imprecise. It is imprecise in that 

chronological distinctions are impossible in the limbo:-

'j'y crois ce soir, encore le soir, comme il dure, moi je veux bien, 

c'est peut-etre le printemps, les violettes, non, ca c'est I'autonine' 

(107). 

Since time equals incidents in space and not an outer chronology, the 

former may appear to be regular, but may not be;-

'J'ai dit un instant, c'etait peut-etre des annees' (108). 

In an infinity of time, days may be long or short and the observer will 

not know.li*W«vev;iW(|w)̂  (̂ petisi'on fvowv'-- the certainty that incidents 

will be repeated to infinity. There can be no developments ov 

Repetition is the only mode of life:-

'il faut essayer, dans mes vieilles histoires venues je ne sais 

d'ou, de trouver la sienne, elle doit y etre, elle a du etre la mienne, 

avant d'etre la sienne. . . ce sera lui, ce sera moi, ce sera 

I'endroit, le silence, la fin, le commencement, le recommencement. . 

(109). 

This leads to Beckett's final novel, Comment c'est which significantly 

is pronounced commencer• This work is concerned with life in a limbo 

which has certain incidents repeated to infinity. The past is the same 

as the present which is the same as the future, a state which was seen 

in previous works, but which here becomes more explicit 

(107) IN, p. 250 

(108) p. 59 

(109) CC, p. 259 



3G9 

'comment c'etait je cite avant Pirn avec Pirn apres Pirn comment c'est 

trois parties je le dis comme je I'entends 

voix d'abord dehors quaqua de toute parts puis en moi quand ca cesse 
i 

de haleter raconte-rnoi encore finis de me raconter invocation 

instants passes vieux songes qui rsviennent ou frais comme ceux qurl 

passent ou chose chose toujours et souvenirs je les dis comme je les 

entends les murmures dans la boue' (110). 

The millionth incident is the same as tlie first 

'et quand sur les imprevisibles fesses pour la millionieme fois la 
V 

main tatonnante se pose que c'est pour la main les premieres fesses 

pour les fesses la premiere main' (ill). 

Life is repeated for ever:-

'on est la quelque part en vie quelque part au temps enorme puis 

c'est fini on n'y est plus puis de nouveau on est la de nouveau ce 

/ \ A 

n'etait pas fini une erreur c'est a recommencer plus ou moins au meme 

endroit a un autre comme lorsque nouvelle image la-haut dans la lumiere 

on reprend a I'hopital connaissance dans le noir' (112). 

Conclusions 
IS 

, however,^an artistic solution to the problems of time. For 

Robbe-Grillet time seems to mean the reaction of the individual towards 

incidents. He perceives the difficulties which man in society 

encounters with regard to time, and his work is a bodying forth of his 

observations and his ideals. He shows how time might be assessed in a 

qualitative manner and so be incorporated into the life of man to form 

(110) CO, p. 9 

(111) CO, p. 147 

(112) CC, pp. 26-27 
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a valid existence in society. Thus, while resembling Beckett in using 

time as an ingredient of art, Robbe-Grillet differs from him in also 

retaining links with the practical relevance of time to the real life of 

the individual. 

At the same time he is fully aware of how time is used by others as 

a means of obtaining some ulterior aim. As he demonstrates, time as a 

concept is both complex and simple. It is complex in that it means 

something different to each person and can be viewed in relation to the 

scale of a lifetime or of one momentary act or incident. At the same 

time it can easily be manipulated to induce certain simple reactions, 

for example "chat of urgency or despair and it is this aspect which 

seems most closely to evoke the atmosphere of post-war France. Time 

was deliberately stripped of its complexities and its more 'universal' 

qualities to become something which was calculable. It was 

consequently easily understood by the average person who was presented 

with carefully codified concepts in the form for example of target 

dates, past achievements or the need to work harder to reach certain 

levels of output by specified years. As such, therefore, time could 

be used as a means of persuasion or encouragement, an accepted tool in 

the hands of the planners. 

Beckett begins on similar ground as that of Robbe-Grillet in his 

later works, but develops his theories on a more literary level. His 

solution is the result of a philosophical argument and is satisfying 

as an artistic or logical creation, rather than as a valid observation 

on society, 

V/e might possibly see in this approach a parallel to that of the 

economists in that Beckett's final statements on time are easily 

comprehensible in their mathematical simplicity. He has reduced time 
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to a type of formula, as they did. However, to see him purely in this 

manner would be to lessen his achievement. Beckett may make use of such 

techniques out only in so far as they are part of his literary art. He 

is not really concerned with contemporary social attitudes and reactions 

but rather with man's universal preoccupation with time, in the same 

way as Bcbbe-Grillet in his final work. 

Thus Doth writers transcend the theme of man and his present social 

condition. Koobe-Grillet makes greatest use of contemporary attitudes 

towards time and the majority of his works reflect his awareness of the 

v/ciys in which time is used as a. political and economic agent. Becket 

too seems conscious of this but the majority of his works are 

concerned with the wider implications of man and his destiny. 



7. The techniques and uses of construction ii'. the novels of 

Robbe-Grillet and Beckett 

In the previous chapters v/e have analysed the inner structures of the 

works of Hobbe-Grillet and Beckett and have suggested those ways in 

which they seem to reflect the fundamental structures of contemporary 

society. V/e were concerned with those relationships and meaningful 

patterns which could be deduced from the tensions created not only 

within man., but also between man and his social environment. 'Ihe 

structures were significant according to the degree of receptivity of 

the reader and in particular to his level of values. 

In this chapter we shall examine the construction of the same works, 

that is to say the particular artistic and at the same time functional 

architecture which the author has given to his works and his reasons 

for so doing. In order not to be ambiguous, we shall use the term 

'construction' rather than 'structure' for this purpose. Those patterns 

which emerge will be of a rather different nature from those analysed 

above since they are usually more apparent and spring from a conscious 

and deliberate technique, but, as will be seen, they can often support 

and consolidate the lines of inner structuring. 

Any definition of the novel will have to cover works ranging from 

the usually accepted notion of the novel (exemplified by such writers 

as Flaubert, Balzac or Jane Austen, whose works reflect reality in 

fictional terms) to such creations as those of Beckett, Eobbe-Grillet 

or other writers of the twentieth century, creations which seem to have 

few or none of the traditional elements and which can vary in length 

from the hundred pages of L' Stranger by Cs_mus, to the massive propor-

tions of Kie wofk Proust. 
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It is therefore difficult to- go nrach beyond the bald dictionary 

definitions of common usage, for example that given by the Concise 

Oxford Dictionary, which states that a novel is "a fictional prose 

narrative of sufficient length to fill one or more volumes portraying 

characters and actions representative of real life in a continuous 

plot". 

VJe can, however, safely accept that among the elements common to all 

novels are, firstly, the portrayal of man and society from a point of 

view which reflects in one way or another that of the author, and 

secondly, since one of their functions is to interest the reader, their 

construction will follow certain artistic principles. 

We have chosen a short, uncomplicated definition since this seems to 

be more appropriate to our particular case. We are concerned here not 

with a comprehensive ajid exhaustive exposition of the various types of 

novel form, but rather with a simple, universal formula which will give 

some shape to a generally accepted notion of the genre. 

Since, however, the principles of construction are also followed in 

other genres, they are not necessarily of any help in defining the 

nature of the novel. Before the twentieth century, it was usually 

possible to fit a work of art into its genre by analysing its construc-

tion. A play might examine man and society under exactly the same 

terms of reference as that of a novel, but the construction would 

probably be very different as the dramatist would have to take into 

account its production on the stage and would have to limit its length 

and scope accordingly. 

Gradually, however the distinctions exe being eroded as each form of 

writing takes certain factors which traditionally have belonged to 

another. Much of the work of Beckett for examnle can be classed in 
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several categories. Comment G'est is as much a dramatic monologue as 

a novel, while the later plays are mere schemes which would last only a 

few seconds or minutes on stage. Similarly mention must be made of the 

film which can almost equal the novel in scope, while remaining within 

the limits of the play. Tliis is of particular relevance to Robbe-Grille 

who has produced two 'cine-romans' and thus h;^ consciously combined 

both genres, and some critics have suggested that his novels would be 

m.ore effective and accessible if presented in such a form. 

Ihe construction must therefore have a different role from that which 

it has played in the past. Robbe-Grillet has said:-

L'oeuvre d^art, comme le monde, est une forme vivante; elle est, 

elle n'a pas besoin de justification. . . II en va de meme pour une 

symphonie, une peinture, un roman: c'est dans leur forme que reside 

leur realite' (l). 

And: -

Parler du contenu du roman comme d'une chose independante de sa 

orme, cela revient a rayer le genre entier du domaine de I'art. Car 

1 oeuvre d'art ne contient rien, au sens strict du terme (c'est~a~dire 

comme une bo3te peut renfermer ou non, a I'interieur, quelque objet de 

nature etrangere). L'art n'est pas une enveloppe aux couleurs plus ou 

moins brillantes chargee d'ornementer le "message" de I'auteur. 

L'art n'obeit a aucune servitude de ce genre, ni d'ailleurs k aucune 

fonction preetablie. II ne s'appuie sur aucune verite qui existerait 

avant lui; et I'on peut dire qu'il n'exprime rien que lui-meme' (2). 

•T 

(1) PNS, p. 49 

(2) PNR, pp. 50-51 
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If this is so, then the construction of novels in general, and of 

Eobbe-Grillet's in particular, aspires to something different from the 

purely decorous, setting forth of events and episodes. It will in 

itself reflect the same world which, as has been seen, is reflected in 

the inner structures of the novels 

(a) The first experiments by Robbe-Grillet in the use of 
construction: Les Gommes (1953) 

Les Gomnies, tne first novel of Roboe-Grillet, is constructed as a 

compact series of twenty-four hour periods and the action of the book 

enas on an incident of the same tonal quality as that on which it 

begins - uhe killing of Dupont. Time as a dimension, is alluded to 

normally by the pointed use of a Prol,oguej five chapters and an 

Epilogue. 

The Prologue serves as an introduction to the situation of the 

characters and of the action, as a form of exposition which leads up to 

the beginning of the actual events and the start of the work. The 

reader is introduced to the cafe, told about the killing of Dupont and 

that someone is seeking Wallas. Garinati is mentioned and his 

unsuccessful murder is described. The plan of Dupont is recounted and 

Laurent and Wallas are introduced. Thus all the characters are 

presenced direculy or indirectly, and although the reader may not be 

totally aw'are of the fact, the story is told of the 'murder' of Dupont. 

It is balanced at tne end of the work by the Epilogue, in function 

uhough not in form, owing to their different lengths. Several scenes 

are common to both sections, but now they all centre around Wallas, 

and the reader has all the facts on which to base his judgement of the 

booK. It would therefore seem of little use except as the satisfaction 

of an artistic desire to balance the Prologue and form a symmetrical 

shape. 
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The narrative part of the book consists of an interweaving of levels 

of realiuy. On the one hand there is Wallas as an investigator and on 

the other as the murderer. At the beginning there is an apparent 

innocence of everything, whether it be the town or the crime, but Wallas 

finds his way around the former and Laujrent gives him details about the 

latter. On page 77 comes the first hint of suspicion that V,'alias might 

be the assassin. It is learnt that he has a revolver with one bullet 

missing and on page 82 that it is the same as that which has 'killed' 

Dupcnt. By the end of chapter one, Wallas has reached the scene of the 

crime. He now has all the facts which are known to the police about 

the murder and has arrived at the point at which it 'happened'. It is 

as if there are two centres in the town, one geographical and one 

literary. As a parallel to Wallas' journey from innocence to guilt, 

there is his journey from outside the town to the geographical centre 

where he meets Laurent and then to another point which is the centre of 

the crime but outside the real town. 

In the second chapter, further suspicion falls on Wallas when the 

drunkard recognises him. This chapter, after the relative clarity of 

the Prologue, and the diminishing clarity of chapter one, is more 

confused. Chapter three increases the guilt and imperfections of 

Wallas, as he is recognised in the Post Office as someone else - the 

possible murderer - and lacks the necessary one square centimetre to 

be the perfect agent. 

The following chapter is possibly less confused, but nothing is 

resolved and it seems to be, as it were, a passage of narrative before 

the climax in chapter five, in which Wallas finally does kill Dupont 

and Laurent arrives at the previously true solution that Dupcnt is not 

dead. 
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Several patterns of almost geometrical quality suggest themselves 

immediately. There is firstly the symmetrical shape of the book, which 

we have mentioned above, achieved by its division into Prologue, five 

chapters and Epilogue, which echoes the familiar construction of the 

Classical play. This leads the reader - mistakenly as will be seen -

to an acceptance of the traditional unities in this work. The two 

'murders' encompass a period of exactly twenty-four hours, while the 

action takes place almost exclusively within one town. Hiis is 

possibly extending the traditional concept of the unity of place, but 

the reader will probably accept it at first because of the particularly 

coherent, self-sufficient nature of the town. Finally the unity of 

action can be seen to be upheld, since everything depends - at least in 

theory - on the murder of Dupont. 

However, imperfections of observance can be demonstrated in all of 

these unities, especially if we tedce the work as a whole, including the 

Prologue and Epilogue, which seem more directly connected with the main 

body of the work in their mood end content than in Classical literature. 

Some of the action, for example, takes place outside the town proper, 

in a cafe situated significantly on the other side of the Boulevard 

Peripherique. Secondly, the events extend beyond tlie twenty-four hour 

period, since the whole work can be divided into two overlapping 

periods of twenty-four hours. The exactness with which these over-

lappings are indicated, might be taken to imply that Sobbe-Grillet is 

contravening the unity of time (which he appears to use as a basis of 

his novel), in a manner which deliberately calls the reader's attention 

to the contravention. 

Thirdly the unity of action is similarly proposed initially, and 

transgressed in the event. The action at first appears to centre 



around the murder of Dupont, but centres in fact ar-ound Wallas sxid his 

own actions, past and present, and his loss of innocence. 

Thus there are two levels of construction in this work. There is at 

first the superficial tightness of the unities and plot which the reader 

is encouraged to notice and appreciate. This is then destroyed by its 

imperfections, and a stronger construction arises in its place, one 

which is more 'real' in comparison with the artificial nature of the 

traditional unities. This revolves around the themes which have already 

been analysed. The twenty-four hour periods are not imposed artifi-

cially, but are a necessary part of the work in that they give an exact 

measure of Wallas' increasing failure and imperfection as a detective 

( 3 ) . Similarly the unities of time and place centre aroimd him. The 

physical changes in Wallas' surroundings are of little significance in 

themselves since ultimately the real action, the movement from detective 

to criminal, from innocence and competence to guilt and failure, takes 

place within him. 

Robbe-Grillet's second novel, Le Voyeur (1955), has a similar 

construction in its tightness, although the strict divisions into 

Prologue, five chapters and Epilogue are abandoned. Instead it is 

divided into three sections of almost exactly equal length;- pages nine 

to 87; 91 to l64; 167 to 255. I'&ereas Les Gommes can be seen as a 

continuous development towards a climax,, this work reaches a climes an.d 

then gradually becomes calm. The climax, the rape and killing of the 

girl, whether they happen or not, occurs between parts one and two. In 

part one, the elements of I-Iathias' guilt are established without the 

reader being necessarily aware of this. His interest in the outline of 

( 3 ) Thesis, pp. 263-268 
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the figure eight and in the girl are both emphasised and his purpose on 

the island of selling watches is fully explained. This part begins 

calmly, but towards the end, the memory of the girl recurs with 

increasing frequency and violence and becomes combined with that of a 

girl whose photograph he has seen on the island. 

In the second part, Mathias' actions are controlled by the reaction 

of the islanders to the possible murder, whereas in the first part, they 

were in the main influenced by his desire to sell watches. The narrative 

begins in a similar mood to that of the first part. Mathias' guilt 

remains indistinct and uncertain until, from page 110 onwards, the 

realisation grows that he may have been seen during the period about 

which the reader knows nothing - the blank page 88. This coincides with 

the information that one of the Leduc daughters has disappeared. Now 

Mathias, whether guilty or not, changes his attitude towards time and 

looks backwards to try to establish a time scale which will prove or 

uphold his innocence. This occurs almost at the exact centre of the 

book. After this follows an episode in the fisherman's cottage. This 

is necessary for Mathias since he has undergone the shock of possible 

discovery and now needs a period in which he can immerse himself in the 

security - whether false or not - of a past. He is able to adjust to 

the new situation and feels that he must now continue with his original 

plan. He does so but arrives too late for the boat. 

It would have been possible for Robbe-Grillet to have ended the novel 

with Mathias catching the boat. He had recovered from his feelings of 

guilt and had returned to his original purpose of selling watches. The 

book would have been perfectly balanced if Robbe-Grillet had added to 

part two the quieter passages which conclude part three - pages 255 to 

255, omitting the rest of part three. It would thus have risen to a 



320 

climax, followed by a return to a normal mood. Wiy therefore has he 

added part three? It is probably because of the importance which he 

accords to the role of time in this work. Mathias had left his original 

time scale, which, however impracticable, would at least have led him 

back safely to the boat. He lost time in the possible murder, or the 

contemplation of it, and now Robbe-Grillet shows how time has taken 

complete control. It is partly the fault of Mathias that he misses the 

boat, but the implication behind this incident is that he is still 

guilty of having misjudged the importance of time and must now atone for 

it by spending extra time on the island. For the full explanation of 

this interpretation see above in the chapter "Attitudes towards time" 

(4). 

In part three, the evidence against Mathias seems to grow and his 

reaction towards it seems to consolidate his guilt. It appears that the 

person who has seen him is unwilling to inculpate him. In order to 

appear innocent, in case of further evidence, Mathias deliberately 

remains on the island and foregoes an opportunity to leave on a_n earlier 

boat. He thus has had to waste even more time because of his original 

loss when he may have killed the girl. 

The construction of this work is rather more ambituous than that of 

Les Gommes. It is both tight and flexible in that there is a choice of 

interpretations according to the manner in which the reader approaches 

the story. 

There is firstly the geometric construction by which the shape of the 

work closely follows that of the figure eight. This is particularly 

noticeable in the first two parts in which Mathias follows a path which 

the reader later learns is of that shape:-

(4) Thesis, pp. 268-272 



'II explique au patron 2a configuration generale ciu cherain parcouru 

a travers 3.'lie; une sorte de huit, dont le bourg n'occupe pas tout a 

fait le centre, mais un point sitno r;iir le cote d'ujie des deux boucles 

celle du nord ouest' (5). 

An 'x' shape 5 which is probably the ccntral point of this figure, 

occurs on several levels of meaning around the division between the 

first two partso On the level of description and plot there is the 

shape of the cross roads. Here Mathias meets Hme Harek who is of 

importance in giving Mathias a background for his alibi. Secondly, 

Mathias' imagery centres temporarily around the cross. Tlie first 

thing which he notices in the second part is a crushed frog:-

'Entre cette extremite et les herbes rases bordant la route, etait 

/ / 

ecrase le cadavre d'une petite grenouille, cuisses ouvertes, bras en 

croiXj formarit svur la poussiere une tache a peine plus grise' (6 ). 

thirdly, between the two parts, presumably on the blank page 83, 

there takes place in reality or imagination the incident which will 

become the focal point of his every action for the remainder of his 

stay - the rape and killing of the girl. 

This possible action, which is absent from the narrative, is 

paralleled in part three on page 222, where 2-iathias suddenly loses 

consciousness. Just as the first time on page 88 it heralded a marked 

change in attitude towsxds his plans, so here it seems a turning point 

(5) V, P.247 

(6) V, p.91 
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since after this he appears more capable of positive action and is able 

to contemplate t]ie completion of his round on the island. 

The second way of perceiving the construction is more general and 

depends not on Mathias' reactions but on those of the reader. It can 

here be divided into three parts, the first being from page nine to 

page 88, the second from page 91 to page 232 ai:d the third being the 

rest of the work. This would take a line of gradually increased 

tension ending in a climax followed by a period of uncertainty and then 

a gradual return to normality. 

Regardless of one's choice, either construction is tight, despite 

certain deviations since, as in Les Gonmes, the notions of time, place 

and action are largely dependant on the reactions of the central 

character and not upon any objective, traditional criteria. Two 

different time schemes are presented for example. In the first two 

parts, the narrative follows closely the progression of time and the 

action lasts only for a few ]iours, whereas in the third part only 

significant incidents are given for a period of several days. Since, 

according to Robbe-Grillet's ov/n statements, there is no distinction 

between form and content, this would suggest Mathias' reduced pre-

occupation with present time. Is it also perhaps an attempt by 

Robbe-Grillet to demonstrate to the reader how the writer or creative 

artist can control and manipulate time, whereas man may not be able to, 

as is shown in the early chapters of the book? 

This seems admittedly rather inconsistent with the essays in Pour Un 

Nouveau Reman in which Robbe-Grillet frequently disclaims his fore-

knowledge and his certainty of the construction of his works, for 

example:-
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'Availt I'oeuvre, il n'y a rien, pas de certitude, pas de these, paa 

de message. Croire que le romancier a "quelque chose a dire", et qu'il 

cherche ensuite comment le dire, represente le plus grave des 

contresens' (7). 

Yet, is he not, as it were, displaying two time schemes (in parts one 

and two taken together, and part three), and with them demonstrating a 

complete confidence in his techniques of writing, and thus interposing 

himself between his words and the reader? Whereas in Les Gommes he had 

arranged the content in a manner derived jji the main from the miities, 

here he breaks from literary tradition entirely to create time scales 

which are valid in their own right, each of them serving a purpose 

which is peculiarly appropriate to the part of the novel in which they 

operate. 

Time would seem to be one of the more important considerations for 

Robbe-Grillet in his approach to writing. The unities of place and 

action occupy a position of rather less importance, but are still a 

necessary adjunct to Mathias' character, in particular to his obsession 

with the figure eiglit. This is the shape of the path which he follows 

to sell his watches. As has been shown above, Mathias seems to be an 

embodiment of the reified world and as such, this symmetrical, 

artificial shape would be especially attractive. Ik is when he 

transgresses from this path at the end of part one, and finally 

realises that he must assimilate himself for a length of time into the 

(7) r%R, p.153 
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island community, that it becomes less important for him and remains so 

until the very end when he has sufficiently recovered to be able to 

complete the shape and sell more watches. 

By using tnese shapes of time and place, jRobbs-Grillet is presenting 

a challenge to the reader, allowing him the real opportunity to mal̂ e 

use of his powers of literary re-creation. If the reader succeeds he 

will be aware of his own efforts and his achievement in controlling them, 

rather than being subordinate to them like Kathias. At the same time he 

may realise Hobbe-Grillet's manipulation of his reactions, his use of 

construction as a method of evoking solid patterns in an apparent chaos 

to create a mood of confidence and stability. However, this realisa-

tion should not lessen the value of his participation and may indeed 

increase it. The perceptive reader should be aware of the dual stand-

point of Roobe-Grillet, his complicity with manipulative methods of the 

sort used by the technocrats on the one hand and on the other his 

integrity and honesty. It should make him more conscious of the methods 

of persuasion used in society and the possible success of a more active 

participation in events. 

(b) The deliberate manipulation of construction as a literary 
device; La Jalousie (1957) and L'Annee derniere a Marienbad 
(1961) 

La Jalousie is a further development in Robbe-Grillet's techniques 

of construction. As we shall demonstrate, this work reflects the 

general optimism that had existed since the introduction of planning 

and which was on the point of being effaced by disillusion and apathy, 

particularly in the concept of participation. Regional planning was 

still in its infancy, but was considered to hold the key to the 

future (8). Consequently it was quite natural that Robbe-Grillet 

(8) Thesis, pp. 53-55 
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should attempt a more complex and ambitious version of his previous 

works. The methods are similar but more subtle. It is as though 

Eobbe-Grillet sensed the optimism and felt that after two novels and a 

passage of about four years, he could now assume the confidence of the 

reader and a more positive reaction towards the book. 

He has divided the work into nine parts, all of varying lengths. 

Thus in this respect, the work is different from Le Voyeur, where the 

parts were of similar length, and different also from Les Gommes, in 

which the parts, although not of equal length, were visibly part of an 

outer scheme. 

La Jalousie demonstrates above all Robbe-Grillet's confidence in the 

ability of the reader. The latter must sense a construction according 

to his personal interpretation of the events which recur either in an 

identical or similar form. 

It would be wrong to attempt to analyse the construction of this 

novel in a similar way to that of the previous works. All that one can 

do is to see how Robbe-Grillet introduces the various elements of the 

story and how he uses them to create different atmospheres and effects. 

The function of the first two parts seems to be to give the reader 

in a fairly positive manner the facts on which he will later build. In 

the first section he is introduced to all the characters and the setting 

is presented unambiguously in detailed and geometric terms. Certain 

things are mentioned which later become more important and on a second 

or third reading of the work assume greater or lesser relevance 

according to the inclination of the reader. Among these are the 

discussion about lorries and the state of the roads on page 25, and the 

first reference to the centipede on page 27. 
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The second part begins in a similar manner with a factual setting of 

the scene arciind the house and, as before, the characters are intro-

duced. This time the centipede and the invitation into the town assume 

a larger narrative importance and reach a climax between pages 55 and 

6^. It is at this point that the two themes become interwoven and 

appear to take on a certain emotional colouring which distinguishes the 

factual narrative of the introductory descriptions from the remainder of 

the work. 'There is for example the striking difference between the 

descriptions of the centipede on page 56 and that on page 63:-

'Pour voir le detail de cette tache avec nettete, afin d'en 

disbinguer I'origine, il faut s'approcher tout pres du mur et se tourner 

vers la porte de 1'office. L'image du mille-pattes eerase se dessine 

alors, non pas integrale, mais composee de fragments assez precis pour 

ne laisser aucun doute' (9), 

'A... semble respirer un peu plus vite; ou bien c'est une illusion. 

Sa main gauche se ferme progressivement sur son couteau. Les fines 

antennes accelerent leur balanceraent alterne. 

Soudain la bete incurve son corps et se met a descendre en biais vers 

le sol J de toute la vitesse de ses longues pattes, tandis oue la 

serviette en boule s'abat, plus rapide encore. 

La main aux doigts effiles s'est crispee sur la manche du 

couteau. . . ' (10). 

In the latter passage, Eobbe-Grillet is careful to project his o\m 

uncertainty of the facts and he merely suggests sexual undertones by the 

(9) J, p. 56 

(10) J, p. 63 
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juxtaposition 'of images. ̂  Ee does not wish to imposs am interpretation 

on the reader, but limits himself to indicating the direction in which 

the book ma;y be leading. 

In the third part, the outer scheme is changed. The first few pages 

centre around A, and indeed everything vhich happens seems to take its 

inipoitance from her. Robbe-Grillet recounts how she would see the 

houc-e, how she brushes her hair, how meticulously she eats, and watches 

end liscens for iFranck. This episode is made significant by the lack 

of o.ny invitation to go to the town and by the absence of the centipede, 

ihe reaaer is tnus able to consolidate his impression of the work, to 

ĉ ss-urailate the xacts which have oeen presented in the previous sections 

and to choose those which for him seem the most important. He is thus 

being prepared by JRoboe-Grillet for a. return to the story in which he 

must take an active creative ro\e. 

Tlie following section is concerned with the subject of the visit. 

It J.S an expansion of the earlier passage between pages 55 and 64 ̂  which 

in many ways was a synthesis of the whole work. Eie reader is led back 

to this point by the short passage of description at the beginning (11) 

whicn is a close parallel to that at the beginning of part two. After 

tnisj the main incidents are a discussion about the visit - past or 

present, real or unreal - and the centipede is mentioned again. 

Particular reierence must be made to tne incident on pages $6 and 97} 

which seems to be a parallel to that which closes part two, both in its 

position and in its mood of suppressed violence. 

There follows in the next part, a mood of calm which would seem to 

serve the same function as part three. Apart from three short spoken 

(11) J, pp. 79-81 
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sentences, the narrative is purely descriptive. The visit is nob 

mentioned as such since the action seems to be purely that which can be 

seen or heard from and in the house. 

reader should now be familiar with the alternating moods of the 

v/ork and should expect the following section to return to the subject 

of the visit and the killing of the centipede. Robbe-Grillet confirms 

his perception by doing this and has thus guided him from a. position of 

uncertainty and passiveness at the beginning of the work to a point at 

which he should oe able to sense for himself the interior rhythms and 

themes in advance of reading them. 

The following section has been seen as the beginning of the narrative 

climax of the book. For example, Bruce Korrissette in Les Romans de 

Robbe-Grillet writes 

'Ce sont les parties VI et VII du reman, au cours desquelles la 

crise de jalousie du protagonists attaint son paroxysme' (12). 

xt is possible that Franck and A. have gone into tovm, or that the 

husband is remembering the time he spent in the house alone, or that 

he is inventing everything. The narrative is more fluid than in the 

previous sections, in tiiat each element, whether the centipede or the 

photograph of A. seems linked by some common factor, whereas previously 

the narrative had frequently been interrupted by some new episode. 

Here, whether in reality, memory or imagination, the house seems 

empty and the husband looks at the furniture and the rooms. He notices 

a patch of oil outside and this leads directly to a long description of 

the stain of the crushed centipede. He tries to erase it with a razor 

blade and a rubber, just as he had tried to 'erase' the oil mark by 

(12) B. Morrissette, Les Romans de Robbe-Grillet, p. 119 
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making it disappear behind a fault in the pane of glass. There follows 

a description of a letter written possibly by A, in which she may have 

tried to hide something by writing over it - pages 131 to 132. Thus A. 

is introduced in a seemingly logical manner and there follows an almost 

chronologically exact description of the house as night falls and then 

of her departure in the morning with Franck. 

The seventh section in which the husband listens to the sound around 

him as he awaits the return of the couple is of the same textual quality 

as that of section six. In the eighth, however, there is a slight 

change. 

In the previous two sections there had been in the main, a few 

general incidents, linked by some common factor. The coherence which 

resulted was particularly intense in that it focussed the attention of 

the reader on the inner structures of the work, in particular on the 

reactions of the husband. It thus demonstrated that such a construction 

can be equally as real - if superficially confusing in itself - as one 

which recounts incidents in a chronological manner. In the eighth part, 

however, the intensity disappears. The reader may choose to see some 

connection between the various incidents, if only perhaps that they 

appear to be a factual representation of that which the husband can see 

in reality or in his imagination, but they do not have the same deep 

structural coherence as before. As this section continues, the 

narrative returns gradually to the mood of the early parts. 

In the final part, the narrative form is extended further on page 216 

by a series of deliberate contradictions which may refer to the action 

or to the book which Franck and A, have been reading. Whichever it is, 

they are as different from the mood of the rest of the novel as are the 

passages of coherence. Eobbe-Grillet seems here at first to be 
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deliberately destroying the confidence of the reader which he has so 

carefully established, and seems thus to be stating the impossibility 

of confining events within a logical coherent pattern. However, is he 

not rather transferring the creative task to the reader? Kc is 

destroying that which he has created, an indication that now the events 

are meaningless and that the reader must rearrange them into a new 

pattern. The previous links and interpretations must be forgotten in a 

second reading and recreation of the novel. 

The remaining pages of the work seem to support this theory in their 

monotony and lack of inner structure= A. is merely polite to Franck who 

soon leaves to regain his plantation. There is no mention of the visit 

to town or of the centipede and the novel ends on a note of pure 

description. 

The construction is thus an intimate part of the work and its 

purpose. In the content of the novel, Hobbe-Grillet demonstrates how 

three people react to reality and he possibly gives his approbation to 

Franck and A. who seem to be able to act positively ajid without 

prejudice. Through the construction of the work he encourages the 

reader to act in a similar fashion to see events not from a traditional 

point of view, but as elements which, when connected by some inner 

structure, may be recreated in a more valid and positive manner. Eis 

use of alternating moods as the fundamental construction of this novel 

is a guide to the reader on how to approach this task. 

As we have demonstrated, this is a much more subtle approach than in 

Robbe-Grillet's earlier works. It is still in a sense manipulation with 

exactly the same intention as that of the technocrats, but it has a 

respect for the recipient. It is a real participation in which the 

reader is in the same position as the author and not subservient to him. 
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iVlithe sort of participation which^most people felt would be ideal, 

taut which had not yet come into being., In 1959, P i e r r e Lebrun, the 

secretary of the C.G.T. said that it was necessary to have:-

"• • • a la fois 1® plein-. exercise des libertes fondaraentales at 

le pouvoir. Le peuple ne doit pas etre seulement informe raais associe. 

Dans ce climat de desinferet pour la chose publique, ce n'est pas le 

peuple qui peut prendre I ' i n i t i a t i v e d'une t e l l e associa t ion, c ' e s t le 

pouvoir" ( 1 3 ) . 

In this instance, Robbe-Grillet has the role of the authority and he 

is giving the public the chance to associate themselves with his ideas. 

In L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, the construction is very similar. 

In the Introduction to the cine-roman, Robbe-Grillet stresses his 

attitude towards his work and the way in whicn he conceives it, whether 

it be a novel or a potential film:-

'• • • Is cinema est i.m art: il cree mie realite avec des formes. 

C'est dans sa, forme qu'il faut chcrcher son veritable contenu. II en 

va 0.8 meme pour toute oeuvre d'art, dans uji roman par exeraple' (I'-f). 

Robbe-Grillet had already shovm confidence in the reader in 

La Jalousie, but is he correct to assume that the average spectator 

would be able to follow a film constructed in a similar manner? Partly 

he will be able to do so, since it is in no way uncommon for the film 

to use the flash-back technique either to create a special effect or to 

tell part of the story in the best and most efficient way. Thus 

Robbe-Grillet states:-

(13) P. Lebrun, "La Democratie est une idee neuve", Esprit, 

sep. 1959, pp. 161-197 

(14) AM, p. 8 
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' • » . le spsctateur nous a semble deja forternent prepare a. ce 

genre de recit par tout le j e u des fla.?h-back et d e s h y p o t h e s e s 

oojectivisees. . . nous avons decide de lui faire confiance, de le 

laisser de bout en bout aux prises avec des subjectivites pures' (15)* 

However, t h i s i s probably a ra ther optimist ic a t t i t u d e . An important 

d i f fe rence between the novel and the fi lm i s , as Robbe-Grillet indicates 

on page i7 of the cine-roman, that the spectator has only a limited time 

in which to create the story out of v/hat he sees. Secondly, it is 

probable that tJie spectator of the film is going to be unused to the 

typo of construction used by Robbe-Grillet, even though he may be 

accusuomed to fairly advanced cinematographic techniques, and he would 

lack the knowledge and confidence to make a positive creative approach 

towards the work. Does this construction differ therefore in any 

respect from that of the novels, despite its apparent similarity of 

form? 

The film begins with an almost traditional setting of the scene. Ihe 

camera pans over the i n t e r i o r of the ho te l , while a voice - tha t of X. -

is heard:-

'Une fois de plus-, je m'avance, une lois de plus, le long de ces 

couloirs, a travers ces salons, ces galeries^ dans cette construction -

d'un autre siecle, cet hotel immense, luxueux, baroque, - lugubre, ou 

Qes couloirs interminaoles succedent aux couloirs, — silencieux, 

deserts, surcharges d'un d e c o r sombre et froid de boiseries, de stuc, 

de panneaux moulures, marbres, glaces noires. . . ' (16). 

(15) AM, p. 17 

(16) AM, pp. 24-25 
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Already the spectator is being conditioned to adopt a certain 

attitude by the audible and. v i s u a l emphasis on monotony and inhuman 

qualities. It is also possible to sense a note of criticism of the 

hotel in that it is 'cette construction - d'un autre siecle', a building 

of geometrical out inhuman proportions and of no use in the present day. 

In appearance vnis may not seem much different from the description 

01 the nouse at the beginning of La Jalousie, but here an emotional and 

meaningful character is given to it as a guide in order that later the 

spectator may have the easier task of accepting that which is presented 

to him. Thus from the very beginning, Robbe-Grillet gives help to the 

spectator. He takes away some of the latter's freedom, but increases 

the possibility of the spectator making a creative approach to the work 

after his confidence has been established, and the spectator discovers 

that he can understand an apparently difficult work. This is very 

important since tnis work is in fact probably more advanced in its 

technique of construcbion than La Jalousie. There are no divisions, 

and scenes sometimes dissolve and change gradually in a possibly related 

sequence, sometimes pass suddenly into an apparently unconnected 

subject. 

The principal means of help is given through the use of themes which, 

in a manner akin to La Jalousie return in similar or altered guise 

throughout the work and become familiar to the reader or spectator. 

They are linked by certain common qualities, in particular that of 

reflection or repetition, a quality which occurs on almost every level 

whether audibly, visually or tnematically. It exists in the setting, 

for example in the instance of the hotel with its corridors an.d mirrors, 

or the garaens, in which any part is a replica or similar copy of 

another. It exists in the scenes between A. X. and M, which are 
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r e f l ec t ed on several l eve ls in . the scenes with the actor and ac t ress on 

the stage or in t h o s e with t h e o t h e r characters. The number game echoes 

throughout in various forms. The mus ic sometimes reflects the mood of 

the fi lm and sometimes i s diametr ical ly opposed to i t , for example on 

page 4 l . The spectator has the poss ib i l i t y of seeing these elements as 

an aes the t ic play of le i t -mot ivs or as an es sen t i a l part of the f i lm. 

Whichever chey are, they are neces sa ry t o give a shape or coherence t o 

the film which can be sensed by the r e a d e r or s p e c t a t o r , instilling in 

him the confidence which results from the recognition of that which is 

familiar in unfamiliar surroundings and leading him towards a positive 

creative achievement. 

As with La Jalousie this is a more subtle technique then that of 

Les Gommes and Le Voyeur, since here t h e r e a d e r or spectator is a b l e 

and free to create whatever he wants, a l b e i t w i t h i n the limits which 

Roboe-Grj.llet has set him. It is a freedom which can be used because 

he has shown him how to use it. 

In many ways, this film and La Jalousie can be seen as the summit of 

Eobbe-Grillet's art in their demonstration of a certainty and confidence 

in the techniques of writing. Robbe-Grillet shows perfect awareness of 

the needs of the reader or spectator in his manipulation of the 

construction, but he has refrained from rendering his work too simple 

and too facile a statement. He is only too conscious of the public's 

need to f e e l a challenge and to have a sense of achievement on reading 

the book or seeing the film. As indicated in our chapter on the 

economic development of France, during the middle and late 1950's, 

disillusion and apathy s e t in precisely because the people of France 

were not being given a sense of real participation. His construction 

here not only satisfies the artistic perception of the reader, in the 
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same manner perhaps as on abs t rac t paint ing or a piece of sculpture , but 

a t the same time i t awakens or corroborates his i n t e l l e c t u a l awareness 

cf tne struc cures in the world around hit;',. If v/e take further the 

analogy of paj.nting, we might compare t h e s e two works with the artistic 

creations of Lichtenstein or Warhol, which are statements founded on a 

consciouoness of such contemporary valuoo as materialism or the 

reification of man, but which tend to be o v e r s i m p l i f i e d t o a degree at 

which uhe spectator c a n n o t fail to perceive the intention or message of 

the painter. This need not necessarily constitute a target for 

criticism. Indeed, perhaps Robbe-Grillet was too subtle and too 

intellectual in nis approach. As will be seen later, he changed his 

techniques of construction since, despite the theoretically convincing 

combination of form and content, h is works were frequently misunderstood 

by the public. 

.^e limitations i n h e r e n t in the manipulation of c o n s t r u c t i o n : 
L'Immortelle (1963) ' 

It is interesting to compare L'/inrsee derniere a Marienbad with 

Robbe-Grillet's other cine-roman, L'Immortelle. which is rather 

similar in construction, but different in that through the use of the 

book form, Robbe-Grillet has attempted to render t h e task of the 

spectator ra ther l ess d i f f i c u l t . He wrote in h is Notes Pre l iminai res : -

Le livre peut ainsi se concevoir, pour le lecteur, comme une 

piecision apportee au spectacle lui-meme, une analyse detaillee d'un 

ensemble audio-visuel t rop complexe et t rop rapide pour ' e t re aisement 

etudie lors de la projection' (17). 

This admits chat the film itself is too difficult to be fully under-

stood and appreciated and that some additional help is necessary. Vihy 

(17) I , c . 8 



is this, when^the construction.is so similar to t h a t of L'Annee 

aerniere a hai-ieribaa, a xilm which had great success? 

ihe reason is probably to be found In the discrepancy be tween the 

se t t i ng and the subject of the work on the one hand, and i t s form on 

the other. In I/Annee derniere k Harienbad there had been a per fec t 

co-ordination of these three elements through the common qua l i t i e s of 

r e f l e c t i o n and r epe t i t i on . In L'Immortelle. however, the construction 

does not r e f l e c t the setting and the subject to such an extent and 

consequently the spectator who, in I'AnnGe derniere 1 Marienbad saw the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n perhaps unconsciously as something natural and co-ordinate 

wj.Lh the work; is forced here to see it almost as something a l i e n . It 

seems as though Robbe-Grillet has m i s j u d g e d t h e capabilities of his 

audience, many of whom were becoming dis i l lus ioned with par t ic ipa t ion 

by the l a t e IQ^O's and cer ta in ly by 19G3 the date of t h i s f i lm. There 

appear to be few, i f any, aids to the spectator apart from a brief 

setcing of the scene a t the beginning. Such elements as the r epe t i t i on 

of scenes or act ions seem to bear l i t t l e relevance to the p o s s i b i l i t i e s 

of the c o n t e x t , and certainly l e s s than those of L'Annee derniere a 

o r L a _ J a l o u ^ . In L'Immortelle, such elements a s the 

r epe t i t ion of the crash or the fisherman or even the man with the dogs 

are par t of the plot ra ther than a r e f l e c t i o n of the re la t ionship 

between the characters. 

iiiis might sugges t a slight change of emphasis by Robbe-Grillet. In 

botn films, a character attempts to persuade a n o t h e r t o leave one 

particular type of society and e n t e r another. However, in L'Annee 

d^rniere a Marienbad, the society was presented in abs t rac t psycho-

logical terms in an almost unreal s e t t i n g , whereas in L'Immortelle> 

there i s an attempt a t portraying the physical aspects of the 



"crac iditional society. In the former the spectator is interested i:i the 

relationships which result from the clash of traditions, whereas in the 

latter he is interested equally in the nature of the actual societies 

which are represented by the protagonists and in the relationships 

which develop. 

Is it an exaggeration to see this construction as emphasising this 

difference? Whereas in the earlier film it was an integral part of the 

work, here its very alien and unstructured character serves to contrast 

vividly with the coherent nature of the traditional Eastern society in 

which relationships are based on carefully preserved m d accepted rules 

If this is so then it was necessary for Robbe-Grillet to clarify 

much of the xilni in the written form of the cine-roman in order to give 

the spectator an opportunity to use what he has seen to create a 

personally valid fiction in the same way as in the other w o r k s . 

Robbe-Grillet emphasises t h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l aspect of the writ ten form:-

. . pour celui qui n'a pas assists au spectacle, Is cine-roman 

peut aussi se lire comme se lit une partition de musique; la 

communication doit alors se passer par 1'intelligence du lecteur, alors 

que I 'oeuvre s ' adresse d'abord a sa s e n s i b i l i t e immediate que r ien ne 

peut vraiment remplacer' (18). 

ihis seems to imply that it is not sufficient merely to demonstrate 

the difference between one society and a n o t h e r , a difference which the 

spectator may or may not experience personally while watching the film, 

buo rather that the author must ensure by any means the real awareness 

oj. tnis difference. If the film fails in- its aim, then it is to be 

hoped that the book version will succeed. 

(18) I^ p. 
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(d) A r e t u r n to experimentation in the t echn iques of construct1on; 
Dans Le Labyri.nthe (1959) j 31.a Maison de rendezvous (1965), 

Pro.iet -pour une revolution k Now "loric "(1970) 

These two cine-romans were analysed together in order that certain 

comparisons and similarities might be indicated between their construc-

tions and those of the works which we a n a l y s e d before them. However, 

in 1959i earlier than either work, there appeared Dans Le Labyrinthe, 

novel which was different from anything preceding it. It is as if 

Eobbe-Grillet was perceiving that the t r a i n of development which was to 

lead to L'Immortelle was not going to induce the type of participation 

v;hich he felt to be necessary, despite the success of La Jalousie. It 

was not that his works were irrelevant, but rather that the reader did 

not seem able, despite Robbe-Grillet's care, to approach the novels in 

the correct way and was even r e j ec t i ng them as unreadable. He had 

attempted to ease the problem of understanding by his theoretical works 

^&ter by entering the genre of the film, but as we have seen, this 

was only partly successful. 

This feeling seemed to be particularly strong at about the time of 

this novel. In 1958, in 'Nature, humanisme, tragedie', he wrote that 

his work had not yet been accepted completely by everyone:— 

' I I y a deux ans deja, essayant de definir la direction d'une 

rechercne romanesque encore hesitante, j'admettais comme 'jn point 

acquis " l a destitution des vieux mythes de la profondeur", Les 

reactions tres vives de la critique presque unanime, les reserves 

iormulees par plusieurs amis sinceres m'ont bien montre que c'etait 

aller trop vite en besogne. Mis a part quelques esprits engages eujc-

memes daas des recherches comparables - a r t i s t i q u e s , l i t t e r a i r e s ou 

philosophiques personne ne voulait admettre qu'une telle affirmation 
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n'entrainait pas necessaireraent la negation de I'homme. La fidelite aiix 

vieux mytiaes se revelait en fait, assez tenace' (19). 

Two years l a t e r he was wri t ing s t i l l in the same mood:-

'On a beaucoup e c r i t sur l e "Nouveau Roman" depuis quelques annees. 

I-'ialheureusernent, parmi les critiques qu'on lui prodiguait, et aussi, 

souvent parmi l e s eloges, i l y ava i t tan t de s imp l i f i ca t ions extremes, 

t an t d ' e r r e u r s , tan t de malentendus, qu'une sor te de mythe monstrueux a 

f i n i par se cons t i tue r , dans I ' e s p r i t du grand publ ic , pour qui, 

semble-v-il, l e Nouveau Roman est, desormais precisenient le contraire de 

ce qu'il est pour nous' (20), 

Consequently, Dans Le Labyrinthe seems to be an experiment in 

demonstrating to the reader how to read. Eobbe-Grillet gives in s t ruc -

tions at the beginning on how to approach the work:-

'Ce recit est une fiction, non un temoignage. II decrit ujie realite 

qui n'est pas forcercent celle dont le lecteur a fait lui-rceme 

I ' exper ience . . . I I s ' a g i t pourtant i c i d'une r e a l i t e s t r ic tement 

materielle, c ' e s t - a - d i r e q u ' e l l e ne pretend a aucune valeur allegorique. 

Le lecteur est done invite a n'y voir que les choses, g e s t e s , paroles, 

evenements, qui lui sont rapportes, s a n s chercher a leur donner ni plus 

ni moms de signification que dans sa propre vie, ou sa propre mort' 

(21) . 

Secondly and perhaps more important, one of the subjec ts of the book 

is uhe problem of constructing a novel. Previously this had b een left 

(19) PNR, pp. 55-56 

(20) PME, p. 143 

(21) DL, Preface 
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as 811 integral part of the book, as something which might be significant 

ij. the reader were to analyse the work carefully, but which \/as not the 

actual subject. 

This novel i s also ra ther d i f f e r e n t at the very beginning. Whereas 

the earlier works tended to begin with passages of more or less logical 

aescr ipt ion - which helped to es tabl ish the confidence of the reader -

and were then followed by equally r e a l i s t i c but contrary passages -

which na tura l ly destroyed th i s confidence - here Pobbe-Grillet begins 

v;ith a series of contradictions which echo those at the v e r y end of 

La Jalousie (22):-

'Dehors i l p leu t , dehors on marche sous l a pluie en courbant l a ^^te, 

s'abritant les yeux d ' u n e main tout en regardant quand meme devant soi, 

. • . dehors il fait froid, le vent souffle d a n s les feuilles. 

Dehors i l y a du s o l e i l , i l n 'y a pas un arbre, ni un arbuste . . . 

et I'on marche en p l e i n soleil. . . i (23), 

This immediately makes the reader wary and more a l e r t to the problems 

and p o t e n t i a l i t i e s of the work, but Robbe-Grillet must assume that he 

has the basic confidence and desire to read i t . There then follow 

several pages of close descr ipt ion. However, the f i r s t impression of 

someone performing the process of creation i s not l o s t and continues 

throughout the novel. I t i s r e f l ec ted in the concepts of searching and 

communication demonstrated by the so ld ie r , which continue u n t i l the end 

of the work when the reader learns that t h i s i s in f ac t the d r a f t of a 

novel and that the wr i t e r , the reader and the so ld ier have a l l been 

searching. In s u c h a way, Robbe-Grillet underlines by his techniques 

(22) J , p. 216 

(23) DL, p. 9 
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of construction the way in which he wants the reader to approach the 

work. 

His next work, La Kaison de rendez-vous (1965), is again different. 

It begins, not with the usual setting of the scene — whether certain or 

not - but with a personal statement of the erotic desires of someone 

whom the reader presumes to be the author. Of all the beginnings of 

the novels, this "confession" is perhaps the most "convincing" and 

traditionally realistic and sets the mood for the remainder of the book. 

Hobbe-Grillet has now returned to long passages of traditional, 

chronological narrative. With this there is a change also to a 

construction which is less tight tha.n any of the previous works. 

Perhaps this might be taken as a sign of Robbe-Grillet's increasing 

awareness of the adverse reception accorded to his novels. 

The earlier novels in general emphasise the freedom of the reader in 

his selection of levels of reality by offering him a multiplicity of 

choice within a framework which is fairly constricted and to a great 

extent pre-ordained by the author. Îiow Eobbe-Grillet appears to 

reverse his technique as he offers a limited choice of levels of 

reality within a much less restricted framework. The work does 

consequently still induce a sense of freedom but in effect it does so 

far less than in the earlier works. 

The book lacks the sense of construction inherent in the other works. 

The action involves many people and their various fates, as opposed to 

the small circle of main characters in the other works. The time scale 

appears to centre around one evening at Lady Ava's house, but contains 

a variety of past and present, real and imaginary events, with the 

result that the atmosphere is very different from La Jalousie for 

example, where everything centred around the reactions of the husband. 
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Thirdly, the setting of the action varies grea.t].y and although every-

thing takes place within the same town, j u s t as it did in Les Gomes 

there is none of the sense of harmony which unified the town of the 

e a r l i e r novel. 

However, chis work is one of tne easiest to read of all those written. 

Ry Robbe-Grili,et. The events are set out in a relatively traditional 

and chronological fashion which naturally assists the unitiated reader. 

inio would seem to suggest that .Roobe-Grillet was now admitting that 

he was failing, despite the relative success of La Jalousie to write a 

novel suited to the aspirations and abilities of p o s t - w a r man. The 

freedom offered in the e a r l i e r works was of ten re jec ted because of the 

effort needed to read his novel.s. Consequently in this work, 

Roobe-Grilleu returned to a rather more conventional manner of writing 

and gave help in both construction and subject matter. 

In his most recent novel, P r o j e t pour une revolution a New York, 

published in 19/0, this development continues. The immediate impression 

upon reading the novel is that of being battered by individual e v e n t s , 

co-ordinaced only by the common themes of violence, pornography or play 

acting, as we indicated earlier. It is true that the construction of 

the novel comes from this repetition of certain themes, b u t they include 

not only those just mentioned, but also others, related in particular 

to colours. 

Certain colours occur much more frequently.than others. Brown, 

blond, yellow, green, grey and blue are fairly infrequent and lack 

meaning. On the ot-her hand black, white and red occur very often and. 

usually have some e x t e r i o r meaning attached to them. White for example 

is used - not with particular originality - for virginity or purity, to 

be destroyed by revolution - the colour red - or death -- the colour 

black:-
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Quand, au petit matin, la police qui procede au ramassage des 

cadavres trouvera, l e corps, e l l e decouvrira en outre dans la main du 

jeune homme ua b r i s t o l rec tangula i re . . . avec ces mots i n s c r i t s en 

l e t t r e s cap i t a l e s : "leg jeunes mariees toutes blanches seront arrachees, 

encore vierges , des bras de leur epoux t e r r e s t r e , pour devenir l a prole 

du couteau et des flammes"' (24). 

Red i s the most f requent ly mentioned colour and has several i n t e r -

re la ted meanings. Among the almost countless references , the most 

important are:-

Blood - pages 29, ho, 49, 51, 54, 62, 71, 99 (blood on a white 

skin), 124 (blood against a white background), 133, '(41, 542, 159 

(blood on a white carpet), 185, 211, 212, 213, 

Fire - pages 134, 172, 179, 180, 181. 

Revolution - pages 15 and in pa r t i cu la r page 38 where i t i s described 

as Ihe solution to the enmity b e t w e e n black and white:-

"Le theme de l a lecon du jour pa ra i t e t re "la couleur rouge", 

envisagee comme solut ion radicale a I ' i r rGduc t ib le antagonisme entre 

l e noir e t l e blanc. Les t r o i s voix sont chacune a t t r ibuees k present , 

a 1 une des actions libercitrices majeures se rapportant au rouge: 

le viol, I'incendie, le meu^re" (25). 

This r epe t i t i on of commonplaces through the medium of colour, makes 

the work f a i r l y easy to read. There i s a confusion of events, but the 

main themes are obvious and are emphasised by the undercurrent of 

colour. The book seems to r e f l e c t a world in which no-one i s 

in teres ted in es tab l i sh ing a pat tern on events, but ra ther to accept 

(24) PRNY, p. 169 

(25) PRNY, p. 38 
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the world as it i s . The only patterns to emerge are those based 

directly on traditional and familiar concepts. It is true that the 

individual may have a little more freedom than in the p a s t , but this is 

being constantly threatened by the violence of others, a violence which 

has come from the feeling of disillusion experienced five to ten years 

earlier. 

% svivu up O W suYvey of coush^ucKen wtuway 

in IS & +t\c3t" these v/oii-.s are constructed — i.n varying degrees 

of relative importance - both according to traditional and pre-determined 

aesthetic principles of unity and harmony, and also according to the 

principles expounded by Bobbe-Grillet in his essays by which the 

construction of any work is inseparable from its content and is 

necessari ly therefore something f l u i d , a part of the novel to be 

manipulated by the reader himself. 

However, these two apparently i r reconci lable r are 

r ea l ly two d i f f e r e n t views of the same qual i ty of wri t ing. Certainly 

the reader is free to develop his own construction, but it can only be 

oiit, of the elements which, as we have shown, have already been 

positioned to a greater or l e s se r extent as the key-stones of the 

arciiitecture of the novel. They have been placed in such a v;ay as not 

only to shake the confidence of the reader but also to make him 

eventually aware of an inner harmony on which he can depend despite the 

apparent disharmony and chaos of the other elements of the novel. 

However, as has been noted, the novels of Robbe-Grillet enjoyed only 

a qualified success, certainly La Jalousie and L'Annee derniere a 

Marienoad have become established and recognised as works of sjrt in 

t he i r own r i g h t , but despite t he i r many q u a l i t i e s and despite the 

attempts of Robbe-Grillet t o involve the reader or spectator, they still 
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seem alien and forbidding at first sight. Many critics have totally 

misunderstood them and rejected then: as meaningless (26). Certainly 

his works are influenced by the contemporary fashion for participation 

in their approach to construction and subject matter, but does this 

necessarily make them more palatable to the average reader? Such a 

person would have been aware, as we have shown, of the theoretically 

positive role he was to play in society, in the economic and political 

fields and he may have been aware of the discrepancy between this 

theory and his real position. However, it would be unlikely that he 

would have had the mental agility to transfer this social awareness to 

the reading of a novel. Despite Robbe-Grillet's attempts at propagating 

his views through the media of essays, interviews and broadcasting, it 

is unlikely that a great number of people would be sufficient^adaptable 

intellectually to be able to read these books with enjoyment. This 

would only occur when the new attitude of participation had been 

or Wi, as a, \ 

established as the general social norm^ 'This never happened to the 

•extent that might have been desired. As we have indicated, participa-

tion came to be distrusted and was never as complete a part of the 

economy as Jean Monnet would have wished. 

Only if participation had been accepted as part of social and 

economic intercourse would the natural reactions of the average person 

extend to an immediate positive response to any event, whether social, 

economic, political or, as in this instance, cultural. As in the case 

of the music of Messiaen or Stockhausen, which depends for its con-

ception not on lyrical or figurative outflow, but rather on mathematical 

(26) Thesis, pp. 110-112 
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formulae, it cannot at the moment be accepted readily by an uninitiated 

public. That is not to say that in later generations' these works will 

not be read more generally and accepted more universally as works of 

art, but at the present time they must remain the province of those v/ho 

are open and receptive to new ideas and new concepts of literature, of 

those who are willing and able to see beyond the superficial 

difficulties and appreciate such works on a different level from others 

constructed in a more traditional and more familiar manner. 

They must be willing if necessary to read a novel or listen to a 

piece of music several times in order eventually to attain the 

familiarity and intimacy which are o f t e n the sole objectives of the 

traditional novelist or composer but which in the case of the 'New 

Novel' or much of modern music are the foundations on which the reader 

or listener can begin to build his positive creative response. 

The works of Robbe-Grillet may therefore appear alien and lacking 

in construction or inner structures, but the reader must persevere. 

Only by so doing will he become consciously aware of the mathematical 

qualities of the harmonies and shapes on which the works are built. 

Robbe-Grillet does much to guide the reader, but in the final analysis 

it is the effort of the reader which transforms these works into 

meaningful and thus rewarding creations, 

(e) The development towards mathematics: Beckett 

Do the conclusions given above apply to the works of Beckett which, 

superficially at least, present a similar appearance? Murphy can 

perhaps be compared with Robbe-Grillet's first novel Les Gommes in 

that it is more coherent and constructed according to more traditional 
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concepts than the later worka. However, would it be possible to state 

that the construction of this novel was an integral and necessary part 

of it, as ill the case of many of the novels of Eobbe-Grillet? 

Murphy is the creation of Beckett alone; the reader has only the 

traditional passive reaction towards it. Thus the construction cannot 

have the function of helping the reader. Nor is it possible to see the 

construction here as in any way a valid or reasonable reflection of the 

narrative or as a vital part of it. 

The story is basically the journey of Murphy through life and his 

attempted rejection of the world as it appears in various aspects 

represented by the other characters. These are continually reappearing 

and give the work a certain framework although it is by no means 

regular. The only possible interpretation of this aspect of the book 

is to see its dramatic importance, for example in the reappearance of 

all the main characters after the death of Murphy in an attempt to give 

up the world. They a r e entrusted with the ashes from his body but 

return them to the sordid physical life from which he has tried to 

escape. The construction of the book thus reflects the fate of Murphy, 

but it is only as a formal dramatic necessity, as an instrument which 

will convey the story effectively. 

After this work, however, there is a change. In Molloy there are 

the first real signs of a conscious structuring which is an integral 

part of the work. The novel has an almost perfect geometrical shape 

being divided into two parts of equal length. In the two parts certain 

events occur and are repeated with different effect according to their 

different place in the whole work. 
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This symmetry reflects t h e w o r l d which is portrayed in the novel, or 

perhaps more exactly seems to be a parallel to the desire of the 

characters for geometry and precision even when surrounded by chaos and 

disorder. Thus Molloy describes the window of his room:-

Teux barreaux la partageaicnt en trois parties, dont la mediane 

restait constante tandis que peu a peu la droits gagnait ce que jjsrdait 

la gauche. Car la lune allait de gauche a droite ou la charibre allait 

de droite a gauche, ou les deux a la fois peut-etre, ou elles allaicnt 

toutes les deux de gauche a droite seulernent la charabre raoins vite que 

la lune, ou de droite a gauche, seulernent la lune rcoins vite que la 

chambre. Mais peut-on parler de droite et de gauche dsns ces 

conditions?' (27). 

Similarly there is the calm of Molloy as he sucks his stones in a 

planned and geometric order, or the delight of 11 oran as he watches the 

precise dance of the bees. As has been seen, the reaction of the 

characters towards these elements of certainty in a world of apparent 

chaos is one usually of satisfaction or calm and so must it be for 

Beckett or the reader when reading this work. 

(g) Mathematics becomes the essence of construction and content: Beckett 

As yet, however, there is n o t the same sense of participation as in 

the novels of Robbe-Grillet. In Molloy, it is the characters who 

p e r c e i v e the geometry in their own world aiid it is Beckett who creates 

the geometry of the work. The reader can appreciate the symmetry, but 

as yet cannot avoid the intermediary figure of B e c k e t t . It is as if 

(27) p.57 
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moment, his characters a r e only tentatively appreciating the new world 

which lies just beyond their g r a s p . 

This is true also of Watt, but with Maione meurt, published in 1952, 

this i n t e r m e d i a r y figure disappears and the reader is left with Malone 

and his attempts at writing down his life. The reader is here in part 

more able to participate in the creation and in part less able, since 

Malone, a character far more advanced than any previous character in 

his deterioration, now interposes himself more strongly than anv of 

them. 

However, since it appears to be the intention of Beckett to show how 

the ideal world is one created in the abstract, then the reader must 

now begin fully to participate when reading the work in order to be 

able to understand and comprehend the abstract, creative world of 

Beckett's characters, for whom the aim of creation is to find their 

true world. Malone writes 

'Je ne voulais pas ecrire, mais j'ai fini p a r m'y resigner. C ' e s t 

afin de savoir ou j'en suis, ou il en est' (28). 

Naturally the reader will be at least one step removed from the world 

which is oeing createci, but if he can be induced to involve himself in 

the same way as in the works of Robbe-Grillet, he will better under-

stand the work. 

The outer construction of this novel is much less definite than that 

' -his gives the reader a chance to create a construction for 

( 2 8 ) p . 6 i 
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himself, although ho must have cufficient confidence to do sc. T h e r e 

is little help given to him by Beckett and if he fails to appreciate the 

work, one feels that Beckett will assume this to be the fault of the 

r e a d e r , rather than that of the author. 'Consequently this novel, and 

also L'lnnommable, are difficult, but if the reader is sufficiently 

diligent and initiated, he will perceive the underlying construction. 

The basic life of Malone has no specific form. It is rather a 

progression from beginning to end, o r , as far as the book is concerned, 

from somewhere near the beginning to the presumed end. Within this 

progression, however, there are certain incidents such as the episodes 

from the life of Sapo, the Louis family and rlacmann in the asylum, 

which may or may not be part of Malone's autobiography, but which add 

another dimension to the construction in their repetition of other 

periods of life. Sapo , Hacmann and Malone are all connected in some 

way, whether by their alienation from the world o r by their love of 

geometry, and as a result it is possible to perceive this work as a 

construction founded on a mathematical equation. 

There is on the one level the structureless present of his old age 

against which are projected at random the details of Sapo, Macmann and 

the other characters. To this extent there is no construction in the 

normal sense of the word unless it be the sense of progression 

mentioned above. The construction itself arises out of this shapeless-

ness, indeed as a contrast to it, since the reader is encouraged, by 

observing the attitudes and reactions of the characters, to seek for 

some provable5 mathematical pattern based on themes. Sapo for example 

always liked to lose himself in an imaginary world consisting of 

numbers 
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'C'etait le inaniement des ncmbres c o n c r e t s qui lui plaisait. Tout 

calcul lui semblait ciseux oii la nature de 1'unite ne fut pas preci; 

I I a'adonnait en public et dans le p r i v e , au calcul mental. Et les 

chiffres qui alors rnanoeuvraient dans sa tete la peuplaient de couJeurs 

et de formes' (29). 

If the reader sees the created world of the characters through their 

minds, which transfer everything on to a mathematical or geometrical 

level, then he too wdll see the world of the novel in a similar fashion. 

Tlius he may base his reading cn the development of time, which can be 

formed into a visibly provable equation by stating that the 

characteristics of Sapo are equal to those of Kacmann minus the ageing 

process of timeSimilarly those of Mac maim plus tlie ageing process of 

time will equal those of Malone. This equation can be extended by time 

at either end to include birth and death. If the reader wishes, he may 

project this equation visually in the form of a graph on which the 

various incidents are plotted and for which the a x e s might be life 

and death, life and time, death and time or, from another point of 

view, interest and monotony. 

The result is that the reader is given a quantity of more or less 

chaotic and uncertain facts out of which he is able not necessarily to 

verify anything, but at least to form a definite and demonstrable 

equation which is mentally satisfying. 

L'Innommable is similar in its construction except that here the 

concept of progression has almost disappeared. • The Unnamable has 

(29) p.22 
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deteriorated much more than previous characters:-

'Tout cela est tombed, toutes les choses qui depassent, avec mes yeu>; 

mes cheveux, s a n s laisser de trace, tombe si bas si loin que je n'ai 

^i^^ entGndU; que ca combe encore peut—etre^ mes cheveux lentement 

corame de la suie de toujours, de la chute de mes oreilles rien 

entendu' (30). 

His deterioration now seems to be almost complete and static, and the 

only evidence of csny progression or movement in a straight line is the 

gradual deterioration of the language. The book begins with a series 

of concise questions, but ends with long passages in which the only 

punctuation is the comma, and only a general meaning can be extracted 

•from the language. 

Within this deterioration, especially of the language, the only 

constant is again the sense of mathematics and the visible structures it 

caii produce in the form of equations or a graph. Here, however, they 

are rather more complicated than those of Mai one meui't. "I'he now much 

shortened progression contains references again to different ages of 

charactiers like himself, but this time they are more exaggerated. The 

Unnamable had, it appears, been a beautiful baby, but had deteriorated 

after a short period 

'Les vieux n'etaient pas toujours d'accord a mon sujet, mais ils 

etaient d'accord que j'avais et^ un beau bebe, tout a fait au debut, 

pendant quinze jours ou trois semaines' ). 

(30) p.36 

(31) IN, pp.64-65 



After this he describes Mahood, who may be himself, as a being v;ho 

lives in a jar, and finally there is Worn, who may be Mahood, but who 

appears to have deteriorated further. Thus the reader obtains the 

impression of a progression both d r a m a t i c - in the deterioration of the 

possible narrator - and undramatic - in the deterioration of the 

language. 

Against this progression are projected, as before, several geometrical 

shapes J in particular here the sense of circular movement. One circle 

exists on the purely linguistic level in that at the end of the work , 

the narrator discovers that he has not and cannot answer the questions 

which he had asked himself at the beginning:-

'Ou raaintenant? Quand maintenant? Qui maintenant?' (32). 

•il faut dire des mots, tant qu'il y en a, il faut les dire, 

j-osqu'a ce qu'ils me trouvent, jusqu'a ce qu'ils me disent, Strange 

peine, ctrange faute, il faut continuer, c'est peut-etre deja fait, i]s 

ra'ont peut-etre deja dit, ils ra'ont peut-etre porte jusqu'au seuil de 

mon histoire, devant la porte qui s'ouvre sur mon histoire, ca 

m etonnerait, si elle s'ouvre, ca va etre moi, ca va etre le silence, la 

ou je suis, je ne sais pas, je ne le saurai jamais, dan.s le silence on 

ne sait pas, il laut continuer, il faut continuer, je vais continuer' 

(33). 

Another circle exists on the level of birth and death, both of which 

foi Beckett are intricately connccted. Death may be a form of birth, 

the beginning of another life cycle, for example:— 

(32) 1%^ p.7 

(33) pp. 261-262 



*ils ont peur que je ne me defends, ils veulent ra'avoir vivant, pour 

pouvoir me tuer, conme ca j'aurai vecu, ils me croient vivant, ca 

sentirait 1'exhumation s'il y avait un cadavre, pas dans u.u ventre non 

plus, elle n'a pas ete reglee, la garce qui me deconnera, voila qui 

devrait singuJ.iereraent restreindre le champ des recherches, un sperme 

qui meurt, de froid, dans les draps, en agitant faiblement sa petite 

queue, je suis peut-etre im sperme qui seche. . . • (34). 

The circle appears as a geometrical form in nearly all that he sees, 

whether it be Kolloy and llalone v/ho pass him at regular intervals on an 

orbit around him (35), or the circular house in which he lives or 

lived ( 3 6 ) . He likes to think that he is the centre of a circle, but 

is unsure of the fact:~ 

M 1 me plait de croire que j'en occupe le centre, mais rien n'est 

moins sur' (37). 

At the same time he is forced to follow a circular movement or a 

straight line:-

'Aller de I'avant, j-appelle ga de I'avant, je suis toujours all^ de 

I'avant, sinon en ligne droite, tout au moins selon la figure qui 

m'avait ete assignee' ( 3 8 ) . 

(34) IN, p.189 

(35) IN, P.10 

(36) IN^ p.74 

(37) IN, p.15 

(38) IN, p.68 
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Similarly he moves in a perfect spiral movement (39), or an imperfect 

one C-lO). I t is not n c c e s s a r y for any of these shapes to be the true 

representation of his life and his w o r l d , but it is necessary for him 

to feel and to sense that he is following some pattern in life, that 

there is some 'meaning', if only geometric, in the chaos around him. 

At the same time, this insistence on patterns on the various levels at 

which they a r e found, helps the reader of the book, as it did in 

Maione meurt. It does not necessarily give any answers to the problems 

of the world, but if the reader can be convinced perhaps merely of the 

artistic and aesthetic patterns which are possible, he will have some-

thing concrete on which to base his observations or his imaginative 

creations. 

In his latest novel Comment C'est, geometrical patterns become the 

basis of the book and the world. There is a perfect harmony in the 

chaos and the mud in that the two elements of progression in a line ajid 

progression in a circle a r e combined. This pattern or construction is 

the only really comprehensible and satisfying element in the whole 

world and bccomes in fact more important to the characters t h a n the 

world itself. 

The work is now more easily divisible than either Maione meurt or 

L'Innommable and resembles Molloy and Watt in this respect. This 

would seem to suggest that for Beckett the construction or pattern was 

becoming more important than the creative freedom of the reader. In 

(39) .IE, p.61 

(40) DI, p.81 



356 

the two previous works, the reader had some choice in the v/ay,in which 

he perceived the construction, but with the c l a r i f i c a t i o n here, the 

freedom has diminished. It is a move away from the real world and its 

problems of freedom and communication to an abstract one in which such 

things are either discounted or assumed and the only necessary discovery 

of man is of a certain mathematical logic and beauty which is an. 

essential part of his existence and the world around him. 

Thus the reader is constantly being made aware of the pattern of tlie 

narrator's life which in i t=: turn is the pattern of the b o o k . This is 

divided into three parts of almost exactly equal length being 50, 58 

and 52 pages long respectively, and it thus reflects the exactness with 

which his Izfe is ordered. Many comments underline this, for e x a m p l e ; -

'ici done premiere partie comment c'etait avant P.im ca suit je cite 

I'ordre a peu pres ma vie dernier etat ce qu'il en reste des bribes je 

I'entends ma vie dans I'ordre plus ou moins je I'apprends' (41). 

/ind: -

'voila done enfin derriere nous la premiere tranche deja de notre vie 

en commun plus que la seconde et derniere fin de la deuxieme partie 

plus que la troisierae et derniere' (42.). 

Within these three parts is shovm the whole of the existence of the 

character moving in the mud. He first catches up Pirn, then hits liim, 

then leaves him. Re is part of a vast circle of beings, all of whom 

are moving forward, attacking and being attacked in turn. 

(41) CC, p.10 

(42) CC, p.71 
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Eveiyth.lng ruierrsd to .in tspi"s of ^^thc^atics an.d gGoisstrv. For 

example a passage of poetic prose beco.v.cs mathematical and precise:-

'F done bien profond foin de lumierc v i t e l a f i n l^^haut derniere 

chose dernier ciel cette rnouche peut-etre glissant sur la vitre sur le 

drap tout I'ete devant elle ou midi gloria de cculeurs derriere la vitre 

dans 1'eiTibrasure do la caverne et les voiles qui arrivent 

G8UX voiles I'un ae gauche I's.utre de droite qui arrivent se 

iejoign.eno ou I'un qui descend 1'autre qui nionte ou pan coupe en 

diagonale de 1'angle superieur gauche ou droit inferieux droit ou 

gauche un deujc trois et quatre qui arrivent se rejoignent' (43). 

Similarly life is bound not only forcibly through the inevitable 

pattern which is described, but also voluntarily, f o r example 

noir clair ces inois-la ciiaque fois qu'ils arrivent nuit jour ombre 

lumiere cette faraille-la envie de rire chaque fois non quelquefois 

trois fciG sur dix quatre sur quinze cette proportion essaie 

qu&lquefois meme proportion y arrive quelquefois r-jenie proportion' (^h). 

Thus, as a contrast to the logical and lucid laiiguage of the early 

works with their relatively free choice of construction, there is here 

uhe Destruction of language with .little or no choice of form. The 

construct ion has already been se t out r i g id ly by Beckett in a manner 

analogous to that of a mathematician who sees an abstract problem in 

the concrete terms of an equation or a geometric figure. 

(43) CC, p.107-108 

(44) CC, p.134 
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Jis it ail exa&geratioa to see his increasing reliance on patterns and 

visible shapes as a symptom of his growing mistrust of language as such? 

Whereas the traditional writer will attempt to convey his message 

through his words, Beckett seejiis deliberately to be destroying his 

language in order to set up another form of communication which by 

contrast will seem the more effective. Perhaps a comparison might be 

made here with his characters who seem to be trying to escape from the 

outside world into one which is personally more meaningful and valid, 

j-n order i-o acnieve this, eno.̂  they must eschew all that pertains to the 

worldJ including the language which through its words, images and even 

its punctuation, must remind them of the impersonal nature of all that 

they are leaving. However, they must have some method of analysing 

their new world and if necessary of communicating its character to 

others, ^or tnis they have chosen mathematics and geometry which are 

always constant and therefore trustworthy, but at the same time are 

essentially meaningless until manipulated to form some pattern or 

equation. The shapes and forms which result will be valid only for the 

peioon who has created them, but they can be appreciated by others, who 

v.'xll experience their aesthetic and artistic qualities as well as 

their deiiniue and demonstrable nature. Beckett seems to have 

progressed to this point in such works as imagination morte imagines, 

wheie uhe action is described in certain and exact geometrical terms, 

and nothing is left for the reader except to translate these terms into 

an imagined reality. This, because it is based on the provable facts of 

c-istance and relative position, will be mentally satisfying, even though 

it may be exterior and alien to the personal experience of the reader. 
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Conclusions 

Thus the two authors diverge in their use of construction. For both 

it is to a greater or lesser extent a necessary part of their e.rt, but 

whereas in the works of Robbe-Grillet it is in general used to involve 

the reader in a positive and free creative process, in those of Beckett, 

it becomes an end in itself, as a new language which denies any choice 

to the reader.; but is the basis of a passive appreciation. For Beckett 

therefore, the intention seems to be that of the traditional writer. 

Through new techniques of construction and a new approach to comm-anica-

tion, he appears to wish to improve on all that has preceded him. In 

the final analysis, the reader has little to do except to appreciate 

passively that which is presented to him. 

Sobbe-Grillet, however, is perhaps more ambitious in his attempts to 

involve the reader, and it is in this aspect that he seems more aware -

or perhaps more interested - than Beckett in the conditions of man at 

him time and the problems with which he was faced after the Second World 

War. His use of construction closely parallels the various attempts 

made by the Administration at persuasion that were outlined in the 

chapter on the mood of post-war Frajice. The governments had found it 

necessary to encourage the people to accept certain information .and to 

adopt an attitude which would coincide with the aims of the Planners. 

To achieve this end they presented information, which in its complete 

form v/as often confusing and difficult to understand, in a more 

palatable form by the use of statistics. These could easily be broken 

down into readily comprehensible formulae or shapes of thought in 

propaganda slogans and could be seen to be true mathematically and 
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logically even though their simplicity might possibly conceal and omit 

contradicting details (4$). 

Robbe-Grillet uses such techniques to gain the confidence of the 

reader and to help him approach the works in a positive manner. The 

constructions which emerge are not only a reflection of the subject 

matt-er, out are directed, towards the reader and thus are founded on 

personal values and experience, by contrast to the rigid and ujimeaningful 

patterns of the traditional novel. 

In contrast, however, with the technocrats, he seems to wish the 

reader to perceive how his techniques of persuasion inherent in the 

construction of his work are valid only as a means to an end. 'Th.e 

reader should understand this and should value his increased freedom in 

the creation of a work of art, whereas the people of France could not 

necessarily see any immediate result or distinguish between authentic 

) 

reality and the interpretations which the government encouraged them to 

puc upon it. That Robbe-Grillet appears to be increasingly dis-

satisfied with the form of his novels, is not necessarily a basis for 

adverse criticism of his work, but rather a sign of his growing aware-

ness that man prefers to cling to the safety and familiarity of his 

traditions. Only those who wish to change and lead a more positive 

life and who are sufficiently receptive to new trains of thought, will 

be able to appreciate his works to the full. 

(4$) Thesis, pp. 65-78 
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8. General conclusions 

In the above chapters, we have analysed in detail those structural 

elements of the novels of Eobbe-Grillet which seem most clearly to 

uphold our thesis that a sociological approach to literature is a valu-

c-.ble method of criticism. Ih.e conclusions which we have been able to 

draw are perhaps more complex than might have been expected. 

I.o. oui i3.nal chapter, we demonstrated the overt use of constructions 

of persuasion. The reader is able to participate creatively when 

reading tne novels because he is made aware and critical of these 

processes. We have also the picture of Eobbe-Grillet in decline from 

— J - ^ o . / r i n b h e onwards, experimenting in constructions, casting 

about for an effective form without any promising line developing. Thus 

his own decline corresponds roughly with that of the respectability of 

the technocrats' skills in public relations. 

All art must involve the manipulation of the reactions of the public. 

The carefully controlled movements of the ballerina, evoke certain 

emotional responses as do the lines of a piece of sculpture, but we feel 

tnat Robbe-Grillet has become too conscious of this process. As a 

consequence his work has become insufficiently 'spontaneous'. For 

Robbe-Grillet, art is in danger of descending to pure technique as he 

becomes more concerned with the aims and theories of his writing than 

with the value of the end-product. Plis novels increasingly expect an 

unjustifiably unemotional response from the reader. Pro.jet pour une 
/ \ 

revolution a New York for example creates a conflict between on the one 

hand, the reaaer whose natural tendency is to regard the victims as 

human and thus be horrified, and on the other hand Robbe-Grillet for 

whom the work of art does not claim to give an illusion of reality and 

for whom the majority of the characters are totally reified. He does 
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net conceive of them as suffering flesh but more as objects to be 

manipulated. 

According to our chapter on time, v/e noted that Robbe-Grillet differs 

from Beckett in his use of time as an ingredient of art. Robbe-Grillet 

tries to retain links with the practical relevance of time to the every-

day life of the individual. The reader is again shown the stage 

machinery of manipulation and is brought up against it in a way that 

blatantly shows the artifice so that he will react against it. Here, 

however, the inspiration' of Robbe-Grillet does not appear to be as 

markedly in decline as it did in relation to fine sVv».c«'U<-« oj- 4Wie ncVelg. 

Indeed, with the exception of Pro .jet pour une revolution a New York, 

where time is shown to be meaningless, Robbe-Grillet uses his skills to 

make subliminal allusions to the technocrats' techniques of persuasion, 

to induce in the reader an awareness of the difference between 

individual time and time scales set by planners and mathematicians. 

Th.us, from these technical allusions, Robbe-Grillet can confront us in 

an original manner with sn awareness of time as the human predicament 

of man in the face of death, a traditional theme to which he might 

reasonably be claimed to have brought enrichment. 

In our chapter on reification, we showed how in the early works of 

Robbe-Grillet, there is a distinctive 'angoisse', a tension set up 

between characters and their hostile environment. This purely static 

expository situation develops into the theme of hope for escape in such 

works as L'Annee derniere a Marienbad, and then into despair and 

pessimism as the hostile reified world closes in, as shown in 

L'Immortelle and La Maison de rendez-vous. Finally despair itself dis-

/ \ 

appears in Pro,jet pour une revolution a New York, a book not of 

pessimism, but rather of clinical objectivity. Man can manipulate and 
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be manipulated; he can both use and experience violence. 

iV\ cleUlocrccVeVu UAAeuAohbtoal tevi*A« 

Horror is overtly expressed^to make the reader aware of this type of 

world in which violence exists as an accepted and usual occurrence. 

It is this concern for the fate of the reader and thereby hopefully 

for the average man, which seems to be one of the most important 

characteristics of Hobbe-Grillet.'s writing. In each individual 

structure of his works, he attempts to persuade the reader, to evoke 

from him a certain positive response. The use of the saire methods as 

the government points up the difference between his results and theirs. 

He is able to enter into a form of double perspective by which he sees 
how kxjtk. Ufc owk tUt gcweviA-MCat" ot oc \^]rr at ptYSnOSKM. ̂  

bui f-o kfe t be 

alolfc w iOdfOpt C j g i s Occurs in particular during 

his later works in which he modifies his approach because he perceived 

that the readers were rejecting them. 'Iliey were not willing to make a 

sufficient effort to read them and respond in an active manner just as 

they were becoming disillusioned with participation in social and 

economic events. Consequently we have had to analyse the realities of 

civil service and government methods and engage in a sociological 

criticism. Through doing this we have been able to bring to light the 

above conclusions and thus explain why Robbe-Grillet has succeeded 

commercially. 

In carrying out this aim, the problem has been to ai'rive at a method 

satisfying not only standards of academic and critical acuity, but at 

the same time the more scientific objectivity arrived at by the 

sociological critic. In meeting this difficulty, Goldmann, although 

persuasive as a sociologist, is too crude in his political premises and 

academic critics such as Ricardou and Alter too restricted in their 

concentration upon the traditional views of the nature of the artist's 
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sources of material, imagery an,d inspiration, Beckett has been very 

useful here as a source of comparison for the individual chapter 

conclusionso 

Although the method followed has imperfections of which v;e have 

become aware, it can lay claim to some measure of objectivity and fair-

mindedness of approach in that we have been careful to proceed in an 

order which helps to avoid presupposing the findings of our investiga-

tion. Thus it will have been noticed that commencing with a straight 

analysis and interpretation of Robbe-Grillet's stated theories and a 

critical exposition of the theories of Goldmann, we have proceeded to 

an analysis of some dominant post-war economic and social attitudes in 

order to extract those internal structures which seemed most relevant. 

Tins we concluded before commencing an analysis of the works of 

literature in order that our claim for objectivity may not be weakened. 

V/e have then taken the structures which we have discovered and have 

tested each one in turn against the works themselves using as a guide 

certain fundamental themes taken from llobbe-Grillet's economic explana-

tions in Pour Un Nouveau Roman. 

We are made - perhaps unexpectedly - aware of Robbe-Grillet's value 

as an artist and commentator, of his sense of duty to inform humanity 

and of his courage in calling for the most drastic measure of social 

revolution. V/e feel that Robbe-Grillet is not the greatest of writers, 

but that his standing will depend on the future developments in 

critical analysis. Those critics to whom we have referred as having 

given a limited or biassed criticism, have done so because they have 

studied the works of Roobe-Grillet according either to literary 

criteria or to a too general appraisal of social and economic develop-

ment. They have not understood the works in their specific context and 



it is this alone which gives the key to many of the complexities and 

curiosities in construction, plot or character development. 

V;ill criticism continue on the lines of accepted aesthetic analysis, 

or will it become more expansive in its criteria? Whatever happens, 

kobbe-Grillet will be seen as a significant milestone for the qualities 

which we have indicated above-
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