two novels jealousy and in the labyrinth
by alain robbe grillet

Jealousy and In the Labyrinth are two significant novels by the French writer Alain Robbe-
Grillet, whose works are often associated with the Nouveau Roman (New Novel)
movement. Robbe-Grillet is known for his innovative narrative techniques and the focus on
the inner workings of perception and reality. Both novels delve into complex themes,
offering a unique exploration of human emotions, particularly jealousy, and the intricacies
of narrative structure. In this article, we will explore the key themes, characters, and
narrative style of these two remarkable works.

Jealousy

Overview of the Novel

Published in 1957, Jealousy (original title: La Jalousie) is a quintessential example of
Robbe-Grillet’s experimental approach. The novel is set in a tropical environment and
revolves around the protagonist, a man who is consumed by jealousy over his wife’s
potential infidelity. The narrative is marked by meticulous descriptions and an obsessive
focus on the details of everyday life, reflecting the protagonist's psychological state.

Thematic Exploration

1. The Nature of Jealousy:

- Jealousy is portrayed as a pervasive and corrosive emotion. The protagonist’s obsessive
thoughts lead him to fixate on minute details that might suggest betrayal.

- The novel interrogates the boundaries between perception and reality, as the
protagonist's jealousy distorts his understanding of his relationship.

2. Perception and Reality:

- The narrative structure emphasizes the subjective nature of perception. The
protagonist's observations are often unreliable, causing readers to question the
authenticity of his experiences.

- Robbe-Grillet uses detailed descriptions to create a sense of claustrophobia, mirroring
the protagonist’s mental state.

3. Isolation and Alienation:

- The protagonist's jealousy creates a barrier between him and his wife, leading to
emotional isolation. Their relationship becomes a site of tension and mistrust.

- The setting—a remote, tropical landscape—further amplifies this sense of alienation, as
the characters are cut off from the outside world.



Character Analysis

- The Protagonist:

- He remains unnamed throughout the novel, which enhances the universality of his
feelings. His obsessive nature and inability to communicate his fears culminate in a tragic
emotional spiral.

- The Wife (A):

- The wife is an enigmatic figure whose actions are open to interpretation. The
protagonist’s jealousy is often directed towards her interactions with another man, leading
to an ambiguous portrayal of her character.

Narrative Style

Jealousy is notable for its unconventional narrative style:

- Detailed Descriptions:

- The text is filled with vivid imagery and intricate details, often focusing on mundane
objects such as furniture and landscapes. These descriptions serve as a lens through
which the protagonist’s mental state is revealed.

- Non-linear Structure:

- The narrative does not follow a traditional plot arc. Instead, it oscillates between
moments of tension and mundane observations, creating a rhythm that reflects the
protagonist’s spiraling feelings.

- Fragmentation:

- The use of fragmented narrative techniques allows Robbe-Grillet to depict the chaotic
nature of jealousy. The story unfolds in disjointed snippets, which convey the protagonist’s
erratic thoughts.

In the Labyrinth

Overview of the Novel

In the Labyrinth (original title: Dans le labyrinthe), published in 1959, is another hallmark
of Robbe-Grillet’s innovative style. This novel explores themes of identity, perception, and
the labyrinthine nature of human existence. It presents a narrative that is even more
fragmented and abstract than Jealousy, reflecting the complexities of the human psyche.

Thematic Exploration



1. Identity and Existence:

- The novel poses questions about the nature of identity, as characters often seem to lose
their sense of self within the labyrinthine structure of the narrative.

- The idea of being trapped in a maze parallels the human experience of searching for
meaning in a seemingly chaotic world.

2. Perception and Interpretation:

- Just as in Jealousy, perception plays a crucial role. The narrative challenges readers to
discern truth from illusion, as characters navigate a world that is often surreal and
disorienting.

- The labyrinth symbolizes the complexity of thought, where meanings are convoluted and
interpretations can vary widely.

3. Isolation:

- Characters in In the Labyrinth often experience profound isolation. The labyrinth itself
serves as a metaphor for their emotional and existential struggles, highlighting the
difficulties of connection in a fragmented world.

Character Analysis

- The Protagonist:

- Similar to the protagonist in Jealousy, the unnamed protagonist here grapples with
feelings of uncertainty and confusion. His journey through the labyrinth becomes a quest
for understanding his own identity.

- Secondary Characters:

- The secondary characters add layers to the narrative, often serving as reflections of the
protagonist’s internal struggles. Their interactions are often cryptic, furthering the theme
of isolation.

Narrative Style

In the Labyrinth employs a highly experimental narrative style:

- Fragmented Structure:
- The narrative is non-linear and often disjointed, reflecting the chaotic nature of the
labyrinth and the protagonist’s mental state.

- Symbolism and Imagery:

- The labyrinth itself is a powerful symbol, representing the complexities of human thought
and emotion. Robbe-Grillet’s use of imagery is rich and evocative, creating a dreamlike
atmosphere.

- Ambiguous Language:
- The language is often ambiguous, leaving room for multiple interpretations. This reflects
the theme of perception and challenges readers to engage with the text on a deeper level.



Conclusion

Jealousy and In the Labyrinth are two poignant explorations of the human experience
through the lens of Alain Robbe-Grillet's unique narrative style. Both novels delve into the
complexities of human emotions, particularly jealousy and identity, while employing
innovative techniques that challenge traditional storytelling conventions. Through
meticulous detail, fragmented narratives, and a focus on perception, Robbe-Grillet invites
readers to engage in a profound examination of the intricacies of human thought and
emotion.

These novels not only showcase Robbe-Grillet’s literary prowess but also contribute
significantly to the New Novel movement, pushing the boundaries of narrative form and
challenging readers to confront the labyrinths of their own minds. The legacy of Robbe-
Grillet's work continues to influence contemporary literature, making his novels essential
reading for those interested in the evolution of narrative techniques and the exploration of
complex human emotions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in Alain Robbe-
Grillet's 'Jealousy'?

'Tealousy' primarily explores themes of obsession, jealousy, and the complexities of
perception and reality in relationships. The narrative delves into the narrator's fixation on
his wife's fidelity and the resulting psychological turmoil.

How does 'In the Labyrinth' differ in narrative style
from 'Jealousy'?

'In the Labyrinth' employs a more fragmented and non-linear narrative structure
compared to the more focused and descriptive style of 'Jealousy'. It reflects the
disorientation and complexity of modern existence, using symbolism and abstract imagery.

What role does setting play in 'Jealousy'?

In 'Jealousy', the setting is crucial as it mirrors the protagonist's internal state. The
detailed descriptions of the tropical landscape serve to highlight feelings of entrapment
and paranoia, enhancing the themes of jealousy and observation.

Can you explain the significance of the unreliable
narrator in 'Jealousy'?

The unreliable narrator in 'Jealousy' creates a sense of ambiguity and tension, forcing
readers to question the truth of his observations and interpretations. This perspective
deepens the exploration of jealousy, as the narrator's perceptions are colored by his



insecurities.

What philosophical questions does 'In the Labyrinth'
raise?

'In the Labyrinth' raises philosophical questions about existence, identity, and the nature
of reality. It challenges readers to consider the complexities of human experience and the
limitations of language in conveying meaning.

How do both novels reflect the principles of the
Nouveau Roman literary movement?

Both 'Jealousy' and 'In the Labyrinth' exemplify the Nouveau Roman movement by
rejecting traditional plot structures and character development. They focus instead on the
subjective experience and perception, emphasizing the intricacies of language and form.

What impact did Alain Robbe-Grillet have on modern
literature?

Alain Robbe-Grillet significantly impacted modern literature by challenging conventional
narrative techniques and exploring the intricacies of perception and reality. His works
influenced a generation of writers, encouraging them to experiment with form and
structure.
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