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ABSTRACT

This thests contends that a return to a phenomenological analysis of Alain Robbe-
Grillet’s film and fiction 1s a relevant and useful undertaking at the start of the twenty
first century, providing the opportunity to reassess Robbe-Grillet’s entire eeuvre, both
films and novels. It addresses the limitations of earlier phenomenological studies,
analysing works not yet subjected to phenomenological analysis, and exploring important
themes into which phenomenology can provide original insights, especially since the
development of new phenomenological critical theories.

The structure of this thesis demonstrates the coherence of a phenomenological
approach across the works of Robbe-Grillet. The introduction contextualises the
contribution of the thesis, indicating oversights to be rectified in existing studies. The
first chapter charts the development of phenomenology, highlighting areas of relevance to
the insights outlined i1n the thesis.  Chapter two demonstrates that both the
phenomenological reduction, and Robbe-Grillet’s formal strategies of challenging
cultural expectations, result in a “making strange” of perceptual experience, with
repercussions for the subversion of conventional fictional and filmic narratives.
Subsequent chapters explore further consequences of the reduction, beginning in chapter
three with the embodiment of consciousness, which impacts upon the presentation of
narrative perspective in Robbe-Grillet’s film and fiction. The fourth chapter examines
Robbe-Grillet’s rendering of a lived experience of time, rather than an objective
measurement of 1t, thus analysing another consequence of embodied existence, and of the
“making strange” that results from undermining cultural expectations. Another mode of
bodily existence, sexuality, was neglected in previous phenomenological studies, and 1s °
examined in the fifth chapter, in the light of feminist readings of phenomenology, making
a new contribution in its reassessment of the debates around cultural stereotypes and
subversion. Chapter six examines the complex relations surrounding intersubjectivity,
another area not previously addressed, and elucidates the problematics of Robbe-
Grilletian inter-human relationships.

The thests concludes that earlier phenomenological studies have not fully worked
through all of the implications of the phenomenological reduction in Robbe-Grillet’s
works 1n terms of cultural subversion, nor have they accounted fully for the
interdependency of various modes of human embodiment (perception, situation in space
and time, sexuality and intersubjectivity) as they are enacted in Robbe-Grillet’s
narratives.
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Introduction

The film and fiction of Alain Robbe-Grillet have been the subject of much
academic scrutiny since the 1950s. He is undoubtedly a challenging writer and
filmmaker, in terms of both the form and content of his works, and this is an important
part of his attraction for academic enquiry. That is, the many varied approaches
employed in the analysis of his literary and cinematic eeuvre can, in part, be attributed to
the difficulty initially experienced in making sense of his works. Given the abundance of
books, articles and essays already devoted to Robbe-Grillet, in addition to his own
copious comments in the form of essays, articles and interviews, the appearance of yet
another study of his works may at first seem somewhat redundant. Yet, it is testimony to
the quality of Robbe-Grillet’s works and to the richness of his ideas that new studies are
constantly being published on his artistic endeavours, suggesting that comment upon

them has not yet been exhausted, and that he is still an important figure in French culture.

Furthermore, Robbe-Grillet, a few months away from his eightieth birthday, has



celebrated his long career with the publication of another novel, as well as a screenplay.1
Here, then, is scope for further comment on Robbe-Grillet, as these recent works mark a
return to the two genres within w:hich he has always worked, namely the novel and
screenplay, following a period during which he had focused upon a semi-fictional form of
autobiography. These works, at the time of writing, have yet to be subjected to much
academic scrutiny, although an indication of the literary quality of La Reprise was its
nomination for the Prix Goncourt in 2001, Robbe-Grillet remains, therefore, an
important ﬁglire in the French culture of the twenty-first century.’

Robbe-Grillet came to prominence as a novelist as part of the Nouveau Roman in
the 1950s, together with a group of writers published by the Editions de Minuit, including
Claude Simon, Michel Butor, Nathalie Sarraute and others. Although not a literary
school, their works nevertheless displayed some common concerns, not least of which
was a rejection of literary convention or realist mimesis in favour of an interest in
experimentation with novelistic form. By the early sixties, Robbe-Grillet’s career as a
novelist had branched out into writing ciné-romans, a hybrid form that can function as
screenplays, but can also be read as novels. In this respect, his career is comparable to
that of Marguerite Duras, another Minuit novelist whose early forays into film also
included writing a screenplay for the director Alain Resnais.” Both Robbe-Grillet and
Duras later became directors in their own right. Common to both was that the avant-

garde style of their novels was reflected in their films, linking them with the Nouveau

' Namely, La Reprise and C‘est Gradiva qui vous appelle. At a film retrospective at the Cinéma Lux, Caen,
in June 2002, René Prédal (who at the time was preparing a book on Robbe-Grillet’s films) revealed that
the latter was unlikely ever to be made into a film, given the difficulty of securing funding for the project.

‘ The enduring influence of Robbe-Grillet upon French literature was attested to by a group of young
French writers at a discussion evening in his honour at the Centre Pompidou in Paris in November 2001.

> Marguerite Duras, Hiroshima mon amour (Paris: Gallimard, 1960), and Alain Robbe-Grillet, L ‘Année
Derniére a Marienbad (Paris: Editions J’ai lu, copyright Les Editions de Minuit, 1961).



Cinéma of which Robbe-Grillet, Duras, Resnais and Jean-Luc Godard were part. The
evolution of Robbe-Grillet’s twin careers developed along broadly similar lines, although
his films and hovels are separately conceived projects.” Initially, then, his earliest films
and novels tended to follow the mental processes of one or more characters, presenting
their perceptions in such a way as to focus upon objects, filtered through a disturbed or
obsessed mind. This phase was displaced by the Nouveau Nouveau Roman period of his
work, which represented a change in terms of its consciously self-reflexive play of forms,
often generated by a set of recurrent themes or motifs borrowed from popular culture.
This was reflected in his cinema of the same era, with L ’Eden et aprés, for example,
structured according to a list of themes repeated across the film. The 1dea of generating
and constructing texts was taken further in Robbe-Grillet’s collaborations with
photographers and artists, wherein the impulse for the texts written by Robbe-Grillet

were paintings and photographs, published alongside the texts. Parts of the resultant texts

were then pieced together to form novels, published in their own right without the
images.” Following this, Robbe-Grillet’s work took a different turn in the 1980s with the
move towards auto-fiction, a semi-fictional form of autobiography. His autobiography
was in three parts, collectively titled Romanesques, to suggest their novel-like form. In
the 1980s and 1990s, he made onlgr two films, La Belle Captive and Un Bruit qui rend
fou. These films still bore the marks of the self-reflexive devices of his films of the late
1960s and 1970s, and contained many inter-textual and inter-filmic references to his

novels and previous films. Following his series of auto-fictions, Robbe-Grillet has

* For example, he would not consider making one of his novels into a film.

> Topologie d’une cité fantéme and Souvenirs du triangle d’or. For details of the composition of these
novels, sece Bruce Morrissette ’s Intertextual Assemblage in Robbe-Grillet from Topology to the Golden
Triangle (Fredericton, Canada: York Press, 1979).



returned to the novel and ciné-roman in the twenty first century, with the publication of a
novel and a screenplay. Like the two previous decades’ films, these works demonstrate a
continuing obsession with the themes that have always haunted his works, for example,
alienation, eroticism, the labyrinth, and continue to display an interest in self-reflexivity
and the subversion of readerly expectation.

It is the aim of this thesis to show that there is still great profit to be gained from
an approach that has, for some considerable time, been all but abandoned. A
phenomenological approach has the advantage of elucidating many important areas of
Robbe-Grillet’s work, from a unified theoretical standpoint. The topics it encompasses
include his formal strategies of questioning received ideas surrounding literature and
cinema, and thereby open up the debate around cultural myth and stereotype, and the
extent to which Robbe-Grillet is successful in achieving the subversion he aims for.

Phenomenology also addresses the way in which Robbe-Grillet renders, in filmic or

fictional terms, the embodiment of consciousness, the relation of consciousness to the
objects of perception, and the way in which the embodied nature of consciousness affects
the human experience of time, sexuality, and intersubjectivity. The phenomenological
analyses to which Robbe-Grillet’s novels were subjected in the earlier part of his career®
can now be updated to incorporate a renewed critical interest in phenomenology as an
approach to film’ as well as to literature. This means that it is possible, for the first time,

to analyse Robbe-Grillet’s films and novels, together, from a phenomenological

® Book-length studies were produced by Victor Carrabino, The Phenomenological Novel of Alain Robbe-
Grillet (Parma: C.E.M., 1974), and Olga Bemal, Alain Robbe-Grillet: le roman de l'absence (Paris: NRF
Gallimard, 1964).

" See, for example, Allan Casebier, Film and Phenomenology (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press,

1991) and Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press
1992).



standpoint, and from a standpoint of the debates surrounding phenomenology at the start
of the twenty first century. Equally, this renewed phenomenological study of Robbe-
Grillet’s works allows for those novels written after the earlier phenomenological
analyses to be subjected to phenomenological analysis for the first time. Furthermore,
the present study will be one of the first to examine Robbe-Grillet’s most recent works,
La Reprise and C’est Gradiva qui vous appelle, in the context of his previous output.

This thesis seeks to address the limitations of earlier phenomenological studies
devoted to Robbe-Grillet, on several fronts. Firstly, earlier phenomenological studies
omit to mentton his films, as a consequence of which no phenomenological analysis of
his films currently exists. Secondly, Merleau-Ponty’s later work, which offers a different
perspective on the nature of intersubjectivity to that offered in his earlier work, is not
covered by these studies.” Thirdly, they omit to mention the relationship between bodily
existence and sexuality, a striking omission given that so much of Robbe-Grillet’s work
deals with sexuality and eroticism. This oversight is all the more surprising considering
that, for Merleau-Ponty, percéption and sexuality were always linked, and that bodily
existence was necessarily sexual existence.

The point of re-visiting phenomenological readings of Robbe-Grillet is to
demonstrate that, following the decline of an interest in phenomenology, and since the
influence of the structuralist readings of his works that began to dominate in the 1970s,
the phenomenological approach has been unjustly sidelined. In the 1970s, Renato Barilli

recognised that phenomenology might still be applicable to the Nouveau Nouveau

® In the case of Olga Bernal’s phenomenological study of Robbe-Grillet, this 1s unsurprising since her book
was published in the same year as Merleau-Ponty’s Le Visible et l'invisible.



Roman, 1n spite of Robbe-Grillet’s increasing interest in a structure engendered by
generative themes:

Si, d’un coté, il ne faut pas interpréter Robbe-Grillet en entier avec des
modéles qui sont de nos jours, s’il faut penser qu’il y a eu un Robbe-
Grillet 1i¢ au modele phénoménologique et que celui-ci est un instrument
toujours utilisable, il n’en reste pas moins qu’il est possible d’appliquer,
rétrospectivement, les modeéles d’aujourd’hut au premier Robbe-Grillet, et
inversement, qu’une partie des modeles phénoménologiques sont encore
quelque peu rentables pour les nouveaux développements.
This thesis would go further than Barilli in claiming that the phenomenological approach,
as it was left in the mid 1970s, left some unfinished business, and that it 1s indeed a very
profitable means of understanding Robbe-Grillet, given the developments that have been
made in phenomenological critical theory since then. Furthermore, this thesis would
contend, whilst acknowledging that Robbe-Grillet structures his works according to
generative themes and ludic self-references, that his art retains its embodied narrative

structures. The objects upon which Robbe-Grillet’s works focus still reveal an embodied

consciousness, as Lise Frenkel remarked in a reply to Barilli’s comments. She suggested
that, even in a film such as Glissements progressifs du plaisir, which is structured around
the generating elements of the shoe and the bottle, “i1l y a rapport symbolique ou fétichiste
entre ’objet et le sujet. L’objet parle du sujet, et, donc, c’est une émanation du sujet”."
This view is supported by a remark made by Robbe-Grillet in the same discussion:

“C’est vrat que (...) j’ai1 tenu a préciser que le matériau qui servirait a I’établissement des

s€ries €tait obligatoirement pour moi un signifié, c’est-a-dire, comme 1’a fait remarquer

? Renato Barilli, discussion of his paper ‘Neutralisation et Diff¢rence’, in Jean Ricardou, ed., Colloque de
Cerisy Robbe-Grillet vol. 1 (Paris: Union Générale d’Editions, 1976), p.437.

' Lise Frenkel, quoted in discussion on Barilli, in Jean Ricardou, ed., Collogue de Cerisy Robbe-Grillet
vol. 1, p.428.



Barilli, un objet intentionnel.”!' His films and novels continue to centre upon one or
more characters through whose embodied consciousness objects in the world are
mediated, and, as in his early narratives, no privileged omniscient perspective is allowed,
the bodies of the protagonists form the centrepoints for his narratives. These bodies,
furthermore, remain phenoménological ones, they are always already in the world, a
world of cultural significance that they cannot shake off. Thus, Robbe-Grillet’s
narratives continue to render bodily perception and situation, time, sexuality and
intersubjectivity in the same way tI{at they did during his early career, from an embodied
perspective whose mediation of the world is always via the culture of which, as
phenomenology teaches us, it is already a part. Therefore, this thesis seeks to offer an

enriched understanding of his filmic and fictional narratives via a revised evaluation and

understanding of his formal strategies.

In reviewing the wealth of commentaries on Robbe-Grillet, the sheer range of
critical approaches is remarkable. An early indication of this was Roland Barthes’
comment in his preface to Bruce Morrissette’s Les Romans de Robbe-Grillet.'* 1In this
discussion, Barthes 1dentifies two Robbe-Grillets, the chosiste and the subjective. As
studies of his works proliferated, more and more Robbe-Grillets surfaced; so many in
fact, that one might be tempted to argue that it is possible to identify almost as many
Robbe-Grillets as there are studies of his works. In spite of the overwhelming volume of
works devoted to Robbe-Grillet, it is nevertheless possible here to identify the major

contributions to scholarly understanding of Robbe-Grillet, contributions which have been

'! Robbe-Grillet, quoted in discussion on Barilli, in Jean Ricardou, ed., Colloque de Cerisy Robbe-Grillet
vol. 1 p.410. ‘



influential 1n driving forward the debates surrounding his works. As a means of
contextualising the usefulness of this thesis, it is necessary to evaluate the commentaries
provided by previous studies devoted to Robbe-Grillet. The following survey will
provide an account of the development of reaction to his works that is both representative
of the field and that foregrounds those figures whose contributions may be considered as

being of most importance.

Pour Un Nouveau Roman

Before turning to evaluate the contributions made by those previous studies, it 1s
first important to consider the claims Robbe-Grillet makes about his own works. It 1s
fortunate for scholars of Robbe-Grillet that he has shown a constant willingness to give of
his time and his opinions in numerous media interviews, colloquia and other public
meetings. As well as these public appearances, he has taken up hts pen to write about his
aims as a novelist and filmmaker, and he justifies and comments at length on his choice
of methods and subject matter. One of the best examples of this 1s the collection of
articles he wrote that were gathered together and published under the title Pour Un
Nouveau Roman.”” 1In this collection, Robbe-Grillet set out his vision of the novel, in
what came to be seen as a manifesto for the group of wnters who took their name from
this work, the writers of the nouveau roman. Pour Un Nouveau Roman expounds an
eschewal of past conventions of literature, particularly those of the nineteenth century
realist novel, as exemplified by Balzac. For Robbe-Grillet, realism is constructed from a

series of commonly accepted means of representing reality. Anthropomorphic metaphor,

'2 Bruce Morrissette, Les Romans de Robbe-Grillet (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1963).



for example, 1s common in this literary genre. An empty chair might be a symbol of an
absent person in the Balzacian novel, whereas for Robbe-Grillet, it is merely an object. It
is neither significant nor absurd, it simply is. Robbe-Grillet surely makes a justifiable
point here; it would appear that, in realism, the extent to which a literary description of an
object is considered realistic depends upon the extent to which it fits into codified,
expected conventions:

Déja 'observateur le moins conditionné ne parvient pas a voir le monde

qui I’entoure avec des yeux libres. (...) A chaque instant, des franges de

culture (psychologie, morale, métaphysique, etc.) viennent s’ajouter aux

choses, leur donnant un aspect moins étranger, plus compréhensible, plus

rassurant. (...) Nous sommes habitués a ce que cette littérature (...)

fonctionne come une grille, munie de verres diversement colorés, qui
décompose notre champ de perception en petits carreaux assimilables.'®

Robbe-Grillet claims that such literary techniques are outdated, and proposes to rid
objects in literature of, for example, deceitful metaphoric devices, in favour of
descriptions of objects as simple objects. Vision has a kind of cleansing power for
Robbe-Grillet, 1t removes the. apparent psychological depth which surrounds objects in
the realist novel and instead allows their surfaces to be described, so that objects as they
really are may be laid bare. Hencze, it 1s the object itself, not the culturally loaded or
metaphoric meaning it has acquired, that is to be foregrounded in the Nouveau Roman.
Robbe-Grillet’s Nouveau Roman project is set in the context of the changing face
of literature since Balzac. One might summarise his position by saying that it is as

though the reader of the Nouveau Roman, after having read realist literature, is suffering

from a hangover, the intoxicating effects of which mean that he or she is unable to adjust

'*> Alain Robbe-Grillet, Pour Un Nouveau Roman (Paris: Gallimard, [n.d.], 1* published by Les Editions de
Minuit, 1963). .
‘4 Ibid., pp.20-21.
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to the subsequent developments in literature. What is surprising about this, for Robbe-
Grnillet, 1s that the novel has been undergoing a process of evolution ever since the
nineteenth century, and that the Nouveau Roman is only a continuation of that process:
Et, depuis [Balzac et Stendhal], 1’évolution n’a cessé de s’accentuer:
Flaubert, Dostoievsky, Proust, Katka, Joyce, Faulkner, Beckett... Loin de
faire table rase du passé, c’est sur les noms de nos prédécesseurs que nous
nous sommes le plus aisément mis d’accord; et notre ambition est

seulement de les continuer. Non pas de faire mieux, ce qui n’a aucun
sens, mais de nous placer a leur suite, maintenant, a notre heure. '

Robbe-Grillet 1denttfies certain features of the novel that are considered necessary in
“good quality” realist literature, features that are deemed to give the novel its depth and
reality. These include, for example, characterisation whereby a character has a first name
and a surname, a family background, a character which dictates the manner in which he
or she will behave, and facial features that reflect this character. As Robbe-Grillet points
out, even before the time when he began writing, Camus and Sartre already had included
characters in L’Etranger and La Nausée who did not conform to these expectations.
Thus, conventional notions of characterisation, handed down from nineteenth century
realism, had already been outdated for some years, as is evidenced by Robbe-Grillet’s
listing of writers since realism in the quotation above. In Robbe-Grillet’s Nouveau
Roman therefore, characters often have no name, or if they do, it is reduced to the most
basic form of reference, as with the simple initial designating A... in La Jalousie, for
example. A similar process of naming characters is to be found in the ciné-roman
L’Immortelle; the principal character or narrateur, N, is named by an initial for the reader

of the ciné-roman. The attentive viewer may, however, notice that L very briefly

remarks that he has a Greek name, André. Similarly, in other nouveaux romanciers’
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works, such as Butor’s La Modification, the protagonist (and, by implication the reader?)
1s referred to és vous, his name 1s scarcely ever revealed to the reader.

In a similar vein, the idea that a novel must tell “a story”, and that it must be told
in a smooth, continuous manner, without the interruptions, gaps, or other unexplained
episodes that are characteristic of the New Novel 1s another outmoded feature of realist
literature, claims Robbe-Grillet; such features would be considered “faults”, according to
realist conventions. Robbe-Grillet also outlines other features he considered important to
the Nouveau Roman, including its lack of political engagement, for example, stemming,
for him, from the need for writers to be engaged with the possibility of an artistic, rather
than a political revolution.

In a further reaction against realist literature, Robbe-Grillet suggests in Pour Un
Nouveau Roman that, just as a rejection of realism signals an end to anthropomorphism
and metaphor, so it entails a rejection of omniscient narration. That is, in realist
literature, the narrative perspective i1s frequently that of an all-knowing, God-like
narrator, one who has knowledge of the actions and thoughts of all the characters. This,
to Robbe-Grillet, bears no resemblance to reality; nobody (with the possible exception of
a god) has access to all events and tiloughts at the same time:

Qut décrit le monde dans les romans de Balzac? Quel est ce narrateur

omniscient, omniprésent, qui se place partout en méme temps, qui voit en

méme temps ’endroit et I’envers des choses, qui suit en méme temps les

mouvements du visage et ceux de la conscience, qui connait a la fois le

present, le passé, et I’avenir de toute aventure? Ca ne peut étre qu’un
Dieu.

C’est Dieu seul qui peut prétendre étre objectif. Tandis que dans
nos livres, au contraire, ¢’est un homme qui voit, qui sent, qui imagine, un
homme situé dans 1’espace et le temps, conditionné par ses passions, un
homme comme vous et moi. Et le livre ne rapporte rien d’autre que son

'> Pour Un Nouveau Roman, p.146.
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expérience, limitée, incertaine. C’est un homme d’ici, un homme de
maintenant, qui est son propre narrateur, enfin.'°

b

It 1s this reaction against an omniscient narration that leads the Nouveau Roman to
describe events from a human perspective, one which, by definition, cannot have access
to all events at once, which can only narrate what 1s experienced at any one time. This 1s
what leads Robbe-Grillet to claim that: “le nouveau roman ne s’intéresse qu’a ’homme

et 4 sa situation dans le monde”!’

and that “le nouveau roman ne vise qu’a une
subjectivité totale.”’® Robbe-Grillet, then, is making two important claims about his
literature and that of his Nouveau Roman colleagues: firstly that objects are described
just as objects, and secondly that they are described from a human perspective. The
importance of these two points is reflected by early critical responses to Robbe-Grillet’s
works, especially the reactions of Iioland Barthes and Bruce Morrissette. The key to the
difference between the positions of Barthes and Morrissette in terms of their analyses of

Robbe-Grillet is that whereas Barthes sees the description of objects as having no further

significance, for Morrissette, they hint at a human mind which is perceiving these objects,
often because'they have some kind of significance for the state of mind of the perceiver.
This is summed up by Robbe-Grillet when he comments:
Méme si ’on trouve beaucoup d’objets, et décrit avec minutie, il y a
toujours et d’abord le regard qui les voit, la pensée qui les revoit, la
passion qui les déforme. "

In order to examine this further, it 1s apt at this point turn to consider how cntics have

variously responded to Robbe-Grillet’s works.

' Pour Un Nouveau Roman, p.149.
7 Ibid., p.147.
'8 Ibid., p.148.
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Barthes and cliosisme

There is a similarity between what Robbe-Grillet claims for his New Novel 1n
terms of describing objects just as objects and the interpretation of his works proposed by
Roland Barthes, one of the first commentators to have devoted serious study to Robbe-
Grillet’s novels. The approach suggested by Barthes 1s variously known as the chosiste

or école du regard interpretation of Robbe-Grillet’s work; that is, things themselves are
of importance, descriptions are favoured over explanations, the world is rendered 1n terms
which give it no meaning beyond the bare fact of its existence.”” Barthes outlines his
reading of Robbe-Grillet in ‘Littérature Objective’ and ‘Littérature Littérale’.! Robbe-
Grillet’s literature could be considered objective, for Barthes, in that it was concerned
with the description of objects in a way that was not culturally loaded:

L’écriture de Robbe-Grillet est sans alibi, sans épaisseur et sans
profondeur: elle reste a la surface de I’objet et la parcourt également, sans
privilégier telle ou telle de ses qualités (...) le langage (...) est chargé de
“peindre” ’objet (...) ’objet de Robbe-Grillet n’est pas composé en
profondeur; il ne protége pas un cceur sous sa surface (et le role
traditionnel du littérateur a été jusqu’ici de voir, derriére la surface, le
secret des objets); non, ic1, ’objet n’existe pas au dela de son
phénoméne.*’ |

It is striking that Robbe-Grillet and Barthes both identify the same feature in Robbe-

Grillet’s works, namely the surface of objects, as being of importance: “la surface des

'> Pour Un Nouveau Roman, p.147.

2% Not all reactions to Robbe-Grillet the chosiste were favourable, sce for example Pierre de Boisdeffre, La
Cafetiére est sur la table ou contre le nouveau roman (Paris: La Table Ronde, 1967).

“ Both these and other articles analysing Robbe-Grillet’s works are reproduced in Barthes’ FEuvres
Completes 3 Tomes (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1993). ‘Littérature Objective’ is also reproduced in Frangois
Jost ed., Obliques/Robbe-Grillet, 16 — 17 (Nyons: Editions Borderie, 1978), pp.69-73.

* Roland Barthes, ‘Littérature Objective’ in Frangois Jost ed., Obliques/Robbe-Grillet, p.69.
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choses a cessé d’étre pour nous le masque de leur coeur”.”® Barthes’ observations are
certainly consistent with what Robbe-Grillet states as his aims of overthrowing the
conventions of realism in Pour Un Nouveau Roman. However, this thesis will argue that
such a subversion of literary conventions can also be explained by the process of
phenomenological reduction, which turns attention to objects as they appear in
perception. The advantage of this approach over Barthes’ chosisme is that it allows for
an examination of many other thematic aspects of Robbe-Grillet’s works, and
demonstrates that these objects are never entirely stripped of their cultural significance;
the fact that they have been foregrounded in the Robbe-Grillet’s narratives is because
they do have a meaning for the consciousness that perceives them.

Barthes’ other main essay on Robbe-Grillet, entitled ‘Littérature littérale’,
concerns the use of objects in the production of the story, with particular reference to Le
Voyeur, they are ‘literal’ objects, since, without them, the crime does not exist:

Il est remarquable que nous ne connaissons du crime ni des mobiles, ni des

états, n1 méme des actes; (...) Les données de I’histoire (...) sont réduites

a quelques objets surgis peu a peu de I’espace et du temps sans aucune
contiguité causale avec.?*

However, 1n spite of the influence this approach had during the early part of his career,
critics began to realise that to claim that Robbe-Grillet’s work deals uniquely with
chosiste descriptions does not do justice to all aspects of his work. As mentioned above,
Robbe-Grillet outlines another possible approach in Pour Un Nouveau Roman, when he

claims that nouveaux romans are always narrated from a human point of view, and this

B Pour Un Nouveau Roman, p.27, original emphasis.
* Roland Barthes, GEuvres Complétes, p.1213.
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influenced thé subsequent phase of critical comment on his works, the psychological

interpretation.

Morrissette and psychological interpretations

Opposed to Barthes’ chosiste interpretation is the claim that Robbe-Grillet’s
novels are deeply psychological. A psychological account of his work would assert that,
in many cases, a disturbed or traumatised mind i1s at work in the narrative, that the
workings of the narrator’s mind can be deduced by the reader, via a series of narrative
devices. Therefore, placing emphasis solely on the neutral description of objects no
longer reveals the whole picture, in this interpretation. This is the position argued by
Bruce Morrissette, whose work Les Romans de Robbe-Grillet has become an essential
reference point for subsequent studies on Robbe-Grillet. Morrissette aims at a
recuperation of the “stories” told by Robbe-Grillet’s novels; he explains them by a close
examination of the plot of each novel, and by revealing the novels’ implied psychology.
Barthes’ introduction to Morrissette’s study was noteworthy for its condemnation of
Morrissette’s reading of Robbe-Grillet; indeed, as Morrissette himself admits, Barthes’
remarks included;

expressions of regret at seeing the old “non-significant” Robbe-Grillet of

the “mat surfaces” threatened with replacement by a Robbe-Grillet who

creates levels of meaning, employs things or objects not in neutral

isolation or detachment but in a referential manner — as objective

correlatives or supports of human emotions: in a word, by a Robbe-Grillet
who, for all the newness of his techniques, composes novels.*

% Bruce Morrissette, Alain Robbe-Grillet (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1965),
pp.8-9, original emphasis.
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Morrissette devotes a great deal of effort to explaining exactly what he means by
“objective correlatives” in Les Romans de Robbe-Grillet.  Whereas a chosiste
interpretation of Robbe-Grillet’s novels would have it that the surface of objects revealed
nothing more of significance, the psychological implications of Morrissette’s reading
meant that they were deeply significant. Thus, the obsessive attention paid to objects by
the charécters in Robbe-Grillet’s novels is indicative of a psychological state wherein a
character’s consciousness, disoriented by some shock or trauma, fixes upon certain
objects. These objects, for the reader, become associated with the character’s state of
mind. The millipede in La Jalousie, for example, becomes associated, for the reader,
with adultery, since it is the thing upon which the (absent-present) narrating
consciousness of that novel focuses; during moments when it feels jealous.

It s important to outline in what way Morrissette considers these “objective

correlatives” are to be differentiated from conventional literary devices such as

metaphors or symbols. Unlike the conventional symbol, the association of objects and
emotions in Robbe-Grillet’s works does not rely on analogies of form and function, there
is no perpetuation of an already existing literary device. That is, Robbe-Grillet allows no
anthropomorphic metaphors 1n his fiction; there is a correlation between a state of mind
and the object of consciousness, but again, the object never stands for that state of mind
in the way that a pre-established symbol does in, for example, realist literature.
Morrnissette, whilst acknowledging that some critics do not agree that Robbe-Grilletian

things are not artificially created symbols, nevertheless argues that, in his view, they are

different from analogies, because:

Pour Robbe-Grillet, si I’objet peut “supporter” une passion, une obsession,
ou toute autre charge affective, c’est pour la simple raison que I’homme ne
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saurait exister que par la perception des objets. L’ontologie néo-
existentielle de Robbe-Grillet, répétons-le, place I’homme au milieu
d’objets qui, devenant les supports de ses pensées-images et de ses
sentiments-images lut permettent d’exister, et sans lesquels 1l cesserait
d’exister, car il n’y aurait plus alors dans son esprit que le néant absolu.*®
In saying this, Morrissette is effectively appealing to an existential-phenomenological
account of human consciousness to back up his arguments. He refers several times in Les

Romans de Robbe-Grillet to phenomenology, to demonstrate that the objects described in

Robbe-Grillet’s works are perceived from a human perspective. So, in spite of the
supposed “implied psychology” that he reads into Robbe-Grillet’s novels, there 1s also a
reliance upon another theoretical framework, that of phenomenological philosophy.
Morrissette also examines other important aspects of Robbe-Grillet’s works; he
concentrates on, for example, the question of narrative perspective in Le Voyeur,
elucidating the way in which, although narrated in the third person, the reader is
nevertheless able to grasp Mathias’ mental states, to appreciate the tension he feels. An
understanding of what is happening in the mind of Mathias can also help to explain the
way in which scenes in the novel are joined together in what may at first appear a rather
disjointed manner:
Rien de plus cohérent dans Le Voyeur que le rapport constant entre la
psychologie implicite de Mathias et I’enchainement des scénes: retours en
arriére, visions projetées dans le futur, déformations de la réalité, scénes
figées (...) tout s’explique en fonction de son complexe, ou se mélent
I’érotisme, la terreur de I’échec, la volonté désespérée de passer pour un
homme normal. Tout est en fonction d’une schizophrénie sadique (...)*

Thus, the question of the non-chronological presentation of events is also understandable

in psychological terms, for Morrissette.

% Morrissette, Les Romans de Robbe-Grillet, p.68.
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It 1s notable that, as with his explanation of Robbe-Grillet’s use of “objective
correlatives”, Morrissette’s reading of La Jalousie also leans upon phenomenological
philosophy. In a book that deals ostensibly with the psychology (or implied psychology)
of Robbe-Grillet’s novel, this 1s rather unexpected. He identifies a “je-néant” at the heart
of the novel, a centre (or lack thereof?) from which the narration emanates; a human
consciousness that 1s conscious of the objects in its environment. Morrissette claims that
the justification for Robbe-Grillet’s technique of objets-supports or corrélatifs-extérieurs
is reinforced by what he perceives to be its psychological verisimilitude.”® That his
argument should be reinforced by phenomenology rather than couched purely in
psychological theory appears to be at odds with his aim of elucidating a psychological
account of Robbe-Grillet’s novels. However, Morrissette does not acknowledge that of
his use of phenomenology at times rivals what he claims is a psychological approach. It
does, however, indicate that Morrissette sees compelling reasons to claim that there are,
at the very least, parallels between existential phenomenology and Robbe-Grillet’s works,
if not a demonstrable phenomenological underpinning.

Morrissette does, however, follow his professed interest in reading Robbe-Grillet
along psychological lines when examining L’Année derniére a Marienbad. Although
Marienbad might not appareﬁtly be an obvious choice for a book on Robbe-Grillet’s

novels, 1t nevertheless exists in the form of a ciné-roman, a work which reads not so

much as a novel, as a description of the film, and is therefore different from a

straightforward screenplay. Morrissette points to the fact that Robbe-Grillet has himself

*’ Morrissctte, Les Romans de Robbe-Grillet, p.106.
8 Ibid., p.112, see footnote.
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claimed that the cinematic image expresses a kind of “réalité mentale”,” and this
provides the impetus for Morrissette’s psychoanalytical reading of the film. Following
from Robbe-Grillet’s suggestion that the film depicts the story of a persuasion,
Morrissette argues that the house in which the characters find themselves might be seen
as a clinic, where A 1s receiving treatment from X, her psychiatrist. Given this
interpretation of the film, her past has been suppressed, and other psychoanalytic details
are present in the form of the Freudian corridors, the narcissistic bedrooms and the
gunshots as signs of impotence.”® This, then, is a more straightforwardly psychological
reading of Robbe-Grillet.

It should be mentioned at this point that another commentator on Robbe-Grillet’s
novels has applied the possibility of a psychological reading very strictly and literally to
his work. Rosanne Weil-Malherbe’s brief study’' is a psychological account of Robbe-
Grillet’s fiction that, whilst a;cknowledging the influence of Morrissette, goes beyond
Morrissette’s psychology by its close adhesion to clinical psychology. Her examination
of Le Voyeur is a thoroughgoing account of what she sees as the clinical condition from
which Mathias is suffering. She painstakingly elucidates the symptoms that a patient
suffering from a particular form of epilepsy might be expected to display, and
demonstrates that Mathias’ behaviour in Le Voyeur is entirely consistent with such
symptoms. Consequently, the conclusions she draws are somewhat different to those of
Morrissette. ‘Whilst, for Morrissette, Mathias is a sadistic schizophrenic, for Weil-

Malherbe, he suffers from psychomotor epilepsy. Morrissette’s “diagnosis” would make

*> Morrissette, Les Romans de Robbé-GriIIet, see Morrissette’s summary of Robbe-Grillet’s ideas on
cinema, p.192.
0 Ibid., sce pp.198-199.
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Mathias a rare case, Weil-Malherbe argues, and his position does not fully take account
of Mathias’ behaviour, which swings from searching desperately to find out what
happened, and behaving awkwardly, to then behaving rationally. Although it is true, she
argues, that if Mathias were a schizophrenic, then he might suffer from confused states of
mind, it would not be the case that he would seek to retrace his movements, since he
would be indifferent to the consequences of his actions.

Although acknowledging the valuable contribution, and the influence on critical
understanding of Robbe—Griliet offered by these psychological readings, this thesis
contends that a phenomenological approach offers a more comprehensive overview. This
1s because it can account for the m!ental processes of characters in the films and novels,
but in a different way from the psychological readings offered by Morrissette and Weil-
Malherbe; that is, it can account for Robbe-Grillet’s formal strategies of making strange,
in addition offering new ways of understanding the rendering of perception, time,

intersubjectivity and sexuality in Robbe-Grillet’s film and fiction.

The generation game

During the 1970s, a new approach to Robbe-Grillet’s works began to emerge.
The notion that Robbe-Grillet’s works were structured around a system of repeated
words, images, etc., had already been suggested by Gérard Genette,>* but his ideas were
taken further by another figure who came to be strongly associated with this approach —
the Nouveau Roman author and theonst, Jean Ricardou. Ricardou’s theories on Robbe-

Grillet advanced the 1dea that his novels were driven by linguistic generators, by a kind of

*! Rosanne Weil-Malherbe, ‘Le Voyeur de Robbe-Grillet: un cas d’épilepsie du type psychomoteur’,
French Review, 38, 1, (October 1964), 469-476.
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word play. For example, in Pour une théorie du nouveau roman, Ricardou makes a
detailed analysts of the use and re-use of the word rouge in Projet pour une révolution a
New York.> He identifies a great many linguistic transformations throughout the novel
such as anagrams or near-anagrams, homophones, etc. His interest here in such linguistic
elements is strongly reminiscent of: Saussurean theories of linguistics, wherein signifiers
are differentiated from one another on a basic level via graphological differences.”
Thus, for Ricardou, the play of signifiers in Robbe-Grillet’s works was emphasised over
that which they signified. However, Ricardou’s relationship with the Nouveau Roman
was not always a happy one; Robbe-Grillet questioned Ricardou’s analysis of Projet pour
une re’volutior:: a New York at the Colloque de Cerisy. In his communication ‘Sur le choix
des générateurs’,” Robbe-Grillet expressed his unease with Ricardou’s analysis on two
levels. Firstly, 1t 1s Robbe-Grillet’s belief that to link words in this way is not concordant
with any conscious production of meaning; 1.e. it 1s too random a process. Robbe-Grillet
claimed to prefer a conscious production of meaning, leading to his second point, that the
meanings of the words, and the themes linking them were important to him, rather than
the playful re-combinations of sounds and spellings suggested by Ricardou. Robbe-
Grillet claimed to take elements of the society around him and to use them in a new way,
so that, rather than to use Ricardou’s example of the word “rouge”, Robbe-Grillet would
instead take the “couleur rouge” as a theme that helps to structure the novel. Robbe-

Grillet suggests that the spilling of blood, the glow of fire, the red flag of revolution are

*> Gérard Genette, ‘Vertige Fixé’ in Francois Jost ed. Obliques/Robbe-Grillet, pp.95-106.

> Jean Ricardou, Pour une théorie du nouveau roman (Paris: Seuil, 1971), pp.223-224.

** See Jean Duffy, Structuralism: Theory and Practice (Glasgow: University of Glasgow French and
German publications, 1992), p.2.

* Alain Robbe-Grillet, ‘Sur le choix des générateurs’, in Jean Ricardou and Francoise van Rossum-Guyon
eds. Nouveau Roman: hier, aujourd’hui 2 2 vols. (Paris: Union Générale d’Editions, 1972), pp.157-162.
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}

all thematic variants that compose Projet pour une révolution a New York. 1t is this
process of generating the text that allows Robbe-Grillet to play with the myths that
surround him.

The idea of combining thematic elements of the culture that surrounds him was a
structural met‘hod that preoccupied Robbe-Grillet a great deal throughout his career. It
was a technique that came to be known as bricolage, a term which, as Roch Smith>
notes, was used by Claude Lévi-Strauss to describe a process of using whatever matenals
came to hand, wherein the resultant structure, rather than the composite materials
themselves, was of importance. Robbe-Grillet uses this technique in a very systematic
way in the planning of his film L 'Eden et aprés. The issue of Obliques devoted to his
work reproduces a hand-written table in which twelve themes are combined and re-
combined across five columns in order to plan out the film.>” Roy Armes complains, in
his structuralist analysis of Robbe-Grillet’s films, that the claims Robbe-Grillet makes for
the structure of L ’Eden et aprés are not easily 1dentifiable when one attempts to analyse
the film:

The lack of marking of the set of themes denies one the aesthetic

satisfaction of perceiving a fixed pattern underlying their subsequent

returns and shifts. Without such a marking we cannot sense, at a viewing

of the film, the order and necessity of its structure or answer so

fundamental a question as why these particular ten series have been

chosen out of the almost infinite range of possibilities.*®

Whilst Armes’ criticism 1s quite valid, 1t comes as no surprise that the serial structure is

difficult to identify, even on close analysis. Schonberg’s serialism, upon which Robbe-

*® Roch C. Smith, Understanding Alain Robbe-Grillet (Colombia: University of South Carolina Press,
2000), see footnote 2, p.102.

>’ Frangois Jost ed., Obliques/Robbe-Grillet, p.197.
** Roy Armes, The Films of Alain Robbe-Grillet (Amsterdam: Benjamins B.V., 1981), p.134.
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Grillet’s structural system is loosely based, is also virtually impossible to detect in his
music, even to a trained ear. Serial music, which may be based upon a note row of, for
example, twelve notes, requires that the notes be repeated in the same order in each
series, but their pitch, duration and timbre may be varied with each repetition. This
means that each series may sound radically different from the last. For example, a
middle C played on a trumpet for four beats in one series could be changed into a top C
played on a piano for one beat in the next, and so on for the other notes of the series.
Robbe-Grillet’s serialism is even more freely applied in L ’Eden et apres, as he does not
impose the restriction of using each of the themes (equivalent to musical notes) in the
same order in each series, further compounding the difficulty of detecting a pattern
running through the film. However, the point of serialism is not that the structure should
be noticeable, rather, it is merely a means of organising or structuring music. As to why
Robbe-Grillet has chosen these particular themes, Armes does not postulate a theory.
However, they are themes with which he seems to be constantly preoccupied, and which
appear repeatedly throughout his novels and films, particularly those of the 1970s.

Armes’ study of Robbe-Grillet’s cinema 1s one of a number of structuralist studies
of his works that focus upon an analysis of the formal and structural elements of his
films.” Patterns are identified across a given work, establishing links between individual
words, visual images or audible elements. These elements are often repeated, re-
combined, slightly altered each time they appear, or set in opposition to one another, and
they gtve the work its structure and impetus. Often, for example, Robbe-Grillet sets up

pairs of doubles 1n his works; characters have a look-alike, or a counterpart as is the case
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with Violette and her sosie, or the artist Duchemin/Dutchman in L 'Eden et aprés. Also,
characters may return to a place they have visited before, as with Mathias in Le Voyeur or
Elias in Trans-Europ Express. Armes notes that events may occur in such a way that
they could be plotted on a graph as forming a V or a U shape. In other words, at the
middle of a film one will find a pivotal event, from which one can trace a symmetry of
events in the first and second halves of the film; in this way, a film might begin and end
with an event that happens in reverse. In L’Homme qui ment, for example, Boris emerges
from the woods at the start of the film only to disappear back into them at the end. The
structure of Robbe-Grillet’s films, in other words, often doubles back on itself.
Structuralist analyses of Robbe-Grillet’s films and novels, then, are concerned with the
non-mimetic interplay of literary and cinematic language. Identifying connections such
as these across a work enables the critic to lay bare the structural devices employed
within it, and can raise an awareness of the way in which the formal aspects of a given
work combine to construct its meaning,

However, structuralist analyses, in spite of the dominance that they have enjoyed
since the 1970s, do not account for everything that occurs in Robbe-Grillet’s narratives,
and this i1s where the value of returning to phenomenology is to be found. Although
structuralist studies are an apt means of revealing the generative play that so keenly
interested Robbe-Grillet, they overlook the fact that his narratives remain rooted in
embodied perspectives, and they ignore the cultural significance of the generating
elements themselves. Ben Stoltzfus has recognised this, in his attempt to find a middle

way between mimetic and reflexive interpretations of Robbe-Grillet’s work. He

*> See also Dominique Chateau and Frangois Jost, Nouveau Cinéma, nouvelle sémiologie (Paris: 10/18
Union Générale d’Editions, 1978), André Gardies, Le Cinéma de Robbe-Grillet (Paris; Editions Albatros,
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comments that although the serial patterns that structure some of Robbe-Grillet’s novels
signify nothing but themselves,
the novels do signify; they are not pure reflexive surfaces. Each novel

transcends the autonomy of its parts, the adventure of writing, its own
internal patterning.*

Although Stoltzfus concludes from his observation that generative play creates something
out of nothing, the contention in this thesis 1s that generative play 1s not the only reason
for the creation he identifies. That is, it is equally the case that, in spite of the waning of
critical interest in phenomenology, it continues to be relevant to reading and viewing
Robbe-Grillet’s art. This manifests itself in the fact that his work continues to signify in
ways that can be traced back to his early career and to the first phenomenological
readings of his works in .terms of cultural embodiment. The importance of
phenomenology as a critical approach has not been exhausted, even though 1t was
overtaken by structuralism and consequently neglected as an analytical tool.

I

Politics

In spite of Robbe-Grillet’s professed non-committed political stance in Pour Un
Nouveau Roman, his works have nevertheless been subjected to scrutiny from a
sociological or political standpoint. Lucien Goldmann’s sociological study of the novel*’
was the first of these, and concerns itself with establishing a link between the form of the
novel and the state of society, in particular capitalist society. Goldmann argued that

capitalist society, at the time Robbe-Grillet was writing, was characterised by a decrease

1983), and André Gardies, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Cinéma d’aujourd’hui 70 (Paris: Editions Seghers, 1972).
" Ben Stoltzfus, The Body of the Text (London: Associated University Press, 1985), p.31.
! Lucien Goldmann, Pour Une Sociologie.du roman (Paris: Gallimard, 1965, second edition).
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1n importance of the individual and a corresponding increase in the importance of objects,
and he saw this reflected in the important role played by objects in the work of Robbe-
Grillet. Tribute 1s paid to Goldmann by Jacques Leenhardt at the beginning of his socio-
political study of La Jalousie, a study which concentrates on the theme of colonialism in
the novel.** Leenhardt identifies a series of under control/out of control oppositions in
the novel, such as for example, the way in which the “safe” environment of the interior of
the house and the grounds visible from 1t represents an area over which the absent/present
narrator has a degree of mastery. These areas are analogous with the order and control
imposed by a colonial framework.’ Even the banana plants, visible from the house and
planted in ordered rows, are a demonstration of the extent to which the disorder of nature
has been ordered by the colonial narrator. Conversely, anything that occurs beyond the
boundary of the house and its grounds is characterised as dangerous, threatening, and
represents the other. Thus, whatever happens during A...’s excursions with Franck is
beyond the narrator’s domain, remains unknown him, and cannot be influenced or
controlled by him. So, there is something in her absence that potentially threatens the
order established on the plantation. Also, A...’s apparent ease of communication with
the servant boy is an indication of her identification with what lies beyond the house,
with a somewhat unfathomable (because it is foreign to the colonialist) and therefore,
perhaps, threatening environment. ‘A... is therefore identified with danger, the unknown,

disorder, and ultimately with sexual transgression in the form of adultery.

* Jacques Leenhardt, Lecture politique du roman: La Jalousie d'Alain Robbe-Grillet (Paris: Les Editions
de Minuit, 1973).
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In another political analysis of Robbe-Grillet’s work, Lynn Higgins has aligned
his output with a specific historical context.* 1In her study of L’dnnée Derniére a

Marienbad, she points to Robbe-Grillet’s role as a signatory, in 1960, of the so-called
Manifeste des 121,** as evidence pf his opposition to the war in Algeria. However,
Robbe-Grillet, in spite of having signed it, remarked:

A I’époque de la guerre d’Algérie, je signais le Manifeste des 121, et je

militais pour 'indépendance du peuple algérien, mais je n’ai jamais
introduit rien de tel dans mes romans ou mes films.*’

His signing of the document signalled the apparent rapprochement of Robbe-Grillet and

one of his immediate literary predecessors, Jean-Paul Sartre, who, according to Roger-

Michel Allemand:

voyait la le signe d’une entrée dans le rang, d’'un engagement du
romancier en tant que tel, alors qu’il s’agissait unigement de I’engagement
d’un homme privé, sans que son ceuvre en porte aucune trace.

Nevertheless, Higgins argues that something of the political and historical context of the
time can be uncovered in the film. She argues that the mysterious initial letters that are
used instead of names in the film can be understood as having a political significance. A,

she suggests, might stand for Algeria, saying that Marienbad bears the “thematic impact

of the historical moment of its creation”.*’ Her suggestion is supported by the (literal)

rape of A in the ciné-roman (omitted by Resnais in the film version), which might be

seen as the metaphorical rape of Algeria, or the use of rape as a part of the war.

* Lynn Higgins, New Novel, New Wave, New Politics (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press,
1996).

4: More formally known as ‘La Déclaration sur le droit 4 I’insoumission dans la guerre d’Algérie’.
* Robbe-Grillet quoted in Olivier Corpet, and Emanuelle Lambert, Alain Robbe-Grillet le voyageur du
nouveau roman: chronologie illustré 1922 — 2002 (Paris: Editions de I'IMEC, 2002), p.42.

* Roger-Michel Allemand, Alain Robbe-Grillet (Panis: Seuil, 1997), p.95.
" Higgins, p.108.
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Political readings of Robbe-Grillet certainly offer an enlightening way of
understanding hts works. However, the discord between Robbe-Grillet and Sartre on the
1ssue reveals, once again, a reason for reading Robbe-Grillet along phenomenological
lines. If Sartlie applauded Robbe-Grillet’s personal engagement, he objected to his lack
of literary engagement, accusing him, according to Allemand, of living in “un monde
complétement abstrait et détaché des réalités socio-politiques de son temps”,*® resulting
in a lack of human significance in his novels. As Allemand reminds us, the objects
described by Robbe-Grillet are divested of pre-established meaning, but they are still
objects described by a human consciousness, by a person who s already in the world. It

1s on this level that Robbe-Grillet considers his novels should engage with human

significance, rather than on a political level.

Post-modernism

Robbe-Grillet’s novels have also been examined in the light of critical theories
since structuralism, by Brian McHale,* who again concentrates his study upon Robbe-
Grillet’s novels. McHale compares Robbe-Grillet’s novels before and since La Maison
de rendez-vous, 1dentifying features which, he contends, make Robbe-Grillet (since La
Maison de rendez-vous) a post-modernist writer. McHale concentrates upon the
destabilising of the narrative worlci in Robbe-Grillet’s novels, via such features as the
splintering of the narrative point of view, the self-erasure of the text, and disjointed
depictions of time and space, claiming that these are what make Robbe-Grillet a post-

modernist writer. However, this thesis, in addition to offering an analysis of Robbe-

* Allemand, p.93.
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Grillet’s films, which have not been covered by McHale’s reading, contends that
questions of multiple points of view, time and space, etc., may still be accounted for in

phenomenological terms, even in the later works of Robbe-Grillet’s career.

Feminist objections

An area of great debate in relation to Robbe-Grillet is the depiction of sexuality in
his film and fiction.”® The sadoerotic content of Robbe-Grillet’s works means that they
have been the subject of some controversy. Understandably, much of the condemnation
received has been from feminist critics, although not exclusively from females. John
Fletcher, for example, roundly condemns Robbe-Grillet.”' Fletcher does take on board
Robbe-Grillet’s professed aims of creating works of bricolage, borrowing from popular
culture in order to exaggerate and thereby undermine sexual stereotypes, however, he
remains far from convinced by such justifications. He devotes a chapter of his book on
Robbe-Grillet to the topic, carrying the following unequivocal warning:

Robbe-Grillet’s view of women’s sexuality seems at best misleading and

at worst sadistic and perverse, and his attempts in articles and interviews

to argue that he i1s being ironic, self-aware and amusedly detached from

these phantasms are not wholly convincing. [A] pornographic work of his

(...) Temple aux miroirs, is sold in a sealed polythene cover and shows an

obsessive and repellent interest in the genitals of little girls. Paedophilia,

voyeurism and sadism are indeed the hallmarks of most of the works

considered in this chapter, which are therefore not for the squeamish.*

It 1s against such accusations of pornography, then, that defenders of Robbe-Grillet have

to make their case. Even Fletcher, amongst his scathing comments, admits that there is

* Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (Lodon and New York: Routledge, 1996, 1% published by
Mecthuen, 1987).

*% See Raylene L. Ramsey, Robbe-Grillet and Modernity (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1992).
°! John Fletcher, Alain Robbe-Grillet (London and New York: Methuen, 1983).
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great complexity to be found in Robbe-Grillet, thereby perhaps implying that there is

some hope that not all of his works are purely pornographic. Indeed, the general

impression one has when dealing with his works, is not that their sole aim is to titillate
(nor is this the effect they have); the sophistication of Robbe-Grillet’s artistic endeavours,
as Fletcher points out, prevent them from coming across as just pornography. It is
precisely the subversion of genres (e.g. the vampire story) that leads one to believe that
there is more at work in Robbe-Grillet’s art than pornography. The depiction of sexuality

in his novels and films, then, has provided rich pickings for commentators.

Susan Suleiman’s article on’Projet pour une révolution a New York 1s one that 1s
often mentioned by subsequent commentaries in considering the theme of sadism in
Robbe-Grillet’s works.” Although her analysis is a little more forgiving than Fletcher’s,
she still claims that Projet is “definitely a man’s book”,”* arguing that it is a novel in
which male fantasies of sexual power over females are repeated, rather than undermined.

Suleiman’s study suggests that Projet can be read as a male fantasy in more than one

way, however. The text is self-engendered, 1t 1s the word of the male narrator that creates

the text, thus removing any reliance upon female involvement in the process of textual

(re)production.

Whilst those who have taken Robbe-Grillet’s side in this debate have followed
more or less the same line that he has, that is, the idea that he is exaggerating myths 1n

order to expose them, what has not yet been attempted in relation to Robbe-Grillet’s

>2 Fletcher, p.58.

>? Susan Suleiman, ‘Reading Robbe-Grillet: Sadism and Text in Projet pour une révolution a New York’ in

Romanic Review 67, 1 (January 1977), 43-62, is considered in John Phillips, Forbidden Fictions:

Pornography and censorship in twentieth-century French literature (London and Sterling, Virginia: Pluto
Press, 1999).

> Ibid., p.57.
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depiction of sexuality is an explanation of it that integrates it into a phenomenological
framework. This thesis will therefore attempt to address this omission in the light not
only of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, but also of feminist comments upon the relationship
between phenomenology and feminism. Doing so allows for the influence of sexuality
upon embodied perception to be brought into focus, and it also reveals a new assessment

of Robbe-Grillet’s stated aims of undermining sexual stereotypes.

Phenomenological approaches

Whilst hints as to the value of a phenomenological reading of Robbe-Grillet are,
as has been noted, to be found amongst the pages of Morrissette’s study of Robbe-
Grillet’s novels, some scholar;s have taken an even closer interest in this possibility, and
have argued the case that his work may be best understood not from the context of
psychology, but from that of phen?menological philosophy. Robbe-Grillet’s interest in
the portrayal of phenomena as perceived, rather than objects with a ready-made
significance, 1s stmilar in intent to the phenomenologists’ attempt to produce a
descriptive philosophy. That 1s, phenomenology aims to describe the world as it is given
to consciousness in perception, free from the prejudices and pre-conceptions of science
and cultural -conditioning. This process can be likened to the phenomenological
reduction, wherein cultural expectations are put out of play (mise hors jeu), or bracketed
(mise entre parentheéses). The result of this process is that phenomena can be
experienced taken out of their usual context, without any pre-established or expected
meaning. However, in the absence of any cultural expectations, objects lose their

familiarity, they appear strange, unexpected. Similarly, Robbe-Grillet’s work contains
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objects which are without obvious significance, allowing for a visual description of the
surface of the object to take precedence over any symbolic meaning the reader may be
tempted to confer upon it. However, in phenomenological philosophy, there 1s always a
human being who perceives these objects, who focuses upon certain objects rather than
others, from among a field of objects. The situated nature of this narrator (or of the
narrative perspective), in time'and space in Robbe-Grillet’s work is also analogous to the
phenomenological account of a consciousness with a bodily situation in the world. The
consequence of being an incarnqte consciousness, for phenomenology, 1s that all
phenomena are experienced subjectively. This is the case in Robbe-Grilletian
descriptions too — the viewpoint of the narrative or the angle of the camera is always that
of a human being, whether or not it represents the perspective of one of the protagonists.
Equally, as a result of having a spatial and temporal existence, time, for a

phenomenologist, can only be experienced in the present. Memories of the past are re-

experienced now in the present; the past and the future radiate out from one’s position in
the present. In Robbe-Grillet’s art, it 1s often difficult to tell which images and
perceptions are in the past, which in the present, and which are projecttons into the future
or fantasies. Events are frequently relived, jumbled up with present events, which
suggests, in accordance with the phenomenological account outlined here, that they are
being re-lived now in the present.

These, then, are some of the conclusions to be drawn from a phenomenological
reading of Robbe-Grillet’s novels, and some studies have already been devoted to

elucidating his works from this perspective. The most important are those of Olga Bernal
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and Victor Carrabino.”® Bernal’s study was the first book to be devoted to a
phenomenological analysis of Robbe-Grillet’s novels, and as such, is often a point of
reference for subsequent studies c?f his works. Her study naturally only deals with
Robbe-Grillet’s earliest novels, since it was published in 1964, The present study is
therefore able to go beyond Bernal’s contribution 1n that 1t covers his novels to date, as
well as his films. Equally, this thesis will re-assess the early novels covered by Bernal in
the light of subsequent theoretical developments in phenomenology, and in doing so,
expand on thé rather narrow focus offered by her study. Bernal’s main concern was to
elucidate what she saw as being at the heart of Robbe-Grillet’s works, namely, an
absence. His novels are all structured around an absence of some kind or another, she
argues, and this 1s consistent with a phenomenological account of human existence. She
argues for the link between phenomenology and Robbe-Grillet’s novels in the
introduction to her study: '

St tout €tat de conscience est conscience de quelque chose, ’homme est

bien oblige de sortir de lui-méme, de chercher le complément, 1’objet de sa

conscience dehors, dans le monde matériel auquel il est lié

indissolublement.>®
Thus, Bernal sees the objects described by Robbe-Grillet as being not chosiste objects,
but ones perceived by a human consciousness. She also sees Robbe-Grillet’s aims as a
novelist as comparable to those of modern artists; in that their aim is to suppress the idea

of profundity that is to be found in conventional literature or art. This would also tend to

support Barthes’ view that Robbe-Grillet describes only the surface of things; just as

>> See also George H. Szanto, Narrative Consciousness: Structure and Perception in the fiction of Kafka,
Beckett and Robbe-Grillet (Austin and London: University of Texas Press, 1972). Although not as
rigorous 1n 1ts application of phenomenological philosophy, Szanto’s study bears some similarities to those
of Bernal and Carrabino in its analysis of the exteriorising of consciousness.
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modern art suppresses perspective and produces paintings whose pictorial space is
presented on a flattened ground. This reveals something of the value of a
phenomenoloéical approach; it spans the range of insights offered by chosiste and
psychological readings. Robbe-Grillet’s refusal to go beyond an examination of the
surface of things, comes about, for Bernal, because the literature of phenomena is not
about presenting humankind in terms of richness and profundity, but about presenting
human existence in terms of a hollow or hole. Furthermore, Bernal makes the case that
the phenomenological reduction, a.process whereby prejudices and presuppositions are

“bracketed” so as to allow for perception of the world as it really is, is comparable to

Robbe-Grillet’s art:

La mise hors circuit de tout ce que nous étions habitués a voir dans la

peinture classique, ’absence de tous ces points de repére romanesques que
nous constatons dans les romans de Robbe-Grillet nous font penser qu’il

ne s’agit pas ici d’une mise en date rhétorique des valeurs traditionnelles
mais d’un effort radical pour retrouver ’aspect originaire des choses.”’

Bernal considers that no matter how one tries to link Robbe-Grillet to his context in the
history of French literature, one always returns to the phenomenological attitude, that is,
the dominant attitude of the period at which he was writing when Bernal’s study was
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undertaken.”™ She explains that what differentiates the thought and literature of one of

Robbe-Grillet’s immediate literary predecessors, Jean-Paul Sartre, from Robbe-Grillet
himself, 1s, as mentioned in respect of political approaches to Robbe-Grillet’s work,

Sartre’s insistence upon the necessity of human political engagement. Sartre’s work

*® Bernal, p.12.
>" Ibid., p.13.
*% Ibid., see p.13.
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always requires a system of values, be they social, moral, etc. For Robbe-Grillet, on the
other hand, human beings are not in a situation of values, but a situation of things.”

The main thrust of Bernal’s argument, then, is that there is a nothingness at the
centre of Robbe-Grillet’s work, that things do not reveal a deeper meaning. The same is
true of words, she argues, indicating descriptions of objects in Les Gommes that have no
particular significance to the “story”. However, she admits that it 1s difficult to find
words that are neutral, as is demonstrated in Wallas’ constant attempts to avoid raising
suspicion about his movements. He finds that he has to create new lies to cover up the
lies he has already told. She argues further, that in La Jalousie and Le Voyeur there is an
absence at the centre of each narrative, in the form of the absent/present narrator of La
Jalousie and in the form of the absence of the central act (of possible rape and murder) in
Le Voyeur. Bernal’s reading of Robbe-Grillet, whilst persuasive, has its limitations.
Although, obviously, when Bernal was writing in the 1960s, the debates around
phenomenology differed from present debates, her privileging of the notion of
néantisation at the centre of being means that her reading of Robbe-Grillet is narrowly
focused. And, although this study clearly owes a debt to Bernal’s, it will also advance
her understanding of Robbe-Grillet in new ways. To that end, this study re-assesses the
early novels of Robbe-Grillet, both in the interests of providing a comprehensive survey
of his novels, and in the interests of bringing new phenomenological arguments to bear
upon them:.

Victor Carrabino’s phenomenological study of Robbe-Grillet’s novels has a wider
focus than Bernal’s, and is, in certain respects, a model for this thesis. His analysis 1s a

thoroughgoing exegesis of phenomenological philosophy, presented together with

> Bernal, see p.20.
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examples from Robbe-Grillet’s novels to demonstrate the similarities between the two
and the way ip which phenomenology may helpfully explain various features of Robbe-
Grillet’s works. The present study will return at several points to consider Carrabino’s
important contribution in greater detail. In order to avoid repetition, therefore, it will not
be outlined in great detail here. Once more, however, the striking omission of

Carrabino’s study is its lack of mention of Robbe-Grillet’s films, and more surprisingly,

given that it was published in 1974, its omission of Merleau-Ponty’s later thought. The
consequence of this is that Carrabino makes no mention of intersubjectivity as theorised
by Merleau-Ponty in his Le FVisible et l'invisible, an important text as it represents a
development on his thought in Phénoménologie de la perception. Equally, Carrabino’s
reading of Robbe-Grillet has other limitations. In his chapter on the epoché, or
phenomenological reduction, for example, he mentions only one novel, La Jalousie. This
study will examine a wider range of Robbe-Grillet’s works than is analysed by Carrabino.
These, then are the chief ways in which the work carmried out already by Bernal and
Carrabino may be enriched by'a re-examination of Robbe-Grillet’s works in the light of a
phenomenological perspective.

However, as well as outlining the benefits of a return to a phenomenological
reading of Robbe-Grillet, is important to anticipate any possible objections. One obstacle
to be tackled for any re-visiting of phenomenology in relation to Robbe-Grillet is the
objection to such an approach argued by Stephen Heath.® Heath would reject any
attempted phenomenological analysis of Robbe-Grillet on the grounds that in his

theoretical pronouncements, especially in Pour Un Nouveau Roman, Heath sees a

contradiction between Robbe-Grillet’s position and that of phenomenological philosophy.
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For Heath, Robbe-Grillet’s insistence upon the cleansing power of vision would suggest
that perception 1s a passtve, rather than an active, act of consciousness. Hence the
contradiction, since for Merleau-Pénty, this would not be the case; perception requires
some active participation on the part of the perceiver.

Heath’s analysis, even though 1t initially appears worrying for anyone attempting
to align Robbe-Grillet with phenomenology, fails to account for some important
considerations. Primarily, what 1s lacking in Heath’s analysis 1s any mention of Robbe-
Grillet’s art. He does not ground his discussion in an examination of Robbe-Grillet’s
novels and films, but in his theories. Whilst it 1s of course important to consider an
artist’s stated aims, critical tﬁeories can often suggest valid approaches to an artist’s
ceuvre that may not have even occurred to him or her at the time of producing their works
of art. Robbe-Grillet claims “Je ne suis pas théoricien du roman™;®! furthermore, he has
admitted that his pronouncements in Pour Un Nouveau Roman are, to some extent, an
exaggeration of his theoretical position, and that his artistic practice does not always

follow his theory to the letter. Thus, for example, Robbe-Grillet admitted at the Colloque
de Cerisy held in his honour, that, having written Pour Un Nouveau Roman, he

contradicted his theoretical statements in his artistic practice:

Pendant que j’écrivais cette condamnation définitive de la métaphore, La
Jalousie ne cessait de traiter des métaphores. Le titre méme (annonce de

cette immense métaphore qui va se développer dans le cours des pages)
était pour moi extrémement conscient.®?

% Stephen Heath, The Nouveau Roman: A Study in the Practice of Writing (London: Elek, 1972).
° Pour Un Nouveau Roman, p.7.

6 Robbe-Grllet quoted in Jean Ricardou ed., Colloque de Cerisy Robbe-Grillet vol. 1 (Paris: Union
Géncrale d’Editions, 1976), p.35.

LEEDS UNIVERSITY LIBRARY



38

What is of paramount importance in the case of Robbe-Grillet, then, is the study of his
films and novels; after all, it is in his artistic practice that he puts his money where his
mouth is, so to speak. Furthermore, although Robbe-Grillet does, as Heath indicates,
emphasise the chosiste view of his descriptions of objects in Pour Un Nouveau Roman,
thereby supporting Heath’s allguments that Robbe-Grillet’s account of vision might be
likened to a passive, camera-eye, this is not the whole story. Robbe-Grillet also states in
Pour Un Nouveau Roman that the objects described are always viewed from a human
point of view, that they are significant to the character perceiving them, but that they are
divested of the significance that might have been attached to them in conventional or
realist literature, since such outmoded literary forms are precisely those that Robbe-
Grillet seeks to overthrow. In this respect, one can argue against Heath, that Robbe-

Grillet’s theor:y does show signs of the influence of phenomenology.

Scope of thesis and plan

The main body of the present study will be devoted to an in-depth analysis of
Robbe-Grillet’s film and fiction, from the standpoint of phenomenological philosophy. A

few words to explain the scope of this thesis are firstly in order, however. In the interests

of a cohesive study, this discussion incorporates Robbe-Grillet’s novels and films right
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across his career.” However, the autobiographical Romanesques are not included here,

as they require a rather different approach. Whilst recognising the fact that Robbe-

Grillet’s works naturally reflect episodes of his own experience, life and interests, the

* Robbe-Grillet’s photo- and picto-novels, consulted at the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris, would add
nothing of substance to a phenomenological reading, and are not included in this study. However, their

texts form part of Topologie d’une cité fantéme and Souvenirs du triangle d’or, and therefore feature in this
study 1n their incarnation as novels.
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question of distinguishing between his own life and his imaginary one in the
Romanesques merits a study in' itself.  Considerations of fictional narratives of
embodiment in Robbe-Grillet’s works are the focus of this thests, therefore to stray into
the territory of facts about his life, to consider whether or not what he relates is fact or
fiction, would be to move away from the intended focus. Furthermore, some
commentators have already devoted works to the Romanesques, and have been able to
supply the de:pth of detail deserving of such a topic.®* These studies have considered
topics such as self identity at greater length than ts possible here (although this study does
touch upon it in chapter .six). In the interests, therefore, of maintaining a
phenomenological focus upon the consequences of bodily experience as rendered via film
and fiction, regrettably, the Romanesques have been set aside for the moment. In terms
of Robbe-Grillet’s films, exhaustive enquiries reveal that some titles are unavailable, and

therefore these too have been sidelined.®’

It is clear from the foregoing survey of works already published on Robbe-Grillet
that he is a writer and filmmaker of great complexity, whose works may be elucidated
profitably by analyses from a great many different theoretical perspectives. The

theoretical approach chosen here demands a revisiting for a number of reasons, as

discussed. But, instead of returning to a purely Merleau-Pontyan perspective, this study

also takes into account the development of his thought by others. Also, this thesis does

* See, for example, Roger-Michel Allemand and Alain Goulet, Imaginaire, Ecritures, Lectures de Robbe-
Grillet, d’Un Régicide aux Romanesques (Lion-Sur-Mer: Arcane-Beaunieux, 1991), Sjef Houppermans,
Alain Robbe-Grillet, Autobiographie (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993).

® In November 2001, at a discussion on his works in at the Pompidou Centre in Paris, Robbe-Grillet
confirmed in person that N a pris les dés and Un Bruit qui rend fou are unobtainable, and recommended
contacting the Institut Mémoires de 1’Edition Contemporaine, to whom he has donated all of his
documentation. Although no information was forthcoming from the IMEC, it was possible to view Un
Bruit qui rend fou at a film retrospective in Caen in June 2002, As part of the same retrospective, the
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not focus exclusively on aspects of phenomenological theory that have not been
previously ex.ploited, such as sexuality and intersubjectivity. These aspects of human
experience are so much part of bodily experience that to consider them in isolation from
the overarching phenomenological theory in which this thesis is couched would risk
distorting the argument.

By way of introduction to the phenomenological analysis of Robbe-Grillet’s film

and fiction, the first chapter of this thesis will trace the development of the
phenomenological movement from its German origins to its evolution in France just prior
to the time when Robbe-Grillet turned to writing. An examination of the development of
phenomenological philosophy will serve to contextualise a movement that was dominant
in French thought during the post-war years, at the time when Robbe-Grillet was starting
out as a writer. In order to begin to look at the value of a Merleau-Pontyan approach to
Robbe-Grillet, the philosophical background against which his philosophy 1s set must be
outlined. Therefore, it will be necessary to examine the contributions of Franz Brentano,
the first significant forerunner of phenomenology, whose work was taken up by Edmund
Husserl, widely considered to be the founder of the movement proper. Following
Husserl, an interest in phenomenolc;gy evolved over the French border, with firstly Jean-
Paul Sartre, and then Maurice Merleau-Ponty taking up the baton. Although there are, of
course, more figures in the phenomenological movement than these, those mentioned
here are significant in the development of the thought of Merleau-Ponty, whose
philosophy is to provide the theoretical underpinning for this thesis. This initial
discussion of the phenomenological movement will therefore provide an overview of the

IMEC exhubited a selection of items documenting Robbe-Grillet’s life and works in the Abbaye Aux
Dames 1n Caen.
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concerns of phenomenological philosophers, and the way in which these were taken
forward by Merleau-Ponty in an- attempt to resolve what he saw as some of the
shortcomings of his predecessors. The exposition of his concerns will pave the way for
arguing towards a Merleau-Pontyan analysis of Robbe-Grillet, one that concerns itself
with the rendering of human embodiment in Robbe-Grillet’s film and fiction. Merleau-
Pontyan phenomenology is an apt means of elucidating the embodiment of
consciousness, as his argument with his predecessors suggests. Merleau-Ponty’s notion
of the body-subject was intended to resolve the dualism he perceived in the work of other
phenomenological philosophers, notably Husserl and Sartre.®® The phenomenological
issues chosen for consideration are those that are pertinent to this analysis of Robbe-
Grillet’s works.

Following this outline of the phenomenological movement, the focus will then
shift to discuss how Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology may be applied to the films and
fiction of Robbe-Grillet. This discussion will be structured to demonstrate the cohesion
of bringing together various aspects of Robbe-Grillet’s works under a unified theoretical
standpoint, and 1n doing so, will follow the topics raised by Merleau-Ponty, in his major
work, Phénoménologie de la perception, with other texts by Merleau-Ponty mentioned as
necessary. It makes sense to use a cohesive theory of the body as the underpinning for
this study, since it subtends all the other aspects of the thesis. However, in order to lay
the foundation for this, it is essential firstly to examine the notion of the

phenomenological reduction, which is the basis from which Merleau-Ponty argues his

°® The extent to which Merleau-Ponty succeeded in achieving this, particularly in relation to Sartre, is a
contentious issue, however, it is not for a thesis on Robbe-Grillet to address it. Many important areas of
debate between Merleau-Ponty and Sartre are discussed in Jon Stewart ed., The Debate between Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1998).
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account of embodied consciousness. A consideration of the embodiment of
consciousness, together with the undermining of cultural myths, are what will drive the
argument forward in this thesis. Thus, chapter two will be devoted to the notion of the
phenomenological reduction, as Merleau-Ponty conceived of it. The phenomenological
reduction was the cornerstone of phenomenology, so 1t i1s of importance to discuss the
ways in which the reduction may elucidate Robbe-Grillet’s formal strategies of
subversion. Because the notion of making strange by undermining convention is also a
starting point for Robbe-Grillet’s work, considering his aims and the reduction together
are an important foundation for the rest of the discussion. Through a close study of
various works by Robbe-Grillet, this chapter will explore the way in which the lifting of
cultural certainties suggested by Robbe-Grillet can be understood to effect a kind of
phenomenological reduction for the protagonists of his films and novels. This analysis
goes beyond earlier analyses of the reduction by Bernal and Carrabino, as it analyses
different texts with regards .to the reduction (Carrabino’s discussion of the epoché
focused only upon La Jalousie). Also, this study considers the effects of the reduction
discussed by Merleau-Ponty (the question of a loss of personal identity) but not by Bernal
and Carrabino, who place their emphasis on the néantisation of the reduction, the
nothingness at the centre of consciousness. Understanding Robbe-Grillet’s formal
strategies as effecting a fictional or cinematic form of reduction helps elucidate some of
the difficulties encountered by the reader of his novels or the viewer of his films in terms
of their percei'ved strangeness or incomprehensibility.

The first main conclusion of the phenomenological reduction was, for Merleau-

Ponty, that consciousness was always incarnate, that it was a body-subject, and this is to
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be the topic of the third chapter. The consequences of this conclusion for Robbe-Grillet’s
choice of narrative perspective in his novels is examined, and is compared to the camera
work used in his films. The influence of the shared aims of Robbe-Grillet as romancier
and as cinéaste are considered in this respect. An analysis of Robbe-Grillet’s rendering
of perceptual experience is also offered in this chapter, revealing the importance of
another consequence of the reduction. That consciousness is always embodied is
highlighted by the role of sensory perception in apprehending the world.

In subsequent chapters, further consequences of human existence as bodily beings
will be examined. The experience of time, discussed in chapter four, once more allows
for an examination of Robbe-Grillet’s narrative strategies; it constitutes another attempt
to subvert readers’ or viewers’ expectations. In doing so, Robbe-Grillet renders time in a
way that makes it seem strange, but that also corresponds to Merleau-Ponty’s explanation
of time as perspectival. Thus, a consideration of time as depicted in Robbe-Grillet’s
works is an integral part of understanding his work as narrating embodied consciousness
and as subverting cultural expectations. Since, for Merleau-Ponty, time 1s not linear, but
emanates from the here and now of the body-subject, all time is experienced from the
perspective of the present. The discussion of this topic will thus demonstrate that a
complex, even bewildering, aspect of Robbe-Grillet’s rendering of human experience 1n
film and fiction becomes explicable when considered in the light of Merleau-Ponty’s
account of time. They share the notion that the past and future are part of our present

experience. A case for understanding Robbe-Grillet’s cinema in terms of

phenomenological time has been made by Gilles Deleuze, and his updating of
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phenomenology is incorporated into the new application of phenomenology to Robbe-
Grillet’s cinema for which this thesis argues.

In addition to the topic of time, Merleau-Ponty offers a theory of the body as a
sexual being, a subject that {s most pertinent to Robbe-Grillet, since an emphasis on
sexuality is notable in many, if not most, of his works. Chapter Five deals with sexuality,
and is of particular importance in this thesis, since it will be the first time that any attempt
has been made to account for the proliferation of scenes depicting human sexuality in
Robbe-Grillet’s works in terms of phenomenological philosophy. Again, as with the
discussion of time in Robbe-Grillet, developments made in phenomenology since
Merleau-Ponty’s death will be used to explore this topic and to evaluate Robbe-Grillet’s
success in dei)icting what has proven to be one of the most controversial 1ssues of his
career.

Finally, this study will consider the question of human relationships, of human
knowledge of others, in a discussion of Merleau-Pontyan intersubjectivity. The
discussion in the last chapter necessitates a move away from Merleau-Ponty’s
Phénoménologie de la perception in favour of a reading of his Le Visible et l'invisible,
where he re-worked his initial view of intersubjective relations. Reading Le Visible et
l'invisible allows for the sophistication and progress made in his later thought to be
brought to bear on the problematic human relationships presented by Robbe-Grillet 1n his
novels and ﬁlms. The sophistication of Merleau-Ponty’s arguments here also
encompasses a consideration of self-knowledge and self-reflexivity. Again, this analysis
constitutes an advance on previous phenomenological studies of Robbe-Grillet’s works,

since they did not incorporate a reading of Merleau-Ponty’s later thought. Language as a
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means of intersubjective communication is analysed in this chapter, again outlining the
extent to which Robbe-Grillet’s formal strategies of making strange and subverting
expectations are relevant.

The study now turns to set its examination of the works of Robbe-Grillet in the
context of the theoretical standpoint that underpins it, by examining the development of"-

the phenomenological movement.
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Chapter One

Phenomenology

The phenomenological movement has its earliest roots in the work of Franz
Brentano, whose ‘descriptive psychology’ was a springboard for Edmund Husserl’s
phenomenology proper. The notion of intentionality, posited by Brentano, was to
become the cornerstone of the phenomenological philosophy of Husserl and those who
took his work forward, such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The
following discussion will briefly trace the contributions of these, the major figures in
phenomenology, charting the progress they made from Brentano’s basic notion of
intentionality through to the complex account of bodily existence offered by Merleau-
Ponty. Whilst the scope of the present discussion precludes the possibility of a detailed
examination of the various standpoints of all of the philosophers in the phenomenological
movement, a summary of some important aspects of the work of the major figures will

serve to provide a context for Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy. This in turn will be the basis

of the later discussion of Robbe-Grillet’s work. Much of the existing phenomenological
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criticism of film and fiction can generally be characterised as either that based upon the
philosophy of Husserl, or that based upon the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, and the
present examination of their thought will illuminate the adaptation of it as critical
methodology by those who have produced phenomenological commentaries on Robbe-
Grillet. This discussion of phenomenology will serve to situate both previous critical
approaches to Robbe-Grillet and the position of this thesis in relation to them. In order to
set them 1n a wider context, this brief introduction to phenomenology will concentrate
upon the beginnings of the ‘movement in Austria and Germany with Brentano and
Husserl, and then consider the impact of phenomenology in France, in the work of Sartre
and Merleau-Ponty. The examination of Merleau-Ponty’s work, which will outline his
critique of previous phenomenological philosophers, will also demonstrate the extent to
which Merleau-Ponty was able to take up the ideas of his phenomenological predecessors
and develop them. This discussion will consider Merleau-Ponty’s contribution in terms
of his attempt to characterise human experience in phenomenological terms, and his side-
stepping of the age-old philosophical problem of Cartesian dualism, that is, the problem
of accounting for the interaction between a physical body and a non-physical mind. This
1s an especially important part of his contribution, since he outlines his own work against
that of Husserl and Sartre with regaréls to the question of the mind-body problem. It is
Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to account for human experience in terms of a bodily
consciousness rather than dividing consciousness from bodily existence that makes his

phenomenology an apt means of examining the rendering of embodied existence in the

film and fiction of Robbe-Grillet.
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Merleau-Ponty’s own phenomenology will be outlined in detail, concentrating
upon those elements which are most pertinent to an appraisal of Robbe-Grillet’s work in
phenomenological terms. Here, the discussion will largely be based upon Merleau-

7 and focus on: the

Ponty’s lengthy work Phénoménologie de la perception,
phenomenological reduction, a means of suspending the usual conditions of perception in
order to allow for a return to basic gensory experience; the body-subject, the basis of our
experience of the world around us; the body as a sexual being, a further consequence of
being a body-subject; time, our awareness of temporality, again founded upon our bodily
situation; and lastly, intersubjectivity, the awareness we have of other people as having a
bodily conscidusness like our own.

Finally, this examination of the thought of Merleau-Ponty will end with a look at

his reflections on topics such as film, literature and art. Close parallels will be drawn
here between the aims of the 'artist/writer/ﬁlm-maker as outlined by Merleau-Ponty and
those mentioned by Robbe-Grillet in regard to his own work, both in interview and in his
theoretical writing, such as in Pour Un Nouveau Roman. Clearly, these will be of great
relevance 1n the consideration of the artistic output of Robbe-Grillet. These, then, are the
elements which are to be the basis of the following analysis of Robbe-Grillet’s film and

fiction, and which will help elucidate some of the more perplexing aspects of his work.

57 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception (Paris: Gallimard, 1945).
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Husserl and the Influence of Brer;tano on phenomenology

Brentano’s project in Psychology from an Empirical Standpoinf®® was an attempt
to describe mental acts and mental states. It was a descriptive psychology, the emphasis
being on its descriptive, as opposed to explanatory, nature. The matter to be described
here was one’s own mental states, chosen by Brentano because he wanted to base his
philosophy on non-inductive foundations, his aim being that these would yield claims
which were indefeasible. His argument ran thus: one makes no inductive judgements
concerning one’s basic perceptual experience, so there can be no error of judgement,
hence Brentano’s claim of indefeasibility. Brentano, then, would make no claims about
the physical phenomena which are‘the objects of mental acts, since these are not within
the remit of psychology. Rather, he would concern himself solely with mental
phenomena. Phenomena, for Brentano, were anything that was given directly in
experience, be they perceptions or emotions or feelings of any kind. He could claim
indefeasiblity when describing such phenomena because their appearance coincides with
their reality. That is, the way phenomena appear is just the way they are. One might be
mistaken about the object of a mental phenomenon, e.g., one might see a chair as being
blue when in fact 1t 1s green, due to a trick of the light, but the mental phenomenon of the
blue chair is just what 1t ts. If the phenomenon is of a blue chair, then it is simply a
phenomenon of a blue chair, rather than a proof of the blue chair’s existence. Brentano
would not wish to make any truth claims about it beyond what is given in perception as a
phenomenon. He mentions in this regard the experiment conducted by John Locke.”

Locke immersed one hand in a bowl of hot water and the other in a bowl of cold water at

° Franz Brentano, Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint ed. L. L. McAlister, trans. by A. C.
Rancurello, D. B. Terrell, and L. L. McAlister (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973).
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the same time. He then placed both hands into the same bowl of tepid water. He had a
sensation of warmth in one hand and of coldness in the other, although both hands were
feeling water of the same témperature. What we may conclude from this, claims
Brentano, is that:

We have no right, therefore, to believe that the objects of so-called

external perception really 'exist as they appear to us. Indeed, they

demonstrably do not exist outside of us. In contrast to that which really

and truly exists, they are mere phenomena.”
That 1s, 1t makes no sense to say that there was anything erroneous about the phenomena
undergone by Locke in themselves. Whilst it may be true that he could have based some
judgement upbn these phenomena which bore no resemblance to reality, the untruth of
any such assertion is not connected to the phenomena as experienced; they just are as
they are.

Importantly, the main contribution to the phenomenological movement made by
Brentano stems from his initial interest in the objects of consciousness, namely, mental

phenomena. Brentano claimed that,all mental acts had to be about something, they had to

have an object. This basic structure characterises all consciousness, and Brentano, taking
up a term used by scholastic philosophers from the middle ages, called it intentionality.
The notion of intentionality is essential to the thought of Husserl, Sartre and Merleau-
Ponty, and \_;vill be of great importance when arguing for a phenomenological
understanding of the work of Robbe-Grillet. That is, for Brentano, and for all subsequent
phenomenological philosophers, consciousness depends upon there being some
phenomenon to be conscious of. This phenomenon would not necessarily have to

% Brentano, p.8.
" Ibid., p.9.



51

correspond to any object ‘out there’ in the physical world, such as the blue chair or the
bowls of water mentioned above. The phenomenon in question might just as easily be an
emotion, say, a feeling of anger, or an imagined or dreamed phenomenon, say, a dream
about feeling angry or an imagined blue chair. Just so long as it is an object of
consciousness, SO long as it is the object of which one is aware, upon which one is
focused, then it 1s an intentional object. Furthermore, consciousness needs objects in
order to be conscious. There cannot be consciousness of nothing.

However, it 1s precisely in attempting to account for consciousness via the
explanation of intentionality that Brentano runs into difficulty. He claims that all mental
acts have an intentional object within them. As Brentano puts it, intentional objects
inexist or have intentional inexistence as parts of mental phenomena (i.e., they exist in
phenomena, they are part of them):

Every mental phenomenon is characterised by what the Scholastics of the
Middle Ages called the intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object,
and what we might call (...) reference to a content, direction towards an
object” (which is not to be understood here as meaning a thing) or
immanent objectivity. Every mental phenomenon includes something as
an object within itself, although they do not all do so in the same way. In
presentation something is presented, in judgement something is affirmed
or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired, and so on.”!

The problem here lies in accounting for consciousness. An act could register an
intentional object, given this account, but then how does consciousness arise from this
process? In order to avoid this problem, Brentano introduces the notion of having an
inner awareness of a mental act. Since the intentional object of an act may come from

within the perceiver, say, in the form of pleasure at hearing a sound, there is an inner

" bid, p.88.
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perception. In this process, Brentano thinks that it is possible to maintain that an act
refers to itself:
(...) the pleasure which I feel i1s not actually pleasure in the sound, but

pleasure in the hearing. In fact you could say, not incorrectly, that in a

certain sense it even refers to itself (...) the feeling and the object are

“fused into one”.”?

This process involves having a primary awareness of an intentional object, and then this
act itself becomes the object of a secondary awareness, so that there 1s effectively an
awareness of being aware. Again, the question arises as to whether this awareness can be
equated with consciousness, or whether a process of simply one thing’s registering
another would explain equally well the process outlined. Furthermore, if, as Brentano
claimed earlier, intentional objects exist within acts, or are part of acts, then it is
impossible to say that they are'identical to acts. Brentano is saying that act and object are
“fused 1nto one”; but if they are identical, then the object 1s no longer part of the act.
Brentano is contradicting a claim he made earlier — to say that the act is identical to its
object is to contradict the claim that the object is part of the act.

Husserl adopted Brentano’s study of phenomena and his use of the notion of
intentionality, however he approached the question of intentionality differently from
Brentano, and in so doing, avoided some of the problems encountered above. For
example, Husserl did not hold the same view as Brentano in relation to intentional objects
and mental acts. For Husserl, an intentional object was external to a mental act; an act
was intentional 1f 1t was directed to an object which was not contained within that act.

An act has intentionality by means of its structure, which he calls a noesis. The noesis is

that aspect of the act which directs it towards its intentional object (the noema). The
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noesis picks out the noema from the mass of perceptual data given in consciousness.
These sensory, or hyletic data are the most basic form of experience, and the function of
the noesis is to structure certain of these data into an intentional object. As will be
elucidated later in this discussion, Merleau-Ponty, in his account of perception,
completely disagreed with Husserl in this respect. David Bell comments that, for
Husserl, hyletic data

(...) are merely undergone or registered: the mind, in other words, i1s

purely passive in the reception of such material. (...) Hyletic data, as

such, are just had, and are neither intentional experiences nor the

intentional objects of experiences. (...) They are exclusively sensory, that

1s they are without intellectual or conceptual articulation of any sort. And
for Husserl this means that they are intrinsically meaningless or

senseless.”
Husserl’s account here gives an explanation of the conditions necessary for an act to be
directed towards an intentional object, however, his explanation does not go so far as to
explain exactly how acts and intentional objects manage to relate to each other. That is, it
looks problematic to claim that one can make meaning out of something that is

intrinsically meaningless, as if one were imposing a meaning where none exists. Husserl

does not account for just how the noesis decides upon which hyletic data to pick out to
form an object, nor does he explain how meaning might be conferred upon hyletic data.

Husserl, then, 1s essentially an idealist. Sensory experience impinges upon the mind,

which then has to synthesise this information into some kind of meaningful perception.
He faces the same problem as all idealists, that of accounting for the fact that whilst

experience 1s understandable to us, it is based upon a senseless mass of sensory data.

’2 Brentano, p.90.
"3 David Bell, Husser! (London and New York: Routledge, 1990, 1991), p.173.
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In his Cartesian Meditations, Husserl, taking inspiration from Descartes, set out
to establish apodictic or indubitable evidence upon which to base his philosophy. He
claimed to be taking a scientific approach to philosophy, by basing his work strictly upon
this indubitable evidence:

Evidence is, in an extremely broad sense, an “experiencing” of something
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