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The literary works of French New Novel author Alain Robbe-Grillet shall 
be discussed with particular focus upon the use of literary devices specific to 
the New Novel, and the capability of these devices to provide the reader with 
an experience that invites the reader as a participant to provide a uniquely 
fragmented and distorted experience of reality.

A case study of Adalberto Libera’s Casa Malaparte as an example of modern 
architecture that through its relationship with the natural environment operates 
in a manner parallel to devices used within literary New Novel works to provide 
a modified view of reality.

Freestanding electrical substations are discussed as a unique example of 
anonymous urban architecture, which through repeated subliminal experience 
provide a new and unique experience of reality.

The work of Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden is discussed with particular 
focus upon his analysis of the definition of ‘work of art’ through the comparison 
of multiple art forms. Ingarden explicitly examined parallels between the literary 
work of art and the architectural work of art and thus provides a framework within 
which parallels between the experience of substations and Robbe-Grillet’s New 
Novel provides an opportunity for substations to be discussed as a work of art.

An illustration of the parallels that exist between the New Novel works of Alain 
Robbe-Grillet and substations with discussion on the potential for substations to 
be viewed as a contemporary architectural work of art.
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a

Abstract
~

Alain Robbe-Grillet (French author, filmmaker and leader of the mid-
Twentieth Century Nouveau Roman, ‘New Novel’ movement) argued 
that ambiguity, disjunction and chance, rather than order, identity 
and significance, are the principal characteristics of the experience of 
modern life, which is in fact discontinuous, defined by repetitive detail, 
and aleatory by nature. This thesis examines freestanding electrical 
substations as a unique architectural example of Robbe-Grillet’s view of 
the modern experience of reality. 

Substations represent a specific and unusual architectural typology within 
the contemporary urban environment; each structure is anomalous when 
perceived alone yet, by design, anonymous when viewed within their 
surrounding urban context. The repeated subliminal experience of these 
structures is capable of galvanising the potential interplay of individual 
human perception and the hard and real, architectural elements of the 
contemporary urban environment as manifested phenomenally through 
the experience of substations, resulting in a fragmented and distorted, 
experience of reality through the modulation of time factor and identity 
by the subliminal processes of memory and imagination.

During the same period as Robbe-Grillet’s development of the New 
Novel, Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden examined explicit parallels 
between the perception of multiple art forms – including literature and 
architecture – within his seminal text, The Ontology of the Work of Art.  
Ingarden’s findings shall be used as a point of reference to establish 
a theoretical foundation for the analysis of the devices and methods 
employed by Robbe-Grillet to engage the reader as creative participant 



8

In the Labyrinth



9

through subliminal literary means. Robbe-Grillet’s In the Labyrinth and 
Last Year at Marienbad are used to establish a contextual framework for 
the illustration of parallels between the ‘reality’ defined by the New Novel 
and the fragmented and distorted, surreal experience of substations 
as a unique architectural typology. Correlations are drawn between 
Robbe-Grillet’s use of discreet literary devices (such as the repetition 
of descriptive motifs, fragmentation and non-linear chronology) and 
the subliminal experience of substations within the urban context (as a 
fragmented and distorted experience of reality through the modulation 
of time and identity), both defined by ambiguity and the disjunction of 
time and space through continuous reinterpretation.

This thesis illustrates how these urban substations represent Robbe-
Grillet’s image of the ‘true’ underlying reality of the contemporary urban 
experience. By combining excerpts from Robbe-Grillet’s two works, In the 
Labyrinth and Last Year at Marienbad with photomontage to synthesize 
the narrative experience of substations within their urban context, this 
thesis shall demonstrate how substations can be viewed not only as an 
array of discrete structures, but in fact, as a greater unified work; a work 
that is not only a created work but a work which creates as it enters our 
consciousness through the repeated experience of the spectator.  In this 
way, the network of urban substations can be critiqued as adhering to 
Roman Ingarden’s definition of an architectural ‘work of art’.
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~

I am alone here now, under cover. Outside it is raining, outside you walk with 
your head down, shielding your eyes with one hand while you stare ahead 
nevertheless, a few yards ahead, at a few yards of wet asphalt; outside it 
is cold, the wind blows between the bare black branches; the wind blows 
between the leaves, rocking whole boughs, rocking them, rocking, their 
shadows swaying across the white roughcast walls…

…The sun does not get in here, nor the wind, nor the rain, nor the dust. The 
fine dust which dulls the gloss of the horizontal surfaces… the only dust 
comes from the room itself: from the cracks in the floor maybe...

…The staccato sound of hobnail boots on the asphalt, coming steadily closer 
down the straight street, sounding louder and louder in the calm of the 
frostbound night, the sound of boots cannot come in here, any more than 
other sounds from outside. The street is too long, the curtains too thick, the 
house too high…

…No noise, even muffled, ever penetrates the walls of the room, no vibration, 
no breath of air, and in the silence tiny particles descend slowly, scarcely 
visible in the lamplight, descend gently, vertically, always at the same 
speed, and the fine grey dust lies in a uniform layer on the floor, on every 
horizontal surface…

…A perpendicular crossroad reveals a second street just like the first: the 
same absence of traffic, the same high grey walls, the same blind windows, 
the same deserted sidewalks. At the corner of the sidewalk, a streetlight is 
on, although it is broad daylight. But it is a dull day that makes everything 
colourless and flat. Instead of the striking vistas these rows of houses should 
produce, there is only a crisscrossing of meaningless lines, the falling snow 
depriving the scene of all relief, as if this blurred view were merely badly 
painted on a bare wall…

…Outside, the sky remains the same dull white. It is still daylight. The 
street is empty: there is no traffic, and there are no pedestrians on the 
sidewalks…

…The doors are closed. The windows show no figure either pressed against 
the panes or even looming farther back in the rooms. The flatness of this 
entire setting, moreover, suggests that there is nothing behind these panes, 
behind these doors, behind these housefronts. And the entire scene remains 
empty: without a man, a woman, or even a child…

~ Alain Robbe-Grillet. In the Labyrinth
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Introduction
~

In the Urban Labyrinth

French New Novel author Alain Robbe-Grillet (1922-2008) argued that 
ambiguity, disjunction and chance, rather than order and significance, 
are the principal characteristics of the experience of modern life, which is 
in fact discontinuous, defined by repetitive detail, and aleatory by nature. 
While many readers found themselves disorientated by the experience 
presented by the New Novel, Robbe-Grillet wrote that this disorientation 
is no different than that presented by modern life, whether real or 
imagined:

If the reader sometimes has difficulty in finding his 
bearings in the modern novel [The New Novel], it’s in 
the same way in which he gets lost in the actual world 
he lives in, when all the old constructions and standards 
he is used to are collapsing… The objects of our novels 
never have any presence outside of human perceptions, 
whether real or imaginary… 1

This thesis examines freestanding electrical substations as a unique 
architectural example of Robbe-Grillet’s view of the modern experience. 
Substations represent a specific and unusual architectural typology 
within the contemporary urban environment, one that is anomalous 
when perceived alone yet anonymous within its surrounding urban 
context. 

Electrical substations are subsidiary nodes within the electricity 
generation, transmission and distribution system whose primary role 
is to reduce electrical voltage from that of the transmission system to 
a level suitable for domestic and commercial use; one or more ‘step-

1  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.137-138
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down’ transformers are used to carry out this process.2 Within rural and 
suburban environments substations can commonly be seen on large, 
flat sites within fenced enclosures, while within the urban environment, 
technical factors such as security, safety and noise mean that substations 
are housed within freestanding structures usually made of concrete 
or brick. Due to the dense nature of the urban environment, the scale 
of substations (and therefore their distribution capacity) decreases 
when placed within this urban context. The result of their decreased 
distribution capacity is an increased number of these substations within 
a given area to fulfil the same functional role. Social factors – in particular 
aesthetics – mean that within the urban environment freestanding 
electrical substations are ‘masked’ so that they remain hidden. To do 
this, aesthetic cues are taken from the architectural vernacular of the 
urban environment so that they appear anonymous and therefore go 
unnoticed.

This thesis proposes that substations – although rarely comprehended 
on a conscious level – are witnessed within the subliminal and therefore 
remain the subject of memory and overall perception. Substations have 
the unique ability to provide an architectural experience that is equally 
as charged and rich in idiosyncratic quirks as both real and imagined 
experience. While their presence remains subliminal they present 
an image of anonymity; once made the focus of conscious perception, 
however, each presents a unique and unusual personality. 

Author and professor in Literature, Andre Guimbretiere argues within 
his critique of Alain Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel work, In the Labyrinth, 
“the content of a work or its reality is found in its form.”3 Substations 
provide a form that presents no explanation of their function; they 
appear as though they are inhabited although there is nobody inside. 
They appear to have doors like any public building but only those who 
service them can enter, and their windows provide no view into their 
interior. Their façades are embellished with no numbering nor signage 
that is easily deciphered by members of the public and thus provide only 
an increasing sense of uncertainty. Those substations, which can be found 
all around us, form a contemporary, real-life, architectural equivalent of 
the repeatedly displayed motifs and symbols that define the ‘modern 
reality’ within Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel. Robbe-Grillet’s description 
of the modern reality parallels our experience of the masked and half 
hidden urban substations in our contemporary context:

In the final analysis it is the most ordinary phenomena 
that are the most marvellous… Every object, every event, 

2  Vector. (2010). Substations. Retrieved from http://www.vector.co.nz/projects/sub-
stations
3  Guimbretiere, Andre. Un Essai d’analyse formelle: Dans le Labyrinthe d’Alain 
Robbe-Grillet. In, Fraizer, D.W. Alain Robbe-Grillet: An Annotated Bibliography of Critical 
Studies, 1953-1972. pp.224-225
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every form, is in fact its own symbol. [Our universe] is 
a universe of signs. Everything in it is a sign; and not 
the sign of something else, something more perfect but 
beyond our reach, but the sign itself, of that reality which 
is only asking to be revealed.4

Urban substations represent a contemporary architectural typology of 
buildings designed explicitly to remain anonymous and not consciously 
recognized. While rarely comprehended on a conscious level, substations 
provide a unique opportunity for repeated subliminal viewings. 
Substations exemplify the “ordinary phenomena” that Robbe-Grillet 
discusses by providing their observer with no meaning beyond that of 
themselves. 

Their identity remains anonymous by signifying the vernacular 
architectural language of the urban context thus establishing a dialogue 
between object, viewer and environment. This dialogue, like Robbe-
Grillet’s New Novel, presents the viewer with an ambiguous situation 
that requires that they look towards the multiple simultaneous realities 
being presented by the substations to establish a complete answer. This 
answer is then composed of images provided by the current substation, 
images from remembered substation experiences and images drawn 
from the parallels between substations as a system and the surrounding 
contextual architecture. The perception of multiple repeated images that 
Robbe-Grillet creates within his New Novels is realised in parallel within 
the case of substations. Bruce Morrissette writes:

An elaborate use of alternatives reinforces, at the level of 
the story as well as of the background (identical corners, 
reflected images, multiple lampposts, similar tracks in the 
snow or on the floor), the broad theme of the labyrinth 
of multiple possibilities, ambiguities, contradictions. 
Nothing remains stable: each object, through its form 
or function, relates to another. Each detail fits into the 
pattern of similarities, relationships, associations. As one 
result, many passages are characterized by a use of serial 
phrases almost to the point of idiosyncrasy.5

And so while the array of substation structures scattered throughout the 
urban environment provide numerous opportunities to be witnessed, 
they most often remain components of subliminal experience because as 
Robbe-Grillet argues, their viewer “refuses to take possession of them… 
for there would be no answer.” 6

4  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.116
5  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.177
6  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.77-78
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Despite the lack of immediate conscious attention garnered by 
substations, the abundance of individual edifices located within the 
urban environment results in an inevitable multiplicity of repeated 
viewings. By being observed at a subliminal level, substations establish 
a cumulative image of identity through the perception of the viewer, one 
that builds within our memory. 

Through repeated viewing, substations reach a kind of critical mass 
within the memory of the viewer allowing them to break through the 
threshold of conscious perception. While no two substations are exactly 
alike, they all share a number of identifying characteristics including 
scale, function, materiality and overall aesthetic. These factors act as 
signifiers within the memory of the viewer, which invite a continual 
reinterpretation of substation identity with each subsequent new 
viewing. Like the repeating motifs that Robbe-Grillet creates within his 
New Novel works, the viewer’s experience is a combination of that which 
is presented by the substations themselves along with those images 
that are presented through memory. Bruce Morrissette’s critique of In 
the Labyrinth which discusses the novel as presenting a “mental reality” 
composed of “inner pictures” existing in an “eternal present”, “made up 
of memories […and…] objectified hypotheses” 7 provides an analysis 
which is equally as fitting for the experience of urban substations as it 
is of Robbe-Grillet’s In the Labyrinth. The remembered experiences of 
substations – whether conscious or subliminal – provide “inner pictures” 
for a “mental reality” that is no less ambiguous each time a substation is 
viewed. Their identity is only remembered, distorted by time and thus 
can only provide support for any “objectified hypotheses” of current 
experience. The reality presented by substations is an “eternal present” 
of ambiguity.

Although substations are each a unique freestanding element in 
themselves, they are each part of an urban network, a collective system 
that also enables them to be viewed collectively. As sub-stations they are 
in fact subordinate nodes within a greater system, in this case, the power 
transmission grid. Viewed from street level and without any intimate 
knowledge of the greater system within which substations are involved, 
there is no apparent relativity between individual structures beyond 
aesthetic similarities such as building materials and paint colour along 
with basic formal elements such as door and window style. A casual 
observer has no way of knowing where one substation may be situated 
in relation to another, nor is there any obvious pattern of identity in 
terms of scale, colour, etc.  This apparent lack of order in spite of the 
substations underlying system presents anyone attempting to discover a 
number of substations with a labyrinthine scenario. 

7  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. pp. 193-194.
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Robbe-Grillet saw a disjunction between time and space as a significant 
factor within the modern experience of reality; this is particularly true 
of substations as they are usually experienced only by chance. The 
primary factor defining the location of substations is one of proximity: 
proximity to those areas and buildings to which it is necessary for 
power to be distributed. This results in substations occupying a broad 
range of site locations including: urban streets, inner city parks, hillside 
embankments, parking lots, access ways and dense commercial blocks. 
Some substations even occupy what appears to be the street front of 
private residential property. Those moments within which we witness 
substations appear to be the result of random contingency. Because of 
the chance viewings, the order in which they are seen may constantly 
change. The most recently remembered images of substations are just as 
dynamic and variable as the current view so that with each subsequent 
experience of these substations, the viewer is re-oriented; past experience 
becomes a shifting frame for the current scene of ambiguity. 

Robbe-Grillet discusses a similar scenario within the New Novel:

It [the New Novel] doesn’t begin by giving the reader a 
general picture, it seems to spring from a minute and 
unimportant detail, which is more like a geometrical 
point than anything else – a starting point – from which 
it invents lines, planes, and a whole architecture, and 
our impression that these are being invented in the 
course of the description is reinforced by the fact that it 
suddenly contradicts itself, repeats itself, thinks better of 
it, branches off in a different direction, etc. The reader 
is beginning to get a glimpse of something, though, and 
thinks that this something is going to be made clearer. 
But the lines of the drawing go on accumulating, and 
it becomes overloaded; they contradict each other, and 
change places until the very construction of the image 
renders it more and more uncertain […] and when the 
description is complete, you discover that it hasn’t left 
anything behind it: in the end, it has become a two-fold 
movement of getting created and getting stuck, and this 
ambiguity you also find in the book on every level.8

Robbe-Grillet’s view of the modern experience, as in the case of 
substations, is one that offers little if any answers to an ambiguous 
reality; any apparent solution appears only as “a minute and unimportant 
detail.” Through continuous repetition of multiple images of reality, an 
accumulated image is presented through memory. It is an image of reality 
that has become distorted by non-linear time factor and disjunction 
between time and space, “it suddenly contradicts itself, repeats itself, 
8  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.145-146
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thinks better of it, branches off in a different direction, etc.” As a clear image 
begins to appear, it then, once combined with a new, current image of 
reality, only “becomes overloaded; they contradict each other” 9 and thus 
the viewers are left with an even more ambiguous situation than that 
which they were presented from the outset.

Substations are most often recognised only on a subliminal level, but 
when actually viewed consciously, their identity appears to be quite 
different than that of reality. Their identity by this time has become 
distorted through a fragmentation of time now disconnected from 
space and modulated further through the interplay of reality, context 
and memory. Of our experience and perception of the real physical 
environment, analytical psychologist Carl Jung argued in his 1968 text, 
Analytical Psychology: Its theory and practice, that:

If you look at our physical world and if you compare what 
our consciousness makes of this same world, you find all 
sorts of mental pictures which do not exist as objective 
facts.10

Given that Jung was the most prominent modern psychologist at the time 
Robbe-Grillet was formulating the New Novel, it is not surprising that 
Robbe-Grillet provides a similar argument:

We realise that not only does everyone see his own version 
of reality in the world but that it is precisely the novel 
that creates this reality.11

In the same way that each individual is presented with their own version 
of reality by way of the New Novel, substations through the anomalies of 
their unique architectural typology, provide each viewer with a similarly 
unique experience of reality.

This thesis demonstrates how our subliminal perception of substations 
provides an experience that is defined by ambiguity and disjunction 
of time and space through continuous reinterpretation. This parallels 
the modern experience of reality as outlined within Robbe-Grillet’s 
theoretical text Towards a New Novel and evidenced in Robbe-Grillet’s 
two seminal works, In the Labyrinth and Last Year at Marienbad. This 
thesis also argues that once consciously recognised, the experience of 
the substations enters the realm of the work of art. Substations enter 
the realm of the work of art by providing an experience that transcends 
their intended function as urban infrastructure hidden by their designed, 
anonymous identity. The conscious experience of substations invites 
their aesthetic critique and an investigation of the possibility of multiple 
layers of interpretation. 
9  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.145-146
10  Jung, C. G. Analytical Psychology: Its Theory and Practice. p.7
11  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.156
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Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden (1893-1970), during the same 
period as Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, explored the definition of ‘work 
of art’ by comparing multiple art forms. Ingarden’s text, The Literary 
Work of Art (1962) and subsequent study, The Ontology of the Work of 
Art (1989), explicitly examined parallels between the literary work of art 
and the architectural work of art. With regards to architecture as a work 
of art Ingarden argued that:

The real thing that serves as the ontic foundation of 
such an objectivity is not the sole foundation of its being, 
for the subjective attitude and the appropriate acts of 
consciousness […] form its second and perhaps far more 
important ontic foundation.12

Therefore, it is the “subjective attitude” of the building’s viewers rather 
than the real building that forms the primary component of a work of 
architecture. Ingarden continues:

The architectural work of art is an ontically relative 
object, whose ontic relativity is, though, not one-sided. It 
refers back not only to the creative acts of the architect 
and the reconstructive acts of the viewer, but also to its 
ontic foundation in a fully determined real thing.13

Ingarden’s argument thus sees the ‘architectural work of art’ as being 
comprised of three key elements: the real physical structure, the creative 
acts of the architect, and that which is subjectively perceived by its viewer. 
The architectural work is then capable of becoming an architectural work 
of art by way of “the reconstructive acts of the viewer.” Urban substations 
can be viewed as ‘architectural works of art’ as soon as we recognise 
something critical about them that extends beyond the buildings’ mere 
reality. According to Ingarden:

As soon as we discover that a building is a work of art, 
and either admire its beauty or rebel against its ugliness, 
we notice that the building then comes into consideration 
for us not as merely a real object but instead as something 
that somehow extends beyond the building’s reality. 
Moreover, this reality (the being real) itself plays no 
particular role in our attending to the building as a work 
of art.14

The majority of Wellington’s substations were constructed within a 20-
year period between 1940 and 1960.  This is the same period in which 
Alain Robbe-Grillet was writing the New Novel, Roman Ingarden was 

12  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.260
13  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.263
14  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.256
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critiquing the ‘work of art’, and Jung was theorizing about the importance 
of memory and perception.  

Adalberto Libera’s Casa Malaparte, designed at the beginning of 
the same period, will be analysed as a building that operates in a 
similar manner to that of Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel and also achieves 
Ingarden’s definition of an architectural work of art. The Casa Malaparte 
provides a distorted experience of reality – like the urban substations 
– by intentionally engaging and incorporating ambiguity, providing an 
architectural experience that disconnects space and time, and coming 
into consideration for us as something that somehow extends beyond 
the building’s reality.
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01

Alain Robbe-Grillet
~

Towards a New Novel

The Nouveau Roman or ‘New Novel’ was a new literary style born within 
France during the early 1950’s. As one of the original founders of the 
New Novel movement, French novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet not only 
championed the form but was also one of its most prolific writers and 
theorists. In addition to his fictional novels, Robbe-Grillet wrote Towards 
a New Novel, an academic text that outlined the theories, techniques and 
methodologies used within the Nouveau Roman, ‘New Novel’ style. 

Alain Robbe-Grillet viewed pre-New Novel literature as having lost its 
potency to provide a powerful reader experience due to the refusal of 
many prominent authors at the time to acknowledge changes that had 
occurred within the surrounding social and cultural context since the 
days of its ‘old masters’, whose methodologies they still followed. These 
masters included Stendhal, Gustave Flaubert, Marcel Proust and Honoré 
de Balzac.1 Those within the New Novel movement – who included 
Nathalie Sarraute, Michel Butor, Claude Simon and Alain Robbe-Grillet 
himself – made calls to look beyond the accomplishments of these 
novelistic greats by presenting works of literature which displayed to 
the reader a new, modern view of reality; one filled with the ambiguity 
of everyday life and devoid of constructed or implied meaning. Robbe-
Grillet argues within Towards a New Novel:

The nineteenth century narrative strove to retrace a 
historic or pseudo-historic reality, while the modern 
narrative parades its power of invention... Balzac’s 
narrative considers reality closed while the modern 
narrative sees it in a state of continuous creative flux.2

1  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.56
2  Stoltzfus, Ben. Robbe-Grillet’s Labyrinths: Structure and Meaning. pp. 292-307
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The New Novel thus focused on depicting “reality… in a state of continuous 
creative flux” - an experience of reality that is always changing and 
never what it seems, provided through the use of intense yet subliminal 
repetition, slowly evolving motifs which intentionally engaged the 
reader’s memory and imagination by subverting the previously 
dominant roles of character and emotion within written text and placing 
those elements as secondary, subordinate to setting, scene and object.3 
Robbe-Grillet presented this experience to his readers through the use 
of an avant-garde writing style that many of his critics, including Roland 
Barthes, termed, objective. Barthes writes:

Objects are described with an application apparently 
out of all proportion to their insignificance – or at least 
purely functional – character. Description for Robbe-
Grillet is always ‘anthological’ – a matter of presenting 
the object as if in a mirror, as if it were in itself a spectacle, 
permitting it to make demands on our attention without 
regard for its relation to the dialectic of the story. The 
indiscrete object is simply there.4

Robbe-Grillet believed that this objective style presented his readers with 
a literary reality that most accurately depicted the true reality of modern 
experience, that of an ambiguous and uncertain nature. The demotion 
of character and plot in favour of object, scene and setting was a move 
intended to place the reader within the reality he had created within the 
novel. Barthes argues:

Robbe-Grillet’s descriptions are never allusive, never 
attempt, for all their aggregation of outlines and 
substances, to concentrate the entire significance of the 
object into a single metaphorical attribute. His writing 
has no alibis, no resonance, no depth, keeping to the 
surface of things, examining without emphasis, favouring 
no one quality at the expense of another […] but a 
progression of names over a surface, a patient unfolding 
that will gradually “paint” the object.5

Robbe-Grillet cited Franz Kafka as one of his primary influences; he 
claimed that the potency of Kafka’s work was not in its ambiguity or 
enigmatic qualities, but on the contrary in its clarity and precision, 
providing an experience charged with such apparent immediacy that the 
reader is left with no option but to give in to the literary reality that is 
created. Of Kafka’s work, Robbe-Grillet stated that:
3  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. P.177
4  Barthes, Roland (1958), ‘Objective Literature: Alain Robbe-Grillet’, In Robbe-
Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Alain Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. p.11
5  Barthes, Roland (1958), ‘Objective Literature: Alain Robbe-Grillet’, In Robbe-
Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Alain Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. p.12
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 The visible world of his novels is certainly, for him, the 
real world, and what is behind it (if there is anything) 
seems to be valueless in comparison with the evidence of 
the objects […] from their extraordinary clarity… There is 
no doubt that nothing is more fantastic than precision.6 

This critique of Kafka’s work can simultaneously be seen as a statement 
made by Robbe-Grillet of his own intentions; to provide an experiential 
environment made so clearly visible that it can be perceived as a vivid, 
new version of our physical reality, instead of the construction of implied 
deeper meaning. Robbe-Grillet comments:

Perhaps Kafka’s staircases do lead somewhere else, but 
they are there, you look at them, stair by stair, and follow 
the details of the banisters. Perhaps his grey walls are 
hiding something, but one’s memory stops short at them, 
at their cracked plaster… which are the only things Kafka 
makes us aware of, the only real things.7

Robbe-Grillet’s objective reality therefore expunges pre-constructed 
meaning from the work while concurrently presenting a world onto 
which the reader is able to project his or her own perceived meaning, 
thus becoming more immediate, more personal, and more real. Robbe-
Grillet’s use of the real world external to the novel (to which the reader 
is accustomed) as a model for his reflected reality, results in the reader’s 
own memory being employed as his most powerful ally in providing the 
desired experience. The ambiguity and disjunction between time and 
space found within Robbe-Grillet’s works provide moments in which 
readers can insert their own creative input and bridge the intentional 
gaps provided by a fragmented narrative sequence. Within Robbe-Grillet’s 
works, the sense of character found within the traditional novel appears 
to have been expelled, it is in fact not missing from the work at all. In the 
New Novel the reader is presented with the role of protagonist: 

Not only is it a man who, in my novels, for instance, 
describes everything, but he is also the least neutral and 
the least impartial of men: on the contrary, he is always 
engaged in a passionate adventure of the most obsessive 
type – so obsessive that it often distorts his vision and 
subjects him to fantasies bordering on delirium… While 
in my books, on the contrary, it is a man who sees, who 
feels, who imagines, a man who is situated in time and 
space, conditioned by his emotions, a man like you and 
me. And all that the book relates is his limited, uncertain 

6  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.159
7  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.159
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experience. In a word, it is a man of here and now, who is 
narrating his own story… 8

Time within the New Novel is no longer linear as in the traditional novel 
as it is constructed for the reader instead of as a world for fictional 
characters. Time within the New Novel is treated as a more plastic, 
semantic variable; constantly spiralling, folding back on itself in the form 
of memory:

Why should we try and reconstitute the time that belongs 
to clocks in a tale that is only concerned with human 
time? Isn’t it wiser to think of our own memory, which is 
never chronological? 9

Robbe-Grillet actively engages the memory of the reader through the use 
of intense repetition hidden within highly detailed settings and exhibited 
by way of his overtly objective literary style – he presents the reader with 
an open ended narrative world designed specifically to result in an entirely 
unique interpretation of multiple realities. As mentioned previously, 
Robbe-Grillet designed the world of the New Novel as a reflection of 
reality, a reality that provides an impression of instant familiarity in spite 
of being a reality that is entirely new. This contradiction only adds to the 
ambiguity that Robbe-Grillet portrays as the real world:

Our books are written with everybody’s everyday words 
and sentences… The various meanings we still find in 
the world around us are now only partial, provisional, 
contradictory even, and always in dispute… 10

The New Novel does not intend to provide meaning but simply to provide 
an opportunity for human experience where any perceived meaning is 
the reader’s own creation. Robbe-Grillet’s goal as a literary artist was 
to create a new style of writing which displayed reality in a new way, 
specifically as a literary device to display to his readers his version of 
reality:

Has reality a meaning? The contemporary artist can’t 
answer that question: he has no idea. All he can say is that 
this reality may perhaps have a meaning in retrospect.11

This reality is filled with objects and phenomena, many of which go 
unnoticed, perceived only as content below the threshold of consciousness 
within the overall experience. In Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, the 
contextual setting man made: streets, buildings, and domestic interiors. 
While according to Robbe-Grillet, the objects of this environment have 

8  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.139
9  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.139
10  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.140
11  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.137-141
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no meaning; each object forms a sign of itself, its environment and of 
human life. Robbe-Grillet argues that it is those objects, which are the 
least obvious and left subliminal that are perhaps the most interesting:

The time comes when man’s eye falls on certain things, 
positively and emphatically. He sees them, but he refuses 
to take possession of them, he refuses to entertain any 
questionable understanding or complicity with them. He 
asks nothing of them, he feels neither in harmony nor in 
disagreement with them. He may perhaps use them to 
reinforce his emotions, or as something to focus his eyes 
on. But his eyes are content just to measure them, and 
his emotions, too, alights on their surface, with no wish 
to penetrate them, since there is nothing inside them. It 
makes no pretence of appealing to them, for there would 
be no answer.12

Robbe-Grillet’s novel In the Labyrinth and screenplay Last Year at 
Marienbad are used to establish a contextual framework for establishing 
parallels between the ‘reality’ defined by the New Novel and the 
fragmented and distorted, surreal experience of substations as a unique 
architectural typology. These two works together provide a clear 
demonstration of the devices and narrative techniques employed by 
Robbe-Grillet to provide a reality that is simultaneously familiar yet 
ambiguous, provides no pre-conceived meaning yet inspires connection 
between novel and reader, and presents a journey through a precisely 
detailed, objective environment while severing space from chronology. 
Chance encounters provide stepping-stones between which the reader 
must engender experiential links through the active involvement of 
memory, which Robbe-Grillet intentionally invites. Dale Fraizer provides 
the following summary of both Andre Guimbretiere’s and Raouf Kamel’s 
analyses of In the Labyrinth:

For Robbe-Grillet the content of a work or its reality is 
found in its form; therefore it is necessary to look in the 
form to find the artistic substance… In the Labyrinth is 
the boldest of Robbe-Grillet’s novels… Previously shown 
scenes alternated with new scenes, where the past mixed 
with the present… Robbe-Grillet has assigned three 
dimensions to his hero: space, time and the dimension in 
himself.13

Robbe-Grillet’s Last Year at Marienbad goes beyond the written word 
and provides an example of his foray into film. Here the same principles 
are applied and demonstrated through script. While Robbe-Grillet insists 
12  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.77-78
13  Fraizer, D.W. Alain Robbe-Grillet: An Annotated Bibliography of Critical Studies, 
1953-1972. pp.224-225
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that film was merely a means of experimentation, it provided him with 
another powerful means of expressing his modern reality. Robbe-Grillet 
scholar Bruce Morrissette critiques Last Year in Marienbad:

The film is an ideal means, according to Robbe-Grillet, 
of expressing “mental reality.” Images on screen exist in 
an “eternal present”; they are the kind of inner pictures 
that each of us forms mentally, […] they are the “inner 
cinema” of our life, made up of memories, projected 
desires, objectified hypotheses, and fears, which in a sense 
imply that communication between human beings may 
be termed “an exchange of views,” an exchange of visual 
nature that the movies can best represent. 14 

Robbe-Grillet himself writes: 

The whole question boils down to whether the uncertainty 
that impregnates the images of the film is exaggerated in 
comparison with what we experience in ordinary life. For 
myself, it seems to me that things really happen that way. 
Marienbad is the kind of obscure story which we all live 
in… in our affective life. And again I say, the main concern 
is realism.15

According to Robbe-Grillet, the experience of modern life is impregnated 
with uncertainty; our “mental reality” is a series of “inner pictures” 
composed of memories and objectified hypotheses attempting to explain 
the uncertainty that exists within an “eternal present.” Robbe-Grillet’s 
New Novel presents the reader with an experience that reflects his view 
of modern life; one impregnated with uncertainty and composed of 
multiple simultaneous realities.

14  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p. 193
15  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Les Cahiers du Cinema, No. 123, Sept. 1961, p.12. In, Mor-
rissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. pp. 193-194
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{Casa Malaparte, Capri}

02

Casa Malaparte
~

A Case Study

The house seems to grow out of the rough terrain, 
mimicking the craggy top of the Punta Massullo Peninsula 
it occupies – Low and flat where the land is low; narrow 
where it is narrow… hunkered down into its site, attached 
to the cliff by a thin neck of land. Its shape was both 
familiar and unfamiliar, a collage of memories of places 
and things far away… A building beyond conventional 
time and space, fraught with mystery and subtlety… 
Deriving effortlessly from its site.

~ McDonough, Michael. Malaparte: A House Like Me

Located on Punta Massullo, on the eastern side of the Italian island of 
Capri, is the Casa Malaparte, conceived in 1937-1938 by Italian Rationalist 
architect Alberto Libera in collaboration with owner, journalist and 
novelist, Curzio Malaparte. The Casa Malaparte is examined in this thesis 
as a case study of an architectural experience which parallels that of 
Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel – an experience provoking a modified image of 
reality that is driven and distorted by the imagination and memory of its 
viewer through an intentional disjunction between time and space along 
with the construction of purposeful ambiguities within its presented 
experience. Where Robbe-Grillet’s primary goal within the New Novel 
was to create a synthesized experience of reality which displays to the 
reader an amplified view of the ambiguity within the experience of the 
modern context; the Casa Malaparte achieves an equivalent result by 
blurring the boundaries between multiple interpretations of reality. The 
Casa Malaparte simultaneously echoes the local architecture as well as 
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denying clear parallels between it and its own identity; it presents its 
viewer with an image not only of itself as man made architecture, but an 
image that simultaneously reflects the subtleties of the landscape upon 
which it sits, forming a relationship with the contextual environment 
through its overall form, its architectural details, and the materials from 
which it was constructed. Owner and architect Curzio Malaparte writes:

 

It became clear to me from the very beginning that not 
only the outline of the house, its architecture, but also the 
building materials, had to fit with that wild and delicate 
landscape. No bricks, no concrete, but stone, only stone, 
of the local kind, from which the cliff, the mountain is 
made.1

Roland Barthes argues that the New Novel “Is always ‘anthological’ – a 
matter of presenting the object as if in a mirror.” 2 The Casa Malaparte in 
this case presents itself also as an object in a mirror; it presents an image 
of “the cliff, the mountain [from which it itself] is made.” The dualistic 
image of architecture and landscape presented by the Casa Malaparte 
additionally enables two further simultaneous readings: that of an 
amphitheatre created by the threshold between the natural slope of the 
hillside and the opposing slope of the buildings exterior staircase, and 
the reading of the structure as reminiscent of the nearby ancient imperial 
ruins of Capri and Pompeii.3 The identity of the Casa Malaparte is thus 
one composed of up to four simultaneous, yet different experiences 
of its reality; an identity that parallels the modern experience argued 
1  Malaparte, Curzio. “Stone Portrait.” In Talamona, Marida. Casa Malaparte. p.44
2  Barthes, Roland (1958), ‘Objective Literature: Alain Robbe-Grillet’, In Robbe-
Grillet, Alain. Two Novels By Alain Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth p.11
3  Capri started occupying an important role in the political and military matters of 
the Roman Empire when Ottaviano, not yet Augustus, landed here in 29 BC and, struck by the 
incredible beauty of the island, took it from Naples, in exchange for Ischia. After Ottaviano, 
the Emperor Tiberius resided on the island for a decade and it was from Capri that he managed 
the interests of the Empire. The presence of the two emperors on Capri notably influenced 
the island architecture and the development of the urban area. The advanced engineering and 
building capabilities of the Romans, resulted in the construction of the port, sophisticated 
drainage and water storage systems, farms, habitations, and the twelve Imperial villas listed in 
the nineteenth century by the native historian, Rosario Mangoni. Fine examples of the Roman 
period areVilla Jovis, Villa Palazzo a Mare and Villa Damecuta. http://www.capri.com/en/his-
tory
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by Robbe-Grillet where “everyone see his own version of reality.”4 This 
ambiguous multiplicity, as Jacqueline Gargus writes, “instigates action in 
which the viewer is forced to participate”.5

According to an original building proposal presented by Italian architect, 
Marida Talamona in her investigatory text, Casa Malaparte, the structure 
was initially intended to appear invisible against the landscape that 
forms its site. This was to be achieved by taking on an identity that was 
in harmony with its surroundings, thus providing an image of anonymity. 
Talamona provides an excerpt from that proposal: 

The location of the house is such that it would be invisible 
from the surrounding territory, in particular from 
observation points and considering that the features of 
the building would increase its invisibility, especially from 
the sea, and that the construction is in harmony with the 
environment and the architecture of Capri.6

The Casa Malaparte is visually unique among local architecture; while it 
shares the ubiquitous red plaster cladding found all around the Italian 
Mediterranean, the structural form of the Casa Malaparte is an unusual 
elongated, flat-faced trapezoid – 33 feet wide by 178 feet long with 
uniform, earthen surfaces. The house therefore presents an ambiguous 
identity by simultaneously appealing to the familiar, local architectural 
vernacular of its surroundings while juxtaposing itself against it, 
becoming simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar, partially hidden within 
the landscape yet clearly visible. Architect Michael McDonough writes:

The villa was hunkered down into its site, attached to the 
cliff by a thin neck of land. Its shape was both familiar and 
unfamiliar, a collage of memories of places and things far 
away, lost in time.7

4  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.156
5  Gargus, Jacqueline. “The Tangency of the World.” In Mical, Thomas (Ed.). Sur-
realism and Architecture. p.169
6  Benedetto, T. “Report to the superintendant of Medieval & Modern Arts for Cam-
pania.” In, Talamona, Marida. Casa Malaparte. p.35
7  McDonough, Michael. Malaparte: A House Like Me. p.8
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While the structure is in no way invisible, it does provide an identity 
that is most certainly engaged with the surrounding environment; the 
almost random placement of windows and doors mirrors the random 
nature of the stone cliff face, the unique skewed stair to the roof terrace 
appears as a continuation of the uneven surface of the hillside, and the 
exposed, rough-cut stone foundations blur the threshold between site 
and structure while the tapering roof-top ‘sail’ renders the structures 
function ambiguous. Robbe-Grillet, in Towards a New Novel, argues that 
for a work to provide a clear experience of reality:

To tell a story well, then, is to make what you write 
resemble the prefabricated synopses that people are used 
to; in other words, to make it resemble their ready-made 
idea of reality... as if self-impelled, with an irrepressible 
momentum that commands the reader’s allegiance from 
the start.8

Talamona discusses Malaparte’s intentions for the Casa Malaparte 
to “resemble the ready made idea of reality” within multiple parallels 
through its link with both architecture and environment:

As the house began to grow out of the rock, Malaparte 
sought models to inspire himself in the purity and 
simplicity of Mediterranean architecture… He knowingly 
contemplated a landscape and captured its essential 
traits, he contemplated and studies those models to 
capture affinities, reproduce forms, seek the design of 
detail… There, the architecture defined itself as it was 
built, as it followed the shape of the soil and adapted its 
form and proportions to the landscape as a whole.9

It is both these “models” and “simplicity” that become key to the image 
presented by the Casa Malaparte; ideas that as Talamona describes, 
“reproduce forms” from the landscape by capturing affinities and therefore 
adapting its form to the landscape while mirroring the “simplicity of 
Mediterranean architecture” through the use of “essential traits” such 

8  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.62
9  Talamona, Marida. Casa Malaparte. pp.54-61
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as the ubiquitous red plaster and wrought iron window grills. Robbe-
Grillet argues that it is in fact simplicity that enables such relationships to 
present a successful experience:

A secret of extreme simplicity, which at the same time 
throws light on the enigmatic relationships that link 
daily life with what should be art.10

Through a series of simple analogous elements the Casa Malaparte 
maintains a strong relationship with its contextual environment while 
simultaneously operating as a self-contained structure. The house takes 
on a visual identity which mimics its surroundings and so presents an 
experience of “enigmatic relationships” and mystery. The white roof-top 
‘sail’ for instance, in this context becomes a wave on the horizon, the 
sail of a ship marooned on the rocks or the ruined remains of ancient 
architecture atop their solid foundations. Architects Francesco Garofalo 
and Luca Veresani write:

The mystery of the house lies in its appearance as a 
calculated object, organically closed in a relationship 
between its parts and, at the same time, directly placed on 
the jagged profile of the rock, within a system connecting 
it to the elements of the landscape.11

The Casa Malaparte responds to each of these “elements of the landscape” 
in particularly unique ways; for instance, the ‘sail’, a curved white wall 
that gradually decreases in height from one end to the other which sits 
atop the Casa’s roof terrace. 

This wall when viewed while ascending the stairs, appears as either a 
cloud or wave upon the horizon while the flat line of the roof creates a 
repetition of the real horizon line upon which this cloud or wave might 
exist. When seen from the cliff top, the house itself is able to appear more 
like a ship adrift at sea rather than a dwelling perched upon a peninsula. 
Although these elements appear simplistic, and in fact from a formal 
point of view they are – they cater directly to the immediate, visceral 
nature of the viewer’s imagination, presenting imagery that reflects 
10  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.111
11  Garofalo, F., Veresani, L. Adalberto Libera. p.114
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the aforementioned multiple, simultaneous realities, and providing 
an experience that reflects exactly those elements that an observer’s 
intuition would expect to find within the Casa Malaparte’s surrounding 
environment: a sail, a wave, a cloud, a cliff, red plaster, ruins, a theatre, 
a ship. This is reinforced by Jacqueline Gargus in Surrealism and 
Architecture:

Strange new meanings arise from familiar objects… the 
Casa Malaparte reconceptualises simple, familiar forms 
to startling effect. A wall, a stair, a door, a sail, the colour 
red – elements familiar in the vernacular landscape of 
Italy.12

Merida Talamona discusses the relationship between building and 
landscape as resembling a theatre; on one hand, the natural shape of 
the hillside creates a theatre within which the casa itself is made subject 
while the architecture simultaneously creates a theatre for the viewing 
of the landscape:

If the idea of a flight of steps may have been suggested 
by the way the terrain dips naturally (and its shape by 
memory), the analogy with the architectures of the open 
theatre reveals the significance which Malaparte intends. 
The meaning is intimately tied to the dialogue between 
architecture and nature and to the peculiar identity of the 
place… Yet the device of the theatre stair, or better of the 
two flights of stairs that confront each other, establishes 
a subtly close relationship with the surrounding nature. 
Someone sitting on the steps faces a stage made of rock, 
sea, and sky, both real and fantastic.13

Talamona’s comments highlight the concurrent nature of the multiple 
realities presented by the Casa Malaparte; while the landscape 
informs the idiosyncrasies of the architecture such as its heavy stone 
construction and sloped façade made of stairs, it is this relationship 
which simultaneously informs the viewer of its identity as a theatre. 
12  Gargus, Jacqueline. “The Tangency of the World.” In Mical, Thomas (Ed.). Sur-
realism and Architecture. pp.168-169
13  Talamona, Marida. Casa Malaparte. p.55
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Architect Michael McDonough writes in, Malaparte: A House Like Me, 
demonstrates how the multiple realities simultaneously displayed by the 
Casa Malaparte inevitably fold back on themselves within the experience 
of the viewer, the architecture now informing the idiosyncrasies of the 
landscape:

The house seems to grow out of the rough terrain, 
mimicking the craggy top of the Punta Massullo Peninsula 
it occupies – Low and flat where the land is low; narrow 
where it is narrow. Windows, large and small, some with 
iron grating, some without, seem to be randomly placed, 
belying the order implicit in the building’s elemental 
forms.14

Professor Jacqueline Gargus, in her examination of the Casa Malaparte, 
describes this relationship between architecture and viewer psyche; 
she argues that it is by playing upon memory that the building enables a 
clear image of the relationships it establishes between architecture and 
context:

The villa is not about materials, technology, space, 
space/time, or even architecture, in the grand sense of 
the word. It has more to do with architecture’s uncanny 
ability to act on the psyche, to jar memory, to shape one’s 
engagement with the world or force confrontations with 
its elements.15

Gargus places memory and psyche as the primary factors in our experience 
of the casa Malaparte – she is in no way denouncing the additional factors 
such as “materials” and “space/time” but simply placing such factors in 
a position that is subordinate to psyche and memory – both conscious 
and unconscious – within our overall observation. By establishing this 
hierarchy, the Casa Malaparte in combination with the surrounding 
14  McDonough, Michael. Malaparte: A House Like Me. p.11
15  Gargus, Jacqueline. “The Tangency of the World.” In Mical, Thomas (Ed.). Sur-
realism and Architecture. p.178
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landscape provides an experience which is capable of transcending 
reality – by invoking memory as a means to “force confrontations”, the 
idea of a single reality becomes challenged by the relationship between 
the house and the creative mind of its viewer. Thus even on a calm day, 
the Casa presents a wave and a cloud, the stairs continue the mountain 
path of approach and random placement of windows along with exposed 
stone foundation blur the real threshold between house and cliff. Curzio 
Malaparte writes:

The ancient myth, the memories and norms of classical 
times, have become the purified and modern forms 
through which we conquer reality and creation itself, 
in a world where fantasy and imagination create a new 
reality, reinvent it with a modern sensibility, give it a 
magical interpretation… Even the Italian landscape is 
typically surrealist: It lives its own life, it has its own 
character, a value and a meaning that go beyond the 
concept of nature and reality. It has its own reality, totally 
free of so-called realistic elements.16

This ‘conquering’ of reality is not the destruction of reality itself but 
the simultaneous experience of multiple views of the same perceived 
reality – the blurring of multiple simultaneous ‘constructed’ realities 
that eventually results in an experiential image that enables the Casa 
Malaparte to become anonymous within the surrounding environment 
by reflecting its context is such a way that it becomes subordinate to its 
contextual surroundings as the subject of experience. For instance, where 
on one hand, the simple skewed trapezoid form of the Casa Malaparte 
along with its smooth plaster surfaces exaggerate the disconnection 
between the infinite complexity of the cliff face and the plain surfaces of 
Mediterranean stucco construction, on the other hand its front façade, 
composed of a wedge like staircase, that becomes gradually wider as the 
ascension is made to its ultimate point upon the rooftop so that from 
afar, the Casa Malaparte is easily distinguished from the rocky landscape, 
yet upon approach, the distinction between the rocky gravel track and 
building is blurred so that the actual moment of arrival seems uncertain. 
Architect Simon Velez describes his experience of the Casa Malaparte:

The building that, in my memory, belonged to a most 
beautiful and strange anonymity.17

It is the interplay of material and space as modulated by personal narrative 
experience through time that inevitably stimulates a dynamic exchange 
between the conscious perception and unconscious creative input of 
16  Malaparte, Curzio. “Il Surrealismo e l’Italia,” Corriere della Sera, 12 October 1937. 
p.3. In Talamona, Marida. Casa Malaparte. p.53
17  Velez, Simon. Beautiful and Strange Anonymity. In McDonough, Michael. Mala-
parte: A House Like Me. p.189
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the viewer within this experience. Additionally, it is the experience of 
“materiality” and “space” through “time” that results in the construction 
of further mental images within “memory.” From the view of the cliff 
from afar, to the gravel path leading to the house, the rough-cut stone 
foundations, the wedge staircase and onto the smooth red plaster of the 
walls; the material quality of the Casa Malaparte is one that evolves with 
purpose to blur the reality of site versus architecture. Once inside, the 
Casa’s interior continues to play upon the idiosyncratic phenomena of 
the natural contextual environment within which the Casa Malaparte sits 
and the relationships that people have with the landscape, this occurs 
through a juxtaposition of sophisticated man-made surfaces such as 
marble and polished timber, against exposed stone and undressed timber. 
Overbuilt window frames act as picture frames for captured views of 
the surrounding coastline, drawing the landscape into the interior and 
further challenging the reality of the constructed interior environment. 
Adjacent to these ‘frames’, another window doubles as a fireplace so that 
when viewed from within, the flames form a fiery sunrise or sunset upon 
the distant horizon as if seen by looking out from within a rocky cave. The 
living room seating is made from a massive plank of undressed timber 
complete with bark intact so that it presents a moment seated upon a 
tree trunk washed up upon the shore below the house. Merida Talamona 
discusses the experience presented by such interior elements:

On the sides, four large gaps in the masonry showcase 
the surrounding landscape through transparent glass. 
By surrounding them with a molded chestnut frame, the 
writer [Malaparte] reveals his intent: not just windows, 
but paintings with which he, the artist, magically 
reinterprets the reality of natural events.18

The Casa Malaparte presents the experience of architecture as a 
foundation for the experience of multiple views of reality; it provides 
a theatre set like environment from within which its viewers and 

18  Talamona, Marida. Casa Malaparte. pp.57-58
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inhabitants become actors living inside its surreal play, its experience 
becoming one of narrative. Jacqueline Gargus writes:

The Casa Malaparte uses familiar forms, recast in 
exaggerated colour and skewed perspective… and 
instigates action in which the viewer is forced to 
participate. A bodily sense of disequilibrium and a direct, 
visceral, non-linguistic response is thereby instigated… 
The Casa Malaparte […] works on the body itself.19

It is the constructed experience allowing a simultaneous, direct 
interaction with both the Casa Malaparte as a hard and real assembly 
of physical mass in unison and landscape as a hard yet dynamic 
environment that instigates an instinctual sensory relationship between 
building and viewer. Carl Jung stated with regard to the fundamentals 
of human perception that “consciousness derives in the first place from 
the environment, through the data of the senses… They are the vehicle by 
which unconscious contents reach the surface of consciousness.”20 The Casa 
Malaparte employs the environment to great effect – it plays upon the 
senses through multiple visual and spatial parallels combining materials, 
form and colour to echo the reality of landscape, theatre, and architecture, 
and then builds upon these within its interior. These relationships 
established by the Casa Malaparte are – according to Jung’s argument – 
fundamentally concerned with the subliminal. Curzio Malaparte himself 
noted in the surrealist journal, Prospettive, that the best artistic works 
succeed not by employing clever, intellectual manipulation but rather by 
appealing to memory and allegory:

Playing on the edges of the half remembered, mythic 
space and real, embodied, lived space, the Casa Malaparte 
exploits the clash between landscape and geometry, the 
domesticated and the wild.21

It is the idea of “remembered, mythic space” that ultimately enables a 
fourth simultaneous reality to be presented by the Casa Malaparte, 
that of the building as an ancient ruin. From the cliff-top, the curved 
white wall upon the buildings flat roof presents itself as no more than 
the wasted remains of some past structure, now ruined upon its solid 
foundation. From this same vantage point, Pompeii can be seen in the 
distance in combination with the harsh, weather beaten coastline. Here 
ruin, landscape and architecture, each a discreet reality, are perceived 
as a simultaneous multiplicity. From the perspective of the observer, 
the order that is created between the Casa Malaparte’s structure, its 
19  Gargus, Jacqueline. “The Tangency of the World.” In Mical, Thomas (Ed.). Sur-
realism and Architecture. p.169
20  Jung, C.G., Analytical Psychology: Its Theory and Practice. p.40
21  Gargus, Jacqueline. “The Tangency of the World.” In Mical, Thomas (Ed.). Sur-
realism and Architecture. p.170
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surrounding context and the landscape, becomes one of interplay. It is a 
hierarchy made up of the relationships between figure, ground, subject 
and object. Here multiple realities come together as if via conditional 
attraction and as the threshold between each is crossed, the clear 
distinction between the each real image and the imagined is blurred. 
In this case, the architecture becomes its own discreet world acting in 
partnership with the real world that surrounds it to constitute a new and 
unique version of reality. Michael McDonough concludes his examination 
of the Casa Malaparte by arguing that it is:

A building beyond conventional time and space, fraught 
with mystery and subtlety… deriving effortlessly from its 
site.22

The Casa Malaparte operates not only as architecture but rather as an 
architecture that presents an experience beyond a single reality. The Casa 
Malaparte intentionally utilises architectural elements that engage with 
elements from the landscape and surrounding architecture to provide an 
experience that galvanises the memory and imagination of its viewers 
and inhabitants while simultaneously using those same elements to 
remain visually anonymous within that same landscape. Like Robbe-
Grillet’s New Novel, it is the ambiguous nature of multiple realities within 
this single architectural work that allows the Casa Malaparte to perform 
in this manner. The true identity of the Casa Malaparte simultaneously 
becomes anonymous within the perceived conscious experience of the 
work, while at the same time acting as the subject at the centre of multiple 
perceived realities involving landscape, built environment, historic 
references of ruins, and cultural references to theatres; the subliminal 
components of the observer’s psyche such as imagination and memory 
act to invoke an experience that transcends physical reality to present 
these multiple distorted images of reality. 

22  McDonough, Michael. Malaparte: A House Like Me. p.25
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03

Substations
~

The Discovery of Hidden Architecture

An elaborate use of alternatives reinforces, at the level of 
the story as well as of the background (identical corners, 
reflected images, multiple lampposts, similar tracks in the 
snow or on the floor), the broad theme of the labyrinth 
of multiple possibilities, ambiguities, contradictions. 
Nothing remains stable: each object, through its form 
or function, relates to another. Each detail fits into the 
pattern of similarities, relationships, associations. As one 
result, many passages are characterized by a use of serial 
phrases almost to the point of idiosyncrasy.

~ Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet

Freestanding electrical substations form a unique architectural typology 
within the contemporary urban environment. Whilst they can be found 
in abundance, located woven within the dense labyrinth of roads, 
commercial buildings, housing and high rises that form the core of their 
urban context, the presence of substations is rarely perceived at a level 
beyond that of the subliminal. Beyond acting as a purely functional 
component of urban infrastructure, the role of substations is to remain 
hidden. Therefore, while they exist in abundance within the contemporary 
urban environment their presence continues to go unnoticed; they are 
an architecture that exists primarily within the unconscious of those 
that live alongside them – an intended result since by design they have 
been specifically styled to remain visually concealed. Even while no two 
substations are alike, they remain anonymous.

Like the Casa Malaparte, substations present an experience that parallels 
Robbe-Grillet’s view of the modern experience by evidencing multiple 
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simultaneous interpretations of reality. Where the Casa Malaparte 
achieved this parallel by echoing the anomalies of the natural environment, 
substations engage equivalent anomalies within a contemporary urban 
context. On a subliminal level, substations present themselves as active 
inhabitants embedded within the urban context while once observed 
consciously they present an alternative reality wherein their identity 
becomes that of a purely functional, electrical substations. The array of 
substations located within the urban environment presents a multiplicity 
of repeating discreet substation experiences that evidences a third 
reality; one in which substations are recognised as components within 
a larger system. Finally, once considered constituent parts within this 
system (that of the power grid), as well as existing as inhabitants of the 
urban grid, substations present a fourth simultaneous reality; that of a 
labyrinth.

Substations as Subliminal Participants of the Urban Context

Alain Robbe-Grillet viewed subliminal perception as an essential 
component within the modern experience of reality. As a result, the 
scenes within his New Novels are filled with objects and details designed 
to be experienced subliminally rather than consciously. Robbe-Grillet 
argues that:

The time comes when man’s eye falls on certain things, 
positively and emphatically. He sees them, but he refuses 
to take possession of them, he refuses to entertain any 
questionable understanding or complicity with them. He 
asks nothing of them, he feels neither in harmony nor in 
disagreement with them. He may perhaps use them to 
reinforce his emotions, or as something to focus his eyes 
on. But his eyes are content just to measure them, and 
his emotions, too, alights on their surface, with no wish 
to penetrate them, since there is nothing inside them. It 
makes no pretence of appealing to them, for there would 
be no answer.1

So numerous are these structures, that it is almost impossible not to pass 
by at least one while travelling within the city centre and surrounding 
urban district, yet their existence to even the keenest observer, most 
often goes unnoticed. This phenomenon is the result of their architectural 
design, which intentionally cloaks them with an anonymous yet familiar 
identity by echoing aesthetic cues provided by the architectural vernacular 
of their surrounding environment. The sense of familiarity provided by 
substations means that when the eye of the viewer does fall on them “He 
asks nothing of them, he feels neither in harmony nor in disagreement with 
1  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.77-78
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them” precisely because they are neither more beautiful nor more ugly 
than many of the other structures by which they are surrounded; quite 
simply they appear anonymous. This allows substations to present an 
image that is capable of containing meaning yet does not imply any pre-
conceived meaning with regards its identity as a functioning substation. 
For 

Robbe-Grillet employs the following device in establishing his version of 
the modern reality within the New Novel: 

The New Novel does not offer ready-made meanings.2

The reason for this, he argues is that:

The moment the writer starts worrying about conveying 
some meaning (exterior to the work of art), literature 
starts to retreat, to disappear.3

Robbe-Grillet therefore dispensed with any technique that would 
organize events in such a way as to endow them with a pre-conceived 
determinate meaning. He argued that the potency of fiction is at its 
greatest when in fact, all meaning is removed, along with any minor 
detail that may provide evidence that the fiction being created was any 
different to reality:

As there is never anything beyond the thing described, 
as there is nothing supernatural hidden behind it, that 
is, and no symbolism (or else it’s a symbolism that is 
immediately declared, explained and destroyed), the 
reader’s eye is forced to fall on the surface of things… 
Such total transparency, which leaves neither shadow 
nor reflection behind it, in fact turns into a trompe-d’oeil 
painting. The greater the accumulation of minutiae, of 
details of form and dimensions, the more the object loses 
its depth. So this is an opacity without mystery, just as 
there is nothing behind the surface of a backcloth, no 
inside, no secret, no ulterior motive.4

Urban substations, due to the image of familiarity that they present 
perform this role particularly well.

They are designed to ‘hide’ rather than present any real experience. 
The only meaning attached to them is therefore contained within 
the reflected identity of their surroundings while their function as 
substations remains obscured behind their “trompe-d’oeil” like façade. 
They are embellished with just enough aesthetic detail so that they 
appear to blend with their surroundings but not so much that “the object 
2  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p. 140
3  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.70
4  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.98
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loses its depth.” It is through the conscious perception of substations 
that alternative possibilities of meaning are able to develop in the eyes 
of the viewer – possibilities that include the substations true identity 
yet as a result of the aesthetic parallels between the substations and 
surrounding contextual architecture (structures such as factories, 
workshops, garages, stores and houses), this newly perceived identity is 
prevented from being perceived alone and therefore takes on a distorted 
and ambiguous meaning. It is the reflection of these structures that are 
the ordinary objects of the urban environment that enables substations 
to carry multiple simultaneous interpretations, meanings and realities. 
It was the significance of similar ‘ordinary objects’ that Robbe-Grillet 
employed as drivers for the experience of the modern reality within the 
New Novel:

In the final analysis it is the most ordinary phenomena 
that are the most marvellous. Finally, we should refrain 
from allegorical constructions and symbolism. Every 
object, every event, every form, is in fact its own symbol. 
‘Don’t say they are wooden crosses and also the sign of 
the cross. There is the unreal sign, and the thing meant, 
which is real. Both are at the same time realities and 
signs.’ [Our universe] is a universe of signs. Everything in 
it is a sign; and not the sign of something else, something 
more perfect but beyond our reach, but the sign itself, of 
that reality which is only asking to be revealed.5

Within the experience of substations, it becomes the most ordinary 
objects that are able to operate as the most compelling signs; they are 
symbolic of themselves and of their multiple realities. Their masked 
identity signifies both themselves and also each of those structures and 
styles from which they draw aesthetic parallels. They signify the reality 
of their environment and simultaneously their own true identity, “that 
reality which is only asking to be revealed.” This reality, the true identity 
of substations, is not one that is easily revealed on first inspection since 
the mask that they wear is a convincing one. 

Substations carry no signage other than an unsystematic inclusion of 
their date of construction which can be found across the upper face of 
their façade, each numeral approximately 300mm high and 200mm in 
width with a protrusion of 10-20mm. This detail along with others such 
as pediment, cornice, window and threshold, are each not dissimilar to 
those of many other buildings conceived during the same era. 

Their identity in this case remains familiar yet still ambiguous. One of 
Robbe-Grillet’s most often used techniques within the New Novel was the 
intentional construction of ambiguity through familiar elements. Dutch 

5  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.116

{Riddiford St, Newtown}
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literary scholar Dr. Sjef Houppermans discusses this technique as one 
that presents a false “unmasking” that inevitably leads to greater overall 
ambiguity:

I should point out, however, that this unmasking is at 
the same time a repetition of the mystifying gesture 
(like the conjurer showing you that the inside of the 
hat is empty). On the other hand, it is the transverse 
lines of communication between the inserted world of 
fantastic fiction and the transcription of biographemes 
which create a wide margin of uncertainty tending to 
inundate the text as a whole, spreading unheimliche 
[simultaneously familiarity and unfamiliar] through a 
life which at first sight is relatively banal.6

The familiar surrounding environment that substations mirror through 
their own appearance, those “most ordinary phenomena,” are now 
becoming “the most marvellous.” The reality that they reveal is in fact 
simultaneously their own physical reality in addition to multiple other 
realities: the reality of ambiguity within the modern experience. Robbe-
Grillet explains:

A sort of secret distance appears within the most 
homogeneous objects and the least ambiguous situations. 
But it is precisely an ‘inner distance’, a false distance, 
which is in reality an open road, which is, in other 
words, already a reconciliation… The more ambiguous 
the plot, the more ‘human’ it will be. Finally, the more 
contradictions the book as a whole contains, the more 
true to life it will be.7

These “contradictions” such as the substation façades which are made 
to appear like domestic buildings with dates that appear like addresses 
present multiple simultaneous identities creating an ambiguity which 
position the viewer as the site of meaning within this real experience; 
the viewer is invited to construct a single meaning from the fragments 
of multiple alternatives. Because substations use architectural elements 
borrowed from the familiar identity of their contextual environment 
their own identity becomes ambiguous. The viewer looks for meaning as 
a form of explanation for this ambiguity but finds multiple overlapping 
alternatives. This scenario is one that Robbe-Grillet frequently 
manufactures within the pages of his New Novel; ambiguity, he argues is 
that “open road” to meaning applied by the reader:

6  Houppermans, Sjef. (1994). Fantastic Angelique. In V. Harger-Grinling & T. Chad-
wick (Eds.), Robbe-Grillet and the Fantastic. p.78 
7  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp. 84-85
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Cultural fringes (bits of psychology, ethics, metaphysics, 
etc.) are all the time being attached to things and 
making them seem less strange, more comprehensible, 
more reassuring. Sometimes the camouflage is total: a 
gesture is effaced from our minds and its place taken by 
the emotions that are supposed to have given rise to it; 
we remember a landscape as being ‘austere’, or ‘calm’, 
without being able to describe a single line of it, or any of 
its principle elements.8

The reader applies identity to the ambiguous objects by way of “cultural 
fringes.” In this case, identity borrowed from the contextual urban 
environment is applied to substations in an attempt to comprehend 
the ambiguity with which they are presented. Viewers furnish the 
substations with their own derived meaning as a means of returning 
them to anonymity and dispelling the ambiguity created by multiple 
identities and meanings. The incorporation of aesthetic details from the 
familiar, surrounding architectural vernacular in the design of substations 
encourages this process to occur even more readily. With regards to the 
idea of familiarity, Alain Robbe-Grillet argues that:

To tell a story well, then, is to make what you write 
resemble the prefabricated synopses that people are used 
to; in other words, to make it resemble their ready-made 
idea of reality... as if self-impelled, with an irrepressible 
momentum that commands the reader’s allegiance from 
the start.9

Thus, by utilising architectural elements that are derived from the 
familiar, surrounding architecture of the urban context, the design of 
substations presents a world that in the eyes of their viewers resembles 
their “ready made idea of reality.” Robbe-Grillet argues that this is the 
role of fiction, to construct an image that is able to constitute reality:

Fiction writing isn’t trying to give information - it 
constitutes reality. It never knows what it is looking for, it 
doesn’t know what it has to say; it is invention.10

The appearance of substations tells the story of a new reality beyond 
their true function; they tell a story not of themselves but of their urban 
context. 

Substations as Purely Functional Units

As individual units, substations can be defined in part by a number of 
specific identifying factors such as: scale, materiality, the methodological 

8  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp. 52-53
9  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.62
10  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p. 156
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composition of discreet components to form a functional whole, and 
often colour. Each of these factors can be illustrated as follows:

~Scale~

Wellington’s urban substations are typically no larger than fifty square 
meters in floor area; they never exceed two stories in height and are 
organised about a single orthogonal space approximating a cube. Their 
basic architectural form is not unlike many small domestic buildings 
such as parking garages, appartments, stores and workshops; this is 
a parallel that is made even more apparent by the fact that the façade 
of every substation has at least one and no more than two, double leaf, 
ledge and panel style, timber doors with small upper transoms; similar 
to those used on many of the aforementioned structures. This means 
that when located in urban areas, substations become particularly hard 
to distinguish. The buildings within Robbe-Grillet’s In the Labyrinth are 
made anonymous through the similar application of vernacular details:

The double door of the corner apartment house is not 
completely closed – not ajar either, but one leaf simply 
pushed against the fixed one, which is narrower, leaving 
perhaps an inch or two of space between them, a vertical 
stripe of darkness. To the right is the row of ground floor 
windows interrupted only by the doors of the buildings, 
identical windows and identical doors, the latter similar 
to the windows in shape and size.11

11  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
p.148

{Haining St, Mt Cook}
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The total width of the open aperture created through the opening of 
the double leaf doors found on many substations measures, on average, 
somewhere between two and three meters in width –the approximate 
distance required to allow the entry of an average sized car, while single 
leaf doors are no different in scale to those found in domestic use. One 
unusual detail is the sill height of many windows found on substations; 
in many cases this is much higher than standard domestic windows with 
many located between 1600-1800mm. While this height is not unusual in 
light industrial applications it is significantly higher than many windows 
found in domestic and retail applications.

~Materiality & Construction~

Wellington’s urban substations are constructed of concrete and masonry, 
and finished with rough plaster. Present atop the roof of most substations 
sits a small, pitched parapet which is centrally aligned with the front 
façade; this primarily aesthetic addition visually disrupts the otherwise 
entirely orthogonal form of the substation while also serving to conceal a 
low ventilation stack often located behind. These pediments enable urban 
substations to emulate a range of architectural styles by responding to a 
range of contextual conditions. In some cases these pediments have no 
pitch so that they take on a more industrial identity while others become 
more decorative to achieve one of a more domestic nature. Although 
most of Wellington’s urban substations include a number of small false 
apertures that appear as windows, these are regularly blanked out with 
a single sheet of hardwood ply or fibreboard. For those windows which 
do contain actual panes of glass, their inner surface has been painted 

{Haining St, Mt Cook}
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black to prevent any view of the interior while a series of vertical cast-
iron security bars often further obscures any potential view to the space 
within. The sills, lintels and jambs are commonly constructed as concrete 
mouldings thus presenting a fairly autonomous sense of materiality. Such 
construction methods were particularly common during the first half of 
the 20th century within urban construction. Substations thus carry an 
aesthetic which provides an immediate sense of familiarity.

Might just as well be a fire house, or a convent, or a school, 
or an office building, or merely an apartment building 
whose first-floor windows are protected by iron bars.12

It is a familiarity that shares many parallels with autonomous architecture 
of the same period, presented at a small scale, while simultaneously 
containing a set of fenestration details that pertain to architecture used in 
multiple applications: details such as their heavy masonry construction, 
cast iron security bars protecting their windows and thermal venting 
which protrudes from their roofs. These details enable some substations 
to emulate an adjacent residential condition while others emulate a more 
commercial or industrial condition.

~Colour~

The colours selected in the painting of substations reinforce the sense 
of familiarity that they present. The most ubiquitous of these colours 
is broadly known as Crown Green and Permanent Green, or, Karaka and 
Rangoon Green in local architectural vernacular. As a colour it is neither 
light nor dark but unusually middle in its tone. It may appear both warm 
and cool depending upon ambient lighting but more often than not 
carries a subtle warm hue in clear daylight. Crown Green can be found 
all throughout the contextual urban environment in predominantly 
architectural applications including the painting of fences, letterboxes, 
aluminium door and window joinery, corrugated iron roofing and even 
the polyethylene ‘Wheelie Bins’ used for garbage collection. The frequency 
of its application is such that there is rarely an instance where it appears 
out of place in its use and thus has an ability to garner a significant degree 
of familiarity and anonymity while simultaneously providing a small 
amount of camouflage when observed in close proximity to vegetation.

The net result of these factors provides substations with a mask behind 
which, their true identity remains anonymous and their function 
uncertain. This is parallel to the experience of a Robbe-Grillet Novel where 
the potential meaning and symbolism experienced is not experienced 
as a result of intention, or of preconceived symbolism, but rather, the 
experience is the chance result of the experience provided. Robbe-Grillet 
scholar, Francois Jost writes:

12  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. In the Labyrinth. p.181
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There is no cause effect relationship, only a plastic 
and semantic analogy, which exists only through the 
spectator’s gaze.13

The relationship shared between substation and viewer thus does not 
involve any form of trigger. Where most urban structures would present 
some evidence of clear identity in an attempt to intentionally engage 
public attention, substations present multiple identities taken from direct 
contextual conditions such that if their identity is not anonymous it is 
ambiguous; the identity of the substations is as ambiguous as so many 
of Robbe-Grillet’s motifs where as soon as there is an apparent glimpse 
of an answer “It immediately disappears, swallowed up by the void.”14 As 
soon as substations are held within the grasp of consciousness they have 
already begun to engender multiple realities. This lack of clear identity is 
one of Robbe-Grillet’s primary techniques; even the buildings within his 
New Novel have too been stripped of their identity:

The street numbers have been removed, of course, as well 
as anything that might distinguish the building from those 
on either side; there remain only the iron bars protecting 
the first-floor windows for most of their height. These are 
square vertical bars a hand’s breadth apart, connected 
by two horizontal bars placed not far from each end. The 
upper ends of these vertical bars are free, terminating 
in points about eight inches from the top of the window 
recess; the bases of the bars must be set in the stone sill, 
but this detail is not visible.15

Robbe-Grillet explains that the use of a narrative void plays a central role 
in the construction of the New Novel experience:

Not only is the story centred around this blank spot, but 
it is this absence itself which presides over the writing of 
the entire book; it is a truly structural void, the void as a 
generator of the text.16

It is a similar void that acts as the core of the substation experience as it 
is what is not readily apparent that truly renders substations mysterious; 
the substation typology presents a void within the experience of the 
urban context. Robbe-Grillet’s account of the modern reality provides 

13  Jost, Francois. (1994). Fragmented Representation. In V. Harger-Grinling & T. 
Chadwick (Eds.), Robbe-Grillet and the Fantastic. p.133
14  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
p.235
15  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
p.180
16  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Obliques, 1978, p.62. Fletcher, John. Alain Robbe-Grillet. 
p.31
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an acute parallel to the experiential phenomenon presented when we 
actively look at substations:

The time comes when man’s eye falls on certain things, 
positively and emphatically. He sees them, but he refuses 
to take possession of them, he refuses to entertain any 
questionable understanding or complicity with them… his 
eyes are content just to measure them, and his emotions, 
too, alights on their surface, with no wish to penetrate 
them, since there is nothing inside them.17

The fact that what is “inside them” cannot be seen and is very different 
from that which is suggested by their external mask, is what makes 
substations so anomalous. While they may initially appear familiar, the 
ever-present question of their functional role cloaks them in a shroud 
of ambiguity. They present an experiential void. This void inevitably 
becomes a generator for the creative imagination of the viewer. 

Perhaps the most unique of all of the substations’ design anomalies is the 
complete lack of any visible address or street level identification. Because 
substations do not require a mailing address there is little practical need 
for any street front testimony to their true identity. 

Against the part of the doorway perpendicular to the 
wall of the building, on the side receiving a little light 
from the nearest street light, a small plaque is attached 
at eye level: some identification concerning the tenant 
of the building, or at least one of the tenants. There is 
not enough light for you to read. You put your hand on it, 
having stepped onto the stoop, where you balance as well 
as you can, hampered by its narrowness. The letters are 
stamped on a cold polished substance, but they are too 
small and you cannot make out a single word.18

17  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.77-78
18  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
pp.193-194
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 A small Bakelite plaque attached to the substation door is the only real 
information that they provide, this plaque simply displays the name of 
the street upon which it is located although most often, the enamel paint 
which would once have filled the small etched letters has been worn 
away by time. This means that even once discovered and perceived at a 
level of consciousness, to provide an accurate location of each substation 
presents some difficulty. In researching substation locations, it was 
discovered that even council archives do not record real street addresses 
for substations but instead use a provisional address due to the absence 
of recorded structure at each substation location. For instance, if the two 
buildings located either side of a substation are numbered 12 and 16, 
there will be no 14 listed within council archives. A 14 is thus applied as 
a provisional address. Such an enigma is common within the works of 
Robbe-Grillet and according to Francois Jost, forms the point from which 
a new reality arises:

The fantastic is born at the same moment as is 
uncertainty as far as the degree of things is concerned. As 
representation – and never presentation – the [perceived] 
image can only be fantastic.19

Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel creates a world that is defined by his unique 
definition of ‘real’ arising from the series of holes or “voids”; these voids 
result in a level of ambiguity such that it actively engages the participation 
of the reader to complete the mystery. Robbe-Grillet writes:

The work of art is no longer an object whose fundamental 
beauty we contemplate, but a mystery to be discovered, a 
task to be accomplished, a stimulus to the imagination… 
the author offers the interpreter a work to complete 20

Substations’ lack of address, lack of apparent function, lack of visible 
interior and lack of inhabitants all act together to establish this ‘void.’ 
They each establish and construct an increasing sense of ambiguity 
such that the familiar image that they present is not complete but rather 
merges with other potential images. Jost describes these missing pieces 
as “narrative glue”:

Robbe-Grillet’s films willingly economize on this narrative 
‘glue’: they merely juxtapose the sequences and leave it to 
the spectator to form the connections.21

Substations are particularly successful in allowing the viewer to complete 
this process since their design incorporates visual cues enabling the viewer 
19  Jost, Francois. (1994). Fragmented Representation. In V. Harger-Grinling & T. 
Chadwick (Eds.), Robbe-Grillet and the Fantastic p.137
20  Eco, Umberto. L’Oeuvre ouverte, p.34. (Roux de Bezieux, Chantal. Trans.)
21  Jost, Francois. (1994). Fragmented Representation. In V. Harger-Grinling & T. 
Chadwick (Eds.), Robbe-Grillet and the Fantastic. p.131
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to complete the puzzle. Their vernacular architectural style requires 
that the viewer simply look to the surrounding urban environment to 
find the appropriate missing pieces. This occurs in conjunction with the 
apprehension of remembered images of other substations from within 
multiple past experiences to provide additional clues such as program. All 
that is left for the imagination is the act of assembly. Robbe-Grillet argued 
that the imagination is a psychological tool to be used in organising the 
ambiguity of reality into a more logical image:

In dreams, in memories, as in the way we look at things, 
our imagination is the organising force of our life, of our 
world. Every man in his turn has to reinvent the things 
around him. These are the real, clear, hard and brilliant 
things of the real world. They refer to no other world. 
They are the signs of nothing other than themselves. And 
the only contact man can have with them is to imagine 
them.22

The activation of imagination, according to Robbe-Grillet, occurs as a 
means to restore logic within the unconscious of the viewer. Because the 
function and identity displayed by substations is one of ambiguity, the 
imagination of the viewer becomes required as a means to explain the 
reality that they are witnessing. Carl Jung in his text, Analytical Psychology: 
Its Theory and Practice, reinforces Robbe-Grillet’s argument:

If, for instance, you look at our physical world and if you 
compare what our consciousness makes of this same 
world, you find all sorts of mental pictures which do not 
exist as objective facts… Consciousness is very much the 
product of perception and orientation in the ‘external’ 
world.23

The arguments of both Robbe-Grillet and Jung tell us that what is perceived 
in reality is in fact, potentially quite different from the physical reality 
that we perceive. Jung’s comment that consciousness is the product of 
perception relative to the “external world” additionally provides support 
for Robbe-Grillet’s argument that imagination is a product of ambiguity 
within our environment. One example of this within the New Novel is the 
absence of traditional characters. Rather than the use of characters in the 
traditional sense, Robbe-Grillet utilises a combination of signs and the 
meaning they present to form the evidence of human personality within 
his narratives:

The people in this fictional world lived just the same sort 
of life as those in the world it was copied from; the reader 
was even aware of the years going by. And not only from 

22  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.118
23  Jung, C.G. Analytical Psychology: Its Theory and Practice. p.7
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one chapter to the next, but often from the very first time 
it appeared, it was easy to recognize in the humblest 
domestic object, in the most trivial feature of the face, the 
patina acquired by long use, the wear of time. And so this 
decor was already made in man’s image: every wall or 
piece of furniture in the house was the counterpart of the 
character who lived in it.24

In this regard, substations are no different; while there is no human 
inhabitant within these buildings, their doors, and windows provide 
evidence for a reality where an inhabitant does exist, whether in the past 
or in the future from the moment that they are viewed:

The doors are closed. The windows show no figure either 
pressed against the panes or even looming farther back 
in the rooms. The flatness of this entire setting, moreover, 
suggests that there is nothing behind these panes, behind 
these doors, behind these housefronts. And the entire 
scene remains empty: without a man, a woman, or even 
a child.25

Robbe-Grillet provides multiple minor objects or contextual details 
so that doubts are not raised within the experience of the reader. The 
reader is presented with the task of constructing an image of reality 
from the multiple potential realities presented by the novel. Within In 
the Labyrinth:

24  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.144
25  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
p.149
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The windows succeeding each other along the flat 
housefronts, on the ground floor as on every floor of the 
high uniform houses, do not reveal the least gleam of 
light, yet no shutter nor curtain has been drawn in front 
of or behind the panes, which are as black and bare as 
if all these apartments were uninhabited, gleaming only 
occasionally, at certain fleeting angles, with the brief 
reflection of the street light.26

The provision of light “gleaming only occasionally” suggests it may in fact 
be a “reflection of the street light” rather than a light from within; it could 
also be both, or even, simply a figment of the imagination. 

While in the context of this thesis we can be certain that substations are 
not inhabited nor are they designed for human habitation, they wear a 
mask that to their viewers suggests they might at some point in time 
contain a human inhabitant. A car parked outside, an empty soft drink 
can left at the base of the door, or indeed, even a reflection of light from an 
empty window becomes enough to spur on the imagination resulting in 
an experience of a new reality where these anomalies of the surrounding 
environment become readable as evidence of life within. Robbe-Grillet 
uses minor objects as devices to subvert the necessity for characters 
while constructing a reality that contains the evidence of life within the 
screenplay, Last Year at Marienbad:

Empty chairs, deep armchairs... 

Stairs, steps... 

Steps, one after another... 

Glass objects, empty glasses... 

A dropped glass, a glass partition... 

Letters, a lost letter... 

Keys hanging from their rings... 

Numbered door keys: 309, 307, 305, 303... 

Chandeliers, chandeliers, pearls, mirrors... 

Corridors with not a soul in sight.27

Chairs, stairs, empty glasses, keys and corridors all indicate multiple 
potential realities. The relationship established by these multiple 
realities between observer and object presents what Robbe-Grillet 

26  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
p.206
27  Robbe-Grillet, Alain (Screenplay), & Resnais, Alain (Director). (1961). Last Year 
at Marienbad. [Motion picture]. Paris: Cocinor
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scholar Ben Stoltzfus describes as an “Open work.” Stoltzfus describes 
this as follows:

The “open” work structures a new dialectic between 
art and its interpreter. [Robbe-Grillet’s] La Maison 
de Rendezvous, for example, which subverts ordinary 
communicative codes, offers the reader, instead of a 
conventional story line, a description of the adventures of 
meaning in the text. These adventures of meaning, when 
they focus on an analysis of polysemy, play, generative 
writing, and generative numbers, which in the new, 
New Novel have usurped the role of characters and plot, 
invite the reader not only to re-create the text but also 
to complete the creative process. The work of art is, by 
definition, incomplete until the mediating role of the 
reader provides the necessary missing link.28

Just like Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel works, the experience presented 
by substations does not provide the viewer with a final answer. The 
substation viewer, just like the reader of the New Novel, must construct 
the answer to reality being experienced, that of a new modern reality.

The experience of substations, like that of many objects within Robbe-
Grillet’s New Novels, is one that most often occurs only on a subliminal 
level. The new image of reality becomes an experience that is stored 
within memory and used to make sense of these anonymous ambiguous 
elements. Robbe-Grillet’s aim was to make his readers aware of these 
phenomena rather than them being left as completely subliminal. 
Sjef Houppermans writes that Robbe-Grillet is able to achieve this 
result through the employment of techniques such as repetition and 
displacement such that the experience encountered is like that of a 
“dream work”:

The fantastic occupies an important place in the work 
of Robbe-Grillet: The latter has “multiplied in his books 
the principles of repetition and displacement similar to 
the dream work and which are capable of transforming 
the written word into the phantasmatic instrument 
producing a verisimilitude which is always beyond one’s 
grasp.”29

While Robbe-Grillet uses these techniques to transform the written word 
within his New Novel, it is similarly the repetitive nature of the substation 
experience through time that results in the process of distortion and 
increased ambiguity subsequently provoking the action of the viewer’s 

28  Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. p.128
29  Houppermans, Sjef. (1994). Fantastic Angelique. In V. Harger-Grinling & T. Chad-
wick (Eds.), Robbe-Grillet and the Fantastic. p.78
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imagination. Through a repetition of substation experiences – enabled 
through the abundance of individual substation located throughout 
the urban environment – their presence is witnessed at an increasingly 
conscious level yet by the time they are made conscious, their true 
programmatic identity has become modulated and distorted through a 
fragmentation of time and the interplay of consciousness, imagination, 
and vague memories, all filtered by the threshold of liminality. 

This experience provided by substations provides an experience so rich 
within its distortion and fragmentation that it is capable of appearing 
more real than the true physical reality. Robbe-Grillet makes the case that 
a significant cause for this distortion within the new modern experience 
is the way in which time is perceived. Linear time becomes obsolete, as 
time appears static within the process of perception. Perception creates 
its own reflexive chronology that spirals in upon itself. Robbe-Grillet 
argues that:

Here we are no longer concerned with the passing of time 
because, paradoxically, every action is, on the contrary, 
only represented as having come to a standstill at one 
particular moment. It is matter itself which is at the same 
time solid and unstable, at the same time present and 
dreamed of, foreign to man and yet perpetually in the 
process of being invented by man’s mind. Thus the entire 
interest of the pages of description - the place of man in 
these pages, that is - no longer lies in the thing described, 
but in the actual movement of the description.30

While time (both in real experience and in the experience of narrative 
fiction) is commonly viewed as linear, Robbe-Grillet’s argument sees 
time as something that becomes static during moments of observation. 
Any dynamism perceived within the experience of the reader or viewer 
is the creation of imagination. Ben Stoltzfus describes Robbe-Grillet’s 
illustration of this effect within the New Novel as follows:

Robbe-Grillet’s juxtaposition of past, present, and future 
in terms of memory, reality at hand, and fantasy, without 
regard for chronology but only in terms of the mind’s 
inner necessity, as it associates objects of a particular 
sequence, includes in the creative process, the emotions 
and mind of the spectator.31

Time in the case of the modern experience of substations is not linear, 
static, nor uni-directional; it becomes a variable that slows down, speeds 
up, folds back on itself, and becomes fragmented because of how we 
walk past them at unexpected times or repetitively, recognising them 
30  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.146
31  Stoltzfus, Ben F. Alain Robbe-Grillet and the New French Novel. p. 105
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as one reality or perhaps another. It is a result that occurs due to the 
location of substations within the labyrinthine topology of the urban 
environment. Substations are distributed in an apparently random array, 
or at least relative to an order that remains invisible to their viewers 
which means the observation of substations is an event that occurs as a 
result of chance rather than intention. Once finally observed within the 
conscious realm, the experience of substations (as has been argued by 
both Robbe-Grillet and Jung) is an experience that is most likely quite 
different to that of reality. Much of this phenomenon is the result of the 
aforementioned “voids” that exist at the centre of the modern experience 
of reality. Architect Maurizio Vita provides the following illustration of 
void experience within the perception of architecture:

The creative path implicit in allegory is spiralling 
rather than linear or circular: it never really leaves or 
returns to its point of departure, just unfolds around it, 
gradually moving away without ever losing it from sight. 
“Nothingness” is placed at the “centre” of an architectural 
philosophy that is constantly drawn towards a centre it is 
continually trying to flee.32

Substations as an Urban System

It is no longer the length of, nor order of events through time that is 
important to the modern experience of substations but rather, it is 
simply the repeated experience of substations separated by time leading 
to a perception of substations that constantly reflects back towards 
their image that is held by memory. Like within the modern experience 
of reality presented by the New Novel, the experience of substations 
signifies an order that becomes perceived as narrative within the mind of 
the viewer rather than being strictly narrative in its structure. Francois 
Jost discusses the experience of perceived narrative within Robbe-
Grillet’s New Novel:

In Robbe-Grillet’s films some of the signifieds are 
integrated into anecdote, whose forward movement is 
noticeable, but the movement is the result of the rules of 
analogy, of protection and so on. As with an opera, the 
reader can be attentive only to the sequence of notes or, 
on the other hand, perceive numerous games of echoes, 
reminders, premonitions, and so on, which regulate 
the notes’ entries. What constitutes an infraction of 
the narrative order is, therefore, less a rupture of the 
syntactical logic of verisimilitude than the fact that the 

32  Vitta, Maurizio. Architecture and Nothingness, p.14

{St John St, Aro Valley}
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continuity of sequences or actions corresponds to an 
order which is not itself narrative.33

The modern experience of reality, according to Robbe-Grillet, is 
fragmentary by nature, involving the viewer as a character over an 
extended period of time and resulting in an eventual outcome that 
challenges the presented physical reality. Jost continues that this 
fragmentation results in the radical disjunction of time and space:

It is not only because the world we are observing flies into 
pieces that our beliefs are shaken by the spectacle which 
confronts us; it is also because we are shaken in our 
beliefs in its temporal continuity. The New Novel, made 
up of different fragments, as we have just seen, serves 
to reinforce our insecurity through its juxtaposition of 
images and time.34

Within the experience of substations, the numerous repetitions that are 
experienced both consciously and subliminally, act to sever time and 
space in a similar fashion; because of how we experience the substations 

33  Jost, Francois. (1994). Fragmented Representation. In V. Harger-Grinling & T. 
Chadwick (Eds.), Robbe-Grillet and the Fantastic. pp.133-134
34  Jost, Francois. (1994). Fragmented Representation. In V. Harger-Grinling & T. 
Chadwick (Eds.), Robbe-Grillet and the Fantastic. p.131

{Helen St, Brooklyn}
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as a seemingly random system in non-linear time, there is no longer a 
direct connection between time and space. The experience of substations 
becomes just like in the reading of Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, where 
a connection between time and space is now unimportant and even 
obsolete. The sense of ambiguity that had already been established by 
the true physical reality of substations along with the various voids and 
aleatory nature of their observation is heightened even further with 
regards to the point of view of the observer. Robbe-Grillet draws parallels 
between the product of imagination within the modern experience of 
reality and the experience of dreams:

Dreaming is a good word to define what goes on in a 
man’s imagination… I think it is a good thing that when a 
man is on his way to his office, he should tell himself that 
he has dreamed the journey that he is in fact making… 
There is nothing to distinguish the dream from the 
waking state: The objects in dreams are similar to those 
of our waking life. Only, we see them better.35

It is in this reading of substations as components within a system that 
it becomes apparent that their identity has become distorted by time, 
imagination and memory. Robbe-Grillet describes the use of objective 
35  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.113

{Helen St, Brooklyn}
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writing as a means to blur the boundary between what is presented to 
the reader and what the reader creates themselves:

[Imagination] reveals a secret of extreme simplicity, 
which at the same time throws light on the enigmatic 
relationships that link daily life with what should be art. 
This time too, rather than give a more or less inexact 
paraphrase, we will quote the paragraph in Extenso: ‘A 
dream is more real than waking life because objects in 
dreams are never negligible: the revolver, the needle and 
the clock epitomise events which, without them, would 
not have been. The event and the object are here strictly 
interchangeable.’36

While in physical reality, substations do not literally hide, in an aesthetic 
sense they present themselves as anonymous. It is in the small details 
that are initially viewed objectively, that the viewer subjectively observes 
the enigma that is presented by substations in relation to the urban 
environment. It is these details that not only distinguish one substation 
from another but also invoke the imagination of the viewer once viewed 
in repetition. It is these same details again that prove memorable and 
form the memorable links within the imagined, narrative sequence 
constructed by the viewer over time. Robbe-Grillet uses such details 
within the New Novel, such as continued description of window details 
and the quality of light:

A perpendicular crossroad reveals a second street just 
like the first: the same absence of traffic, the same high 
grey walls, the same blind windows, the same deserted 
sidewalks. At the corner of the sidewalk, a streetlight 
is on, although it is broad daylight. But it is a dull day 
that makes everything colourless and flat. Instead of the 
striking vistas these rows of houses should produce, there 
is only a crisscrossing of meaningless lines, the falling 
snow depriving the scene of all relief, as if this blurred 
view were merely badly painted on a bare wall.37

The same “blind windows,” and the same “streetlight” that were presented 
earlier are here discussed again although they now become contextual. 
“The flat housefronts […] of the high uniform houses” which were 
previously seen only as background, have now become the subject of the 
scene yet their identity has now become “blurred” as if “badly painted on 
a bare wall.” Robbe-Grillet likened the experience presented through this 
objective style of writing to the experience of cinema:

36  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.111
37  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
p.144
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Such writing tends to be photographic, or to resemble 
the cinematographic image… in a word, what is only 
imagination… The breaks in the montage, the repeated 
scenes, the contradictions, the characters suddenly 
immobilised as they are in an amateur’s photos, give this 
perpetual present all its force and all its violence… The 
impossibility of distinguishing between what is ‘real’ and 
what is mental, whether memory or illusion…38

This experience of cinema parallels the reading of substations as 
components within a system that are experienced as repeated elements 
over time; each discreet experience is separated by montage-like breaks, 
each repetition contradicts the remembered image of the previous. It is 
through the obvious yet anonymous nature of substations – the fact that 
they are situated right in front of their viewers yet remain hidden – that 
they present a reality that is equally as blurred and unclear as Robbe-
Grillet’s houses. Their ambiguity is amplified through the accuracy with 
which substations reflect their surrounding environment – through 
architectural details, or rather, the clear lack of details such as street 
numbers. The unconscious creative input of the viewer is constantly 
required by way of imagination and made to combine with the subliminal 
images of memory and new conscious images of the present until there 
is in effect “only a crisscrossing of meaningless lines.” It is an experience 
without clear structure yet equates to an experience that resembles that 
of narrative. Ben Stoltzfus argues that this same combined experience 
of conscious and unconscious imagery within the New Novel presents a 
sense of logic beyond that of art: 

The dialectic of Robbe-Grillet’s endeavour transcends the 
reflexive level of art, blending the images of our conscious 
and unconscious lives, thereby providing referential 
dimensions that […] express themselves through 
enigmatic dead-ends, negations, twistings, and turnings 
of the archetypal labyrinth.39

It is Robbe-Grillet’s objective depiction of images from both the conscious 
and unconscious that presents an open dialectic structure between the 
New Novel and the reader, just as substations present an open dialectic 
between the contemporary urban environment and viewer. 

A new sort of narrator has been born, here: he is not 
only a man who describes the things he sees, but he is at 
the same time a person who is inventing the things that 
surround him, and seeing the things he is inventing.40

38  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.146-147
39  Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. pp.122-123
40  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.157
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The perceived image of substations thus becomes one that is relative to 
the personal circumstance of the viewer. Substations take on a role that is 
parallel to those objects within the New Novel; they along with the urban 
environment form a context from within which viewers create their own 
experience of reality.

The goal of the literary work, says Roland Barthes, is not 
to make the reader a consumer, but a producer of the 
text…  The author creates the context while the reader 
completes the message.41

This reality – which has now become the product of both author and 
reader, or substation and viewer – presents a world wherein it becomes 
increasingly difficult to determine which is “real” and which is that of 
constructed “illusion.” This scenario is one that Robbe-Grillet argues 
is innate within the modern experience of reality; it is the result of 
continual shifts between context and observer. The New Novel narrative 
sees reality in a state of continuous creative flux:

The nineteenth century narrative strove to retrace a 
historic or pseudo-historic reality, while the modern 
narrative parades its power of invention... Balzac’s 
narrative considers reality closed while the modern 
narrative sees it in a state of continuous creative flux... a 
reality that will never be finished... there are critics who 
have called this an “open” work as opposed to a closed 
work.42

In the same way as the modern reality depicted by the New Novel, the 
identity of substations is constantly shifting; it is the result of changes 
in their environment and changes in their viewer’s means of perceiving 
them. The viewer is privy to infinite new phases of the work relative 
to the similarly infinite new phases of the contextual reality of the 
urban environment. In light of this, Robbe-Grillet’s earlier comment on 
perception through the eyes of the individual, is now more relevant than 
ever:

We realise that not only does everyone see his own version 
of reality in the world but that it is precisely the novel 
that creates this reality. Fiction writing, unlike reportage, 
eyewitness accounts or scientific descriptions, isn’t trying 
to give information - it constitutes reality. It never knows 
what it is looking for, it doesn’t know what it has to say; it 
is invention, invention of the world and of man, constant, 
and continually self-questioning invention.43

41  Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. p.129
42  Stoltzfus, Ben. Robbe-Grillet’s Labyrinths: Structure and Meaning. pp. 292-307 
43  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.156
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Although the physical substations do not change, the perceived reality 
of them is dynamic relative to those factors exterior to the substations 
themselves; factors such as weather, traffic, time of day, culture etc. 
The viewer is subject to all of these changes in combination with the 
repetition of substation experiences across separate individual buildings 
and across time. The perceived identity of these works becomes a Self-
reflexive commentary presented by viewers to themselves. Viewers 
create their own dynamic world, one that not only “constitutes reality,” 
but also, is at the same time “self-questioning.” Ben Stoltzfus comments 
that in Robbe-Grillet’s In the Labyrinth:

The protagonist is “shot” and “killed” within the confines 
of the city labyrinth. These heroes either die in the 
labyrinth or are trapped by it, unable to find a centre 
or an exit. They wander, repeating empty gestures in a 
space and time that have become meaningless… Cyclic 
time becomes terrifying; it is seen as a circle forever 
turning on itself, repeating itself to infinity. The circular, 
labyrinthine, achronological structures of Robbe-Grillet’s 
works define them as products of a desacralised world.44

The modern experience of the system of urban substations parallels 
“the circular, labyrinthine, achronological structures of Robbe-Grillet’s 
works.” The viewer becomes trapped by it, unable to find a true image of 
reality or a way of escaping the ever repeating, ever changing experience 
that they present. With each consecutive repetition, the substations’ 
perceived identities become progressively more ambiguous. The 
experience of substations within the urban context, like Robbe-Grillet’s 
New Novel present an image that reflects the discontinuous and aleatory 
nature of modern experience. Stoltzfus continues that there is no means 
of escaping the labyrinth presented by the New Novel but instead; only 
“neutral spaces” about which one may attempt to orient oneself:

With sacred space (labyrinths used to be sacred space) 
there is always a fixed point that enables man to orient 
himself away from chaos, whereas the profane experience 
maintains the relativity of space. In relative space there 
is no one fixed point and no ontological status. There are 
only neutral spaces of equal value that correspond to 
the fragments of a shattered universe in which no true 
orientation is possible.45

Substations as a Labyrinth

Substations are the real life equivalent of these “neutral spaces”; the nature 
of the processes of memory, as required by the repetition of objects and 
44  Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. p.120
45  Trask, Willard. The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. pp.23-24
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events within the experience of both the New Novel and substations results 
in an inevitable fragmentation of the final image. While it is the repeating 
experience of Robbe-Grillet’s objects and the repeating experience of 
substations within their respective contextual environments that have 
resulted in this fragmentation, they are simultaneously the moments of 
greatest clarity. Each successive repetition becomes a dynamic world 
within worlds, a story within a story, presenting a continual invitation 
to re-observe and re-interpret. Robbe-Grillet scholar Bruce Morrissette 
discusses In the Labyrinth, arguing that:

Among the focal points of the labyrinth in which the story 
unfolds […] there is a central point at which the various 
threads converge: the picture. This engraving, which 
depicts a place and a situation identical or analogous 
to those of the scene in the café, may at first appear to 
constitute another of those “interior duplications” or 
inner models found in the works of Robbe-Grillet as well 
as in those of other writers of the new Novel. But the 
picture in ‘In the Labyrinth’ does more than outline in 
miniature the general sense of the work: animated, or 
frozen, it becomes an integral part of the ‘diagesis’ of the 
novel. It organizes the decisive moments of the novels 
action, within the fictional field, just as the entire text 
fixes the totality of this action between the first and last 
pages.46

This “picture,” which Morrissette discusses, presents a parallel to the 
“first and last“ encounter experienced of substations. Within the modern 
experience of reality “we are no longer concerned with the passing of 
time”47 because within modern experience, time becomes static. In the 
first instance, a completely clear image of identity has the potential to 
be observed yet the observer – as Robbe-Grillet says – “usually prefers to 
ignore the partial revelations he has witnessed.”48 Conversely, in the final 
experience – which for the time being remains static – the image that is 
perceived, “organizes the decisive moments [that have been experienced] 
within the fictional field” of the imagination. The experience of substations 
within the urban environment is thus parallel in its structure to the 
structural labyrinths of Robbe-Grillet’s novels. Ben Stoltzfus argues 
that the labyrinthine structure is a tool for demonstrating reality as it 
presents the opportunity to either remain open or to become closed:

Unlike real mazes, which, authorities insist, cannot 
be closed systems and have only one solution, art’s 
labyrinths may be open or closed. If open, they offer 

46  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.165
47  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.146
48  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.114
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multiple solutions that each reader uses in order to find 
his particular “centre”. Furthermore, if structuralism, 
among other philosophies, has demystified the world, 
and art is full of relative spaces without a priori centres, 
then man, by the force of circumstance (hence the fear 
and the anger) is compelled to seek new answers to the 
age old problems of living.49

The parallel between the experience of substations, the experience of 
Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel and the experience of Labyrinths inevitably 
allows for the ambiguity of substations’ multiple readings to be 
recognised. Stoltzfus continues that:

The circular structure of most labyrinths puts them 
in the category of the Jungian mandala - a universal 
symbol of central importance to the psychic experience of 
man… Jung believes that the figure of the labyrinth is an 
archetype for feelings of disorientation.50

The topology of an urban environment shares many parallels with that 
of the labyrinth. The experience presented by substations within this 
context is one of a search for reality within the modern experience of the 
contemporary urban environment. Within the experience of substations, 
just as in the experience of Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel – as explained by 
Bruce Morrissette:

Nothing remains stable: each object, through its form 
or function, relates to another. Each detail fits into the 
pattern of similarities, relationships, associations. As one 
result, many passages are characterized by a use of serial 
phrases almost to the point of idiosyncrasy.51

Substations as Synecdoche

The urban network of substations can be seen as a larger work made up 
of an array of constituent parts, while each individual substation within 
that overall work can be seen synecdochally as a small-scale image of the 
whole work. This parallels Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, which creates a 
world for the conscious experience of the reader’s unconscious yet active 
creative input, like in dream experience. Robbe-Grillet argues that once 
made conscious, the perception of imagined or dreamed objects become 
multiple fragments evidencing the reality of the “real world”:

We have a presentiment that this ‘waking dream’ could 
simply be art… That is all dreams are: the ‘presentiment’ 
of what the real world will be when our minds have given 

49  Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. p.125
50  Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. pp.117-118
51  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.177
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matter its definitive form. Unfortunately, these half-
glimpsed fragments are not enough to convince man of 
the necessity for him to be what things lack; so little so, 
in fact, that through lack of reflection, or of imagination, 
he usually prefers to ignore the partial revelations he has 
witnessed.52

French author and philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) critiqued 
the objective writing style used by Robbe-Grillet (1922-2008) within the 
New Novel as “most effective way of rendering the subconscious visible.” 53 
In parallel to this, it is the subliminal perception of substations’ physical 
reality that enables the conscious perception of multiple simultaneous 
realities. Once the subject of conscious perception, substations present 
an identity that has become distorted by time, memory and imagination. 
It is the mind of the viewer that has given substations their form along 
with their own unique meaning. This conscious realisation only acts 
to further obscure them while also displaying the artistic nature of the 
overall experience. Robbe-Grillet presents the argument that:

We have a presentiment that this ‘waking dream’ could 
simply be art, and though it is true that that sleep does 
sometimes reveal scraps of art to us, only conscious 
activity can enable us to consolidate it. Thus, in the same 
way as memory was only an alibi, dream events and 
landscapes are only a means of penetrating the opacity 
of the more urgent phenomena surrounding us on all 
sides, whose very urgency leads us astray.54

While the experience of substations have led the mind of their viewers 
astray, they have, like Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, simultaneously revealed 
the true, labyrinthine nature of experience within the contemporary 
urban environment as well as revealing the capability of individual 
perception to re-create an entirely new and unique version of reality. 
Robbe-Grillet writes:

Has reality a meaning? The contemporary artist can’t 
answer that question: he has no idea. All he can say is 
that this reality may perhaps have meaning in retrospect 
-once the work is finished, that is to say... it is the forms he 
creates that can give meaning to the world.55

It is through the subliminal experience of urban substations that their 
viewers are presented with multiple simultaneous realities at multiple 

52  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.112-114
53  Sartre, Jean Paul. (1946). “American Novelists in French Eyes”. In, Stoltzfus, Ben. 
Alain Robbe-Grillet. p.110
54  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.112-113
55  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.141

{Thorndon Quay, Thorndon}
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levels. Only once each of these realities is interpreted through the 
perception of synecdoche are substations made the subject of conscious 
apprehension by which time their physical reality has been distorted by 
the ambiguity and fragmentation of modern experience. The meaning 
presented by substations, in parallel with that presented by Robbe-
Grillet’s New Novel, is one that can only be truly comprehended in 
retrospect by which time it is composed of multiple overlapping layers 
each presented by their respective prior simultaneous readings of the 
substations’ identity.

{Thorndon Quay, Thorndon}



74

In the Labyrinth

{Roman Ingarden, Lviv 1942}



75

{Roman Ingarden, Lviv 1942}

04

Roman Ingarden
~

The Work of Art

As soon as we discover that a building is a work of art… 
we notice that the building then comes into consideration 
for us not as merely a real object but instead as something 
that somehow extends beyond the building’s reality.

~ Ingarden, Roman. Ontology of the Work of Art

This chapter introduces the work of Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden 
(1893-1970), which focuses upon cross-disciplinary comparisons 
between literature and architecture. These studies form a foundation 
for the comparisons made by this thesis between Wellington’s urban 
substations and Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel. Within the comparisons 
made by Ingarden, themes of ‘intentionality’, ‘meaning’, and ‘the real’ are 
investigated, each forming a critical parallel with the themes central to 
Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel. These themes simultaneously form a central 
focus within definitions provided by Ingarden for both the literary work 
and the architectural work as parallel ‘works of art’.

Ingarden – a contemporary of Alain Robbe-Grillet – argued new theories 
in phenomenology, ontology and aesthetics. Known primarily for his 
works investigating the ontology of the literary work of art, Ingarden was 
a founding figure in phenomenological aesthetics. According to Stanford 
University professor Amie Thomasson, Ingarden:

…developed ontological studies unmatched in scope and 
detail, distinguishing different kinds of dependence and 
different modes of being… His work ‘The Literary Work of 
Art’ has been widely influential in literary theory […] and 
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has been crucial to the development of New Criticism and 
Reader Response Theory.1

Contemporary philosopher Andrezej Poliawski writes on Ingarden:

His writings in aesthetics, and especially for his classic 
work on the ontology of literature (1931, English 
translation 1973) [were] undertaken in order to establish 
a radical difference of structure as between ‘intentional 
objects’ -- objects created by and dependent on acts of 
consciousness - and objects in reality.2

Similar to Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel movement, the focus of the New 
Criticism movement was to reveal the real experience presented by the 
literary work of art beyond that of the physical pages and beyond the 
intention of the author to provide a true, modern experience of reality, 
one that is unique to each reader and one wherein meaning may only be 
understood in retrospect. According to scholar and theoretician Terence 
Hawkes:

New Criticism proposed that a work of literary art 
should be regarded as autonomous, and so should not 
be judged by reference to considerations beyond itself. A 
poem consists less of a series of referential and verifiable 
statements about the ‘real’ world beyond it, than of the 
presentation and sophisticated organization of a set of 
complex experiences in a verbal form.3

French author, philosopher, literary theorist and critic, Roland Barthes 
(1915-1980) “helped establish structuralism and the New Criticism as 
leading intellectual movements.”4 Barthes is of particular interest to this 
thesis as throughout his career, he was a highly active critic and supporter 
of Robbe-Grillet and the New Novel. As such, his essays on Robbe-Grillet’s 
works and the New Novel can be found as introductory pieces within 
several of Robbe-Grillet’s novels, such as his essay Objective Literature: 
Alain Robbe-Grillet that forms the preface within Two Novels by Robbe-
Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. As an influential figure within the 
development of the New Criticism movement, Ingarden, through his 
studies in literature and the literary work of art were thus directly 
influential in the way that Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel was critiqued and 
presented.

1  Thomasson, Amie. (2008). Roman Ingarden. Retrieved August 28, 2009, from 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy:http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ingarden/
2  Poliawski, Andrzej. “Ingarden, Roman”. In Burkhardt, Hans., Smith, Barry (Eds.). 
Handbook of Metaphysics and Ontology. pp. 396-397.
3  Hawkes, Terence. Structuralism and Semiotics. pp.150-151
4  “Roland Barthes”. (2010). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved June 13, 
2010, from Encyclopædia Britannica Online: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/54319/Roland-Gerard-Barthes
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Ingarden’s subsequent studies unveil parallels that exist within the 
experience of multiple art forms including both literature and architecture. 
The focus of Ingarden’s cross-disciplinary investigations emphasise 
the separation between the real, physical, objective reality that exists 
independent of human experience, and the perceived, subjective reality 
of the observer.  Amie Thomasson provides the following explanation:

The very idea of a world outside of and independent 
from all actual and possible experience is thus, from 
this [Ingarden’s] point of view, an illegitimate concept, 
a kind of disguised nonsense. The only ‘real world’ of 
which we can legitimately speak, have knowledge, or 
enter into other intentional relations with is the ‘real 
world’ as constituted by, and essentially correlated with, 
meaningful series’ of intentional acts.5

Ingarden’s argument for the experience of the “real world” shares many 
clear parallels with Robbe-Grillet’s argument for the modern experience 
of reality; most importantly, the idea that the “real world” is composed 
of multiple readings of the “world outside” as perceived through a series 
of simultaneous interpretations carried out by the observer rather 
than simply being defined by physical objects. The idea that the “world 
outside” is “disguised” and can only be seen as the “real world” through a 
“meaningful series of intentional acts” is also important as it indicates the 
need for a succession of experiences over time for a true and meaningful 
interpretation of reality to be revealed. Thomasson in her discussion on 
Ingarden concludes that:

His [Ingarden’s] most important and lasting contribution 
may lie in providing a richer ontological framework that 
could track the different ways in which many objects 
of the ‘life-world’ of daily experience depend on human 
intentionality and on mind-independent reality, and 
in developing a moderate realist position that offered 
room not only for independent physical reality and for 
consciousness, but also for the whole variety of life-world 
objects that owe their existence, in part, to both.6

This suggests that the real perceived images of many objects within the 
“Lifeworld of daily experience”7, such as substations, are in fact different 
5  Thomasson, Amie. (2008). Roman Ingarden. Retrieved August 28, 2009, from 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ingarden/
6  Thomasson, Amie. (2008). Roman Ingarden. Retrieved August 28, 2009, from 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ingarden/
7  “Lifeworld”, a concept originating in the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl 
(1859-1938), is best understood as a way of emphasizing the centrality of perception for human 
experience. This experience is multi-dimensional and includes the experience of individual 
things and their contextual/perceptual fields, the embodied nature of perceiving consciousness, 
and the intersubjective nature of the world as it is perceived, especially our knowledge of other 
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from that which exists in physical “mind-independent reality” alone; these 
objects are in fact capable of presenting a multitude of different realities 
dependant upon the means through which they are observed. Ingarden 
elaborates upon this idea with regard to architecture, arguing that:

As soon as we discover that a building is a work of art… 
we notice that the building then comes into consideration 
for us not as merely a real object but instead as something 
that somehow extends beyond the building’s reality.8

Ingarden’s 1962 text, The Ontology of the Work of Art (translated to 
English in 1989), explicitly examines parallels in experience between 
multiple art forms. This thesis looks in particular at the literary work 
of art and the architectural work of art. With respect to the experience 
of architecture as a work of art, Ingarden argues that it is the meaning 
of the work, as perceived by the viewer, that defines it as a work of art 
rather than the real elements of a building alone, which define it as an 
architectural work of art:

The real thing that serves as the ontic foundation of 
such an objectivity is not the sole foundation of its being, 
for the subjective attitude and the appropriate acts of 
consciousness which create something like a “church” 
form its second and perhaps far more important ontic 
foundation… What has originated owes not merely to its 
origination, but also its continued existence to certain 
acts of consciousness and construals by mental subjects, 
usually by a mental community (religious, artistic or that 
of a class), for which alone the given objectivity exists. For 
whoever is not a member of such a community and has 
no understanding of the meaning (and the force) of the 
pertinent acts there simply is no “church”; for him it is a 
matter merely of a heap of stones. Consequently, certain 
things can appear to him to be incomprehensible.9

Meaning in the case of substations, like meaning in Robbe-Grillet’s New 
Novel involves the “subjective attitude” of the reader or viewer that 
furnishes the work with its particular identity based upon meaning 
drawn from images of the present, of the past from within memory and 
those that are imagined. In the case of the literary work these images are 
composed of fragmentary elements such as specific individual words, 
phrases, and the sonorous qualities of discrete syllables, while within 
the architectural work, parallel images are composed of individual 
subjects, their actions and shared cultural structures.
Elveton, Roy. “Lebenswelt [Lifeworld]”. The Literary Encyclopedia. 12 April 2005 [http://
www.litencyc.com/php/stopics.php?rec=true&UID=1539, accessed 14 June 2010.]
8  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.256
9  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.260
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geometric forms, the arrangement of these forms and the quality of 
specific materials from which these forms are composed.10  Robbe-Grillet 
argues:

Has reality a meaning? The contemporary artist can’t 
answer that question: he has no idea. All he can say is 
that this reality may perhaps have meaning in retrospect 
-once the work is finished, that is to say... it is the forms he 
creates that can give meaning to the world.11

In the views of both Robbe-Grillet and Ingarden, it is through multiple 
interpretations of reality, across multiple levels of consciousness that 
substations provide their viewers with meaning and thus enabling them 
to be perceived as works of art. Robbe-Grillet reinforces this by arguing:

We have a presentiment that this ‘waking dream’ could 
simply be art, and though it is true that sleep does 
sometimes reveal scraps of art to us, only conscious 
activity can enable us to consolidate it.12

In parallel to Robbe-Grillet’s argument Ingarden Writes:

The real thing that serves as the ontic foundation [of the 
architectural work of art] is not the sole foundation of its 
being… its second and perhaps far more important ontic 
foundation… owes not merely to its origination, but also 
its continued existence to certain acts of consciousness.13

To technicians and engineers that service the substations, their 
perception of meaning is most likely that of a purely functional substation; 
alternatively, to the average viewer, their meaning or identity remains 
much more amorphous and dynamic. Like their visual identity which is 
derived from the surrounding urban context, the substations’ meaning 
is derived through similar circumstances such that it becomes distorted 
by multiple remembered and imagined images of identity interpreted 
through repeated experiences over time; their meaning becomes a 
product of these multiple, fragmented, and often subliminal snapshots 
of experience. Literary professor, Dr. George Szanto in his text Narrative 
Consciousness: Structure and Perception in the Fiction of Kafka, Beckett 
and Robbe-Grillet, provides the following explanation for conscious 
experience of subliminally perceived objects within Robbe-Grillet’s New 
Novel:

The choice of the ‘things’ the eye of the narrating 
consciousness perceives is based in their ability to suggest 

10  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. pp.298-300
11  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.141
12  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. pp.112-113
13  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.260
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rather than in their power to equate and define. The 
choice of objects most relevant to the perceiving mind 
and the manner in which those objects are described 
establish the state of mind that controls the point of 
view in Robbe-Grillet’s fiction. The subconscious mind is 
projected onto an external world, but this never becomes 
a conscious process; the conscious mind merely reports 
what it is driven to view.14

It is therefore the individual elements from which substations are 
composed, such as their timber panelled doors, windows covered by 
iron bars, decorative pediments, ubiquitous colouring, and familiar 
materials, each inspired by, and analogous with their surrounding 
architectural vernacular, that provides the most elucidation towards 
a hypothesis of perceived meaning. It is the repetitive nature of the 
experience of substations that eventually enables them to be interpreted 
at a level above that of the subliminal, as is the case with many objects 
within Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel; objects such as the lamppost within 
In the Labyrinth that repeats within every street, and the stone statues 
within Last Year at Marienbad that repeat themselves in every garden. 
The experience of substations, like the experience that evolves from the 
subliminal experience of elements within Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, 
once consciously viewed as purely functional substation, provide an 
identity that has become fragmented and distorted by time, memory 
and imagination. The subconscious images of multiple substations along 
with images reflecting their surrounding context are overlayed with the 
conscious image of the “external world.” Ben Stoltzfus reinforces this idea, 
arguing that it is the “timeless” and “repeating” nature of such experience 
that imposes “levels of meaning” upon the viewer:

Time in myth as well as in Robbe-Grillet’s works is 
reversible, nonlinear, and non-sequential. Myth, like 
Robbe-Grillet’s narratives, is essentially repetitive, 
returning again and again to the same points instead 
of getting on with the story. Thus myth and narrative 
resist linear reading, both exhibiting a timeless structure, 
impressing it on the minds of the audience by repeating 
elements of that structure The timeless, circular pattern 
of Robbe-Grillet’s fiction is thus mythical, imposing levels 
of meaning that are always more than purely verbal or 
linguistic. There is no one true version of which all the 
others are but copies or distortions. Every version belongs 
to the myth copies… even the de-mythified ones.15

14  Szanto, George. Narrative Consciousness: Structure and Perception in the Fiction 
of Kafka, Beckett, and Robee-Grillet. p.145
15  Stoltzfus, Ben. Robbe-Grillet’s Labyrinths: Structure and Meaning. In Contem-
porary Literature, Vol. 22, No. 3 (Summer, 1981), pp. 306-307. Published by: University of 
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The parallels between the experience of substations, Robbe-Grillet’s 
modern experience of reality – as evidenced by the New Novel – and 
Ingarden’s experience of the architectural work of art are becoming 
increasingly clear. It is the repeated interpretive viewing of multiple 
realities, meanings, aesthetic identities and intentionality specific to 
substations as structures experienced over time that allows their real 
meaning to become evident. As anonymous participants of the urban 
environment, as purely functional substations, as components of the 
urban electrical system and as a labyrinth, substations are made evident 
in the context of their history and in different perceived uses and 
circumstances. Ingarden writes:

The architectural work of art is an ontically relative 
object, whose ontic relativity is, though, not one-sided. It 
refers back not only to the creative acts of the architect 
and the reconstructive acts of the viewer, but also to its 
ontic foundation in a fully determined real thing.16

Ingarden sees architecture as comprised of the real physical structure 
plus that which is subjectively perceived by its viewer; the two together 
define the architectural work as capable of becoming an architectural 
work of art by way of “the reconstructive acts of the viewer.” In the case 
of substations – as in Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel – the reconstructive 
acts of the viewer, through repetitive subliminal viewings, are capable 
of recreating the provided architectural work so that it is perceived 
as an entirely new version of that which exists within physical reality. 
Ingarden’s argument suggests that it is exactly this scenario, where a 
work of architecture is perceived beyond its apparent reality that enables 
the work to be viewed as an architectural work of art:

As soon as we discover that a building is a work of art, 
and either admire its beauty or rebel against its ugliness, 
we notice that the building then comes into consideration 
for us not as merely a real object but instead as something 
that somehow extends beyond the building’s reality. 
Moreover, this reality (the being real) itself plays no 
particular role in our attending to the building as a work 
of art.17

According to Ingarden’s analysis of architecture as a work of art, one 
requirement is the subjective nature of viewer perception that allows 
substations to be experienced consciously. It is at the moment that 
substations are made conscious that their reality, as Ingarden argues, 
transcends the real, physical reality. This experience is parallel to that 
provided by the New Novel whereby the final image perceived by the 
Wisconsin Press
16  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.263
17  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.256
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reader goes beyond that which is explicitly provided by the novel since it 
has, by design, required the input of the reader for its completion. Robbe-
Grillet provides support for this hypothesis:

Nineteenth century science imagined that a spectator 
was dealing with a reality which existed outside of him 
and which he could then transcribe. Modern physics 
has discovered that the observer was an element in 
observation, that observation modified the thing observed 
exactly as a reader modifies a book or a spectator modifies 
a film.18

Ingarden goes on to argue that an architectural work can take on many 
“new phases” within its “exterior life”.  These new phases are driven by 
the works surroundings and are made perceptible only once its viewer 
lives alongside it:

There is, though, also that ‘exterior’ life of the architectural 
work that begins to unfold when the viewer lives together 
with the work. It consists in the viewer’s assimilation 
of ever new phases of the work’s outward form under 
different conditions of the contemplation of the work from 
the outside, namely those phases that the work acquires 
not only in itself, but also in its living association with 
its surroundings, which, although apparently constant, 
in fact changes in its full concreteness… In each instance 
it is an ever new countenance of the same “objectively” 
unchanged work and a new manner of reacting to the 
changes of its surroundings. 19

This suggests that every individual viewer shall perceive a unique image 
of the architectural work of art based upon the same physical structure as a 
result of individual circumstances such as: the different vicissitudes of its 
history and environment, and the individual circumstances of the viewer 
such as their own personal way of sensing and the various vicissitudes 
of their life. Because we recognise multiple diverse interpretations of 
the substations over time, we witness “ever new phases of the work’s 
outward form under different conditions”, one of the requirements for 
considering them as potential ‘architectural works of art.’ Substations 
as architectural works within the contemporary urban context are also 
subject to additional dynamic factors of experience, factors such as 
lighting conditions (both natural and artificial), climate (acute weather 
conditions and seasonal change), adjacency (to both vegetation and 

18  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. “Autor du film L’Immortelle.” Round-table discussion, 
Cahiers Internationaux de Symbolisme. No.9-10 (1965-66). pp.97-125. In Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain 
Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. p.126
19  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. pp.307-308
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man made structures), traffic (vehicular and pedestrian) and human 
intervention (such as graffiti). 

Robbe-Grillet was aware of the importance of these phenomena of real-
life experiences incorporating such transformative dynamic phase shifts 
within the environments he created within the New Novel. For instance 
within In the Labyrinth he writes:

Outside it is raining… outside it is cold, the wind blows 
between the bare black branches; the wind blows between 
the leaves, rocking whole boughs, rocking them, rocking, 
their shadows swaying across the white roughcast 
walls…

…The same absence of traffic, the same high grey walls, 
the same blind windows, the same deserted sidewalks. At 
the corner of the sidewalk, a streetlight is on, although it is 
broad daylight. But it is a dull day that makes everything 
colourless and flat.

…Outside, the sky remains the same dull white. It is still 
daylight. The street is empty: there is no traffic, and there 
are no pedestrians on the sidewalks…20

In the case of substations, since they are intended to provide no experience 
at all, the experienced perceived by viewers is one driven by their own 
creative involvement in the process of perception while witness to the 
multitude of ever changing exterior phases. While dynamic phases within 
the “exterior life of the architectural work” operate at the same physical 
level as the actual physical work, the shift in perception originates within 
“the viewer’s assimilation of ever new phases of the work’s outward form” 
and therefore, produces a dynamic experience within “the contemplation 
of the work”. The real physical work is thus static while it is the individual 
perception of the viewer that modulates the experience of the work at 
hand. The changes in the work’s surroundings, within its “exterior life”, 
thus act to inspire shifts in the perception of the architectural work of 
art. Ingarden suggests that even without these contextual changes, such 
dynamic phase shifts in the process of perception shall continue to occur. 
The inspiration for shifts in our perception of the work he says, must be 
able to come from within the work itself, from the “play of forms unfolding 
in time”:

In the place of purely static equilibrium in the arrangement 
of masses and forms, there appears a specific dynamic 
and rhythmics of physical forms… A true play of forms 
unfolding in time begins to take place, but a play that is 
ultimately referred to a single system of physical forms 

20  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. In the Labyrinth. pp.141-149
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which exists simultaneously in all its elements, or – and 
this is the same thing grasped from another side – a play 
in whose changing phases one and the same immovable 
system of physical forms appears and shows itself to be 
the possible source of this play. And concurrently with 
this play of forms, there develops the peculiar play of 
lights, of illumination and darkening, of shifting aspects 
and foreshortenings.21

Substations, as seemingly anonymous architectural works, present 
themselves upon a dynamic basis through phase shifts in time factor 
created by repetition and remembered images of substations’ multiple 
simultaneous realities. It is these dynamic components of experience, 
witnessed in parallel with the repeated encounter of site-specific 
substations located within the urban context that commands our 
conscious attention. Like the perception of repeating elements of a Robbe-
Grillet novel, the experience of substations as components within the 
system of the urban grid becomes cyclic – one that is based on repetition. 
The experience is no longer that made up of images of a single substation, 
but rather it becomes the combined image of multiple substations as 
the components of a larger network each combined with the present 
experience through memory. This perceived “play of forms unfolding in 
time… the peculiar play of lights, of illumination and darkening, of shifting 
aspects and foreshortenings” parallels Robbe-Grillet’s argument that:

 It is matter itself which is at the same time solid and 
unstable, at the same time present and dreamed of, 
foreign to man and yet perpetually in the process of being 
invented by man’s mind. Thus the entire interest of the 
pages of description - the place of man in these pages, 
that is - no longer lies in the thing described, but in the 
actual movement of the description.22

While Robbe-Grillet uses repetition to display an equivalent “play of 
forms unfolding in time,” so that he may subsequently display the reality 
of these forms Ingarden argues that a single architectural work of art may 
in fact be evidenced within the repeated experience of multiple edifices:

Purely technical circumstances do not permit us to 
build exactly similar buildings; there are always small 
differences in the buildings, and they are sometimes also 
of significance for the aesthetic apprehension of the work 
of art. From a theoretical standpoint, what is important 
in these reflections is that the same work of art can be 

21  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. pp.306-307
22  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.146
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made accessible to intuition on the basis of different 
edifices.23

This is of particular relevance to the apprehension of substations as 
the single most dominant factor influencing the design of individual 
substation units is that of site while function and overriding aesthetic 
remain constant. This factor is influential in the presentation of 
reality where substations appear as repeating similar units while also 
appearing as structures unique to contextual site conditions. Both 
Robbe-Grillet and Ingarden provide parallel arguments around the idea 
of repetition, yet from alternative points of view. Each claims that it is a 
multiplicity of views that can eventually provide a real image of totality. 
Ingarden’s argument defines each individual structure as providing an 
acute experience that contributes to an overall perceived image of the 
real work while Robbe-Grillet provides a multitude of repeating images 
to be perceived as a single image reflecting reality.  Both arguments 
support the idea that the multitude of repeated substation experiences 
witnessed by a viewer provides a final image that, like Robbe-Grillet’s 
modern experience, is one that has become modified by the ‘external life’ 
of the architectural work. This thesis argues that substations, although 
individually unique with regard to “aesthetic apprehension,” can be 
perceived as a single architectural work of art. This work is composed of 
a system of individual substations whose transforming identities reflect 
the work as a whole.

Within the context of Ingarden’s examination of the architectural work 
of art and the way in which it is perceived, it can therefore be said in 
summary of substations can be viewed as a single work of architecture. 
Substations “can be made accessible to intuition” and perceived on the 
basis of “continued existence to certain acts of consciousness” such that 
they can be considered as an architectural work of art  – “as something 
that somehow extends beyond the building’s reality”. Their meaning “can 
appear to be incomprehensible” – just as those elements within Robbe-
Grillet’s New Novel. On the other hand, just like the New Novel. Substations 
command the creative input of their viewer by incorporating elements 
from the architectural vernacular of surrounding urban environment 
thus allowing viewers to provide their own unique, applied meaning. 
Substations, once made the subject of multiple interpretations of identity 
through the multiple realities which they present, thus fulfil Ingarden’s 
prerequisites of ‘reality’, ‘intention’, ‘availability to consciousness’, 
‘availability to aesthetic apprehension’, and ‘meaning’ to be perceived as 
an architectural work of art.

Ingarden goes on to comment that both the architectural work of art 
and the literary work of art require a clear connection to the real world 
so that each may act as a framework for their experience; the works 
23  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.274
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are therefore open works. Ingarden subsequently argues that it is the 
aesthetic apprehension of both the architectural and literary works of 
art that emphasises their isolation from the real world:

The architectural work of art is, because of its nature, 
necessarily conceived of as something that is supposed to 
be brought to appearance within the framework of the 
real world, and that is therefore supposed to constitute, 
as it were, an integral part of this world, although it is 
not real in itself and only has its ontic foundation in a real 
thing. To be sure, the architectural work forms a whole 
in itself, but this whole is not so enclosed in itself and 
isolated from the real world… 

The literary work of art, too, although it is a whole in 
itself, nevertheless evidences a certain linkage with the 
real world through the presented world, which stands 
in a more or less loose relationship to the real world. 
Only aesthetic apprehension, leading to the constitution 
of the architectural aesthetic object, and thereby to the 
concretization of the architectural work of art, gives rise 
to a stronger emphasis of the isolation of the latter from 
the real world.24

Substations maintain a clear relationship within the “framework of the 
real world” through their masks of individual architectural elements 
such as windows, doors, and pediments – each visually reflecting their 
real surrounding context – while simultaneously acting in a role that 
functions to service this real world. Robbe-Grillet maintains this same 
link within the New Novel through the use of an objective form of writing 
to describe various real objects that are analogous to those external to 
the novel itself. Robbe-Grillet scholar Ben Stoltzfus comments on the 
“open work” structure found within the New Novel:

The “open” work structures a new dialectic between 
art and its interpreter… which subverts ordinary 
communicative codes, offers the reader, instead of a 
conventional story line, a description of the adventures of 
meaning in the text. These adventures of meaning, when 
they focus on an analysis of polysemy, play, generative 
writing, and generative numbers, which in the ‘new’ New 
Novel… invite the reader not only to re-create the text but 
also to complete the creative process. The work of art is, 

24  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.297
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by definition, incomplete until the mediating role of the 
[viewer] provides the necessary missing link.25

Within Ingarden’s definition of the ‘work of art’ it is a parallel open structure 
that allows the work of art to maintain a dialogue with readers or viewers 
by requiring that they provide creative input to “complete the creative 
process.” In Stoltzfus’s argument, the “open” work in fact invites this input 
by providing “adventures of meaning” which play a generative role. When 
applied to the case of substations, it is the lack of program, function, 
and clear identity that provides this “adventure” thus inviting viewer 
participation and leaving substations as an open work. The relationship 
that substations maintain with the surrounding urban context through 
the use of masks, vernacular architectural style, relationship with their 
encompassing system, placement within the urban grid and composition 
as a labyrinth, simultaneously offers multiple layers to the “adventures 
of meaning” as well as multiple simultaneous indicators of the “missing 
link” required from the viewer for the completion of the work of art.

This thesis argues that substations as a ‘work of art’ evidence parallels to 
the architectural work of art that are also prominent in the literary work 
of art. The difference is the means required for the perception of the 
literary work; Ingarden saw the literary work of art as requiring a new 
mode of specific conscious observation when compared to alternative 
art forms:

[In the literary work of art] A new mode of attending and 
a specific act of intending are required, the latter leading 
us beyond the realm of the real world… The component 
elements of a literary work of art, are neither something 
real in themselves, nor do they belong to the real world 
as realities. As soon as we have performed those specific 
acts of intending which permit us to apprehend those 
components, then we must go beyond them and perform 
specific sense-conferring acts or acts of intending in 
order to gain access to further strata of the literary work 
of art. And in performing these latter acts we go beyond 
the realm of all real objectivities, no matter how much 
we have reference to some or the other realities in doing 
so.26

Ingarden here suggests that the reader or viewer must be open to a form 
of apprehension beyond the perception of reality alone thus allowing 
the work to be perceived “beyond the realm of all real objectivities.” This 
thesis argues that similar new means are required for substations to be 
perceived as works of art and so that they may be perceived as evidentiary 

25  Stoltzfus, Ben. Alain Robbe-Grillet: The Body of the Text. p.126
26  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.300
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of Robbe-Grillet’s definition of the actual experience of modern life: 
that which displays the ambiguity of reality. Substations, through their 
designed intention to remain anonymous, in fact negate the requirement 
for conscious intension on behalf of the viewer by providing an identity 
that may be perceived within the realm of the subliminal thus allowing a 
perception of substations beyond reality. Ingarden argues:

We must […] form the linguistic apparatus with whose 
help the presented world of a given literary work of art is, 
as it were, projected; and on the other hand, it is by using 
this apparatus that we must project that very world 
in order to have it ‘in concreto’ [in a concrete sense]… 
When writing his works, the novelist is free to a much 
higher degree than even the most independent architect. 
A whole realm of possibilities that are simply out of the 
question for the architect stands open to the writer’s 
fantasy. 27

If substations were to be fully recognised to be as real as their 
neighbouring buildings, then the ambiguous nature of their existence as 
a complete work would not be witnessed and they would fail to exist as 
a work of art, remaining just ‘buildings.’ Conversely, through repeated 
subliminal experience of the greater network of substations located in an 
array throughout the contemporary urban environment, their identity is 
constructed in a manner that goes “beyond the realm of all real objectivities, 
no matter how much we have reference to some or the other realities in 
doing so.” The ultimate identity and meaning of substations thus forms 
as a composite image made up of the numerous distorted fragments 
of memory and imagination whose final conscious appearance more 
closely resembles that of dynamic identity rather than that of a single 
static image. The primary vehicles, just as within Robbe-Grillet’s New 
Novel are those of intention, meaning and reality each displayed through 
a repetition of multiple simultaneous readings; repetition that is capable 
of being readily perceived at either a conscious or subliminal level, thus 
locking certain motifs or symbolic elements within the reader’s memory. 
All that is then required of the reader is the participation in conscious 
“sense-conferring acts… And in performing these latter acts we go beyond 
the realm of all real objectivities.” Bruce Morrissette writes:

An elaborate use of alternatives reinforces, at the level 
of the story as well as of the background (identical 
corners, reflected images, multiple lampposts…), the 
broad theme of the labyrinth of multiple possibilities, 
ambiguities, contradictions. Nothing remains stable: 
each object, through its form or function, relates to 
another. Each detail fits into the pattern of similarities, 

27  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. pp.300-301
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relationships, associations. As one result, many passages 
are characterized by a use of serial phrases almost to the 
point of idiosyncrasy.28

The urban environment itself forms a labyrinthine, Robbe-Grillet-like 
setting that contains a repetition of scenes each containing a substation, 
all along a narrative path and presented in a way that leaves them as 
anonymous characters, rather than as static structures within an urban 
context. The key to this parallel is the substation unit as a motif of a 
complete architectural work of art, presented along a fragmented and 
distorted timeline set within their urban setting in conjunction with 
the repetition of discreet motifs such as windows, ubiquitous colour, 
decorative pediments, dates presented as false addresses and familiar 
materials, all used within the design of individual substations. It is the 
unique nature of the substation typology – one that is designed to be 
unseen or at least not consciously visible – that allows substations, as an 
architectural work of art to operate as architecture that has the potential 
to be read in this very way. It is the unique labyrinth-like nature of the 
urban environment – as both an ordering system as well as a maze – 
that creates a framework from within which we may perceive these 
substations as Robbe-Grillet-like objects; the modern urban lifestyle 
emulates the spiralling and fragmented chronology of the New Novel. 

28  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.177
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Substations
~

Within the Realm of the Work of Art

It seems to spring from a minute and unimportant detail, 
which is more like a geometrical point than anything else 
– a starting point – from which it invents lines, planes, 
and a whole architecture, and our impression that these 
are being invented in the course of the description is 
reinforced by the fact that it suddenly contradicts itself, 
repeats itself, thinks better of it, branches off in a different 
direction, etc. The reader is beginning to get a glimpse 
of something, though, and thinks that this something is 
going to be made clearer. But the lines of the drawing 
go on accumulating, and it becomes overloaded; they 
contradict each other, and change places until the very 
construction of the image renders it more and more 
uncertain… and when the description is complete, you 
discover that it hasn’t left anything behind it: in the end, 
it has become a two-fold movement of getting created 
and getting stuck.

~ Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Towards a New Novel

The overall objectives of this thesis have been firstly, to evidence the 
substation experience as a contemporary example of the new “modern 
reality” posited by Alain Robbe-Grillet in the New Novel, and secondly, to 
evidence that this parallel draws the urban substation experience into 
the realm of a Work of Art.

This chapter illustrates links between these two objectives by discussing 
substations as works of architecture that operate in a manner which 
simultaneously parallels the role of both object and character as 
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literary devices used by Robbe-Grillet within the New Novel. As objects 
Wellington’s urban substations reflect the contextual urban environment 
while as characters they act to highlight the complexities and ambiguities 
presented by multiple perceived realities within the modern experience 
of reality. Secondly, this chapter discusses the role of ‘meaning’ within 
the experience of substations as a further requirement for the ‘work of 
art’ as defined by Roman Ingarden. 

What remained of the world within Robbe-Grillet’s new reality, once 
stripped of the various levels of meaning found within traditional works 
of literature was a world of objects tied together by ambiguous plot lines 
and achronological narrative structures. 

Substations as Examples of the Robbe-Grillet’s Modern Reality

Through constant chance reintroduction into the lives of their viewers, 
urban substations present an experience whose structure parallels 
that of Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, an experience within which constant 
ambiguity and questioning signify the role of the observer. On one 
hand the constant reintroduction of substations appears as a kind of 
physical flashback of previous images while on the other hand a real 
mental flashback occurs as an imagined image within the memory of 
the observer. Bruce Morrissette explains the function and result of such 
flashbacks within the New Novel:

Robbe-Grillet uses the flashback not to rectify the 
discontinuity of the narration, but to reinforce the 
present, since the pseudo flashbacks rejoin the present at 
its own level, and with the same discontinuities, as the 
scenes of the fragmented narration which take place at 
the time in which we see them.1

The “narration” in this case is that of real modern life and whose 
fragmentation is twofold: The chance encounter of substations is 
one that fragments our narrative view by interrupting any potential 
rhythm or chronology. This fragmentation is then highlighted by real, 
mental “flashbacks” that occur as a result of these ongoing experiences. 
Unique within the experience of substations is an amplification of this 
fragmentary effect due to the multiplicity of simultaneous realities that 
each substation presents. This multiplication of images acts to further 
disrupt the experience of the present through the fusing of images from 
within the present moment with the past. Stoltzfus writes:

A fictional realism that relied on plot and flesh and blood 
characters has now been replaced by a fragmented 
discourse in which the plot refuses to resolve along 

1  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.198
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anticipated lines and in which characters with 
problematic identities proliferate… In Robbe-Grillet’s 
fiction, characters move throughout the text engaging 
in a maddening complexity of contradictory events that 
emphasise the story of telling rather than the telling of 
a story. This subversion of plot […] nullifies mimesis and 
foregrounds the text.2

Stoltzfus’ argument that it is a “fragmented discourse” that replaces 
traditional “characters” allows an opportunity for this thesis to now 
present substations not only as objects which take on a structural 
role within modern, narrative experience of the urban context but 
simultaneously as ‘characters.’ The chance, repetitive nature of the 
substation experience denies the opportunity for a linear “plot” to “resolve 
along anticipated lines.” As characters, their identities are most certainly 
“problematic” since they present multiple simultaneous identities while 
remaining intentionally masked to resemble the surrounding elements of 
their contextual environment. The relationship that evolves between the 
modern observer and these substation characters provides an experience 
that is driven by the questions raised as a result of their “complexity of 
contradiction.” In parallel with Robbe-Grillet’s argument that “everyone 
sees his own version of reality in the world” 3 – Bruce Morrissette argues 
that the experience of what is in essence reality, is able to provoke 
a broad range of narrative interpretations across the experiences of 
various individuals:

The great paradox is that a supposedly realistic work (at 
least so far as its psychology goes) can have provoked 
among its critics such an abundance of differing 
interpretations, or of interpretative patterns, whose 
irrealism is manifest, and whose effect is to destroy any 
realism.4

Morrissette’s argument when applied to the experience of substations 
evidences the multiplicity of realities that they present as parallels to 
the interpretation of the New Novel. His claim that a broad range of 
interpretations act to “destroy any realism” within the experience of the 
work brings the experience of substations in line with Philosopher Roman 
Ingarden’s examination of the experience of architecture as works of art 
whereby it is the extension of a work beyond reality that enables it to be 
viewed as a work of art. Ingarden argues:

As soon as we discover that a building is a work of art… 
we notice that the building then comes into consideration 

2  Stoltzfus, Ben. “Introduction”. In Robbe-Grillet, Alain., Magritte, Rene. La Belle 
Captive. p.4
3  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Snapshots & Towards a New Novel. p.156
4  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.194
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for us not as merely a real object but instead as something 
that somehow extends beyond the building’s reality.5

Through the unique presentation of multiple simultaneous realities 
and “abundance of differing interpretations” of these multiple realities 
substations present an experience which parallels that of the New Novel 
while acting to “extend beyond [each] building’s reality” and presenting 
themselves as a work of art. Substation-characters act as the only real 
constant yet characters whose reality is challenged by the variables put 
in place by the complexity and contradiction of narrative interpretation. 
Ben Stoltzfus in his examination of Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel works 
argues that such destruction of reality is the very point of the reflexive 
work; the co-existence of reality and imagination acts to define the 
artistic value within the work:

Robbe-Grillet’s primary intention is to devalue the real in 
favour of imaginary constructions… The point of reflexive 
works is… that reality and the imagination are mutually 
enriching and mutually sustaining categories. Robbe-
Grillet’s art encourages a new artistic consciousness 
that allows for the commingling of the visible and the 
invisible, or, if you will, the art renders the invisible 
visible… If pictures activate the novel’s diagesis, certain 
narrative passages provide answers to the mysteries 
[left] unsolved.6

The Role of Meaning within Substations as a Work of Art

Robbe-Grillet’s most outspoken and conclusive critic was French author 
and philosopher Roland Barthes. Barthes argued of Robbe-Grillet’s New 
Novel that:

Among Robbe-Grillet’s collections of objects, those that 
are obsessive, or at least repeated often enough to imply 
a meaning […], reintroduced with variations throughout 
a given novel, all imply an act […] and, beyond this 
act, an interiority. [These objects are not symbols but 
supports or objective correlatives] for sensations, 
emotions, memories. In this manner, the objet becomes a 
contrapuntal element of the work, becoming part of the 
story to the same extent as a given turn of events.7

5  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. p.256
6  Stoltzfus, Ben. “Introduction”. In Robbe-Grillet, Alain., Magritte, Rene. La Belle 
Captive. p.7
7  Barthes, Roland. Foreword. In Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. 
p.14
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These “acts” are not those of Robbe-Grillet’s characters, for these too, 
just like his novelistic plots, are ambiguous, their identities anonymous 
and their role simply structural; these “acts” are implied events, defined 
by ambiguity, to be carried out by the reader. Barthes continues:

In the final analysis, it is this ambiguity which counts, 
which concerns us, which bears the historic meaning 
of a work that appears to reject in peremptory fashion 
all subject, or story. What is this meaning? It is the very 
opposite of meaning; it is a question. What do things 
mean, what does the universe mean? …this very suspense 
has made it literature.8

Within the experience of both urban substations and Robbe-Grillet’s 
New Novel, the role of the reader is that of participant rather than simply 
that of viewer. The absence of implied meaning, as Barthes explains, is a 
question to which the reader is invited to respond with an answer that 
is meaningful to them within their own real life. As Robbe-Grillet scholar 
Bruce Morrissette explains:

Gratuitous objects and the play of objective chance 
illuminate the enigmatic connections which bind 
everyday life to art.9

The arguments of both Barthes and Morrissette reveal in parallel that 
it is Robbe-Grillet’s “collections of objects,” displayed through repeating 
yet apparently “chance” relationships that present the reader with this 
invitational questioning. Objects take on a new role within the New 
Novel; they take on a life of their own, displaying an identity that often 
appears to transform over time; they are no longer simply ephemera, 
which exist at the periphery of the work. As Barthes explains, these 
objects are “repeated often enough to imply a meaning […], reintroduced 
with variations throughout a given novel.” Thus within Robbe-Grillet’s 
New Novel, these objects present an open door to the heart of the work. 
Robbe-Grillet scholar Ben Stoltzfus argues:

As an ‘open text’ as well as a Nouveau Roman: achronology, 
contradiction, and proliferation of narrative voices create 
“indeterminacy”, “discontinuity”, and “dissemination.” An 
“open work” is ultramodern because all the openings 
in the text have been placed there deliberately. The 
reader inserts himself or herself within the gaps of the 
story and the discontinuities among text and [images], 
thereby producing meaning by organising the disorder. 
The production of meaning necessarily involves the text 

8  Barthes, Roland. Foreword. In Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. 
p.15
9  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.25



96

In the Labyrinth

and the audience… The image and the word […] need the 
collusion of the subject outside the text if meaning is to be 
produced inside it.10

Stoltzfus highlights an important issue regarding the construction of 
meaning by the reader within the framework of the novel, that is, the 
requirement of a trilateral relationship between not only reader and text 
but also image, “the collusion of the subject outside the text.” By presenting 
an identity that is masked by multiple realities, substations present a 
specific ‘opening’ or ‘gap’ with regards their function. The viewer “inserts 
himself or herself” in an attempt to fill this gap and answer the question 
of function and identity while the substations themselves, instigates “the 
collusion of the subject outside the text” by reflecting their contextual 
environment. A foundation for “the production of meaning” is therefore 
established through primarily through the intrinsic relationship between 
substation and environment and secondly through the introduction of 
viewer as an active contributor.

In the case of urban substations, the observer retains the role of observer 
while the substations themselves take on the role of “gratuitous objects” 
acting at both an external and internal level, within the real physical 
world of the observer as well as their equally real psychological world. 
The substations of the physical external world can be viewed just as 
the objects described within a Robbe-Grillet novel: the substations of 
multiple simultaneous realities, each subjectively interpreted by the 
viewer. The ‘text’ becomes a work that is crafted by the urban observer 
with the various secondary elements within the New Novel, such as plot 
and theme, projected upon the substations from within the observer’s 
internal reality. The evolution of setting found within Robbe-Grillet’s 
works is provided naturally through the idiosyncrasies of the urban 
context. Stoltzfus writes: 

The juxtaposition of pictures and text generates a new 
discourse – a presence within an absence – through 
which the audience derives meaning and strives for 
pleasure. This sensorial pleasure […] transcends any 
simplistic synthesis of two art forms. It is a transcendence 
[…] a perpetual movement, a passing beyond that is 
capable of unifying separate discourses (image and text) 
by incorporating them into a new discursive genre: the 
‘pictonovel.’11

In the case of Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel it is the act of reading that 
enables such “transcendence” and in the case of urban substations, the 
10  Stoltzfus, Ben. “Introduction”. In Robbe-Grillet, Alain., Magritte, Rene. La Belle 
Captive. p.3
11  Stoltzfus, Ben. Introduction. In Robbe-Grillet, Alain., Magritte, Rene. La Belle 
Captive. p.3



97

act of living alongside them. The artwork itself is the synthesis of both 
presentation and perception within a single “discursive” work, the work 
completed through the “perpetual movement” of the reader or observer 
as character in a real living narrative.
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Conclusion
~

The primary goals of this thesis were firstly, to evidence how the 
experience of Wellington’s urban substations parallels the new reality 
posited by Alain Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel, and secondly, to propose that 
this parallel draws the substation experience into the realm of the ‘work 
of art’. This is achieved by unveiling Roman Ingarden’s requirements for 
the “mutually enriching and mutually sustaining” relationships between 
“reality and the imagination,” and “the visible and the invisible,” within the 
experience of urban substations. 

This thesis concludes with a combination of photomontages depicting 
a sample experiential ‘walk’ past a number of Wellington’s urban 
substations. This ‘walk’ is set in parallel with direct quotes from Robbe-
Grillet’s two works, In the Labyrinth and Last Year at Marienbad, thereby 
translating this substation experience/walk into a photographic novel. 
This work presents an evidentiary diagesis of the multi-layered narrative 
discourse between substations and observer within the contemporary 
urban reality. This synthesis of the real substations experience, through 
the integration of substation photography and the writings of Robbe-
Grillet, conveys the strong parallels that exist between the modern 
urban reality of the substations and the modern urban reality presented 
by the New Novel works of Alain Robbe-Grillet. Both examples of the 
modern urban reality align with Ben Stoltzfus’s requirements for such 
experiences to be ‘open works’, requiring intimate collaboration and 
complicity with the reader or viewer:

Robbe-Grillet enriches the image by illuminating the 
invisible thing hidden in the darkness... Open-ended 
works require the collaboration of the reader or viewer. 
The task of the audience is particularly complex because 
reflexive art presents itself as an artificial arrangement 
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of falsehoods that are to be recognised as false. However, 
this endeavour generates the paradoxical truth that this 
seemingly ‘false’ art represents the ‘true’ underlying 
reality of the world.1

As we daily walk past Wellington’s urban substations, experiencing them 
on subliminal levels, gradually querying them, or allowing them to attain 
different readings through different interpretations, on different days, 
we perceive them through different levels of consciousness, and begin 
to become aware that both their identity and function were explicitly 
designed. Substations in this context enter the realm of the work of art. 

The concluding photographic essay, entitled The Walk, basis itself upon 
the same critical caveat as used by Robbe-Grillet at the commencement 
of In the Labyrinth:

This narrative is not a true account, but fiction. It 
describes a reality not necessarily the same as the one the 
reader has experienced… Yet the reality in question is a 
strictly material one; that is, it is subject to no allegorical 
interpretation. The reader is therefore requested to see 
in it only the objects, actions, words and events which are 
described, without attempting to give either more or less 
meaning than in his own life, or his own death.2

Bruce Morrissette further elucidates this imperative:

The theme of imaginative creation, linked with the 
idea of a suggestible person on whom the creation is 
imposed, authorizes an interpretation based on implicit 
psychology; the external trappings of a pseudo plot 
[…] are present only to provide the realistic ‘supports’ 
necessary for the exteriorization of emotions, mental 
images, false memories, and the like… This collaborative 
effort [between author and spectator] which has never 
been wholly absent in art, becomes more essential, more 
critical […] in the sense of participating in the ‘aesthetic 
functioning of the novel.3

Robbe-Grillet depicts objects whose apparent lack of meaning creates 
layers of ambiguity which evidence this same lack of meaning as a 
meaning within itself. This thesis has now illustrated the multiple layers 
of meaning apparent within Wellington’s urban substations as parallel 
objects of contemporary urban architecture whose apparent lack of 
1  Stoltzfus, Ben. Introduction. In Robbe-Grillet, Alain., Magritte, Rene. La Belle 
Captive. p.8
2  Robbe-Grillet, Alain. Two Novels by Robbe-Grillet: Jealousy & In the Labyrinth. 
p.140
3  Morrissette, Bruce. The Novels of Robbe-Grillet. p.211
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meaning and clear identity can be interpreted through the presentation 
of multiple simultaneous realities to establish a unique meaning within 
the modern view of reality.

There is, though, also that ‘exterior’ life of the architectural 
work that begins to unfold when the viewer lives together 
with the work. It consists in the viewer’s assimilation 
of ever new phases of the work’s outward form under 
different conditions of the contemplation of the work from 
the outside, namely those phases that the work acquires 
not only in itself, but also in its living association with 
its surroundings, which, although apparently constant, 
in fact changes in its full concreteness… In each instance 
it is an ever new countenance of the same “objectively” 
unchanged work and a new manner of reacting to the 
changes of its surroundings. 4

The work is thus not only a created work; it is a work that creates as 
it comes into existence through the collaborative experience of the 
spectator. This is the parallel experience presented both by substations 
and by Alain Robbe-Grillet’s New Novel.

4  Ingarden, Roman. The Ontology of the Work of Art. pp.307-308
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{1}

00055:14:A1351
1923
Newtown Sub Station
Riddiford St
Newtown

Owner: Wellington City Council. Builder: 
Higgins & Angus. 
Legal description: Part Town Acre 959 and 
963. 
Application value: £4,489.
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{2}

00055:32:A3063 
1924

Newtown Substation
Riddiford St

Newtown

Owner: Wellington City Council. Builder: J 
H Meyers
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{3}

Adelaide Rd Substation
Adelaide Rd
Newtown
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{4}

00055:48:A4499 
1925

Thorndon Substation
Thorndon Quay

Thorndon

Legal description: Part Lot 63 DP 2055. 
Owner: Wellington City Council. Builder: 

Templeton & Keeble. Note: Plans only, 
for specifications refer to Wellington City 

Council Contract 1223 (Series 00205).
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{5}

00055:32:A3064
1924 
Haining St Substation {converted}
10 Haining St
Mt Cook

Owner: Wellington City Council. Builder: J H 
Meyers
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{6}

00056:139:B12562 
1933

Lower Tory St Substation
Tory St

Wellington CBD

Owner: Wellington City Council Electricity 
Department. 

Builder: Wellington City Council. Legal 
description: Lot 1 DP 6720. 

Application value: £200.
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{7}

00056:60:B5729 
1928

Roseneath Substation
The Crescent

Roseneath

Owner: Wellington City Council [WCC] 
Tramways and Electricity Departments. . 
Builder: Wellington City Council [WCC] 

Tramways and Electricity Departments.
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{8}

Tennyson St Subststion
Tennyson St

Wellington CBD



112

{09}

00056:102:B9390
1930
Ghuznee St Substation
Ghuznee St
Te Aro

Owner: Wellington City Council [WCC]. 
Builder: Driscoll. Legal description: Lot 2 
Town Acre 158 [Lot 2 DP 8437]. Application 
value: £690.
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{10}

Victoria St Substation
Victoria St

Te Aro
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{11}

00056:97:B9058
1930
Flagstaff Hill Substation
Flagstaff Hill
Te Aro

Owner: Wellington City Council [WCC]. 
Builder: Wellington City Council [WCC] 
Electricity Department.
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{12}

00056:127:B11540
1932

Salamanca Rd Substation
Salamanca Rd

Kelburn

Owner: Wellington City Council [WCC] 
Electricity Department. Builder: Wellington 

City Council [WCC].



116

{13}

00056:122:B11064
1931
St John St Substation
Aro St
Aro Valley

Owner: Wellington City Council Electricity 
Dept. Builder: Wellington City Council 
Electricity Dept. Contains city engineers 
drawing 7682
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{14}

Aro Valley Substation
Aro Park

Aro Valley
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{15}

00056:54:B5248
1928
Helen St Substation
Helen St
Brooklyn

Legal description: Pt Lot 137 Block 2 (DP 
1004). 
Owner: Wellington City Council (WCC). 
Builder: Owner. Application 
value: £400. Floor area: 317f
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{16}

Brooklyn Substation
Ohiro Rd
Brooklyn
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{17}

00058:1021:C44560
1976
Iona Substation
Abel Smith St
Te Aro

Legal description: Pt Sec 113 Town Of 
Wellington . 
Owner: Iona Apartments. 
Builder: Williams Construction Co Ltd. 
Application value $1750
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{18}

00056:117:B10624
1931

Hankey St Substation
Cnr. Hankey & Wallace St

Mt Cook

Owner: Wellington City Council [WCC]. 
Builder: Wellington City Council [WCC] 

Electricity Department.
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{19}

Hawker St Substation {Converted}
Hawker St
Mt Victoria
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{20}

1929
Mt Victoria Substation

Moeller St
Mt Victoria
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{21}

00055:43:A4030
1925
Sydney St Substation
Kate Sheppard Place
Thorndon

Legal description: Part Lot 63 DP 2055. 
Owner: Wellington City Council. 
Builder: Templeton & Keeble. 
Note: Plans only, for specifications refer 
to Wellington City Council Contract 1223 
(Series 00205).
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{22}

00056:31:B2996
1927

Pickering St Substation
Pickering St

Ngaio

Owner: Electric Light Dept. 
Builder: Owner
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{23}

Thorndon Substation [2]
Thorndon Quay
Thorndon
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{24}

00056:202:B17598
1938

Boundary Rd Substation
Boundary Rd

Kelburn

Owner: Wellington City Council [WCC] 
Electricity Department. 

Builder: Wellington City Council [WCC].
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{25}

Thorndon Substation [3]
Thorndon Quay
Thorndon
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{26}

00056:125:B11329
1931

Grove Rd Substation
Cnr. Upland & Grove Rd

Kelburn

Owner: Wellington City Council [WCC]. 
Builder: Wellington City Council [WCC].
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Research Data



Dragon Street

212 Main Road, substation

Mascot Street

9 Tawa Street

Corner Featherston Street and 
Grey Street [177-181 Featherston 
Street], premises

Jervois Quay, construction of 
substation

180 Riddiford Street, erect 
substation

74 Adelaide Road, substation

21 Tory Street, erect substation

Riddiford Street, erect substation

10 Haining Street, substation

Featherston Street, erect substation

The Terrace, erect substation

Ludlam Street, erect substation

Wha Street, erect substation

Henry Street, erect substation

Sydney Street [19 Kate Sheppard 
Place], substation

284 Thorndon Quay, substation

Pickering Street, erect substation

Subway Street, Ngaio, erect 
substation

Avon Street, erect substation

Waterloo Quay, erect substation

Ira Street, erect substation

Moxham Avenue [Taurima Street], 
erect substation

off Moorhouse Street, construction 
of substation

12A Helen Street, substation

Mansfield Street, construction of 
substation

Hataitai, construction of substation

Cornwall Street [138 Waterloo 
Quay], substation

The Crescent, substation and 
waiting shed

The Esplanade, substation

Flagstaff Hill, construction of 
substation

Murphy Street, erect substation

27 Arthur Street, construction of 
substation

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

1906

1923

1924

1925

1927

1928

1930

~

24 April

26 June

27 June

27 June

27 June

20 Feb

08 Jan

18 May

13 Aug

04 Mar

06 May

Substation Timeline 
{1900 - 2006}



17 Ghuznee Street, construction of 
substation

7 Nelson Street, construction of 
substation

Raroa Road, substation

Chews Lane, additions to 
substation

Hankey and Wallace, construction 
of substation

Seatoun Road [56 Rongotai Road], 
substation

Moxham Avenue [Taurima Street], 
construction of substation

St John Street, erect substation

Corner Upland Road and Grove 
Road, additions to substation

Moa Point, erect substation

Salamanca Road, substation

Lower Tory Street [21 Tory Street], 
extensions to substation

Homewood Cres, construction of 
substation

Onslow Road, construction of 
substation

Ohiro Bay Road, construction of 
substation

Herald Street, erect substation

Esplanade, extend substation

Corner of Rangiora Ave Hutt, erect 
substation euclosure

Kedah Street, erect substation

Humber Street, erect substation 
and agarage

Mrimar Avenue, erect sunstation

Burrows Avenue, erect substation

Kano Street, erect substation

Boundary Road, construction of 
substation

Corner Wade Street and Cecil 
Road, substation

Havelock Road, construction of 
substation

Camperdown Street, construction 
of substation

Cumberland Place, additions to 
substation

Chaytor Street, additions to 
substation

Duncan Terrace, construction of 
substation

Jubilee and Nicholson Road, erect 
substation

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

1931

1932

1933

1934

1935

1936

1937

1938

1939

07 May

28 Jan

20 Jul

21 Mar

02 Sep

10 Mar

10 May

18 Mar



Gorge Road, and Pickering Street, 
erect additions to substation

51-57 Adams Terrace, substation

70 Ellice Street, substation

Seatoun Road, additions to 
substation

Brooklyn Road, erect substation

Gloucester Street, erect substation

Miramar (Crawford Block), erect 
substation

Lorne Street, substation

Waterloo Quay, substation, 
addition and alterations

Nelson Street, substation

Waru Street, substation

Bombay Street, substation

Jeypore Street, substation

Marewa Road, substation

Crawford Green, substation

Tiber Street, substation

Lawrence Street, substation

Nottingham Street, construction of 
substation

Allington Road, substation

Awa Road, substation

Milne Terrace, substation

Weka Street, substation

Volga Street, substation

Mandalay Terrace, substation

Corner View Road and Houghton 
Bay, substation

Whitmore Street, substation

Hungerford Road, substation

Milne Terrace, substation

Lannell Street, substation

Kelburn Avenue [Cable Car Lane, 
280 Lambton Quay], substation

Aotea Quay, substation

Chamberlain Street, substation

Henry Street, alter substation

Cheshvre Street,substation

314 Karori Road, Tramway 
Service Depot and eight flats

Rintoul Street, substation

11 Avon Street, substation

x

x

1941

1942

1944

1945

1947

1948

1949

1950

1951

02 May

27 Sep



Hamilton Road, substation

Wakefield Street and Chaffers 
Street, substation

Wakefield Street, substation

Waiapu Street, substation

Shortland Street [Shortland Road 
Reserve], substation

Glenmore Street, substation

Hatton Street, substation

139 Thorndon Quay, substation

Collingwood Street, substation

Happy Valley Road, substation

Churchill Drive, substation

Henry Street, substation

Riblle Street, substation

Wha Street, substation

Chews Lane, alteration to 
substation

Mamari Road, substation

Hanson Street, substation

4 Homewood Crescent, substation

29 Apu Crescent, substation

Donald Street, substation 
alterations

Hector Street, substation

Epuni Street, substation

Athens Street, substation

Regal Gardens, substation

Taurimu Street, substation

The Terrace, substation

Marion Street, substation

Wha Street, substation

Seatoun Road [56 Rongotai Road], 
substation

Buckley Road, substation

56 Rongotai Road, convert 
substation to ladies convenience

Breaker Bay Road, substation

Ludlam Street, substation

Salamanca Road, substation

Garfield Street, substation

Shelly Bay, substation

Tirangi Road, substation

The Esplanade, substation

x

x

x

x

x

1952

1953

1954

1955

1956

1957

1958

1959

03 Jan

29 Jan

07 May

15 Aug

06 Feb



Tauhinu Road, substation

Forres Street, substation

Gipps Street, substation

Awa Road, substation

Maida Vale Road, substation

Rongotai Road, substation

Friend Street, substation

Mairangi Road, substation

Makerewa Street, electrical 
substation on road reserve

50a Kingsford Smith Street, 
electrical substation

Bolt Street, electrical substation

38 Kano Street, substation

Herald Street, substation on road 
reserve

Jeypore Street, substation on road 
reserve

Moa Point, substation

64 Oban Street, substation

Warn Street, substation on road 
reserve

Clarke Street, substation on road 
reserve

Bombay Street, substation on road 
reserve

Cockayne Road, substation on 
road reserve

Upoko Road, substation on road 
reserve

Mowbray Street, substation on 
road reserve

Aotea Quay, substation

Houghton Bay, substation on road 
reserve

Marewa Road, extension of 
substation

Volga Street, extension of 
substation

Croydon Street, substation on road 
reserve

Camperdown Road, substation

Kio Road, substation on road 
reserve

Quebec Street, substation

Grant Road, substation

Dixon Street, substation

Cashmere Avenue, substation

2a, b Duthie Street, substation

x

1960

1961

1962
17 June



Tiro Street, substation on road 
reserve

Puketiro Avenue, substation

Doris Gordon Crescent, substation 
on road reserve

11 Rimu Street, electrical 
substation

San Sebastian Road, electrical 
substation on road reserve

Cornford Street, electrical 
substation on road reserve

Drake Street, substation on road 
reserve

Tanera Crescent, eletrical 
substation on road reserve

Trelissick Crescent, electrical 
substation on road reserve

The Parade, electrical substation

Fox Street, electrical substation on 
road reserve

Standen Street, electrical 
substation on road reserve

13a Naughton Terrace, electrical 
substation

Fortification Road, electrical 
substation on road reserve

559 Broadway, electrical 
substation

Elphinstone Avenue, electrical 
substation

Breaker Bay Road, electrical 
substation on road reserve

Adelaide Road, electrical 
substation on road reserve

Halifax Street, electrical substation 
on road reserve

Kowhai Road, electrical substation

Southampton Road, substation on 
road reserve

Station Road, substation on 
railway reserve

Homebush Road, Substation

Military Road, Outbuilding, 
substation, road reserve

Awa Road, outbuilding, substation, 
road reserve

Springfield Terrace, outbuilding - 
substation

91 Freyberg Street, substation

Torwood Road, outbuilding, 
substation

Mercer Street, outbuilding - 
substation

x

1963

1964

1965

02 Sep



Sefton Street - outbuilding - 
substation

Tinakori Road - outbuilding - 
substation

Collingwood Street - outbuilding - 
substation

Hamilton Road - outbuilding - 
substation

Hutt Road, outbuilding - substation

Owen Street, outbuilding - 
substation

10 Colway Street, substation

Church Road, outbuilding - 
substation

3-5 Broderick Road, substation

Frandi Street, outbuilding - 
substation

Wadestown Road, outbuilding - 
substation

Harrison Street, reinstate 
Substation

180 Lambton Quay, additions and 
alterations - substation

Shelly Bay Road, electric 
substation

Dasent Street, outbuilding - 
substation

217-221 The Parade, substation

Palm Grove, substation

3-11 Stewart Drive, substation

140 Molesworth Street, alterations 
to substation

Ruahine Street, substation

Tasman Street, outbuilding - 
substation

89 Brougham Street, substation

19 Middleton Road, substation

28 Waikowhai Street, substation

Cobar Close - outbuilding - 
substation

Ira Street, outbuilding - substation

11 Mowbray Street, substation

Somes Crescent, H29317, 
substation.

128-130 Middleton Road, 
substation

HE16936 Malvern Road Road 
Res. Makara Applicant Tony W 
Lucas; H V ED & G Board; Erect 
Substation

Donald Street, outbuilding 
additions - substation

x

1966

1967

1968

1970

1971

1972

30 Apr



Moore Street, substation

Oriental Parade, outbuilding - 
substation

10-12 Everton Terrace, substation

2 Fraser Avenue, outbuilding - 
substation

464 Adelaide Road, substation

Sydney Street, substation

Next to 47 Horokiwi Road, 
outbuilding - substation

79a Jamaica Drive, Substation.

140 Abel Smith Street, substation

Jamaica Drive, electrical substation

3-11 Pickering Street, med 
substation

Tyers Road, substation

Dragon Street, substation

87 The Terrace, electrical 
substation

32-34 Dragon Street, substation

36 Kingsford Smith Street, 
substation

1 Frederick Street, substation

7 Tauhinu Road, electrical 
substation within existing building

38-48 Customhouse Quay, mEd 
substation

143-147 Featherston Street 
[2-18 Brandon Street, 42-44 
Customhouse Quay], substation

81 Fox Street, substation and 
retaining wall

19 Broderick Road, electrical 
substation

6-13 Southampton Road, erect 
substation & services

21a Cashew Street, substation

130-184 Rintoul Street, med 
substation building

114-118 Tirangi Road, substation 
and main showroom

Frankmore Avenue, substation

Nairn Street, Substation

86 Fairlie Terrace, new substation

Ngauranga Gorge Road, electrical 
services substation

20 Kent Terrace, business 
alteration - Municipal Electricity 
Department (MED) - substation

x

1973

1974

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1986

1987

18 Feb



161-163 Thorndon Quay, new 
substation

9 Glover Street, substation

46 Newlands Road [2 Newlands 
Road], new substation

Grass Street, new Municipal 
Electricity Department (MED) 
substation enclosure

5-7 Vivian Street, Municipal 
Electricity Department (MED) 
transformer substation

1-17 Jamaica Drive, D9089 
Substation

10 Surrey Street, G050457 
electricity sub-station, G050490 
additions and alterations, G050532 
partitioning, G050550 signage, 
G050555 partitioning

1-17 Jamaica Drive, substation

1-17 Jamaica Drive, additions and 
alterations to substation

Haumia Street, new building - 
electrical substation

99A Ngauranga Gorge Road, new 
electricity substation

99 Ngauranga Gorge Road, 
electrical substation

74 Abel Smith Street, substation

189 Queens Drive, new substation

10 Tyers Road, new electricity 
substation

21-23 Cashew Street, E26361 
additions, 5521 drainage 
alterations

Central Park substation, Brooklyn 
Road, seismic upgrade

Substation MacDonald Crescent, 
telecommunications

135 Hutt Road, substation

154 Featherston Street, new 11kV 
substation

200 Onslow Road, demolition of 
substation

Chartwell Drive, Wilton 
Substation, installation of 
stormwater drain and manholes

134 Burma Road, substation for 
Malvina Major Retirement Village

50 Customhouse Quay, new 
substation

94A Coutts Street, United Network 
substation building

20 Main Road, 63473 Substation - 
Chipmunks

395 Adelaide Road, electrical 
substation

x

x

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

1992/94

1994

1996

1997

1998

2000

2001

~

~



53 Hornsey Road [subdivision of], 
two new dwellings [51 and 51A 
Hornsey Road]

141 Park Road, film post-
production facility, stage 4

269 Wakefield Street, sub station

100a Waterloo Quay, five-storey 
office block, stage 1

32 Florence Street, sub station

284 Thorndon Quay, sub station

147 The Terrace, sub station

x

x

2003

2004

2005

2006

~

~

Document 
creation date

Structure Location
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Within the streets of Wellington city 
there is a particular shade of green which  
holds a certain ubiquity; it is not light nor 
dark but unusually middle in its tone. It 
is both warm and cool depending upon 
ambient lighting
but more often than not carries a warm 
hue in clear daylight.
It can be found applied to fences, roofs, 
fenestration, letter boxes and even entire 
buildings; the frequency of its application 
is such that there is rarely an instance 
where it appears out of place in its use and 
thus has an ability to garner anonimity in 
spite of the fact that it is not at all natural 
in tone.

From an elevated position this middle 
green remains clearly visible through 
its application to many galvanized steel 
roofs; houses, tin sheds and commercial 
buildings can all be noted to include its 
use.

As an acrylic paint, this green is sold by 
all major architectural paint distributers 
under the same name although it is not 
used for artistic purposes; its use in 
fact does not appear to extend beyond 
architectural application.

Locations noted as including the use 
of the stated shade of green:

Adelaide Rd
Major detail elements

Aro Square
Primary Structure

(obscured from graffiti)

Flagstaff Hill
Entire Structure and details

Hankey St
Entire structure and details less doors

Herald St
Entire Structure and details less doors

Kate Shepard Pl
Doors and fenestration

Pickering St
Doors and signage

Salamanca Rd
Entire Structure and details less doors 

and fenestration

Tasman St
Entire Structure and details

Thorndon Quay
Doors and signage

Thorndon Quay
Doors and major detail elements

Upland Rd
Entire structure less doors

Victoria University
(Opposite art gallery)

Doors and minor detail elements

Crown Green
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Crown Green or ‘Permanent’ green is 
what is known as a copper green or 
verdigris green due to the use of verdigris 
(an acetate of copper) in its manufacturing 
process. Crown green is similar in hue 
and tone to  other well known verdigris 
greens: Scheele’s Green, Paris Green and 
Emerald Green.
Verdigris greens are well regarded for 
their good covering power, brilliant 
colour and permanence in dry conditions; 
hence ‘Permanent’ green.

Because of the above stated qualities 
of verdidris greens along with a fairly 
cheap pigment cost, many of these 
paints are widely used for commercial 
applications.

In New Zealand two popular ‘permanent’ 
green alternatives are Karaka Green and 
Rangoon Green.

Williams, Henry Smith., A History 
of Science, pp.293-295, NetLibrary: 
Colorado, 1996

Crown Green
a.k.a. Permanent Green
C: 79 M: 48 Y: 79 K: 52

R: 37 G: 68 B: 47

Crown Green rangoon
green

karaka
green
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Novels

Un Regicide

Les Gommes / 
The Erasers

Le Voyeur /
The Voyeur

La Jalousie /
Jealousy

Dans de Labyrinthe /
In the Labyrinth

Instantanes
Snapshots
(A collection of short stories)

La Maison de Rendez-vous /
The House of Assignation

Projet pour une Revolution a 
New York /
Project for a Revolution in 
New York

La Belle Captive

Topologie d’une Cite Fantome /
Topology of a Phantom City

Traces Suspectes en Surfaces

Souvenires du Triangle d’Or

Djinn
Djinn

1949

1951
1964

1955
1958

1957
1959

1959
1960

1962
1968

1965
1966

1970

1972

1976

1976
1976

1978

1978

1981
1982

La Reprise
Repetition

Un Roman Sentimantal

Cine Novels

L’Annee Derniere a 
Marienbad /
Last Year at Marienbad

L’Immortal /
The Immortal One

Glissements Progressifs du 
Plaisir 

Critical Essays

Pour un Nouveau Roman
For a New Novel

2001

2007

1961

1962

1963
1971

1974

1963
1965

{Alain Robbe Grillet}

Robbe-Grillet

The Works of Alain Robbe-Grillet
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Film Works

L’Annee Derniere a 
Marienbad /
Last Year at Marienbad

L’Immortal /
The Immortal One

Trans Europ Express

L’Homme Qui Ment /
The Man Who Lies

L’Eden et Apres /
Eden and After

N A Pris Les Des /
N Took the Dice

Glissements Progressifs du 
Plaisir  / The Slow Slide into 
Pleasure

Le Jeu Avec le Feu /
Playing with Fire

Piege a Fourrure /
Fur Trap

La Belle Captive

1961

1963

1966

1968

1971

1971

1974

1975

1977

1983

{Alain Robbe Grillet}

Robbe-Grillet
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Carl Jung Roman Ingarden

Literature

Architecture
Fine Art

{Substations}

Alain Robbe-Grillet

Film

{             }Substations

Mithraeums

Casa Malaparte

~100AD~

1906~

1937   

Roland Barthes

Imagination

Unconscious
y

W

D

}

Jung discusses Mithraeums 
in relation to ‘unconscious’ 
experience

Janet Cardiff and Cy Twombly 
have both quoted Robbe-Grillet 
as a significant inspiration for 
their work

Various academics and Robbe-
Grillet himself have cited the 
immagination as being critical 
in the reading of ‘the new 
novel’

Psychology Philosophy

Subliminal

Archetypical
Figures

Architecture

{ {
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(Surrealism)

Alain Resnais Jean-Luc Godard

As soon as a modern architect is given a project,” says Alain Robbe-Grillet, 
“he draws a labyrinth: housing developments, luxurious cities in reinforced 
concrete, or even the familiar environment of the subway corridors . . . it is 
in fact these walls which enclose us and crush us: fear, anguish, sadism, etc
ROBBE-GRILLET’S LABYRINTHS: STRUCTURE AND MEANING 
Ben Stoltzfus

{

Jean-Luc Godard used the Casa 
Malaparte as the primary setting 
for his film Le Mepris

Robbe-Grillet collaborated 
with artists; Magritte, Johns 
and Rauschenberg

Robbe-Grillet collaborated with 
film maker Resnais on Last Year 
at Marianbad

{                        }Rene Magritte

Cy Twombly

Janet Cardiff
{                                          }Robert Rauschenberg

“in the gap between art and life”

Jasper Johns{

Curzio Malaparte

Substations: A Research Diagram

Jean-Luc Godard used 
Malaparte’s home as a set 
for his film Le Mepris

Literature

Architecture
Fine Art

Film
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In the Labyrinth

{                }Man with crutch
The boy

The woman
Man with umbrella

Street-lamp An open door

Bedroom

Bedroom

}

Package the size
of a shoebox

{                    }The Soldier

Exterior Interior
The Streets

Battlefield

{ House of the Woman

The deserted House

House of the Doctor{
The Cafe

The Barracks

It is snowing

It has been snowing

Painting of
cafe interior
Red and White 

chequered oilcloth{                      }
{                      }

y

W

D

A crowded bar

A dark empty bar
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Photo of  a Soldier

The soldier
The boy

The woman
The man with crutch

The man with umbrella

The waitress

The reader

The soldier is lying 
in bed{                }Man with crutch

The boy

The woman
Man with umbrella

A hallway with many doors 
leading to a staircase{

In The Labyrinth: Logic Diagram

House of the Woman

The deserted House

House of the Doctor{
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Female ‘A’ Male ‘X’

Terrace

Bar
Lounge

{Mansion}

Mansion

Hallways

{             }Black Ball Gown

Black Cocktale Dress

White Ball Gown

Unknown Locations

W

D

Jung discusses Mithraeums 
in relation to ‘unconscious’ 
experience

Janet Cardiff and Cy Twombly 
have both quoted Robbe-Grillet 
as a significant inspiration for 
their work

Various academics and Robbe-
Grillet himself have cited the 
immagination as being critical 
in the reading of ‘the new 
novel’

Present Memory

Archetypical
Figures

Performance
(false reality

{

A’s Bedroom

Immagination

Perceived Realityy
The Garden

{ {Theatre
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(Duel)

Husband{

Jean-Luc Godard used the Casa 
Malaparte as the primary setting 
for his film Le Mepris

Robbe-Grillet collaborated 
with artists; Magritte, Johns 
and Rauschenberg

Robbe-Grillet collaborated with 
film maker Resnais on Last Year 
at Marianbad

{                        }Shooting
Gallery

Last Card

Poker
{                       }Romance

Duel for A’s heart{

Last Year at Marienbad

Jean-Luc Godard used 
Malaparte’s home as a set 
for his film Le Mepris

“As if the floor were still sand and gravel, 
or stone slabs over which I advanced 
once again, through the corridors, salons, 
galleries… the structure of this mournful 
mansion from another age, this huge and 
luxurious mansion…
…Silent rooms, where footsteps are 
absorbed by carpets so heavy, so thick that 
one hears no step, as if the very ear of him 
who advances once again…
…Transverse corridors leading to deserted 
salons encrusted with the ornamentation of 
another age. Silent rooms where footsteps 
are absorbed by carpets so heavy, so thick 
that one hears no step, as if the ear…
…Stone slabs, over which I advance 
once again, through the corridors, salons, 
galleries… The structure of this mournful 
mansion from another age, this huge and 
luxurious mansion where corridors without 
end follow upon corridors, silent, deserted, 
encrusted with cold, heavy ornamentation; 
panelling, stucco, mouldings, marble, black 
mirrors, shadowy paintings, pillars…
…Sculptured portals, ranks of doors, 
galleries, transverse corridors leading 
to deserted salons, encrusted with 
ornamentation of another age. Silent rooms 
where footsteps are absorbed by carpets 
so heavy, so thick, that one hears no step, 
as if the very ear were far away; far away 
from this numb, barren décor, far from this 
elaborate frieze beneath the cornice, with 
its branches and garlands, like dead leaves, 
as if the floor were still sand and gravel, 
or stone slabs over which I advance once 
again, as though to meet you… between 
richly panelled walls, stucco, mouldings, 
paintings… framed prints amidst which 
I advanced, among which I found myself 
already, waiting for you, very far from the 
setting I stand in now, before you, waiting 
again, for one who will not come again, who 
will no longer keep us apart, tear you from 
me…
…The grounds of that mansion were rather 
in the French style, without trees, flowers 
or any plants at all. Gravel, stone, marble, 
rectilinear, formal, devoid of mystery. At 
first glance it seemed impossible to get lost 
in them; along the straight paths, between 
the immutable statues, granite slabs, where 
you were, even now, losing yourself forever, 
in the still night, alone with me.”

Terrace

Bar
Lounge

Hallways
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Departure

It is the node between
departure and destination
where time takes on
its own set of rules
all control is lost from
the user
and to succeed surrender
becomes a neccessity

What is important
is the reality
that is surrender
that is the primary
requirment for existance
of the subconscious

To dream is the obvious
example of this
when we sleep
all defenses are dropped
and the subconscious
is allowed to
come forward
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Sub, pref.

Under, beneath, below; secondary, subordinate

Sub, prep. 

Under, beneath, below

Limen, n.

Psychol.

The limit below which a given stimulus ceases to be perceptible; 
the minimum amount of stimulus or nerve-excitation required to 
produce a sensation. Also called THRESHOLD n.

Cipher

Codex
~

Limits of consciousness within architecture

Theory, methodology, corpus, manifesto;
architecture as subverted by installation

Sub~
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Liminal, adj.

a. gen. Of or pertaining to the threshold or initial stage of a process. 
rare.

b. spec. in Psychol. Of or pertaining to a ‘limen’ or ‘threshold.’ 

Liminal, adj.

Anthropol. 

Of, relating to, or characterized by liminality.

Liminality, n.

Anthropol.

A transitional or indeterminate state between culturally defined 
stages of a person’s life; spec. such a state occupied during a ritual 
or rite of passage, characterized by a sense of solidarity between 
participants. Cf. COMMUNITAS n.

Sublime, v.

a. trans. To raise to an elevated sphere or exalted state; to exalt 
or elevate to a high degree of purity of excellence; to make (esp. 
morally or spiritually) sublime.

b. To exalt (a person), raise to a high office or degree. Obs.

c. To raise up or aloft, cause to ascend.

d. above, beyond, or higher than a certain state or standard.

e. into a state or to a degree of purity, etc.

g. intr. To transmute into something higher, nobler, or more 
excellent.
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Sublime, adj.

arch.

a. Set or raised aloft, high up.

b. Of buildings, etc.: Rising to a great height, lofty, towering.

poet.

c. Of ideas, truths, subjects, etc.: Belonging to the highest regions 
of thought, reality, or human activity. Said of the thinker.

d. Of things in nature and art: Affecting the mind with a sense of 
overwhelming grandeur or irresistible power; calculated to inspire 
awe, deep reverence, or lofty emotion, by reason of its beauty, 
vastness, or grandeur.

Subliminal

Psych.

a. Below the threshold (see THRESHOLD n., LIMEN) of sensation 
or consciousness: said of states supposed to exist but not strong 
enough to be recognized. Also, pertaining to ‘the subliminal self’. 

b. absol. That which is subliminal; the subliminal self.

c. In collocations which denote exploitation of the idea that people 
can be unconsciously influenced by messages or other stimuli 
projected just below the threshold of awareness, as subliminal 
advertising, propaganda, etc.

Hence {sub}liminally adv., in a manner which is subliminal or 
below the threshold of sensation or consciousness.

{               }
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recognition, n.

a.The action or an act of identifying a person or thing from a previous 
encounter or knowledge; the mental process of identifying something 
that has been known before. Also: the fact of being known or identified 
in this way. Cf. RECOGNIZE v.1 5.

b.The action or fact of identifying a thing as having a certain character, or 
as belonging to a certain category; an instance of this. Cf. RECOGNIZE v.1 
5b.

c.Psychol. The mental process of identifying or perceiving information as 
having been previously apprehended, or as belonging to a particular known 
category; an instance of this. Opposed to recall.

1894 J. E. CREIGHTON & E. B. TITCHENER tr. W. M. Wundt Lect. Human 
& Animal Psychol. xx. 297 The simplest case of assimilation is the cognition 
of an object; the simplest case of successive association, its recognition 
[Ger. Wiedererkennen]. 1923 C. E. SPEARMAN Nature of Intell. xix. 313 
Recognition..is often traceable to nothing more than an awareness of 
similarity.

FLMILILRITY
Perceived recognition & the bliss of ignorance

...minor journey within a day... an evening stroll.... recorded experience of sensation and thoughts through litterary musing, poetic inscription...

7:48pm 8:09pm

Monday night {sometime after midnight}
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FLMILILRITY
Perceived recognition & the bliss of ignorance

...minor journey within a day... an evening stroll.... recorded experience of sensation and thoughts through litterary musing, poetic inscription...

7:48pm 8:09pm

Monday night {sometime after midnight}
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XX
ERLSURE / DELETE

...minor journey within a day... an evening stroll.... recorded experience of sensation and thoughts through litterary musing, poetic inscription...

7:48pm 8:09pm

Monday night {sometime after midnight}
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ERLSURE / DELETE
egrase |i’rās|
verb [ trans. ]
rub out or remove (writing or marks) : graffiti had been erased from the 
wall.
  • remove all traces of (a thought, feeling, or memory) : the magic of the        
  landscape erased all else from her mind.
  • destroy or obliterate (someone or something) so as to leave no trace 
  : over twenty years, the last vestiges of a rural economy were erased.
  • remove recorded material from (a magnetic tape or medium); delete      
  (data) from a computer’s memory.

DERIVATIVE
egragsure |i’rā sh ər|
noun       

ORIGIN late 16th cent. (originally as a heraldic term meaning [represent the 
head or limb of an animal with a jagged edge] ): from Latin eras- ‘scraped 
away,’ from the verb eradere, from e- (variant of ex-) ‘out’ + radere ‘scrape.’

deglete |di’lēt|
verb [ trans. ]
remove or obliterate (written or printed matter), esp. by drawing a line through 
it or marking it with a delete sign : the passage was deleted.
  • (usu. be deleted) remove (data) from a computer’s memory.
  • ( be deleted) Genetics (of a section of genetic code, or its product) be lost    
  or excised from a nucleic acid or protein sequence : if one important gene  
  is deleted from an animal’s DNA, other genes can stand in.
  • remove (a product, esp. a recording) from the catalog of those available  
  for purchase : their EMI release has already been deleted.

noun
a command or key on a computer that erases text.

ORIGIN late Middle English (in the sense [destroy] ): from Latin delet- 
‘blotted out, effaced,’ from the verb delere.

...minor journey within a day... an evening stroll.... recorded experience of sensation and thoughts through litterary musing, poetic inscription...

7:48pm 8:09pm

Monday night {sometime after midnight}


