André Malraux and the
Artist’s Quest

Brian THOMPSON

“All that I have written consists in
posing the contradiction between the
realm of appearance, in the
metaphysical sense-—that is, what one
could call life—and the realm of the
absolute, whatever that might be ., !

André Malraux was one of the first to draw the full implications of
Nietzsche’s proclamation of the death of God: if God is dead, then
man—man as he knew himselt—is also dead. As Gabriel Marcel was
later to point out in his book, L'Homme problematique,® man has become
a question mark for himself: he no longer knows who he is, where he
comes from, where he 1s going. Lt is with this awareness that Malraux
began his career; 1t is this fundamental interrogation which has been
the wuchstone of all he has written. “Ce mystére de 'homme” as the
narrator of Les Noyers de PAltenburg put it,>—has been his constant
obsession. The problem is also stated succinctly in La Condition humaine:
“que faire d'une dme, §'il n'y a ni Dieu ni Christ?”* Malraux’s novels
outline a number of successive attempts, on the fictional level, to ex-
plore the possibilities left open to man: leaving a scar on the map, like
Perken; struggling for chie revolution even without laving the workers
or the poor, like Garine; {raternal action for the dignity ol man, like
Kyo and Katow; organizing the lyrical illusion, ke Manuel. In each
case, the real adversary is not political or military as much as existenual,
what Malraux calls destiny: “tout ce qui impose a 'homme la conscience
de sa condition.” Various incarnations of this destiny in the novels are
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by turn death, solitude, humihation, dependence, incommunicability.
Increasingly, Malraux will see in art itself—including his own-—the best
means of affirmation in the face of destiny; tor “lart est un ant-
destin.”®

Most critics are now willing to apply to Malraux’s own novels the
essential analysis which he so long developed regarding the visual arts.
The artist does not transcribe reality, he rivals it.” He transfigures the
“real” and gives it a new dimension. As the titles of some of Malraux's
later studies suggest, he makes visible the absolute, the supernatural,
the non-real. The work of art is essentially an “interrogation” which
transcends not only the raw material drawn {rom reality, but also the
artist’s time and place and the artist himself, both in his psychological
make-up and in his conscious intentions. As Malraux noted in L’Homme
precaire et la litterature, his first work devoted entirely to literature: “the
artist does not possess the secret of his genius."® Indeed, “literary
creation does not express men, it goes beyond them mysteriously
[...17° I would like to suggest one very specific way in which Malraux’s
work transcends its creator and to share with vou some of Malraux’s
remarks which I found hoth surprising and enlightening.

For some time I have been interested in the role of vision and
blindness in Malraux’s novels. Prior to a visit with him in early 1972, 1
sent ahead o long list of questions including several on his (for me)
obvious lite-long obsession with blindness. These latter questions drew,
n writing, monosyllabic responses: “non. . .non. . .non.” When I sub-
sequently brought them up in person, the otherwise voluble Malraux
was singularly reticent. Why, in his speeches and books on art, were
there so many images of blindness and violence to the eyes?'® “Clest par
hasard.” Two years later (in the meantime, Malraux had been kind
enough to read my dissertation'), 1 again suggested that throughout
his novels the various faces of destiny as he defines it are made present
either literally or figuratively by the image of biindness. “Il n’y a pas
que chez mo1.” replied Malraux. “I'm not the only one!” And there-
upon he launched into a discussion about blind destiny in Greek
thought and art.

This manner of linking up with a human concern much broader
than his own personal obsession gives, I think, an important clue to one
kind of transcendence that Malraux seeks—and finds—in artistic crea-
tion. The surprising thing for me was his recognition of the role of the
subconscious; for I had always thought him to be extremely distrustful
of the enure realm of the subconscious, of dreams, of whatever remains
beyond the pale of the conscious will. Let me put my opening quotation
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back into the context of our discussion about the image of blindness:
“Je crois que métaphysiquement il doit se passer ceci: étant donné que
tout ce que j'al écrit consiste 4 poser la contradiction entre le domaine
de l'apparence au sens métaphysique—c’est-a-dire ce qu’on pourrait
appeler la vie—et le domaine de 'absolu quel qu'il soit, il est probable
que le personnage qui se définit par sa rupture avec l'apparence, par
son ignorance de Uapparence, doit étre dans I'inconscient un person-
nage trés important. Mais ¢ca me dépasse peut-étre de loin, parce qu'il a
di vy avoir quelque chose comme ¢a avec la Grece.” Through the play
ol his subconscious, Malraux thus transcends his own personal obses-
sion with blindness and attaches it to a larger human reality, to some-
thing like the “fundamental man” sought by Vincent Berger, tran-
scending limits ol space and time,

Indeed, Malraux extended and generalized this recognition of the
role ol the subconscious in artistic creation—nhis own and others’. For
him, a poeetic and an artistic success—a powerfully evocative image, for
example—is never the result ol a deliberate effort but always of an
encounter: “Ft cette rencontre se produit a un degré inconscient-—ije
n'aime pas beaucoup le mot, mais ¢a ne fait rien—qui est un degré
excessivement profound et c’est ga qui lui donne ce qu'on appelerait en
musique son lyrisme.” What he means is that the novelist, for example,
sets aboul writing 4 given scene which he has chosen, and while he is
writing or preparing to write, something else which he has not chosen
surges up from the peculiar kind of memory characteristic of the
novelist—a memory at once optical, emotive and aftective—and plugs
itself into the scene in question as an electrical plug fits into a socket
{the image is Malraux’s own). These two elements are often contraries
or opposites, like the positive and negative poles in electricity: “une
image réellement puissante est une image qui a peu pres toujours est
appelée par quelque chose qui est en quelque sorte son contraire dans
un domaine tout a fait inconscient, tout a fait profond.” As an exam-
ple he cited the image of the ant crawling along a machine-gun
harrel in his film, “Sierra de Teruel.” His direct memaory was of an
Ttalian pilot bearing down on him. As he set out 10 describe the scene,
he saw the ant. 1t was the image of the pilot which called forth, from
his subconscious memory, the contrary image of the ant, totally in-
different to man’s life and death. Each time, says Malraux, that the
artist’s memory calls forth at once something important which he has
chosen and something important which he has not chosen, it touches
very profound things.

In a recent question-and-answer session in Boston, Eugene lonesco
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spoke of his recent and on-going work as an attempt to get away from
ideology of any kind and to link up directly with something much morve
fundamentally and universally human, in the Jungian sense, hy ex-
pressing as purely as possible his own subconscious, his own dreams, his
own obsessions. | think Malraux has come to a similar point through
his own experiences of artistic creation. Malraux. the artist, thus tran-
scends his “biography”; he is not simply what he has done, the “sum of
his acts.” as Sartre would have i,

It is perhaps i part through such experiences that Malraux has at
tmes caught plimpses of whit he increasingly calls the secret, the
enigma. the tundamental mystery of life. The opening pages of the
Arntimemorrey heiar witness to the importance of such moments of intui-
tion for Malraux. His vecognition of “la part éternelle” in man goes
hand in hand with his openness and sensitivity 1o the sacred in s
myriad {orms and expressions, In Lo Tote d'obsidienne he explicitly
makes the cotmection hetween the profound experience of the artist
and the vevelation of the sacred: "Fr aupres d'une figure de Civa, est-ce
tellement solliciter fes mots, que rapprocher le lameux ‘je ne cherche
pas, je trouve’ de Picasso, et la note que Pascal a prise pour les siecles:
“T'u ne me cherchevais pas, si w0 ne mhavais déja trouvé's"2

Pere Pierre Bockel tells how Malraux reawakened the faith of
many believers among his comrades in the Brigade Alsace-Lorraine
through his attitude and action, but he makes a necessary distinction:
“Malraux w'est pis un chrétien qui slignore, inais un incroyant si per-
petelleinent en quete de transcendance que le monde chrétien est
devenu sons univers tamilier L] Mais L grivee qui s'était emparée de
Max Jacob ou de Claudel ne parait pas Favoir rejoint.”!3

Indeed, Malraux seems 1o fully share what he terms the tunda-
mental mterrogation of our cvilization “qui ne parvient ni a chasser
Finconnatssable, mi a Faccueilliv,”'* Both the world and he himself, he
told me, were in “une position dattente;” for no maodern civilization
has a center and none is informed by a transcendence—Russia and
Chima no moere than the West. And while the Revolution might for a
tme replace such a tanscendence by allowing one o avoid the ques-
tion, for Malraux the world of the 215t century would be either reli-
gious or non-existent. As for himself, throughout a life of action he
never stopped asking the question, interrogating his destiny and ours,
and we are the richer for his quest.
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