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INTRODUCTION 

Some aspects of the novel in France 1918-1940 

1. 

Writing about Eighteenth Century England, and more particularly 

about the age of Johnson, Trevelyan gives us an admirable definition 
.' 

of a classical age: 

It is a 1 classical' age, that is an age of unchallenged assumptions, 
when the philosophe~of the streets such as Dr. Johnson, have ample 
leisure to moralise on the human scene, in the happy belief that the 
state of society and the modes of thought to which theY,are accustomed 
are not mere passing aspects of an ever shifting kaleidoscope, but 
permanent habitations, the final outcome of reason and experience. 
Such an age does not aspire to progress, though it may in fact be 
progressingt it regards itself not as setting out but as having 
arrived. (1; 

To apply this definition of a classical age to the protean Nineteenth 

Century might, at first glance, seem impossible or at least dangerous. 

Yet it is only when we see this century - and more particularly the period 

1871-1914 - as a truly classical age, as the classical age of the 

Bourgeoisie, that we can understand the direction and meaning of the revolt 

during the Twenties and Thirties of which Malraux' work is so representative. 

One of the difficulties of seeing this apparently variegated and 

contradictory Nineteenth Century as a classical age in the manner defined 

by Trevelyan comes, I think, mainly from the fact that the period is still 

so close to us. Its asperities are still visible and have not yet been 

smoothed by the plane of time; its contradictions, its conflicts,its rich 

and profuse diversity still hide from our eyes the very real and fundamental 

unity underlying them. 

Nineteenth Century France particularly appears to us, and not without 

reason, as just the opposite of an "age of unchallenged assumption"; in 

fact, it seems to us an "ever changing kaleidoscope" of regimes, governments 

and literary schools. Yet the conquests of 1789 are solid and permanent 

and have never been reversed. It is this which gives the period its 

stability and unity. The men of the "classical" Nineteenth Century felt 

on the whole, as did the men of the classical seventeenth century, that they 

were living in a solid stable world whose values and class structure would 

not change: 

........ / 
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•••• les bourgeois d'alors se faisaient de la societe une idee un peu 
hindoue et la consideraient comme composee de castes fermees ou chacun, 
des sa naissance, se trouvait place dans Ie rang qutoccupaient ses 
parents, et d'ou rien, a moins des hasards d'une carriere exceptionnelle 
ou d'un mariage inespere, ?e)pouvait vous tirer pour vousfuire penetrer 
dans une caste superieure. 2 

A Seventeenth Century Frenchman would not have looked differently 

on his society. And Ortega y Gasset, writing about Europe at the turn of 

the Century, says: 

••• Thirty years ago the (middle class) European believed that human 
life had come to be what it ought to be, what for generatlons previous 
it had been desiring to be, what it was henceforth always bound to be.(3) 

It is perhaps significant also that one of the great specialists 

the Nineteenth Century, G.M. Young, describes the Victorian Age in England 

in terms almost identical to those of Trevelyan: 

Society in the Mid-Nineteenth Century was still primitive Indo-germanic 
society with some slight speeding of cartwh~4ls and looms of itself 
less as a departure than as a consummation.\ ) 

And in the same essay Young underlines the experience of unity and 

the sense of stability of the Nineteenth Century mind: 

His (the educated man of the Victorian period) education, his religion, 
the sight of his fields, if he was a country man, of his streets if he 
was a towns man, all impressed upon his mind the antiquity and 
continuity of his civilisation, while)the social order at home •••• 
preserved and emphasised its unity.(5 

This classical age of the bourgeoisie with its all-pervading sense 

of security and permanence came to an end, as we know, with the First World 

War, which should be seen therefore less as a war than as a revolution. 

Yet - and this is only natural - the profound revolutionary nature of the 

events was not clearly seen or rtocgnised at the time. It did appear at 

first that, after the bloody hiatus of four years of war, life would go on 

more or less as before. The structure, it was true, had been severely 

shaken, but it was still standing. This was, of course, an optical illusion. 

What remained standing after the war was an empty shell, a hollowed-out tree 

with withered roots which only looked as if it were still alive but which, 

in fact, was dead. A second less violent shock, the Great Depression and 

its sequellae, sent crashing down what remained of the "permanent habitation" 

of bourgeois classicism. These events, and more particularly the consequent 

sense of impermanence and insecurity, were to have a deep effect on the 

......... / 
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period's "Weltanschauung". Now suddenly lost in "un monde soudain prive 

d'illusions et de lumieres,,(6), incapable of any belief, surrounded by the 

broken idols of Religion, Humanism, Science and Progress., man (and in 

particular the writer) finds himself naked, no longer protected by a 

"permanent habitation" in a hostile world of chaos and violence, a world 

raked by wars, dotted with concentration camps and threatened by death and 

dstruction. 

It is through this direct, immediate contact with n~thingness that 

the writers of the Thirties and Forties re-discover the tragic nature of 

man's fate, the contingency of human existence and its ultimate meaning-

lessness. This will find its reflection in the literature of that time 

and particularly in the novel. It is obvious that in this context the 

personality and the work of Malraux are of the greatest importance~ It 

was he who for'the first time gave this renewal of the tragic vision its 

expression and its particular Twentieth Century tone. It was, to a great 

extent, he who pushed the novel into a new direction which has been the 

dominant one for two decades, the Thirties and the Fortiese 

* 
* * 

Let us now turn to the literary situation of the period between 

the two wars, and more especially to the novel. We find here an 

extraordinarily tangled skein of literary tendencies, groups and 

generations. Leaving aside the innumerable literary schools and chapelles, 

we find at least four (or three-and-a-half) generations of writers co-exist 

during this period. The generation of 1870, the middle~~ed avant-garde, 

Gide, Claudel, Valery; the generation- (or what Henri Peyre calls in his 

Les Generations litteraires "une demi-generationt~7)) of 1880-90 which will 

dominate the novel of the twenties, Duhamel, Romains, Mauriac, Giraudoux, 

Morand. Then comes the all-important generation of 1900: Malraux, 

Saint-Exupery, Celine, Giono, Drieu la Rochelle, Montherlant. And finally 

the old rear-guard, the writers born in or about 1850, Bourget, Prevost, 

Hermant, Bazin. 

Yet in spite of this overlapping of generations there exists in 

........ / 
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this period a median line which divides it into two halves. Most critics 

* who have dealt with this period, take 1930 as the crucial date. 

The reason why 1930 was so widely chosen as the median date is, 

however, not quite clear 0 It was a year not marked by any really importnnt 

literary or historical event. It is, of course, conveniently the end of a 

decade, but it would appear that 1933 is a better and a more significant 

.date: that yenr is marked by one of the main events of contemporary history, 
... 

the coming to power of Hitler, and by the publication of one of the key 

works of the period, La Condition humaine by Malraux. Similarly, from a 

literary point of view, it has little meaning to end the second half of 

this period in 1939. It would be more logical to make this period end ten 

years later in 1949 with the pUblication of the last volume of Sartre's 

Les Chemins de 1a libert~.** 
; 

The period between 1918 and 1933 which Thibaudet describes so 

aptly as experiencing "une conscience de fin absolue, de d~sordre absolu 

et de liberation absolue,,(8), this wild explosion of freedom in all fields 

is of obvious importance for us. Not only did Malraux begin his literary 

career at this time and his early books bear the unmistnkable stamp of 

this period, but also the period 1933-1949, during which Malraux wrote his 

major novels, reacted strongly against the apparent frivolousness and 

levity of the Twenties. There is obviously no clear break between the 

Twenties and the Thirties; at the same time the intellectual, moral and 

literary atmosphere is~rikingly different. 

•••••••• / 

* Brodin (Presencfficontemporaines, Par~s, Debresse, n.d. Tome III, p.21): 
"cette annee charriere 1920". Claude-Edmonde Magny (Histoire du roman 
frs-nGais depuis 1918, Paris, Ed.du Seuil, n.d., p.51): "Le 'saint Gothard' 
de cette periode, Ie point ou se departagent les oeuvres qui appartiendront, 
1es unes a la premiere, les autres a la seconde g~neration, pourrait etre 
choisi sans arbitraire plus qu'usuel, dans l'ann~e 1930." Thibaudet 
(Histoire de la litterature fran aise de 1789 a nos jours, Paris, Stock, 
n.d., p.15 : "Nous avons remarque qu'apres quinze ans en moyenne toutes 
les g~nerations litteraires depuis 1789 ont pass~ par un tournant, une 
crise qui les diviserait plus ou moins en deux demi-generations. Mais les 
coupures n'ont jamais ete aussi profondes qU'apres 1914; la date mediane 
de 1930 garde bien, comme 1902, 1870, 1843, 1802 pour les generations 
precedentes, une importance capitale." 

** J.-P. Sartre, although his work is posterior to that of Malraux (La 
Nausee was published in 1938, a year after Malraux' last "real" novel," 
L'Espoir) belongs, in fact, to the same generntion as Malraux, being born 
in 1905. 

~ 
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The Twenties is above all a period of experiment in all spheres 

of art. There is an almost dogmatic rejection of all dogmas and conventions. 

Claude-Edmonde Magny very aptly defines the experimental, modernistic 

literature of the Twenties as a "divertissement impertinent (Au sens 

etymologique du mot qui ne touche rien de ce qui importe),,(9). 

A corollary of this obsession with technique is the almost total 

·cbsence in literature of the Twenties of any social or poli~ical 

preoccupations. Even such a violently revolutionary movement as Dada 

remains curiously impermeable to even the most shattering political events: 

"Lorsque Dada II paraft, pas un mot de la chute de l'empire allemand et 

des desordres qU'elle provoque, pas plus qu'il n'avait ete question de 

l'avenement du bolchevisme en son temps,,(lO). And Halraux himself, in 

whose life politics are to play such an important part~ is according to 

Vandegans(ll) totally indifferent to politics during the early Twentieso 

In this indifference to politics the literature of this period stands in 

sharp contrast to that of the following decade. 

One more aspect of the literature between 1918 and 1923 must be 

considered for it is one which, in a different guise, we shall find again 

in the literature of the Thirties, and even in the Sixties (cf. beat poetry 

and pop art). The intellectual movement of these periods is characterised 

by a profound and paradoxical distrust of "intellectualism", while literature 

displays an equal distrust of litterature. 

In his siGnificantly entitled essay Sur un nouveau mal du siecle, 

written in 1923, Marcel Arland declares: 

••• r~rement on eut autant de mefiance envers l'art; et je ne dis pas 
seulement envers les procedes artistiques, mais envers leur resultat, 
qu'on appelait autrefois la Beaute; mefiance envers les mots, les 
procedes d'investigation et de connaissance, envers l'intelligence 
comme envers la sensibilit&, envers In personnalite.(12) 

And Aragon expresses the same thought in a more virulent manner when he 

writes: "La besogne litteraire est une sale besogne que nous (the 

surrealists) n'avons jamais assum4e vl .(13) Behind this attitude, behind 

this "mefiance" and rejection of literature which will push Malraux to 

Asia, lies the awareness that life is more important than literature~ 

•• ,.,0.0. / 
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and man more important than the litterateur. The intellectual, the man 

of letters, is seen as ignorant of "real life": HM. Faguet, ce pedagogue 

crasseux, n'en savait pas plus long que moi qui avais onze ou douze ans, 

sur les passions que vecut Racine; mais la difference etait que je devais 

moi aussi un jour vivre ces passions, tandis que M. Faguet ne les avait 

a aucun moment approchees. ft (14) They are seen as leading dusty, shut-in 

iives which are set in strong contrast' with the real life lea by the man 

of action: 

••• Alors i1s (the professors) nous interrogerent. Nous 'etions sortis 
de cette maison tiede dans la grande temp@te de la vie, il nous fallait 
leur raconter Ie vrai temps qu 1 il fait sur la terre. Si vraiment 
l'homme qui aime une femme devient son esclave comme Pyrrhus ou son 
bourreau comme Neron. Si vraiment l'Afrique et ses altitudes(et)son 
ciel bleu repondent a l'enseignement du maitre de Geographie. 15 

What is condemned here is less an intellectual attitude than a way 

of living, a mode of beingo And while this assertion of life against 

literature is certainly linked to the anti-rationalist current which begins 

with Nietzsche, is continued by Bergson, Barres and the last great symbolist 

wave of the generation of 1870, it has nevertheless its deepest roots in 

the still prevalent romantic attitudes towards life, literature and le 
,~ 

bourgeois. For in the eyes of the generation of 1900 the litterateur was 

essentially a litterateur bourgeois: a slave of convention, unimaginative, 

hidebound who vITote not from life but from what he had read about life~ 

That is how Lafcadio, that prototype of the young man of 1920, saw the 

novelist Baraglioul who, in contrast to Lafcadio, is incapable of really 

living. In fact, Baraglioul's attitude, and that of the bourgeois writers 

he represents, is not far removed from that of Axel's: "Vivre? Nos valets 

Ie feront pour nous". The bourgeois, and by extension the bourgeois 

writer is, as is well known, incapable of any real greatness, Hil est 

celui qui p19nse bassement", as Flaubert puts it. 

Against this image of the fossilised, middle-class, middle-aged 

intellectual, the generation of 1900 sets the image of youth, morally and 

physically free, open always to life, and whose real predecessors were 
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Nathanael and Lafcadio.* Life in the eyes of this generation was not 

something one read about while others did the living; it was something 

immediate, concrete, physical and which had to find its expression in 

immediate, physical ways - hence the fascination of sport for this generationo 

Living with intensity on a physical plane was more important on the whole 

than any intellectual life, although characteristically it found its 

e~pression in highly sophisticated literary intellectual form~. 

Finally it was felt that this physical life would be intensified 

if it contained an element of genuine risk. Writing about the change of the 

novel in the Thirties, R. Caillois r8mnrks: 

••• ces raffines et ces sages, sont relayes par de rudes combattants 
qui recherchent la frequentation et Ie serieux de la mort, ne desirant 
rien qui ne les entralne entierement. 

TIs sont si presses de mesurer leurs forces que les jeux m~mes, 
s'ils sont sanglants, les attirento lIs descendent dans l'Rrene ou 
courent les taureaux. D'autres, choisissant des metiers penibles et 
perilleux, font l'epreuve de leur propre vigueur en luttant contre la 
nature et les limites de la resistance humaine. II en est qui rejoignent 
la guerre partout ou elle eclate sur Ie globe ou qui, conspirateurs et 
assassins, travaillent a creus~le 'tourbillon' qu'ils espefeg~ voir 
brasser les multitudes (et leur esperance n'est pas vaine)o 1 

And Arthur Koestler writes in a similar vein: 

''''ith the "bourgeois novel" getting m.ore and more exhausted as the Era 
which produced it draws to its close, R new type of writer seems to take 
over from the cultured middle class humanist: airmen, revolutionaries, 
adventurers, men who live the dangerous life; with a new operative 
technique of observation, ~ curious alfresco introspection and an even 
more curious trend of coCte)plation, even mysticism, born in the dead 
centre of the hurricane. 17 

Both these elements - to live physically and to live dangerously - find one 

of their most characteristic expressions in Drieu la Rochelle, who makes one 

of his characters say (and one can, I think, be almost certain that this is 

also the voice of Drieu In Rochelle himself): 

J'ai horreur d'un homme qui n'est pas un homme et qui n'est pns capable 
d'affirmer avec son corps et de patir avec son corps. Je ne pardonne 
cela qU'a certains hauts esprits qui ont pousse loin Ie risque moral; 
et :~cort ~)Homme pour moi ne peut cesser d'@tre un guerrier de quelque 
manlere. 1 

The links of Halraux' world with this outlook are obvious. 

* 

* * ......... 
* It is ironical that the grent formative influence of the genera'tion 
was Gide, that most bourgeois and most literary of men of letters. 

/ 
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The literary, moral and intellectual climate of the years after 

1933 offers a. very different picture from that of the Twenties. If, 

as Claude-Edmonde Magny writes, literature between 1918 and 1933 was 

iloosede par la technique", then literature of the Thirties was 

obsessed by politics. 
tW 

For France the cruciDldate of that period was 6 February 1934, the 

• date of the spontaneously attempted Coup d'Btat by the var~ous Fascist 

groups and parties. Ever since that date till only very recently, France 

lived in something close to a cold 'civil war which briefly came into the 

open during the liberation. France was from 1934 as profoundly, although 

less bloodily, divided as was Spain.* 

The writer in this situation found himself faced with a set of 

problems different from those which preoccupied him before, not 

aesthetic, but political or rather politico-moral problems. From these 

very urgent and very reRl problems the writer felt he could not escape. 

He had to make a stand, he had to be for or against Fascism, for or 

against Communism.** The writer was drawn towards politics like a moth 

to a flame, and even Mallarme's disciple Gide found himself (perhaps 

to his own amazement) standing next to Stalin on the saluting base of 

Moscow's Red Square. 

This political commitment of the writer during the Nineteen 

Thirties was obviously not something new and continued a well established 

tradition. Malraux, Aragon, Drieu la Rochelle followed in the footsteps 

of Lamartine, Hugo, Barres, etc. There exist, however, between the 

political engagement of the writers of this time and that of their 

. " " " " "" " / 
* It is this which explains perhaps the very deep and very real echo 
which the Spanish Civil War found in France: Spain was also fighting 
France's Civil Wart 

** It must be pointed out that this was not a sudden change. In the 
very heart of the "aesthetic" Twenties we find politically committed 
writers such as Barbusse, and we witness the Surrealists turning to 
politics as early as 1925.. Conversely, in the middle of the "political" 
Thirties we have writers such as Montherlant who refuse to be drawn 
into the political arena. 

I>i~ 
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predecessors important differences which must be brought out. 
\ 

There is, first of all, a change in the nature of politics 

themselves. From 1917 onwards, followed by the rise of Fascism and 

Nazism, politics tend to become terroristic and violent~ It is no 

longer a gentlemanly game played in Parliament by an elite of middle-

class politicians and statesmen; the political game is being played now 
~ ;,:, 

by professional revolutionaries and agitators; its means are violent, '. 

its victories bloody and the victor rules by means of purges and 

concentration camps. The revolutionary and his fellow-travellers, 

who are usually the committed intellectuals, often find themselves (or 

like to imagine themselves) in physical danger. Politics hold, in a 

way, the same attraction as bull-fighting, and the pclitical commitment 

of the writers'of this time is closely linked with the desire for a 

physically dangerous~life to which I referred earlier. 

This brings us to a second consideration. The political 

engagement of the writer of the Thirties has a peculiar edge to it. 

1fJhat is it that giv~s it that edge, that intensity or feverishness which 

we do not find in the political life of a Chateaubriand or a Hugo? It 

is, I think, the fact that ultimately the committed writers of the 

Thirties were driven less by political considerations (which, however 1 

did d.termine their choice of sides) than by a kind of metaphysical 

Angst, an attraction to violence and danger and a profound desire to 

belong. In a paradoxical way this generation, obsessed by politics, is 

less interested in politics than its Nineteenth Century counterparto 

What mattered in the Nineteen Thirties was less the belief than the 

action, and through this communal political action the writer hoped to 

find an antidote to his isolation. Already in La Tentation de l'occident 

Malraux sees in individualism a destructive force, but a man can break 

out of this individualistic call through becoming part of a oommunity 

of belief and a community of action. 

* 
* * 

........ / 
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I want now to take a brief look at the novel which during the 

Twenties and Thirties underwent a profound change. It is not my 

intention to treat this subject exhaustively, but only to discuss those 

aspects of the novel of this period which have a direct bearing on the 

novels of Halraux. 

During the Nineteenth Century the novel seemed to have acquired 

its definite "form" and one can, I think, speak of a "classical" novel .... 

whose shape and even subject matter (the fate of an individual conscience 

in the frame of a clearly defined society or social group) seemed clearly 

and permanently established, just as the form and subject matter of 

Seventeenth Century tragedy seemed, at that time, to be fixed once and 

for all. Just like the classical tragedy, the "classical" Nineteenth 

Century novel is hemmed in by a tenacious, but invisible network of 

* convention. And just as it was inconceivable for n Racine to write a 

tragedy in any other form but the one he knew, so it would not have 

occurred to a Bourget or a Bazin to ~rrite a novel in any other manner 

than that of Balzac or Flaubert. "Depuis 

Brunetiere, "un bon roman est un roman qui ressemble d'abord a un roman 

de Balzac". (19) 

After the 1914-1918 war, however, the classical bourgeois novel 

begins to show signs of exhaustion. "1e roman est mort" proclaims a 

little prematurely Drieu la Rochelle, but it is obvious that a certain 

kind of novel is dying. And throughout the Twenties there is a distinct 

feeling that something is coming to an end, that the novel has come to 

an impasse. ........ / 

* The hardy tenacity of these conventions is clearly shown by the fact 
that even today, after Proust, Gide, Joyce and Woolf, the so-called 
"New Novelists" still feel the need to attack those conventions. 
Speaking at a round-table conference on the novel, Robe-Grillet declared: 

HQuelques ecrivains, et beaucoup de critiques, parlent aujourd'hui 
comme si, devant 1e Pere Goriot et Therese Raquin, il n'etait pas 
possible de concevoir que Ie roman puisse s'ecarter jamais de 
formules a la Balzac au a la Zola. lIs admettent implicitement 
que ce genre litteraire a re9u sa forme definitive a un moment 
donne. Mes nmis et moi nous pensons ~u contraire que Ie roman 
existe a tout moment, que sans cesse il doit se transformer et 
trouver chaque jour une forme nouvelle." (20) n 

.oi~ 
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As a natural result of this feeling of dissatisfaction there is 

then a desire to renew the novel ~nd to reject those conventions which 

now are being felt as unnatural. Gide wants to take the novel out of 

its rut. And Virgina Woolf writes with a kind of controlled anger: 

They (the Edwardian novelists) have developed a technique of novel­
writing which suits their purpose; they have made tools and established 
conventions which do their business. But those tools ae no 
tools and that business is not our business. For us those conventions 
are ruin. Those tools are death. " 
(The Captain's deathbed, pp.I03-4)(21) 

Having turned their back on the conventional novel, the novelists 

find themselves faced with a number of temptations. The most radical 

and also the most negative one is to refuse to write any novels. This is 

the attitude taken up by Valery and Breton (cf. Andre Breton, ~ 

Manifestes du surrealisme, pp.17-22). And while it is true that neither 

of these writers is a novelist, we find that such novelists as Gide or 

Proust refuse equally to write such novelistic prose as: "La marquise 

sortit a cinq heures". In his Journal, six years after the publication 

of 1es Faux-monnayeurs, Gide writes: 

Quoi de plus facile que d'ecrire un roman comme les autresl J'y 
repugne, tout simplement, et ne me decide pas plus que Valery a 
ecrire: 'La marquise sortit a cinq heures' ou~, ce qui est d'un tout 
autre ordre, mais me para1t plus compromettant encore: 'X. se demanda 
longtemps si o •• ' (22) 

And Proust '1 in a letter to his friend Robert Dreyfus, declared: .'Po.s 

une seule fois un de mes personnages ne ferme une fenetre, ne se lave 

les mains, ne passe un pardessus, ne dit une formule de presentation.(23) 

There is also a more constructive temptation and to which Gide 

yields in his Les Faux-monnayeurs, and that is to attempt to write a 

"pure nove1 9l , a novel which has been cleansed of all its impurities. 

(Gide calls them scories): 

Depouiller Ie roman de tous les Glements qui n'appartiennent pas 
specifiquement au roman. De me me que la photographie, naguere, 
debarrassa la peinture du souci de certaines exactitudes, Ie 
phonographe nettoiera sans doute de main Ie roman de ces dialogues 
rapportes dont Ie realiste souvent se fait gloireo Les evenements 
exterieurs, les accidents, les traumatismes, appartiennent au 
oinema; il sied que Ie roman les lui laisse.(24) 

It might be noted in passing that this dream of a Hpure novel" seems 
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seems to be a recurrent one. We find it in Flaubert in a letter to 

Louise Collet: 

Ce qui me semble beau, ce que je voudrais faire c'est un livre de 
rien, un livre sans attaches exterieures qui se tiendra par la force 
interne de son style _0' un livre qui n'aurait presque pas de sujet, 
ou du moins ou Ie sujet serait invisible.(25) 

We find a hundred years later in Nathalie Sarraut9's 1'Ere du souP9on 

a very similar idea. . ... 

Side by side with this desire to eradicate from the novel all the 

elements which do not belong to it, we find the opposite temptation to 

incorporate into the novel all sorts of techniques borrowed from the film, 

journalism, even to introduce photographs in order to replace descriptions: 

iil'abondante illustration photographique", writes Andre Breton in his 

avant-dire to NaGija, "a pour objet d'eliminer toute description lJ .(26) 

These techniques to which the novelist feels drawn, are obviously 

those which can be most readily assimilated by the novel. There are few 

writers of the Twenties who have not been fascinated by the film and 

especially the experimental and avant-garde films; and some have felt that 

an injection of film techniques into the novel might give it a new lease 

of life. Malraux' interest in the film is clearly shown in his Esquisse 

d'une psychologie du cinema (1946). Moreover, the influence of film 

techniques on his novels is obvious and will be discussed later. But even 

older writers such as Gide or Mauriac* feel the attraction of the film. 

The Twenties also witnessed in France the development of the 

so-called grand reportage and that of its close relation, the documentary 

film. These have also exercised a great attraction on the novelist: '~e 

pense H , writes Malraux, "qulil est bien peu de romanciers de notre temps 

qui n'aient r6de autour des reportages reunis en volume, qui n'aient senti 

que se preparait 18. une forme nouvelle de roman". And although Malraux 

, ...... . / 

'" "Thus in Therese Desqueyroux (1927) I used some devices that came from 
the silent films.: lack of preparation, the sudden opening, flashbacks , •• 
My novel Destins was likewise composed with an eye to film techniques,II(27) 

~~ 
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adds that the novelists soon abandoned this hope to renew the novel through 

the use of reportage techniques, it remains nevertheless true that a great 

number of the novels of the Twenties and Thirties and those of Malraux in 

particular (cf. L'Espoir), contain a heavy dose of reportage. 

Behind the intrusion of these techniques in the novel we find 

at work the writer's desire to be "modern" and his attraction to non-
, 

literary forms. Although its real impact is felt only much later (cf. the 

influence of Hemingway on Camus and that of dos Pass as on Bartre), it was 

nevertheless during the Twenties and Thirties that the contemporary American 

novel was discovered. It was its vitality, its robustness which attracted 

the novelists of the time: "Avec les Americains nous troquons des formes 

c~ntre de la vie brute. Noue avons besoin de ces effluves de sante qu'ils 

nous envoient pour raviver nos formes. n (28) The American novel was un-

intellectual, it was not written by a man of letters in his cabinet de 

travail. The discovery of the American novel helped the French novelist 

of the Twenties and Thirties to break down the doors of the stuffy, dusty 

drawing rooms where the novels of Bourget and Co. were enacted. 

The changes brought to the novel during the Nineteen Twenties seem 

to be almost purely technical or formal. In the Nineteen Thirties the novel 

and literature in general underwent a more profound change, which I shall 

only briefly deal with here. The change in attitude which took place during 

the Thirties has been clearly and briefly expressed by Jean-Richard Bloch 

when he wrote: "Nous avons quitte l'ere de l'esthetique pour entrer dans un 

age tragiquen .(29) 

For the novel, the rediscovery of the Tragic will have important 

consequences, since it will mainly become the novelist's task to try and 

give expression to this tragic vision. 

Already in the Twenties a number of writers had felt that the 

conventional psychological novel had come to the end of its tether.* In 192~ 

......... / 

* It seems obvious that the Freudian ideas which, in the Twenties, begin 
to gain a fairly wide currency in France also played a part in undermining 
the psychological novel. 
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Breton states flatly: "Les jours de la litterature psychologique a 
affabulation romanesque sont comptes l1 .(30 ) The previous year, in his 

perceptive Le Roman, Mauriac had written: 

1e romancier cree des femmes et des hommes vivants. Illes montre 
en conflit: conflit de Dieu et de l'homme dans la religion, conflit 
de l'homme et de la femme dans l'amour; conflit de l'homme avec 
lui-meme. Or, s'il fallait definir en romancier ce temps d'apres 
guerre nous dirions que c'est une epoque ou diminuent de plus en 
plus d'intensite les conflits dont Ie roman a vecu jusqu l a ce 
jour. (31) 

.... 

And Andre Gide in his Journal reports a conversation in which significant-

ly Malraux took part, during which almost the same ideas as those of 

Mauriac were being expressed: 

LIon s'accordait a reconnaitre que notre litterature contemporaine 
donnait une image peu exacte de l'etat des esprits d'aujourdthui. 
BerlC •••• ) pretendait que nos litterateurs d'aujourd'hui, 
singulierement nos romanciers, peignent des sentiments conventionnels 
qui n'ont plus cours, et restent extraordinairement ~n retard sur 
leur temps.(~2) 

This feeling of malaise crystallizes during the Thirties with a 

rejection of the psychological novel. Before the tragic fate of man, 

the individual fate of one person is no longer significant. The 

Individual, king-pin of the Nineteenth century novel, is now being 

dwarfed by Man. And the novel, or rather a certain kind of novel, will 

no longer attempt to show an individua~ psychological conflict, but 

will attempt to illustrate the insoluble and tragic nature of man: "Au 

lieu de decrire un objet limite - passion humaine, voyage d'aventures, 

probleme social - dans un monde parfaitement eqtirribre, la litterature, 

a propos d'un fait divers - du meme ordre d'ailleurs que les precedents, 

mais senti differemment a ·travers ses resonnances - rend sensibles les 

grands problemes que l'homme n'a pas resolu".(33) Yet this new novel 

(i.e. new in the Nineteen Thirties), this metaphysical and cosmic vision 

of Man, this rediscovery of the tragic nature of Man's fate, all this 

places the novelist before an extremely difficult, if not insoluble, 

problem. 

2. 

In one of the marginal remarks in Gaeton Picon's book, Malrnux 

par lui-meme, Halraux wrote: "1e roman moderne est ames yeux, un moyen 

... " ..... / 



\··~·f 

- 15 -

dtexpression privilegie du tragique de l'homme n •
(34 ) This clearly 

defines Malraux' aims AS a novelist; and as I hope to show, this desire 

to make his novels the vehicle for the expression of the tragic nature 
""'.1 

of man, will to a great extent model the shape of l1alraux' novels. 

One question, however, arises: can the novel contain such a tragic 

vision? Can the novel become, as Malraux wants it, "un moyen privilegie , ~ 

.du tragique de l'homme u ? '-" 

The tragic vision has been defined as an encounter with Nothingness~ 

It sees man u~protected by history, society, reason, logic, order, all of 

which give a semblance of meaning to his existence. It faces us with the 

ultimately inexplicable nature of Man's situation and with his total t 
t., 

contingency. Perhaps one of the purest expressions of such a vision is 

to be found in Pascal. 

Such a tragic vision is a metaphysical one in that it goes beyond 

the world of historical, concrete and verifiable fact. It sees through 

the decor of daily life and activity which protects us against this 

encounter with nothingness. 

But an important distinction must be drawn here. The tragic vision 

seems to be compounded of two closely interwoven yet separable elements. 

It is first of all the awareness of a situation and is therefore, at 

least in part, an intellectual and not purely an affective experience. 

One does not experience the absurd in the way that one experiences love, 

or the beauty of a painting. One becomes conscious of the absurd, one 

thinks it, but one cannot see or feel it. It is because of this perhaps 

that such an awareness is most adequately expressed in abstract philoso-

phical terms. Yet, at the same time, becoming aware of the Tragic (or 

of the Absurd) brings in its wake the second component of the tragic 

vision: a feeling of vertigo, of which Pascal's gouffre is perhaps the 

best example. This experience comes partly from having looked into the 

abyss, partly from attempting to think the unthinkable; it is in this way 

akin to the vertigo a child (or an adult) might feel who tries to see the 

infinite. - It is obvious, and of great importance for their expression, 

........ / 

\ 
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that both the becoming aware of the tragic and the experience of Ie gouffre 

are not everyday, common or even "normal" experiences. They require a 

sudden heightening of perception, a great intensity of feeling, an almost 

anguished quickening of the intellectual and emotional pulse. We are 

dealing with a rare and frightening moment privilegie, far removed from 

our ordin~y, quotidian life. 
, 

Although the two elements of the tragic vision are separable, 

one should be extremely careful not to make the division between them 

too sharp 0 The intellectual awareness of nothingness and the emotional 

experience accompanying it are different in kind, but nevertheless 

inseparable one frmm the other. And this is certainly true of Malraux 

in whose writing thought and emotion are never separated. It is a matter 

of degree. The~e can be no idea or thought which ;s not informed by some 

sort of feeling, nor can there be an expression of feeling which does not 

contain some idea or thought. But two writers, having a similar tragic 

vision, will tend to give expression to it either in predominantly 

intellectual terms or in predominantly affective terms. He will either 

be a tragic philosopher like Heidegger or a tragic poet like Sophocles or 

Racine. Both philosophy and poetry being essentially metaphysical means 

of expression, they are therefore the proper vehicle for what is, as we 

have seen, essentially a metaphysical vision or experience. (It can, and 

often does, also find its expression in myth.) Seen in this light, the 

novel appears to be the least adequate means to embody the tragic vision. 

The reason for this must be sought in t).1e respective "natures" of the 

novel and the tragic vision, one of whose main characteristics, as we 

have seen, is to be unhistorical and divorced from our daily life. Now 

a tragic poem can and does show us such a reality. The world it 

represents, although intensely real, is not our world and its reality 

Lot our reality. Tragedy attempts to show us the ultimate, inexplicable 

F.l.nd static condition of man. Therefore tragedy, although its writers may 

draw on history, is unhistorical. Antigone is not a chronicle of vth 

.......... / 
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~ 
vth century Thebes, but 18 Rouge et Ie ~oir has quite properly as subtitle 

Chronique de 1830. Tragedy then is divorced from time and therefore also 

from daily living which is lived in time. 

Also the tragic hero must be truly and constantly heroic. He is 

larger than life, but, just like the action of tragedy, divorced from it. 

The ordinary conditions of living which are so important in our daily life 

slnce they define and determine us to such a great extent, ara immaterial in 

tragedy. The tragic hero has no job, no home, lives nowhere. He does not 

sit down to breakfast, and the moment he does, he ceases to be a tragic heroo 

Moreover, the tragic hero is an exemplary hero. This means that he 

is not only a moral example to us, but also a sample of us. It is this 
~ rka.hoqeo~:tt~ 

exemplary nature of the t~8ge~i&n's character which interests him primarilyo 

And this, in turfr, determines the relative absence of psychology. This is 

obviously what Malraux meant when he wrote that the novel was"un instrument 

privilegie du tragique de l'homme et non une elucidation de l'individuil(My 

italics, C.J.G.). Obviously a tragedy cannot do without psychological 

insight. Psychology cannot be absent from it any more than living. But the 

tragedian does not appear to be primarily interested in the individual 

psychology of his characters. Nero, in Racine's Britannicus lives, of course, 

as a charactero But he interests Racine less as an individual monster than 

as an example of the dark monster that lives in man. 

The main reason then why the novel is such an unsuitable means to 

express a tragic vision, is that it cannot do the three things which are 

essential for the expression of such a ~ision: it cannot readily divorce . 
the reality it shows from the material conditions of our daily life, nor can 

it contain characters who are truly and constantly heroic; and even less 

easily than tragedy can it do without a psychological content. 

The novel is to a far greater extent than the tragic poem reliant on 

time, on history and on fact. It shows us an individual destiny placed in 

a carefully defined social and domestic framework. Madame Bovary tells the 

story of Emma as it was lived in a p~rticular place in a particular time; 

1e Rouge et Ie Noir tells us the story of Julien Sorel, a young man from a 
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particular social class, living at a particular historical period. And 

the list of novels telling stories is, of course, endless. All these 

stories of individual fates show a character evolving. But the tragic 

fate of man (as opposed to that of the individual), since it is a static, 

unhistoric and timeless state of being, does not become and therefore 

cannot easily be shown in a literary genre which, like the novel, is so 

-bound by history and by time. ..., 

Moreover the novel is almost, as it were, by "nature" realistic. 

HThe only reason for the existence of the novel", writes Henry James, (35) 

"is that it does attempt to represent life. And life in this quotation is 

spelt with a lower-case "1", that is to say that it indicates life as we 

live it. Because of this, the novel - even those novels which attempt to 

embody a tragic ,view of life - are committed to a representation of our 

factual and actual reality. Like Defoe's castaways, the novelist will 

surround himself with a palissade of tangible facts. And Mary McCarthy 

writes more explicitly: 

The distinctive mark of the novel is its concern with the actual world, 
the world of fact, of the verifiable, of figures, even, and statistics. 
If I point to Jane Austen, Dickens, Balzac, Eliot, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, 
the Melville of Moby Dick, Proust, the Joyce of Ulysses, Dreiser, 
Faulkner, it will be admitted that they are all novelists and that, 
different as they are from a formal point of view, they have one thing 
in common: a deep love of fact, of the empiric element in experience. 
I am not interested in making a formal definition of the novel (it is 
really a very loose affair, a grabbag or portmanteau, as someone has 
said) but in finding its quidditas or whatness, the essence or binder 
that distinguishes it from other species of prose fiction: the tale, 
the fable, the romanceG The staple ingredient present in all novels in 
various mixtures and proportions but always in faFly heavy dosage is 
fact. (36) 

Because of this inescapable pres~nce of the factual concrete world in 

which we live, the novel, unlike tr~gedy, is continuous with our quotidian 

life. This means that the "heroes" in a novel must resemble people in real 

life: their actions and thoughts must be explainede The novel's world is one 

where cause is followed by effect, where effect is explained by cause. The 

novel's heroes can be mentally deranged, but they cannot be epically made in 

the way Ajax, Lear, Hamlet or Phedre are. 

It would seem fairly obvious then that the novel, always bearing in 

mind I refer here to its dominant "realist" form, had to be twisted or 

•••• G ••• / 
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stretched in order to contain the trngic vision; rather in the same way 

as Joyce had to stretch the novel to breaking point so that it could contain 

his symbolic dream world of Finnegans 'Make. A number of writers, both 

before and after Malraux, have struggled with this problem. Yet none 

removed the two main obstacles to the novel becoming an instrument for the 

expression of Tragic Man: its almost complete reliance on both history and 

...fact. ~"'"' -l 

..., 

Before considering Malraux' solution to this problem, I want to look { . 

briefly at the manner in which Dostoievski, Thomas Hardy and the existential 
.. ~ 

writers of the Forties have tried to turn the novel into a means to express 

a tragic awareness of life. 

* * ;.j 

* 

Dostoievski's The Brothers Karamazov is undoubtedly a novel bearing 
~. 
~:~ 

a close, if superficial resemblance to the traditional realist-psychological 
r~. 

novel; yet it is in important respects very different, and not merely 

because of its size or its untidiness. The novel is in part, through the 

analysis of Ivan and Dimitri, a psychological study of hatred and jealousy. 

But to see only that side of the novel, as did such XIXth century critics 

as Vogue, is to miss its real meaning. The assassination of the father is 

the profounder and genuinely tragic theme of the novel, for by killing their 

father they seek to kill God. So that the novel is less about Ivan, Dimitri, 

their father etc., than about theocide and the situation of mnn without God; 

and that is one of the great tragic themes. Moreover Dimitri and Ivan are 

true tragic heroes, dispossessed kings~ dispossessed of faith and 

innocence. But Dostoievski does not show how they have fallen. They have 

no history - the biographical sketch of the opening chapter tells us little 

except a few facts. A true realist novelist would have shown us the fall 

(Madame Bovary), but as a tragic novelist Dostoievski shows us their fallen 

state. Hence, in spite of the great number of events which take place, the 

curiously static impression the novel creates. In The Brothers Karamazov, 

as in most novels of Dostoievski, time seems absent. There is no clear 

•••••••• / 
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chronology and no sense of historical time so essential in the realistic 

novel. Events are telescoped, everything seems to happen at the same time. 

The result is that, as in a tragedy, time is suspended. Dostoievski's 

novels are placed in a timeless present. 

In the same way place is unimportant. In The Brothers Karamazov 

the action takes place in an anonymous and unidentified district, which is 

~nly fragmentarily described, which has in fact no real physical existence. , 
This also separates the Dostoievskian novel from the realist tradition. 

One can draw a fairly accurate map of Yonville, the fictitious village 

where Madame Bovary is placed. It is totally impossible to visualise in 

the same way the Petersburg of Crime and Funishment or the village (is it 

a village or a town?) where the family Karamazov lives. The reason for 

this is, of course, that the metaphysical situation of Dimitri and Ivan is 

independent of time and space, and in no way determined by them; but 

Madame Bovary would have been different had she lived in Paris o 

Moreover, the characters in The Brothers Karamazov, as in all 

Dostoievski novels, behave in an inexplicable manner: they weep, shout, 

insult each other~ embrace each other, play the buffoono They appear mad, 

and that is what they are, mad like Hamlet and Ajax and Phedre. They have 

crossed into a world beyond reason where cause and effect cease to operate 

and which is consequently situated beyond the grasp of realistic psychology" 

It is in this distortion, in the violence done to our normal way of 

living and feeling and behaving that Dostoievski reveals the Jepth of his 

dilemma. Through the exaggeration, the violent enormity of the action, the 

utter unpredictability of the characters, he tries desperately to convey 

in novelistic prose that experience of nothingness, that metaphysical fear 

and anguish which is properly speaking the domain of tragic poetry. 

Dostoievski's tragic vision makes the novel burst at the seams. 

Thomas Hardy's Return of the Wative is another attempt, though less 

violent and more formal, to reconcile the antithetical natures of the tragic 

vision and of the novelo In this novel Hardy wants to recreate in prose a 

o 
fullblown tragedy on the model of the great cla.r.:;sical and Shakesperean 

A 
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tragedies. And he gives us a number of obvious clues to his intentions. 

For example, he weaves into his novel two scenes which follow very closely 

two great scenes of our tragic literature. Mrs. Yeobright, like King Lear, 

has been cast off; like him she roams raving on the heath as lonely and as 

mortally wounded as Lear.- A small boy, simple, innocent and wise is her 

ilFoo19l. The other scene shows Clym discovering the truth about his mother's 
, 

death by questioning the boy who helped her. This scene is almost a carbon 

copy in prose of Oedipus' agonised but compulsive interrogation of the 

shepherd who will reveal to him the truth of his birth. Other pointers to 

Hardy's intentions are the presence of a "chorus" and the structure of the 

novel which, as J.W. Beach points out, follows closely the structure of a 

classical tragedy.(37) There is also the attempt to remove the action from 
, 

normal living by placing it in a remote and wild place. And finally there 

is the treatment of the heroine Eustacia. The first description of her 

gives her a genuinely heroic stature ("Eustacia Vye was the raw material 

of divinityi1). But later on the tone and texture abruptly change as Hardy 

is forced to leave the world of tragedy and come down to the world of the 

novel and of factual narrative. And what has happened here is that a 

heroine of the stature which the first descriptions suggest has simply no 

room in a novel: she is rather like an Alice whose arms and legs stick out 

at the windows and doors of the House of Fiction. 

Now both Hardy and Dostoievski, each in a different way, are 

defeated in their attempts. Dostoievski is compelled to do violence to 

everyday reality and psychological plausibility in order to force them to 

contain the tragic reality. Hardy is forced by the "nature ii of the novel 

to scale down the heroic proportions of his world in order to make them 

fit quotidian reality which forms the substance of the novel. 

Hore recently, the existentialist novelists have tried yet anoth~r 

solution and haVe turned to philosophy as an ally. This, in itself, is not 

unreasonable, since, as we have tried to show, philosophy is one of the 

chosen media for the expression of a tragic view of life. 
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!~~ 

- ....... , 

~ 

;j 

~ 
f" 



" "/. ',: .;}~,"' ".~. "-~:~:'~-.~-
'~ .:' . 

- 22 -

The solution of these novelists is to abstract from the situation 

and the experience with which the novel deals, the tragic content which 

fi ts with such ~iffi.cl)~ty int~; D. novelA This ahtracted tragic content 

is given an abstract philosophical expression. The novels themselves, in 

order to be fully understood, should be read then in conjunction with these 

abstraots which give us the key to the novel's meaning. The novel in 

-relation to this theoretical world has the function of an illustrationo In 

that way L'Etranger is the illustrated supplement of Le My the de Sisyphe, 

Les Chemins de la liberte that of L'Etre et le neant. The existential 

solution then is not really a solution, but a means to get round the 

difficulty, and in the process the novel ceases to be an independent, 

autonomous work of art in order to become a form of allegory, a kind of 

philosophic puzzl~ which once solved dissolves and disappears. Both the 

nature and the causes of this transformation of the novel into allegory 

have been clearly unQlysed by William Troy who writes: 

The existential novel continues to assume more of the oharacter of 
treatise than that of the modern European novel as we have known it •••• 
Although regarded in some quarters as per~aps the last word in the novel, 
they actually turn the clock back as far as fiction technique is 
concerned and cast aside nearly all the aesthetic gains which the novel 
has made in the last hundred years. It is rather paradoxical that, these 
believers in "existence", in the superiority of the concrete lived 
experience over whatever abstract constructions our minds make of it, 
should be so little gifted in endowing their works with either reality 
or concreteness •••• For the revival of allegory there are reasons enough 
to be sure, and the greatest of them is that we are in our time (The 
article is dated 1948 - C.J.G.) reduced, morally and spiritually to an 
"extreme situation". We, at last, have been forced to cut away the 
"accidentia" of our distressful historical situation and concentrate 
upon the inherent terror in the human substance. (This, clearly, is a 
tragic awareness. C.J.G.) This leads to an eVer sharper definition of 
our plight; definition is abstraction;. and abstraction spells allegory. 
In the XIXth century The Brothers Karamazov and Hoby Dick were great works 
o'f literature capable of being interpreted on the allegorical plane. But 
Dostoievski and Meltville were still interested enough in individual 
character in all its full-blooded contradictoriness to give us an image 
as well as a statement about life. In both of these the philosophical and 
the psychological are inseparable. The former grows out of the latter 
before our eyes. If none of the Existentialists has so far created a 
single character, it may be because our age demands not the unique, but 
the "extreme", not the individual but the typical" 'rle require a diagram 
of our calamity.(38) 

* 
* * 
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Let us now turn to the novels of Malraux. Faced with a problem 

similar to that with which some of his predecessors and some of his 

contemporaries had to grapple, Malraux found perhaps the most viable 

solution. This does not mean, quite obviously, that he is a greater writer 

than Dostoievski or Hardy, but merely that he was more skilful in solving 

that particular problem. And this, in itself, is no mean achievement. He 

&ucceeded in keeping the abstract statement of the tragic awareness inside 

his novels, and he succeeded in keeping the heroic stature of most of his 

main characters constant and intact. 

In order to retain the ideas in the body of his novels, Malraux had 

to create a world which in one important respect differed from our normal 

world. Gide once made Malraux the reproach: "II n'y a pas d'imbeciles dans 

* vos livres". Eve,.rybody in Malraux' novels, whether he be a retired universi-

ty professor (Gisors), a revolutionary (Katow), a business tycoon (Ferral), 

an anarchist agitator or a policeman, is equally intelligent and equally 

articulate. So that his novels, and notably La Condition humaine, do not 

really deal witb Man's Fate or Destiny as such, but with the individual 

destinies of people who talk about destiny and man's fate. They deal with 

people who transform into awareness and thence into ideas and words their 

tragic vision of life. This might well be the only way in which such a 

vision can be translated into novel-form. For it is simply not possible 

to write a novel about a tragic awareness of life with a hero who himself 

is not aware of it. If Camus' L'Etranger partly fails, it is precisely 

because of this. For Meursault is a character without unity or coherence, 

There is first the mediocre, indifferent and rather inarticulate and 

insensitive Ylp~tit employe" whom we find at the beginning of the novel, 

but at the end of the novel he suddenly and unjustifiably changes and 

gives proof of having very sophisticated and subtle thoughts which he 

translates with fluency, clarity and a lovely touch of lyricism. NoVi this 

sudden and awkward transformation of Meursault is, as it were, forced on 

•• e., •• ",. 

* To this Malraux replied: "J e n t e cris pas pour m' embeter. Quant aux 
idiots, la vie suffito,,(39) 
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Gamus, who at the end of his novel reached the point where the meaning 

had to become clear. And he had no choice but to make dull and mediocre 

Meursault give voice tothis meaning, thereby destroying the unity and 

vraisemblance of his protagonist. 

Something not unlike this, as we shall see, happens in Malraux' 

novels. Malraux also tends to take over from his character, yet in a more 
-, 

subtle manner and one which does not break the homogeneity of either the 

character or the novel. In Malraux' novels the tragic substance is to be 

found rather in the dialogue and the reflections of the various characters 

than in the action which provides us wi.th a concrete image of the ideas. 

Now, the dialogues of Malraux have very marked characteristics. To begin 

with, their function is not primarily to light up the character of the 

speakers, and they tell us less about what the speakers are and feel than 

about what they think. Moreover, all the characters express themselves in 

a similar manner. They speak with the same voice. Not only do they all 

~~ 
share a same high degree of intelligence and~do they all share the same 

(or similar) obsession with death, solitude, etc., but also the tone of 

their thought is the SRme. The result i p that we often get not so much a 

dialogue between two characters as a kind of monologue a deux voix. What 

is more important still, is that this voice shared by all characters 

belongs in fact to their creator. And, as a few examples will show, there 

is a striking resemblance between the manner of speaking of the characters 

with the voice of Malraux himself: they all talk as Malraux writes. 

I (a) -- Je crois, reprit Gisors, que l~ recours a l'esprit tente do 
compenser ceci: la connaissance d'un etre est un sentiment negatif: 
Ie sentiment positif, la realite, c'est l'angoisse d'etre toujours 
etranger a ce quion aime. 

Aime-t-on jamais? 
-- 1e temps fait disparaitre parfois cette angoisse, Ie temps seul. 
On ne connait jamais un etre, mais on cesse parfois de sentir qu'on 
l'ignore (je pense ~ mon fils, n'est-ce pas, et aussi a ••• un autre 
gar90n). Gonnaitre par l'intelligence, c'est la tentation vaine de 
se passer du temps ••• " 

(b) Sinon par vous, n'est-ce pas, par un autre~ C'est comme si un 
general disait: avec mes soldAts, je puis mitrailler la villee Mais, 
s'il etait capable de la mitr2iller, il ne sorait pas general qU'en 
sortant de Saint-Gyro D'ailleurs, les hommes sont peut-etre 
indifferents au pouvoir ••• Ce qui les fascine dans cette idee, 
voyez-vous, ce n'est pas Ie pouvoir reel, c'est l'illusion du bon 

.... " .... / 
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plaisir. Le pouvoir du roi, c'est de gouverner n'est-ce pas? 
Mais,l'homme n'a pas envie de gouverner: il a envie de contraindre, 
vous l'avez dit. D'@tre plus qu'homme, dans un monde d'hommes. 
Echapper a la condition humaine, vous disais-je. Non pas puissant: 
tout-puissant. La maladie chimerique, dont la volonte de puissance 
n'est que la justification intellectuelle, c'est la volante de 
deite: tout homme reve d'etre dieu. 

(e) -- Un des n6tres, dit enfin Hernandez avec Ie meme sourire amer, 
evade d'une de vos prisons, condamne a mort plus d'~" mois 
m'expliquait que tout, dans la vie, peut etre compense; en parlant, 
il faisait ees deux lignes dont l'une representait Ie malheur,.si 
vous voulez, et l'autre sa compensation. Mais, que la .~. tragedie 
de la mort est en ceci qu ' elle transforme la vie en destin, qU'a 
partir d'elle rien ne peut plus @tre compense. Et que -- meme pour 
un athee -- la est l'extreme gravite de l'instant de la morto 

(d) -- Notre art me para1t une rectification du monde, un moyen d'echapper 
~ la condition d'homme. La confusion capitale me paratt venir de ce 
qu'on a cru -- dans l'idee que nous nous faisons de la tragedie 
greeque c'est eclatant! -- que representer une fatalite etait la subir. 
Mais nonl C'est presque la posseder. Le seul fait de pouvoir la 
representer, de la concevoir, la fait echapper au vrai destin, a 
l'implacable echelle divine; la reduit a l'echellehumaine. Dans ce 
qu'il a d'essential, notre art estune humanisation du monde~ 

(e) II n'y a de psychologie valable qu'en Occident, vient-on de nous 
dire? mais, d'abord, il n'y a de besoin de psychologie qu'en Occident. 
Parce que l'Occident s'oppose au cosmos, a la fatalite, au lieu de 
s'accordet ~ eux. Et que toute psychologie est la recherche d'une 
fatalite interieure. Le coup d'etat du christianisme, c'est d'avoir 
installe la fatalite dans l'homme. 

IIo(a) Vous avez fait a la puissance l'offrande de votre vie~ Vous yous 
confondez avec vos actions. Votre pensee meme. o • A peine compre~ez­
vous encore que pour etre il ne soit pas necessaire d'agir, et q~e 1e 
monde vous transforme bien plus que vous ne Ie transform~z. 

(b) L'Oriental ir~esponsible s'efforce a s'elever au-dessus d'un conflit 
dont il n'est pas l'enjeu. Le chretien ne peut point s'en separer; 
Dieu et lui sont desormais attaches l'un & l'autre, et Ie monde 
n'est plus rien que Ie vain decor de leur conflit~ 

(c) II n'est pas la representation d'une vision, mais l'expression de 
valeurs. Le peintre byzontin ne voit pas en style byzantin, il 
traduit en style byzantin. Pour lui, @tre un artiste est precisement 
etre capable de traduire ainsi personnages et objets. II fait 
acceder les choses a un univers sacre: ses moyens, ceux du cerGmonial, 
ceux du rituel convergent. 

It is clear from the above quotations that the various statements 

of the characters quoted in I are so similar in tone that it is difficult 

to know who says what; they have all the same elliptic turn, the same, 

rather startling, abruptness. Gisors' pronouncement in I(a) could equally 

well have been said by Hernandez I(c) and so on. Moreover, there is no 

change of tone between the quotations from group I taken from dialogues 

in the novels, and from group II culled from Nalraux 1 theoretical writings. 

They too are to a large extent interchangeable. Gisors could have said II(a) 
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and conversely Malraux could have written ICd). 

An important conclusion canbe drawn from this similarity of tone. 

In the dialogue of the novels (and more especially, of course, in those 

dialogues dealing with ideas) it is not so much the character who is 

speaking but Halraux himself who in a way, but less obstrusively than 

Camus, "takes over" from his creatures and robs them momentarily of their 

l~berty and their autonomy. Because of this the dialogues in 'Malraux' 

novel show a slight tendency to be, as it were, separate from the action. 

The dialogues turn into a sort of philosophic commentary by Malraux on the 

action.* It is through them that the actions acquire their meaning and 

that the tragic vision is contained in the novels. They fulfil then a 

function not very different from that of the theoretical-philosophical 

writings of the ex~stential novelists, and one could abstract Malraux' 

ideas by extracting the various pronouncements by the characters. 

However, things are not quite as clear-cut as I have made out. 

For the sake of clarity I have scrhemati-zed a matter which is rather more 

complex 0 For although MRlraux tends to speak through his obaracters, the 

dialogues are nevertheless also firmly rooted in both the action of tho 

novel and, what is more important, in the personalities of the characters. 

And although, as I suggested earlier, it is possible to separate them from 

the body of the novel, in so doing one does considerable violence to the 

novel as a whole. Malraux' novels are not like the existential novels mere 

"diagrams of our calamity". Moreover, not all dialogues are of this highly 

charged intellectual nature. The great m~jority of them have a more down 

to earth content dealing with personal relationships (cf. the dialogues 

between May and Kyo) or with political matters. 

This, however, can be said: that the tragic vision in Malraux' 

novels is expressed through what could be termed unrealistic dialogues. 

Unrealistic, first of all, because in daily life one does not deal all the 

•••••••• / 

* This could also be true of other novels. What makes Malraux' case 
different, as the quotations show, is that it is so obvious, almost explicit, 
that the author talks through his characters and takes their place. 
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time with people of such formidable intellectu~l calibre. Unrealistic 

also because of the uniformity of tone: very few people talk that way, 

even if Malraux himself does o 

There are two other ways in which Malraux' intention to turn his 

novels into vehicles for a tragic vision, shapeS his novels. All of them 

are set in foreign and often in exotic lands (La Voie Royale in Indochina, 

Les Conquerants and La Condition humaine in Chin~, L'Espoir in Spai~, 

Le Temps du mepris and Les Noyers de l'Altenburg in Germany), and all his 

novels deal with events involving violence and danger. 

Let us consider first the settings of his novels. There are, to 

begin with, obvious biographical reasons for the choice of these settings. 

Host of his novels, with the exception of Le Temps du mepris and of 

Les Noyers, are Iinked to particular events in Malraux' life. But this 

nlone does not explain his choice, nor does the desire for exoticism and 

* depaysement. For the foreign and exotic settings are treated with a 

curious indifference. They are not, in themselves, of any interest as 

** they are in truly exotic novels, they have no real existence. The Canton 

of Les ConquerRnts is not really and individually Canton, but an ffi10nymous 

oriental citya The same is true of La Condition humaine's Shangai, which 

has a very shadowy existence and is not in any way pnrticularised, as 

places in exotic novels usually are. *** The absence of this exotic 

particularisation reveals clearly the writer's indifference to them. It 

also helps us to discover the real reason for his using these foreign 

settings, which is linked with Malraux' ~attempt to write tragic novels. By 

situating his heroes in such unusual settings, Halraux tries to remove them 

from the ordinary conditions of living. In other words, he tries to create 

....... " / 

* Albert Thibaudet in his qrticle on contemporary literature in 
L'Encyclopedie fr~n~aise (Tome XVII, 1935) rather superficially classifies 
Malraux amongst the "ecrivains exotiques". 

** This is equally true of the foreigness of Malraux' characters. And 
Drieu la Rochelle points out quite correctly that Malraux' ilPrrsonnages 
sont chinois, comme les personnages de Racine etaient grecs". 40) 

*** In this respect the error made by the Oxford Companion to French 
Literature is perhaps significant: it places the action of the novel not 
in Shangai, but in Peking. 
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in this manner the same distance between us and his heroes as the one 

that exists between us and Lear or Oedipus. 

To this must be added the second characteristic element we 

noticed earlier: the constant presence of violence and dangerQ There are 

obviously philosophical and psychological reasons for this, and we shall 

discuss these later. But this dominant role ~olence plays in Malraux' 

novels also has its roots in the kind of novel he wants to write and in , 
the kind of hero he wants to show. In an interview Malraux established 

a link between himself and Corneille: "Les quatre ecrivains fran~ais dont 

l'oeuvre est en eQtier posterieur a 1916 et qui ont a l'etranger l'audience 

la plus etendue: Bernanos, Giono, Montherlan~ et moi-meme, sont lies 

tous les quatre a la tradition heroique de la France, sa tradition 

cornelienne". It is significant that Malraux allies himself with the 

most heroic of French tragic writers.* 

Now it is obvious that it is only in extreme and extraordinary 

situations that the hero can reveal his true heroic nature. Thus Kyo 

face to face with violence, Hernandez before the firing squad, Kassner 

face to face with torture; these and only these will fit into the 

tragic-heroic scheme, and they alone can be shown in a tragic novel. The 

other everyday unheroic Kyo, the revolutionary bureaucrat, or Kassner, 

the apparatchik, have no place in such a novel. It is in this way that 

the presence of violence enables Malraux to show the heroic-tragic 

stature of his characters; at the same time he accentuates the distance 

between his tragic world and ours. 

Moreover, by placing his novels In a world of violence, he is 

taking his characters at the moment of the vital and tragic crisis. He 

does in fact what Racine does in his tragedies,and this enables him to 

leave in the shade all that does not directly concern the crisis, all 

those things which the crisis dwarfs and now makes unimportanto On the 

whole, Malraux' characters have no past, no family, few personal 

•••••• o. / 

* And clearly not without reason. There are few characters in modern 
fiction whom Corneille would have understood better than Katow whose 
ultimate gesture, if we scratch Qway the Twentieth century vnrnish, is 
essentially that of a "genereux". 
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relationships. Like truly tragic characters they have no life, no real 
.: -I' 

existence outside the crisis through which they live~ By making this 

violent crisis the sole focal point of his novels, Malraux can maintain 

almost throughout his novels the heroic stature of his characters 9 and 

since they lead no IItnormal " lives, Malraux is not foroad, as was Hardy 

in The Return of the native, to scale his heroes down in order to fit 
.... 

them into an everyday scheme of things. 

Finally, the remarkably strong and compelling focal point of 

all Malraux' novels (with the possible exception of L'Espoir) creates a 

number of what might be termed optical illusions, which make us 

experience the novel as somewhat different from what it actually iso 

The tension generated by the unrelieved presence of violence tends to 

make the novels more concentrated in both time and space than they are ..... ~ 

in realityo Thus, although the action of La Condition humaine is care-
( 

fully charted and takes in fact a number of days, one has the experience 
.'\ 

that time in the novel, rather like in The Brothers Karamazov, is 

telescoped, that one has not a sequence of events, but that a number of 

events happen at the same time, or rather in a very short time. In this 
;j 

manner we get something approximati.g the unity of time: the illusion of 

a unity of time. 
~. 

A similar illusion is created as to space in La Voie royale, t~. 

in Les Conquerants as well as in Le Temps du mepriso Although Claude and 

Perken travel a considerable amount, the novel nevertheless creates the 

impression of them being locked up in ohe place: the forest. The action 

of Les Conquerants seems to take place only in the ill-defined Canton; 

in actual fact it takes place in a number of towns. 

It seems clear then that the presence of some of the most 

characteristically Malravian traits of Malraux' novels: the highly 

charged intellectual dialogue? the heroic stature of the characters, 

the atmosphere of violence, are to a great extent determined by Malraux' 

intent to be a tragic writer. 
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Chapter I 

Tho World of Malraux 

In his Panorama de la litterature contemporaine, Gaeton Picon 

writes: "Malraux est a la source et il demeure au centre des remous 

actuels". More than two generations have seen in Malraux not only a 

g:ceat and important writer, but also a kind of master and te~cher, what 

the French call "un maitre a penser". (1) In the Thirties and Forties 

Malraux took the place of Gide who in turn had taken the place of Barres: 

he was "Ie contemporain capital". For their book Vingt ans en 1951, 

Robert Kanters and Gilbert Sigaux asked a number of young men of twenty 

who their favourite authors were. "Les vingt ecrivains qui arrivent en 

tete sont dans l~ordre: Andre Malraux, Andre Gide, stendhal, Saint-Exupery, 

Claudel ••• 11(2) (Sartre, curiously enough, if one takes into consideration 

the date of this enquete, only comes fifteenth out of twenty). In a 

similar investigation conducted by the weekly Carrefour(3) in 1950 which 

asked its readers "quels ecrivains de notre temps lira-t-on en I'an 2000", 

we find Malraux in the third place preceded only by Montherlant and 

Andre Gide and followed by Colette, Claudel, Mauriac, Celine and Sartre. 

Camus comes fifteenth. And as late as 1963, almost twenty years after 

Malraux had published his last novel, in an investigation of the reading 

habits of young army recruits, Malraux still occupies the fourth place 

amongst those conscripts who had received a university education.(4) 

This popularity 0nd prestige of rvIalrau:x;., especially during the Thirties, 

is due, no doubt, in part to extra-literary causes. For IVIalraux is not 

merely a writer, an homme de lettres, but also a man of action who has 

tru{en part in some of the great political and historical events of his 

time. This involvement in his time, this "consonnance a ltepoque", as 

Picon calls it, helped, unfortunately, to create a great deal of confusion 

about the nature of his novels which are often seen as a continuation, 

a prolongation of his life, but on paper~ For example, Pierre-Henri Simon 

in his Histoire de la litterature fran~aise du XXe siecle writes: 

•••••••• / 
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"Malraux tire ses romans ( ••• ) du journal de ses aventuresu .(5) 

Garaudy, the Communist critic, in a similar vein writes: "Un roman 

de Malraux c'est un grand reportage". (6) And Picon writes: 

Peu d'oeuvres romanesques ou l'imaginationait si peu de part. 
Si Malraux prolonge, transpose, redistribue ce que son experience 
lui a donne, il n'y ajoute rien. A tel point que devant cette 
oeuvre ( ••• ) on songe moins aux grandes oeuvres romanesquescgu)'a 
quelques grands livres d 'choses vues' ou de choses vecues. 'I 

There is no doubt some truth in this, but one sho~ld be very 

careful not to confuse too readily the legendary figure Malraux with 

the writer Malraux; and he himself indirectly warns us in his article 

De l'artiste: 

La critique de Stendhal par Sainte-Beuve repose sur Ie sentiment 
suivant: 'J'ai bien connu. M. Beyle. Vous ne me direz pas que 
ce plaisant in a ecrit des chefs-d'oeuvres." Restait a savoir si 
La Chartreuse avait ete ecrite pur M. Beyle ou par Stendhal. 
Lorsque M. Beyle rencontrait Sainte-Beuve il voulait l'amuser, 
l'irriter ou Ie seduire. Lorsque Stendhal ecrivait Le Rouge et 
Ie noir rien de pareil: il interdisait a M. Beyle tout ce qui 
ntappartenait pas au meilleur de son intell~gence et de sa 
sensibilite.* 

Very much the same could be said of Malraux himself: Comrade (or 

Colonel) Malraux in battle or speaking at the Salle Pleyel or 

Monsieur Ie Ministre addressing a meeting at the Vel' d'Hiv', is ~ot 

the Malraux writing La Condition humaine with the best of his intelligence 

and sensitivity. The legendary figure and the writer are distinct, and 

ultimately the one who counts is the writer, not the hero. This is the 

way Malraux himself feels about it as well: "Je crois que les legendes 

des gens n'ont, au bout du compte, aucun inter@tu .(8) Yet some of the 

novels reflect some of the events in which he took part; but, in fact, 

of the six novels only two (La Voie royale and L'Espoir) are based on 

"choses vues". The others (with the exception of the prologue and 

epilogue of Les Noyers de l'Altenburg) describe&ents in which he did 

not take part or which he did not witness. To see 

then Malraux' novels as a mltre'~ournal d~ ses aventures"is by no means 

•••••••• / 

* Cf. also Proust: "Un livre est Ie produit d'un autre moi que 
celui que nous manifestons dans nos habitudes, dans la societe, dans 
nos vices".(9) 
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justified. Moreover, such an interpretation risks falsifying a true 

critical appraisal of the value of Malraux' achievement as a creative 

writer. For it seems that Malraux' novels, far from being mere reportages, 

are in fact imaginative fiction. The stature of Malraux as novelist is 

tremendously enhanced by this: he is not merely an author of 

fictionalized history, but he is a genuine creative writer. 

The fact that Malraux' novels are almost all pure fiction has 
, 

as a further consequence that it frees the critic from all biographical 

and historical considerations. It frees him from the vain search for 

the links which may exist between Malraux' novels and the actual 

historical reality. In the preface to Louis Guilloux' novel Le Sang noir, 

Malraux writes: 

Ces scenes (those of Le Sang noir) nous montrent une fois de plus 
combien les p~oblemes du realisme sont mal poses,.e discuter ce 
livre en fonction d'une realite quelconque (est) a peu pres 
demander si Madrid ressemblait aux caprices de Goyao 

This statement of Malraux should be carefully considered since, as is 

almost invariably the case in Malraux' critical writings, he writes 

indirectly about his own novels when discussing the writings of others. 

So that if we hold, as it were, this statement against the light, WEf 

will read en filigrane that if it is absurd to seek real Madrid in 

Goya's Capricios, then it is equally absurd to seek Canton in Les 

Conquerants or Shangai in La Condition humaine. - ' 

Yet, however much Malraux might want to dismiss his legend, 

there exists nevertheless a Malraux legend which has exerted an undoubteJ 

fascination. To the growth and proliferation of this legend Malraux has 

(wittingly?) contributed by his refusal to set the record straight* 

and his penchant for mythomania. 

We might at this point briefly try and establish what the facts 
profile of Malraux 

are. To help us in this task we have at our disposal Janet OB'lannerfs/in 

The New-Yorker which is "une biographie tres bien dooumentee - la meilleure 

selon Malrauxn.(lO) For the later period we have a biographical 

........ / 
* "Malraux himself is hermetic where his private life is concerned. The 
confusing legends have swelled like balloons to fill in his silence. He 
assumes the position tha~ his private life is actually his - a large and 
exclusive territory". 11 And Nino Frank in his Memoires brisees writes: 
HII (Malraux) est comme toujours, un blo9i ~a vie entierement close en lui: 
i1 ne 1aisse rien appara1tre au dehors".~ 2; 
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(autobiographical?) sketch written for the German translation of 

Les Conquerants and a letter from Malraux to E. Wilson dated 2nd October 

1933. The last period of Malraux' life from approximately 1934 to date 

is fairly public and therefore well known. - It might be added that 

Malraux' Antimemoires (1967) give us very little, if any, information 

about Malraux' childhood and formation. 

Malraux was born in Paris in 1901 in a solid middle~class family 

which had its roots in the French Flanders. His father was either a 

business man or a banker. The young Malraux studied at the Lycee Condorcet. 

Whether after this he attended any institution of higher learning is not 

known. It is usually assumed that he attended the Ecole des Langues 

Orientales, but as Janet Flanner rightly points out: "At any event, with 

his swift precocity, he would have found the classrooms only an 

exasperating delay in the carrying out of his remarkably adult, far­

reaching programme n .(13) 

In 1919, the eighteen year old Malraux links up with the 

bookseller and publisher Rene-Louis Doyon. He provides him with rare qooks 

and edits a number of texts for him, amongst others a collection of 

fragments and letters of Laforgue. Doyon also published a literary review 

caRed Connaissance, which printed Malraux' first piece of writing:ViDes 

origines de la poesie ~ubiste".(14) He later contributes a number of 

articles to an ephemeral, avant-garde review called Action and was finally, 

as was almost inevitable, drawn into the magic circle of the N.R.F. His 

first contribution to the Revue is a review of Gobineau's L'Abbaye des 

Typhaines.(15) In 1921 his first book Lunes en papier is published by 

the Editions de la galerie Simon. The following year he married Clara 

Goldschmidt. 

About the intellectual formation of Malraux during these ~early 

years we know little. Many years later he said this about the influences 

he had undergone as an adolescent: 

•••••••• / 
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J'ai admire Nietzsche et Dostoievski, Anatole France et Barres, 
Gide, Claudel et Suares~ et comme tous les adolescents de rna generation, 
les poetes ••• 1e tout premier choc, non, je ne Ie retrouve pas. 
Sans doute Hugo, comme tout Ie monde •• 0 Mais je me souviens de deux ~ 

chocs dla~06~scent tr~s violents: Michel-Ange a Florence et 
Michelet. 1 ) 

Now this declaration, while saying little, is nevertheless revealing of 

certain intellectual attitudes of the young Malraux. His admiration for 

ilnatole France and ~1aurice Barres shows his aloofness from his iconoclastic 

contemporaries of the Dada movement who so violently condemned France and 

* Barres. It also indicates a certain attachment to aesthetic values which 

Dada so furiously rejected. ~his is also suggested by the fact that he 

felt more at home with an older generation of poets such as Salmon and 

Max Jacob who was a close friend of Malraux during the Twenties and to 

whom Lunes en papier is dedicated. 

Finally, ~he reference to Michel~Ange and Michelet seems to 

foreshadow the two overriding interests of Malraux in his later years, 

especially since 1945: Art and History; for Malraux' involvement in 

politics (which will be discussed later) should really be seen as a desire 

to be involved in history: liLa politique, vous savez ••• Ce n'est pas la 

politique qui m'interesse. Sinon je serais aIle au Parlementee. Je vous 

l' ai di t: c' est histoire". ( 18 ) 

However, it must be underlined that in the early years of 

Malraux' career, that is before 1925, he shows but little interest in 

politics. Malraux' main interests during this period were literature, 

art and, like so many writers of his generation, the film. At this time 

Malraux is already very much what he will always remain: essentially an 

aesthete, and his early works are often of a very self-consciously 

"artistic" nature, much more so than his later novels. Drieu la Rochelle 

writes this about the early years: "II y a eu chez Malraux un esthete de 

Ia vingtieme annee qui n'est pas encore tout a fait mort: temoin Royaume 

••• 0 •••• 

* "Loti, Barres, France, marquons tout de meme d'un beau signe blanc 
l'annee qui coucha ~es trois sinistres bonhommes: l'idiot, Ie traitre 
et Ie policier". (. 17) 
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farfelu, recueil de poemes en prose qui sentent l'opium litteraire ll .(19) 

In 1923, Malraux who had always shown a marked interest in 

oriental and especially in Khmer art, set out with an ordre de mission 

of the French Government to cambodlia where he was to do archeological 

research in the region surrounding the temple of Bantaie-Srey. This 

episode will find its reflect:"rn in La Voie royale. It is from this 

• period, especially after his second journey to Indochina i~ 1925, that 

date Malraux' first political activities~ He works with the anti-

colonialist movement Jeune-Annam and edits a political daily L'Indochine 

<HJournal du rapprochement franco-annamite").. This period is now fully 

documented by Walter G~ Langlois' Andre Malraux, The Indochina adventure~(20) 

According to the biographical notice for the German translation of 

Les Conquerant&, Malraux became then Commissar of the Kuomintang for the 

whole of Indochina (1924-1925), Deputy Commissar for Propaganda of the 

Nationalist Government during the period of Borodin.* In his letter to 

Edmund Wilson, Malraux gives substantially the same information~ However, 

the precise nature of his relationship with the Kuomintang and with 

Borodin and the importance of Malraux in the nationalist movement ,&re 

extremely difficultm ascertainQ Equally hazy are the exact dates of his 

sojourn in China. It seems fairly certain, however, that Malra~ was not 

in Canton between June 25 and August 18, 1925, when the events which form 

the background of Les Conquerants took place. He might have arrived soon 

afterwards, however. Malraux returned to Paris in 1926 and did not return 

to China (this time as envoy of General de Gaulle) till August 1965. He 

was therefore not ~ a witness of the events described in 

La Condition humaine, which took place in 1928.** 

Malraux' activities after 1933 are better documented. It is from 

this time that Malraux' real involvement in politics dates G Before this 

............... 
* Michael Markovitch Grussenberg, alias Borodin, was the Comintern's 
representative in China from 1923 to 1927. 

/ 

** cf. Nino Frank in Memoires brisees: HPourquoi La Voie royale, roman 
plaque sur une sntreprise qui s'est veritablement produite, n'a-t-il poin~ 
Ie relief des Conquerants et de La Condition humaine, fresques de faits qui 
restent douteuxe (Auxquels, nous Ie savons maintenant, M. n'a pu que 
r~ver( ••• ) dans la projection de cette fameuse mythomanie qui a ete Ie 
premier stade de son accomplissement progressif." (21) 
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date his view of politics, in spite of his active participation in the 

anti-colonial struggle, tends to be rather more philosophical and ethical. 

In 1929, for instance, he declared during the debate on Les Conquerants 

at L'Union pour la Verite (8 tTune 1929): "pour moi la question (the 

conflict between the revolution and the bourgeoisie) n'est nullement 

politique, elle est eminemment ethique". And a little earlier he explained 
"-

that for Garine "Ie bourgeois se definit essentiellement comme l'homme 

d'un certain mode de pensee liee a une ethique pnrticuliere". Towards 

1933, how8ver, he grows very much closer to the Communist Party. In 1929 

he still kept his distances and could say, for instance, during the debate 

at the Union pour la V'3ri te: "Je me refus@ absolument a substi tuer ici une 

ideologie proletarienne a une ideologie bourgeoise, Ce que j'entends 

opposer a des valeurs de permanence, ce sont des valeurs de me thamorphose " 0 

However, In January 1934, he is the official envoy of the Communist Party 

(together with Andre Gide) to Berlin, bearing a petition which asked for 

the release of the communist leader Dimitrov. The same year he is in 

Moscow where he is invited to address the Congress of Soviet Writers. 

(Cf Commune, Nos. 13-14, 1934. "L'art est une conqu&te ll ). He is being 

published by ~he official publishing house of the Pnrty ,and he is 

one of the active members of the Association des Ecrivains et Artistes 

Revolutionnaires~ He organises in 1935 the famous Congres InternRtional 

des Ecrivains pour la D·3fense de la Culture (June, 1935). The 

culminating point of Malraux' political action at that time is, no doubt 

his participation in the Spanish Civil War where he led the international 

airforce squadron Espana.- During all this period, although never becoming 

an actual member of the Party, he nevertheless followed the Party line 

closely and faithfully. Ilya Ehrenbourg reports Malraux as saying during 

a meeting with him: "Si une guerre survenait, nous devons savoir que nous 

n'avons qu'une patrie: L'Union Sovietique. Notre place est damles rangs 

de l'Armee Rouge. u (22) And ~ speech such as the one delivered at the 

Salle Wagram (23 December, 1935) shows clearly to what an extent Malraux 
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was then committed to the Communist Party: 

Renn, vous avez dit: 'Tant que je serai un homme'; vnus avez ~t~ 
un Homme, cette foule est ici pour l'attestero Pas seulement celIe 
qui nous entoure; une autre, inconnue, qui depuis Ie dernier Soviet 
des Asturies' jusqu'au premier Soviet chinois monte autour des prisons 
la garde que vous attendiez d'elle. Une foule qui entend de son 
silence faire action, de ses martyrs des chefs at pour qui votre 
place (that of Renn and Thaelmann) est AUX cotes de Dimitrov et du 
Cominterno 

In 19~·O, Malraux took part in the Flanders campaign and, after 

a short spell as a POW, joined the resistance. Under the name of Berger, 

Malraux leads the Mnquis of Correze and Dordogne. He is made a prisoner 

by the Germans, but is freed by the Allied armies. During the latter part 

of the war he commands the Brigade Alsace-Lorraine which liberates 

Strasbourg. 

Malraux' 'action after the war is less flamboyanto In 1945 he is 

Minister of Information, and in 1947 one of the most active leaders of 

the Gaullist Rassemblement du Peuple fran9ais. In June, 1958 he become3 

Minister in charge of Cultural Affairs, a post he occupied till 1969. 

Although after the war he became a fervent Gaullist 

and turned against Communism, Malraux still considers himself ~n homme de 

g~uche which is quite possible in a country where (as ~1alraux himself 

said - Palais des Sports, 7 February 1967): "la gauche n'est plus la 

gauche, et la droite n'est plus In droite". 

* * 
* 

Considering Malraux' immense prestige, it is curious that his 

very real originality was rarely recognised at the time when he wrote 

his first novels, and even his La Condition humaine was in many ways 

"misunderstood". None of the established critics of the time (Rousseaux~ 

Jaloux, Souday, etc.) seems to have noticed that in his novels Malraux 

dealt in a contemporary idiom with age-old, very real and deeply 

disturbing questions. It is not that Malraux' early novels did pass 

unnoticed, but on the whole the critics did not sec beyond the surface 

••••••• 0 / 
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and simply did not perceive what Malraux was saying. For instance, 

Edmond Jaloux who is often a perspicacious critic, writes about 

Les Conqu~rants: "un roman 3 pr~tention documentaire { •••• ) il nous offre 

uniment un bon roman a l'ancienne mode, meme a la mode du roman exotique"8 (23) 

Robert Kemp writes about the same novel: "Un excellent r~cit, une page 

(..,; '\ 
d'histoire contemporaine, les portraits sont puissants et pittoresques"~ ~~/ 

.... 

And Paul Souday writes about Les Conqu~rants as 'un demi-roman ou un& 

~tude d'histoire politique romancee. M. Malraux brosse un tableau color~ 

de lq r~volution, des agitateurs bolshevistes et terroristes, de 

l'insurrection contre l'Angleterre." (25) When La Voie royale is published, 

Robert Kemp writes: VlJe ne vois pas ou Malraux compte en venir. Veut-il 

seulement nous faire frissonner avec ce roman noir en pays jaune?" and 

later on calls Malraux "un prodigieux feuilletoniste".(26) Andr~ Rousseaux 

in an interview with Malraux says rather condescendingly about the same 

novel: "Oui, clest un roman d'aventure fort bien fait, aussi bien fait 

par endroits que du Jules Verne ll • (27) 

This almost totnl blindness to Mp,lrRux' originrl,li ty is, no doubt, 

partly explained by the fact that externally the novels of Malraux are 

not strikingly different from the run of the mill novel. He is far from 

being an experimental writer, although, as we shall see, his narrative 

technique is original and new. But there are other explanations for this 

critical myopiao It should be noted that all the critics quoted belong to 

an older generation and are writing for the solid, middle-class press. The 

fact that they do not see what is new in-Malraux is indicative of the 

permanence of what we called in an earlier chapter the "bourgeois classical 

age". These critics are so used to deal with the straightforward 

psychological or exotic or provincial novel that they automatically see 

all novels as psychological, exotic, etco They are the heirs of those 

French critics like de Vogue who simply did not see Dostoievski's 

metaphysical dimension. It should be added that when ~eB Conquerants 

and La Voie royale were published, this bourgeois world to which the 

critics belong and for whom they write, had not yet been shaken by th~ 
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great upheavals of economic crises, Fascism, etc. The world which 

Malraux describes is totally foreign and ununderstnndable to them. 

Characters such as the rebel Garine or the adventurer Perken belong to 

another planet. 

But not all the critics of the late Twenties and early Thirties 

were blind to Malraux' originality.. The younger writers, those of 

Malraux' own generation whom a young German critic called les Inquiets 

recognised in Malraux' novels a new voice. Thus the Dutch writer 

Eddy du Perron, n close friend of Malraux it should be added in all fair-

ness, writes in 1928 that "Les ConquGrants is, after Gide's Les Faux-

monnayeurs, the most important movel of the PRst ten years" and adds, 

what most critic"s did not see that "it has no resemblance with anything 

written by the young contemporary French writers ll .(28) Drieu la Rochelle 

saw that "Malraux, homme nouveau, pose l'homme nouveau. L'homme devant 

ses problemes constants: l'action, Ie sexe, la mort, rajeunis par une 

nouvelle saison9i .(29) And Marcel Arland, who was during this period one 

of Malraux' intimates, puts his finger exactly on what was new in the 

vision contained in Malraux' novels: 

Les vnleurs sur lesquelles Malraux porte aujourd'hui l'Rccent sont 
des valeurs eternelles, p3r exemple le sens de la fraternite humaine, 
Ie culte du devouement, Ie besoin meme de definir l'homme par ce 
qu'il a non de particulier, mais de ce qutil a de commun avec les 
autres hommes qui sont a la base du Christianisme. Mais c'est 
precisement l'interet de l'entreprise de Malraux que de reprendre 
ces valeurs en dehors de toute religion, de les placer 'sur terre'. 
de leur donner par suite une justification, une valeur nouvelle!? (30) 

For Malraux was one of the first writefs (not philosophers, perhaps) to 

see what is now obvious and commonplace, but was not so then, that 1113 

Chretiente a disparu en tant qu'armature du monde". 

Two years previously Malraux had already written in D'une jeunesse 

europeenne: "(l'eglise) construisit comme une cathGdrale l'image du monde 

qui nous domine encore (.0.) et notre premiere faiblesse vient de la 

necessi te ou nous 8C'lmmes de prendre connaissance du monde grace a une 

'grille' Chr6tienne, nous qui ne sommes plus chretiens!'. And not only 
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is Christianity dead, but also Reason and Science, as a means of 

'salvation' have failed. It is precisely because iuring the Twenties~ 

even if God were dead, the notions of Reason and Science still seemed 

alive and meaningful, that so many people, especially those of an older 

generation, who had been largely formed by the scientism of the 

Nineteenth Century, failed to sec the radical and original nature of 
.... 

Malraux' vision; they failed to see that Malraux went beyond the 

conventions of their thinking, that in fact he was thinking differently. 

Malraux himself is aware of this. In his introduction to the debate 

about Les Conquerants, during which he met some of his critics and such 

representatives of conventional thinking as Brunschvicg, Malraux said: 

II se trouve qu'a une immense majorit~ les ~crivains modernes, bien 
qu'ils ne soient plus eux-memes chretiens ou qu'ils n'aient plus des 
sentiments profondement chretiens, le~ sentiments d'une foi reelle, 
ont ecrit de telle fa~on que les elements fondamentaux du monde, ceux 
qu'on aurait appele au moyen-age les elements sacres, ne se trouvent 
en aucune fa~on mis en cause par eux.. Ainsi un art qui pretend avant 
tout rejoindre de tels ~lements et les rejoindre dans Ie domaine pur 
de l'humain, hors de tout sentiment religBux, doit-il trouver opposes 
a lui tous ceux qui ne veulent pas renoncer aDieu." 

This is why the critics did not understand Malraux: they thought they 

were reading a Twentieth Century Loti when, in fact, they were reading 

(toutes proportions gardees) a Twentieth Century Pascal. 

The early critics of Malraux did not see this philosophical, 

metaphysical dimension of Malraux' work, and it was this which the 

handful of inquiets sensed. And it is partly for having given an Rge-old 

anguish a contemporary image that Malraux acquired later, in the Thirtie~ 

and Forties, his enormous prestige amongst the young intelligentsia. 

* * 
* 

At this point it might be well to consider, in a brief outline, 

this philosophio dimension of Malraux' work. This outline will, as it 

were, be filled in as we shall deal with each novel.. Malraux' ideas are 

of two kindso There are the historico-cultural ideas which find their 

expression mainly in the theoretical writing, but are also reflected in 

• 0 • ., .. It ••• / 

·~~t 

'-'i~ 

; 

<lr-i 

..... , 

\ 

~ 
::J;\' 
/. 



- 43 -

the novels, for instance in the discussions about art, civilisation etc. 

Then there are what we might call the affective (ethical) ideas born from 

the experience of life and the awareness of man's predicament which form 

the ideological frame-work of the novels. 

For the purpose of this expose I shall draw on Malraux' theoretical 

writing as well as on statements made by some of his characters. As a 
" 

rule this is an inadmissable method and one which leads to misinterpretation. 

Adolphe, however closely he might resemble him, is not Benjamin Constant, 

Edouard is not Andre Gide, and Edouard's ideas on the novel are not those 

of Gide; they are close, but not identical. However, in the case of 

Malraux there is, I think, some justification in following this otherwise 

erroneous method. We have seen in a previous chapter how closely the 

tone of his theoretical writings resembles the tone with which his 

characters speak. A similar transference happens on the level of the 

ideas as well. For example in 1929, speaking at the Union pour la Verite, 

Malraux said: "Nous entendons notre voix avec la gorge, la voix des autres 

avec les oreilles ••• Sur un plan plus grave, nous prenons conscience des 

autres hommes par des moyens qui ne sont pas ceux par lesquels nous 

prenons conscience de nous-memes". Four years later we find Gisors using 

the very same words in La Condition humaine. In 1936, speaking in London, 

Malraux said: 

J'ai regu un jour la visite d'un homme qui venait de passer plusieurs 
annees en prison. 11 avait donne asile ~ des anarchistes poursuiviso 
C'etait un intellectuel et il me parla de ses lectures. nVoila, me 
dit-il, il n'y a que trois livres qui supportent d'etre Ius en prison: 
1'Idiot, Don Quichotte et Robinson~" 
Je notai apres son depart cette phrase qui m'avait intrigue et 
j'essayai de comprendre les raisons de ce choix. Et je m'apergus que, 
des trois ecrivains dont il s'agissait, deux, Dostoievski et Cervantes, 
etaient alles au bagne, le troisieme, Daniel de Foe, au pilori. Tous 
trois ont ecrit Ie livre de la solitude, le livre de l'homme qui 
retrouve les hommes vivants et absurdes, les hommes qui peuvent vivre 
en oubliant que quelque part existent Ie bagne et Ie pilori. 

Seven years later, Thirard in Les Noyers will echo these ideas: 

Le barbu, comme un acteur qui vient de faire une fausse sortie, 
pointa un index menagant, ajouta, categorique: 

II n'y a d'ailleurs de psychologie serieuse quten Occident~ 
Et se tut enfin, decidement hostile. 
On congoit tout de meme mal un grand art, une vraie pensee, a quoi 
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toute psychologie serait etrangere! s'exclama Thirard. 
Le barbu le regarda, hesitant. Un murmure, dont Thirard venait 

d'exprimer le sens, emplissait la bibliotheque: le meme qui, un peu 
plus tot, s'etait eleve contre celui-ci. 11 exprimnit la meme 
protetation passionnee qu'alors: d'un monde ou la valeur de la 
psychologie eut ete reellement mise en question, chacun de ces hommes 
se tut senti rejete. 

The ideas about art which Malraux puts in the mouth of \llal ter Berger in 

• Les Noyers are those of Malraux himself. Thus we find vJal.~er saying:-

"qu'est-ce que l'acanthe grecque? Un artichaut stylise, stylise, c'est-

a-dire humanise: tel que l'homme l'eut fait s'il eut ete Dieu ••• ". And 

Malraux writes in Les Voix du silence: "tout artichaut porte en lui une 

feuille d'acanthe, et l'acanthe est ce que l'homme eut fait si Dieu lui 

eut demande conseil .... II r~ollberg' s ideas on 'le double' are really those 

which Malraux ~xpressed in the first closing speech at the 1935 Writers' 

Congress. And the examples could be multiplied. 

What this shows, however, is not only the identity of Malraux' ideas 

with those of his characters, but also that Malraux' ideas over the years 

do not change much; in fnct, he thinks in 1943 very much as he thought 

in 1920. This permanence, the obsessiveness of Malraux' thought, must be 

stressed because it is an important characteristic. As early as 1928, 

Drieu la Rochelle wrote about Les Conqut~rants: "un roman solide, pose sur 

une base sure mais etroite".(31) Malraux himself in a letter to Armand 

Hoog writes: "I think that you are right in insisting on my permanence. 

Not that I am particularly concerned with it: The evolution of a Nietzsche 

carries somewhat more weight in the history of ideas than the constancy 

of such and such". (32) And thus vJe sometimes see the same ideas re-

appearing after a lapse of time of about twenty years. The formulation 

is perhaps a little different, but the basic idea remains unchanged. 

For instance, vJo.lter Berger's proposition in Les Noyers: 1111 n'y a besoin 

de psychologie qu'e~ Occident. Parceque l'Occident s'oppose au cosmos, 

a la fatalite, au lieu de s'accorder 3 eux" is, in a sense, a reformulation 

of \-lhat Ling wrote to A.D. in La Tentation: "Nous (Orientals as opposed 

to Occidentals) avons tout naturellement le sens de l'univers. ll The idea 
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of Ling that for Western man not only God, but also man is dead, we find 

again in Les Noyers, when Mollberg answers negatively to the question: !lLa 

notion de l'homme a-t-elle un sens?" 

* Let us now turn to the ideas themselves.. When attempting to give 

a systematic account of Malraux' historico-cultural ideas, one is confronted 

by the difficulty that Malraux himself has never given systematic expression 

-to these ideas. They are scattered throughout his essays aftd his novels. 

Moreover, Malraux is not, nor does he pretend to be, a historian or a 

philosopher. And he has not" at least as far as we know, received any 

formal training in these disciplines. His theoretical writings consist 

of panoramic syntheses, of bold, brilliantly imaged statements; of broad 

ideas illuminated by a truly great intelligence and charged with a kind of 

prophetic or visionary intensity. To this must be added the peremptory 

tone and the extreme concentration of his style which, as ~y his 

earliest critics remarked, makes him at times difficult to understand. 

Drieu la Rochelle is quite right when he writes in Malraux, l'homme nouveau, 

that he has "un enorme defaut, sa concision qui tourne aI' obscur 91 
0 (33) 

And Andre Therive does, not wholly without justification, call ~a Tentation 

lipresqu'illisible".(34) 

In this brief expose of Malraux' ideas I have followed fairly closely 

the very much more detailed and longer one of Dr. Joseph Hoffmann in his 

L'Humanisme de Malraux. It is obvious, to begin with, that Malraux' 

interpretation of man's evolution has clear Spenglerian overtones. But 

there is little point in speculating apout a possible influence q Malraux 

does belong to that generation which discovered with the much older Valery 

that civilisations were mortal. To this awareness Malraux is going to add 

the idea that each civilisation is closed and ununderstandable to the other: 

Les etats psychiques successifs de l'humanite (says Mollberg in Les Noyers 
de l'Altenbourg) sont irreductiblement differents, parce qu'ils 
n'affectent pas, ne cultivemt pas, n'engagent pas la m~me part de 
l'homme. Sur l'essentiel, Platon et Saint-paul ne peuvent-nr-s'accorder 
ni se convaincre: ils ne peuvent que se convertiro Un roi chretien et 
un roi proto-historique lie aux astres n'ont pas deux idees du destin: 
pour que Ie roi chretien ressente, congoive Ie destin, il faut que Ie 

. . . . . . .. / 
* Some of these ideas will be dealt with in greater detail in the 
analysis of La Tentation de l'occident. 
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que Ie monde psychique de l'autre ait disparu. Je doute qu'il y ait 
un dialogue de la chenille et du papillono Meme entre l'Hindou qui 
croit a l'absolu et a lQ metempsycose, et l'Occidental qui croit a la 
patrie et a la mort, Ie dialogue est postiche ••• n * 

This argument, it might be noted in passing, applies the idea of the voice 

heard by the talker's throat, but by the hearer's ears, to the world of 

culture. l;ve hear our culture with our throat, but VIe hear the culture of 

the East or of the Aztecfs with ·~)ur ears. 
. ... 

At first man is wholly Rnd blindly tied to the cosmos. Mollberg 

gives during the Colloquium a haunting picture of man "dans un domaine 

cosmique, dans Ie domaine anterieur aux religions, anterieur meme a la 

mythologie": 

Les enfants nes pendant les jours sans lune etaient tU0S a leur 
naissance • 

• II • 

Les noces !rexuellcs) du Roi et de la Reine -toujours sa soeur, 
toujoursl - etaient celebrees sur une tour; les rapports sexuels 
du Roi et de ses autres femmes etaient lies au mouvement des astres. 
Comme la vie du Roi etait liee a la lune, celIe de la Premiere Reine 
l'etait a Venus - la planete, bien sur. 

Mnintenant, attention: quand Venus, d'etoile du soir, devenait 
etoile du matin, tous les astrologues etaient a l'aff~t. Si c'etait 
l'epoque d'une eclipse de lune, emmenait Ie Roi et la Reine dans 
une caverne de la montagne. 

Et on les etranglait. 
lIs ne l'i~oraient pas plus qU'un medecin uremique ou cancereux 

n'ignore comment finissent l'uremie et Ie cancer: lies au ciel 
comme nous a nos microbes. Presque tous les dignitaires les 
suivaient dans In mort. lIs mouraient de la mort du Roi comma nous 
mourons d'une embolie. 

1e cadavre du Roi etait traite avec la tendresse la plus grande, 
jusqu'a ce qu'il ressuscitat avec Ie croissant sous In forme d'un 
nouveau roi .. 

Et tout recommen~ait~ 
Voilao 

Man now dwells in darkness, in a state of prosternation ("l'immemoriale 

prosternation de l' Orient") before an invisible, but inexorable Fate. 1Jile 

might note here in passing a curious resemblance between Malraux' vision 

and that of Vigny who wrote in Les Destinees (1849): 

Depuis Ie premier jour de la creation, 
Les pieds lourds et puissants de chaque Destinee 
Pesaient sur chaque tete et sur toute action. 

Chaque front se courbait et tra~ait SR journee, 
Comme Ie front d'un boeuf creuse un sillon profond 
Sans depasser la pierre ad sa ligne est bornee. 

••• " • 0 ... 

* Once ngain, we find the same idea in the much earlier La Voie roynle 
when Claude Vannec says to the director at L'lnstitut fran~ais~ ?lEn 
profondeur toute civilisation est impenetrable pour l'autre". 
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Ces froides Deites liaient Ie joug de plomb 
Sur Ie crane et les yeux des Hommes leurs esclaves, 
Tous errant sans etoile en un desert sans fond; 

Levant avec effort leurs pieds charges d'entraves, 
Suivant Ie doigt d'airain dans Ie cercle fatal, 
Le doigt des Volontes inflexibles et graves. 

Tristes Divinites du monde Oriental, 
Femmes au voile blanc, immuables statues? 
Elles nous ecrasaient de leur poids colossal. 

Elven the ending of Vigny's poem where he shows the Oriental idea of 
., 

la fatalite being taken over by Christianity, is very close to Malraux' 

ideas on Christianity. 

Man is liberated from this enslavement to Fate and the Cosmos by 

the Greek miracle. The meaning and significance of Greece in Malraux' 

scheme of ideas is bet expressed in an important passage in La Tentation. 

Ling is writing about a Greek sculpture which he had seen in the Acropolis 

Museum and which to him was like an allegory of the Greek genius, and he 

adds: 

Sous ce visage inconnu, que n'avez-vous grave Ie nom d'Oedipe? 
Son histoire est Ie combat contre Ie sphinx de toutes vos facultes. 
1e monstre: dragon, sphinx, taureau aile, est un des miroirs de 
l'Orient; mais il l'est aussi de cette partie de l'ame que tenta de 
reduire la Grece, et il repara:i:t, a travers les siecles, chaque,fois 
que les hommes demandent a la vie plus que ne peut leur donner :la 
pensee. 

A little later he adds: 

A la conscience, je dirai presque la sensation d'etre un fragment du 
monde ••• ils sUbstituerent la conscience d'etre un etre vivant, tdal, 
distinct, sur une terre propice ou les seules images passionness 
etaient celles des hommes et de 10. mer. 

And in Les Noyers, Malraux returns to the same idea making clearer the role 

of Greece (Walter Berger is talking to his nephew Vincent): 

Vous connaissez la tete du jeune homme du Musee de l'Acropole? La 
premiere sculpture qui ait represente un visage humain; lib§re des 
monstres ••• de la mort ••• des dieux. Ce jour la, l'homme aussi a tire 
l'homme de l'argile. 

Greece then is seen as killing the oriental monsters, of freeing man from 

his ensl.2vement to a blind destiny: "En face de l'esclave petrifie des 

figures d'Asie, Ie mouvement sans precurseur des statueR grecques est Ie 

symbole meme de la liberte". At the same time, by freeing man, Greece also 

laid the foundation of Western individualism. Man is distinct from the 
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world, but each man now is also distinct from all other meno 

The Christian civilization at one and the same time continues and 

deflects the Greek heritage. Malraux sees the highest point of this 

Christian civilization in the Romanic period: "1e Moyen-age roman connait 

aussi un humanisme veritable; il realise un equilibre unique entre les 

deux dimensions de l'Etre ( •• 8) entre Ie domaine du cree et celui du sacrG". 
" 

Malraux expresses the same idea again when he writes: "Aucun art, dans 

aucune civilisation, n'a fait assurer autant d'humanite par Ie sacre, n'a 

exprime si pleinement Ie sacre par l'humain". 

But this harmonious equilibrium, this fusion of the human and the 

sacred, of God and Man, begins, according to Malraux, to break up towards 

the Twelfth Century, when religious experience becomes mOre and more 

personal and individual: "1e Christ ne s'adresse plus a. tous mais a chacun". 

It is in this way that Christianity will reinforce the Greek individualistic 

heritage $ The Christian religion becomes, as 1ing writes in 1a Tentation, 

"une religion qui ne cesse de vous faire croire a votre existence 

p2..rticuliere". And "quelque profonde que soit l'experience chretienne, 

elle aboutit toujours dans une solitude". 

And now Christianity in its turn dies. Malraux here makes a cleGr 

distinction between "1Ft chretiente" and "Ie christianisme". "A quoi tient 

Ie malaise? A la fin de In chr~tiente je ne parle pas ici du 

christianisme. Je parle de la fin d'une societe que christianisme informa 

dans sa totalite". And Malraux 8e08 the beginning of the disintegration of 

this Christian world not in the Renais~ance, but in the Eighteenth Century: 

1a chretiente a ete atteinte beaucoup plus tard que nous ne Ie 
croyons. 1e mythc de 10. Renaissance nous egare passablement. ( ••• ) 
De meme que les revolutionnaires frangais sont d'abord, quoique 
revolutionnaires, monarchistes, de meme ceux dont se r6clamera 
l'humanisme sont d'abord chretiens. C"est seulement au XVIIIe 
siecle que se repand l'idee d'un monde sans Dieu. Alors naissent les 
grandes valeurs de combat: Ie peuple, la nation. Mais lorsqu'elles 
cessent d'@tre des valeurs ,de combat, elles ne deviennent pas, 
quoiqu'on en dise, des valeurs bourgeoises. pas du tout. CFtr un 
monde sans valeurs fondamentales apparalt. 

Now Malraux' idea that "la chretiente a disparu en tant qu'armature du 
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monde" should not be seen as a mere restatement of Nietzsche's HGod is 

dead H , although Malraux'idea clearly stems from there. But Nietzsche's 

concern was clearly an ethical one, while Malraux' is a cultural and 

historical one. Moreover, Malraux' position is perhaps in a way more 

radical since he sees the entire civilisation which Christianity had 

formed as dead o Yet, different from Nietzsche, Malraux should not either 

be confused with a Twentieth Century atheistic humanisto He~e also, 

Malraux goes further. For, if the rationalists killed God, they lost no 

time to deify man and to turn science into a form of revelation. But for 

Malraux Man is not God and Science has failed. Ling in La Tentation 

writes: "La realite absolue a ete pour vous Dieu, puis l'Homme, mais 

l'homme est mort apres Dieu et vous cherchez avec angoisse a qui vous 

pourriez confie:t son etrange heritage H • And in Les Voix du silence, some 

twenty-four years later, Malraux writes: 

Mais (l'espoir) dont Victor Hugo, Whitman, Renan, Berthelot avaient 
charge progres, science, raison, democratie: celui de la conquete 
du monde, avait vite perdu son accent victorieux. Non que la science 
fut vraiment attaquee, son aptitude a resoudre les problemes de 
l'existence Ie fut, par contre mortellement. ' 

With the death of God and Christianity and that of Man and an 

anthropocentric civilisation, modern man finds himself alone before an 

anguishing abyss. It is here that Malraux rediscovers, as it were, Pascal; 

but, significantly, not the Pascal who writes L'Apologie de la religion 

chretienne, but the one who imagines the intolerable anguish of man without 

God. 

Je ne sais qui m' a mis au monde~, ni ce que c' est que Ie monde, 
ni que moi-meme; je suis dans une ignorance terrible de toutes 
choses; je ne sais ce que c'est que mon corps, que mes sens, que 
mon arne et cette partie me me de moi qui pense ce que je dis, qui 
fait reflexion sur tout et sur elle-meme, et ne se connait non plus 
que Ie reste. 

Je vois ces effroyables espaces de l'univers qui m'enferment, et 
je me trouve attache a un coin de cette vaste etendue, sans que je 
sache pourquoi je suis plutot place en ce lieu qu'en un autre, ni 
pourquoi ce peu de temps qui m'est donn~a vivre m'est assigne a ce 
point plutot qu'en un autre de toute l'eternite qui m'a precede et 
de toute celIe qui me suit. Je ne vois que des infinites de toutes 
parts, qui m'enferment comme un atome et comme une ombre qui ne dure 
qu'un instant sans retour. Tout ce que je connais est que je dois 
~ientot m0U:ir! ~ais 935Que j'ignore Ie plus est cette mort meme que 
Je ne sauralS eVlter.\ ) 
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Now in this monolngue Pascal is entertaining an idea which for 

Pascal is too horrifying to be possible, a world without God. For Pascal's 

1I1'homme sans Dieu" is not merely an atheist, i.e .. a man who does not 

believe in God, but who nevertheless lives in a world where God in fRct 

exists. What Pascal wants to show is a m~n living in a world from which 

God is absent. And this is precisely the world of Malraux' novels. And 

~o, behind the modern setting in which the action of the no~~18 takes place, 

we recognize the dark world of Pas·cal's vision and anguish 0 

And at the centre of all Malraux' novels we find the awareness of 

this anguish. All the characters share in this awareness of their fate: 

they all know that they live in Pascal's cell of men condemned to deathe 

It is this which mnkes Malraux' novels above all novels of consciousness, 

and the characters all seem to have listened to Garcia's advice in 

L'Espoir: "Transformer en conscience une experience aussi large que 

possible". That is o.lso why there !'lre no imbeciles in his novels. To 

transform an experience into awareness requires intelligence, perceptive-

ness and an ability to formulate; hence all Malraux' characters are 

intellectuals. This elicits from Ilya Ehrenbourg the following criticism: 

"Les personnages de Malraux vivent d'une vie insolitement 'spirituelle'. 

Tout celo. est tres int6ressant, parfois m@me convain~ant, mais 

l'~bonjance d'une telle spiritualite d6truit Ie realisme des evenements"o (36) 

But this kind of realism was the last thing Malraux was aiming at when 

wri ting La Condition huma.ine. 

This awareness of their destiny :vhich all characters of Malraux' 

novels share to a greater or lesser extent is in its turn born from the 

awareness of death: IfLe fend de l' homme", says Gisors, "est l' angoisse, la 

conscience de sa propre fatali te d' au nai.c:;sent toutes les peurs". It is 

clear that the accent falls on de sa propre fatalite. It is therefore not 

the awareness of Death, which is merely the knowledge of a fact, but the 

awareness that I must die which obsesses the characters of lI'Ialraux ~ For, 

as Perken points out, Death itself does not exist and is n mere abstraction: 
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nIl n'y a pas de mort •• 0 il y a seulement ••• moi ... moi qui vais mourir. 

(Malraux' italics) It should be noted that this awareness of one's 

individual death is a peculiarly Western characteristic. The East sees 

death differently. Ling to A.D .. : 

Vous avez charge l'urtivers d'angoisse. Quelle figure tragique vous 
avez donnee a la mortl Un cimetiere, dans une grande ville d'Europe, 
eveille en moi des sentiments hideuxe eo •• Les tombeaux innombrables 
au nous laissons, sans songer au sacrilege, glter les lapins, 
fortifient en nous un sentiment qui'n'a rien de commun avec votre 
sentiment de la mort. C'est une tendresse grave. C'est aussi la 
conscience de n'etre pas limite a soi-meme. d'etre un lieu plutot qu'un 
moyen d'action. Chacun de nous venere ses morts, et les morts, comme 
les symboles d'une force qui nous enveloppe et qui est l'un des modes 
de la vie, bien qulil ne connaisse d'elle que son existence. 

* * 
* 

Malraux' view of Western man as an atomised individual condemned to 

live his anguished life in the solitary confinement of his individualism 

is at the root of two of Malraux' attitu~es. First of all, the fascination 

with Eastern civilisation which does not measure "tout a la duree et a 

l'intensite d'une vie humaine". Through the East, Malraux wants to escape 

from his cell~ jump out of his western skin ,md reach, beyond his 

Greco-Christian heritage, a civilisation where man is not one, bui at one 

with the world,where one has "naturellement Ie sentiment de l'Universf?, 

and where death is part of life and therefore does not exist. 

Malraux' Weltanschauung also conditions his political action. 

Through action Malraux tries to break away from his individual life and 

to establish deep and real links with other men. Through action he is no 

longer distinct from the men with whom he acts: "tout homme qui agit se 

lie aux siens". Action becomes, in fact, a form of communion. This view 

of action he shares with a number of his contemporaries, such as Drieu 

In Rochelle or Saint-Exupery and Silone. However, in the case of Malraux 

the question arises why should this action be directed against the 

bourgeoisie? The reason for this is that the Christian middle-class 

civilisation is based on inuividualism.And Malraux sees in the Russian 

Revolution not merely another politico-social upheaval, but the beginning 
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of a wholly new, un-Christian, un-bourgeois civilisation no longer based 

on individualism. "Sur Ie plan metaphysique Ie bolchevisme admet que les 

plus hautes valeurs sont des v~leurs collectives. 1'essentiel devient 

donc de d6truire l'individualite au profit de ces valeurs collectives". 

And a little later during the same debate he says: 

En Russie s'efforce de renaitre un art sacre,un art qui fait appel 
a tous c ... ). La question essentielle me pnrait etre celle-ci: 
Allons nous continuer a assister a la vie d'une hun~nifd 
morcelee C ••• ) au bien ~u contraire allons nous constnter la 
naissance d'un grnnd esprit collectif qui balRier~ tous les 
problemes s0condaires et rep10cerG l'humrrnite dans un domaine 
de pr50ccuPGtions tout a fait different. 

On the basis of this communist civilisation would be built a New Man. 

Thus there would be n Communist M~n, just as there had been a Greek and 

a Christian Man. 
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Chapter II 

The beginnings (1920-1928) 

1. 

The early writings of Malraux, leaving aside his contributions 

to various periodicals, consist of two kinds of work of unequal importance 

and quality. There are the imaginative works, Lunes en papier, the 

fragments of Ecrit pour une idole a trompe and Le Royaume farfelu. These 

works, especially the first two, are in a sense marginal. Then there are 
, 

the theoretical writings La Tentation de l'Occident and D'une Jeunesse 

europeenne which are central and of great importance for an understanding 

of Malraux' later ideas and development. I shall treat these two groups 

of work separately. 

It is difficult to assess the real importance of Malraux' early 

imaginative writing which, with their bizarre and weird fantasy, their 

slight preciousness, seem so far removed from his later work that it is 

difficult to find a link" The question also arises: had these texts not 

been by Malraux, would anyone today pay any attention to them? Lunes en 

papier was scar/cely noticed at the time of its publication, but this might 

be due to the small number of copies (112) which were printed. * 

In other words, the mere fact that these books are by Malraux might have 

given them an importance they should perhaps not have. There exists, 

because of this fact, also the great temptation to read into them some 

sort of prefiguration of the later novels of Malraux. Yet, at the same 

time, something of the later Malraux must be present in these Juvenilia. 

As we shall discover when we look into the chronology of this period, 

there is no clear break in Malraux' evolution. Nicola Chiaramonte sees, 

as it were, a negative link between the early and the later works. 

"Lunes en Eapier has been repudisted by the author and never been 
reprinted.** In themselves thdse pieces were not particularly 
significant. If they become significant at all, it is in the 
light of Malraux' later work, in so far as they help us to catch 
a glimpse of what he has consistently striven to keep away from: 
the realm of aimless sensations and day dreaming.(l) 

* It received two reviews both by close friends of Malraux, 
Pascal Pia and Georges Gabory_ 

•••••••• 

** Although writing in 1948, Chiaromonte does not seem to be aware 
of the existence of the Oeuvres Completes published by Skira in 1945 
where both Lunes en papier and Royaume farfelu are reprinted. 

/ 
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Vandegans at the end of his massive book arrives at a somewhat similar 

conclusion: 

Quel sort reserve-t-elle a In fantaisie, au fantastique ironique, 
a l'art esthetisant? En gros, elle les recuse. Son propos ethique 
Ie lui ordonne. L'ironie est accusation, mais detachee: les romans 
engagent a l'action. La fantaisie est negation du monde: les romans 
reclament qu'on Ie transforme o L'art esthetisant est stylisation 

• raffinee de l'expression, defi precieux au grossier chaos de l'univers: 
les romans se veulent expression nuo, garante d'authentiqu~ intensite, ) 
•••• Ainsi, l'oeuvre de la maturite repousse Ie farfelu fantaisiste.,2 

Yet, at the same time, Vandegans sees in the farfelu works an early 

expression of Malraux' tragic vision of life. This is based on the not 

wholly unreasonable assumption that during the years 1920-1927 Malraux had 

already elaborated, at least to some extent, his Weltanschauung. There is 

one further reason why the early imaginative writings of Malraux are 

important: they enable us to follow his evolution up to the point when he 

discovers his vocation as novelist. Now this does not appear to be a simple 

forward linear evolution, but a hesitant process with a number of retours 

en arriere. 

Lunes en papier was published in 1921. The subsequent publications 

of Malraux (always excluding criticism, book reviews, etc.) belong to the 

same fantastic inspiration. They are Les Herissons apprivoises(3), Journal 

d'un pompier du jeu de massacre(4), Le Triomphe(5)and Ecrit pour un ours 

en peluche«(). The significance of these dates lies in this, that as late 

as 1927, when Malraux was writing (or had already written) Les Conquerants, 

he continues to publish a text still belonging to the farfelu inspiration. 

Similarly, the writing of Royaume farfelu coincides with that of Les 

Cronquerants, and Malraux'last fariBlu work is published a few weeks after 

his first realist novel. Finally, as a note by Malraux himself informs 

us, Le Royaume farfelu was begun 1920. C"Cette histoire dont une partie 

a ete ecrite en 1920 ••• Il) All this seems to indicate a groping evolution 

away from fantasy to the realistic novel. Between 1926 and 1928, the 

farfelu and the realist inspiration exist side by side. And although there 

is no clear break, it seems nevertheless true that nfter the crucial 
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Indochinese episode the purely farfelu inspiration tends to dry up. 

However, it will never disappear entirely from the work of 

Malraux, although it will now assume different forms. The farfelu 

inspiration will, as Nicola Chiaromonte points out, be used to create 

Malraux' gallery of bizarre, caricatural characters of which Clappique 

-is the most perfect example. In Les Conquerants we still'find clear 

traces of the fantastic, and a passage such as this one belongs 

obviously to the earlier, farfelu, vein: 

Un medium m'a enseigne ceci: les esprits des morts, que la nuit 
prive du spectacle des vivants, s'ennuient a tel point que leur 
seul plaisir est de faire au clair de lune, avec Ie duvet des 
oreillers (dans lesquels ils se refugient la nuit, comme vous Ie 
savez) des motifs semblables a ceux que les coiffeurs font avec les 
cheveux. Et c'est vrai, cher ami, tres vrail Ouvrez doucement 
votre oreiller, Ie matin, vous y trouverez nombre de petits tableaux 
de plumes: points d'interrogation, crosses, aigrettes, oiseaux.o. 
J'ai dispose moi-meme des plumes, pour intriguer les esprits, ce 
qui est plus inquietant que d'intriguer les savants, beaucoup plus~ 

It is perhaps significant that in the version definitive (1949) 

of Les .Conquerants the entire Renski episode has been suppres,sed. 

Finally the farfelu inspiration will find its expression in the p,)..ayful 

and impish drawings reproduced in Gaetan Picon's book Malraux pgr 

lui-m@me, and even leaves some traces in Les Noyers, as witness the 

farfelu animals modelled by Mollberg: 

Sur tous les meubles etaient poses d'extraordinaires petits 
personnages, les uns de glaise, les autres de bronze qu'il avait 
pris d'abord pour des fetiches: i18 avaient ete modelle8 par 
Mollberg, qui les appelait ses monstres. Le mot leur convenait 
mal. C'etaient des animaux imaginaires: pingouins a face de chats~ 
rapaces a corps de singes •••• ~ 

The humour here is, no doubt, less gratuitous, less free; Mollberg's 

animals ar~ born from his anguish: "il fait grimacer la nature", and there 

is a clear link here between these monsters and the faces pulled by 

Clappique (also a product of the farfelu creation) in front of his 

mirror. 

* * 
* 
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It is extremely difficult to give a coherent analysis of 

Lunes en papier, because it is a book without centre. 

Lunes en papier is divided into four parts of roughly equal 
~W~~ 

length. It opens with a prologue ~ we witness the appearance of 

the first protagonists, the balloons: 

Ainsi qu'une annonce lumineuse, la lune jaune se colora 
successivement en rouge, en bleu ct en vert; puis, ding! elle 
fut jaune a nouveau. Une note aigue en tomba, comme une petite 
grenouille, et, sur Ie lac, les perspectives nacrees des jeux 
d'eau devinrent infinies. 

Le bouchon qui flottait se changea en boite a surprises: un 
Auvergnat barbu en sortit et s'envola, oubliant sur Ie lac l'angle 
de deux sillages analogues aux aiguilles d'un cadran. Quel etait 
ce sorcier, dont la naissance vitrifia l'eau du lac et obligea les 
pauvres jeux d'eau a cesser leurs farandoles? La lune meme l'ignora. 
Feu lui importait, d'ailleurs: elle riait. Elle rit tant que ses 
notes qui etaient ses dents, se decrocherent et tomberent toutes 
ensemble, Elles voltigeaient dans la nuit ainsi que des etoiles 
trop louraes; leur clarte, sUbsistant quelque temps apres leur 
passage, s'etirait et formait des trainees pales tandis que les 
notes, posees, s'ouvraient parmi les carillons comme des fleurs 
de papier lancees sur l'eau, et encerclaient deux yeux craintifs et 
ironiques de tout petits enfants de lune. Ces nouveau-nes ne virent 
d'abord que des ballons antipathiques qui roulaient mollement ga 
et la, evoquant un harem de sultanes epilees, un peu grasses. 

These balloons, after invading a palace which they had previously 

put to sleep by reading "une piece a these", meet their enemy in/the 

"genie du lac qui etait une pelote a epingles en forme de chatH • The cat 

makes the balloons drunk and then strings them like a sort of chapelet 

and tries without success to hang them. Considering that, because of this, 

it has failed ;t:k:e-nlife, the cat hangs itself "au bout du chapelet" and its 

added weight brings about the death of the balloons. In this Prologue 

little "happens"; it consists mainliY of a whole string of metc.morphoses. 

However, in Combats and the following parts we find a rudiment of plot 

and with it a certain slight heightening of tension. 

In Combats we see the metamorphosis of the dead balloon into 

flowers, one of which "dehisca ••• projetant neuf personnages", seven 

white and two red. The white characters are the seven deadly sins (of 

;/ 

which two - envy and avarice - burst). The two red characters are Hifili, ~~J 

a long-nosed magician,and a mandolin-shaped musician. These two now join 

the remaining five deadly sins and together they set off to kill death 

•••••••• / 
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who lives in the Royaume farfelu. 

The second part, Voyages, tells of their adventures on their 

journey to the Royaume farfelu. They follow a river which will conduct 

them to the kingdom of deatho They spend the night at an inn where their 

room is invaded by mice and moles: 

Des souris et des mulots, par bandes, couraient dans la chambre. 
Ils etaient d'or, et leur course tragait des lignes cla~res dans 
l'obscurite; ennuyes par la vie, ils se heurtaient Ie plus possible, 
car ils collectionnaient les carillons. Assis sur la barre d1 appui, 
deux rats de corail rose executaient la toilette de leurs ongles et 
composaient des elegies amoureuses. 

These moles and mice transform themselves into serpents who turn out to be 

bigotphones. These threaten to drive the Seven Sins mad by singing the 

most inane songs: 

Nous savona par coeur un nombre de couplets ridicules et de chansons 
stupides tel que l'imagination ne peut se Ie representer sans effroi. 
Nous sommes prets a vous les chanter l'un apres l'autre; notre 
nasillement celebre ne laissera pas de les rendre particulierement 
exasperants. Avant dix minutes, vous vous enfuirez; sinon, vous 
deviendrez tous fous. Nous vous reconduirons jusqu'~ la limite du 
Royaume .... Farfelu. 

The sins are saved by the musician who hypnotises the bigotphones with an 

old gramophone. 

In the last part entitled Victoire, we find ourselives in Ie 

Royaume farfelu, and we meet death who is being attended by some "six 

coussinets sautillant". Death is ailing and consults a doctor who prescribes 

baths, five times a day, in nun liquide special". The doctor then reveals 

himself to be one of the deadly sins, and death's attendants are the six 

other sins. The special liquid in which death must bathe turns out to be 

a powerful acid which dissolves death who dies with some courageo At the 

end of the book, the seven deadly sins are together again, a little lost 

and puzzled: 

9iExcusez-moi~ chers amis" •• Lorsque j'etais homme, j'etais sujet a 
ltanemie mentale ••• Ne vous etonnez donc pas de rna question: pourquoi 
avons-nous tue la Mort?" 
Les peches avaient pendu a leurs ceintures, comme des pense-bgtes, 
les morceaux de son squelette. lIs les toucherent et repeterent ••• 

HOui, pourquoi avona-nous tue la Mort?" 
Puis ils se regarderentQ Leurs visages etaient mornes. Alora, ils 
laisserent tomber leur tete dans leurs mains et pleurerent. Pourquoi 
avaient-ils tue la Mort? Ils l'avaient tous oublie. 
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If I have quoted at some length the opening paragraph of 

Lunes en papier, it is because it gives us a good ide2 of both the nature 

and the style of the booko To begin with, it is very obviously a book of 

a young man; it is rather force, but it is also extremely well written, ana 

it betrays often a tendency towards a certain preciosity which we will find 

in all the farfelu books. It is shown in a liking for rare or obsolete 
.... 

words~ HL'un des fruits dehiscao • .," (dehiscer - verb does not appenr in the 

Littre). In Le Royaume farfelu we come across "se musser" which is 

classified as "vieux" in the L3.Tousse, "des rats tapesilin ~,the 

inhabitants of the palace "s'etaient 6tablis la pour tacher a des mosaiques". 

More important, however, is the quality of Malraux' fnntasy which 

is often laboured and always purely gratuitous and divorced from any 

reality. Let us take the opening paragraph: "Le bouchon qui flottait se 

changea en boite a surprises: un Auvergnat barbu en sortit et s'~:nvola, 

oublinnt sur Ie lac l'angl~ de deux sillages analogues aux aiguilles d'un 

cadraii? Leaving aside the fact that the Auvergnat never appears again in 

the entire story, there is no reason why he should appear at all, there is 

no reason either why the cork should become a V1boite a: surprisesVi and not 

a glass or a rucksack. The events and metamorphoses described in Lunes en 

papier have no cause, no predictable effect and no raison d'@tre. \if.hy is 

the "genie du lac une pelote a epingles" and not a fountain pen or a beer 

glass? It is obvious then that M~lraux' fantasy is not born from any real 

inner necessity to'communicate something, and Lunes en papier is a piece 0f 

writing which displays a playful, but irresponsible imagination. In this 

irresponsibility it is very much a book of its period, the early Twenties. 

To see Malraux of this period as a "textbook case of surrealism ll (7), as 

does Frohock, is overstating the case, besides the fact that surrealism 

only begins to exist in 1924. To call, as does Chiaromonte, Lunes en papier 

"a kind of dadaist fairytale,,(8) is much nearer the truth. Janet Flanner's 

description is the most perceptive: "a slim extravaganza, part Dada, part 

Hieronymus Bosch". (9) The links of Lunes with Dada are quite obvious, and 
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although Malraux did not get involved in the Dada mouvement, he could 

not help, at his age, to be c()ntl1minated by the Dada atmosphere which 

pervaded the young literary circles at that time. However, there is as 

much Max J~cr as Dada in Lunes.* It is the reference to Bosch which is 

particularly perceptive, for not only does it define the kind of fantasy 

Halraux displays in ~, but also and especially the visual quality of 
'. 

the book which foreshadows the peculiarly cinematic quality of Malraux' 

later writing. What we have in Lunes en papier is a series of intensely 

realised visual snapshots of a farfelu world, just as in La Condition 

humaine we have a series of images of a revolution. 

Finally we find in Lunes en papier a feeling of sy'0ed and urgency, 

"events" follow one another at a breathless pace. This feeling of speed 

and urgency too we will find back in the great novels, particularly in 

Les Conquernnts and La Condition humnine. 

Luncs en papier then, although very different from Malraux' 

realistic novels, nevertheless contains already some literary and 

stylistic elements which are a permanent part of Malraux' genius. 

Having looked at the outside of Lunc:s en papier, the question now-

arises: what does it menn? Malraux WQS careful to preface his book with 

the note: "11 n'y 3.. aucun symbole dans ce livre". Now it is obvious thRt 

this is an ironic remark, and the few commentators of Mnlraux' early work 

have taken it as such. But one might ask in what manner it is ironical, 

to which end is the irony directed? Is it not perhaps to whet the appetite 

of the symbol-hunting reader and critie who after such an obviously ironic 

remark is sure to go hunting for symbols which are not there? May this 

not be a case of double irony? What he says is in fact true, there are 

........ / 
*A -quotation-trom Le Cornet a de swill, I hope, make this clear: "Effacer 
les totes des generaux de l'Empire! Mais elles sont vivantesl tout ce que 
je puis faire, c'est de leur changer de chapeaux: les chapeaux sont pIe ins 
de fulmicoton et ces messieurs de l'Empire ne plaisantent pas: Ie fulmicoton 
prend feu. Je ne savais pas que Ie fulmicoton fut un pigeon si blanc. 
Entrer dans ce paysage biblique! mais c'est une gravure sur bois: une 
ligne de maisons inegales, une greve derriere un filet d'eau, un filet 
d'eau derriere un palmier." 
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no symbols, ln which case the joke will be on the symbol-hunter off on 

a vain and pointless chase. This would fit in with the dada-like desire 

to mystify and disconcert the reader. 

Because it is well-nigh impossible to accept a piece of writing 

which is so gratuitous as to mean strictly nothing, most critics have 

attempted to ascribe a meaning to the fantasy world of Lunes en papier. 
, 

Moreover, the presence of the seven Deadly Sins and of Death seem to 

indicate that the book has a meaningo 

Vandegans who, beyond doubt, has made the closest study of the 

book, writes as follows: 

II reste que les Lunes, comme Cendrillon, enferment une signification, 
et que c'est meme & elle que nous sommes devenus Ie plus attentifs, 
evidemment parce que nous lisons ces pages au travers de la grille que 
nous fourn:lssent lea romans de Halraux. 

Le monde est Ie regne de In malice, de la cruaute, de l'absurde, 
du combat toujours renouvele contre les forces ennemies. II est 

domine par la Mort. La banalite de l'univers, l'ennui qu'il engendre 
sont si insupportables qu'on peut imaginer que la Mort el1e-meme s'en 
lasse, au point d'accepter allegrement de disparaitre. 8i pourtant 
ses sujets realisaient leur voeu supreme de puissance, qui est de la 
detruire, Ie sens de leur entreprise leur echapperait aussit6t. Car Ie 
comble de l'absurde est que sa suppression entraine l'ecroulement de 
cela seul qui conferait une finalite a la vie: la volonte de Ie 
reduire.(lO) 

Moreover, he sees in both Lunes en papier and Le Royaume farfelu 

the typical Halravian theme of "Ie combat contre". This might well be so, 

but it should be pointed out that this is also the main theme of almost any 

fairy tale: the fight agaihat the witch, the giant, the ogre. And, as 

Chiaromonte has so clearly seen, there is a strong link with the fairy tale 

world in~: the enchanted wood, the obstacles to overcome, the witch in 

her castle and the victory over her. 

Hartman. , in a note, sees in Lunes the theme of the search for 

death (but why kill her then?) and writes about both Lunes and Royaume 

farfelu: "The theme of both is related to that of the mock or Pyrrhic 

victory ••• nell) Hartman here, of course, refers to the fact that all 

Malraux' novels (with the possible exception of L'Espoir) end in defeat. 

Finally, Lucien Goldmann gives the following, somewhat far-

fetched interpretation of Lunes en papier: 

•••••••• / 
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L'influence de la litterature d'avant-garde y est sensible, non 
seulement dans la forme, mais aussi dans Ie contenu; Itecrit raconte 
en effet la lutte des ecri vains non conformistes contre Ie R,'yaume 
Farfelu, l'Empire de la Mort, la societe bourgeoise de l'epoque. A cette 
lutte, cependant, Malraux ne croit pas, et c'est sa vanite ~u'il raconte 
par deux fois sur un mode symbolique et m@me allegorique.(l ) 

We have here a set of widely divergent interpretations 7 and if more 

critics hnd studied the early work of Malraux, we would have a greater 

variety of interpretations. The fact of the matter is that-"> because of the 

gratuitous nature of the book one can make it say what one wants, not unlike, 

toutes proportions gardees, the poems of Rimbaud. 

It is just as difficult to accept that a book means nothing as to , 
accept that a book of ,writer could be entirely divorced from his deepest 

preoccupations. And we know that at the time of ~, as early as 1920, 

some of the ideas which will find their expression in La Tentation de 

l'Occident (1928) were already germinating in Malraux' mind. And, as we 

shall see when we shall analyse La Tentation, we find there, albeit in 

embryonic form, some of the key-ideas which will be elaborated in Malraux' 

later novels~ This being so, it is difficult to accept that these pre-

occupations with death and absurdity have not left some trace on L~nes. 

Yet it is 1~ossible, I think, to give to the book n meaning and to see 

in it (and this is very tempting) an early and cryptic expression of Malraux' 

later ideas.*To do this, as does Vandegans, is to read, as it were, backwards. 

It is not to read the book itself, but to read into it what we know about 

the later and maturer writer. 

" ....... . / 

* One could, for instance, see in this arbitrary world of Lunes where 
anything can be changed into anything, where serpents become-bigotphones 
and balloons turn into flowers, an imaginative expression of an absurd and 
contingent world not unlike the one evoked by Snrtre in La Nausee: 

"Cela peut arriver n'importe quand, tout de suite peut-etre: le8 presages 
sont la. Par exemple, un pere de famille en promenade verra venir vers 
lui, a travers 1a rue, un chiffon rouge comme pousse par Ie vento Et 
quand Ie chiffon sera tout pres de lui, i1 verra que c'est un quartier 
de viande pourrie, macule de poussiere, qui se tralne en rampant, en 
sautillant, un bout de chair torturee qui se roule dans les ruisseaux 
en proj~tant par spasmes des jets de sang. Ou bien une mere regardera 
la jous· de son enfant et lui demandera: 'Qu'est-ce que tu as la, c'est 
un bouton?' et elle verra la chair se bouffir un peu, se crevasser, 
s'entr'ouvrir et, ~u fond de la crevasse, un troisieme oeil, un oeil 

rieur apparaitra. Ou bien ils sentiront de doux fr6lements sur tout leur 
corps, comme les caresses que les jonc&, dans les rivieres, font aux nageurs. 
Et ils sauront que leurs vetements sont devenus des choses vivantes o li (13) 
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I think that Lunes en papier should be accepted for what it is: the 

first exercise of a spirited and talented young writer who has obviously not 

"et found his real self and his true road. And the links which exist between 

this first book and Malraux' mature work, must be looked for not in the 

'contents', but in some of the stylistic characteristics. 

2. ''"' 

* Royaume-Farfelu is published seven years after Lunes. In between we 

have the various episodes of what was to become (or not to become - no one 

knows for certain whether the book has existed or not) Ecrit pour une idole 

a trompe. Nevertheless, in spite of the gap in time and the obvious 

differences that separate the two books, Royaume-Farfelu belongs still to the 

fantastic vein, r but less so than Lunes. Its fantasy is less gratuitous, it 

is set in a more or less recognisable world which has recognisable links 

with reality, although not our daily reality.- Malraux in Royaume-Farfelu 

is clearly moving away from pure fantasy and imaginative irresponsibility; 

it tells a fairly coherent, if somewhat strange story, and it is possible to 

attach a meaning to the work. We find, therefore, some kind of correlation 

between the various interpretations. G. Hartmann, as we haVe seen, considers 

the pyrrhic victory as the central theme, and for this there is quite a lot 

of justification. Vandegand interpretation is of a similar kind: 

En fait, on ne saurait, une fois encore, et quoi que souhaite l'ecrivain, 
ne pas s'attacher au sujet que sa fiction propose: In defaite totale 
d'un groupe d'hommes parties pour cueillir une facile victoire; la ruse 
sinistre d'un destin qui triomphera paradoxalement d'eux, d'abord par 
Ie silence et Ie vine, lluis en le~ harcelant au moyen d'insectes 
toujours plus nombreux.,14) 

And, although different in many respects, L. Goldmann's interpretation 

is nevertheless not so far removed from the other two: 

Le contenu essentiel de cet ecrit nous parait Stre a la fois Ia 
conscience de la vanite et de la mort universelle des valeurs, et 
l'aspiration romantique a une valeur inconnue et inconnaissable. Dans 
Ia premiere partie, l'incarnation de celle-ci est la princesse de Ia 
Chine, a laquelle r~ve Ie prince du pays -princesse qu'il nta jamais 
vue et qui ressemble cemm) deux gouttes d'eau a la fleur bleue des 
romantiques allemands. 15 

....... ~ . / 
* An earlier version with a different title, Voyage aux iles fortunees, 
was published in Commerce, XII, ete 1927G 
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Thisltmort universelle des vnleurs" can surely be considered also as n 

defeat of these values. 

Royaume-Farfelu is divided into three parts of unequal leDl~th which 

are not numbered and carry no title. The first part constitutes a sort of 

prologue. The ship em which the narrator travels is being abandoned by 

"les diables frises who take with them the sails of the frignte, which now 

drifts towards a fantastic city ••• -'. 

Le courant nous poussait toujours vers In cote en silence; au ras 
de l'eau plate, se precisa peu a peu une ville aux architectures peu 
humaines. Sur In greve se pressaient des ombres souples, dominees 
par des personnages coiff6s de volumineux turbans de soie brochee, 
qui portaient de grandes barbes noires, ressemblaient a l'empereur 
Chnrlemagne, et 5tnient des Turcs. Ombres bleuatres du bleu 
phosphorescent de la nuit, Turcs, fuite soudaine des diables; et cette 
ville nu profil des crustaces et de champignons. 

Here, after hav~ng visited the market, the narrator is arrested and put into 

prison, where he indulges in a sort of dream-like meditation. It is here 

particularly that we see very clearly the farfelu inspiration, as this 

passage shows: 

Le flot trop lourd he les balan9ait plus; des rats jaspes et des rats 
verts y tra~aient de leur queue des signes dans la poussiere des annGes. 
DeB ecureuils, des musaraignes jouaient dans leurs cordages; par les 
hublots, les tapirs curieux passaient leur nez; doctes, des nutruches 
grandes comme des poussins mnrchaient au pas sur Ie pont; des hiboux en -
revolte contre leur race tenaient des discours frivoles, et il leur 
poussait des plumes d'or. Dans l'ombre des cabines et des salles, entre 
des amoncellements de joyaux et des pyramides de tortues endormies, 
passaient de grands chats; contre les vitres rondes, la blanche statue 
coulee et l'hippocampe epiaient ces souples fantomes ••• 

Here we come right bnck to the world of ~ and we should not forget that 

in his prefatory note Malraux himself informs us that "une partie a ete 

Gcrite en 1920". 

The narrator is now brought before HIe petit Mogol" who is receiving 

from various messengers reports about the state of his ~omain and about the 

wedding of his daughter to "Ie tsar mangeur de poissonsn • He then dictates 

a poetic letter to "une princesse de Chine".. Eventually, the narrator is 

ordered by "le petit Mogol" to join the army. 

The narrator's adventures in the army form the central episode of 

Royaume-Farfelu. He becomes the historiographe of the Prince, and in this 
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task he is being helped by a messenger called Idekel who had taken part 

in the previous campaign and who now tells therarrator about his first 

conquest of Ispahan which ends in a huge, apocalyptic fire. 

The army to which the narrator is attached, is badly equipped and 

disciplined ("Nous avancions ••• comme bon nous semblait, mal v~tus, a 
peine armes".) Nevertheless, they reach the suburbs of Ispahan which are 

now deserted, the last war having reduced the population to such an extent 

that all the inhabitants can find refuge in the centre of the city. 

Now begins a slow process of disintegration through idleness, 

while at the same time a growing number of soldiers die, bitten by 

scorpions. The army ~ finds itself trapped in the suburbs of Ispahan: 

Les habitants, qui ne pouvaient songer a nous combattre puisqutils no 
possedaient pas d'armee, avaient construit avant notre arrivee mille 
petits mu~s qui tranSbrmaient leur ville en labyrinthe, bouche toutes 
les portes, et sali habilement leur travail de telle fagon que nous ne 
puissions distinguer les murs nouveaux des anciens. Nous rimes 
beaucoup de cette defense et, par jeu, demolimes quelques murs au 
hasard. De nouveau, la nuit s'allongea jusqu'a nous et manta lentement 
autour des cigognes indifferentes. 

Idekel and the narrator now listen to the voice of their respective demons 

"qui n'ont pas de visage et qui vivent dans notre corps". One night, 

afraid of the darkness, the narrator walks to the officers' quarter and 

on his return to the camp he notices something amiss: 

Inquiet, je m'appuyai sur mon coude, puis me dressai. Tout a coup, 
comprenant a la fois la terreur des animaux et la signification de 
cette large tache qui s'avangait vers nous, hors de moi, je hurlai: 
'Les scorpions! les scorpions!' Tous se ruerent sur les terrasses. 
En quelques minutes, ce mot, et la vue de l'immense nappe frangee de 
pinces nous souleverent d'une telle 0pouvante que l'armee se decomposa: 
en un vaste tourbillon, emportant officiers et princes, la terreur 
nous langa hors du faubourg, dans un tumulte d'armes, de clameurs, 
de hennissements. 

The third part which is only a page and a half long, shows us the 

narrator at Trebizona selling shells and trying to sell two sirens to the 

local prince who, however, does not believe in their existence. 

What makes L9 Royaume-Farfelu a far more important work than 

Lunes en papier or the fragments of Ecrit pour une idole is that, firstly, 

we begin clearly to recognise a tone, a manner of writing which we will 

find throughout the later work and which is unmistakably Malraux' own; 

II ... II • II II • II / 
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secondly, in Royaume-Farfelu begin to appear a number of themes which will 

form a permanent part of Malraux' world~ 

Royaume-Farfelu is set in an undefined, poeticised, but 

unmistakable East which is compounded by a number of elements of various 

Eastern civilisations:"Une certaine alchimie historico-geographiqueH, (16) 

which has a kind of almost awe-inspiring cosmic sweep and an undeniable 

visionary qualitY4 Together with this, the writing has rur epic tone 

bordering on the rhetorical: 

'Tu te souviens des villes de sacs, de tole et de boue grise, que 
quittent des troupeaux d'antilopes conduits par de grands negres dont 
luisent les fers de lance, Ie long des salines; de celles o~ quelques 
tStes coupees achevent de saigner au centre d'une place torride, sous 
un arbre sans feuilles charge d'echassiers; de celles dont l'arroye 
boueux est borde, a droite, de Chinois marchands de monstres et, a 
gauche, de tous les ciseaux des iles; de celles ou l'ecroulement des 
planches du bazar fait surgir de hautes pagodes abandonnees dont Ie 
fleuve entraine un peu Ie reflet couvert d'etincelles, au chant des 
moustiques invisibles; de celles dont Ie matin equatorial eveille les 
canaux sonores, liberant tout un commerce d'orfevreries, de paillons et 
de clinquants, et une floraison aquatique de pirogue,s qui se croisent, 
avec une grande nonchalance, garnies de fruits spongieux et roses; 
de celles que l'on ne voit qu'en proie RUX armees, pleines de poussiere, 
de tumulte et de reflets d'astres sur les boucliers, domine8s par les 
pointes de leurs temples pales; de celles qui sont semblables a des 
camps barbares, etablies avec leurs charrettes renversees au coude de 
larges fleuves bordes de cocotiers, sous un grand ciel sans oiseaux.' 

Now this kind of poetico-visionary writing is perhaps not wholly ~ 

original, and one could point to a possible influence, that of Saint-John 

Perse whose Anabase was published in 1924.* But whatever influences might 

be at play in the formation of this style (Claudel and Segalen could 

perhaps also be mentioned), it is all the same one of Malraux' own voices 

which, significantly, tends to disappear in the realistic novels, although 

......... '" . / 
* Anabase evokes an imaginary migration through an imaginary and savage 
Asia. A passage such as this clearly illustrates the kinship with Malraux,J 
Royaume-Farfelu: 

"Tous-puissants dans nos grands gouvernements militaires, avec nos filles 
parfumees qui se vetaient d'un souffle, ces tissus, 

nous etab11mes en haut lieu nos pieges au bonheur. 
Abondance et bien-etre, bonheurt Aussi longtemps nos verres ou la 

glace pouvait chanter comme Memnon •••• 
Et fourvoyant a l'angle des terrasses une melee d'eclairs~ de grands 

plats d'or aux mains des filles de service fauchaient l'ennui des sables 
aux limites du monde. 

Puis ce fut une annee de souffles en Ouest et, sur nos toits lestes 
pierres noires, tout un propos de toiles vives adonnees au delice du 
large. Les cav~iers au fil des caps, assaillis dtnigles lumineuses et 
nourrissant a bout de lances les catastrophes pures du bea.u temps, 
pUbliaient sur les mers une ardente chronique. H 
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not entirely, and which we find back in the opening pages of La Tentation 

de l'Occident: 

Dans Ie sillage du navire disparaissent les ombres des dernieres hordes, , 
elevant d' enormes cranes d' aurochs - enseigncs ou troph§es? - dont . ';, 
l'ombre courbe raye les plaines. Plus loin, tourbillonnent les armees 
de l'Asie Centrale. De hautes bannieres dominent tout, ornees de 
caracteres tres anciens, et noirs, Jadis. 

Au fond du harem, les Concubines. Pres d'une baie, l'une d'entre 
elles (qui sera Regente) cause avec un eunuque nux yeux fermes. Dans 
Ie Palais violet, l'empereur examine les fossiles qu'il a fait rechercher 
dans tout l'empire. II fait froid. Dehors, les cigales gelees se 
detachent des branches, et tombent sur Ie sol dur avec'le son des 
cailloux. Des mauvais magiciens, au milieu d'une place, sont brules 
sur un bucher odoriferant; les figurines de bois creuses dont ils se 
servaient pour envouter lea princesses eclatent et sont projetees 
comme des fusees. 

And we find also the same tome in a slightly different key in Le Temps du 

mepris (1934) in a passage such as this: 

Ainsi que lorsqu'il planait en r~ve, ailes etendues, voici que dans un 
long mouvement de voile sous Ie vent il confondait peu a peu son corps 
epars avec l'intarissable fatalite des astres, fascine par l'armee de 
la nuit en derive vers l'eternite a travers Ie silenoe. Ciel de 
Mongolie audessus des chameliers tartares prosternes dans la poussiere 
du Gobi parmi l'odeur des jasmins desseches, leurs hymnes soudains 
coupes par la psnlmodie nocturne; ••• et si cette nuit est une nuit du 
destin - Benediction sur elle jusqu'a l'apparition de l'aurore. 

But even in as late a work as Les Noyers de l'Altenbourg (1945) the same 

voice continues clearly to be heard: 

Et, redescendant du Pamir ou les chameaux perdus appellent a travers 
les nuages, revenant des sables du Sud ou des grillon~ plus gros que 
des 6crevisses, dans les buissons d'epines, dressent au passage des 
caravanes leurs antennes sur leurs casques de chevaliers, il atteignait 
quelque ville couleur d'ossuaire. Sous la porte d'argile herissee de 
poutres, revaient des cavaliers en haillons, jambes tendues sur les 
etriers; entre les habitations cachees comme les femmes, brillaient des 
cranes de chevaux et des aretes de poisson micacees dans Ie sable des 
rues sans fen~tres. Dehors, pas une feuille, et dedans, pas un meuble: 
les murs, Ie ciel et Dieu. 

It is necessary to draw the attention to the appearance in Le .. -
Royaume-Farfelu of a number of themes which will become part and parcel 

of the Malravian world. 

The theme of the defeat has already been mentioned, but the defeat 

of the army is of a particular kind. They have not been defeated by another 

army, but by a deserted city, by boredom and emptiness, by ~inhuman and 

hostile world. The defeat of the army of Royaume-Farfelu is being echoed 
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some twenty years later by the defeat of the anthropologist-cum-philosopher 

Mollberg in Les Noyers, who set out to Africa to write La civilisation comme 

conquete et comme destin, and who comes back defeated by the vastness and 

barbarity of Africa. 

- Est-ce que Ie manuscrit de 'La civilisation comme conquete et comme 
destin' est enfin termine? demanda respectueusement Hermanno 

Mollberg Ie regarda, ironique; mais son ironie etait presque agressive: 
- Brille. 
Hermann, interloque, se tut. .~ 

- Quand je dis brule, reprit Mollberg, c'est.~. synthetique. Ses 
feuillets pendent aux basses branches d'arbres d'especes diverses, entre 
Ie Sahara et Zanzibar. Parfait. Selon l'usage, Ie vainqueur porte les 
depouilles du vaincu. 

Violence and cruelty which will be so overwhelmingly present in the 

novels of Malraux, is already clearly present in Royaume-Farfelu: there is 

"Ie chef sauvage prisonnier plonge dans la cuve aux serpents et qui 

mourait, brandissant en chant ant ses mains pleines de viperes comme des 

noeuds rompus". And, still more striking, this episode told by Idekel: 

Ltempereur Basile II, me dit Idekel, que nous autres, historiens, 
appelons Ie Bulgaroctone, fit aveugler les innombrables combattants 
bulgares qu'il avait faits prisonniers. Illes rangea par files de 
dix, qui se tinrent par la main, et leur donna pour guide un onzieme 
prisonnier auquel il ne fit arracher qu'un seul oeil. 

We find also in Royaume-Farfelu for the first time the important 

theme of the cachot which Righter correctly sees as "one of, the key images 

which are to dominate his novels(17), and which has possibly its origin in 

* Pascal's famous vision of "la condition des hommes". This theme of the 

cachot is to be found in one form or another in all the novels of Malraux: 

it is the dense hostile forest of La Voie Royale, the preau of the end of 

La Condition humaine o It is obviously Kastner's cell in Le Temps du mepris, . 
but also the prison yard at Toledo in L'Espoir and the tank in which the 

narrator is trapped in Les Noyers de l'Altenbourgo But its first manifestation 

we find in the suburbs of Ispahan which its inhabitants had transformed 

into a labyrinth which holds the army prisoner, while daily before their 

........ / 
* - Qu'on a'imagine un nombre d'hommes dans les chaines, et tous condamnes 
a la mort, dont les uns etant chaque jour egorges a la vue des autres, ceux 
qui restent voient leur propre condition dans celIe de leurs semblables, et, 
se regardant les uns et les autres avec douleur et sans es~erance, attendant 
~ leur tour. C'est l'image de la condition des hommes. (l~) 
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comrades' eyes more and more soldiers die, bitten by scorpions. 

Finally, we find in Royaume-Farfelu the crucial episode of the 

narrator's flight from the night: 

Un soir, j'eus si peur de la nuit que je decidai de ne point dormir. Je 
me dirigeai vers les maisons des officiers. Nul ne les habitait. Au coi.n 
de la ruelle, une ombre se hatait; son aigrette qui accrochait la lueur des 
astres me permit de la suivre. 

Nous marchames longtemps. Nous parcourumes des ruelles etroites, entre 
des murs dont la crete sinueuse et noire semblait rong6e par quelque animal 
contemporain de la race ancienne, serviteur du Feu; nous travers~mes des 
places desertes dont les contours geometriques se perdaient en pousslere o 

Et nous atteignimes, dans la campagne, la grande avenue du roi Abbas, 
l'avenue des palais de mosaique et des saules. '~ 

Silencel silence! Le vent faible et tiede detachait des petits fragments 
de mosaique; les grenadiers et les eglantiers etaient en fleurs: d'autres 
flours, q u' on ne voyai t pas, embt,umaient. Dans les longs bassins qui bordent 
l'avenue, 1es poissons merveilleux jadis apportes par Timour entouraient de 
rinceaux Ie reflet des etoiles. II semblait que les hommes eussent disparu 
de 1a terre, et que plantes, animaux silencieux et pierres vecussent dans la 
libert6 complete que donne l'irremediable abandon. L'officier que je suivais 
StCtpprocha de l'une des statues qui s'elevaient Ie long du bassin; elle se 
leva et Ie suivit. Stupefait, je regardai plus attentivement: 1es masses 
grises qui se dressaient de loin en loin n'etaient point des statues, mais 
des hommes. r Je longeai les bassins, cacho par 1es arbustes: dans la brume 
legere, nos officiers vetus de soie, aussi affames que nous, pechaient a la 
ligne les poissons centenaireso.o 

Lorsque je revins au camp apres cette nuit passee a oublier ma condition 
d'homme 9 1es mercenaires du Gange etaient reunis autour d'nn haut bucher 
sur lequcl ils brulaient leurs morts. 

~ 
Now this flight from the night throug~deserted city to another realm, a 

better one (HLe quartier des officiersl?) which turns out to be equally filled 

with boredom and hunger, is, in fact, an attempt to flee from the ~h~ of 

death (1I.~. je revins au camp apres cette nuit passee a oub~ier rna conditio~ 

d'homme"). At this point we find ourselves at the very threshold of the 

world of Les Conquerants and of La Condition humaine. 

3. 

Townrds the end of the summer of 1923, Malraux left France for 

Indochina. He made two trips to the Far Easto From the first he returned at 

the end of 192L~. He embarked on his second journey in January 19254 This 

journey took him back to Indochina and also to China. He returned to Franco 

at the end of 1925. 

Malraux' Asian experience is obviously important, if only for the 

rG~son that three out of his six novels have a Far Eastern background. But 

the year,s ,spent in Asia have SL far deeper significance and importance for 
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the evolution of Malraux. This contact with Chinese civilization acted as 

a precipitate, it helped him to clarify his own thought and to give it form. 

This, however, does not mean that the contact with Asia made Malraux think 

and feel in a radically different way than he felt and thought before. We 

know that Malraux' ideas had already tnken their pnrticular direction sever01 

years before his departure for Indochina. This meditation on Man and 

Civilization which finds its first expression in La Tentation de l'Occident, 

began in 1921, possibly even earlier since Vandegans sees traces of Malraux' 

philosophy in his farfelu writings. The importance then of Malraux' Asian 

experience lies in the fact that it helped him to crystallize his thought. 

Without this experience it is probable that he would have thought very much 

the same things, but perhaps in a different, less direct, less urgent manner~ 

The Far Eastern experience enabled Malraux to live and not merely to"fuink his 

ideas. 

~fuen Paul Valery met Malraux for the first time, he asked him almost 

at once why he had gone to Asia. The question is clearly an important and a 

relevant one, and some attempt must be made to clarify the reasons (or 

possible reasons) for his action. Valery's question should be divided into 

two questions: firstly, why did Malraux wish to leave Europe and, secondly, 

why go to Asia and not, say, to South America or, better still, to Africa? 

There are, to begin with, the general personal reasons: Malraux! 

restlessness and his romantic urge for Ie depaysement. But there are also 

more particular reasons at work, which Marcel Arland who was Malraux' closest 

friend during this period, attempts tp elucidate. He sees in Malraux' 

departure from Europe, at least in part, a rejection of literature. In the 

prefatory note to the two fragments of Ecrit pour une iaole a trompe Arland 

writes: HDira-t-on qu'il renonce a In litterature? Pas meme: lui qui est 

un des plus purs parmi les jeunes ecrivains, il savnit que la litterature ne 

pouvait pas Ie satisfaire; ilIa dedaigne sans grandes phrases, simplement 

parce que son angoisse ne peut plus se contenter de mots". (19) This is a 

significant statement and one which links Malraux to the moral climate of his 
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time. For Malraux is also a very representative writer, and this rejection 

of literature is, as we have seen, one of the characteristics of this period. 

But besides the personal reasons and those which he shares with his 

contemporaries, there were what might be called "philosophical" reasons which 

prompted Malraux to reject not merely literature, but the entire idea of 

Western European civilization which, he feels, is dead or moribund; and at 

the end of La Tentation de l'occident he describes Europe 'as a cemet€ry: 

UEurope, grand cimetiere ou ne dorment que des conquerants morts". 

However, to say that Malraux rejects Europe is to simplify a very 

complex matter. Malraux has been "made" by Europe, however strongly he might 

feel la tentation de l'Orient4 He stands in relation to Europe like a son 

stands in relation to his father, or a disciple to his master. He will rebel 

and revolt, but he will not be able to reject that which is almost 

physically part of him, his European cultural heritage. Like the prodigal 

son, he can leave his home in a state of rebellion, but he must return. In 

a paradoxical manner, Malraux' rebellion against Europe is born from an 

intense and genuine concern for Europe. But he feels at this stage, as 

Vandegans remarks so rightly, that he must see Europe from a dis~~nce: 

"L'une des causes du depart de Malraux est Ie besoin qutil eprouve de mieux 

cerner l'Occidental, de prendre de ses problemes une vue plus nette et un 

sentiment plus intense a partir d'un continent eloigne ••• ,,(20) 

There remains, however the question: why did Malraux go to Asia? 

Here again, there are first of all obvious reasons. Malraux was interested 

in Asia and was familiar with its civilization. But there are other and 

deeper reasons. Malraux, at this stage of his evolution, finds himself in 

a position not unlike that of Camus' Caligula who wanted something which was 

not of this world. Malraux longed for something which was not of Europe. 

But it had to be something and not nothing. This ruled out Africa with its 

cultural vacuum, while America (both South and North) was ruled out because 

its old civilizations had been destroyed and had been absorbed by Europe. 

Asia al~ had and still has a great and living civilization, but one which 

••••••• 1) / 

.,:, . .-~ 

;,,::/,:::' '. 

"t~ 

~ .. : 

;~ 
. ~,~: 

~;~~ 

~~~, 

"" 

~ ;~ 

", 
:'J~~;; 

;,[/ 
''ly:,1: 

::':;~;~\ 

k/ 
~. i~; 

;E:t 
:~-:f;i 

i~ 
1i: ... ·:i·· 

~~Jl 
.;~j;~' 
• ~.# 

.~~ ~ ;?' 



- 73 -

is radically different from that of Europe; it is this which fascinated 

and attracted Malrauxo 

Out of the Asian experience came Malraux' first important work, 

La Tentation de l'occinent which, although he had started thinking about it 

in 1921*, w~s in fact written in Asia. It was published in 1926 by Grasseta 

To this book should also be added a 20-page essay entitled D'une Jeunesse 

~ropeenne, published in 1927 in Les Cahiers Verts (No.70).·~.I shall not deal 

with this essay since it is merely a shortened restatement of the ideas 

contained in La Tentation. 

The importance of La Tentntion de l'occident cannot be exaggerated. 

Here for the first time we hear Malraux' true voice and we find present, 

albeit in a different and sometimes embryonic form, all the major themes of 

Malraux' later'works. La Tentation is to the oeuvre of Malraux what the 

first part of Du cBte de chez Swann is to A la recherche: a microcosm of his 

world. The whole of Malraux is already present in this early essays: ideas, 

episodes, scenes, images first appearing in La Tentation, will re-appear again 

and again in works written ten, twenty or more years latero A~ D's analysis 

of eroticism ("Tout Ie jeu ~rotique est l~: @tre soi-m@me at l'autre; eprouver 

ses sensations propres et imaginer celles du p~rtenaire.l1) foreshadows already 

Perral's erotic relationship with his mistress Valerie: "II s'imagina elle, 

habitant son corps, eprouvant i sa place cette jouissance .... ". The analysis 

of the Greek apport to our civilisation ("measurer toute chose a la duree et 

a l'intensite d'une vie humane") finds its echo in the analysis of the 

terrorist Hong in Le,s Conquerants: "~a seule chose que l' Occident lui eut . 
enseigne avec assez de foce pour qu'il lui fut impossible de s'en d61ivrer, 

c'etait Ie caractere unique de la vieo Une seule vie, une seule vie.ao". 

Tchen's murder in La Condition humaine and its effects on him ("(Tchen) 

s'etait jete dans le monde du meurtreet n'en sortirait plusH), is already 

present in this reflection in La Tentation: "le meurtrier d'une vie ••• peut 

se retrouver penetre de son crime, ou du nouvel univers qu'il lui impose fY • 

'" '" '" \II •••• / 

* The book is dated 1921-1925. 
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Ling l s reflection: "Vous (he refers to occidental man) croyez qu'il y a dans 

l'homme quelque chose de permanent qui n'existe pas" j will become one of the 

subjects of the Colloquium held at Altenburg in Les Noyers de l'Altenburg: 

"La notion d'homme a-t'elle un sens? ( ••• ) sous les croyances, les mythes •• ~ 

peut-on isoler une donnee permanente ••• sur quoi puisse se fonder la notion 

d'homme?Y9 The statue of a "jeune homme aux yeux ouverts!9 in the Mu,seum 
' .... 

of the Acropolis, in which Ling sees "une allegorie du genie grec", re-appears 

some twenty years later in Les Noyers: "Vous connaissez la tete de jeune 

homme du Musee de l'Acropole? La premiere sculpture qui ait represente un 

visage humain, libere des monstres ••• de la mort •• " des dieux ••• no 

La Tentation then can in many ways be considered as a source book 

of Malraux' later thoughts and workso For Malraux, like a number of authors, 

Dostoievski, Conrad, st. Exupery for instance, is an obsessive writer who 

works with a very limited set of ideas and insights, but which he explores 

and deepens in all his works, and to which he continually returnso So that 

Malra.ux, although he gains in depth and knowledge, does not really evolve 

between La Tentation and Les Noyers de l'Altenburgo There are, hO~Jever, 

important differences in the accentuation of these ideas. 

At the centre of ~a Tentation, for example, we find the Malrnvian 

notion of man's solitude, of his isolation. But at this stage, this is not 

yet seen as an integral part of the human condition as such, but a part of 

the condition of European man. Moreover, the notion of death and the 

awareness of life's a.bsurdity have not yet clearly come to the fore. The 

idea of l'absurde does appear in La ~entation, but again only in a 

specifically European contextG 

L'homme passionne est en desaccord avec Ie monde qu'il a conqu, comme 
avec celui qu'il subit, et qu'il ait prevu la passion n'y saurait rien 
changer. L'homme qui veut aimer veut s'echapper, et cela est peu; mais 
l'homme ou la femme qui veulent etre aimes, qui veulent faire perdre a 
un autre etre, en leur faveur, sa soumission a cet accord me paraissent 
obeir a une necessite si puissante que j'y trouve cette conviction: au 
centre de l'homme europeen, dominant les grands mouvements de sa vie-,­
est une absurdite essentielle. Ne Ie pensez-vous pas?" (Malraux' 
italics) 
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And again: 

II est au coeur du monde occidental un conflit sans espoir, sous 
quelque forme que nous Ie decouvrions: celui de l'homme et de ce 
qu'il a cree. Conflit du penseur et de sa pensee, de l'Europeen et de 
sa civilisation ou de sa realite, conflit de notre conscience indiffe­
renciee et de son expression dans Ie monde commun, par les moyens de 
ce monde, je Ie trouve sous chacun des sursauts du monde moderne. Noyant 
les faits et lui-meme, il apprend a la conscience a disparaitre et nous 
prepare aux royaumes metalliques de l'absurdite. 

It is clear then that the central notions of Malraux' world: death 

and solitude, are only potentially present in La Tentation, but have not yet 

been crystallized. 

But it is not only the ideas of La Tentation which are already so 

characteristically Malravinn; the manner of writing, the style of thinking, 

the voice is already that of his later essays and that of the dialogues 

and of the anal~tical, reflective passages of his novels. 

Ling in La Tentation, analysing for A.D. the differences between the 

occidental and the oriental ways of thinking, writes: 

Ce qui vous arrete lorsque vous tentez de nous comprendre, c'est que 
pour nous, la pensee et l'emotion ne sont pas separeeso •• ~Connaltre 
Ie monde n'est pas en faire un systeme, non plus que connaitre l'amour 
n'est l'analyser. C'est en prendre une conscience intense. Notre 
ponsee ••••• n'est pas 1 comme la v6tre, Ie resultat d'une connaissance, 
mais l'armature, la preparation de cette connaissancee Vous analysez 
ce que vous avez eprouve; nous pensons afin d'eprouver. 

But in describing this Chinese way of thinking, Malraux has also given us a 

key to the working of his own intelligence and, consequently, also a key to 

his manner of writing. 

Two things strike one in this analysis: the clear link between thought 

and emotion ("la pensee et l'emotion nc sont pas separes") and the rejection 

of analytical thought. Now, Malraux tends to feel his ideas and hardly ever 

proceeds by logical argument: "c'est que l'idee loin d'etre In conclusion 

(Pun effort intellectuel desincarne, est In forme meme de In passion". ( 2J.) 

But the writer for whom "l'idee est In forme meme de In passion" is essentially 

a poet, and this is what Malraux tends to be, always in his essays and some-

times in his novels; the former then should be read not as logical, 

methodical treatises, but ~s lyrical statements, as a series of poetic 
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insights charged with intense emotion and supported by a great amount of 

erudition. 

This manner of writing, however, is not without some drawbacks. 

Malraux' poetic prose has a marked tendency towards the oratorical and· the 

oracular. And from time to time, Malraux seems to be carried away not by 

his own thought, but by the HsoundH of his thought, and this lea/Is him to 

write things which sound important and profound but which ~e, in fact, 

either obscure or even meaningless. The following two quotations, both from 

La Tentation, might illustrate this point: 

(i) Rome, lorsqu'on y a retrouve les signes helleniques, n'est plus une 
tombe imperiale, mais Ie lieu unique ou la plus vaste pitie se reduit 
lentement a la force. Que l'individu s'exalte ou stobserve, les 
sept collines lui enseigneront a s'incliner. Peut-on mieux comprendre 
votre civilisation et son rythme qu'en ecoutant Ie dialogue de la voix 
avide et de la voix hautaine qui s'elevent de ces deux terres pleines 
de marb~es brises? 

(ii) Quelques jeunes hammes s'attachent a la transformation du mande qui 
se fait en eux. Elle leur donne la difference dant leur esprit a 
besoin pour vivre. II devient son serviteur, et nta plus d'autre 
action que de leur montrer les mouvements d'un monde sans attaches, 
que telle passion, tel geste ou telle pansee oblige a se plier, 
animal savant, selon des figures inconnues, les revelant ainsi; car 
la pensee, en devenant son propre objet, attaque 1e mande bien plus 
que la passion. 

But this obscurity of Malraux' thinking and writing has other roo~s. In 

his essays, as well as in the philosophic-analytical pass~ges of his novels, 

Malraux writes exactly as he talks. And Gide, in an unpublished article 

in the possession of M. Malraux, entitled Andre Malraux, l'aventure humaine, 

remarks on the link which exists between Malraux' writing and speaking. 

"Malraux nta pas, ne cherche pas Ie style lapidaire. II ecrit a 
plume abattue; et comme souvent dans~sa conversation, on s'essouffle a Ie 

sui vre. Et parfois sa phrase s' emp&tre dans un trop abondant foisonnement 

d'image, de sensations, d'emotions et d'idees." And Halraux himself con-

fesS6S: "Je n'ecris pas pour mlembeter ••• ". Anyone who knows Malraux, 

iscware that he likes nothing better than talking. However, he talks in a 

very particular way.* He talks mainly for himself and therefore uses all 

sorts of short-cuts. He talks elliptically, in a kind of shorthand 

.......... / 
*JanetFranner~article on Malraux contains a ra.markably accurate (and 
entertaining) description of a Malravian "conversationU , 
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intelligible to himself, but sometimes rather obscure to others. Andre 

Gide in his Journal remarks about Malraux' manner of speaking: nAndre 

Malraux, de m~me que Valery sa grande force est de se souoier tres peu 

s'il essouffle ou lasse, ou 'seme' celui qui l'ecoute et qui n'a guere 

d'autre souoi'4' que de para1tre suivre, plutot que de suivre vraiment.,,(22) 

And this is what often happens to the reader of Malraux' essays. 

"'; 

* * 
* 

La Tentation de l'Occident consis~of a series of eighteen 

(unnumbered) letters written by a Frenchman, A.D., who is visiting Asia and 

exploring the Chinese mind, and a Chinese, Ling, who is discovering Europe 

and its civilisation. It could be considered as·a sort of philosophical 

Lettres persanes. Just as the oddities of Western·social and political life 

are revealed to us through the virgin eyes and minds of Rica and Usbek, so 

is our European civilisation revealed to us through Ling's foreign Eastern 

mind 11 

This exchange of letters, however, has two peCUlarities. ~irst of 

all, the great majority of letters, 13 out of 18, are writt.en by Ling. Thig; 

would seem to indicate that, as we have already seen, Malraux is infinitely 

more interested in Europe which Ling is discovering and criticising than in 

Asia. * Secondly, very few of the letters reply to one another. These 

faots have not escaped the attention of the critics. Claude-Edmonde Magny 

writes about La Tentation: nee livre si revelateur par Ie sujet et la 

technique meme, puisqu'il fait dialog~er en des lettres dont jamais l'une 

ne repond a l'autre un ocoidental et un chinoisn.(24) This is an expression 

of "cette absolue impossibilite au sont les hommes de communiquer entre eux."I'I" 

Joseph Hoffmann, on the other hand, writes: "La Tentation de l'Occident, ce 

di~logue de sourds, ces lettres qui se croisaient sans jamais se repondre: 

deux civilisations, deux univers inoomprehensible l'un pour l'autre." (25) 

. " .. " .... / 
* It is therefore incorrect to say, as does Jean Rene Carduner that uLa 
Tentation de l'Occident emprunte la forme d'un roman par lettres".(23)---
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Now both Claude-Edmonde Magny and Joseph Hoffmann are doubtless partly 

correct in their interpretation, but the prevalence of Ling's letters and 

the fact that the letters rarely answer one another might also have their 

roots in the personality of the author and in the very individual 

"speaking-manner" in which he writes. A conversation with Malraux is 

never (or rarely) an exchange of ideas, but j6 a monologue. Malraux does 

not need a person with whom to argue, he needs a listener. Gide talks , 
rightly about "auditeurs-victimes" .. Ande;en when this "auditeur-victime" 

interrupts, this interruption is either ignored or becomes the starting 

point of a new monologue. The structure of La Tentation follows a similar 

pattern; it is, in fact, a monologue by Ling/Malraux, interrupted occasional~ 

ly by A.D. 

There remains the question why this essay should have been written 

in letter form. It does give the book a kind of directness and liveliness. 

It also enables Malraux not to present a continuous, methodical argument of 

which his elliptic-poetic intelligence is, on the whole, incapable, but a 

series of insights and reflections on a great variety of subjects. For 

example, letter 4 deals with oriental and occidental attitudes toWtards 

death, 6 deals with the apport of Greek and Christian civi~isation, 7 deals' 

with love, 10 deals with art and music, etc .. 

However, all these various insights are in a way linked together 

by a central idea; they form not a continuous, but a fragmented argument. 

The title, however, gives little indication of the content of the essay and 

is moreover ambiguous. Does it signify that Asia is tempted by Europe or 

vice versa? It would seem the former; unfortunately, however, the only 

passage in which the term La Tentation de l'Occident occurs is rather 

obscure: 

Le malaise europeen, c'est celui que causent les decouvertes a des 
~mes, helas! de peu d'ingenuite. Vous connaissez la Conqu@te de la 
Nouvelle Espagne? Comme la voix de Sahagun, sous Ie vieux texte 
espagnol, semble vibrer gravement, lorsqu'il conte qU'a son entree a 
Mexico, au Palais du roi, il visita 'des jardins qui ne ressemblaient 
a rien qui fut fait de la main des hommes, et, dans les salles basses, 
des collections de serpents et de nains tristes ••• t • La tristesse qui 
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troublait Ie Pere latin dans les yeux des nains des Indes Occidentales, 
noua l'av0ns retrouvee et vaincue dans lesoeuvres antiques et dans les 
merveilles toscanes, puis dans ce Louvre ou le8 tableaux reuni8 par 
Napoleon troublaient, par leur seule succession, les artistes lesplu8 
s~rs d'eux-memes. Mais ce n'est plus l'Europe ni Ie passe qui envahit 
la France en ce debut de siecle, c'est Ie monde qui envahit I 'Europe , 
Ie monde avecwut son present et tout son passe, ses offrandes 
amoncelees de formes vivantes ou mortes et de meditations ••• Ce grand 
spectacle trouble qui commence, mon cher ami, c'est une des tentations de 
l'Occident. 

The real subject of the essay to which the title does not refer, 
',", 

is a critique of European civilisation. Perhaps it would be more corroct 

to say that it is a critique of individualism against which the European 

is beginning to revolt: "Les Europeens sont las d'eux-m@mes, las de leur 

individualisme qui s'ecroule, las de leur exaltation." This individualism, 

according to Malraux, has been the basis and the centre of our civilisation 

ever since the Greeks who "invented" it: it'is they who fir.st thought 

I1de mesurer toute chose a la duree et de l'intensite d'une vie humaine". 

"Les Grecs ont con9u l'homme comme un homme, un etre qui nait et qui meurt$" 

Ever since Greece, the European mind cultivates that which is different, it 

is obsessed by the particular, by what Malraux, ten years later in his 

preface to 1e Temps du mepris, called "Ie fanatisme de la difference 1l
o 

But this fanaticism the Chinese Ling, who is clearly Malraux' porte-parole, 

sees as something destructive. Discussing the influence of "tbe West on the 

Chinese of his generation, Ling writes: 

Comment exprimer l'etat d'une arne qui se desagrege? Toutes les 
lettres que je re90is viennent de jeunes hommes aussi abandonnes que 
Wang-1Joh ou que moi-m@me, depouill$ de leur culture, ecoeures de la 
votre ••• L1 individu nait en eux, et avec lui cet etrange gout de la 
destruction et de l'anarchie. 

In contrast to this individual-centred civilisation Malraux sets 

the Chinese, Confucian civilisation which is unable to see the individual as 

a separate entitYJ 

Nous voulons ne pas prendre conscience de nous-memes en tant 
qu l individus. L'action de notre esprit est d'eprouver lucidement notre 
qualite fragmentaire et de tirer de cette sensation celIe de l'univers, 
non comme vos savants reconstituent les animaux fossiles avec quelques 
ossements, mais plut6t comme nous voyons s'elever, a la lecture d'un nom 
sur une carte, des paysages inconnus rayes de lianes geantes; car la 
suprSme be~ute d'une civilisation affinee, c'est une attentive 
inculture du moi. 
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The old Chinese sage Wang-Loh tells A.D.: 

Qutont-ils (the Confucians) cherche pendant deux mille cinq cents ans? 
Une parfaite assimilation du monde par l'homme; car leur vie fut une 
lente capture du monde, dont ils voulaient @tre la conscience 
fragmentaire ••• La perfection vers laquelle ils tendirent, ce fut leur 
accord avec les forces dont ils avaient pris conscience, et aussi ••• 

Je ne compris pas les mots qui suivirent. Je Ie lui dis. ,~ •• 
clest ce qui s'oppose a. ce que vous nommez l'individualisme. 

Finally, in the important letter 13, the contrast between the 
',,> 

I 

Chinese and European civilisation and Weltanschauung is clearly established: 

Entre l'esprit oriental et l'esprit occidental s'appliquant a penser, 
je crois saisir d'abord une difference de direction, je dira~s presque 
de demarche. Celui-la veut dresser un pl~n de 1 'univers , en donner une 
image intelligible, c'est-a.-dire etablir entre des choses ignorees et 
des choses connues une suite de rapports susceptibles de faire 
conna1tre celles qui etaient jusque-la obscures. 11 veut se soumettre 
Ie monde, et trouve dans son action une fierte d'autant plus grande 
qu'il croit Ie posseder davantage. Son univers est un my the coherent. 
Ltesprit oriental, au contraire, n'accorde aucune valeur ~ l'homme en 
lui-m@me;ril s'ingenie a trouver dans les mouvements du monde les 
pensees qui lui permettront de rompre les attaches humaines. L'un veut 
apporter Ie monde a l'homme, l'autre propose l'homme en offrande au 
monde ••• 

And later on in the same letter Ling writes: 

En face d'un monde disperse, quel est Ie premier besoin de l'esprit? 
La saisir. Nous ne pouvons Ie faire sur ses images, puisque nous 
sommes sensibles d'abord a. ce qu'elles ont de transitoire; nous voulons 
Ie faire sur ses rythmes. Connaitre Ie mande n'est pas en fiire un 
systheme, non plus que conflD.itre I' amour n' est l' analJrser. ,b' est en ~ 
prendre une conscience intense. Notre pensee (lorsqu;'elle n'est pas 
au service de combats dogmatiques) n'est pas, comme Ia vetre, Ie 
resultat d'une connaissance, mais ltarmature, la preparation de cette 
connaissance. Vous analysez ce que vous avez eprouve; nous pensons 
afin d'eprouver. 

The last passag0 is clearly also a criticism of the European 

analytical mind which is contrasted with the Chinese mind which does not 

analyse, but feels at one with the world: "Nous avons tout naturellement Ie 

sentiment de l'univers comme vous avez celui de la patrie". And again: 

"Nous, Chinois, ne voulons concevoir notre vie que dans son ensemble. Non 

que nous puissions Ie conna1tre. Mais nous savons qu'il depasse chacun de 

nos actes, et Ie doit depasser." 

Now La Tentation is not only the expression of Malraux' individual 

aw~reness and experience of Europe, it is also the characteristic expression 

of certain ideas and tendencies of the generation to whioh Malraux belongs. 
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It clearly expresses what his friend Marcel Arland called "un nouveau mal du 

siecle 19 which is perhaps best described as the painful awareness of living in 

a world without centre and where it is no longer possible to hold any beliefs: 

La connaissance que j'acquiers peu a peu des Europeens me pousse a vous 
ecrire ces mots, autant que votre lettre, qui m'en donne l'occasion. 
L'intensite que les idees creent en vous me semble aujourd'hui expliquer 
votre vie mieux qu'elles-memes. La realite absolue a ete pour vous 
Dieu, puis l'homme; mais l'homme est mort, apres Dieu,~et vous cherchez 
avec angoisse celui ~ qui vous pourriez confier son etrange heritage. 

And the book ends on a similar note: 

Pour detruire Dieu, et apres l'avoir detruit, l'esprit europeen a 
aneanti tout ce qui pouvait s'opposer a l'homme: parvenu en terme de 
ses efforts, comme Rance devant Ie corps de sa maitresse, il ne trouve 
que la mort. Avec son image enfin atteinte il decouvre qu'il ne peut 
plus se passionner pour elle. Et jamais il ne fit d'aussi inquietante 
decouverte ••• 
II n'est pas d'ideal ""auquel nous puissions nous sacrifier, car de tous 
nous conna~ssons le8 mensonges, nous qui ne savons point ce qu'est la 
verite. L'ombre terr8stre qui s'allonge derriere les dieux de marbre 
suffit a nous ecarter d'eux. De quelle etrainte l'homme s'est lie a 
lui-memet Patrie, justice, grandeur, verite, laquelle de ses statues 
ne porte de telles traces de mains humnines qu'elle ne souleve en nous 
la me me ironie triste que les vieux visages, autrefois aimes? Comprendre 
ne permet point toutes les demences. Et, cependant, quels sacrifies, 
quels heroismes injustifies dorment en nous. 

At the root of this 'nouveau mal du siecle" lies a sort of nostalgia 

for a world (Thirteenth Century Europe?) where man could feel at one with 

himself and his world, where he could,like the Chinese, have "tout naturellement 

Ie sentiment de l'univers17 • This nostalgia for a lost paradise goes, I think, 

a long way to explain certain attitudes of Malraux and of some of the writers 

of his generation such as Saint Exupery or Drieu la Rochelle. They all feel 

a desire to belong, to break the shell of isolation which the Nineteenth 

Century individualistic civilisation had spun around them. Malraux' rebellion 

against European individualism in L~ Tentation gives voice to a fairly 

widespread feeling which pushed him and some of his fellow writers to seek 

through communal action a link with other men. They wanted to strike root 

in a community of men linked together by a real purpose. Malraux' "Fraternits 

virile" as well as Saint Exupery's feelings towards his comrades, all express 

a nostalgia for a form of communion 0 
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CHAPTER III 

The first novels: "La Voie royale" and "Les Conquerants" 

1. 

Between 1928 and 1944, Andre Malraux has written six novels. 

It is on these six novels, more than on his treaties on art, that Malraux' 

fame rests. And if anything of his work will remain, it will almost 

certainly be La Condition humaine and not Les Voix du silence. Yet, 

f1alraux is not essentially a novelist; he has admitted as mUGh himself. 

HJ 1ai Gcrit des romans, mais je ne suis pas romancier", he told Roger 

stephane in 1952* in an interview. (1) This paradox of Malraux, the 

novelist, who is not a novelist should be e'lucidated. 

Malraux' statement means, I think, two things. First of al1 1 

~ 
that he considers himself ~ to beAa novelist like other novelists 

(Mauriac, Duhamal, Romains, etc.) and,secondly, that he is not primarily 

~nterested in novels, but in ideas. 

Let us now look at the first of these two meanings. In a private 

letter (20th April 1929) to Eddy du Perron (of whom in his Anti-memoires he 

says with simplicity: "C'est mon meilleur ami"), he writes: 

Pour les critiques (je parle de ceux qui ne sont pas idiots de 
naissance) la verite vraie est qu'ils aiment les romans et nous 
ne les aimons pas. Plus 9a va et plus je me rends compte de notre 
indifference fonciere a l'egard de ce que les bonnes gens appellent 
'l'art du roman'. Adrienne Mesurat est un chef-d'oeuvre, vous dit-on. 
C'est peu probable, mais si c'etait vrai 'cela me ferait Ie meme effet ••• 
II Y a les gens qui ont quelque chose a exprimer et qui ne font jamais 
de chef-d'oeuvres (Montaigne, Pascal, Goya, les sculptures de Chartres) 
parce qu'on ne domine pas une passion qui attaque Ie monde; et il y a 
ceux qui 'font des objets'. Mais Ie critique au fond, c'est un homme 

qui aime 'les objets' et non l'expression des hommes. (Malraux' italics) 

And in his preface to the French translation of Faulkner's Snnotuary:HCe qui 

separe Faulkner de Poe c'est la notion qu'ils ant l'un et l'autre de I'oeuvre 

d'art; plus exactement, c'est que l'oeuvre d'art existait pour Poe et primait 

Ia volante d'expression - sans doute est-ce la qui provisoirement l'eoarte Ie 

plus de nous. II creait des objets~" (Malraux' italics) 

These statements are extremely revealing and show clearly how 

Malraux sees his novels: not as works of art (objets), but primarily as 

expressions, and it is clear that Malraux puts himself, together with Pascal 

•••••••• / 
'* The date when this statement was mnde might be significant since by that 
time Malraux had, in fact, ceased to write novels 0 Would he have said the 
same thing in 1933? 
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and Montaigne, amongst those people "qui ont quelque chose a dire et qui ne 

font jamais de chef-d'oeuvres". This indifference to the novel as work of 

art explains the, at times, chaotic composition of his novels and the off-hand 

carelessness of some of his writing: "Souvent" , writes Gide, "trop souvent, 

il n'emploie pas les mots qu'il faudrait, et nombre de phrases restent si 

~mparfaites, si ambigues qu'on souhaiterait les recrire ( ••• ). Je pourrais 

citer maintes phrases d'une syntaxe indefendableU .(2) 
',", 

The question now arises: to the expression of what is the work of 

art subordinated, and the answer is, in the case of Malraux, to the expression 

of ideas. During the debate held at the Union pour la Verite Malraux 

declared: "1e romancier apres Ie philosophe est devenu un homme qui propose, 

qutil Ie veuilleou non, un certain nombre de modes de vie H • In other words, 

the novelist has taken over from the philosophero This dominance of Ideas 

over Art is clearly seen in what might be called Malraux' "circular evolution", 

* in which the novels appear almost as a parenthesis. If we leave aside his 

youthful follies, Malraux' serious writings begin with two important essays, 

La Tentation de l'Occident and D'une Jeunesse europeenne which, as ~~ have 

seen, contain in a more or less developed form the ideas which we will find ~ 

scattered in his novels and which will be concentrated and distilled in 

Les Voix du silence. It would appear that the domain of id~as is his true 

domain and that the essay is Malraux' natural form: he starts with the essay 

(a born, "natural" novelist would have started with a novel) and,when the 

novel-vein is exhausted, he quite naturally returns to the essay. There 

seems, however, to have existed betweeh 1938 and 1945 a temptation to turn to 

the film as a kind of substitute for the novel. In 1938, he made L'Espoir 

and in 1945 he thinks of making a film about the Resistance. And how close 

this film would have been to his novels is shown by the scene he outlines to 

Roger Stephane: 

Je leur ferai des scenes de resistance, avec ces hommes etonnants 
qui traverserent nus des mare cages glaces, et qui les pieds geles, 
Ie nez ou les couilles gelees, mais portant sur l'epavle leurs 
fusils-mitrailleurs et chant ant Ie chant du maquis.~3) 

••••••••• / 
* Malraux agreed with this idea when I put it to him during an interview 
in the spring of 1967. 
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However, Malraux resists the temptation of making films and, after 

Les N~yers de l'Altenburg, will only write essayso What made Malraux stop 

writing novels is a difficult question to answer. But a kind of disillusion-

ment might well be at the root of this. In an interview with the present 

writer, Malraux said, perhaps a little wearily: "Comme technique narrative 

l'ecriture n'existe plus". 

An important question remains to be answered: if M~lrnux is not 

essentially a novelist, why did he write his novels? The answer to this 

question can only be speculative. I think two factors should be considered 

hereo To begin with, there exists a certain order of ideas which are 1 strict-

ly speaking, not ideas; they cannot readily be expressed in abstract terms 

since they are felt as well as thought. These ideas require a different 

kind of expression. Malraux' ideas are often of this order. While in his 

essays, from La Tentation to La Metamorphose des dieux, Malraux tells us what 

he thinks about Western civilisation, Christianity, art and the world, what 

he expresses in his novels is the affective quality of these ideas, a certain 

way of experiencing the world, of feeling life and ideas. In his preface 

to Faulkner we read something which is extremely revealing if we keep in 

mind Malraux' habit of writing about his own work when commenting on, that of 

others: 

Limitee a elle-meme, l'intrigue serait de l'ordre du jeu d'echec -
artistiquement nulle. Son importance vient de ce qu'elle est Ie moyen 
Ie plus efficace de traduire un fait ethique ( •••• ) dans toute son 
intensite.(My italics - C.J.G.) 

The other factor which played a part in making Malraux a novelist 

is, no doubt, his intensely visual imagination which demanded an outlet and 

found this naturally in the novel. 

If Malraux' ideas do not change much between La Tentation and his 

last treaties on art, one can nevertheless see an evolution in Malraux' 

novels. It is clear, first of all, that La Condition humaine is the 

culminating point of Malraux' work as a novelist. La Condition humaine is 

perhaps also the last novel Malraux should have written; the novels which 

follow seem to be born more from political circumstances than from an inner 

•••••• It • / 
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necessity. The novels that precede La Condition humaine should, I think, be 

seen as finger exercises: both La Voie royale and Lea Conquerants develop, but 

in a fragmentary way, the themes which will find their final and definite form 

in La Condition humaine. One also finds sketches of c~rtain characters who 

will receive a .fuller treatment in La Condition humaine. Thus Hong, a little 

in the background in Les Conquerants, will become the tortured figure of Tchen~ 
, k 

Renski, the clowning archeologist whom the narrator meets at Singapoer, is 

clearly a trial run for Clappique. There are,no doubt, also points of contact 

between Tcheng-Dai and Gisors; both are sages, both are contemplative, but 

once again the treatment of Gisors is richer and fuller. La Voie royale could 

be considered as a thematic prelude to La Condition humaine. Both then are, 

in a way, preparations for the Great Novel. And that Malraux saw ~ 

Condition humaine as such is clearly shown in a letter of E. du Perron in 

which he tells his feeling on discovering that La Condition humaine was 

dedicated to him: tilt gives me an odd feeling, because I know what enormous 

importance he attaches to the book: he told me he has for the first time the 

feeling to have written something about which he himself has no qualms, 

whatever the critics might say.tI(4) And the novel is indeed :the fullest, the~. 

richest., the best worked-out of all those he had written and i also of.' all those 

that will follow. With La Condition humaine Malraux had had his say as 

novelist. After this he begins to think seriously about his great work on 

-
the psychology of art. Andre Girard suggests a similar idea: "Le prestige 

de l' art ne cesse de grandir et celui de l' action de diminuer jusqu't au jour 

ou 1e roman etant devenu impensable, M~lraux se tourne vers d'autres moyens 

d 1 expressionU .(5) It is significant that La Psychologie de l'Art is dated 

1935-1951. * 

However, if indeed Malraux turns away from the novel after ~ 

Condition humaine, how then are we to explain the existence of the other three 

novels which are published after 1933? I alluded earlier on to political 

circumstances. We know that with the coming to power of Hitler, together with 

........ / 
* The present writer remembers clearly an evening in April 1935 during 
which Malraux talked at length about his "new book", "La Psychologie de l' Art'J 
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the growing ecr)nomic crisis , politics are going tCl exercise en French literary 

and cultural life, and more particularly on Malraux, a greater and greater 

pressur~. The writing of Le Temps du mepris, a novel set in a German 

concentration camp, was not so much a creative as a political act. It is in 

fact a political pamphlet. Marius Richard, admittedly a political opponent 

of Malraux, writes quite rightly: HJe demeure persuade que M'alraux livre a sa 

seule sensibilite, a son imagination creatrice, eut fait plus humain ••• 

(Le Temps du mepris) est fait, que Malraux m'en excuse, comme s'il avait ete 

fait sur commande".(6) As for Malraux' own judgment on this novel, this 

seems, as its context indicates, to be a political as well as a literary 

judgment: "Je lui dis Rvoir fait lire ses livres nux communistes internes et 

que tous preferent Le Temps du mepris. - Naturellement c'est un navet.,,(7) 

The culminating point of the politicised Nineteen-thirties, the grent 

traumatic and emotional experience has been beyond doubt the Spanish Civil 

War. If this is true for most of those on the Left or the Right who lived 

through those years, it is even more true for those who, like Malraux, lived 

the war. The experience of this formidable, exalting, colourful and highly 

emotionally charged event had to find an expression, and an expression of a 

particular kind; and the result was that great, chaotic, hurried, lyrical, 

epic chunk of prose which is L'Espoir, but which is not really a novel. It 

is something of a different kind from La Condition humaine or Les Conquerants. 

To sum up then: my argument is that with La Condition humaine Malraux reached 

the peak of his development as a nove1ist and had intended to turn towards 

art, but that political events forced him, as it were, to write two more 

novels which, in a sense, he had not "planned" or intended to write. La 

Condition is present in embryo in Les Conquerants, but Le Temps du mepris 

is not present in La Condition humaine. 

There remains the unique volume of La Lutte avec l'ange. Here the 

problem is slightly complicated in that we have not got the novel, but a 

fragment of a whole which was destroyed. Now, tes Noyers is a mixen bag of 
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episodes, very loosely strung together, not in fact forming a whole, and 

with a very heavy dosage of ideas which are, at least many of them, those 

of La Psychologie de l'art. Les Noyers should, I think, be seen as a livre 

charniere, a farewell to the novel, in which Malraux empties the last 

crumbs of his novelist's bag, and the real beginning of La Psychologie de 

-l'art whose elaboration had been interrupted. 
"" 

* * 
* 

We have pointed out earlier that -the originality of Malraux resided 

more in his ideas than in the form of his novels. This statement should 

now be qualified. Malraux' novels are, in fact, not like other novels; 

they have very marked and very original characteristics. Yet between the 

originnlity of Malrnux' novels and those of the experimental writers of the 

Twenties such as Joyce or Gide or Woolf, there is a great and important 

difference. To begin with, these novelistsrunlike M~lraux,are essentially 

aesthetes (the gre~t-grandsons of Flaubert). What they write and what 

Malraux refuses to write, are "des romans-objets". Behind the novels of 

Gide or Woolf lies the deliberate intention not to write according to the 

traditional cannon, there lies also an aesthetic conception of the novel. 

But no such intentions lie behind Malraux' novels; in fact Malraux' novels 

are conventional novels, but written in Malraux' own, very individual and 

very original way. It might even be said that this originality is not 

deliberate, and it is certainly not bolstered by any aesthetic ideas about 

* the novel. 

Malraux' originality has its roots in the intelligence and the 

personality of the writer. Now the most striking and, in this context, 

important characteristic of Malraux' intelligence is its essentially 

elliptic nature: "Mes propos sont elliptiques", Malraux remarked to 

•••• " 0 •• / 
* It is possible to extract from Malraux' prefaces, lectures etc .. an 
aesthetic theory (cf. Charles F. Roedig, Malraux on the novel, Yale French 
studies, No.18, 1957). But this does not form a declaration of intentions 
such as we find in Gide's Journal des faux-monnayeurs or in Virginia Woolf's 
Mr. Bennet and Mrs. Brown. 
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Roger Stephaneo Tbis elliptic turn of mind will manifest itself with 

great constancy and on a great number of levels. It will, I think, 

determine the shape of his novels, the nature of his style; in brief, his 

originality. 

Two elements which seem to be part and parcel of the traditional 

novel, are absent from Malraux' novels: a continuous plot ~nd a careful 

setting of the action by means of description.* The absence of these 

traditional features is clearly linked to Malraux' elliptic mind. The 

elliptic mind which in Malraux' case is also an impatient one, cannot 

conduct a continuous and chronological narrative (just as it is incapable 

of conducting a continuous argument). Instead, it seizes on dramatically 

effective, but disconnected scenes (or on disconnected insights which find 

their formulation in aphoristic formulae)~ In narrative, this kind of 

intelligence goes immediately beyond and behind the "story" or the setting 

to what is essential. Hence the abrubt openings of Malraux' novels, where 

all preliminaries have been dispens@d with, and of which the famous 

"Tohen tentera-t-il de lever Ie moustiquaire" is, no doubt, the b.~st known 

and dramatically the most impressive. 

Just as the elliptic mind cannot tell a story, it cannot either 

give an analytical, systematic description but will, as Malraux does, make 

an abrupt synthesis by grasping in one movement a great number of elements; 

for example: 

Linoleum, murs blanchis a la c~aux, large ventilateur, odeur de 
medicaments, d'ether surtout. La moustiquaire est a demi relevee: 
Garine semble couche dans un lit a rideaux de tulle. Je m'assieds a 
son chevet. L'osier du fauteuil glisse sous mes mains moites. Mon 
corps fatigue se libere; dehors, les eternels moustiques bourdonnent ••• 
Une palme descend du toit, rigide, silhouette de metal sur la nuit molle 
et sans formes. L'odeur de la decomposition et celIe des fleurssucrees 
du jardin montent ensemble de la terre, entrent avec l'air tiede, 
traversees parfois par une autre: eau croupie, goudron et fer. Au loin, 
la gr€le des mah-jonggs, des cris chinois, des klaxons, des petards; 
lorsque arrive, comme d'une mare, le vent du fleuve et que nous nous 
taisons, nous entendons un violon monocorde: quelque the~tre ambulant, 
ou quelque artisan qui joue, dormant a demi dans sa boutique close de 
planohes. Une lumiere rousse, fumee, monte derriere les arbres; on 
dirait que la-bas s'acheve quelque immense fete foraine: la ville. 

•••••••• / 
* cf.R.M. Alberes, Andre Malraux and the 'abridged abyss', Yale French 
Studies, No. 18, 1957~ 
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We see clearly from this example how far removed we are from the 

meticulous, analytical descriptions en trompe-l'oeil of Balzac (The 

Pension Vauquer) or of Flaubert (the arrival of the wedding guests in 

Madame Bovary). Behind these fragmented and somewhat abrupt descriptions 

we find, however, not only Malraux' naturally elliptic manner of seeing and 

• writing but also, I think, the literary parti-pris not to be literary and 
',,> 

to be "modern". These descriptions are, because of this, very much period 

pieces. Yet, it must be added, not all Malraux' descriptions are of this 

synthetic, modernistic, a-literary kind; he can also be very and rather 

self-consciously "literary" in a very traditional manner, as in this 

description of Hong Kong: 

Au-dessus, la masse du rocher fameux, puissante, d'un noir compact a 
1a base, monte en se degradant dans Ie cie1, et finit par arrondir au 
milieu des etoiles sa double bosse asiatique entouree d'une brume 
legere. Ce n'est pas une silhouette, une surface de papier decoupe, 
mais une chose solide ot profonde comme une matiere vraie, comme une 
terre noire. Une ligne de globes (une route?) ceint la plus haute des 
deux bosses, Ie Pic, comme un collier. Des maisons, on ne voit qu'un 
semis de lumieres incroyablement serrees, presque melees au-dessus du 
profil tremblant des resta.urants chinois, et qui se desagrege, comme Ie 
noir du roc, a mesure qu'il s'eleve, pour aller se pordre la-haut dans 
1es etoi1es eclatantes et lourdes. Dans la baie, tres nombreu~, des 
grands paquebots dorment, illumines, avec leurs etages de hublbts, dont 
1es ref1ets en zigzag se me1ent dans l'eau encore chaude a ceux de 1a -
ville. Toutes ces 1umieres dans 1a mer et dans Ie cie1 de Chine, ne 
font pas songer a 1a force des Blancs qui les ant cree~s, mais a un 
spectacle po1ynesien, a l'une de ces fetes dans 1esquel1es 1es dieux 
peints sont honores pnr de grandes liberations de lucio1es lancees dans 
la nuit des lIes comme des graines •••• 

Finally, the cinematic nature of Malraux' novels which is so 

distinctive a characteristic, seems less due to an actual influence of a 

cinematic vision or optique than to~the elliptic nature of the film which 

* corresponds so exactly to Malraux' own turn of mind. This statement needs 

to be qualified, The novels of Andre Malraux are made up, like a film, 

by a series of separate sequences; the "conjunctive tissue" which in a 

traditional novel would link these scenes, has been suppressed. Thus we 

have in La Condition humaine: sequence 1: Tehen's murder; sequence 2: 

Tchen meeting Kyo and Katow at Hemmelrich's shop; sequence 3: Kyo and Katow 

doing the rounds of the "groupes de combat", etc.. However, in ind.ividual 

•••••••• / 
* Malraux writes in the preface of Indochine BaS: "Le cinema est un art 
d'ellipse remplac;ant cet art de la metaphore qu'est la litterature". 
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sequences, in the manner in which certain scenes are framed, one can also 

detect a deliberate attempt to transfer a cinematic optiqu2 into the novel. 

For example: 

La porte refermee fit osciller la lampe: les visages disparurent, 
reparurent: a gauche, tout rond, Lou-You-Shuen; la t@te de boxeur creve 
d'Hemmelrich, tondu, nez casse, epaules creusees. En arriere, dans 
l'ombre, Katow. A droite, Kyo Gisors; en passant au-dessus de sa t@te, 
la lampe marque fortement les coins tombants de sa bouche d'estampe 
japonaise; en s'eloignant elle deplaga les ombres et ce visage metis 
parut presque europe en. Les oscillations de la lampe devinrent de plus 
en plus courtes: les deux Vi8A~~~ de Kyo reparurent tour'~~ tour, de moins 
en moins differents l'un de l'autre. 

or: 

Dix minutes apresavoir quitte Kyo, Kat ow , ayant traverse des couloirs, 
depasse des guichets, etait arrive a une piece blanche 7 nue, bien eclairee 
par des lampes-tempete~ Pas de fen@tre. Sous les bras du Chinois qui 
lui ouvrit la porte, cinq tetes penchees sur la table mais Ie regard sur 
lui, sur la haute silhouette connue de tous groupes de choc; jambes 
ecartees, bras ballants, vareuse non boutonnee du haut, nez en l'air, 
cheveux~al peignes. lIs maniaient des grenades de differents modeles. 
C'etait un tehon - une des organisations de combat communistes que Kyo 
et lui avaient creees a Shanghai. 

But, however much we might have here an attempt to adapt a cinematic vision 

to the novel, this might not necessarily be due to an actual influence of 

the film; it must not be forgotten that Malraux' talent as a novelist is 

essentially a visual one. When Picon considers Malraux' novels as ,"choses 

vues", he is of course partly right. Malraux might not have act1:l13.11y lived 

or seen what he describes, but it has been seen by his imagination with 

extraordinary clarity and intensity, which is retained intact by his tense 

and abrupt manner of writing. He sees the revolt at Shanghai with direct-

ness and immediacy as if he had been there. Hence the tenacious misunder-

* standing that Malraux' novels are in fact reportages Q 

If the shape then of Malraux' novels, their tone and style, as 

we have seen, are to a great extent born less from a deliberate attempt to 

renew the novel than from Malraux' particular turn of mind, there is one 

very characteristic element of his novels which is born, if not from a 

theory, at least ,from an intellectual conviction, nnd that is the almost 

total absence of any psychology in his novels~ We meet here, no doubt, 

• Q •••••• / 
* In their technique Malraux' novels often are like reportages because, 
significantly, Malraux sees the reportage-technique as elliptic: "Si I t objet 
de l'art est de detruire l'objet, Ie reporter est battu; mais si l'objet peut 
etre Ie rapprochement elliptique non de deux mots, mais de deux faits, 
cineaste et reporter retrouvent leur force, er-ctest la meme." (Preface, 
Indochine 80S). 
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again his disdain and indifference to the novels as object, but something 

more than that as well. 

In the preface of Le Temps du mepris he writes: "Les antagonismes 

individuels qui permettaient au romans leur complexite n'y figurent pas". 

1Nhat he says of Le Temps du mepris is, with the reservations we shall make 

...later, equally true of all his novels. With thi,g statement it woulrl seem 
..... 

clear that Halraux intends tc write a new kind of novel which will take the 

place of the traditional psychological novel. The use of the past tense 

(Hpermettaient") in the above quotation is significant. 

Now behind the refusal to write a conventional psychological novel 

we find the importnnt Halrnvian conviction that psychological knowledge is, 

in fact, useles~. Thirard in Les Noyers de l'Altenburg says: "Quant a la 

psychologie elle enseigne la vie, rna foi, comme les tableaux de bataille 

a devenir general, ou les marines a naviguerU 0 lJIlhat is more, psychological 

knowledge is impossible. During the debate at the Union pour In verite 

Malraux declared: "Nous entendons notre voix avec la gorge, et la. voix des 

autres avec les oreilles, sur un plan plus grave, nous prenons cons,?lence 

des autres hommes par des moyens qui ne sont pas ceux par lesquels nous 

prenons conscience de nous-memes". If this is so, Uthe otherlt will always 

remain outside our reach, he will for ever remain utterly ununderstandable. 

In fact, we cannot ever know another person: "Le temps seul", says Gisors 

to Ferral, "fait disparaitre parfois cette angoisse, Ie temps seul. On ne 

connalt jnmais un etre, mais on cesse parfois de sentir qu'on l'ignore." 

Thus it is only with time and love (charity, adds Thirard in Les Noyers) that 

a person ceases to be the mere addition of the facts of his (or her) life. 

"Pour Kyo seul, e11e (May) etait autre chose que sa biographie", anA Ferral 

believes Hqu'aucun etre humain ne s'explique par sa vieIYo The point then is 

that the real person behind his actions remains unknown and unknowable; all 

we can know are his actions, his biography, the facts of his life which, 

however, tell us nothing. 

For a novelist who takes such an attitude, the consequences will be 

....... , / 
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far-reaching. He will no longer be able to write, what a novel had always 

been, a biography of the main charncter, since that biography is a mere 

facade which does not revertl anything about the person who lived this 

biography.. This will also help Mr~lraux to free himself of the need to tell 

a continuous story. Moreover it oxplains the curious isolation of Malraux' 

-characters. They have no background, no parents, no biography and seem to 
.... 

have lived no life before the brief moment which is shown in the novel. This 

psychological vacuum of Malraux' characters leads to this curious 

characteristic of his novels which Ilya Ehrenbourg noted: "l'auteur indique 

avec une insistance insolite quelle prononciation chacun donne aux sons"o(8) 

Thus Katow "parlni t fran~ais prl~sque snns accent, mais en avo.lant un certain 

nombre de voye~lestl (t1<;a n'a pas du aller t't seul"). Tchen"parlait fran~ais 

aveo une accentuation de gorge sur les mots d'une seule syllabe nasale 99 

(HNongn). And we have Clappique's speech idiosyncrasies which are carefully 

recorded: "Magnifique, cette petite ma-gni-fi-que ( •••• ) perspicacite 

rre-mar-qua-ble".. The reason for these carefully noted "ticsli of language 

is, at least in part, to give some kind of individuality to characters who 

have no individual psychological traits; they are, as it were, used as tags, 

as means of identification. 

The absence of psychology in Malraux' novels stems also from another 

factor. If for Malraux the novel is Hl'expression privilegiee du tragi que 

de la vie", if his novels are an attempt to create a tragic novel with 

tragic heroes, he can and indeed must, as we have seen in an earlier 
. 

chapter, nispense with psychological analysis. Of this Malraux seems clearly 

aware himself; when talking about Garine during the debate on Les Conquerant~~ 

he says: "II est certain que la creation de Garine est pour moi une creation 

de heros (au sens 01.1 Ie heros s'oppose au personnage)oll The contrast which 

Malraux makes here in his elliptic manner is, I think, between the heros 

de la tragedie and the personnage de roman. 

At the same time a novel, since it deals with pepple in relation 

to events and to other people cannot wholly be devoid of psychologioal 
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content. So psychology does come into Malraux' novels, but, as it were, 

indirectly; it is not shown, but it is talked about. ~fuatever psychological 

analysis does exist, always exists in the form of dialogue. So that it is 

the characters themselves (not the author) who provide psychological insight 

as, for instance, in this passage from La Voie royale, where the motives 

-behind the actions of Grabot are being analysed: 
.... 

Je voudrais savoir contre quoi il se defend ••• c'est avec ses vieux 
reves, avec sa decheance que l ' on chauffe ses passions •• Q 

- Reste a savoir lesquelles 
-'Je vous ai parle d'un homme qui se faisait attacher, nu, par des 

femmes, a BangkokQ •• C'etait lui. Ce n'est pas tellement plus absurde 
que de pretendre coucher et vivre - et vivre - avec une autre creature 
humaine ••• Mais lui en est atrocement humilie ••• 

- De ce qu'on Ie sache? 
- On ne Ie sait pas. De Ie faireQ Alors, il compenseo C'est sans 

doute pour cela surtout qutil est venu lCl ••• Le courage compense ••• 
Et pour que l~s petites hontes ne pesent pas lourd~ i1 suffit me me de 
ceei. o • 

And we find the same kind of analysis in this passage from La Condition 

where Ferral and Gisors are talking: 

Connaitre par l'intelligence, c'est la tentation vaine de se passer 
du temps.o. 

- La fonction de l'intelligence n'est pas de se passer des choses. 
Gisors Ie regarda: 
- Qu 1 entendez-vous par: l'intelligence? 
- En general? 
- Qui. 
Ferral reflechit. 
- La possession des moyens de contraindre les choses ou les hommeso 
Gisors sourit imperceptiblement. Chaque fois qu'il posait cette 

question, son interlocuteur, quel qulil fut, repondait par Ie portrait de 
son desir, ou par l'image qu'il se faisait de lui-meme. Mais Ie regard 
de Ferral devint soudain plus intense. 

2. 

Although the publication of Lea Conquerants (1928) precedes that of 

La Voie royale (1930), there is some justification for discussing La Voie 

EEyale before Les Conquerantso In his very complete La Jeunesse litteraire 

d'Andre Malraux, Andre Vandegans writes: uLa conception et meme l'ebauche 

de La Voie roya1e sont anterieures, on Ie sait maintenant, a Itelaboration 

des Conquerants", and he adds this footnote: "A. Maurinc nOUB a confirme 

ce renseignement, qu'il tient de l'auteur lui meme". (9) 

•••• 4> I) ., • / 

~ ,,' ~. 

"r" 

~~:' 

YJ 
'.~.;~~ 

~i 
:I:~~ 
.::;~:~ 
;;,i 
,}l 
:j 

: J 

, .' 

... ~~ .. 

i, 

:~ . 

", 



- 95 -

Moreover the novel in many ways bears the stamp of a first work. 

Because of lack of experience and lack of confidence in his creative 

imagination, a young novelist will more often tha~not draw on his own life 

for his first novelo And La Voie royale is the most autobiographical novel 

of Malraux with the exception of Les Noyera de l'Altenburg with which 

La Voie royale has clear links. The first part of the novel follows closely 

-Halraux' own ndventures in Indochina in 1923. VlJhat is more,. Claude Vannec' s 

family background which we wil: find back almost unchanged in Les Noyers* 

is clearly based ou Malraux' own brackground in Les Antim6moires. 

He writes 

Ce suicide est celui de mon pere, ce grand-pere est Ie mien, transfigure 
sans doute par Ie folklore familial. C'etait un armateur dont j'ai pris 
des traits plus ressemblants pour Ie grand-pere du heros de La Voie royale­
et d'abord, sa mort de vieux Viking. Bien qu'il fut plus fier de son 
brevet de maitre-tonnelier que de sa flotte, deja presque toute perdue 
en mer, il tenait a maintenir les rites de sa jeunesse, et s'etait ouvert 
Ie crane d'un coup de hache a deux tranchants, en achevant symboliquement, 
selan la tradition, la figure de proue de son dernier bateau. Ce Flamand 
de Dunkerque est devenu Alsacien parce que la premiere attaque allemande 
par les gaz Gut lieu sur la Vistule, et qu'elle m'imposait un personnage 
qui servit en 1914 dans l'armee allemande. Ces hangars ou les clowns 
passcnt entre les troncs des grands sapins, ce sont les hangars ou 
sechaient les voiles; la foret a pris la place de la mer~ 

La Voie royale is also of all the novels of Malraux the onE)/which 

in its form is closest to the traditional novel, as if Malraux had not yet 

found his own form and his own voice. This would explain why the 

critics, while remaining blind to the themati·c originality, saw in it merely 

un roman d'aventures or un roman exotique. This it was of course. But it was 

not merely an exotic adventure story. 

Finally La Voie royale is the only novel of Malraux which shows 

obvious signs of an influence, that of Joseph Conrad's The Heart ofllnrknesso 

Not only the setting, the oppressive forest which holds the heroes emprisoned, 

but also the plots of the two novels are similar. More particularly, in the 

second part of La Voie royale the search for Grabot is almost a carbon copy 

of the search of The Heart Of~arkness' narrator for Kurtz. 

It would seem then that in spite of the fact that La Voie royale 
,,'.,( , I 'll' ''-' ....... _"."" 

., •••• ~ 0., / 
* Both Claude Vannec's grandfather in La Voie royale and Walter Berger in 
Les Nayers ar8 lone wolves, formidable patriarchs. Both live in huge half­
deserted houses. Both are non-conformist (they both receive a circus in 
their courtyard). They sometimes even make the same pronouncement, e.g.: 
VlOn ne change pas de religion a mon age", etc~ 
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was written after Les Conquerants, it belongs nevertheless to an earlier 

period and to an earlier inspiration. 

Let us now turn to the novel itself. It is in many ways, and 

especially as far as its content is concerned, a more purely Malravian 

novel than any of the others, and it contains perhaps the purest statement 

of the Malravian ethos. Thomas Cordle is correct when he writes: 
'''6~ 

One might easily and reasonably say th~t what we are reading is the 
effort of a talented juvenile to project into a novel certain feelings 
he holds about man and life, but with no notion of how to lend them an 
air of plausible reality. Such a critique becomes doubtful when 
The Royal way is 'placed" in Malraux' work. Neither The Conquerors 
( ••• ) nor Manis fate ( ••• ) exhibits quite the same remoteness from the 
passions and struggles of ordinary men. The force of Malraux' myth 
is discernible in both these novels, but it is attenuated by a 
recognition of human ills more pressing and specific than the obsession 
with death and ambitions, more coherent than of leaving a scar on the 
map. The myth is there, it 9imply does not appear in its naked glory 
as it doesrin The Royal way.~lO) 

Moreover Perken, the hero of the novel, is the purest incarnation of the 

Malravian adventurer: absolutely alone, involved in a solitary and 

gratuitous action which eventually proves to be in vaino He is in his 

total soli tude very different from Garine, also an adventurer, 'but who is 

engage. Garine's relationships with the revolution and the Communist Party 

might be loose and ambiguous; he is nevertheless linked to, a collective 

action, however distinct this action might be from him. Defining, during 

the debate at L'Union po~r la Verite, the notion of aventurier, Malraux 

said: 

L'aventurier est evidemment hors la loi: l'erreur c'est de croire 
qu'il est hors la loi ecrite, hors la convention. II est oppose a la 
societe dans la mesure ou celle-ci est la forme de la vie ( ••• ). 
L'aventure commence au depaysemerlt au travers duquel l'aventurier 
finira fou, roi ou solitaire. 

Now, in La Voie royale, Perken is shown as outside all conventions and he 

is physically outside society; the exotic depaysement of the novel makes 

this clear, and he is surrounded by a hostile body of men, the Mois. Perken 

then is profoundly alienated. He is physically and morally heimatlos and 

belongs nowhere. And, significantly, he was born in a kind of no-man's 

land: in Schleswig which is both German and Danish·. I?Allemand ou Danois? 

•••• 0 ••• / 
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Danois a cause de la retrocession du Schleswig imposee par Ie Traite de 

. * Versaillesu , which means that he is both and neither. Pe rken, alienated, 

dreams of his kingdom, wants to be a king and dies in utter solitude: (nIl 

y a moi... moi... qui vais mourir") .. 

La Voie royale is divided into four parts which correspond to the 

four movements of the action. In the first part which opens with 

• characteristic abruptness, we see the meeting, on board an east-bound 
-.... 

steamer, of Claude Vannec, whose background is briefly sketched, with 

Perken. Vannec is going to Indo-China as an archaeologist in order to 

discover certain "temples inconnus des EuropeensH and with the intention of 

robbing their art treasures. Perken is going to Indo-China to join his 

"kingdom" and to find one of his old companions, Grabot. Claude and Forken 

then decide to join forces. The second part deals with their travels 

through the jungle, the discovery and the robbing of the temples. In the 

third part, after having been deserted by their guides, Perken and Claude 

set out alone, through the territory of the hostile Mois in search of 

Grabot whom they find, blinded and enslaved, in a Moi village. After 

negotiating Grabot's release, the three of them set off. Perken who has 

been mortally wounded, decides to join "his" territory. ThE;: fourth part 

deals with Perken's last conflicts with the local chiefs. Eventually 

Perken dies and Claude returns to France~ This then is the framework to 

which Malraux adds another kind of adventure, a metaphysical one. 

The most striking charaoteristic of La Voie royale is the 

obsessive presence of death which surrounds the action of the novel. But 

death here is not shown as the exaltea, heroic or violent thing we shall 

meet in the later novels, but as a passive and oppressive power. 

If we leave aside the first part which serves mainly as an 

•••••••• / 
* It is perhaps worth noting that Vincent Berger in Les Noyers, being an 
Alsatian, finds himself in a similar positiono Vincent fights on the side 
of the Germans in the 1914-18 war; in 1939 his son, the narrator, is in the 
French army. Garine's national identity is equally ambiguous and, signifi­
cantly perhaps, so is the spelling of his name. The police report which the 
narrator of Les Conquerants reads, says this: "Pierre Garin, dit Garine, ou 
Harine. Ne a Geneve, de Maurice Garin, sujet suisse, et de Sophia Alexandrovna 
Miski, russe". Similarly, Tchen is half-Japanese, half Chinese, Kyo was 
brought up in Japan, May is German-born in Shanghai. The adventurers like 
Perken and the tragic heroes like Tchen belong nowhere. Where was King 
Lear born? 
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exposition in which we meet the main characters and to iniroduce the action, 

the second part opens with this significant description of the forest~ 

Depuis qu~tre jours, la foret. 
Depuis quatre jours, cnmpements pres des villages nes dlelle comme 

leurs bouddhns de bois, comme Ie chaume de palmes de leurs huttes sorties 
du sol mou en monstrueux insectes; decomposition de l'esprit dans cette 
lumiere d'aquarium, dtune ep~isseur d'eau. lIs avaient rencontre deja 
des petits monuments ecrases, aux pierres si serrees par les racines qui 
les fixaient au sol comme des pattes qu'ils ne semblaient plus avoir ete 
eleves par des hommes mais par des etres disparus habi~ues a cette vie 
sans horizon, aces tenebres marines. Decomposee par les siecles, la 
Voie ne montrait sa presence que par ces masses minerales pourries, 
avec les deux yeux de quelque crapaud immobile dans un angle des pierres~ 
Promesses ou refus, ces monuments abandonnes par la foret comme des 
squelettes? La caravane nllait-el1e enfin atteindre Ie temple sculpte 
vers quoi la guidait l'adolescent qui fumait sans discontinuer les 
cigarettes de Perken? lIs auraient du etre arrives depuis trois heures .... 
La foret et la chaleur etaierit pourtant plus fortes que l'inquietudel 
Claude sombrait comme dans une maladie dans cette fermentation au les 
formes se gonflaient, s'allongeaient, pourrissaient hors du monde dans 
lequel l'homme compte, qui Ie separait de lui-meme avec la force de 
l'obscurite... Et partout, les insectes. 

It is obvious that this is the world of death in which the heroes 

are imprisoned, and the accent is clearly put on the notion of decay.. The 

key words and phrases are: "decomposition", "decomposee par les siecles", 

mF.l.sses minerales pourries", "monuments abandonnes comme des squelettes", 

"cette fermentation, ou les formes ( ••• ) pourrissaient". 

In the third part of the novel, death is 8mbodied in the hostile 

Mois with their lethal flechettes de guerre, and the fact that these are 

being planted and not thrown again suggests an idea of passivity and not of 

action. It is significant that Perken will meet his death through one of 

these flechettes. In the fourth part, death is present in a more direct way, 

yet again in the form of decay, through Perken's gangrenous leg~WhiCh 
-

eventually he will die. 

Moreover, what urges both protagonists to their desperately 

dangerous actions is also their intense awareness of death. Let us first of 

all look at Claude's motivation. Perken had asked him the key question: 

Jiqu'attendez-vous de votre vie?" 

La question de Perken demeurait avec lui, tel un autre prisonnier. 
Et son objection. Non, il n'y avait pas tant de manieres de gagner sa 
liberte! ( ••• ) Alors? Aucune envie de vendre des autos, des valeurs 
au des discours; ( ••• ) ni de construire des ponts ( ••• ). Pourquoi 
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travaillaient-ils, eux? Pour gagner en consideration. II haissait 
cette consideration qu'ils recherchaient. La soumission a l'ordre de 
l'homme sans enfants et sans dieu est la plus profonde des soumissions 
a 1a mort; donc, chercher ses armes ou ne 1es cherchent pas les autres: 
ce que doit exiger d'abord de lui-meme celui qui se sait separe, c'est 
Ie courage. ( •••• ) L'austere domination dont il venait de parler a 
Perken, celIe de la mort, se repercutait en lui avec 1e battement du 
sang a ses tempes, aussi imperieuse que 1e besoin sexue1. Etre tue, 
disparaltre, peu lui importait: i1 ne tenait guere a lui-meme, et il 
aurait ainsi trouve son combat, a defaut de victoire. Mais accepter 
vivant In vanite de son existence comme un cGncer, vivr~ avec cette 
tiedeur de mort dans la main ••• (D'ou montait, sinon d'elle, cette 
exigence'de choses eternelles, si lourdement imprg nee de son odeur de 
chair?) Qu'etait ce besoin d'inconnu, cette destruction provisoire des 
rapports de prisonnier a maitre, que ceux qui ne la connaissent pas 
nomment aventure, sinon sa defense contre elle1 Defense d'aveug1e, qui 
voulait la conquerir pour en faire un enjeu ••• 

Posseder plus que lui-meme, echapper a la vie de poussiere des 
hommes qu'il voyait chaque jour •• , 

Claude Vannec emerges from this passage as a y,")ung bourgeois 

in rebellion against the ethos of his class*, whose revolt has clear 

Niet,zschean overtones ("Posseder plus que lui-meme ••• If) which we shall 

find back in Tchen. But what is also clear is that the awareness of his 

death is tho mainspring of his actionsc> Now, in perfect accord with the 

visual representations of death in this novel, Claude sees it n6t as 

something, but as a process of decay. And the theme of ageing is ,~ery 

present in La Voie royale. There is Claude's mother: !lUne :femme abandonnee, 

obsedee par son age jusquta la torture certaine de sa decheance (that key 

word of La Voie royale) et qui considerait sa vie avec une indifference 

desesperee". When Perken talks about himself and of what makes him act, 

the almost symbolic image of the ageing mother is again evoked in the 

significant context of decomposition:~ 

L'odeur de decomposition des etangs enveloppait Claude, qui revit 
sa mere errer a travers l'hotel de son gr8nd-pere: presque cachee dans 
Ia penombre, a l'exception de la crosse de ses lourds cheveux ou se 
plaquait Ie jour, regardant avec epouvante, dans Ie petit miroir orne 
d'un galion romantique, l'affaissement des coins de sa bouche et Ie 
grossissement de son nez, massant ses paupieres avec un geste 
d'aveugle ••• " 

Perken is motivated by ~ similar obsession with time and with growing old 

• " • 0 ••• " 

* "Le bourgeois se definirait essentiellement comme l'homme d'un certain 
mode de pensee, lie a une ethique particuliere. Pense en bourgeois tout 
homme qui met au premier plan les valeurs de consideration". (Malraux at 
the debate at L'Union pour la Verite.) 
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which he expresses in almost the same terms as Claude: 

La mort est la, comprenez-vous, comme ••• comme l'irrefutable preuve 
de l'absurdite de la vie.~. 

- Pour chacun. 
- Pour personne! Elle n'existe pour personne. Bien peu pourraient 

vivre ••• Tous pensent au fait deo •• aht comment vous faire comprendre?.o 
d'@tre tue, voila. Ce qui nta aucune importanceo La mort c'est autre 
chose: c'est Ie contraire. Vous etes trop jeune. Je l'ai comprise 
d'abord en voyant vieillir une femme que ••• enfin une femme. ( •• 0) 
Ensuite, comme si cet avertissement ne suffisait pas, qua~d je me suis 
trouve impuissant pour la premiere fois ••• 

Paroles arrachees, n'arrivant a la surface qu'en rompant mille racines 
tenaces. II continuait: 

Jamais devant un mort. Vieillir, voila, vieillir. Surtout lorsqu'on 
est separe des autres. La decheance. Ce qui pese sur mois c'est -
comment dire? ma condition d'homme: que je vieillisse, que cette chose 
atroce: Ie temps, se developpe en moi comme un cancer, irrevocablement •• 
Le temps, voila. 

Toutes ces saletes d'insectes vont vers notre photophore, soumis a la 
lumiere. Ces termites vivent dans leur termitiere, soumis a leur 
termitiere. Je ne veux pas etre soumis. 

Now this similarity of preoccupation, of motivation and even, at times, of 

expression, draws our attention to the fact that Claude and Perken are not 

clearly differentiated as characters except, perhaps, by the purely external 

fact that Perken is older than Claude. They both exist and live by virtue 

of Malraux' intensity and their ideas are being informed by Malraux' 

intelligence. In fact, one cannot escape from the impression that,'of all 

the novels La Voie royale is the most personal, the one in which Malraux 

himself is most involved, in which he is most intensely present. The faEt 

that it is Malraux' most autobiographical novel might in this respect be 

significant. One feels in La Voie royale a lack of distance, and the 

obsessions and fears of Claude and Perken with all their intensity are, 

I think, very close to Malraux' own pr~occupations at that time. There is 
~ 

some proof of this. Julien Green notes in his diary (27 March 1927): 

HMalraux declare redouter non la mort, mais la cinquantaine et l'impuissance 

sexuelle qui est signe de mort". (11) This finds its echo in the· passage 

quoted· abov.e. . 

And in talking about the Indochinese period which she shared with 

him, Madame Clara Malraux told me: "Pendant un an Andre et moi nous avons 

ete litteralement obsedes par la mort. On ne pensait qu'a celano 
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This lack of distance, this involvement of the author in his 

* novel is clearly the fact of a novelist who is both inexperienced and young. 

And Malraux himself called Les Conquerants nce livre d'adolescentn in the 

Postface of the edition definitve. This description could with equal, if 

not more, justice be applied to La Voie royale. The obsession with death 
, 

and destiny in the particular way they are reflected in La Voie royale is 

also that of a very young man for whom growing old is the worst fate and 

who rebels against the idea of becoming something or somebody, of being 

fixed in life. 

For the fear of an inexorable destiny is another driving force 

behind Perken's action: 

Vous ne savez pas ce que c'est que Ie destin limite, irrefutable, 
qui t,)mbe sur vous comme un reglement sur un prisonnier~ la certitude 
que vous serez cela et pas autre chose, que vous aurez ete cela et pas 
autre chose, que ce que vous n'Rvez pas eu, vous ne l'aurez jamais. Et 
derriere soi, taus ses espoirs, ses espoirs qu'on a dans la peau comme 
on n'aura jamais aucun etre vivant ••• 

It is in order to defend himself against both death and, destiny 

that Perken has founded his kingdom. ',vhat he wants is: 

Exister dans un grand nombre d'hommes, et peut-etre pour longtemps. 
Je veux laisser une cicatrice sur cette carte. Puisque je dois jouer 
contre la mort, j'aime mieux jouer avec vingt tribus qu'avec un enfant.o. 
Je voulais cela comme mon pere voulait la propriete de sen voisin, 
comme je veux des femmes. 

But, like everything else in this novel, Perken's kingdom is doomed and 

decaying: "Mon projet aussi est pourri. Je n'ai plus Ie tempsH. Time 

once more is the destroyer. 

However, what Perken wants perhaps more than to exist in a great 

number of men, more than to leave a scar on the map is, paradoxically, his 

own death, and this Claude sees clearly: "Ce qu'il veut, ce qutil veut 

** clest s'anneantir". Yet suicide does not interest him; what he wants is 

...... co .... / 

If we accept withVandegans that the conception and ebauche of La Voie 
royale dates from 1925-1926 (cf.op~cit.p.255), Malraux was then 24 or 25 
years old. 
~* Malraux himself in his interview with Andre Rousseaux said about Perken: 
H(I'aventurier) se fuit lui-meme, tla,d. qu'il fuit la hantise de Ia mort en 
meme temps qu'il court vers elle". 2 
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to get killed. Here lies the meaning of Perken leaving the hut where 

he, Claude and Grabot are kept prisoner, and walking alone towards the 

armed and h cstile Mois OQ This is the climax of the novel, a moment of 

extraordinarily heightened tension. Perken is walking to meet his death: 

Sa main vide maintenant se fermait, molle, aussi legere qu'une mnin 
de malade, comme s'il eut encore cherche une arme; et soudain, son 
regard rencontrant In cime des arbres ou s'etendait longuement la 
derniere rouge~r du soleil, tandis qu'au ras de terre It~immobile 
agitation continuait, la passion de cette liberte qui allait l'~bandonner 
l'envahit jusqu'au delire. Au bord de l'atroce metamorphose qui 
l'obsedait, il se raccrochait a lui-m@me, les mains crispes s'enfon~ant 
dans la chair des cuisses, les yeux trop petits pour l'invasion de 
toutes les choses visibles, la peau comme un nerf. Jete sexuellement 
sur cette liberte a l'agonie, souleve par une volonte forcenee se 
possedant elle-meme devant cette imminente destruction, il stenfon~ait 
dans la mort meme, Ie regard fixe sur Ie rayon horizontal qui la-haut 
s'allongeamt de plus en plus, delivre de ces ombres sinistres et vaines 
dont l'affut se perdait dans l'obscurite qui montait de la terre. 

The passage, like much in this novel, is clearly over-written, no doubt 

another symptom of its youthfulness; but it does nevertheless communicate 

very effectively a moment of extreme and almost unbearable tension. 

However, the irony of the scene comes from the fact that Perken 

does not die his own death; instead, he stumbles and falls on one of the 

flechettes ,.1,8 guerre, the wound is infected and later gangrene sets in. 

Perken's death sentence is read to him by a pompous Sinmese doctor. 

These then are the two or three basic drives that animate Perken: 

the ftWGLreness of death and destiny and an iron will uto do and die". But 

outside these drives Perken remains a character who is psychologically 

blank. It is this which makes it possible for him, as for so many of 

Malraux' characters, to become the e~bodiment of some idea or attitude; in . 
the case of Perken the embodiment of what might be called a primitive form 

of l'homme absurde. 

Before dying in his kingdom which is now threntened by de Etruction, 

Perken did succeed in finding Grabot, the man he had set out to find. In 

the first part, Grabot is merely mentioned by Perken and described in a 

tight formula as "un homme pour qui j'avais une grande sympathie et une 

grande mefiance". After this brief mention he disappears during the whole 

of the second part of the novel when Claude is the focal point of the 
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action. He reappears towards the end of it when the focus will shift to 

Perken. Grabot is another image of the adventurer: the adventurer a l'etat 

brut. He is a man of great courage and with a total indifference to life. 

It is this which isolates Grabot: !lC'est un homme raellement seul - et comme 

tous les hommes seuls il est oblige de meubler sa solitude, ce qu'il fait 

~ec Ie courage". Now it is clear that Grabot is in fact Per~en, but without 

the latter's awareness and articulateness, and this enables him to go further 

than Perken. However when, in the end, Perken finds Grabot, Perken really 

finds himselfG This is the meaning of this incident. This explains also the 

horror experienced by Perken when he finds Grabot blinded, turning a mill-

stone in total darkness. 

Perken avatt recule pour mieux voir en gagnant l'ombre, et Claude Ie 
suivait de cote, en crabe, incapable a la fois de rester o~ il otait 
et de detourner son regard, pour marcher, de la lumiere qui penetrait 
dans la case comme un bloc de pierre. Mais Perken reculait toujours. 
Recul terrifie: Claude devinait la crispation de ses doigts qui cherchaient 
a s'accrocher, la stupeur d'un homme qui chavirait: il ne disait rien, 
ne bougeait plus. 

Attache a la meule, il y avait un esclave. De la barbe sur le'visage. 
Un blanc? 

Couvrant Ie hurlem('~nt du chien, Perken cria une phrase, si vite, que 
Claude ne la comprit pas; i1 recommenga aussitot, haletant: 

- Qu'est-ce qu'il est arrive? 
I)' esclave se rejeta en avant, dans l' obscuri te', avec un fremissement 

aux epaules. La clochette sonna encore, un seul coup, comme un timbre: 
mais l'homme s'arreta. 

HGrabot?" gueula Perken. 
L

'
epouvante et l'interrogation de la voix s'ecrasaient sur Ie visage 

tourne vers eux. Claude cherchait les yeux, mais ne distinguait que la 
barbe et Ie nez. L'homme tendit la main ouverte, les doigts ecartes, 
cherchant ~ prendre quelque chose; ilIa laissa retomber contra sa cuisse 
avec un bruit de chair. II etait attache par des courrois de cuir. 
UAveugle?" se demandait Claude incapable de prou.Ollcer Ie mot, d'interroger 
Perken. 

This then is the end of the adventurer's adventure: the insoumis is enslaved 

and blinded, the revolt against a meaningless life ends by turning endlessly 

* round and round in a pitch dark hut. 
••••••••• / 

* A number of critics have attributed to this scene and more particularly to 
Grabot's answer: "RienH in reply to Perken's question "qu'est-ce qu'il est 
arrive?" n deeper and more "philosophical" meaning. For instance, Geoffrey 
Hartmann writes: "The lesson is clear. Claude, Perken and Grabot are impelled 

~~d solve the riddle of the sphinx, the riddle of a universe which denies 
the idea of man.,,(13) And Boak sees in it an all too obvious statement of 
the Absurd. In my opinion, what we have here in fact is not metaphysics but 
melodramatics. 
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A word now about the relationship which exists between Claude 

Vannec and Perken. 

Claude Vannec is much younger than Perken; he feels not only 

fascinated by him, but also attracted to him by an obscurely sensed feeling 

of kinship. Eventually, when he suggests to Perken that they join forces 

"the nature of this kinship becomes clear:" Tout a coup Qlaude dacouvrit 

ce qui Ie liait a cet homme qui l'avait accepte sans qu'il comprit bien 

pourquoi: l'obsession de la mort". This mutual and so fundamental an 

obsession explains the absolute nature of their loyalty and affection, th0 

total acceptance of one another. ("Si j'accepte un homme, je 11accepte 

totalement, je l'accepte comme moi-meme".) Clearly, what we have here is 

one of the first forms of the fraternite virile which is to play such an 

important part in the later novels~ They live what Malraux will call 

later in L'Espoir: "un des plus beaux destins de l'homme: etre aime sans 

seduire". 

The fttct that Claude is young8r and less mature than Perken is 

important and the relationship which this inequality creates is very typical 

of Halraux' world. Hartman in his book writes: "The Narrator-Garine, 

Claude-Perken type of relntionship: the younger man absorbs the experience 

of the older and becomes his redemptive double lf .(14) In a sense we might 

see in Claude a "sonl? of Perken, and if we look at their relationship in 

this light, we discover a network of subterranean links. Perken is of the 

same kind, the same genus as Claude's. grandfather: . 
Perken etait de 10. famille des seuls hommes auxquels son grand-pere -
qui l'avait eleve - se sentlt lie. Lointaine parente: me me hostilite 
a l'egard des valeurs &tablies, meme gofit des actions des hommes lie 
a 10. conscienc~ de leur vanite; memes refus, surtout. 

There exists also a parallel between the nature (if not the scale) of the. 

activities of the grandfather and of Perken and between the fate of their 

achievements. They both want to survive in a great and lasting enterprmse. 

HSa jeunesse (man grand'pere) l'av[tit voue a. edifier 10. Maison Vannec par 

quoi il entendait durer". Clearly, this Maison Vannec is to Claude's 
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gr~ndfather what his kingdom is to Perken, And both the kingdom and the 

Maison Vannec will be destroyed. 

It would seem then that Claude and Perken are linked together not 

only by a shared obsession with death, but also by the fact that, almost 

literally, they belong to the same family. It is for this reason that it 

became necessary for the novelist to provide Claude with thiq. stoic, non­

conformist background dominated by the admired Viking-like figure of his 

grandfather whose successor Perken becomes. Finally, EtS we have seen, 

Grabot is the "brotherH of Perken in the same sense that Claude is his "sonn, 

These links between the various characters which tend to make them 

all of a sort, might well not have been created intentionally, in which case 

they would point,to a certain poverty of the novelist's imagination which 

seems to be incapable of bringing to life characters other than those who 

belong to a certain psychological family and who draw their life from 

certain personal obsessions of the author, 

* * 
* 

Let us now try and assess briefly Malraux' literary achievement in 

this novel. La Voie roya1e is by no means a flawless novel, but the kind 

of flaws which the novel reveals are interesting for they are born from 

youthfulness and inexperience. Malraux is not yet in full possession of 

his art. 

There is, as we noted earlier~ Malraux' l~ck of detachment and also 

his openness to influence. What is perhaps more striking is Mu1raux' lack 

of control over both his material and his language. For instance, the 

description of the removal of the statues from the temple is interminably 

long, interesting perhaps for Malraux himself who lived this, but wearisome 

for a reader and at times difficult to follow, It is clear also that in the 

description of the forest which I quoted earlier Malraux' language got out 

of hand, the accent on pourriture and d6composition is put on too henvily. 
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Sometimes the writing acquires a shrill, almost hysterical edge which is 

born, one suspects, from a form of literary impotence:-

II etait fixe comme par un instantane, Ie regard perdu, la bouche 
ouverte, tous les traits affaisses. Plus rien d'humain dans la case: 
effondre dans son coin, Xa attendait, plie en bete; Grabot - qu'il 
continuat a se tairel - aut our , ces gueules de fauves, cet instinct de 
sadiques, precis et bestial comme ce crane de gaur a dents de mort; et 
Perken petrifie. L'epouvante de l'etre ecrase de solitude saisit 
Claude au creux de l'estomac, au defaut des hanches, l'epouvante de 
l'homme abandonne parmi des fous qui vont bouger. .~ 

Or again, when several attempts to remove the statues have failed: 

De meme que l'idee dtemployer ainsi Ie marteau s'etait imposee 
soudain, quelque autre idee no s'imposerait-elle pas maintenant? Mais 
la fatigue, la lassitude, un degout de creature extenuee Ie penetraient~ 
Se coucher.o. Apres tant d'efforts, la foret reprenait sa puissance de 
prison. Dependance, abandon de la volonte, de la chair meme. Comme si 
Ie sang, pulsation ~ pulsation, s'5coulait ••• II s'imagina la les bras 
serres contre la poitrine comme par la fievre, recroqueville, perdant 
toute conscience, obeissant avec Ie sentiment d'une liberation aux 
sollicitatio~s de la brousse et de la chaleur; et soudnin, il trouvn dnns 
la terreur Ie besoin de se defendre encore. . 

It is obvious th~t terms such as degout de creature extenu6e, 

comme si Ie sang, pUlsation a pulsation, s',§coulait are wholly out of 

proportion with the experience of discouragement and weariness they intend 

to convey. 

Finally we find a similar lack of control over language when 

Malraux deals with ideas. This leads to portentous s."')un-:1ing passages 

which are very often, as the following quotation shows, in actual fact 

confused and almost wholly devoid of meaning:-

Toute ma vie depend de ce que je pense du geste d'appuyer sur cette 
gachette au moment ou je suce ce canon. II s'agit de savoir si je pense: 
je me detruis, ou: j'agis. La vie est une matiere, il s'agit de savoir 
ce qu'on en fait - bien qu'on n'en fasse jamais rien, mais il y a 
plusieurs manieres de n'en rien fa~re ••• Pour vivre d'une certaine faqon, 
il faut en finir avec ses menaces, la decheance et les autres: Ie 
revolver est alors une bonne garantie, car il est facile de se tuer 
lorsque la mort est un moyen ••• C'est la qu'est la force de Grabot •• , 

La Voie royale is dominated by n kind of melodramatic, rather boyish 

imagination which comes out not only in the rather far-fetched idea of 

Perken's kingdom, even if this has its roots in reality (cf. Antimemoires 

pp. 375-472). It reveals itself also in such epis()des as the one where 

Perken, h8.ving filled "une de (ses) balles avec Ie sang de son genoux"( 1 1) , 
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fires at the skull of a gaur which then begins to bleed. Such incidents 

belong clearly to the world of Les Aventures de trois scouts, and D. Boak 

is quite right when he remarks that "it is difficult not to smile when we 

read such details as the dying Perken's brilliant feat of shooting dead 

two natives through hispocketsH • (15) 

Yet, at the same time, La Voie royale is an essential part of 
.... 

Malraux' vision of our reality. It is in the oeuvre of Halraux one of the 

key-books since in it we find, perhaps in their purest form, a number of 

the key-ideas that will be developed in his later books. 

3. 

Although La Voie royale was, no doubt, conceived and sketched out 

before Les Conquerants, the fact remains nevertheless that Les Conquerants 

was published first. It appeared serially in the Nouvelle Revue Fran9aise, 

March-July 1928, and in volume during the autumn of that same year. In 

1949 Malraux published a "Version definitive avec une postface de l'auteur" 

in which, among minor changes analysed by D. Boak ("Malraux: a note ol} 

editionsH, Australian Universities Modern Language Association, May 1964), 

the most important modification is the removal of an entire episode: the 

Narrator's interview at Singapore with an eccentric archeologist called 

Renski. In the structure of the novel the episode is indeed unnecessary 

and slows down the action. The Post face which Malraux added to this 

version definitive and which is merely the verbatim report of a speech at 

a Gaullist rally (Salle Pleyel 5 March 1948) is totally inapposite, and one 

wonders why Malraux tacked it on to this new edition of his novel. 

The book, when first published, was very widely reviewed in the 

* daily, weekly and monthly press. It is then with Les Conqueran~ that 

Malraux' public literary existence begins. The earlier writings, even 

La Tentation de l'Occident, passed almost entirely unnoticed. 

••• Q •••• / 

* With the exception of La Revue des Deux Mondes which manages the extra­
ordinary feat during the Thirties never to mention Malraux' novels, not 
even when he won the Prix Goncourt in 1933. 
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Les Conquerants takes place in Canton during the revolutionary 

strikes of 1925 (25 June - 18 August)~ Its central character, Garine, was in 

his young days involved with a group of anarchists. He is tried and con­

demned for complicity in a case of abortion. During the war he f~ght~in 

the Foreign Legion,deserts and finds refuge in Switzerland where he comes 

into contact with the Russian socialist refugees. if,Then, after the 1917 

revolution, his attempts to go to Russia fail, he is called bya friend to 

Canton where he becomes director for propaganda of the Kuomintang which at 

that time was closely linked with the Communist Party and the Comintern. 

The novel is divided into three parts with almost self-explanatory 

titles. The first, Les approches, shows us the narrator approaching Canton, 

the scene of action. It also provides the reader with facts: the life story 

of Garine, the situation in Canton, the nature of Garine's action, etco 

It also creates the atnosphere of tension which will, as it were, colour 

the entire novel. 

The second part, Puissances, deals with a triple conflict of powers 

(hence the title) and with the struggle of Garine to obtain from the 

Nationalist Government a decree which would prohibit entry to the harbour of 

Canton to any ship having called at Hong-Kong. This, in the mind of Garine, 

would paralyse and strangle Hong-Kong and eventually the British Empire 

("Ie ridicule petit gouvernement de Canton entrait en lutte contre 

l'Angleterre"). In his struggle for the decree, Garine h8s to face the 

opposition of the moderate wing of the Kuomintang (led by the elder states­

man, Tcheng-Dai), the terrorists (led b~ Hong) and eventually (this is the 

climax of the action) an armed uprising by the renctionary General Tang. 

As was the case in La Voie royale, the actual ~lction is by no means clear 

and the political motives are often obscure; one fails to see, for instance, 

why it is so nocessary for Garine to destroy the terrorists. 

The last part is called L'homme, and the focal point shifts from 

the events to Garine who now, undermined and weakened by illness, begins to 

talk about himself to the narrator and reveals himself not merely as a man of 
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action, but as a man. 

In comparison with La Voie royale, Les Conquerants is undeniably 

a better novel. It has n greater range Rnd variety of characters, and 

while Garine is clearly the focal point, he is surrounded by a number of 
some 

secondary characters who do have/individuality nnd substance. Such 

characters as Nicolai8ff, Tcheng-Dai, Rebecci and especially the terrorist 

Hong are very much present in the novel. Moreover the structure is more 

unified and Les Conquerants, unlike La Voie royale, does not break into two 

almost unrelated parts: Vannec's ndventure and Perken's adventure. Also the 

pace, somewhat hectic and breathless, but very characteristic of Malraux' 

novels, is sustained throughout. Les Conquerants contains two other very 

characteristically Mnlravian elements, the political background and, more 

particularly, the obsessive presence of violence and horror. In fact Les 

Conquerants is, I think, the novel of Malraux most dominated by violence. 

It is because of this that I want, taking Les Conquerants as a starting 

point, to analyse briefly and in a general way this element of Malraux' 

work. 

Although the presence of violence is very characteristic of 

Malraux' world, it is not present in equal doses in all his novels. One 

must first of all make a distinction between a generalised atmosphere of 

violence (civil wars, revolution, etc.) in which his novels bathe, and tho 

particular scenos of violence which concretize the violent nature of war 

and revolution: murder, mutilation, torture, etc. If we look at such 

scenes, as it were, statistically in the novels of Malraux, we will see 

that there are none in LR Voie royale, the horror being more passive. There 

are quite a few of them in Leg Conquerants: the mutilation of the c0mmunist 

leader Klein, the attempted assassination of Garine, the cold-blooded 

shooting of a suspect; besides, we get a portrait of the torturer 

Nicolaieff, and there is a brief episode in Klein's life. In La Condition 

humaine which is considerably longer, scenes of violence are fewer; there 
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is only one in Le Temps du mepris, the beating-up of Kasstner; in L'Espoir, 

although a war novel, there are hnrdly any, and none in Les Noyers. 

Moreover, while violence is an important component of the world of 

Malraux' novels, it is obvious, nevertheless, that we find the portrayal of 

violence in other and older novels. The works of Zola are full of it 

Zespecially Germinal); we find it in Les Miserables and in V~ll~s' 

L'Insurge, to name but a few. 'Nhat is perhaps new in Malraux is the treat-

ment of political violence, 3nd a political violence of 8 peculiarly 

contemporary sort. Let us look at the scene of Les Conquernnts where GarinG 

shoots a suspected double agent: 

- Dis au premier, exactement, que si dans cinq minutes il n'a pns 
donne les renseignements qu'il nous doit, je lui fous une balle dans 
10. tete, moi.' 

Je traduis. Nicolaieff [l impercoptiblement hausse une epaule; tous 
les indicateurs savent que Garine est un "grnnd chef l1 et son moyen est 
digne d'un enfant. Une minute .... deux ••• 

- Tu as dit qu'il Rvait cinq minutes, dit Nicolaieff, respectueux et 
ironique. 

- Toi, fous-moi la paix, hein! 
II a pris Ie revolver sur Ie bureau. La main droite, en raison du 

poids de l'arme, est ferme; In gauche, qui sort de l'echarpe blanche, 
tremble de fievre. Une fois de plus je dis au Chinois de repondre. 
II fait un goste d'impuissance~ 

La detonation. Le corps du Chinois ne bouge pas; sur son visage, une 
expression intense de stupefaction. Nicolaieff a saute et s'appuie au 
mur. Est-il blesse? 

Une seconde ••• Deux ••• Le Chinois d'effondre, mou, les jambes r1 demi 
pliees. Et Ie sang commence a couler. 

Mais, mais, balbutie Nicolaieff ••• 
- Fous-moi la paix! 

What strikes one first of all in this passage is the absence of any 

emotional or affective element. It is in a scene like this that the 

a-psychological nature ~f Malraux' nov~ls is most effective. For nothing, 

no thought, no feeling comes between the act and us witnessing ito It is 

transmitted, as it were, en direct. What is striking about the writing of 

the scene is its spare simplicity. For, although the scene itself is, no 

doubt, '!literary" and melodramatic, the writing is not. Malraux' originality 

might come out more clearly if we compared this passage with a similar one 

from an older writer. A t the end of L' Education sentimentale, Flaubert Sh01A1S 

us the former doctrinaire socialist shooting his friend Dussardier before 
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the cafe Tortoni: 

Entre les charges de cavolerie, des escouades de sergents de ville 
survenaient, pour faire refluer Ie monde dans les rues. 

Mais, sur les marches de Tortoni, un homme, - Dussardier, - remarquable 
de loin a sa haute taille, restai t sans plus bouger qu' un cariatide D· 

Un des agents qui marchait en tete, Ie tricorne sur les yeux, Ie 
menaqa de son epee. 

L'autre alors, s'avanqant d'umpas, se mit a crier: 
- Vive la Republiquet 
II tomba sur Ie dos, les bras en croix. 
Un hurlement d'horreur s'eleva de la foule~ L'agent fit un cercle 

autour de lui avec son regard; et Frederic, beant, reconnut Senecal. 

First of all, in this scene, Flaubert draws, as it were, a curtain 

at the moment when Senecal, in fact, shoots Dussardier. lNhat gives strength 

to Malraux' description is precisely the passage which records the death of 

the victim ("La detonation. Le corps du Chinois ne bouge pas; sur son 

visage, une expression intense de stupefaction (~ •• ) Une seconde ••• Deux ••• 

Le Chinois s'effondre, mou, les jambes a demi pliees. Et Ie sang commence 

a couler"). Moreover, in Flaubert's text words such as cariatide, les bras 

en croix, hurlement d'horreur tend to get in the way; in this sense IYwords" 

are absent from Malraux' dE:scription, hence its dramatic tautness. 

A little earlier I characterised the scene from Les Conquerants 

as "literary". This, I think, needs to be explained o Very often ih these 

scenes of violence in Malraux' novels, as in the one quoted: above, the 

violence is gratuitous and has no organic link with either the character or 

the intention or meaning of the novel. We knew, for. instance, without this 

scene of shooting that Garine was hard and tough. Now, with this question 

I 

of the "literary" nature of many of Malraux' scenes of violence we come 

close to an explanation of their disa~pearance from the later novels and 

notably from L'Espoir. If we accept that it is unlikely that Malraux, 

until ~'Espoir, did pRrticipate in the violent events he describes, then 

all this violence with its adolescent overtones* is not, as it were, "lived", 

•••••••• / 

*There fs~an-·unmfstakable touch of the imperturbable Phileas Fogg in 
Garine's reaction when a terrorist attempts to shoot him: 

-'Le type 0tait brave, me dit Garine en descendant. II aurait pu essayer 
de fuir. II n'a cesse de tirer que lorsqu'il est tombe8o. 

Pour ~escendre, il fait presque demi-tour, et je vois que son bras 
gauche est couvert de sang. 

- Mais "'." 
- Ce n' est rien. L' os n' est pas t,)uche. Et la balle est ressortie II 

Allons, c'est ratel 
En effet, il y a deux trous dans la tuniqueo 
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but umade up" and sometimes made up with literary reminiscences. Thus, for 

example, the mutilation of Klein, "la bouche agrandie au rasoir J9 , would appear 

to come from a poem by Segalen for whom Malraux had a great admiration: 

C'est ici que nous l'avons pris vivant. Comme il se battait bien, 
nous lui offrimes du service: il prefera servir son Prince dans la mort. 
Nous avons fendusa bouche dtune oreille a l'autr~ (my italig~, C.J.G.): 
il a fait signe, des yeux, qu'il restait toujours fidele. (1 ) 

, 
But when Malraux went to Spain he came into contact with real 

violence and real horror which is no longer a literary game. Before reality, 

imagination loses its strength: "Devant les eglises du Sud, ou l'on s'est 

battu", says the art historian Scali in 1,'Espoir, "j'ai vu de grandes taches 

de sang. Les toiles ••• perdent leur force". And thus we see this rather 

gratuitous display of violence disappear from the only novel of Malraux 

(with the exception of 1a Voie royale) which deals truly with choses vecues. 

However, in Les Conquerants violence is an important ingredient. Yet in 

spite of this death, if not absent, is not so obsessively, oppressively 

present as in La ,[oie royale. This is perhaps partly due to the gratuitous 

nature of this violence which robs it of its verisimilitude; these ~olent 

deaths are in a sense more theatrical than real. 

But death very re0.lly is present in Garine: "Cet hoinme est gravement 

malade H , says the police report. And it is clear that when Garine leaves 

Canton, it is not for further action but in order to die. Yet, unlike Perken, 

he is not constantly aware of death and he does not act in order to oppose it. 

The mainspring of Garine's thirst for power and for action is rather to be 

found in this awareness of the absurd~ty of life. What -this notion means, 

for Garine we shall analyse latera 

As we have seen, violence in Les Conquerants (as in all his novels) 

is political, yet it would be a grave mistake to consider Les Conquerants as 

a political novel. Halraux at that time was not yet the 71communist novelist"~ 

Lea- Conquerants was banned in the USSR (as well as in Fascist Italy)~ 

Undoubtedly he had been involved in the activities of 1e Jeune Annam and of 

the Kuomintang; however, as a novelist he remains curiously detached. His 
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communists are not heroes, and on the revolutionary side we find an 

unmistakable sadist and salaud in the chief of police Nicolaieff. What is 

more important is the fact that in Les Conquerants (as in La Condition humaine) 

the political events are marginal, they form merely a dramatic, and very 

effective, backdrop against which the characters, and especially Garine, 

move. A political novel deals with politics; in that sense Lucien Leuwen 

is a political novel, but ~es Conquerants is not. ... 

In its narrative technique, Les Conquerants is both original and 

sophisticated and gives, to some extent, the lie to Malraux' assertion that 

he is not interested in the novel as "object". He seems, at this stage, to 

be sufficiently interested in it to evolve a new novelistic technique, and 

it is surprising that none of the innumerable critics who wrote on Les 

Conquerants remarKed on this. The entire novel (with the exception of two 

episodes) is written in the prosent tense. It is through this that Malraux 

can give to his novel tho feoling of directness and immediacy. The events 

are described3.s they happen and by a. totally non-existent narrator who is 

being used merely as a recording instrument; he hns no personality, no ideas 

and no feelings. Malraux uses deliberately in his novel the technique of the 

reportage which he describes in the preface to Indochine S.O.S. as 

"l'intrusion d'un personnage dans un monde qu'il nous decouvre en Ie 

decouvrant lui-meme". This in itself is not really all thnt new; it is a 

technique which Zola in Germinal, for instance, Rlso uses. But Malraux' 

originality lies in the fact that he makes the reader and the narrator 

discover the Canton revolution simultanepmly through the use of the present 

tense. However, the use of this tense created for Malraux a problem. How 

could he, without an :")rmiscient narrator whose view embraces both the past 

and the present, look b~ck and provide the reader first of all with the 

background nnd history of Garine and, secondly, with the necessary political, 

historical information without falling back on the conventional narrative 

style: Hin the hot summer of 1925, various forces were facing each other in 

Canton ••• etc." 
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The question of G~rine's biography is solved by putting in the 

hands of the narrator the police file of Garine whom the ntlrrator himself 

* has known in his youth. In this file the salient facts of Garine's past 

are being recorded. On these facts the narrator will begin a kind of 

reminiscent commentary which will fill out the meagre facts provided by this 

fi~e. For example: 
~. 

Anarchiste militanto Condamne dans une affaire anarchiste a Paris 
en 1914. 

Non. II ne fut jcunais "anarchiste militant".. En 1914 - a vingt ans -
encore sous l'influence des etudes de lettres qu'il venait de terminer et 
dont il ne restait en lui que la revelation de grandes existenc~opposees 
(IiQuels livres valent d'etre Gcrits, hormis les Memoires?") il etait 
indifferent aux systemes, decide a choisir celui que les circonstances lui 
imposeraient. Ce qu'il cherchait pnrmi les anarchistes et les socialistes 
extremistes, malgre Ie grand nombre d'indicateurs de police qu'il savait 
rencontrer chez les premiers, c'etait l'espoir d'un temps de troubles. 

In this manner the characteristic directness of the novel is by 

no means interrupted.. The technique is, in fact, the same as in the body of 

the novel. But in this case we do not see or hear with the narrator, but 

through this monologue interieur we think with him and with him discover both 

the personality and the biography of Garine. 

The political situation and historical background are given either 

in the form of news telegrams like the one with which the novel opens: ula 

greve generale est decretec R Canton", and which plunges the reader straight 

into the centre of the situation; or in ·the form of dialogues of the narrator 

with people, like the special envoy of the Kuomintang in Indochina, who are 

better informed about the bnckground, and thus once again we discover this 

background with him. 

Considering that the narrative technique of Les Conquerants was 

deliberately copied from that of the reportage, it is very understandable 

that a great number of critics saw in it something of a reportage romance. ~* 

This misunderstanding is encouraged by the fact that the political events 

......... / 
* This-fs, no doubt, a little contrived, and one asks oneself the question: 
how does this revolutionary get hold of the fiches de la Surete de Hong Kong? 

** "II ne m'etonnerait nullement si nombre 'd'hommes d'action' ne comprenait 
ce roman qU'a moitie et ne Ie considererait que comme une forme superieure de 
journalisme ou une excellente source d'informations.~o" (17) 
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nhown in the novel did indeed take place Rnd by the fact that the novelist 

put real people such as Borodin and General Gallen in his novel. One of the 

most extraordinary reactions to Malraux' novel and born from just such a 

misunderstanding is Trotski's article La revolution etranglee. (18) Trotski 

starts with this assumption: H1e livre s'intitule roman. En fait, nous sommes 

en .. face de la chronique romancee de 10. rJvolution chinoise dans SA. premiere 
.... 

p6riode, celIe de Canton". From this point onwards, the entire argument of 

Trotski is fausse, and he proceeds to analyse the political ideas and 

decisions of the various characters as if they belonged to real historical 

figures. For example: "Garine s'embrouille desesperement dans les grands 

Gvenements?1 or "Si Him!; ne trouve pas sa juste voie c ~ est la faute de Garine 

et de Borodine qui ont mis 10. revolution a 10. remorque des banquiers et des 

marchands~" And Trotski concludes: "Mais, si l'enquete n'est pas exacte, en 

revanche il montre admirablement comment la politique opportuniste de 

staline-Borodine a propare le terrain au terrorisme anarchiste en Chine". 

Malraux in his Reponse a Trotski reacts, and rightly so, as a novelist and 

corrects Trotski's fo.lse perspective. "Ce livre n'est pas une chronique 

romancee de 10. revolution chinoise, parce que l'accent principal est mis sur 

les rar-ports entre des individus et une action collective, non sur l'action 

collective". 

* * 
* 

Talking about 1e5 Conquorants during the winter of 194~ Malraux 

said: "(Garine) est man seul personnage dessine ( •• 0) parce que 1es 

ConquGrants sont une monographie, sont le livre de Garine. Meme La Condition 

humaine n'est pas le livre de Kyo_,,(19) Garine, then, is the key-character 

of the novel. He is also what might be called one of the archetypes of the 

Malravian world and has clear links with Perken and Ferral as well as, in a 

subterranean way, with Tchen. 

What links him with Perken is his desire to build something which 

will resist time. If Perken wants to leave "une cicatrice sur cette ce.xte" , 
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Garine wants to leave a scar on history. The decree which Garine wants so 

desperately see promulgated and which will ruin Hongkong and British 

imperialism, is the equivalent of Perken's desire for his kingdom. Garine, 

musing about his action, says:-

Tous ces hommes que je dirige, dont j'ai contribue a creer l'~me, 
en somme! je ne sais pas meme ce qu'ils feront demain ••• A certains 
moments, j'aurais voulu tailler tout 9a comme du bois, panser: vuici 
ce que j'ai fait. Edifier, avoir Ie temps pour soi. 

Behind these words, both in their meaning and in their tone, we hear clearly 

an echo of Perken's voiceo 

What Garine shares with Ferral, the banker and Empire builder in 

La Condition humaine, is an ins~tiable thirst for power. Ferral could have 

said with G~rine: II ces cr6tins-la veulent avoir raison. En l'occurence 

il n'y a qu'une raison qui compte: l'emploi Ie plus efficace de sa force". 

* Or again: "Diriger, dl3terminer, contraindre, la vie est la." In this 

thirst for power shared by many of Malraux' heroes we find another one of 

those curious correspondances with the world of Corneille whose heroes 

Hcherchent 18. puissance. S'ils s'aventurent vers des conflits d'[tmour, 

d'~mbition, d'honneur, de maitrise de soi, de magnanimite, la puissance est 

Ie terme ou ils consentent seulement a se reposer.II(21) 

Garine is a man \vithout nation, without family, without beliefs. 

The dominant trait, in fact the only psychological characteristic which 

Malraux gives him, is the obsessive, the almost physical desire for powero 

This is the very first thing we learn about him: 

II savait que la vocation qui l~ poussait n'etait point celle qui 
brille un instant, parmi beaucoup d'autres, a travers l'esprit des 
adolescents, puisqu'il lui faisait d'avnnce l'abandon de sa vie, 
puisqu'il acceptait tous les risques qu'elle impliquaito De la 
puissance, il ne souhaitait ni argent, ni considSration, ni respect; 
rien qu t elle-r:1omo. Si, repris par un besoin puoril de reverie, il 
revRi t a elle, c' etai t (ie fa90n presque physique. Plus lid 'histoires"; 
une sorte de crispation, de force tendue, dtattente. L'image ridicule 
de l'animal ramasse, pret A bondir, l'obsedait. Et il finissait par 
considerer l'exercice de la puissance comme un soulagement, comme une 
delivrance. 

•••••• 0 / 

* With~c()nsi(lerable foresight Bernard Groethusen foresaw the possible trans­
formation of Garine into Ferral when he wrote: "Si (Garine(25)avait connu que 
Ie libido dominandi peut-&tre se serait-il fait banquierYl" 
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Here the narrator is reminiscing abc,ut the young Garine o When we meet him 

on his way tn Canton, he has matured, but the desire felr power has remained 

wi th him unchanged, as C i ,mes across through the kind of taut intensity with 

which he speaks ::lbout it t:-'· the narrator: liMa vie ne m'interesse pas, c'est 

clair, c'est net, c'est f0rmel. Je veux - tu entends - une certaine forme de 

P1±issance; ou je l' :Jbtiendrai au tant pis pour moi H .. It is ('nly towards the 
... 

end that this desire is seen with seme kind of irunyo Before the mutilated 

body nf Klein he says: "Pendant des ann6es •• o des annces.~. j'ai desirG Ie 

pouvoir: je ne sais meme pas en envelopper rna vie H • The use of the past tense 

here gives this irony a melancholic overtone. 

The conquest of power means action, and Garine's early association 

with the anarchists is significant, for anarchism with its belief in l'action 

directe is not merely a system of ideas, but an idea which must transform 

itself into action. However, Garine remains in the margins of the movement, 

he is by no means engage; he is less than a "fellow-traveller?? - an arTIRteur. 

His life seems to have little direction, is not quite in focus yet. The 

crucial event which will help Garine to make him see clearly where he stands, 

which will make him a true man of action, is his trial. M~lraux himself, 

in his expose before the Union pour la Verite, underlines the function and 

the importance of Garine's trial in Les Conquerants: 

Q •• qu'un homme prenne conscience de certaines injustices et de certaines 
inegalites ( ••• ) cela ne suffit pas a faire de lui un revolutionnaire. 
En face dtune souffrance il pourra devenir chretien ( ••• ), il ne 
deviendra nullement un revolutionnaire. Pour cela il faudra qu'au moment 
ou il voudra intc:rvenir en faveur de cette souffrance il se heurte a une 
resistance. 

The trial is precisely that resistance which will trrmsform Garineo 

Garine is being tried for having given financial help to enable 

some young women to have abortions. This is somehow linked with his anarchist 

leanings. But the choice by Malraux of this somewhat odd indictment is, no 

doubt, deliberate. It helps to bring out the disproportion between the deed 

itself and the trial: "son premier sentiment (that of Garine) fut la 

stupcfr-wtion. ... Ie grotesque d' un jugement en cours d' assises appliquG a de 
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telles actions Ie laissa desempare". 

The long-term effect of the trial on Garine is important; not only 

does it act as a kind of catalyzer in his life, but through the trial he 

discovers the absurdity of it all: 

Au debut, il fut interesse a l'extreme: Ie jeu de la defense Ie 
passionnait~ Mais il se lassa, et, pendant l'audition des derniers 
temoins, il songeait en souriant: '~uger, c'est, de toute evidence, ne 
pas comprendre, puisque si l'on comprenait, on ne pourrait plus juger." 
Et les efforts du president et de l'avocat general pour ramener a la 
notion, commune et familiere aux jures, d'un crime, la suite de ces 
evenements, lui semblerent a tel point dignes d'une parodie qutil se prit 
un instant a rire. Mais la justice, dans cette salle, etait si forte, 
les magistrats, les gendarmes, In foule etaient si bien unis dans un 
meme sentiment que l'indignation n'y avait point de place. Son sourire 
oublie, Pierre trouva ce meme sentiment d'impuissance navrante, de mepris 
et de degout que l'on eprouve devant une multitude fanati~ue, devant 
toutes les grandes manifestations de l'absurdite humaine.· 

The key-word in this passage is parodie, for it is this word which 

will, as it were, colour the notion of l'Rbsurde in Les Conquerantso This 

particular meaning of Garine's experience of the absurd is m~de clearer 

when, in a half-delirium during an illness, Garine remembers the trial: 

"crest bizarre, apres mon proces j'eprouvais - mais tres fortement ( ••• ) 

Ie sentiment d'une humanite menee par des forces absurdes". Right at the 

end, as Garine is on the point of leaving Canton, he comes back once more 

to the trial which he links with the rape of a young soldier which he 

witnessed during the war, and once more he uses together the words absurde 

and parodique. 

It would seem then that G~rine takes the term absurde in its normal 

colloquial meaning: "Dans Ie langage courant", says Le Robert, "qui heurte 

Ie sens commun". Life, then, is not s~ much meaningless as grotesque; the 

idea of parodie with which the notion of absurd is linked, accentuates this. 

However, the "metaphysical" awareness of the absurd is o.lso present 

in Les Conquerants and is experienced by Garine, more particularly towards 

the end of the novel. Here I should like to point out the importance of 

the communist Klein, the organiser of the Hong Kong strike. He is rather a 

• II. II •••• 

* It would seem quite clear that Meursault's trial in L'Etranger of 
Camus has been inspired by the trial of Garine. 
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shadowy figure, but in the novel it is his death that matters~ Garine was 

linked to Klein by what, in Malraux' world, are the deepest ties, une amitie 

dfhomme. Hence the impact of Klein's death on Garine; it makes him more 

intensely aware of his own death and sets off the series of self-explorations 

and explanations. 

In one of his last conversations with the Narrator, Garine says~ 

Je ne suis pas un homme doux, maisll m'est arrive d'avoir profondement 
pitie, de cette pitie qui serre la gorge$ Eh bien! quand je me suis 
retrouve seul avec moi-meme, cette pitie a toujours fini par se desagregcr. 
La souffrance renforce l'absurdite de la vie, elle ne l'attaque pas; elle 
la rend derisoire. La vie de Klein appelle parfois en moi quelque chose 
comme.oo comme ••• ( ••• ) Allons, assez: comme un certain rire. Comprends­
tu? II n'y a pas de compassion profonde pour ceux dont la vie n'a pas de 
sense Vies murees. Le monde se reflete en elles grima9ant, comme dans une 
glace tordue. 

At this point G~r±ne gives to the word a deeper meaning undoubtedly, but does 

at the same time retain the notion of absurd as farcical, as the words rire 

and 5rimaces seem to imply. The Malravian conception of l'absurde is there-

fore by no mdtfa\,s as purely philosophi.cal as the one which Camus and some of 

the existentialists will derive from ite 

After the trial, and because of it, Gnrine discovers and for~ulates 

his systeme (if we can call it that) which circumstances had imposed on him.* 

Je ne tiens pas la societe pour mauvaise, pour susceptible d'etre 
amelioree; je Ie tiens pour absurde. ( ••• ) 

Absurde. Je ne veux nullement dire: deraisonnable. Qu'on la trans­
forme, ~tte societe, ne m'interesse pas. Ce n'est pas l'absence de 
justice en elle qui m'atteint, mais quelque chose de plus profond, 
l'impossibilite de donner a une forme sociale, quelle qu 1 elle Boit, mon 
adhesion. Je suis ~-social comme je suis athee, et de la meme fagon. 
Tout cela n'aurait aucune importance si j'etais homme dtetude; mais je 
sais que tout Ie long de rna vie je t~ouverai a mon cote l'ordre social, et 
que je ne pourrai jamais l'acceptor sans renoncer a tout ce que je suis. 

That this a-social attitude is going to be one of the constant 

elements in Garine's actions, is seen when he gives its true meaning to his 

decree. It is political in so far as it is directed against the politico-

economic power of Imperialist Britain, but at a deeper level it is directed 

against society: "Abattre une ville", says Garine, fIla ville c'est ce qu'il a 

de plus social au monde, l'embleme meme de la societe"" Behind this total 

". CO" ••••• 

* ?ill etait indifferent aux sy,stemes, decide a choisir ce1ui que 1es 
circonstances lui imposeraient". 
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rejection of society and his desire to destroy it (Garine's early links 

with the Annrchists are in this respect not fortuitous), what we find is a 

genuine Nietzschean nihilist. 

Yet at the same time Garine is actively involved with the communists 

whose action is essentiAlly directed towards a change in society. It might 

b~ well to look at Garine's political attitude. From the very start Garine 
... 

keeps his distance. As a young man he talks "avec une ironie meprisante des 

hommes qu'il venait de voir (the anarchists) qui pretendaient travailler au 

bonheur de l'humanite". His attitude towards the Bolsheviks in Switzerland is 

equally distant. As he is about to leave for Canton, he clarifies his 

position: "Jo n'aime pas meme les pauvres gens, Ie peuple, ceux pour qui je 

vais combattre ( ••• ) ce qui est certain c'est que je n'ai qu'un degout honteux 

de la bourgeoisie dont je sors". But this hatred for the bourgeoisie has 

nothing to do with a political attitude. At the Union pour la Verite Malraux 

said: 

Pour Garine elle (the bourgeoisie) est une certaine attitude humaine. 
Le bourgeois ne se definirait certainement pas pour Garine comme l'homme 
dtune profession, ni mSme comme l'homme dtune certaine epoque de 
l'histoire; Ie bourgeois se definirait essentiellement comme l'homme d'un 
certain mode de pensee lie a une ethique particuliere. Pense en bourgeois~ 
tout homme qui met au premier plan les valeurs de consideration." 

Clearly, we are closer here to Flaubert ("Ie bourgeois est celui qui pense 

bassement") than to Marx or Lenin. And the narrator remarks of him: "Garine 

ne croit qU'a l'enereie. II n'est pas anti-marxiste, mais Ie marxisme n'est 

nullement pour lui un 'socialisme scientifique'''. Garine, then, appears as a 

man who, paradoxically, is committed wh~le remaining uncommitted o 

-
He is in fact, as the chief of police Nicolaieff sees rightly, 

above all an individualist and an adventurer. And Nicolaieff quotes with 

approval Borodin who said: HII n'y a pas de place dans Ie communisme pour 

celui qui veut etre d'abord lui-meme, enfin, vivre separe des autres". With 

his belief in energy and his thirst for power Garine migbt well, in fact, be 

closer to fascism. There is a very curious and revealing answer he gives to 

the Narrator who asks him: "Ou diable voudrais-tu donc aller? - En Angleterrc. 

..... 0 ••• / 
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Mnintenant je sais ce que c'est que l'Empire. Dne tenace, constan~e violente. 

Diriger. Determinero Contraindre. La vie est la •• !! 

But if Garine is not committed to the revolution, he is committed to 

his action. He is not a revolutionary, but a gambler (1111 entendait se 

jouer li ). ,·that he lives for is not the revolution, but his nction which in a 

very real sense is his very lifeblood: "quo.nd mon action se retire de moi, 
" 

quand je commence a m'en separer, c'est aussi du sang qui sten va. 1i Pure 

action, independent from any ~ims, is what keeps Garine going: "Mon action me 

rend aboulique R tout ce qui n'est pas elle, a commencer par ses resultats. 

Si je me suis lie si facilement a la revolution, c'est que ses resultats sont 

lointains et toujours en changement". In this way, when his nction reaches 

its gaol, when "hi.sH decree has been promulgated nnd his nctinn is therefore 

no longer necessary, Getrine dies. And his death hns intentionally been given 

this meaning, as Hnlraux him,se If mnkes clear in .') reply to Julien Renda who, 

during the debate at the Union pour la Verite asked: iWOn peut imaginer Ie cas 

d'un homme qui serait attache p~r toutes ses fibres au proletariat qui 

arriverait avec Ie proletariat 3 prendre Ie pouvoir et qui, ideologiquement, 

viendrait a penser que Ie regime etabli par ce proletnriat n'est pas Ie regime 

Ie plus propre a satisfaire ses aspirations. ( ••• ) Est-il possible d'admettre 

qu'il y nit un divorce complet entre la pensee et l'action?" A. Malraux: 

!1Je crois tellement a un desaccord que Garine meurt, et il ne meurt pas par 

hasard. " 

Besides the novel itself we have in the debate around the novel a 

kind of commentary on Les Conquerants and on Garine by the author himself. 

Here, amongst other things, he explains in what way Garine is, in fact, a true 

revolutionary: 

II me semble que sous l'influence de Michelet, SOliS l'influence des 
disciples de Michelet qui ont parle de revolution, on a pris en France 
l'habitude de ne concevoir Ie revolutionnaire comme veritablement 
efficace que dans la mesure ou il ressemble a ce type de revolutionnaire 
cree par Michelet. Je ne pretends,kn aucune faqon que Ie revolutionnaire de 
Michelet n'existe pas, je crois au contraire qutil existe; mais il n'est 
nullement Ie seul type de chef revolutionnaire. Lorsque Ie,s archives de 
la Tcheka Ruront ete suffisamment publiees en France, on verra qu'uu 
grsl.nd nombre de commissaires bolcheviks, ( ••• ) n' avaient aucune 
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orthodoxie revolutionnaire."* 

Halraux then answers the question Hau nom de quoi (Garine) se 

lie-t-il au mouvement revolutionnaire?" by re-defining the notion of 

revolution in the same way he had re-defined the revolutionary. He talks 

of \lune certaine idee de In revolution tres saugrenue ( ••• ) qui e,st nee de 

ldidee de construction. 11 faut, lorsqu'on veut concevoir un revolutionnaire, , 

que ce revolutionnaire soit un homme qui a une doctrine precon9ue, que cette 

doctrine ne soit pas une technique, si je puis dire; qu'elle ne tende pns 

a lletablissement d'une technique, mais qu'elle tende .st toute autre chose, 

a l'organisation d'un sort ideal". Thus "Garine ne se soumet pas a une 

image, mais a. un mouvement proprement rSvolutionnaire ( ••• )H. nSaint-Just, 

au moment ou a c~mmenc5 sonQcti~n , n'etait pas republicain; et Lenine 

n'attendait pas le Nep de la revolution. Le revolutionnaire n'est pns un 

homme qui a un ideal fait; c'est un homme qui veut demander et obtenir Ie 

plus possible pour les gens qui sont les siens, pour ceux que j'appelais 

tout a l'heure ses freres d'armes". 

If I have quoted at length from the debate on Les Conquerants, it 

is partly because the text is little known, but also because Halraux does 

seem to take Garine seriously as a revolutionary, while the novel itself 

would tend to suggest, as I have tried to show, that Garine is not a genuine 

revolutionary. Moreover, in his explanations Malraux gives us less a true 

picture of Garine than a retouched portrait of his hero. Thus, when he says 

that "Ie sentiment essenti.al de Garine est la fraternite des armes", he says 

something which the novel itself does not say. On the contrary, one of the 

most essential traits of Garine in the novel is the fact that he lives 

separe des autres. 

* * 
* 

On eith©r side of Garine and, as it were, framing him, we find 

* As an example of' this ~nd 
becoming the Chief of Police of 
of the Tsarist secret police. 

••••• 0 •• 

in Les Conquerants Nicolaieff, before 
the revolutionary power, was an informer 
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two other representations of the revolutionary leader, the dedicated 

professional revolutionary Borodin* and the terr.orist Hongo To be sure, both 

are secondary figures, but not in the same degree. Borodi~remains in 

relative darkness, while Hong does playa rather important part in the novel. 

In spite of the fact that we only see Hong twice in the course of the novel, 

he- casts his shadow over the entire book~ 
... 

Borodin~is almost certainly present in the novel in order to give it 

a certain air of historical verisimilitude. But he also serves to light up, 

by contrast, the character of Garine. Right at the beginning of tho novel 

when GGrard, the Kuomintang agent in Saigon, briefs the N~rrator about the 

situatinn in Canton, this contrast is made clear. 

The conf~ict which grows up between the anarcho-nihilist Garine and 

the communist Borodine has got a political pretext, but is really a personal 

conflict. It turns indeed a~ound the Communists' struggle against the 

. ~ 
terror~sts, and the murder of Hong by the communists consumates the break 

between the two men. But as we shall see later, Hong stands in a peculiar 

relationship to G~rine. 

The character of Hong has much more psychological SUbstance than 

Borodin~, and we are shown something of the formation of this fanatical young 

man. In this formation the major part is played by the poverty of his child-

hood, it is this that gives his deeper drives a political form. There is 

also the influence of the old Genoese Rebecci (also a friend of Gnrine), a 

strange, picturesque character who has some links with Malraux' farfelu 

fantasy. Rebecci had been in his young days an active anarchist and a 

disciple of Jean Grave. He now lives in Canton ~nd has a little shop "(ou) 

il vendait aux chinois Ia pacotille des bazars d'Europe et, surtout, possedait 

d0S petits automates: oiseaux chanteurs, ballGrines, chat-botte, qu'une piece 

de monnaie mettai t en mouvement, et don.); il vi vai t n 
0 Rebecci' s life is a 

failure. 
•••• (I ••• / 

* With this description of Borodin~, Trotski would certainly not agree 
and he talks about his having "Ie cynisme d 'un fonctionnaire a tout faire". e2 ) 
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Now \vhat Hong learns from Rebecci is not so much the anarchist 

teachingt, although he learns those as well, but also something more 

important, and which will have an immense impact on him: a western concept 

of life: 

Hong medita Ie jugement confus que Rebecci portait sur sa vie .• 
La seule chose que l'Occident lui eut enseignee avec assez de force 

• pour qu'il lui flit impossible de s'en delivr8r, c'etait Ie caractere 
unique de la vie. Une scule vie, une seule vie ••• 11 n'en avait point 
con9u la crainte de la mort ( ••• ), mais la crainte profonde et constante 
de gacher cette vie qui etait la sienne et dont il ne pourrait jamais 
rien effacer. 

Clearly, in this context the example of Rebecci's vie manquee 

becomes important: nEt pensant aux confuses confidences de Rebecci, (Hong) 

juge que trop d'hommes se sont laisses detourner de la seule vocation par 

l'ombre d'un ideal quelconque~ II (Hong) n'entend pas terminer sa vie en 

louant des oiseaux mecaniques". And hence the fierce and tense determination 

with which Hong pursues his vocation as terrorist. 

But Hong is not only the representative of a certain very typical 

Malravian character; his true importance in Les Conquerants comes, I think, 

from the subterranean, but real links which tie him to Garine. For in a 

sense, Hong is G,!).rine. Or rather, had Garine known hunger, humiliation and 

abject poverty, he might well have become Hong. They differ mainly in degree 

of intensity. The subject of both their hatreds is the bourgeois, and more 

* especially their cult for la consideration. They share a profound indifference 

to politics: "la politique ne m'interesse pas", says Hong. And in his 

Reponse a Leon Trotski, Malraux writes about Hong: "II ne represente pas Ie 

proletariat, mais l'anarchie, il se fiche de l'avenir du proletariat lY • The 

intellectual bourgeois counterpart of Hong, the anarchist, is Garine, the 

nihilist. Finally, both are against all societies, and Hong says this 

sentence which is the pure echo of Garine's: "Je suis a-social, tout .§tat 

social est une saloperie"o - After having given a sketch of Hong's develop-

ment, GRrine adds: "apres un court silence: il est peu d'ennemis que je 

• 0 II ...... 

* "e esf~.son de gout-ae Ia respectabili te, vertu chinoise par excellence, 
qui Ita conduit dans les rangs des revolutionnaires", says Garine of Hongo 

/ 
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comprenne mieux". Hence the importance of Hong's death which is the real 

reason of Garine's break with the communists. They have not only killed 

• 
Garine's fraternal enemy, but also shown that there is no room for him in 

the world they want to create. He leaves Canton, alone and to die • 
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Chapter IV .. 

La Condition humaineo 

10 

It is beyond dispute 9 although some critics may prefer 

L'Espoir, that Malraux reached the highest point 6f his development 

as novelist with his third novel: La Conditi~n humaine. The 

previous writings seem to converge towards this novel in which all 

the Malravian themes find their richest and deepest expression. We 

~ave seen Malraux' own attitude towards this novel: it might be said 
". 

that he had himself the impression that he had now perhaps written 

his definitive novel.* 

La Condition humaine, like its two predecessors, was first 

published as a serial (La Nouvelle Revue fran2aise, 1932, Vol. 40, 

Nos. CCXXXII. CCCXXXII), it calile out 3..S a book in 1933, an "'edition 

revue et corrie-eel! was published in 1946. 

On its publication La Condition humaine was awarded the 

Prix Goncourt. This was in many ways an unusual award. The 

Academie Goncourt consisted at that time almost entirely of good 

writers of the second rank (with the exception perhaps of the 

formidable polemicist, Leon Daudet). The prize Fas usually given 

to nonentities (who remembers today John-Antoine Nan (1903) or 

Henri Malherbe (1917)?), or it was given to safe and sound craftsmen 

such as Georges Duhamel or HGnri Pourrato On the whole when faced 

with the choice between a great book and a mediocre one, the Academie 

Goncourt will choose the mediocre novel. For example, when in 1932 

the Academie had to choose between~Celine's Vo~age au bout de la nuit 

and Guy Mazeline's Les Loups, it chose the latter novel. Only once 

before did the prize go to a truly gr0at and unorthodox novel when 

it crowned Proust's A l'Ombre dea jeun~s filles en fleur. 

The award of the Prix Goncourt to Malraux' La Condition 

humaine was therefore something of an accident9 because it not only 

was a great novel, but also one which went almost certainly ag~inst 

the habits of thought of the Goncourt judgesg it is not a "well made 

novelli, and all the violence and sex must no doubt have shocked these 

* See Chapter IV. 
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solid, middle class writers. Mor0over the author himself had the 

reputation of being a communist.* L'Humanite wrote with pride about 

the award: "II y.a un fait qui ne peut etra nie. La bourgeoisie 

voulant consacrer une oeuvre litteraire~ nta pu trouver d'autre 

candidat qu'un homme qui salue l'Armee Rouge et la construction du 

socialisme". (2) 

The last sentence of the quotation gives us perhaps a clue 
'\.~ 

to the r~asons behind the ~ward. Toward this tiule France was 

beginning to feel the effects of thd world-wide economic crisis, at 

the beginning of 1933 Hitler came to powor in Gormany. The politici-

sation of French literature was beginning and of this the unusual 

award of the Prix to Malraux was undoubtedly an indication. At the 

same time, as B;,ppears from Billy's littl(j historical footnote, the 

judges had also, if not mainly, bGGn sensitivG to the novel's literary 

qualities. 

La Condition humaine is structurally the most complex of 

Malraux' novels, it is also th0 most ambitious one. In La/Condition, 

Malraux set out to do li'Tha t Drieu la Rochelle had Iredicted he )~Tould 

* A great many years later, Andre Billy who was (and still is) a 
member of the Academie, tells us how the decision was reached: 

La biographie de Malraux qui vient de paraitre, ecrite par un 
Americain, s'arrete avant Ie prix Gonoourt 'lui oouronna La Condition 
humaine en 1933. Dans ses Antimemoires 9 Malraux n'ev0'lue pas cet 
evenement q.u'luel il a du sa celebrite premiere~ 

On n'a jamais dit exactement oomment les Dix d8signerent un laureat 
dont 11 etait difficile alors de prevail' l'extl'aordinaire carriere 
litteraire et politi'lue. J'ai d8mande ~ Dorgeles de rafraichir pour 
moi les souvenirs 'lu'il avait gardes de l'evenement. 

La designation du laureat s'annon9ait difficile. La Condition 
humaine n'etait·soutenue que par l'Indochinois Jean Ajalbert qui, 
precedemment, avait vote pour La Voio ro;yale~ ot :r;ar l'auteur des 
Croix de bois. Decide a faire couronnor Malraux~ Dorgeles alla voir 
le vieux president et doyen Leon Hennique 9 alite. Celui-ci etait 
fermement oppose a Malraux dont il nG niait d'ailleurs pas le talent. 
"II s'agit, di~-il, d'un bon livre d'inspiration revolutionnaire. 
Cela m'ennuie. Et puis on dit que oe jeune homme est communiste." 
Dorgeles lui repondit textuellementg "Communiste? il ne le sera 
peut-§tre pas toujours, mais grand 6crivain~ i1 Ie restera certaine­
mont." Ce raisonnement persuad8.. Henniquo~ qui promit de voter pour 
Malraux. Dorgeles n'eut plus ensuite quia SG rendre au quartier 
Latin chez Ie cher Raoul Ponchon qui votait toujours avec son vieil 
ami Hennique. Les deux autr8s voix furent celles de Gaston Cherau 
at de Pol Neveux. 

Quand Dorgeles annon9a Ie resultat a la prosse, car il etait alors 
secretaire, les jOUr~iJistes applaudironto Co fut pour Malraux un 
succes retentissant. 

' .... -
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not b8 able to do: to writ8 ~ complax nov0l with a number of leading 

characters: "Je ne crois pas n8J..nmoins que Malraux fassr.:? des romans 

~ action complexe, fournis de plusieurs PGrsonnalit~s ~gales.,,(3) 
But this is precisely th'J kind of novel..1.§... Condi tion humaine is. 

Malraux now abandons the unilin8~r novel with one dominant character 

and writes a novel with no less than five main ch8racters: Gisors, 

Tchen, Kyo, Clappique, Ferral and a number of iwportant secondary 
... 

characters: May, Hemruelrich, V~l6rie9 etc. Most of the main 

characters meet one another, their v~rious lives intersect, forming 

thus a complex network of relationships 0 

La Condition hUillaine is made up of a ch2in of scenes and 

episodes. The narrative technilue in that way is not very different 

from that of the previous nov,3ls. But because of the greater number 

of characters and the greater comploxity of tho action, the scenes 

(or sequences) tend to b8 rathar shortor and more disconnected. The 

plot such as it is, is GV0n mora broken UF than in Les Congu6rants; 

it is therefora almost iillpossibla to give a r6sum~ of the action. 

The accuIDulation of brief episodes which, as it ~ere, tumble over 

each other is effective in that it cra~tes an atmosphere of tension 

and breathlessness. At the Sqille timo tho continuous shifting of 

scenes, even though they are carefully d~ted and timed, tends to make 

for confusion. La Condition hum~inG9 although an absorbing novel, 

does not read easily. What adds to the confusion is that there is 

no attowpt to place the various events geographicclly or topographi-

cally. They take plaCe in a curiously anonymous Shangai and in what 

SuGIDS to be an extremely limited spacG. Not only, therefore, do 

events happen on top of one ~nother in time? but also in space. In 

short, La Condition humaine shows us historical events which take 

place in an unreal city. Yet ~lthough this telescoping of time(*) 

and space tends to confuse the read~r? it is dramatically effective 

in that it creates within the frsillework of a novel, the kind of 

claustrophobic effect we find in classical tragedy. 

f *) The dction of the novol takes twenty-four days, yet the reader 
gets tho impression that it is all pl~yGd out in a few days. 
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The frawework of the nov~l is providGd by the events ~hich 

took plac8 in Shangal during th9 S2ring of 1927. The city is about 

to fall into the hands of the Southern Nationalist army of the 

Kuomintang, and with th~ fall of Sh~ngaI the whole of China is now in 

their hands. At that time tha ~lliance of the Kuomintang and the 

COilllliunist Party is still op0r~tiv8. But thG right-wing of the 

Kuomintang, led by Tchang Kaf Shek decides not only to break with the 
... 

Communist Party, but to suppress tho Communist mcvunent by force. 

"1e 3 avril 1927 (Malraux is slightly out with his dates, since he 

places these events on April 12) ~u petit juur9 a Shangai des camions 

charges d'holnlIleS arrnes s':1rretaient dev8..nt chacun des locaux occupes 

par des cellules ou des sections c()lllmunistes et? a. coup de mitraillettes 

et d8 grenades IGS "nettoyaient". 1GS principaux leaders comrnunistes 

etaient arretes et, peu apres, fusillGS dans des conditions atroces". (4) 

1a Condition humaina than deals with three actions: 

1. The uprising in ShangaI,tiill8d to coincide with the arrival of the 

army from the South,in which Kyo, Tchan and KatoVi' are involved. 

2. The anti-co~Dunist activitias of the WestGrn capitalists (Ferral) 

&nd sowe wewbers of the Kuomint~ng. 3. The crushing of the Communist 

Phrty in which Katow and Kyo find thoir death. The political events 

which form the background of the nJval hav8? as ~e have seen, a 

historic8.1 basis and .£ll the ch~1.rJ,ct8rs of the novel are invol ved in 

these events, yet politics are almost entirely absent from 1a Condition 

hU!UCJ.ine. This is not as paradoxical 3-S might aI'lear at first sight. 

The revolution is very 111uch present -~i th its violence and horror, but 

it is present as a picturesqu0 event? not as a pclitical event. 

Poli tics as poli tics are much lI10rJ i.mportant in 1(-s COnquerants than 

in 1a Condition hurnaine, and the Soviet writ8r Ilya Ehrenbourg 

criticises Malraux for this absence of the Revolution as a political 

event: "Quant aux autres Chinois, caux qui faisaiGnt la Revolution, 

ils n'apparaissent que rareltl0nt, tols dos figurants, et seulement pour 

que leur passivit~ watte en valeur la volont~ r6vclutionnaire des 

heros / .... 
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heros du rOhll:in 0 3GS figurants sont ~ tel point timides et 

insignifiants qu'un8 quostion S8 pose parfois: 'qu'ont a fairs ici 

los bOllibes, les syndicats at la prise du fGUvoir' ( ... ) 1a 

R8vvlution quIa V8CU un grand fH.yS devi8nt l'histoire d'un groupe 

de conspirateurs. 1es conspir~teurs (0 •• ) raisonnent enormement. 

Cartes ils s'occupent beaucoup de distribuer des fusils, mais il est 

-difficile de dire ~ quoi servent cos fusilso 'I (5) Thi~ criticism, 

~hich is not unlik~ that which Trotski made of 1es Conguerants, is 

in a ~ay not really justified, for wh~t interests Malraux as a 

novelist is not the political r~valution, but the pla3tic and 

dramatic aspects vf the revolution. Moreover it provides him ~ith 

an ideal extreme situ~tion in which to 8illpriscn his charactnrs. 

2. 

The proud and striking ti tIe of the ne.,vE.:l is justified by 

the fact that in 1a Condition humaino Malraux prcsGnts us with a rich 

panorama of attitudes towards man's fate. During the twenty-odd 

days the action takes, each main character (with the exception of 

Gisors whose dialogue \vi th nothingness is clearly one of long 

standing) lives through a crucial experience which brings each one 

of thelli brutally face to face with one or other element which makes 

up our human condition. Tchen comes face to face with death, Kyo 

with the dark mystery of sex and love, Clappique ~ith reality, Ferral 

with humiliation. In other words; all the eharacters live through a 

moral or spiritual crisis.* And because of this they have con-

siderably more psychological weight and substance than the heroes of 

the preceding two novels. It seems as if Malraux' parti-pris 

against psychology has partly broken down, or that he discovered that 

if he were to write a "roman a personnages multiples", he had to give 

some sort of psychological content to this novel. 

* The Marxist Ehrenbourg remarks with obvious disapproval: 
"1es personnages de Malraux vivent d'uns vie insolitement 
'spirituelle,.,,(6) 
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Now in Les Conqueran is and .&a Voi e ro;yale he could do 

almost without psychology since these novels dealt with the relation-

ship of individuals with events. In La-Y0ie r~8le it is Perken's 

relationship with action and aJventure whieh is important, not his 

relationship with Claude. Simi la.r ly, in 1;~e_s_ Congueran ts, if Garine 

meets people (Borodin, Tcheng Dar, Hong etc.), it is only on a 

·political plane, that is to say only as they arc relate"d to the event. 

Moreover this event (~dventure or revolution) being so urgent and 

dominant, there was, so to spe~k9 no room for psychological subtle-

tit)s. No doubt the event is also present in La Condition humaine 

and all characters are, in one way or anothor, tied to it, yet their 

relationship with the revolution is more parsonal. TchGn's attitude 

to and relatio~ship with th~ ravolution is psychologically different 

from that of Kyo or Katow. Mor00ver the charaetLrs ara also in 

many instances linked to each otherg Gisors is linked to Kyo, Kyo is 

linked by lov8 to May, by friendship to Tehon, Tchen is linked to 

Gisors. This establishes a n0twork of hU8an~ personal and therefore 

psychological relationships. YJt in spite of the fact that the 

psychological content of La Condition h~ma~1l£ is higher than that of 

the preceding or following novels, it would be wholly wrong to look 

upon La Condition humaino as a psychological novel; it remains 

essentially a~alravian novdl~ ~ mixture of action and ideas. 

The novel opens with the terrorist Tchen who is by far the 

most complex character of the noval, but also the one who, although 

he pluys a very small part in thd novel,* S88ms nevertheless to 

dominate. When Malraux tells Roger 5t~phaneg II La Condition 

humaine n'est pas Ie livre do Kyo", ho is undoubtedly right. It 

could, in fact, perhaps with lIlore justific::1tion bG called "Ie livre 

de Tchen". Part of the dominanc8 of Tehen over the novel comes from 

the fact that he is linked with the mor0 spectacular events such as 

~ 

in 
Out of a total of approximat0ly 37 SGquences Tchen only appears 
8. 



- 133 -

the dramatic ~ssassin~tion with ~hich th0 novel orcns, the attack on 

the police station, the att.Jmpt on 1-~Kai Chek's life. But it 

COllies lliainly froill the fact th~t right from the start we become a~are 

that he is profoundly disturbed ~nd surround~d by a illysterious aura 

of tension and illoral inguiJtude. "TchJn d~couvrE,i t en lui ( ... ) 

non Ie combattant qulil attendait, maia un sacrificateur. Et pas 

~eulewent aux dieux qu'il av~it choisis: sous son sacrifice a la , 

r~volution grouillait un illondd aupr~s da quoi cotta nuit ~cras~e 

d'angoisse n'etait que clarte". ThG indication is c18ar: under-

neath the politicdl and public act lius hidden an intensely personal 

and involuntary act. The political assassination suddenly reveals 

to Tchen this other, darker s·Jlf who sinks into an "ivresse ecrasante" 

and who finds himself outsidelifGo "I-Uen de vi vant ne devai t se 

glisser dans la farouche T8gion 00. il 6tait jet6". There are clearly 

in Tchen marked Dostoievskian oV3rtoneso 

Tchen, in spite of his isol~tion~ has nGvartheless a number 

of ties with his fellow terrorists fOT 8xample, but more particul,9_rly 

~ith Gisors and with Kyo. Gisors is clearly Tchen's spiritual 

father: "Gisors L1vai tete penJant des g,nneos son Illaitre au sens 

chinois du mot - un pau woins qUd son p~ro7 plus que sa m~re; depuis 

que ceux-ci etaient morts Gisors ~tait s~ns douts Ie seul homme dont 

il But besoin." It is this close ~nd deep link ~hich makes Tchen 

turn almost instinctively, to Gisors after his encounter with murder. 

Th8 conversation with Girors and th~ subsequent meditation of Gisors 

on the differences between Kyo 3-n'l Tchen enable Malraux to gi ve us, 

without himself intervening, a close look into the dark and tortured 

mind of his character. The cl080 son-father relationship between 

these two characters has other consoquGnces and establishes a 

secondary relationship between Kyo and Tchen who in a sense become 

"brothers". In a way it can be s~id that Tchen is to Kyo what Grabot 

was to Perken, the eillbodimant of a possible fate. Tchen is also 

what Kyo might have become. 

Tchen / .... 
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Tchen has been equipp0i with one of thG fullest biographies 

of any of Malraux' characters. What is moro, Malraux has given him 

an intellectual and spiritual backgroundo As ws have seen, we kno~ 

nothing about P~rken. Claude w~s givGn ~ pictur~squ8 background, 

but no more, and \I\i'-3 only kno,nT thd ilL-lin f~.9_ts about Garine's life. 

But of none of these characters do we know what made them what they 

.. are. Now in a way, and especially as far as Garine and Perken are 
.~ 

concerned, this matters little; sincG thoy arc indistinguishable 

from their actionS. And since tha novels arc solLly concerned with 

them and that action, it matters littla what they ~ere, or how they 

came to this point. But, as W3 have sGon 9 Tch8n has another 

dimension, is a RersonnagG ~ double fQn~, and we need a bit more than 

the bare outline of dates and f~cts if wo arc to understand this 

"monde de prof'ondeurs", this "i vr'JSSG Scrasante" 9 this "farouche 

reg-iun" which he discovers 3-ftJr the; assassination. 

The illatiner in which we get to know the life and evolution 

of Tchen is characteristically M~lravisno The story is not told as 

a narrative written by tho author, but is told indirectly through a 

kind of inte~ior ilionologue of Gisors who, after Tchen has told him 

a'bout the murder of Tang-Yen-T:-1, meditatG,s about the differences 

between Tchen and his son Kyo. 

The most important f~ct about Tchen is that his very first 

formation was a religious ona (IlIa premi~rG 6ducation de Tchen avait 

ete religiGuse"). In this Tchen ~s unique among the characters of . 
Malraux all of whom are, as it wero 9 naturally agnostic, for them 

God does not die, but simply dOGS not existo This is not true of 

Tohen. Admittedly he loses his f~ith without going through a 

spiritual crisis; yet the early religious phasG of Tchen's life 

loft an indelible mark on his mind, and Gisors, significantly, 

thinking about the present Tchan, talks of his "esprit religieux". 

rrhis early religious influ8ncG was a Lutheran one, and 

this helps us to understand tW0 iillportant facets Gf Tchen's 

character/ .... 
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character: his fierce indepGndincJ and individualism and thG strong 

puritanic~l streak in his p0rsGn~lityo His teacher was an elderly 

clergYluan devoured by religious ingui..£tude? and who made grea t 

spiritual dewands on hiills~lf. Thi3 is also something which Tchen 

takes over from him, he OWGS this ~oral FiguGur, this uncompromising 

roctitude to his early training. Finally we arc afforded ~ glimpse 

of the young Christian TchGn which shows us ~ yeung man believing 
... 

with genuineness and intensity~ "L'Enfant qui rt.:ncontrait Ie Christ 

et non Satan ni Dieu - l'enseigneillGnt du pasteur lui avait enseigne ..... , 

que le3 ho@nes ns se convertissent jamais qu'A d0S int8rcGsseurs 
{ . 

s'abandonnait A l'aHlOur a.vec la riguGur qu'il pcrtEdt sur tout". 
.\ 

Thl; impurtanc0 of Tchen' s 8arly r~ligi()us forrilaticn is also brought 

out in the scepe whGre, just be foro Tchc:n' s first attempt to kill 

1ehang-KaI-Ch8k, he meets th8 past~~. This chance meeting at this 

climactic point of Tchan's life is undoubt0dly contrived, but, as 

often h8.ppens \[o'i th such paSS;],g8s, thGy 9.rc cCll.tri ved because they t 
'I .. 

are n(;cGssary. The passage, first of all, serves to tie Tchen in a 

concrete manner to tho Past0ur~ th~t is to say to his religious past. 

Tehen's atti tude to~r'-trd3 his 011 to:..~ch8r is dIllbiguous, bu t he remains 

elGse: to him: "II garuai t d\.~ l' -3..ffoction pour sen ancien maitre, 

mais non suns rancune". And he can sh:3.rG and understand the 

clergyman's Hwral anguish: "C'atait '1vee sa souffrance que Tchen etait 

en tre en cOlilliLunion". The passage 9.1so s~rVGS to give to Tchen's 

action its lnetaphysieal "colouring':. It is significant that minutes 

before Tchen's terrorist act, quostions of p8aCG~ pride and faith 

should be raised. For, as wo shall S:)8 9 Tchen's action does have its 

roots in pride, anu terrori Sfa is for him a fai th g "Tu veux faire du 

terrorisme uno espece de religion?" asks:l f~llow terrorist, and 

Tchen replies: "PaS une religion? le sens d8 lc~ vie". But what is 

faith for the believer if not the very mG~ning cf life? 

During the next st~p of his evolution Tchen, while at the 

University of Peking, falls under the influence of Gisors. 

"Quand 7 / •••• 
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Quanu, au christianisll10 9 s·)n nouvoau Illaitrc avai t oppose 
non des arguments, maid d'autros for~8s do grandeur, la foi avait 
ccule 8utr8 les dGigts ue Tchen, peu \ peu, sans crise. D6tach6 
par elle de In Chine, habitu~ par oll~ \ s~ s~rar8r du mondo, au 
lieu da se souwettre ~ lui, il ~vait compris A t~avers Gisors que 
tout s'6tait pass~ comma si cotto p6riode de sa vie nlefit 6t~ 
gu'une initiation au sens herolque~ que faire d'une arae, s'il 
nly a ni Dieu ni Christ?· 

Here then we have Tchen without faith and faced with an unanswerable 

question. This question with its Dostoievskian overtones, but its 

;YPical abrupt ~lravian phrasin;;s is, of course ~ the fundamen tal 

question which the whole oeuvre of Ma,lr~ux asks and to which Les Voix 

Ju silence gives a possible ans~er. As far as Tchen (and perhaps 

c·,lso Malraux) is concerned, to be left f3,cG to facG wi th an 

unanswerable question is to bo left f~ce to face ~ith nothing. And 

the loss of his faith leaves in Tchen a spirituul, metaphysical v0id. 
, 

This is not explicitly stated but is? I think, clearly implied, and 

only the need to fill this vail can explain the v~ry last stage of 

Tchen's evolu tion \]Ilhen he bOC01D0S the sacrificed secrificer. Finally" 

and this too is important for an unierstaniing of Tchen's fqte, his 

Christian belief h~d dotachad him from China. We knolP from La 

Tcntation de l'Occi:ient that for M:].lraux the main characteristic of 

the Qriental mind is the ability to be at one with the universe: 

~ 

"nous avons tout na.turellelllent 12 sens d;j l'univGrs".~~ The loss 

of this sens de l'univers which could have filled Tchen's spiritual 

VUiCl, will contribute to Tchen's anguish and isolE~tion_ 

The third stage of Tchen' s dovolopnlent is his choosing 

political action. This is je~lt ~ith very succinctly, almost as if 

it were (as it is, in fact) of secondary importance in comparison to 

his early religious forlllation: 

Tout Ie pracipitait a l'a.ction politiqut:n l'espoir d'un 
monde diff6rent, l~ possibiliti de manger quci~ue mis~rablemGnt 
(il 6tait naturellement aU8t~r8? peut-~tre par orgueil), la 
satisfaction de ses haines, de sa pons60, do sen caract~re. 
Elle donnai t un sens a sa 301 i tude 0 I: 

* In a sindlar way thl.:; terrorist Hong of Los Csnquerants, who is 
clearly a first sketch of Tchan, is detached frolli the ori0nt~1 view 
of life through having illet the Western attitude t0wards life. 
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Tho typ0 of political ~ction which Tehen chooses is, of course, 

sjgnificant. He does not, like Kyo, become a rarty member, but 

a terrorist working alone or in sm~ll tightly knit groups. More-

over terrorism is a more extrewe form of action than political 

agitation and organisation. One c~n clearly see that Tchen's 

ri~:.£££. and exigence I,n ould not Idt him be fJatisfied wi th becoming 

an arparatchik. What is also '3.t play here, of course,,,, is, once 

aJain, his puritanical formation together with his silent insolence 

which gives a touch of Saint-Just to the character of Tchen. In 

this proud, tense isolation in which he lives 9 Tchen is very close 

to Garine, and if Tchen is condemned by the Revolution, and he knows 

this,:*. it is very much for the sg,me r8ason as the one which excluded 

Garine from th'e communist worldg "II n'y a p:::.s de place dans Ie 

communisme ~our celui qui veut eoo d'abord @tro lui-m§me, enfin, 

exister se~are des autres". There is a difference however: Garine 

~.i§. to live a separate life? but Tchen does not; on the contrary, 

he ~ants to feel linked to his comrades~ but he is cut off from them, 

and of this he is painfully i3,1~Tare, especially during the attack oW 

the rolice station \)\lhich is a communal actiong 'II n'etait pas des 

leurs. Malgre Ie meurtre, illalgr~ sa presence. S'il mourait 

aujourd'hui, il mourrait seul", and againg "Malgre l'intimite de la 

mort, malgre ce poids fraternal qui l'~cartelait 11 n'etait pas des 

leurs" . 

But Tehen is not only iscilated, not only does he want to be 

himself, he wants to be more than himself, to go beyond himself. In 

a sense he wsnts to fill the void left by the lost faith: 

II se tuera", pensa Kyo. 11 avait assez ecoute son pere 
pour savoir que celui qui ch0rche aussi ~prement l'absolu ne Ie 
trouve que dans la sensa tion. Soif d' absolu, soif d' immortali te '; 
done ~eur de mourir: Tchen Gut du etra l~che~ mais il sentait, 
comme tout mystique, que son absolu ne pouvait @tre saisi que dans 
l'inst~nt. D'o~ sans douts son d6dain de tout co qui ne tendait 
fas a l'instant qui Ie lierait ! lui-m&wG dans une possession 
vertiginGuse .. 

* "113 monde qu'ils preparaiont 113 condamnait 9 lui, Tchen autant que 
celui de leurs enn8mis. Que fGr'3.i t-il dans l'usine future embusque 
derriere laurs cottes bleues?" 
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Here we COille to the burning centre of Tchan and the key-words of the 

l:assage \To·hich art) "soif d I absolu" .3 .. nd "mystique ll 
0 

It is partly this 

mystical side of Tchen that lf1-3..k,)s him spiri tually so restless. When 

tho Past8ur exhorts him to find p3~C8, Tchen replils significantly: 

IIJe nE-: chorche }J::LS lCl.. };aix, j8 cherche 1,; contrails". There is a 

kind of n~tural mystic who does not seek qui8t and peace, but on the 

contrary Gxaltation and ~cstacy; to this kind Tchen belongs. But 
" 

he is a mystic without God, and because of this he is forced to find 

the object of his exaltation - the Absolute - not outside himself, 

but in himself, and it is precisely this flhich condemns him to self-

destruction. The words "poss8ssion v3rtigin0uBe" suggest a fall - it 

is the fall of c-J,n Icarus consull1Gd by tho fire of }1is own sun. TchE;D, 

thE; godless Jaystic, unable "de s' 3.bimer en Di8u" can only "s' abimer 

cn lui-meine" inri vain attclTlpt to possoss himself in one ecstatic 

moment ~hich is his death. Th~t is why his death had to be so 

fulgurating and so bright. Tchon liter2l1y h~d to explode. At the 

sam~ tiw8 this desire or need to be his own Absolute reveals Tchen's 

pride which the PastGur, during th8 me0ting before the first attempt 

to kill T~ang-Kal-ChGk, sees-lui to c1e;:1rlY9 and V1<hich mak,,;s him say 

to Tchc-;n: "Tchen, je }?rierai pour 'lUG Diau vous d81ivre de l'orguoil, 

s 'il vous accorde I! humili te vous et8s s·:l.uve". And .pha t the 

clergyman says here is, absolutely truG. Gisors also recognises in 

Tchen thi s same pride \~Thi eh he c3l1s l' ambi ti on 0 (Garinf; migh t in 

this context have talked about 2ui~sanco: these throe notions: . 
orgueil, ambition and puissance ~rG, of course, of the same order). 

Je serai bient8t tue. 
N'est-ce ~a~ cela surtout qulil vout? so dSffiandait Gisors. 

11 n'aspire A aueuns gloire, ~ aueun bonhauro Capable de vaincr0, 
wais non de vivre dans sa victoirG? quo peut-il appeler, sinon la 
mort? Sans doute veut-il lui donner 10 sons que d'autres donnent 
a la vie. Mourir l~ plus h~~u t pos sible 0 AILe d I ambi ti 8UX, as sez 
lucida, assez separ6 des h0li11110S ou :).ssoz maladE- pour mepriser tous 
1 e sob jet s d 8 son E.1..dl ~ i t ion, e t son am bit ion ru 5m e ? 

This analysis of Tehen has, so far, not yet taken into account the 

murder of Tang-Yen-Ta, which, tog8ther ~ith his religious upbringing, 

is the most import(],nt event in Tchen' slife 0 It is when these two 

eleruen ts / .. ". 

::".: 



- 139 -

elements, as it wero, cross th~t Tchon's destiny is sealed. 

It is this murder which pushes Tchon into a still deeper 

solitude. The assassin is literally r8jGcted by lifo and is 

totally isolated. This is visually shown, and with great 

GffGctiven0ss, in the opening pag3s: Tchen, in the hotel room, 

alone with the dead ilian is outside life 9 only on the other side of 

the window lifu exists. 

Au-dessous, tout en bas, Ijs lumi8res dJ ll1inuit ;~efletees a 
travers une brume jaune p~r 18 macadqm illouill~, pRr les raies 
pales des rails, palpitaient de la vie des ho~~es qui no tuent 
fas. C'~taient l~ des illillions de vies 9 et toutes maintenant 
rejetaient la sienne; m~is qu'~tait lour condemnation mis6rable 
~ c8t~ de la mort qui se retirait de lui, qui s8llibl~it couler 
hors de son cor~s a longs tr~its, comme 10 sang de l'autre? 
Toute cette oubre ihl~obile ou scintillante 6tait la vie, COillille 
Ie fleuve, comme la iller invi 3i ble :3.U loin - Ie., Illor ... Re spiran t 
enfin jusqu'au ~lus profond da sa ~oitrine, il lui sembla 
rbjoindre catto vie avec und reconnaissance sans fond~ - pr&t 
A vleurer, £ussi boulev~rs~ qU3 tout ~ l'haurc. 

Tchen now enters a region whero h2 will be irremediQbly alone and 

froll. which lif2 is banned~ "ri.Jn de viva,nt no devait se glisser 

de,ns la farouche region ou il 13t-1i t j et6 ". He is condemned to 

solitary confinement. ("II entr:tit dans 10 torrorisme comme dans 

une frison".) Metaphorically he will never leave the hotel room 

wher~ he is alone with death. 

But what is illore i~portant is that through murder Tchen 

discovers in himself "ces IJrofondeurs grouillantE.,s", and what he 

finds in these depths is indeed profoundly disturbing: When Gisors 

asks hih1: "Tu n'as pas eu horrGur du sang?119 Tchen replies: "Si. 

Mais pas seulement horreur " (it31iQS in the text). What he means 

hore is that he felt horror and ~ttr~ctiono Ho feels before death 

a kind of vertigo; a wixturo of fuar, compulsion and fascination. 

He tells Kyo that he thinks about his o~n doath with ~:cstacy, "mais 

une extase vers 10 bas." (My itg,lics CJGo) 

From the illoillent then that ho kills 9 death becomes the main 

pole of attraction of his life towards which he is irresistibly 

drawn. His action nmp ceases to b2 poli tic3,l ~~nd acquires that 

methaphysico-hysterical edge W~ noted Jarliuro The first murder is 

practical / .... 
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practical and ~olitic~l: ho had to 33iz8 some illilortant papers. 

'Yhe att81IJ}:;ted murdGr oftG.hang-K'J,i-ChGk is of ~1 whclly different 

kind: it is an in tens i21y jJ0rsoiT.:tl and 0x::1l tGd cLcti on \1t7hi ch he 

If< 

fuGrely uses for a political and. 

I have, for reasons of clarity, analysed suparately the 

elOlill:.:!nts which lil:::tke up thd i>'~r8onali ty of TchGn 0 In the nov(31 

.thus8 are in~xtricably wixod, m.:tking him ono of the most complex and , 
fuost fascinating characters of M~lr~ux' world. He is also onc of 

the few char~ct8rs that ~OV8 th~ rGsdoro 

3· 

It seems likely that M~lraux saw in Kyc the protagonist 

of his novel. But we hav8 stJJn th::l..t this don.inErrt ro18 in the n')v~l 

has been ~artly usurped by Tchen. Kyo is navcrth8less important, 

and the two ch2racters are elosoly link8d= La Condition hUillaine is, 

to a great extent, the novel of th8 two half-brot1~rs Tehen and Kya. 

Like so many of Malr~ux' hJTo0s, Kyo has a mixed background: 

he is half-Chinese, half-Ja~anes8o The uarly years W8re spent in 

Ja}an, the later in China. There ar0 good rOasons for giving his 

}rotagonists such mixed backgrounds. Ona we have already pointed 

out (cf C1'1. III.p.93): :.ts tr'lgic h8roGs th,)y belong nowhere. But 

tho mixed nature of their origin ~nd background serves also to 

Tchen's murder of Ch!1ng-Kai-6hGk could ,=l,lso be interpreted in 
the sallie way as Bernard Masson intarl)rets the tyrannicide of Musset' s 
Lorenzaccio (7) 

Mr. Masson sees in 
Lor8nzaccio's murder a ~e~ns to unify and integrate a hopelessly 
divided and SCiittered person,'11it,Yg (I1Ainsi GcCt.rt(;le 9 Lorenzo conr,::')it 
la n~c0ssite d'une synth~se do lui-marne ou plus GX8ctement dlun 'lcte 
assez puissant pour operar ,~ chaud'~ si l'on rGut dire, cette 
reconstitution interieure" ... , p.21). Now Tchan could ~lso be seGn 
as a divided porsonality, divided between his fast (which comes to 
haunt him significantly on the very moment of his first attempt to 
murder Chang-Kai-Shak) ~nd his revolutionary present self. Tchen's 
murder will become, as for Lor8nzaccio~ "1'instE·tnt qui Ie lierait a 
lui-Ih8we dans une possession v'JrtiginauS(3" 0 And he himself is 
aware of this wh8n during th8 ex~ltod discussion ~ith his f8110w 
terrorists he explains wh.:1t t0rrurisHl 1118:.1nt to hin.: "Tu veux faire 
du t8rrorisme une esp0c<) d8 religion?" ~?.sks Souen. "Non" 9 (replies 
Tchen). "Pas un,~ religion. Le s13ns de 13. vie 0 La possession 
cowl-lete de soi-rneJ.l18. Totals. AbsoluG. La sE;ule." 

.~ .... ,-: 
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8JLll'hasi 88 that they ~re no t th 3 lJroduc t s of a background, the 

children of their childhood, th~y hav8 no childhccd.* They are 

rootless and therefore they ard not whqt they havl become, but what 

they have done and do: Perk0n is his 3.dv(Jnturc, GE.!.rine is his action, 

and. Kyo is his revolutionary clctiono In this way Kyo is a simple 

Ch8 rac tor: "1e s que s tions indi viduu 110 s ne s\, 10 saien t pour Kyo que 

Clans sa vi e pri V8 e". And so wo sra shown two Kyos. The simple Kyo 
. ... 

who lives his ~ublic revolutionary lifo and the Kyo who lives a much 

illoro com~lex private lifo. Tho first onG obviously holds little 

int8rest for the nvvelist for tho silnrIo roason that individual 

Iroblems do not arise in his rol~tionshir with the revolution and the 

Party. He is totally at one wi th th8I11, ha serves the cause wi th a 

total devotion so th~t his indiviiuality is, as it ~ore, dissolved in 

the communal action. It is signific~nt that in contrast to Tchen who 

b0cause of ~ersonal ~roble@s is pushed into ~olitical action, Kyo 

chooses his ~olitical actiun: 

Ici Gisors retrouvait son fils, indiff6rent au christianisme 
kais ~ qui l'~ducation japonaise (Kyo avait v~cu au Japon de sa 
huiti~ille ~ sa dix-s8pti~ille ann6e) av~it impos~ aussi la conviction 
que l8s id6es ne devaient p~s §tr8 pens6os~ mais v~cues. Kyo 
avait choisi l'acticn, d'unJ fa9Jn grav] et lr~~~dit~e, comme 
d'autras choisissent les arillGS au la merg il 8vait quitt~ son 
l~r2, v~cu ~ Canton, ~ Tientsin, de Is vie des manoeuvres et des 
coolies-youss~, ~our organisGr les syndicats. " 

There is in Kyo's decision ~ d0t~rillination which is totslly lacking 

in Tchon's. Tha words which :iGscribe Tchun's engagement: "Tout Ie 

Ir6ci~itait A l'action politiqua" suggest a sort of blind urgency. 

He is being thrown into the revolution 9 admittedly not against his will, 

but neither because of his willing it. Moreover Kyo is quite clear 

about what he wants, what h~ is fighting for: 

II n'Gtait pas inquiet. Sq, vie'3.vait un sens, et il Ie 
connaissait: donner ~ chacun de CGS homues quo la famine, en ce 
mOlllent mell1e, fais'li t ffiourir COminG uno posta lente, la possession 
de sa propre dignit6. ( ..... ) II n'Y ~ las de dignite possible, 
J!as de vie reelle }lour un h01111110 qui trav3.ille Qcuze heures par jour 
sans savoir ~our quai il tr~v~ille. II falleit que ce travail 
prft un sens, devfnt une ~atrieo 

:*. This .u.dght }l8rhalJS have autobiogr?vphical roots. In an interview 
wi th Michel Drc)i t Malraux declarod. g "(mon enfc:~nce) ne III ' interesse p3.S 
et je 1;]' d6teste". (8) 
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And much later, ~fter his ~rrG3t, h2 ex~lains to the police chief 

Konig why ho is a cUilllllunist: 

- On w,~ dit ~ue vous ~t3s comIDunistG rar 0 •• Comment, d6ji? 
dignite. C'ost vrai? 

( ...... ) 
- Je ~ense que Ie cO~illunisill3 ronira l~ dignit~ possible pour 

ceux avec qui je combats. C8 qui est contre lui, en tout c~s, 

les constraint ~ n'en p~s av~ir. 

Whut COillGS through in both thes] ~uot~tions is B ~ind of quiet, 

~bjective altruisill which stands again in strong ccntrast to Tchen's 

vGry subjectiv~ iilotivation: "IJ'dSl)oir :.:l'un mondc. different" is 

vaguE: and is significantly ~Hix;.Yi wi th "1:'1 satisfaction de ~ hainr,;s, 

de .§.£ pensee, de ..§..2ll ce::~rJ.ct3r8." (My i t:llics CoJ .G.) Finally in 

contrast to the solitary and isol~t3d Tchon who, as we have seen, at 

th~ height of the revolutionary strugg13 f8~ls cut off from his 

CUilr8.d\.,;s ("II fl'etait pas des l·,jurs")? Kyo is cGrq.letely at one with 

thel!l: 

II ~tait des leurs: ils av~i<Jnt los w&~es ~nnehlis. Metis, 
hors-caste, dedaigne J0S Bl~nc8 at i'lus encore des Blanches, 
Kyo n'avait pas tente de 183 sSduira~ il ~vait cherche los siens 
at les avait trouv~s. 

Kyo fights ~1i th his comr':td2s and he will die wi th thew. Tchen dios 

alLine an ironically useless dG3, th (..fChane Kql Ch8k is nut killed) and he 

di~s in a cruel, messy way which is described in a very detached 

Glanner: 

On s'approchait. II so s0uvint qu'il dcvait prendre son 
revolver. II tenta d'atteindr~ Si ~och0 J~ lfintalon. Plus 
de poche, ~lus de pantalon, ~lus 10 jsmbe: de la chair hachee. 
( ..... ) II ouvrit anfin 13s youxo Tout tcurnait, d'une fa90n 
lente et invincible, sdlon un tr~s }rand cGrcle, et pourtant rien 
n'existait que la douleur. Un~polici8r 6t~it tcut pres. Tchen 
VGulut deillander si Chang-KaI-Shok 5tait mort, Kais il voulait cela 
dans un C1utr8 Hlonde; da,lls cs monde-ci 9 cotte IY.ort meme lui etai t 
indif'f(;rente. 

Du toutu sa force, Ie policiar 10 r~tourna d'un coup do pied 
dans les cotes. Tchen hurl:;!" tir':'" en ':?Jvant 9 c.~u hasard, et la 
SGcousse renuit 1Jlus intense .Jncor:~ cotto c1~:ulE;ur qu'il croyait 
sans fond. II all~it s'6vanouir ou mouriro II fit Ie plus 
terrible effurt dd sa vie, plrvint A introduir8 dans sa bouche Ie 
canon du r0volvor. Pr6voy~nt l~ nouvol18 SGC0USS8, plus 
dculGureuse dncore que la prjc~JGnt3, il no bcug8ait plus. Un 
furieux cou~ de talon d'un autrJ polici~r crisla taus ses muscles: 
il tir~ sans s'en aperc0voir. 

But Kyo dies surrounded by his c0hlr~ios; h0 diss, as it were, a 

fertil\.,; death to which, signific~ntly? Malraux gives a lyrical 

expression / .. 
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expression:-

Pourtant, la fatalit~ accept~e par eux montait avec leur 
bourdonnement de bless~s COliille la paix du soir, recouvrait Kyo, 
ses yeux ferill~s, ses mains crois~es sur son corps abandonn~, 
avec une illajest~ de chant fun~breo II aurait combattu pour ce 
qui, de son temps, aurait ~t~ charg~ du sens Ie plus fort et du 
plus grand espoir; il mourrait parmi ceux avec qui il aurait 
voulu vivre; il illourrait, comille chacun de ces hommes couch~s, 
pour avoir donne un sens a s'~ vieD Qu'eut valu une vie pour 
laquelle il n'eut pas accepte de illourir? II est facile de 
mourir quand on ne meurt pas seul. Mort saturee de ce 
chevrotement fraternel, asueillbl~e de vaincus o~ des multitudes 
reconnattraient leurs illartyrs, legende sanglante donl se font les 
l~gendes dorees! Comment, d~ja regarde par IE mort, ne pas 
entendre ce murmure de sacrifice hum3in qui lui criait que Ie 
coeur viril des homilies est un refuge ~ worts qui vaut bien 
l'esprit? 

Let us first consider Kyo~ the revolutionary, since it is 

he whom we meet first at H:Jmillel(ich' s record shop whGre Tchen goes 

after the murJer. kyo, the man of action 9 is allliost always in 

com~any with Katow, and Katow is the dominant person: it is he, 

for instance, who instructs the groupes de combat how to destroy 

tanks, it is he who leads the raid on the alIll11unition-carrying cargo 

b08.t. It is obvious that Katow is older and much more experienced 

than Kyo. But this dominance of Katow over Kyo helps also to 

establish a contrast between Kato~~ the real professional revolu-

tionary whose entire life is lived in the revolution, and Kyo, who, 

in spite of his dedication, has nevertheless another life which does 

not belong to the revolution. The fact that "les questions 

individuelles ne se posaient :lue dans sa vie privee" shows that 

unlike Katow, he ha.§.. individual problems" and that he has a private 

life which is kept separate from his revolutionary life; Kyo is by no 

!neans a middle-class young man who "plays" at being a revolutionary, 

but he is not either in the class of the true professional 

revolutionaries such as Borodin or the fictional Katow. 

In the scene ~here we meet Kyo for the first time, Malraux 

has placed one of the key imag83 of the novelo Some recordings of 

Kyo's voice had been illade; now in Hemmelrich's shop he is listening 

to / .... 
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to the play-back, but d08a not rdcognis8 his own voice.* The 

weaning of the experience is gradually made clear. First the 

purely physiological phenoill8non is explained ("C'est sans doute une 

question de moyens: nous entandons la voix des autres avec les 

oreilles. Et la notre avec la gorgeQIl) It acquires its deeper 

sY4lbolic meaning in tVl!O parallel meditations of Gisors and Kyo. To 

both the episode of the records comes back to mind after crucial 
~ 

experience. Kyo thinks about it when he has heard that May went to 

bed with another man; Gisors when? after Tchen's confession, he 

discovers that he cannot really understand Tchen. To both the 

experience acquires the salle meaning: it illustrates the utter 

isolation of each man: 

(Kyo) s'enfon9ait en lui-m@me comne dans cette ruelle de plus 
en plus noire, o~ m@me les isolat~urs du t61~graphe ne luisaient 
plus sur Ie ciel. II y retrouv~it l'angoisse, et se souvint des 
disques~ "On entend la voix des autres avec SeS oreilles, la 
sienne aVGC la gorge." Oui. Sa vie aussi, on l'entend avec la 
gorge, et celIe des autres? ... II y avait d'abord la solitude, 
la solitude immuable derri~re 1a multitudo mortelle comme la grande 
nuit primitive derri~re cetts nuit dense at basse sous quoi 
guettait la ville d~serte, p18inc d'3spoir at de haine. 

And Gisors: 

Comme Kyo, et presque pour les m§mes raisons, il songea aux 
disques dont celui-ci lui avait par16 j at presque de la mgme 
fa90n, car les modes de pens~~ dd Kyo 6taient n6s des siens. De 
lli§me que Kyo n'avait pas reconnu sa propr€ voix parce qu'il 
l'avait entendue avec la gorge, de ~Gme la conscience que lui, 
Gisors, prenait de lui-m~m~, 6tait sans dout8 irr6ductible A 
celIe qu'il pouvait prendro 1'un autre §tre, perce qu'elle n'6tait 
pas acquise par les mgmes illoyanso 

It is when we leave tha world of action and when we see Kyo 

and May together that we enter into the world of tto guestions 

individuelles - which from tha novelist's point of view, whether he 

wants to or not, is the only valid world. We do not see him no~ 

engaged in action, but W8 seG him feeling 9 meditating: we get inside 

Kyo. 

Tho relationship b3t'~T',;en Kyo and May is of gr2at importance 

in making cIGar one of the illG~nin~s of the nov81. Kyo \firi thout May 

* It is perhaps significa.nt of Malraux' indifforence to the "novl~l" 
that th0 practical purpos.~ of those records never becomes clear (at 
least not to this reader), that tho scene is quite gratuitous. But 
this matters little; Malraux needed th8 ~pisod8 in order, at a later 
s ta.ge, to gi va i t nH~aning, and thGr·)fore pu ts the' epi sode in. 
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would not have come face to faca with his human condition. He 

would have fought and died in g, \Horld wi thout anguish and wi thout 

pro-b16Hls. ("11 n'etait pas inquieto s~ vie avait un sens, il Ie 

connuissait •.. ") It is through May that suffering and anxiety ~ill 
i 

come into Kyo's life, and this ~nxiety ~ill grow into a form of meta-

physical Angst. It is also ~ith the couple Kyo - May that love, 

almost the only time, finds its place in the world of Malraux. A 
~ 

love devoid of sentimentality, almost devoid of words, those vehicles 

of sentimentality. In Malraux' world the language of affection and 

the endearments are reSerV8Q for dogs and children. (May talking 

to her Pekinese: "chien volu, chien moussu? chien touffu". And 

Kassner's wife in Le Temps du Hlepris talking to her child: "Mon 

petit printemps, bouchonnot, poussin".) The affection ~hich exists 

bet~een May and Kyo is nev8rtheles3 very real, in a sense it is so 

real and profound that it need not be expr0ssado Yet the non-verbal, 

non-sentilllental quality of their f00lings comes also from the fact ~ '""'- J 

that their love has a kind of toughness which somehow is not wholly 
{ 

conVincing, but which brings it vdry clos~ to the fraternit6 virile. 
."( 

This is accentuated by the virile charactaristics which Malraux has 

given May: "May antra, son mant:;8..u de cuir bleu, d'une coupe presque 

~ilitaire, accentuait ce qu'il av~it de viril danE s~ marchG et m6me 
;j 

dans sa demarche", Yet in spit3 of their deep affection, in spite 

of this "entente ch:-trnelle entr,? ·9UX" 1 thGy both ret!::1,in their 
~~-

sexual freedom. This is, of coursd, vary much in keeping ~ith the 

then current ethos of the cOilll1lunist intGlligl)ntsja. It is the 

6xGrcise of this freedom by May that 3p~rks off Kyo's personal 

crisis. When May tells Kyo casu3.llyg "11 fa.ut que je to dise 

quelque chose qui va,.peut-~tr3 un peu t'emb@ter ( .... ) J'ai fini 

par coucher avec Langlen, cat ~pr~s-midi"9 Kyo's reactions are first 

of a psychologiCal nature, hurt and bitterness 9 and pain at the 

thought of Langlon's possiblo cont0Illpt for Mayg "L'idee qu'ayant 

couch6 avec elle ( ... ) il paut panser d'ellog 'c~tte petite poule' 

ll!€ donne Gnvie de l' aSS01ll8r". But the roaction reaches deep8r 

levels / .. n • 
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lovels and finally reveals to Kyo his and Man's total solitude: 

lila soli tude illlwuabl e derriere 1:3,. f!lul ti tude; lDortellc". 

Just before he dies, Kyo's thoughts turn to May: "Depuis 

plus d'un an Mc1.Y l'ava,it d6livre do tout3 solitude." Now what is 

important is that ~fter May t811s Ky~ aho went to bed with Lenglen 

U&y in 3 very re~l sense dies for Kyo: 

Rien, pourtant, ne pr6val~it contre la d6coloration de ce 
visage enseveliau fond du leur vie COlf.dl1UnC con,me d3J.1s 111 brume, 
COlIllIlO dans la terre. II Sd souvint d 'un alld caui avai t vu mourir 
l'intelligence de la femme qu'il aimait, paralys~e pendant des 
mois; il lui semblait voir ffiourir May ~insi? voir disparaitre 
absurdeillent, COllme un nuage qui se r6sorbe dans Ie ciel gris, la 
forille de son bonheur. CommG si aIle fat ~ortb deux fois, du 
tewps, et de ce ~u'elle lui disaito 

And again illore explicitly: 

L'essentiel, cs qui Ie troubl~it jusqu'a l'angoisse, c'est 
qu'il etdit tout a coup se~are d'el10? non par la haine - bien 
qu'il y eat· de la haine en lui - non par la jslousie (au bien la 
jalousie 6tait-elle pr~cis6mGnt c01~?); p~r un sentiment sans 
nOll, aussi de3tructeur que Ie t3mps ou la mort~ il ne la 
retrouvait pas. 

Wi th this "dea thl! of May disapp.3ars 3.130 the person who had freed Kyo 

from solitude; now he becomes suddenly and profoundly aware of this 

solitude. It is at this stagd that Kyo discovers the true meaning 

of his strange experienc8 wh2n listGning to the reproduction of his 

own voice. 

Towards the end of the novel Kyo and May are reunited. 

when"ftthang-Kai-Chek is pr<=p9.rin3' to crush the COILlIlunist Party, Kyo 

goes off to join his cowrades ~ni ~lso goes towards his almost 

c~rtain death, May wants to dcco~paay him. But Kyo, out of 

vengGance, refuses her the right to share his death with him. He 

leaves alona, yet "he comes back for hor (00.) offering as a complete 

token of love his willingness to lead her to death".(9)Seen in this 

light this scene has, as wo shall SG0, ~ certain resemblance with tho 

scene where Kato~ shares his cyanide with his two comrades. 

At the antipodes of Kyo we find the winer character 

Heni.melrich who in the org~3,.nis'-1-tion of tho novol hES noverthelGss a 

curtain importance. His function is linked to the dichotomy 

digni ty /. , .. 
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digni ty/huIHiliation which is so important in thE; chCLracterisation t 
of Kyo. If Kyo is dignity, H81.l1!llclrich is humilic:tion. There is 

c;L close resemblanc8 between Reb8cci in 1e8 Conqu61an ts and 

Helllrnelrich. Rebecci is obviously a preliminary sketch. The young 

Italian anarchist ~ho, defeated by pov8rty and life, now sells 

nlechanical toys in Saigon, bacolaes a Belgian (wi th a strangely oiri 

.. Gcrlilan sounding na1J.le) with a back:ground of poverty: "d'un bout a 
", 

l'autre (son souvenir) n'etait qU(: luisere". HG drifts to Shangai 

~h8r8 he I11arrios a Chinese ~ro;.nan~ "qui s' 3tai t accrochee a lui d 'un 

affiour aveugle de chien martyris6? soup90nnant qutil etait un autre 

chion Hlartyrise". He has a child who, wh8n tho novel opens, is 

dying. The IJis8ry and luiserablt3ness of HGfllIHelrich is a little 

overstressed which illakos hiill not quito convincing as a character. 

One feels th~t Malraux is ill ~t 03S8 ~ith him~ p~rtly because he 

is not an intellectual who v0rbalis3s his predicaThcnt, but an 

instinctive r~volte in rebellion against the POV8yty and the 

huwiliation to ~hich he is condsillned. Morcovor his family obliga-
-''"''-J 

tions (ho is the only character in 1:;1,~G.ondi tion humaine I.vho has a 
{ 

fa~ily) rob him of his frGedo~9 and h3 cannot join his comrades in 

action which is anothf~r source of humiliation. Eventually 
. - ~ 

Hemmelrich will be set freo. 'Nh)n fBhClng-K8-i-Ch8k moves agains t the 

COlLlIIlunists, HdmHlolrich I s record shop which had beE:n a comlllunist 
;-1 

lH8s-ting place is "nottoyee a la greng,de comlile une tranchee", and 

hi~ wif8 and ailing child hav3 b0ep killed. . ThE irony of the 
~ 
~ ... ' 
;*" 

incident lies in the fact that for onC8 death, the enemy, becomes 

an ally: "Pourtant, cette fois, 13. dGstinoe avait mal joue: en 

lui arrachant tout cs qulil possed::1it ancore elle le liberait". 

Thr::; ironic accent in this sentence clearly falls on "cette fois". 

At the end of the novol HstiHIwlrich I s lif,:; of poverty and humiliation 

is r~des-wed by working in tho Sovidt Union. "J'ai vu hier H 

H..:nI1mslrich", wri tes a co-refugee to May, "(lui pense a vous. II 

est llionteur a l'usino d'electricite. 11 m'a dit: 'c'ost la 

prewi~re fois de rna vie que ja trav~ille en sach~nt pourquoi, at 

non / .... 
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non en attendant patiemment de crever.'" This redemption of 

Hemmelrich through communism is too edifying and too moralising to 

be convincing. 

Katow, as we had already occasion to remark, is the 

true professional revolutionary. He might be seen as a more 

worked-out version of Borodin in Les Conquerants. Kat ow ... a ppe ar s only 

in scenes of action. One of the most interesting of these is the 

defence of the Communist permanence by Katow and Hemmelrich. Its 

interest derives partly from the fact that it is the counterpoint of 

the attack on the police station at the beginning of the novel: 

The Revolution triumphant and the Revolution defeated. The scene 

is also interesting because it reveals so clearly the resemblance 

of the world of Malraux with the world of the romanticised, 

melodramatic war pictures of the XIXth century, for what we have 

in this scene of the last stand of Katow is 0 modernized version of 

the well-known pompier picture of the Franco-Prussian war: "Les 

Dcrnieres cartouches". 

Katow has been equipped by Malraux with a meagre and 

significc=mtly a purely political "biography":-

Katow condamne a cinq ans de bagne en 1905, lorsque, 5tudi,tnt 
en medecine, il avait participe a l'attaque - puerile - de 10. 
prison d'Odessa. ( •••• ) 

R6fugiG en Suisse de 1905 a 1912, date de son retour clandestin 
en Russie, il pqrlait fran~ais presque sans accent, mais en 
avalant un certain nombre de voyel1es, comme s'il e~t voulu 
compenser ain8i In necessit6 d'articuler rigoureusement lorsqu'il 
parlnit chinois. 

The peculiarity of Katow's speech is not without interest. It is, as we have 

already seen (Chapter III p.97), a rather artificial means to give in the 

case of Katow some degree of individuality to this chnracter. The 

psychological oontent of Katow is almost nil, yet he must corne 

ncross / •• It. 
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across in the novel as a living ~nd convincing porson and not as an 

abstraction: The Professional R3volution~ryo It is by giving him 

this speech mannerism that Malr~ux trios to put Katow within our 

reach. 

Yet to say that Katow is onlJ.c a poli ticf.,l man of action 

would be to siwplify things. He has a "human" side to him which 

-suddenly and unexpectedly is rev0ale1 in ~ conversation ~ith , 

H01111ilt:lri ch 1rrho is devoured by gui 1 t for r;.;fusinb to harbour Tch.en 

in his house: 

- Jlai connu 9d, ou pres1ue. Et aussi ton ~sp~ce de ... 
rage. . . COIILuent veux-tu 1u Ion CO.lilprenne les choses autr8Illent 
que Far les souvenirs... C'est pour 9a que tc ne me vexes pas. 
( .... ) 

- Un hOTIMe qui se fout de tout9 s'il rencontre tellement Ie 
d' vouamen t, Ie sacrifi ce, un quslconquG rie ces trucs -la., il est 
pGrdu. .. 

- Sans blagues! Alors qU ' 0St-cO qu'il fait? 
- Du sadisllls, repondi t K~tO\~9 Ie.; rO[8.rdant tranquillement. 

Le grillon. Des pas, dan3 la rue~ se p0rdaient peu a peu. 
- Le sadisllle ~vec les e~in61e89 r0prit-il9 c'est raro; avec 

l(;s paroles, c'est loin de l'8tre. Mais si leo femme accepte 
'bsolument, si elle BSt c~pable d'~110r au dcl~.. Jlai connu 
un tY1'8 qui ::;1 pris 8t j0UG 1 '3.rsent qU0 1<::;, sisnne avai t 
6c 'nomise pendant des ;.:I.nn,~es pour aller au s,:tn' torium. Question 
de vie ou de mort. II l'a pJrdu. (Dans ces cas-la., on perd 
t' jours.) II est revenue 0n lnOrC88-Ux? 'bsclument GcrasG comme 
toi en cs moment. Elle l'a r8~qri6 s'approcher de son lit. 
Elle n tout de suite cOlllpris, vois~,tuo Et puis, quoi? Elle a 
Gssayo de la consolder •.. 

The Fassaga shows that Katow is c~p~b13 of friendship, it also shows 

a Katow who has suffored, for it is quita clear tlat in the rather 

s81f-consciouslynostoi8vskian sC.Jne of the gambler he talks abnut 

himself, although he will deny it. Later on in the same passage 

a further and mor8 iltlportd.nt t:Juch is added to this "human" side of 

Katow: 

- II ne f::1u t dem8..nder aux ca!TI,' rades :aUG ct:; qu I il peuven t 
f~ire. Je veux des cam'radas at pas das saints. Pas confiance 
dans les saints ... 

- C'est vrai, que tu as aCGomp~gn6 volontairement les types 
aux f.Llines de) plO.lllb? 

- J I 13 t a i s au c all1 p, d. i t K:L t 0 VI! b J n 6 ~ 1 ,J s lili n Ii:; SOU 1 e c amp, 9 a 
se Vs.ut •.. 

Th8 importance of this exchan~a Ii os in linking K8tOW'S action with 

the id88.. of sai~tliness. 

These human tOUCh28, K~tow's w~rilith9 his generosity, above 
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all his disregard of himself W3r~, of ccurse? absolutely necessary 

fer they prepare the reader for K~tow's last and greatest sacrifice 

of ,hich the action to acco~paQy his comr~dos to the lead mines is a 

prefiguration. This scene 1Fith Nhich La Condition hUlllaine Callas to 

its climax and, in ~ way, to its eni is beyond doubt the finest scene 

in the novel. Its meaning is wholly containod in the concrete 

.. representation. There is no intrusiv0 symbolism, nothing is 
~ 

0x.f>lained. It is also in this scena that the taut, ters~ style of 

Malraux and especially the Gxtraordinarily intensL visual quality of 

his writing are used with the ~rG~test effGctiven~ss: nothing is 

described, yet everything is shown an1 seen. 

The scene take~3 pl:1c<c; in th:.; courty~rd cf a school when thG 

defeated cOillillupists have b0sn assombled waiting to be burned alive. 

K&tow, wounded, finds himself ndxt to Kyo (this ccincidence is rather 

contrived) anJ naxt to two terrified Chinese one cf whom, Souen, was 

a cOfupanion of Tchen: 

Mal~r~ la ruweur, malgr6 t0us CdS hommes qui avaient combattu 
c Off.ll.d8 lui, Ka to \IV G tai t s eul, s eul en trG 18 cor}.: s dG son awi m,'Jrt 
et B0S deux cowpagnons 3,POUV:1nt8s 9 seul Gntra C8 mur et ce siffl::;t 
1- e r d u Jan :3 1:1 n u it. IVIa i s u (l h 0 niH1 cpo u va i t c t rep 1 us for t que 
cetts solitude et illQme, puut-Stre, ~u~ co sifflet atroca: la peur 
luttait Gn lui contre In plus terriblu tont~ti0n de S8 vie. II 
ouvrit ~ son tour la boucla 1a s~ ceinturoQ Enfin: 

- H~ l~, dit-il ~ voix tr~3 b~sSGo Souon, paso ta main sur rna 
poitrine, et prends d~s quo jo l~ touchoraig je vais vous donner 

mon cyanure. II n'y an ~ 'bsclumont quo pour deux. 
( .... ) L~3 gardes mas1u~iant la lumi~rG, qui les entourait 

d'une aur~ole trouble; mais n'allaiont-ils pas bauger? Impossible 
dd vcir quoi que ce fat; ce ion de plus que sa vie, Katow le 
faisait ~ cetto m~in chaudo qui r8pos~it sur lui, p~s mgme ~ des 
corps, pas mgw3 ~ des voix. 

The cyanide is lost in the d~rknGss, then found again: 

o r~surrection! ... ~dis: 
- Tu es sar que ce ne sont p~s dG~ cailloux? demanda l'autrc. 

II y avait beaucou~ do illorC8aux de pl&tro par tbrre. 
- Donne! dit Katow. 
Du bout des doigts, il r8connut los formoso 
Illes rendit - rendit - sorra plus fort Is main qui cherch~it 

a nOUV8au la siGnne, et ~ttenJit, trGmbl~nt des ~pau18s, claquant 
dos dents. "Pourvu que I...: cyn,nure nc; soi t pas decompose, 11lalgr'3 
Ie papiar d'are;'ent", lJ211sa-t-ilo La. main qu'il tenait tordit 
scudain la si~;nne, et, commi3 s' il 3at C

'
,JIIllilUniquE: par elle avec lc~ 

ccrlJs perdu dans l'obscurit6, il santit qUl. cslui-ci Sf) t<?ndait. 
II enviai t cettl) suffac8- tion convulsi vc 0 Presque en meme temps, 
l'~utr2: un cri 6tran~le auquel nul ne prit garde. Puis, rien. 

Wha t / .... 
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What we have here is thl) ultimate; oxpression of what Malraux 

calls Cr.ierhaps out of .SI. c3rtain pud0ur) la fratsrnite virile, but 

which is, in fact, love. Th.3 gr0atcst gift whicb man can give (lice 

don de plus que sa vie") is his de)),tho 

4. 

On~ of the reasons Hvhy La Condi tien humaine is so much 
.,~ 

richer a nuvel than the preceding ones and particularly Les 

Conguerants is tha fact that it givGS fuller treatment to those who 

oPIlose Kyo, Kato~' and their C01IllTIunist comrades. In Les Conquerants 

thE enemy was both distant ani abstract9 it was the British Empire. 

But in La Condi tion humainG th~;) 3IlGmy is concrete;;ly and very much 

pres~nt in the,shape of the head of the Sacurity Iranch of the 

Kuomintang, K5nig and the capitalist Farral. 

Koni 6 is, no doubt, ~ vary socondary character and appears 

only in two scenes, but he is n~t levoid of interest, and he has 

undoubtedly a part to play in tho nJvdl. What characterises Konig 

is his cruel ty and his fGrocious hatr01 of the CC:JhI.t,unists. Bu t this 

ha trscl is not gra tui tous dnu h3.S deop roots in Kenig 18 hUluilia tion at 

thb hands of the Reds during the Russian Civil War: 

- En Siberie, j' etl-.:Lis intdr~r)tG dStns un canq:, de prisonniers 
J' ai l-u en sortir en s0rvant dans l' a.rmee blanche, chez Sr:iLionr)ff. 
Blancs, ruuges, je m'en foutaisg jo voulais r8tourner en 
Allemagne. J'~i ~t~ pris p~r IdS rouges. J'~tais ~ moitie 
mort de froid. lIs m'ont gifle ~ coups de pcing, en m'appelant mon 
capitaine (j'etais lieutenant) jusqu'a C0 que js tombe. lIs m'ont 
relev6. Je ne portais yas l'un~forme de Sem~ncff, aux petites 
tgtes de mort: j'avais unu etoilo sur ch~que {paulette .... 

- lIs w'ant enfonce un clou lans chaquG ~paule, ~ travers chaque 
~toild. Long comIDe un d0igto Ecoutez biun, mon petit Toto. 

II Ie prit par Ie bras, los yeux fix~s sur les siens, avec un 
regard trouble: 

- J' ai pleur6 comwe une feinine, COilliIle un VGau... J' ai pleure 
~evant eux. Vous comprenoz, oui? 

It is interesting to nute tha.t Konig b3.sically is apoli tical ("Blancs, 

rc:uges", he confesses, "je m'en foutais") so that he is not so much 

against COIihl!unism as against communists 0 By trying to kill as many 

of thew as he can, he wants to wiVe out the incradicabla humiliation 
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when he crieu "comme une femme, CCllTIme un v~;au" befcre his communist 

torturers. It is this which cuniomns Kyo: Tho nan who lost his 

dignity avenges himself on th-;; man who is communist "par dignite". 

However, if K5nig pl~ys but ~ minor part in the n0ve1, 

Fsrr~l, the capitalist, th8 virtual m~ster of th~ Fronch concession 

of Shanga!, is one of the key fi~urJs of 1a Ccnuiticn humaine. He 

dominates the second half of tha novcl~ so thc::,"t irrlmedinte1y after 
'. 

having Sclsn the successful uprising we meet th8 Enemy. After the 

revolution, the counter-revolution. And ~t the very fuoment Kato w , 

Kyu and the cOillruunists triuiliph~ Ferral bc~ins his negotiations with 

the envoy of the predominantly midi18-c1ass Kuomintang. 

Yet, [1..1 thuugh Ferral is the "Enemy of tro Hero8s", Malraux' 

tr~a tmen t of him is by no lllJanS unsyrnlJa thoti c. Ttere is no false 

lli~lodramatic contrast between black 3nd white. Ferr,':3.1 has real 

gifts, he h3S S perceptive int011iganc8, as W~ SLL in his discussion 

with Gisors, h0 has the kind of lucility which rrevents him from 

beiniS takcln in by words: he has :in "in tSgri to crf,ueilleuse". An(l in 

thu last scenes when his Consortium, his hugo emlire collapses through 

the timorousness and medioc~ity of ~ ~roup of civil servants and 

bankers, he displays a stoic cour~~e which brings him close to a 

certain greatness. In short, he is shown ~s a ~an of genuine 

stature, not to be confusei with ~ run of the mill banker: he is a 

t 
lone wolf, & twentieth cGntury cqpit~list cond~~: 

Pas ~ari6: histoire de f~~Jcl~o Soul~cnn6 de fumer l'opium. 
II avait d~Qaign~ la L~gion l'horlneur. Tror d'orguei1 pour @tre, 
soit confurmisto, soit hypocrite. Peut-&tre Ie grand 
individualisma na ~ouvait-il S3 1~vo10Pf0r }ltinement que sur un 
fumier d'hypocrisie: Borgia n'jt~it pas ~~fe Jar hasard... Ce 
n'~tait pas A la fin du XVIII

3 si~cle~ parmie les r~v01utionnaires 
ivres de vertu, que se prolllGnai8nt 12s grands indivi1ualistes, 
mais ~la R0naissance, dans uno structuru SQci&l~ qui ~tait la 
chretiente, ue touts evidence ... 

It is clear then that Ferral, alth0u~h on tho other side ~f the 

barricade, is n0vertheloss a typicfJ"lN'/hlrfivian hero. He has close 

links, for example, wi th G,3,rine 'Nhose "detGrE~iner, diriger, 

contraindre, la viG est 1a" is )bviously echoeci by }t'erral' s dofini tion 

of / •. ". 
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of intelligence which reveals his own i1ea of himself: intelligence 

for J?erral is "la possession des liloyons 1e contraindre les hClIDrw:-.s". 

He shares with Garine th~ samd thirst for pow8r. tike Perken, 

Ferral also wants to 10ave a permanent sc~r on the world. HI::> is" 

like Garine and Perken)8ssenti3.11y a IDJ.n of acticn and can feel a 

certain kinship with the or~sanisGrs)n tho other side: "Pour la 

premiere fois il y avai tunG !)rganisc-1"tiol1 dG l' autre cote. Ces 
.... 

hcmnws qui la dirigeaint il eut3.ime 8., 1-3s connaitre. Ales fairG 

fusiller aussi", But all the s~wo, ~s tho last sentence indicates, 

he is, in ~pite of Malraux' sYillp~thotic trG~tment, the Enemy. The 

devil can have great qualitios. But curiously? he is the Enemy not 

so lliuch because of his econ~illic or ~~litical pcw~r, although this 

dces play its part, but for ill0r~1 reasons. It is not because he is 

a capitalist that Ferral is tho onemy? but becausE' he is essentially 

a moral "fascist". 

J.Jet us first examine the surface :.;f his ambi tions and of 

his power. His consortiulll c')nsists of "dGUX etablissements de 

credit, quatre societas de cultures, trois societ~s minieres, cinq 

societes inJustrielles, etc." All this is slightly larger than 

life, and it needs to be since Ferral himself is a kind of epic 

character. The sailie is true of his political ambitions. He has 

dictatorial ambitions: 

( •.. ) i1 ne ~ensait qu'~ Paris. Rentrer ~n France assez 
fcrt ~our acheter l'agence Havas nu trait8r avec elle; reprenare 
10 j eu lJoli tique, et, parvonu IJrudemmen t au ndr, is tere, j ouer 
l'union du minist~ro, at d'une~opinion publiquc achetee, cnntr0 
Ie Parlement. Li etait ld vouvoir. 

Beyond this he wants Absolute PQWeT, what could be called in a 

sense ~etaphysical po~er, the kinl only God can have. The kind of 

p01)l1 er Garine was reaching for: "De la lJuissancG (Garine) ne 

scullaitait ni argent, ni consid~ration9 ni respect, rien qu'elle-

IiJenle II • But it is obviuus thdt b~causa of its vEry absolute nature, 

this power 1n'ill always be beyon"l reach g "SEl, valente de puissance 

n'atteignait jalllais son but, n'3 vivait qUG de se renouveler". 
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In the long run Ferral is con"ielnnei to be dofea ted. Here lies, I 

think, the meaning of the final collapse of Forral's huge empire. 

There is an obvious irony here: Ferral triumrhant over the 

revolution is in his turn defeat~a$ His dof~at is also an echo of 

the defeat of tha Chinese C.P. 

It might be apposite ~t this point ~rieflytto diSCUS~ 
flartmann's contention that all the nov~ls end in defeat • Malraux 

.... 

hirflself in a discussion answered half as a lLoutad&: "quand on decri t 

une bataille, il faut bien qu'il y ait ries vaincus ll
• And ·this is 

obvious enough. But there might be a deeper reason linked to the 

nature of the dri ves behind Malraux' heroes and to ,the problems by 

whioh they are fdced. For these are in faot insoluble: Perken, 

the rebel agai~st death, cannot be victorious; neither Garine nor 

Ferral can acquire Power; Tehen oannot be God~ etc. As fJr the 

defeat of the Communist Party in Sh8.ngai in 1927~ this is an 

historical fact Malraux could not vary well ignore. 

But Ferral is not only 3, "Fascist" in his thirst for power, 

but more especially and more profoundly in his tctal egotism VIla 

saule chose dont il ~tait avide ~tait lui-m~me") and its consequent 

ruthless disregard of the existence of other peo~le. Ferral 

humiliates everyone he COille~ in contact with by silliply denying their 

individual existence: "Lui seul existait dans un lllonde de fantomes". 

More than anything else, this neei to humiliate Vl1hich makes Ferral 

the natural enemy of Kyo and of those who 9 through communism, ~ant 

to give to each man "Ie sentiment de sa propre di£nite". 

It is in this context of Ferral's need to dominate and 

humiliate that should be se~n the two erotic scenE:S of the novel: 

Ferral in bed with his mistress, the fashionable couturi~re Valerie, 

and Ferral with the Chinese courtisaneo In the latter scene, Ferral 

refuses the ritual preliillinaries: 

II 1a savait stupefaite: il n'est pas d'usage de coucher 
avec une courtisane sans qu'el18 ~it chante, cause, servi a 
table ou prepare des pi~es. Pourquoi, sinon 9 ne pas s'adresser 
aux prostituees? 

But / •... 
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But this is what he wants, to hUilliliate hor by using her as a 

~rostitut0, and Ferral muses: "L'erotisIIle c'ost l'humiliation en 

soi eu chez l'autre, peut-Gtre chez tuus los deux. Une idee, de 

tcute evidence". (Italics in the t~xt)o Dut tht' idea of humilia-

tion is not always sufficient for Ferra1 9 thG sexual act itself is, in 

his eyesf a humiliation of his p~rtn0r. 

Son plaisir jaillissait 10 co qu'il S~ Qft & la place de 
l' autre, c' etait cl!:lir: l~ l' autr.J contraints; con'"trainto par 
lui. En somma il no c8uch"::i,it jam3.is qu'avcc lui-merne, mais il ne 
pouvait y rarvenir qu'a la condition d8 n'otrc las seul. II 
comprenait maintenant Cd qU3 Gisors n'avait ras sou~90nn~: 0ui, 
sa v01Gnt~ de puissance n'atteign~it jarnais sen objet, ne vivait 
quo de Ie renouveler; illais, n'3ftt-il d0 sa vi~ rcssed~ une seule 
f~mllie, il avait ~oss6d~, il possSdorait ~ travers cetta Chin0ise 
qui l'attendait, lu seule chose lont il ffit avide: lui-m&me. 

This passage very cleurly links Fdrral's Qroticis~ with the central 

iriving force 9f his life and makes it, as it were, its natural 

ex}ression. 

Ferral's mistress, how0ver, is not the kind of person who 

sublliits, who will be hUilliliatdd~ who will bo negated (Ferral to 

Gisors: "1' hOillllle ( ... ) doi t ni0r la f8iil1118") 0 She writes to him 

after she br8aks.with him:-

J6 ne suis !Jas une fem..lll3 qu 1 0n a 9 un corrs imbecile aupres 
duquel vous trouvez votre plaisir en mentant cemme aux enfants ct 
aux fualaJes. Vous savoz beaucoup do choses, cher, mais peut-~tre 
m0urreZ-VOU3 sans vous &tre apor9u qu'uno feffillie est aussi un 
etre humain. 

Because of this pride and this refusal to submit to his will, there 

exists between them a state of undeclared hostility; tenaci0usly 

they bo th ailll at clolldna ting the oth~r 0 In the cnly scene ~hen we 

see them together - and the so13 function cf Valerie in the novel is 

to bring out this side of Ferral's character - th€y ar8 in bed: 

il n'avait jamais couche avoc Gllo que dans l'ombre. 
Mais a peine, de la main, t~c9.rt9.i t-il lcucernent ses jalllbes 
qu'elle ~teignit. 11 ralluwa. 

II avait cherche l'intarru~taur ~ t~tons9 at elle crut a une 
lli6prise; elle ~teignit a nOUV8UU. II rallu~~ aussitBt. 1es 
nerfs tres sensibles, 811e se sentit9 a 19. fois, tout pres du 
rire et de la colera; wais elle rencontra son regard. II 
avait ec~rte l'interrupteur~ ~t elle fut certains qu'il attendait 
Ie ~lus clair de son plaisir ie la transformation sensuelle de 
ses traits. 

Valerie / .... 
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Valerie is right, of C8urse: Ferral wants to ~ this transformation 

which h£. ~Tills, he wants to sed hoI' "oprouvant cette jouissance qu' il 

ne pouvai t ressantir que COHlin9 un() humiliation". Valerie is 

defeated by the pleasure which he ~rOUSQS in hoI' and submits to him, 

but will never forgive him: 

Elle choisit cette tiedour et~ 10 serrant centre elle, plongea 
a longues pulsations loin d'und grGV0 cu elle savait que serait 
rejetee tout a l'heure, avac alla-m§me, la r6sclution de ne pas 
lui pardonner. ~ 

Valerie will eventually avenge herself with the very weapon of 

Ferral: humiliation: 

Ella l'avait attaint ~ son point Ie plus sEnsible, comIDe si 
elle lui eut creve les yaux pendant son sommail: elle Ie niait. 

For a brief, but unbearably painful moment~ Ferral with his power, 

his wealth an~ his will has becoma one of tho doslised fant8mes. 

It wight be apposite at this point to ccnsider in a more 

gen~ral way the rolG of eroticism in Malraux J 1)17orld. Here we come 

uf against a paradox. Although sex anl eroticisffi seem to loom 

large in the Malravian world, they play in actual fact only a minor 

part in his novels ana in his writing in generalo Sta tistid~lly, 

the erotic scenes or discussions on eroticism are few. Th~re is the 

discussion which opens La Voie royale, and later we will find Perken 

making love to a Chinese prostitute. In La§.. Conguerants we catch 

a glimpse, but no more, of Garine in bed with two (excusez du. peu!) 

girls. In La Condition hUillaine we have the bedroom scene with 

Ferral and Valerie which we discu~sed above 9 to ~bich we might 

possibly add the fact that May goes to bed with Lenglen.* In the 

three last books the erotic element is totally absent. As far as 

Malraux' critical writings are concerned~ we have only the preface 

to Lawrence's Lady Chatterley and his study of Laclos in the Tableau 

de la litt~rature fran9aise which deal with eroticism. 

Let us first look at the treatment of sex in La Voie royale 

;01; 

- We might mention here that the Chapitre in~dit de la Condition 
HUlllaine (Marianne, 13 December 1933) df)9.ls mainly wi th the erotic 
adventures of Clappique. 
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which is, in fact, characteristic of its treatment in most novels 

of Malraux. 

Elle s'etendit, deshabillee 9 son corps sans poils et flou 
dans la penombre marque par l'infime naissance du sexe et les 
yeux auxquels il restait attache? pas encore las d'y chercher 
en vain la prenante decheanc3 de la nuditeo Elle les ferma 
pour fuir 1a domination qui naissait de ses sentiments 
inexplicables; habitues au desir des hon~es9 mais fascinee par 
l'atmosph~re qui naissait, dans cet absolu silence, du regard 
qui ne quittait plus le sien? 3110 attendait. Contrainte par 
les coussins a desserrer legerement les jambes et les bras, la 
bouche entrouverte, aIle seillbliit creer son propre desir, appeler 
l'assouvissement par la lente ondulation de ses seins. Leur 
mouvement envahissait la chambreg repote 9 semblable a lui-meme, 
plus actif chaque fois qu'il recommen9aito II descendit en 
vague, remonta peu a peu; les muscles se tendirent, et tous les 
creux d'ombre s'elargaient. Des qu'il passa Ie bras sous elle, 
at qu'elle dut l'aider, il sentit que la crainte la quittait; 
elle prit appui sur sa hanche pour se deplacer legerement: 
l'accent jaune de la lUlfiiere, une seconde~ entoura la croupe 
comme un coup de foust, disparut entr~ les jambes. La chaleur 
de son corps Ie penetra. Soudain elle mordit ses levres, 
accentuant ~ l'extreme, par cette infime int6rvention de sa 
volonte, Ifimpossibilite ou elle 6tait de reprimer l'ondulation 
de sa poi trine. 

Now what strikes one at once in this description is its 

straightforwardness, its silnplici ty and its diroctness. It is this 

directness which is perhaps most original. Other, earlier writers -

I think here more especially of Zola - have dealt "frankly" wath sex, 

but they havo done so nevertheless by allusion and suggesti6n. 

Contrary to what we generally beliGve - we have here a kind of 

optical illusion - Zola always m~nages to draw the curtain just at 

the right moment. The scene in Germinal of Maheu making love to 

his wife is a good example of this: 

II l'el11poigna de nouveau, et cotto fois nc la lacha plus. 
Toujours Ie bain finissait ain~i? ella 1G regaillardissait ~ 
Ie frotter si fort, puis ~ lui passer partout des linges, qui 
lui chatouillaient les poi Is dGS bras at de la poitrine. 
D'ailleurs, c'etait egalement chez les camarades du coron 
l'heure des betises, ou l'on plant~it plus d'cnfants qu'on n'en 
voulait. La nuit, on avait su+ Ie dos l~ falliille. IlIa 
poussait vers la table, goguen~rdant en brave homme qui jouit 
du seul bon moment de la journee? appelant 9a Irendre son 
dessert, et un dessert qui ne coutait rian. Elle, avec sa taille 
et sa gorge roulantes, se deb~ttait un peu 9 pour rir8. 

- Es-tu bete mon Dieu! GS-tu betel OQ Et Estelle qui nous 
regarde! attends que je lui tourne la tete. 

- Ah! ouiche! a trois mOis, est-ce quo 98 comprend? 
Lorsqu'il se fut relev6, Maheu passa simplefucnt une culotte 

seche. 

But in the passagG of Malraux Wv find a full description of the sexual 

act / .... 

... 

.# 

-""'-0 

',' 

"i_ .. ' .. ' ~ .. '.:.:, .. 

~~.: 

"./. 

~ .. , 
.~ 

~ o 
~ 
~~ 
'~.~ 
~. 

f 
.~ 

~~ 

1 
~ 
~ 

1 
.. ::; ..... 
':-.; 

.. ~~'.~ 

~ 
.ft; 

~ 
:.~ 

~ 
~~ 
~ 

i 
1 
~ 

~ , 
~ 

~ 

~ 

t 

{ . 

, .. ~ 

',:1 

~ 
I :~ 



- 158 -

act yet without a trace of Lawrence's mysticism and without any of 

the sly winks of a Marcel Pr~vost (on~ of whose novels has the 

revealing title Las demi-viergGs). Malraux' description is factual,. 

but the language has a kind of p03tic precision; this language does 

not hide or blur the facts, but gives the aotion described another 

dimension. Here (as in the erotio scene of La Condition humaine) 

~e, see Malraux as erotic writer at his bost. But he oan also be, , 
for instanoe in the brothel scene told by Perken 9 both "literary" in 

the worst sense of the word, and oontrived~ 

If eroticism is an ess~nti3l part of Malraux' world? love 

is not. For Perken, for inst9.nC3~ love is sOI1l8thing from which a 

man IllUSt free hiJ.11self: "Jusqu'.3.. la qua..rantaine, on se trompe, on ne 

sait pas S8 delivrer de l'alllour". Wo see here }crhaps a sign of the 

general reaction of the int811igentsia of tho Twenties against what 

Montherlant calls vl1ith contempt L'Ha~o This is, of oourse, very 

much a post-war phenomenon; it is directed against the sentimentality 

of "romantic love" and against middle-class attitudes towards sex. 

We; find this also reflected in the novels of Dri0u La Rochelle/ in 

those of Montherlant, etc. Thes0 writers like the opposite 'sex, but 

do not like women. Malraux, more pqrticularlY9 believes that man is 

naturally a misogynist.* 

But there are other f~ctors at playq In the world of 

Malraux WOilien are not only the second sex, they belong to another 

world. "Et c'etait une femme"? re~lects Kyo about May. "Pas una 

eS}.J6ce d'hoHlme. Autre chose." Once again? La Tsntation de l'Occident 

gives us a valuable clue. 

Les jeunes Chinois qui lisent vos livres, sont d'abord etonncs 
par la pretention que vous y faites para1tre de coroprendre les 
sentiillents des felnmes. Outre qu'un tel effort serait, a leur 
avis, digne de mepris, il s8rait n~cessairement voue A l'insucc~s. 
L'holIWle et la femme appartian'.J.ont a des3spec(;s differentes. Que 
~enseriez-vous de l'aut8ur qui vi~ndrait vous exposer les 
sentin~ents de l'oiseau? Qu'il vous propose une deformation 

* During an in terviel{v wi th L' Express (24 Ootober 1963) Madame Clara 
Malraux declared: "J'~ suis tOlnbe0 sur un mari profondement rnisogyne". 
And Kyo (who need not necessarily express Malraux' views) talks about 
"la misogynie fondarnentale de pr0sque tous les hommes". 
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des sians. C'est C9 qu~ nous pansons de l'~crivain qui nous 
parle de ceux des famJ1les. 

If this is so, if LDan and WOil1an r3ally belong to [1 diff8rent species, 

and Ling seems to ~xpr8ss Malraux' own idoas 9 then it is clearly 

impossible for a novelist to portray women except as sexual objects. 

Finally, the absence of lov3 from Malraux' novels might be 

explained by tho fact th~t love (not sex) is pcrh£ps the sole weans 

to break these "rapports de prisonni2r a maitre" of whf"ch Porken 

speaks and which are those of ilian with his fateo As Rachel Bespaloff 

points out: "Malraux ne se cont3nte pas dG situer ses personnages 

dans l'aire de 10.. ~ort, il lour retir0 jusqu'~ la derni~re chance 

d'~vasion.(lO) But procisaly lov~ could? if only temporarily, give 

to Mulraux' ch3.racters this "chanc8 d'ev3.sion". 
, 

However, to say that love is totally absent from the novels 

of Malraux is not altogether truJ. We do find it, as we have seen, 

in the couple Kyo-May in La Condition humain0 und also in the brief 

scene between Kastner and his wife at thu end !.f Ie Temps de m~pris. 

Mor00ver, wo are afforded in L8s Congu6rants and in L'Espoir brief 

and sometimes touching glimps~s of womanly tenderness and affection 

such as this vignette of d wow~n helping tho str~tcher-bearers during 

thu famous scune of L'Espoir whan the wuunded airREn are being carried 

down the mountain: 

Depuis quelques minutes, 311a suivait la civi~re avec Ie d§sir 
brouillon d'etre utile, in~is aussi avec une tundresse delicate et 
precise de gestas, une fa90n de caler les epaulps chaque fois que 
les porteurs, dans une deSCJnt0.tr~s raido, devaient assurer leurs 
pieds, ou Magnin reconnaissait i'GternGlle ffiatcrnite. 

Let us now turn to~~rds tho weaning of er0ticism in 

Malraux' novels. First of dll f0r hiili9 as f0r his characters, 

ercticislli is above all dn id8~. In his prGface to Lady Chatterley's 

hc·vGr Malraux \.~Tri te;s: liD' ~bord, l, la RGnaissance surtout, la 

technique psychologiqu0: li~s h JillLl1aS do raco blanche decouvrent que 

!Jar eux, une idee peut-etre plus cxcitant0 qu'un instru,Dent, et meme 

que la b0aute d'un corps." Simil~rly Parken rG~arks to Claude that 

French / .... 
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French prostitutes "appellent 10s clients irrcguliers des cerebraux 

( ... ) Et elles ant raison. II n' y ;1 qu 'unc lIpcrversion sexue 1112" , 

cOfulle disent l~s imbeciles c'est Ie d~vGlcppomcnt de 1 'imagination, 

l'inaptitude ~ l'assouvissGhlGnt". And Ferral? en the point of going 

to bed with apr 0 s tit ute, iIlU s d s : "L' ~~ rot i SIll e (0..) c' G S t 1 ' hum iIi a t ion 

en soi ou chez l'autre, une idee de touto ovidcnce"(italics of A.M.). 

And we shall find Ferral's idea 8choed by ~alraux himself in his study 

" 
of Choderlos de 1aclos: "II Y 3, :arotislIl'::; dans un Ii vre (but 

obviously in life as well) des qu'aux amours physiques qu'il met en 

sc~ne se w&le l'id~e d'une contrainte. (~ .. ) Tout au long de cette 

c(lebre c.lpologie du plaisir, pas]dll couple, une seule fois, n'entre 

dans un lit sans une idee derriere la tet8. ( .. 0) Et cette idee 

C I (; S t, presque touj ours, la con tr-.1in to. " 

To this knot of allidd notions? contIainte, humiliation, 

domination, one constantly COill2S b~ck in M~lraux' 6rotic world. 

There lies th0 meaning of tha bordGll~ sceno which opens 1a Voie 

royale: "1a pa tronne avai t pOUSSG VGrs Perken une fi lIe toute j 'June, 

qui souriait: 'Non, dit-il; l'autre l~-baso Au moins 9a n'a pas 

1 I ai r d G l' alfl use r ' " . Fdrral, as W3 havo soan? Rla~ links sex with 

th8 idea of humiliation. 

Eroticism, then, is for M~lraux' characters and for Malraux 

hiiliself, an iJea. But while tho idaa of humiliating the pr8stitute 

or Val~rie might well arouse P2rken or Ferral? cl~arly this idea is 

~ 
grs,fted on", the more funda1.aent3.1 £Elct of sexual d8sire. 

Now, when discussing the function of S8X in Malraux' nov~ls9 

WO lllUSt return to tho notion W . .5 discuss;.;d earlier, that woman is 

anothor spGci8s, that she is "irr§ductiblement differente de nous", 

and therefor~ forever beyond ma.n' s r·J3.ch g "L8. s.:;:xuali te feminine"? 

writes Malraux in La Conditicn hUl113..inc? "0chappc (~ l'homme), 

l'e:xperience sexu8118 otant intransmissiblc d'un S8xe a l'autre"; 

yet / .... 
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yet in s:pi te of this the characters in MEt.lraux' ncvels copulate -

wake love with a kind uf frenziad intdnsity. What lies behind 

ttli s frenzy, what meaning has it got in M::t,lr3.ux' l} GrId? The sexual 

act ap:pears, in this context, to b~ S00n as an attempt to break for 

on8 brief illoment the unbreakabl~ shell of individur,l life. To be 

.2ll£ 1JI.ri th another pdrson. M8-lraux m.yntions that lila femme est avid8 

ad 'une uni te". But man shares th~t 8-vidity with t~r. Behind sex 
... 

lies what might be termed a nostalgi~ for being One. M8.lrsux' 

attitude tow~rds sex is very ClOS8, I think, to the idea 0utlined 

by Georgds Bataille in his book L'Erotismc:-

L~s &tres qui se reproduisont sont distincts les uns des autres 
et les gtras reproduits 3unt distincts entre cux comille ils sont 
distincts do ceux dont ils sont issus. Chaquc &tro est distinct 
de taus les autres. Sa naiss~nce, so mort at les ~v6nements de 
Sq vie peuvent avoir pour les autras un int6r§t, mais il est seul 
int~ress8d'irecteU1ent. Lui seul ne..ito Luj_ seul meurt. Entre 
un etre et un 8.utr8, il y 8. un 8..bime? il y a une discontinuite," ... 

Nous SOlUine s des g trGS dis continua 9 indi vidus mour3.n t i solemen t 
dans une ~venture inintelligible, ~~is nous avons la nostalgie de 
la continuite perdue. Naus su~portGnB mal la situation qui nous 
rive a l'individualit~ dd h~sqrd, 1 l'individu£lite perissable 
que nous SOillwes. En m&illG t3illPS qU8 nous avons Ie desir angoisse 
de la duree de ce perissable, naus ~vons l'Gbsession d'une 
continuite pre~i~re, qui nous relie g6neralemcnt ~ l'~tre. ( ... ) 
cutts nostalgi~ cOlilUlande chez tous 103 hOIllwes les trois formes de 
1 'eroti:::hut;. ,; 12) 

But this desperate ~ttilmpt to break cur isolation is doomed 

to failur8; Valerie will be thrown back on herself and Ferral, 

watching her sleep, thinks: "un etr8 humain 9 une vie individuelle, 

isolee, unique com.me la mienne". Th8 10v8rs must part and fall 

back into separate lives: "M:i115 lq, contraction ues commissures des 

1~vr8s, C8 corps affolJ de soi-ill~ma s'~loignait d£ lui sans espnir; 

jafl1ais, ja.i.aais, il ne conn8.itr'3,it les sonsations dE~ cette feillme, 

jamais il ne truuv0rait dans cette fr6nSsie qui Ie secouait autre 

chose que la pire des separa,tions." 

5. 

Let us now turn back to La Condi tion hUL.,aine. In Clappique 

MRlraux has createJ a character who is radically different from all 
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the other characters of La Condition humaine? all of whom are men 
w\u:. 

of action (wi th the exception perhaps of Gi.sors 9 "'but ire thinks). 

Clappique is passive and to his fundamental angujsh he opposes not 

action or thought, but a form of bizarre fantasy and humour. And 

this fantasy belongs to the earlier farfelu inspiration, In a 

passage such as this one we clearly see the filiation of Clappique 

with the farfelu country, Clappique in a night-club talks to two 

prostitutes: .'" 

- Parfaitement, chere amie~ parfaitement! Chang-Kal-Shek 
entrera ici avec ses r~volutionnaires et criera - en style 
classique, vous dis-je, clas-sique! ainsi que lorsqu'il prend 
des villes: IIQu.'on m'habille en talapoins ces n~gociants, en 
l~opards ces lnili taires (c0l11me lorsqu I i1s s' asseyent sur des 
banes frafchement peints)! Semblables au dernier prince de la 
dynastie Leang, parfaitement mon bon? montons Bur les jonques 
imp~riales, contemplons nos sujets vetus 9 pour nous distraire, 
chacun de la couleur de sa profession? bleu? rouge, vert, avec 
des nattes ~t des pompons; pas un mot9 chere arnie, pas un mot, 
vous dis-je! 

But while the farfelu world of the early books was, as we 

have seen, quite gratuitous, this is not the case of the farfelu 

creature Clappique. He is a buffoono The very first time we see 

him, Malraux tells us of "la voix bouffonnante inspiree de 

Polichinelle". This voice is qualified a little later in a ~ig-

nificant way: "nasillarde lnais amere"" And this bitterness we taste 

behind Clappique1s constant clowning 9 eventually we will find behind 

this bitterness fear and solitudeg nIl etait parvenu a echapper a 

presque tout sur quoi les ho~oes fondent leur vie, ( ... ) non a la 

peur. Elle surgissai t en lui COlome une conscience aigue de la 

solitude". Clappique is not the ~lassical sad clown, he is a 

frightened one; he is closer to Ubu Roi than to Charlie Chaplin. 

E. du Perron situates him accurately "somewhere between Hoffmann 

and Jarry". It is in keeping with this ubu-esqu8 side of Clappique 

that he often appears to be a puppet~ Malraux talks about his 

"silhouette maigre et desordonnee"9 and his words and his action 

appear to be both unmotivated and unpredictableg 

10rsque tu n'es pas lie a un hOlD1ll8? Kyo9 tu penses a lui 
pour prevoir ses actes. 18S actes de Clappique •.. 

11 montra l'aquariuill o~ las cyprins nOirs, ~ous et dentel~s 
comme des oriflammes, montaient at descendaient au hasard. 1es 
voila. 
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Yet behind this clowning, behind the unpredictable actions lies 

navertheless a psychological logic, which makes him, with Tchen, 

the most complex character of the novol. 

There are in fact tlJllO Clappiques who arE: drawn in tl'ITO 

Ofposite directions: "celui :.rui voulait vivre et celui qui voulait 

etr8 detruit". Let us note that he wants to be destroyed which 

does not mean necessarily that he w~nts to dieo "1e suicide?" 

Clappiquc; asks himself, only to answerg "tu nc veux p~s mourir, pI ti t 

sal.s.ud". And later on during his flight from Shangai: "Portes par 

Ie vent il lui semblait que les coups de feu s'approchaient de lui, 

8t la fuort avec eux. 'Je ne veux pas mourir, disait-il entre les 

dents, jo ne VGUX pas lllourir'''. Thora is a touch of Ubu-esque 

cowardice in Clappi~ue and a lack of moral fibre 'hich stands in 

such contrast with Kyo, Katow or 3v~n F~rral's stoicism. 

But if Clappique cg,n~lot or dg,res not COILll!i t suicide, h3 

develops anothdr system of defence~ la m~thomani~. He fabricates 

imaginary lives, he gives himself a nobla Hungarien background, 

transforms himself into a Belgian homillo du milieu. He feels at 

one stage that ho is "repu de lTIGnsOn5esfl. GisOTb in talking to 

Kyo says this: 

- Sa mythomanie est un moyen de nior la vie, n'est-ce pas, 
de nier, at non pas d'oubliar. M6fi3-toi de Ie logique en ces 
mati~res ... ( .... ) 

Tout se passe comme s'il avait voulu se d6montrer que, bien 
qu'il avait vecu pendant deux heures comme un homme riche, la 
richesse n'existe pas. Parce qu'alors 9 la p~vrete n'existe 
pas non plus. Ce qui est l'essenti31. Rien n'existe: tout 
est reVet N'oublie pas l'~lc~ol~ qui l'aide •.. 

But although it is undoubtedly true that C1appique wants to "nier 

1& vie", it is above all himself whom he wants to negate. Not 

having the courage to kill himself, h0 attempts a kind of moral 

suicide. He is all simulation and thus in a way ceases to exist 

himself. This creates around him an aura of unreality which 

contaminates all that surrounds him~ ".g,upros de lui 10, realite 

s'affaiblissait". And Gisor3 SC3S in him "un d8s rares etres qui 

n'eussent aucune realite". 

Wha t / .... 
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What adds to Clappiqu8 t s ghostlike unrEa~ity is his 

passivity_ He does not act; and action 9 in ths world of Malraux, 

be it that of Kyo or Ferral is a dSfi to a meanj,n€less life, and it 

is through this defiance that tho man of action acquires a concrete, 

positive existence. Kyo, Ferral, Tehen are therl as men, but 

C1appique "pouvai t cesser d I exist'3r~ i1 nd pouvai t devenir un homme". 

In this, C1appique is the direct opposit8 of Ferral . Ferral who 
. '" 

alone "existait dans un monde de fantomes" 9 is negatively echoed by 

ClaI-pique lNho exclaims: "Fantom·3.s vous salue" and who, describes him-

self as "Ie seul homme de ShangsLl qui n I 0xiste pas". Moreover he 

spends his life in a kind of no mants land 9 th~ anonymous world of 

night-clubs, the dubious and shifty twilight world where "les policiers 

(sont) toujours des adversair~s 3. de11li-compliceso" Cla,ppique has a 

foot in botli camps, he kno~s both K6nig and Kyo. 

In the end Clappique dOGS succoed in this strange form of 

moral suicide. Mythomani~ is not really a solution since in the eyes 

of the others he does not change. For a while he might be a Belgian 

pimp for the prostitute, yet th8 momGnt he loav~s her to jOlln his 

cronies in the "Black Cat", he becomes again "Toto" Clappique. But 

when, in order to escape from Sh~ngar9 he dons sailor clothes, hp is 

suddenly transformed into a real sailor in the eyes of the others, 

and Clappique is, in fact, destroyedg 

DBpuis qu'il avait change de costume, les rEgards, autour de 
lui, n'~taient plus les mamas. Lthabituel interlocuteur de sa 
mythomanie etait devenu foulGo 

En IIleme temps, - instinct dG~ defense ou plcdsir - 1 'acoeptation 
generale de son nouvel etat civil l'envahissait lui-meme. II 
rencontrait, tout a coup, par accident~ la reuissite la plus 
eclatante de sa vie. Non, les hommes n'existaient pas, puisqu'il 
suffit d'un costume pour eCh:1pper 9. soi-meme 9 I-0ur trouver une 
autre vie dans les yeux des autruso 

One last word should be said about tho treatment of 

Clappique, because it creates a rathsr paradoxio~l literary situation. 

Clappique, ~ho is supposed to have this kind of phantomlike half-

existence in the world created in La Condition hUffieine, emerges from 

* the novel as one of the strongost and most [HemorE.ble characters. 

* Malraux' attachment to Clappiqu(;) is shown by the fact that he 
emerges again in the Antimemoires llithore he tells the story of Mayrena 
on whom Perken was modelled. 
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Clappiquo may, morally, be a void; physically he is very present in 

the novel. 

Exactly th8 reverse is true of old Gisors whose thought 

permeates th8 entire novel, but iJlTho? .:3 .. t the.; same time, is curiously 

absent as a person. 

Gisors shares the saW3 anguish with 8,11 the main characters 

of La Condition humaine, at th~ root of which we find the painful 
... 

consciousn\3ss "qu'on reste toujours G"tr9..nger a cs qulon aime" and 

the intense awareness of solitude and deatho Gisors finds a means 

to defend himself against this amrareness in OpiUlll: "Cette soli tude 

totalo m@me l'amour qulil avait pour Kyo ne l'en d~livrait pas. Mais 

s'il ne savait se fuir dans un ~utre 8tre~ il savait se delivrer: il 

y avai t 11 opium". And after the daath of Kyo? it is again to opium 

that he turns: 

L~ ~ipe ~tait l~; la paix. Avancer 10 main, pr~parer la 
boulette: apr~s un ~uart d'hGure, penser A la mort m&me avec une 
indulgence sans limites, COmillG a qU81que pal'alytique qui lui eut 
voulu du mal: elle cGsserait de pouvoir llattcndre: 8l1e perdrait 
toute prise et glisserait doucement dans la serenit~ universelle. 
La liberation etait la, tout pres. 

Opium then for Gisors is, not unlike Clappique's llilthomanie, a means 

to negate, a means to destroy one's s~lf (fltout c£ qui Ie d~truisait 

trouvait en lui un accueil avide"), and with the destruction of this 

self the consciousness of solitude and death, of ~an's predicament is 

dissolved. 

Yot there is another and more positive side to the 

attraction which opium has for Giso~so It should not be forgotten 

that Gisors belongs to an older ganeration 9 who has still links 

1]\.'i th the "old ", tradi tiondl, non-'JIl·astornized oriental a tti tudes to 

life which Ling describos in La Tentation de 1lOccident and which are 

based on this naturul "senti!IL.:nt de l'Univers"? on the "sensation de 

l'uxistenc8 d'une force plus gr~ndG que colle des hommes", and this 

power is not God. Opium is also for Gisors a fu8&nS to reach a world 

beyond the grasp of intdl18ct, to r0covcr that oriental "sentiment de 

l'Univers" which, no doubt, Gisors' contJ..ct with the West had madJ 
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him lose, and in his last conversation with May? ,hen he refuses to 

follow her to MOSCO\~1 ~ to a life of intellectual action, he alludes 

to this ~~rticular meaning opium has for him~ 

II sembld ~ Gisors que ce vent pass~it ~ trevers lui comme un 
fleuve, comme Ie Temps m8me, et 9 pour 10, prerrdere foi s, l' idee 
que s' ecoulai t en lui Ie telU;>s qui 10 rapproch£..i t de la mort ne 
Ie s~para pas du monde &ais l'y relia dans un ~ccord serein. II 
rogardait l'enchov@trGillGnt des grues au bord de la ville, les 
laquebots et les barques sur la mer? lea tachoE humaines sur la 
route. "Tous souffrent, songel-t-i1 9 at chacun souffre pRrce 
qu'il pense. Tout au fond, l'3sprit n,·j pcnsG l'homrne que dans 
l'6ternel, at la conscience i~ l~ via ne peut €tre qu'angoisse. 
II ne faut pas penser 1a vie avec l'esprit 9 meis avec l'opium. 
Que de souffrances eparses dans cette lurrLierc disparaitrg,ient, si 
disparaissait la pensee ... 

Yet, although essentially contemplative? Gisors is also, in 

a W&y, a man of action; it is this which makes him a morally more 

positive character th~n Cla~pi1ue. HJ is lI~rithl! the revolution; it 

was he who through his teachin3s has formed the l~adership of the C.P.; 

y~t his cOilimitment has its roots less in politics than in his attach­

Inent to Kyo. Ono gains the Lnpression that he is a Mk.rxist (if he is 

one) mainly because he is Kyo's f~tner, and when Kyo dies he feels 

that "Ie marxislild a cesse de vivre en moi". And after his son's 

dbath Gisors returns to his first lovo? art9 so thst the Marxist poridd 

in his life appears as a parenthosis which lasted as long as Kyo was 

alive. 

The relationship betNoen Gisors and Kyo gives to La 

Condition hUlnaine its true affectivG dimension, fcr the relationship 

b8twGen May and Kyo is, as it wore, corru~ted by Nay's sleeping with 

Lenglpn and Kyo's jealousy and vangaanco. Gisors' attachment to 

Kyc- is whole, undisturbed and, as it 111,T3rO, organic. Old Gis0rs, 

detach8d froill life by his intense solitude, is (nly linked to it 

thrcugh Kyo; he meditates beforo Kyo's body on "ce corps qui l'avait 

relie a l'univers". And ~h8n KyJ diGS, Gisors discovers that ~an's 

d8bPCSt suffering is born fro~ baing w~n= 

II sentait tremblor Gn lui la souffrancc fcndamentale, nen 
00118 qui vient d~s Stres 0U d3S chose fuais c~lle qui sourd de 
l'hoillwe ill0ill~ et ~ quai s'3fforca do nous arrGcher la vie; il 
~0uvait lui ~chaV~Gr, mais sGulsillont 8n cGssant de penser ~ 811e; 
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et il Y plongeait de plus en plus 9 comme 8i cette contemplation 
epouvantee eut ete la SGu13 voix quo put entendre la mort, 
comme si cetta souffrance d'~tre homme dont il s'impr~gnait 
jusqu'au fond du coeur efit ~te l~ seule oraison que pfit entendre 
Ie corps de son fils tue. 

On this moving, but restrained noto which corresponds, in a graver 

key and in a less self-consciously 'literary' way to the last pages 

of La Voie royale, La Condition humaine in fact 8nds. The seventh 

-and last ~art of the novel mainly tias up the last few~trings and 

rounds the novel off by tGlling us of thJ fate cf the surviving 

charact~rs: May, Gisors, Homwdlrich, etc. 

If Gisors, as a char~cter, is not very strongly drawn, he 

has nevertheless an important function in the novel. He is the 

psychological and metaphysical c~ntr0 of tho book; here both his 

contewplative ~aturG and his intellig8nco COIDG into play, and this 

intolligenc~ is essentially that of M~lrauxo For this close 

identity of this character with the ~uthor thore are reasons. It 

is true that all~haract~rs, ~s W3 have soon, hav~ something of 

Malraux' intelligence. But Giaors has moro than lliOSt. This, 

however, does not ~ean that Gisors talks or thinks for Malraux, but 

it means that Gisors dOds Malraux' job. For in writing La Condition 

humaine, Malraux was faced with a problem. HE did not want to write 

a conventional psychological novel where th~ author from time to 

time, through a disquisition, an~lysGG the inner mctivations of the 

chRracter's actions. Moreov\-3r, h,:; rejects the lE.,isuroly "normal" 

narrative technique in favour of a~more diract tschniqu0 which does 

not tell, but shows. Yet at the same time he h&s on hand a number 

of characters, particularly Cla~piquG, Tchon and lErhaps Kyo in his 

r8lationship with May, who hav~ a cart~in psych0logical substance 

which has to be explained and elucid~todo Also the reader must be 

provided with somo kind of nqcessary biogr~phicsl detail in order 

to make th~se characters understandable. In a "normal" novel, all 

this would have been provided by the author; in La Condition 

hUw~ine it is provided by Gisurs, honce his centrel position; he 
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kno~s all the characters of th3 novel and through his insights, 

explana tions and medi ta tions 'tt::r WG get to know thE; inner iJll orld of 

Tchen, Clappique or Ferral. Gisors then is a mirror which reflects 

some of the llisin characters. H3 is also in ono important episode a 

kind of chorus which gives its significanco to th~ action of the 

novel . This is the meaning and the function of the dialogue between 
. 
Gisors and Kyo which otherwise would havo had little ralson d'~tre in 

the novel. Just bGfore the nov31 comes to its climax with the death 

of Tchpn and the arrest of Kyo, Malrsux, by means of this dialogue, 

extracts the wider metayhysical msg,ning not only cf La Condition 

huwaine, but of all Malraux' novels. Here we hesT again so very 

cl~arly Malraux' own voice talking through Gisers who tells Ferral: 

"D'ailleurs, les hommes sont peut-etre indifferents au 
pouvoir... Ce qui les fascins dans cettc idee, voyez-vous, ce 
n'est pas le pouvoir r~el, c'eat l'illusion du bon plaisir. Le 
pouvGir du roi, c'est de g8uverner~ n'Gst-ce Ies? Mais, l'homme 
n'a pas envie de gouverner: il ~ enviG de contraindre, vous 
l'avez dit. D'etre plus qu'hommG? dans un monde d'hommas. 
Echapper ~ la condition hum~in89 VOllS disais-je. Non pas puissant: 
t0ut-puissant. La maladie chimoriqu0 9 dont la volonte de 
puissance n'est que la justification intollectuelle, c'est la 
vclonte de deite: tout hOhhjJc rove d'Gtre dieu." 

~. 
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CHAPTER V. 

The poli tical novels: "Le T~~mps du mepris" and "L' Espbir". 

1. 

The two novels that follolJV La Condition humaine, L8 Temps 

du Mepris (1935) and L'Espoir (1938), arc of unequal value and 

irn.:portance. The first comes vdry close to being a failure; the 

second one is undoubtedly a fin3 litarary achievement which some 

.cri tics such as Picon put abov8 La Condi tion humE.'.ine. ~ Yet none 
.... 

of the l~ter novels of Malraux aid ~nything significantly new to 

Malraux' view of life. It had found its definitive expression in 

La Condition humaine which, at IBast up to 1933~ vas the only one of 

his novels to satisfy him. On October 2, 19339 he writes to the 

American critic Edmund Wilson: "Vaus dit8s tres justement que La 

Condition humaine dev~loppe certain3s idees implicites dans Les 

Conguerants. Et aussi que Ie livre est meilleur (a la verite, du 

mains, C'dst Ie seul que j'airoe)"!l) Yet Malraux does not, as a 

writer, remain static; he is not merely content to repeat himself, 

and we find that in his later books? within the framework of his 

'Weltanschauung, there are a num"ber of significant shifts of e,mphasis. 

These shifts are to a great Gxtent due to the political events of the 

Thirties. The arrival to power of Hitler and thE- rising of the 6th 

of February 1934 which marks the beginning of the invisible civil war 
M 

which will divide France for thG nGxt~decadeso Thanks to these 

*- cf. also for example Montherl9.n.t' s high opinion of this novel. 

liMon cher Malraux, 

Votre livre est un livre admirableo On ne devrait pas en 
parler comme d'un roman ordinairo, car il depasse toute litterature. 
J'ai rarement lu un livre qui portat autant9 par la seule force de 
l'intelligence et du fait ••. (illisible)Q Tout ce qulon a lu, tout 
ce qu'on a ecrit soi-mellie, sur 13, guerre? vous arrarait vicie par Ie 
sentimentalisme et le "style", apres vous avoir lu. Et i1 semble que 
dans votr~ atmosphere les id~es at IGS "fois" se volatilisent: 
quelqu'un qui, comme moi, n'a pas de base bien solide pour des con­
victions, s'y sent a lIaise sans cesse. 

Si je deVC1is "re.l?~rtir" un -ie ces jours, je voudrais 
eillporter votre livre. 11 est un des ieux livres, parmi ceux que 
j'ai lus depuis un an, que je voudrais avoir ecrits. Je n'aurais 
d'ailleurs pas pu l'ecrirG, c'ast sans doutc pourquoi il m'impose tanto 

J'ai toujours plaisir a respoctor un ccnfrere. Je vous 
(illisible) mas sentiments de sympathiG et de reslect." 

19 mars 1938.(2) 
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events, politico-moral prooccup~tions tend to play an incre~singly 

dominant part in the intellactual ~n1 literary life of France. It 

is only natural that thes8 ~olitic~l preoccupations will be raflected 

in the novels of Malraux who was so jdoply involvEd in some of the 

iliovewents of this time, with thd rGsult thclt the lolitical eV8nts 

which formed a picturesque and colourful backJrop in Les Congu~rants 

anJ La Condition humaine now b8coro3 th0 contral themes of his novels. 

One of the results of this shift of accent is th&t ~ha~ might be 

called the meta~hysical content of Malraux' n0vols, diminishes. In 

La Telli~s du w~p~is it is rc~:l~JJi by a kind of cr~torical lyricism, 

a strain which is very strong in M~lraux (cf th8 Lnd of La Voie royale 

or the peroration of his sp08ch at the transfcrt des cenires of Jean 

Moulin(l)); in L'Espoir by discussions an1 meditations on politicql 
, 

leadership and military tactics. 

As we have s~en (cf Chaj;>tor I pp.~8-1'D, Juring the years 

between 1934 an] 1940 Malraux is as clos8 to being a communist as is 

possible without actually joining the PartY9 and during this period 

it ~ould soem almost as if hid liter~ry work W8r£ a by-product of his 

political activities. Malraux at this time? when he is at the hoigh~ 

of his career and of his prestig3, can be considered as a communist 

writer, and his novels are thos3 of a partisan. This can be seen in 

the shift which the motion 0f thd fratarnit§ virile undergoes, which 

in L9 TeWES du m~pris, as we sh~ll sea~ acquir0s }olitical overtones. 

I G can also be seen in the trdq,tmont of the "EnerrlY". In Les 
. 

Congu8rants he was a vague ani :J.bstr3-ct entityo In La Condition 

humaine he assumed a illor8 concrete form in Ferr~l. But Ferral, if 

he Vias a capitalist, was n0t the Ca.pitalist. Mcreover, Malraux' 

tr~atllient of Ferral, as ~e have notoi 9 was by nc llieans unsympathetic. 

And it is perhaps significant th~t in L~ Cunditicn humaine the Marxist 

sociologist Gisors £Q£ meet Ferra1 9 tho capitalist, and that they 

t9.1k very much thr..l sallIe languagJ .. But in Malrau~' political novels 

of thE: ThirtiJs tYee ene!uy is the Fascist 9 and he is seen in the 

(1) 
19th December 1964. 
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simplistic, rather garish or hl0lciramatic wanner cf propaganda 

images d'Epinal. 

x x 

x 

After having obtaincl the Prix Goncourt, Malraux, together 

with the pilot Corniglion-McliniGr organis8d an airborne ex~edition 

·~ith the aim of finding in tha Yaman the lost capital Qf the queen 

cf Sh8ba. This expedition ~as in p~rt slcnscrsd by the daily 

L'Intransigeant, whicn publishdd (3 May to 13 May, 1934) Malraux' 

repcrtage on the expedition. It is gonerally f~lt that Malraux' 

claim to have discovered the mysturious capitel of the queen of 

Sheba are unsubstantiqted. 

Politics are now guing to domin~teo Ir, June 1934 he goes 

un a ~olitical wission to B8rlin he 

hGlps tu organise the Ligue illJndi~ld contre l'antis6mitisme, R 

reaction against the persecutions in G0rmanyo Malraux is also, 

according to Arag~")n, "dei'uis deux ans la tet0 8t Ie cc,eur du CJmi te 

Tr~ae lrrlann • 
(3) These Lctivities will, no 

doubt, hel~ to orientate Malraux' thJughts tow8rd~ the new Nazi 

Germc~nyo To this should be ~idol tho fascinaticn which held f0r 

thG 1eft not so illuch the victory of th~ Nazis as the total dofeat of 

the lilighty KOlilillunistische Partdi D0D;.i§chlanu.s? thE; most p'Jwerful 

CcmDunjst Party in th8 W8St and look81 uf0n until then "as the most 

likely to succo0cl". Finally thd ~public:3,ticn cf the Brown Be'ok 

with its record of Nazi violonce and cp~rGssicn had a great impact 

on the Fr8nch left intellig0ntsi3 ~nd croateJ a gEnuine courant de 

sympathie for the victims of Hitlerian 0FprGssien. It is against 

this background that 18 TO.Lllps du mopris must be SCLn: it could be 

considered as a kind 0f fictional comp1oment to th~ Brown Book and 

in a way it was intended to bo tnis. This might Lxplain the fact 

that the book was, on th0 whol~, wall r3ceivod by the critics. 

That the left-wing litGrary roviGws such as C0I!1l~ and Europe 

were / .... 
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were on the whole uncritical can easily be understood, but that a 

politically neutral, but perceptive critic such as Marcel Arland, 

or a ~atholic writer like Gabriel Marcel praised the book can, I 

think, only be attributed to a s,ymp~:tthy with the subject matter of 

the book vlihi ch blinded them to its obvi ous faul ts. It should be 

added that not all critics were so blind to its fla~s: for example 

John Charpentier -Tote sowe harsh things about it ~hich~ere by no 

means unjustified: "La fausset~ du ton m'en a paru choquante ( ... . ). 

C'est contre l'artifice dlune nouvelle 'tempete sous un crane' que 

l'on s'insurge. M. Malraux d~yoit dans Le TemEs du mepris autant 

par son insincerite que par la faiblesse des illoyens qu'il emploie". (4) 

The book seems not to have satisfied the author himself 

readily. This~ I think, is indicated by the great changes the novel 

undergoes between its forin as a serial in the NRF (March, April, May 

1~35) and its final publication in book form. These changes are not 

merely matters of stylistic detail, but ~e find that whole episodes 

have been added, and that other passages have been radically changed, 

~ 

more often than not, for the better.- What also seems to indicate 

the minor place it occupies in the oeuvre of Malr&ux is the fact that 

it was only reprinted once in 1944, and that it ~as not included in 

the Pleiade edition of the novels. Finally we have Malraux' OFn 

judgement: he refers to his nove1 9 rather slightingly, as "cetts 

nouvelle"; later, as we have seGn~ he c:::tlls it "un navet". This is, 

no doubt, a boutade, but Le Temps du·meerg is certainly the least 

characteristic of Malraux' novels. 

Le Temps du m~vris is preceded by a prEface to l1Vhich Malraux 

still attached great Luportance in 1944g "De cette pr~face ,je ne 

retirerais pas aujourd'hui une virgule". (5) This preface had a great 

* For example, the "flashback" about Kassner's arrest (approximately 
5 pages) does not appear in th9 s3rialisod version. But a long passage 
analysing Kassner's reaction to 0nforced inaction disappears from the 
first version. The passage which describus the lliass torture of 
communists at Essen has been considorably shortened in the published 
book. 
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impact at the time, greater perhaps than the novel itself. Gide 

refers to it in his opening address to the Congres International des 

ecrivains pour la defense de ls Culture as "une preface toute recente 

et deja celebre", The impact which this preface had can be explained 

partly by the fact that for the contemporary reader Malraux was first 

and foremost a novelist, and that his early theoretical writings 

.(La Tentation, D'une Jeunesse euroEeenne) were hardly known, so that 
-'" 

to him the ideas contained in the prE3face seemed ~,holly new, while 

they were, in fact, already contained~ sometimes in embryo, in the 

earlier writings. 

In this preface Malraux presents two sets of ideas which 

Le monde d'une oeuvre comme celle-ci, Ie monde de la 
tragedie, est toujours le man de antique 9 l'homme, la foule, 
les elements, la femlUe, le dastin. II se reduit a deux 
personnages, Ie heros et son sens dG la vie~ les antagonismes 
individuals, qui permettent au roman sa complsxite, n'y:figurent 
pas. 

In fact, this could be said wi th more justice of Les Conguera'nts and -

more especially of La Condi tion humaine r:J .. th.JT than of 18 Temps du 

mepris which is too slight to carry the heavy load of "1e monde de 

la tragedie". This statement should be read in conjunction with 

Malraux' marginal note in Picon's book which I have already quoted: 

"Le roman mod8rne est ames yeux un moyen d'exprcssion priviligie du 

tragique de 1 'homme, non una elucidation do l'individu". (6) 

Here we find an important koy to the very individual 

charact8r of Malraux' novels and the unconventional method of 

narration. As Lucien Goldmann points out~ "L'abandon du heros 

problematique entrains naturell3ment l'abandon de la structure 

proprement romanesque". (7) 

From this point Malraux goes on, vi~ not too clear a train 

of rassoning, to a criticism of W0st0rn bourg00is individualism with 

which / •..• 
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which wu have already become familiar in La Tentation. Against 

this I1fanutisme de la differencell~ Malraux sets the notion of the 

fra~ernite virile: 

L'histoire de la sensibilit6 artistiquo on France depuis 
cinquante ans pourrait otre ~P2GloG l'agoniG de la fraternite 
virile. Son ennelni reel est un indi vidualis1Tle informule; 
epars a travers Ie XIXd siGcle? at ne bien moins de la volonte 
de creer l'homme complet, que du fanatisme de la difference. 

But, significantly, this fraternit6 is SGen in a political context. 

It is, in fact, through Communism that man finds his t~ue self and 

his true humanity:-

Aux yeux de Kassner comme do nombre d'inte11ectuels comrnunistes, 
Ie co~nunisme restitue a l'individu sa fertilite. Romain de 
l'Erupire, chretien, soldat de l'9.rmoe du Rhin9 ouvrier sovietique, 
l'horume est lie a la collectivite qui l'entour8; Alexandrin, 
eCriVdin du XVIII e siecle~ i1 en est separe~ S'il l'est sans 
otro lie a celIe qui la suivra, son oxpression essentielle ne 
peut etre herofque. II est d'~utres attitudes humaines ... 

r 

II est difficile d'etro un homme. Mais pas plus de Ie 
devenir en approfondissant sa communion qulon cultivant sa 
difference, - et 1a premiere nourrit avec autant de force au 
moins que la seconde ce par quoi l'homme Qst homme, ce par quai 
il se depasse, cree, invdnte ou so con90itQ 

This depassement will not be possiblG in a socioty which is based on 

humiliation. 

It is in this context that must be seen thetitle,bf the 

novel which is explained in one of the reminiscences of the hero 

Kassner during his captivity. He is describing a parade of young 

people in Moscow which he sees from the balcony of a theatre:-

Et a chaque entr'acte nous rodescendions, et les types 
continuaient a passer, et nous romontions vers cette piece 
qu'on avait eeQutee jusqu'a la Caspienne et jusqu'au Pacifique, 
parce qu'elle donnait au travail son sens et sa dignite. Je 
me souvenais de 113. cloche, ~t des mineurs serr8S autour, 
solitaires dans l'indifference jusqu'au fond de la nuit 
allemande... Et quand tout fut termine? en rGgardant la 
multitude qui nous empechait encore do sortir ju pensai qu'e1le 
avait moins de vingt ans. Et qu'il n'y avait done pas une 
homme, voyez-vous bien, entre tous ceux-ci qui depuis des 
heures et des heures convergeaient vers la place Rouge, pas un 
seul de ces hOMnes qui aut connu Ie temps du m(pris ... 

What we find here again in a disguised W:J,y is thE.: notion of 1'Homme 

Nouveau; communism makes possible the birth of this new man, 

untarnished by contempt and humiliation. 

Before looking at LG T_GlUpS d'!:!... me1?ris in greater detail, 

it might be as well to look into the reasons why the book is a 

partial / .... 
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partial failure - Le Tewps du m~Eris is obviously a livre de 

circonstance. However concerned Malraux was 1Joli th the fate of hi s 

German comrades, this concern is not comparable to the deep and 

dark obsessions with life and death which we find at the back of 

the other novels and which give them their density and substance. 

Although a number of familiar l~lravian themes are to be found in 

.. La T81ilps du mepris, they have not here tho same r8sonance as in the 
.... 

previous novels. Moreover, the propagandistic intentions as well, 

no doubt, as the narrow frame of the nov0l lead to over-simplification 

and a lack of nuance. In his conversation with Roger Stephane, 

Malraux interrupts Stephane who saidg "Dans Le Temps du mepris vous 

avez voulu prouver ... " with: "Je n'ai rion voulu prouver du tout. 

J'ai simpleme~t voulu peindre un communiste autrement qu'a la maniere 

des images d'Epinal".(8)But in point of fact this is what Malraux 

does not do. His novel is a partisan novel. Kassner is too 

obviously the communist Heros (sans peur et sans reproche) who, it 

is clear, will sacrifice his lif~~ for the CausG, and who faces 

torture with "fermete". The Nazis on the other hand, when yhey 

are seen, have escaped from propaganda posters. They are shown as 

sub-human. "Quatre SA entrerent 9 deux resterent dans le couloir. 

Tous bras en avant, tete en avant? eclairis seulement par une lampe 

que l'un d'eux avait posee sur 18 sol.11 (The very lighting of the 

scene is melodramatic). Later on th8 SA are compared to chimpanzees; 

later still Malraux talks about the SA guard's "regard d'acheteur 

d'esclaves Jl
• These are propagan1istic cliches o 

But there is a deeper rclason which explains the partial 

failure of the novel, and this is to be found in the subject matter. 

The world of Malraux' novels, as W8 know, is a world of violence. 

This violence is almost always violent aqtion~ it has also often an 

exalting quality and is born from ~ kind of passion. In short, 

Malraux' violence is highly coloured and romantic, and this makes 

it valid from a novelist's point of viewg such violence is (or can 

be / ••.. 
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be) a rewarding subject. Torture is nota And although torture is 

a constant presence and menace in Malraux' novels, actual torture is 

never shov.ln. We se~ for instanc~ Grabot and KlEin after their 

ordoal. Therefore when Malraux ~Tri tOG in his An timemoires: "J' ai 

beaucoup Gcrit sur la torture ... "9 this is not quite correct. 

Malraux is in fact by temperament i11-equippud to deal with this 

passionless, impersonal violence which is torture. Torture is not 

exalting. It is a slow, ill0SSy~ unheroic business which hUilliliates 

both victim and torturer. Finally, there is nothing heroic or 

dramatic about life in a prison. In othor words, the world which 

Malraux chose to describe in 1e Tem12~_.du rn6pris or which the events 

"forced" 11i111 to choose, was not his world 9 it was a world foreign to 

his imagination and sensibility. Thio explains, I think, why the 

novel fails. It also explains tho odd f~ct that, although it is a 

novel "about" N3.zi concentr3.tion C3.HlPS9 the nine days of the prison 

experience occupy fewer pagas th~n tha fo~ hours of the flight to 

Prague. And of these pages d3voted to the prison experience by far 

th8 gr8atest part is taken up with KaasnGr's fantcsies, reminiscences, 

speeches etc. '>f~ 

Finally, the uncongenial nqture of the subject might 

explain the flaws in the writing of tho novel. We have noted that 

Malraux in spite of his pose of indifference to literature, is, in t 
fact, a highly self-conscious writer. But nowhEre in the novels of 

Malraux do we find more self-conscious Ittterature than in 18 Temps 

du .Li.L8}.Jris. It ranges from striking im9..gGs ("picturesque speech and 

pattE-r"), such as "Ie brouhaha des bottes s'enfonce dans la laine du 
>lri 

silence" or "la folie avec son mol app2l do crapt-ud" to highly rnelo-

dran!atic, but meaningless images such as "Kassner se sent,s'i t avancer 

CQIf!l!18 un squelette brise par 13 ch3,nt" 0 Part vf the novel being set 

in a dark colI, it is devoid of action 9 and Malraux therefore cannot 

show, but must express, and this 3xprcssion of feelings and ideas is 

often melodramatic, 32fltilLi..::nt·i.1 :1nd gr9"ndiloquent, as, for instance, 

in an imaginary speech which Kassner addresses to his absent party 

comrades / .... 
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comrg,des; 

Vous, wes compagnons de China 0ntorr~s vivants, mes amis de 
Russie aux yeux arraches, JileS amis d I Allemagnc autour de moi avec 
leur cordes, toi qulon vient peut~§tro dtasso~aer, clest ce qu'il 
y a entre nous que jlappelle a.mour. 

Je sais ce qu'il faut de force pour faire une bonte qui compte. 
Je sais aussi que rien ne compensera 013 que tant d'entre nous 
souffrent ici, sauf des victoires. Mais du Thoins, si nous sommes 
victorieux," chacun des nBtres trouvora-t-il enfin sa vie. Et 
chacun de ceux qui savent qu'ils sont s8uls~ qu'ils rentreront Ie 
soir dans une chambre ou ils seront Bncore souls; et qu'ils y 
rapporteront Ie m~pris et l'indifference de tous, et,l'inutilit~ 
de leur vie, toujours derrierd eux comme un chien. Et qu'alors 
ils iront chercher une fGmme a.vec qui vivre parce qulil faut vivre 
avec quelqu'un; et ils coucheront ensemble et feront des enfants 
qui ne seront pas choisis non plus, avant d'aller pourrir avec la 
multitude des grains qui n'g,uront pas germ60 A cette heure, 
slil fait nuit dehors comH18 ici~ dS\,ns toutes les maisons s'assied au 
se couche en silence unG foul·3 traquee 0 Car l' amour est choix, et 
on nta rien a choisir quand on nla rien a donner. 

This is not only serillonising, but h~s also~ especially the end of the 

first paragraph, a illarked hystdrical trefuol~ which makes the sincerity 

of the statement unconvincing. And, lastly? bec&use of the relative 

absence of physical action, the overwriting, of which, as we have seen, 

Malraux is sometimes guilty, stands out illore clearly in this novel. 

Now while some degree of overwriting is in harmony with sceries of 

violence, or perhaps the violenc3 of the action itself makes the over-

writing less visible, it bdcomes much more noticEable and disturbing 

in actionless scenes, like in the scene where Kassner has succeeded in 

dociphering the code of knocks with ~hich his nei~hbour is trying to 

c (;lhfflUni ca. te : -

La joie Ie secoua, devan9ant de nouvoau son esprit. II 
retenait sa respiration, suffoquant pourtant9 ses doigts tout 
A coup autonomes enfonces dans sas cuisses. II chancela, rejet~ 
A toute volee aux tenebres: un nouveau son se melait aux coups; 
une fois de plus, Ie garde arrivaito 

The tone here is out of proportion to the experience, the secoua, 

~foguan t, chancela are too lJ..LUch wi th the resul t that nothing more 

- ~ 
than words ~e cOl11.,;!unicated. 

2. 

La Temps du mepris opens in the reception office of a 

nameless concentration caJ.up. After a brief interrogation by the SA, 

Kassner / .•.• 
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Kassner, the protagonist whose real identity the Nazis do not know -

an important factor in the plot - is thrown into a cell; later on he 

is beaten up* and put into solitary confinement in a totally darkened 

cell. 

Kassner is an intellectual and much more than a fellow-

traveller, if a little less than a professional rsvolutionary. The 

.biographical details are, in typical Malraux fashjon, given ~ith 
.... 

extreme brevity and indirectly, i.e. they are not told by the novelist 

but by means of the file which the SA officer has in front of him: 

Fils de mineur; boursier de l'Universite, organisateur de l'un 
des theatres proletariens, prisonnier des Russes, passe aux 
partisans puis ~ l'armee rou3e; delegue en Chine et en Mongolie; 
ecrivain, rentre en Allemagne en 1932 pour prelarer les greves de 
la Rlihr contre le decret Papen, organisateur au service illegal 
d'information, ancien vice-president du Secours Rouge. 

Onci in solitary confinement~ the most urgent and absorbing 

task of Kassner is to prevent himself from going insane. This 

immediate threat of insanity is highly improbable and therefore uncon-

vincing. It serves merely as a pretext in the novel. For, in order 

to fight against this threat of madness, Kassner has recourse to three 

means~ his memory of great music, his memories of the Civil War and -

a long speech which he addresses to an imaginary audience. Now of 

these three means, only music is not connected with politics. It is 

perhaps when Kassner evokes these music~l memories, that the novel 

comes closest to acquiring a "metaphysical" dimension. Kassner's 

position in his cell, threatened ~ni surrounded by pain and death, 

could be seen as an image of wan's·fat8. And at times, it would 

seelli that Malraux hints at this:-

~ 

La nuit finirait-ello bi3nt8t? Un Garde ouvrit et referma un 
instant un judas dans la porteg ~ Is lumi~re du couloir, Kassner 
vit dans Ie rour du fond do sa cellulb une grille qui semblait / 
proteger un trou d'areation dtroit9 proiond comme ceux des 
~achicoulis. Mur~, ce trou no reliait pas la cellule au monde, 
il vivait d'une vie autonomG at ~uffoc~nte; il rendait seul 
sensible l'~cras~nte 6paisseur de l~ pi2rrGo Kassner etait dans 
un cavcau, separe du monde:: comme lJar Ie sOl1w;eil, par la folie; 

~ These were still thG very ~~rly and amateurish days of the 
concentration camps. 

IJII~ 

it 
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nlais Ie trou faisait vivre dlune via de carapace cette pierre 
epaisse, etouffante et criblaa d'alvooles ou ID&rchaient comme 
d'inlassables mille-pattes C8UX das prisonniGrs qui pouvaient 
encore marcher. 

Kassner here is the blind Grabot in his dark hut~ he is man living 

insidE; death. But he is fr0ed from this servitude by music, by art: 

( .... ) 18 cachot s'enfon9ait sous una lourd8 cascade de chant 
funebre jusqula une communion inepuisable ou la musique perpetuait 
tout passe en Ie delivrant du temps? en melant tout dans son 
evidence recueillie COlIlLne S8 fondent la vie et la mort dans 
llimmobilite du ciel etoile... • , 

In this liberation of KassnGr through art WQ find adumbrated an idea 

which we will find developted in Les Noyers de l'.Altenberg and which 

will become the basis of Les Voix du silence. Walter Berger, one of 

the characters of Les Noyers, has describ0d hovI on the train journey 

from Turin the now insane Ni8tz3ch0? in the darkness of a tunnel, 

suddenly burst into song, and he concludesg 

Je venais de decouvrir quclquG chose. Quelque chose 
d'important. Dans la prison dont parle Pascal, les hommes 
sont parvenus a tirer d'eux-memes une roponse qui envahit, si 
jlose dire, d'immortalite, caux qui en sont dignes. ( .... ) 

- Le plus grand mystere nlest pas ~ue nous soyons jetes au 
hasard entre la profusion d3 la mati~rG et celIe des astres; 
clest que, dans cette prison, nous tirions de nous-memes des 
. . t . t ' t 3'[ lmages assez pUlssan es pour nler no ro nean ... 

Kassner, after nine days in prison~ is &uddenly freed: an 

unknown cOillrade, having assumed Kassn~r's identity, is killed in his 

stead. About this episode Gabriel Marcel writes: "Un inconnu, pour 

do mysterieuses raisons a pretendu qu'il etait Kassner, sauvant ainsi 

du supplice celui dont il a pris l~). place ". (10) 14\e shall see that the 

reasons for this action are by nq means mysterious, and it might be 

uS5ful to look a little closer at this episode. 

The sacrifice of the unknown comrade (~ho becomes something 

like a communist version of the Unknown soldiGr) is an obvious 

* Etiemble rightly shows that behind this prophetic tone we find, 
in fact, not exactly a new idea: 

"( ... ) Malraux souffle en milliers de pages une banalite qui ne 
merite pas co ton - car anrin, nous nous rappelons un petit POelle 
publie voil~ cent ans, et signe Th~ophile G~uti0r; le buste, l~ 
aussi, survit a(l~ cite; l~ aussi, llart et 1'6ternite se mettent 
en menage ... " 9) 
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parallel with Katow's sacrifica in L~,"Condition humaine. But there 

are important and significant differencesQ Katow acted out of human 

feelings, although these were never expressed; behind his gesture 

was genuine pity and a kind of ultim3.tc and impossible generosite. 

But behind the unknown comrade's gesture we find not so much the 

fraternite virile as political "exp8di ency ll. For it is obvious that 

Kassner was fairly high up in the hierarchy, as was indicated in the 

biographical facts: organiser of the illegal informat:ron service of 

the Party and vice-president of the Socours Rou~. These are 

important posts. It is also clear that he was a much wanted man: 

"Tous savaient que nous Ie (Kassner) cherchions~ Et que nous ferions 

qe. qu 'iI faudrai t pour Ie retrouver"? says ·one of the policemen to 

Kassner after he is freed. This necessity to g8t hold and rid of 

Kassner gives an idea of his importanceQ So that, if the unknown 

communist sacrifices himself, it is because ho knows that Kassner's 

life is more useful to the C.9,use and to the Party; "dans l' espoir de 

faire liberer un camarade plus utile que moilfQ What is involved 

here is not fraternity, but devotion to a cause, 

Yet, paradoxically, the main theme of the novel is. 

explicitly the fraternite virileQ This theme? as we have seen, was 

already present in the other novels; it linked together Perken and 

Claude, Garine and the narrator; it was behind Katow's saorifice, 

But this theme was in a sense marginal to the main theme of man's 

predicament. In Le Telllps du mepri sit moves tovvbrds t:qe centre, and 

in doing so, gets inevi tably coloured by the central·, poli tical theme 

3[ 
of the novel. The fraternite virile is ,expressed in four different 

scelles all of which are politica1 7 and. their tone is slightly too 

highly pitched, as in this passage where Kassn~r suddenly understands 

L' ; ........ ;~;'. 
;~~~ 

'\::.~ 

3[ This makes it possible for Aragon to interpret the notion in the v 
following way: "L'expression d8 Malraux~ (lao frat€rnite virile) qui 
rend compte, au plus court pour lui~ do quelquG chose qulil a ressenti, 
est-elle l'expression achevee de cette solidarit€ proletarienne qulelle 
veut rendre? Peut-etre que non. Faites mieux si vous pouvez. Mais, 
assurement, elle decrit un ordre de sentiments, une reslite que nous 
avons connue dans la rue Ie 9 fevrier? quand les premiers socialistes 
Bont venus se joindre A nous, boulevard Magenta, dans ces meetings oa 
so Bont materialises Front unique at Front populaire, et qu'on retrouve 
dans toute l'histoire magnifique et ensanglantee des ouvriers et pay~a~s 
de Russie et de Chine, et d'EspagnG 9 et d'Allemagne, et de France." (11) 
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the word tapped out by his neighbours 

Dans les tenebres, ils frappaient 3nsemble c€ mot: camarade, 
sars msintenant qu'ils se comprcnaient, et pou~tant ni l'un ni 
l'autre ne s'interrompirent; ils allaient jusqu'au bout, chacun 
entendant a la fois ses coups et ceux de l'autre, comme ils eussent 
entendu les sourds battements accoupl~ de leur coeur. 

Curiously enough, the expression of an oxperience very akin to love 

0'0' est ce qu' 11 y a entre nous 'IUG j I appelle amour"), because of its 

political overtones, tends to become rather impersonal. Since it 
.... 

does not really involve people, it cannot be shown; therefore it must 

in a way be "sung": hence the lyrical and oratorical tone of so many 

passages of Le Temps du ill~pris. 

After Kassner is freed from tho camp, he flies in a light 

plane to Prague through very bad weath0r. This episode which is a 

long one, has only the most tenuous links with thE novel, and its 

presence can only be explained by the fact that Malraux wanted to 

incorporate his very recent experiences during his flight over Arabia. 

When he arri ves in Prague !I Kassn·Jr is a t last truly free, 

and ~lmost literally returns to lifoq Yet the expression,of this 

experience is a little out of proportion. Kassner spent a l~ttle 

over a week in prison, yet his feelings have the intensity df those 

of a man who for years had bean separatod from life and from his 

fellow-men: 

II ne parvenait pas a roconnaitre cos cravates, ces valises, 
CGS bonbons, cas charcuteries 9 cas gants, ces pharmacies, cette 
vitrina de fourreur avec un petit chien blanc qui se baladait au 
milieu des peaux mortes, s'as3eyait? ropartait~ un etre vivant, 
aux longs poils at aux mouvements malalroits, et qui n'etait pas 
un hOiliwe. Un aniillal. II avait oublie les animaux. Ce chien 
se promenait avec tranquillite au miliGu do la mort, tout comme 
cetta chair a cachots et a cimetiorc? passants, en marche vers la 
place. 

Here, once more, we find the overstatoment ("il avait oublie les 

animaux") which is so charactoristic of this novE;l. The episode 

III 

This episod8 of the flight through the tempest is taken over 
word for word in the Antimemoirds. Yet in how f&r fiction is intro­
duced in the world of fact, or fact in tho world of fiction, is very 
difficult to asoertain. It is perhaps significant that not a word 
about this epic fight against the cyclon0 appears in Malraux' 
reportage for L'Intransigeant. 
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must nevertheless have deep roots in Malraux' experience since he 'Ulrill 

return to it eight years later in the much more ~lausible episode of 

the return of Vinoent Bergar to Europe 9 in Les Noyers de l'Altenberg. 

The novel ends with Kassner being re-united with his wife, 

while at the same time already preparing to go baok to Germany to 

continue his underground work: "un retour a l'ombre d'un depart 

futur" . About this last ohapter Marcel Arland makes a very signifi-

oant remark: "1e livre teni tout entier VGrs le llernier chapitre et 
~ 

n I est ecri t que pour Ct; ohapi tre q" (12) Now Marcel Arland is, as his 

novels prove, a convent~onal novelist, and he has seen rightly that 

this episode is, in fact, a pieoe of conventional novel-writing. At 

this point Malraux' attempt to write a novel where "les antagonismes 

individuels qui donnent au nOID3.n S9. complexite ll do not appear, breaks 

down. The novel now becomes a conventional one and this was perhaps 

inevitable. Ultimately, Malraux as novelist had to show people, 

~ersonal relationships, personal feelings. Kassner had to become a 

person if we were to believe in him, ~nd not merely the mouthpiece 

for lyrical and oratorical expressions of the fra~ernite virile. 

Marcel Arland is right: only when we see Kassner and his wif~, 

together, when we feel the tension bctl"oen these two people,' when we 

see the conflict between happiness ani political duty, that the novel 

briefly comes to life. 

3 .. 

1'Espoir was written and published in 1937 while the 

Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) whioh is at the centre of the novel, 

was still being fought. It is Malraux' longest and perhaps most 

ambi tious novel vvi th its fifty "sGquenc0stl* and its forty-odd 

jt" In a revealing passage about ToE o L~\\Ir$nce's nnrrativd tedhnique in 
!.h~ Seven1Pillars of¥lisdom, M'llr,'),ux 9-~fi1).es his,o'ton narrr.?-tive t~chnique 
Which he usea not only in 1'Espuir~ but mQst 'off~ctively i~ "that nJv~ 
"Son livre n'etait pas un grand recite L'histoire de la technique du 
i!oit depuis trois si~cles, CO~ille celIe de la peinture, suit essen­
tiellement la recherche d'une troisieme dimension~ de ce qui, dans Ie 
roman, echappe au recit; de cs qui permet? non de raconter, mais de 
representer, de rendrs present. La narration exrrime un passe, dont la 
mise en scene -en scenes - fait un present. ComIne les peintres ont 
invente la perspective, les romanciers ont trouve dans le dialogue, 
l'atmosph~re, les Iiloyens de catta metamorphoso; l'art du recit moderne 
est, lui aussi, fait d'une perspective justa ontre oe qui est 
repr6sente et ce qui est cont~. Dostoie~sky nt0~t-il pas fait de tels 
souvenirs une succession halotante de scenes?" 
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chax'acters. This abundance of characters and scenes does create a 

certain confusion. The novel gives the impression of being rather 

disorderly; yet, as we shall see? this is only partly true. 

Nevertheless, aesthetic considerations seem to have played little 

part in the elaboration of L'Espoir and are overshadowed by Malraux' 

desire to bear witness as effectively as possible. Behind this 

refusal to write a "work of art" lies Malraux' rejection of the novel 

-as object and also perhaps the conviction that before certain events a , 
work of art loses its validity. Scali, one of the characters of 

L'Espoir, an art historian turned pilot? says in a discussion: IIJlai 

vu en face des tableaux des grandes taches de sang. Les toiles (, .. ) 

perdent leur validite", and again a little later: "L'art est peu de 

chose devant la douleur et malheureusement aucun tableau ne tient 

devant des taGhes de sang", In the same way? Malraux may have felt 

that no novel could hold against th3..t immense "tache de sang" which 

was the Spanish Civil War. In spite of this? 1'E§poir remains 

Malraux' greatest literary achievement since La Condition humaine. 

But in a different key: L'Espoir succeeds mainly on a visual level, 

it is not like La Condition Humaine an anguishing evocation <;If man's 

fate, but an admirable evocation of war~ and the novel contains some 

3£ of the most memorable war scenes written by Malraux. 

In L'Espoir we find again tho familiar Elements of the 

Halravian world, but with a difference. We find ourselves plunged 

into a world of violence, but which is less oppressive, les claustro-

phobic than that of the previous ~ovels. People die, but they die, 

like Hernandez "dans l'air lUlflineux", and not like Katow in a dark 

closed courtyard. The men who die in this novel? die with hope -

the title itself is significant and they die with their comrades. 

L'Espoir is situated in "Ie monde o~ les hommes meurent ensemble en 

chantant, en serrant les dents comme lIs voudront". The fraternite 

virile no~ finds its true climate of th0 warm fraternal world of a 

hopeful combat. 

* (The death of Hernandez; the wounded airmen being carried down the 
mountain; the truce at Toledo). 
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There are other diffGrences betwT8;.;n L' Espoir and Malraux' 

previous novels which will be noted in due course. One, however, 

might be mentioned here: the absence of womGn and the erotic element 

so important in La Voie royale and 13. Condition humaine. It is true, 

eroticism is absent from 1e Temps du n~e..£..ris9 but the woman is very 

present, especially towards the end of the novel ~here Kassner's ~ife 

is the dominant figure. In L'Espoir? th~r~ arc no women; ~e catch 

~t most a glance of a milicidnne, a waitress or an old'peasant woman. 

x x 

x 

On July 16, 1936 a number of Spanish generals led by G~l. 

Sanjurjo, rose against the Popular Front governmc~t, and thus began 

a three-year long civil war, which for the Europesn intelligentsia 

of that time was a profound traumatic 8xporionceQ Here at last the 

two great ideological forces, Fascism and Communism, clashed. But it 

was not only the politic~l contant of thG war which fascinated the 

intelligentsia both of the Left and the Right, but also the highly 

dramatic charactur of the war. It was 3 war passionately fough~ 

with passion~te cruelty, for bGliefs passion~tely held. And Spain 

~ith her magnificently somber, inquisitional? gold-black Catholicism, 

with its flamboyant revolutionary tradition9 its Catalonian anarchists 

and Asturian dinamiteros imprassed her character on the war. It was 

perhaps the last of the great romantic revolutions, the heir of 1848 

and of the Co~nune of 1871. 

Given Malraux' political sympath1Js and &.lso the very 

marked romantic strain in him,* it was impossible for Mqlraux not 

to get involved in this war, '.1nd it w:::ts oqually iIllpossi ble for him 

not to write L'Espoir. Th~ Spanish Civil War was, RS it were, made 

for him. Andre Rouss8aux wri tes, I t;hink 9 rightly: "Malraux est 

* Malraux is obviously thinking of himsolf when in 1e Temps du 
ru6pris he writes about Kassnor: "II savait tout ce qu'il y avait 
en lui de romantisme et s'en dJfi~it ~ l'cxtr6me t '1 with this 
difference that Malraux, being ~ writ~r~ does not distrust this 
romantic tendency. On the contrary. 

<1~ 

; 
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revolutionnaire parce que la revolution lui fournit le climat 

necessaire pour ecrire". (13) And the atmosphere of the Spanish War 

was particularly attuned to Malraux' mind and world. 

The Spanish Civil War is the only revolutionary event in 

which we know for certain that Malraux participated. It seems 

unlikely, however, that, as Hoffmann says, 

tha t Malraux \.\7as 

in Slain two days after the outbreak of the war~14)It ;eems more 

likely that at that time he was buying war material on behalf of the 

S}anish Republican Government. (cf. Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil 

War, London, Eyre & Spottiswoode 9 n.d. p. 225)0 He did later on 

organise and lead the international squ~dron of the Republican Air 

FIJrce and saw action during a number of sorties, one of which is 

mentioned in Hugh Thomas' history of the warg "A section of (Gnl.) 

Asensio's column (which was marching on Madrid from the South-West) 

1.:as nearly destroyed by Malraux' French 1::1ir squadron." (15) This 

epiuode is described in L'Espoir (ppo 514-525) and is called, not 

quite accurately, "la premiere victoire de la guerre". 

One of the consequences of Malraux' participation in the 

events he describes is th~t the revolution ~nd the war are living 

presences in L'Espoir and not, 9,8 theY3.ra in Les .9onguerants and 

La Condition humaine, mere dramatic b~ckdrops ag&inst which the 

char~cters act out their destiny. Indeed, the roles are reversed: 

the revolution and the war occupy the forefront of the stage; behind 

thanl appear, often more as shadolJiTs than human beings, the innumerable 

ch~racters that populate L'Espoir. 

Another consequence of Mg,lraux' dir8ct involvement in thE~ 

Spanish Civil War is that we find in ].'Espoi£9 rather curiously con-

sidering the ferocity of the war, f~r less cruelty and sadistic 

violence than in the previous novals. Let us recall the disfigur~tion 

of Klein, the blinding and castr3.tion of Grabot, the nqils driven into 

KBnig's shoulders, the burning alive of K~towo Now, as we have seen, 

sadism / .... 
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sadism and cruelty in these nov013 are "1itGrary" devicGs and are 

tr~ated in a "literary" v\Tay. This is, no doubt, due to the fact 

that Malraux had to imagine thes8 violGnt scenes, and in the domain 

of cruelty and violence the imagin~tion tends to be excessive, tends 

to ov~rreach itself, perhaps because cruelty is in fact unimaginable. 

But when Malraux wrote L'Espoir? h~ h~d seen real ~ar, real violence 

and cruelty, he had lived with it, ~nd its treatlli8nt in L'Espoir, in 
". 

contrast to its garish "Ii ter8.ry" tr~'3,trnont in ths other novels, is 

r8strained and discreet. It is? in f~ct, delib8rately un-literary 

and factual. This sets it ap~rt from fiction. The descriptions 

of the horrors of war are therafore either taken from intelligence 

reports, as in the case of thd shooting of republicans at Badajoz, or 

they are reports of newspapermen which the intelligence officer Garci~ 

is vetting: 

Pour Paris-Soir: Avant du venir ~U Central, - lisait-il - je 
viens d'assister ~ une sc~n0 d'una atrOCG buaut~. 

On a trouv6 cette nuit pr~s do la PUGrta del Sol un enfant de 
trois ans qui pleurait perdu, d~ns les t6n~bres. Or, une des 
fem[!les refugiees dans les sous-sols do la Gran Via ignorai t ce 
qu'~tait devenu son enfant, un p0tit g~r90n du m@me ~ge, blond 
comme l'enfant trouv~ dans la Puarta del Solo On lui donne la 
nouvelle. Elle court J. la Illg,ison ou l'on gE'vI'dc l'enfant, calle 
Montera. Dans la demi-obscurit~ d'unc boutique aux rideaux 
baisses, l'enfant suce un morceau de chocolat. La mere s'avance 
vors lui, les bras tendus, mais ses youx s'agrendissent, prennent 
une fixit6 terrible, demente. 

Ce n'est pas son enfant. 

Elle reste immobile de longues minutes 0 L'enfant perdu lui 
sourit. Alors ella S8 pr5cipite sur lui 9 Ie serre contre elle, 
1 'emporte en pensan t .3. I' ,)nf a,n t 'Iu' on n' a pas retrouv8. ( .... ) 

Pour Reuter: Une femma portait un~ petitG fille ~ peine ~gee 
de deux ans ~ laquelle illg,nqu~it~la machoire inf~rieure. Mais la 
petite fille vivait encor8, les youx grands ouverts, elle semblait 
dem~nder avec etonnewsnt qui lui avait fait c81a. Une femme 
traversa la rue - l'enfant dans SGS bras n'avait plus de t~te ... 

Now these are obviously chos0s vuas and lre not the product of a 

novelist's imagination. And shifting these scen~s from the plane of 

fiction to the plane of f3.ct, In=lkas tho impact of the horror much 

greater, Rnd this in turn SGrV3S tho purposu of the novel as a piece 

of propaganda. For L'Espoir is ~VJn more than LL Temps du mepris 

th8 book of a partisan in which tha Fascists are pitch bl~ck and the 

Republicans I .... 
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Republicans, and especially th8 communists, aro pure 1phi te. For 

exalllple: "Les prisonniers politi::].uos fascistes (sont) delivres sains 

et saufs, las miliciens at suspects arrSt~s (by the Fascists) sont 

passes par les armes." In fact, ~ccording to Hugh Thomas, prisoners 

l]iiere regularly shot on both sidos. There is alBo frequent mention of 

th8 German help to Franco, but no ID8ntion of the help the USSR gave 

~he Republicans, and which began ~s eqrly &s Septbmber 1936. There , 

is no mention either of the Russian Gnl. Berzin (cf. Hugh Thomas p.323) 

~ho directed the defence of Madrid. 

Malraux' partisanship ~lso loads him sometimes to write 

passages in the worst tradition of 1914-18 bourragG de cr&ne style, 

like ths soldiers saluting the wounded in tho middle of a battle: 

Les voil~ tous dans l'odGur d8 mousse at de souvenirs d'enfance. 
LES premiers bless~s ~ la fac8 radoscGndent, l~ visage cach~ par 
des doigts d~j~ couleur de sang. Les soldats se soul~vent malgr6 
les balles pour saluer Ie poing love, los blesses ne les voient 
pas, sauf un, qui d~couvre, pour repondrc de S0n poing sangl~nt Ie 
visage mello de la Guorr~. 

Som8times thesd passages are closo to tho ridiculcus, such as this 

scene of 8. wound8d airman, trapp(~d in a crash8d pl~ne: "Le bombardi.er 

r~garda L~clorc at S~ruzi8r, s~ns mallie hauss8r le8 epaules promena 

(sur les llembres de l'escadrill~) qu'il dominait un regard royal, et 

ordonna: qu'on £1illo IIlG ch8rchGr L'Hurnc:'-l."Q This is false heroics and 

therefore rings f~lse. 

x x 

x 

L'Espoir covers thJ pariod of the civil war which begins 

~ith the Battle of Barcelona (19 July IS36)" and ends with the great 

rGpublican victory at Guadalajara (18 M~rch 1937). It is by ending 

this book with this victory that M~lraux was perhaps justified in 

calling it l'Espoir. Tho novel ~lso d~als with the early battles of 

Alto de L20n and S0ll1osi8rra: "the first rG3,1 conflicts of the Civil 

War,,~13) the siege of the Alcaz:3,r of Toledo and the fall of Toledo 

(27 September 1936), the Battld of M~drid, and ruoro especially the 

battle / .... 
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battle of 9 November 1936; it 1831s 0xtensively vith the siege of 

Madrid and the defence of the University City, &nd finally it 

describes a number of raids by th3 International Squadron on Meddelin, 

Toledo, Badajoz, Guadalajara, etc. All the Thain events and some of 

the minor ones are historically true. For example, the brief 

fraternis~tion between Franquists and Republicans during the siege of 

.the Alcazar did in fact take pl~c8? as did the USb of flame throwers 
... 

during that siege (cf. Hugh Thomas, opocito ppo 280, 283). Even the 

opening of the novel where we finJ one of the main characters, Manuel, 

phoning various stations from the Central Station of Madrid to find out 

\i17ho is in power, seems, at least ~Lccoriing to Hugh Thomas, to be 

historically correct.* 

The Govarnhlent in Madril liscovereJ its Qefeats by telephone, 
as in Morocco; a rebel COtUIlEl .. nJ.er wouli answer insul tingly, crying 
'Arriba Espana!' in place of th2 Civil Govcrncr or the loyal 
Military Governor. News travallel in this way also to the unions 
and political parties, who wou11 tJlephone to their comrades in 
other towns and discover enemi~8 in control, say, of the railway 
station or the post office. Andr6 Malraux has vividly describeJ 
thes8 exchanges: 'Allo Avila' said MFLdrici, 'comment rya va ch(~z 

vous? Ici la garG.' 'Va t7 f8,)ird voir, salaucl. Vive Ie Christ-
Roi!' 'A bientot. Salud!,\14 

The part of fiction th~n in L'EsP9ir is 6xtreillely small, 

8v8n somo of the characters arG thinly fictionalizbd portraits of 

SOTh~ of the participants in the war. Calanol Xikcnez who, with the 

help of thu Anarchists, wins th~ Bqtt10 of Barcelcna, is in real life 

Colonel Escobar, COillmander of the Civil Guard; Enrique Lister, 

cOlilrnander of tho COllhnunist 5th R8gilllent is recognisable as Manuel; 

Shado, the Aillerican journalist froill thG Mid-West is clearly Hemingway; 

GU8rnico, the catholic poot loyal to the Republic, might well be Jos~ 

B8rgamint, etc. Yet, in spite of this closoness to historical 

3£ If Mr. Hugh Thomas is corr8ct, WG find here a curious example of 
lif~ iillitating art. For Malraux hal already used telephone con-
vbrsations in a si.milSl-r way in La Coniition hUTilCLinu as a device to 
IH&P the ad vance of the approaching Sou thorn Army cn Shangai. Ferral 
is in Martial's studio: "L3.. Gara uu Sud 8St tCllibee", Ferral raccrocha 
18 recept8ur. ( .•.• ) L8 tdlSphone sanna d.G nOUV5au: "1e conseil 
lllunicipal est tOillbe. ( ... ) 10 telophon0 de nOUVGau: Martial prit 
Ie recepteur: "Les ponts sont Rris" 0 
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reality, it is not purely a reportg,g8~ ani W8 finel Malraux using 

skilfully some purely novelistic iGvicas. Fer example: the battle 

of Guadalajara is first seen from ground lev81 9 then the perspective 

changes, and it is seen from above by Magnin who flies over the 

battle field. Similarly, when describing the attack of the Sierra, 

the perspective constantly and abruptly changes frem the men in the 

"armcured car who, through their fL.}l] glasses see the:; b.,p, ttle from 

afar and as a whola, to the IDen engaged in th0 b~ttle and who see only 

clmfusion and disorder. SkilfullY9 Malraux combines the Waterloo of 

Victor Hugo vvith that of Stenih'"11. It is tru~ nEvertheless that the 

nevel is at ti1ll0S top-heavy with f::1ct ani that9 at times, "the 

character eleillent in 1'Espoir is iwarfed and pallid". (F.W. Dupee, 

Andre Malraux,' Partisan Revic\Jv M:irch 1938 9 po31). But the character 

element in La Condition hUillaine iS 9 in ~ way, also dwarfed, not by 

hist0rical facts, but by the bro0ding presence cf Man's predicament. 

When Roger Stephane rO!fu.rks that 1'Es12cir is not "compose" 

and Malraux concurs coquettishly "vo l ontairel..llont 9 croyez Ie bien" 

(Roger St~phane, op.cit. p.57), this is in fact net wholly true. The 

first impression indeed is una ()f confusion 9 yet if one reads the 

novel attentively, SUille forill of order does 8illcrgs. To begin with, 

while it is true that the novel h~s no plot in th8 conventional manner 

(but nur has La Condition humaino)9 it has neverthEless a central 

core which holds together the innumerable episodes: this is the 

forging of the Republican Army. P. w. Dupee is qlli te right when he 

remarks: "The real hero is the Republi C'ln Army 9 tn,king sh:=tpe from 

the workers' militias and coalescing by degroes into a single big 

organisation, under unified C:)!ilJ.Iland" 0 ( op • ci top. 31) . Moreover, 

each of the three great livisions 9 L'Illusion l~rigue, 18 Mazanar~s 

and L'Espoir, has a focal point. The first ene, Barcelona and the 

Battle of Toledo, the second on~ M~lrii~ th0 third one the Battle of 

Guadalajar8-. There is, no u~ubt? insiie each s~ction a fair amount 

of cowing and going, but th-3 foc9.1 point is there. 801118 kind of 

continui ty / .... 
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continuity is also proviJ0d by th~ fact that most of the main 

characters, Manuel, Garcia ani M~gnin, ara always there during all 

th~ iliain episodes. This, it should be added 9 docs not go without a 

certain amount of artificiality anl contrivedness. The end of 

L'Es12oir, when all the le'.1Jing characters are lion the stage", is 

faintly reminiscent of th8 last sceno of an 18th CEntury comedy and 

-just as artificial. Finally, en tho level of meaning and of 
" 

characters (such as they 'aro), th~ novel has also three central 

th0w8s which, however, do not corr3spond to the lliain division. There 

is the poli tical therile which centres around tho squadron leader 

Magnin and the comwunist Manuol. Th·Jre i .'3 tho meral (or human) 

theme Iflhich has as centre thtJ loyalist officer H(rnandez and there 

is the intellQctual theme which centres around the professors Alvear, 

Garcia and Unarnuno. These themes, but more especially the last one, 

ar8 elucidated in a series of discussions and conversations which 

alternate with the SCGnes of action. Thus we find the Catholic 

commander Xiillenez and the Anarchist Ping discussing religion and 

anarchism after the Battle of B~rc81onao The AmErican journalist 

Shade and the Sp~nish artist Lopaz talk about art and revolution. 

Th8re is a whole series of discussions on tho neCEssity and nature 

0f leadership, on the necessity to organis~ the fuilitia. These 

discussions always involve th8 pres once of Garcia, a former professor 

of ethnology and comifiunist and n0W !3,n intelligenCE officer. Garcia 

is very much a novelist's creati0n and a rather clumsy one. The 

fact that he is an intelugence officer justifies in part, but only 

in part, his ubiquitous presencG at thu most divergent points of the 

novel. In fact, wherever he is needed by Malraux, Garcia is there. 

Whether at the siege of th~ Alc~z~r, the battlo of Madrid, the 
<>i~ 

battle of Guadalajara, Garcia is at hand to discuss with one 

character or another a great variety of subjectso It is he who 

clarifies the illeaning anI p:.;rtee of Unar..:uno' s famcus protest against ~ 
th~ Franco r4gime Juring tha Fastival of tho RacE at Salamanca 

Uni versi ty / .... 
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University (October 12, 1936)*. Garcia also discusses the difference 

between Communism and Anarchism, the nature of S~anish Catholicism, 

the attitude of the intellectu~l tow~rds action, etc. Finally, we 

find a young art historian, nO~T a ptlot? and an old sage Alvear 

discussing Man, Art, War and the Int811ect~ There are altogether 

sixteen such dialogues and discussions in L1EsEoir. 

It is clear that, rather like in the previou~ novels, these 

conversations are used not so much to throw light on the characters, 

as to work out certain, in this case 9 political and philosophical 

questions. These discussions are central since t1ey take place 

inside the action and are held between characters taking part in the 

action, yet they never quite dissolve in the main body of the novel, 

they remain, ~s it were, ~s intellectual lumps. And in that way they 

are detachable from the novol. Quite a number of these discussions, 

for instance the elucidation of Unamuno's prot<::st9 could be lifted 

ou t of the novel wi thout causing irrGparabl~J danlage. We would then 

be left with a thinly fictionalized r8portagc of the Spanish Civil 

War. By putting thew in, Malrsux h~3 not only given meaning to the 

real and fictional events which he shows, but hu has also given his 

book its intellectual weight. 

Now one of the reasons for th~ marginal nature of these 

intellectual discussions is, no doubt9 tho fact that they are con-

ducted not by people, but by disembodied voices. This is true of 

thG conversations between protagonists bocause they exist so little 

as people; it is even truer of discussions between secondary 

characters. Sometimes a charactJr is brought in to act merely as a 

conversational foil. For examplG? Hernandez has a ten-page long 

conversation about Destiny ~nd Death with a follo~-officer Mereno who, 

aft8r this, disappears. And G~rcia discussos Unamuno with a Dr. 

Nieburg who comes from nowhur3 and thGn vanishJs o The ideas these 

charact8rs express tend, tharefor2 9 to bo rRtheT detached, they have 

* Cf Hugh Thomas, op. cit. pp. 353-355. 
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no roots in personality. This was ~lso th0 case in La Condition 

humaine, but neverth81ess they wore rootod to a greater extent in the 

characters. The ideas of Ferr~l ~r~ those of Ferral, the ideas of 

Gisors and Tchen were part of thoir pGrsons. 

If these discussions havo no roots in the characters, they 

do have roots in the Gvents describod in L'Espoir. Most of them 

.. (10 out of 16) deal with immedi8.td poli tical :1 ... ;). military problems 
" 

important at that time. The rem~inder9 although set ~gainst a 

political b~ckground, d0al with tho familiar Malravian themes of 

death, destiny and ~rt. The overwhelming proscnc( of politics in 

L'Espoir weakens the port~e of the novel. For? although at the 

time these questions were of thJ utmost importanc~ and urge~cy, it is 

unlikely that all this will have any relovance for a young reader 

for whom the Sp~nish Civil W~r is ~lready history. 

x x 

x 

L'Espoir has thr08 g8ogr~phic~1 fOChl points: Toledo, 

Madrid and Guadalajara. Thes8 correspond roughly to three stages 

in the evolution of the Republican Army; and the making of this 

army, as we noted, is one of the m~in themos of the novel. This 

birth of an army finds its hum~n counterpart in the making of a 

commander: the Communist Manu.:;l. 

The novel opens in Madrid. By moans of a number of 

tdlephone calls to various provincial towns VoTe g8t a "direct" picture 

of the situ~tion in Spain on the night of July 18, 1936. The scene 

then shifts from Madrid to Barcelon~o This shift is a necessary 

one, for it is only now on July 19 that? with thE arming of the 

p8ople, the Civil War 2nd Revolution beginD And they begin a 

picturesque and chaotic p0riod of flamboyant courage in an atmosphere 
~ 

of hope and fraternity ("L3. nuit n'etait qUG frat8rnite"). The 

Battle of Barcelona gave Malraux an opportunity to show the chaos, 

confusion and couragu from UlThich the R3publican Army will eventually ~ 
be / .... 
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be made. And the main politicql-military tholliG Gf the novel is 

ndurabra ted by tho remark of th·-:.; COffijl1:1nd·Jr of the Guardia Ci vi 1, 

Ximenes, to the Anarchist Pingg IIVOS hommos savent se battre, mais 

ils ne savent pas combattre". 

These early Barcelon~ GpisodGS also 0nable Malraux to bring 

th~ Anarchists to the foreground, sinco it was thGy who domin~ted 

.. these even ts. They bri0fly liv0d th8 lyrical illusion that the 
"> 

free, egalitarian and fraternal 30ci-3ty of which they had dreamed, 

had at 1,:LS t arrived. For the an~rchist Ping "Barcelona ~tait 

enceinte de tous Las reves de S:1 vi8"" But the individualism of 

tho Anarchists, their lack of discipline and their rejection of it 

will, as the war go~s on, hav0 to make room for a llioro organised 

resistance. :rhe differ,3nce sGp;:}'r.tting the; ConlInunists from the 

Anarchists in th,.-~se ei=trly days of tho 1)'!9-r is cXl-,rE ssed by on8 of the 

winor chctracters when h·.:: S:l..Ys: "Los Com:tllUnistt;!s v(;ulent faire 

quelque chose, les AnarchistGs v8ulent otr~ qUOlqlH; chose". And the; 

Russian journalist Golovkine forvtGlls that the Anerchists are 

II C ondall1ne s a changer au 3. mouri r" . The trdgic dilemma of the 

Anarchists is embodied in tha char~ct8r of tho Ansrchist leader 

nicknamed "Ie Negus ll
• At first he is carried by the great intoxi-

cating wave of l'Illusion lyriguo, but as the war goes on, loses this 

illusion, yet will continue to fight, but alono and ~ithout hope: 

"Depuis un mois il ne croit plus l la Hovoluticn. L'Apocalypse est 

finie. 11 reste la lutte contrJ 1e Fascismo"~ And so: . 
Depuis Ie lance-flamill8s dd L'Alcazar, l~ N~gus s'est refugi~ 

dans ce combat souterrain qu'i1 ~im89 o~ pr8sque tout combattant 
est condamne, au il s~it qu'il mourr~9 Gt qui garde quelque 
ch 0 s 8 d' i nd i vi due 1 e t de r 01il 3.n t i '1 u C 0 Qu and 18 N ~ gu s n e set ire 
pas de ses probl~illes, il Sd r~fugiG toujours dans la violence ou 
dans Ie sacrifice; les dGUX ~ l~ fois, c'est lliieux encore. 

In this choice of a lonely fight which condemns him to death, "Ie 

N~gus" cowes close to that other lonely terrorist, Tchen, but with0ut 

the latt8r ' s &etaphysical anguish. 

In the 8urly d~ys of the Civil War wh~n the fight against 

the / .... 

:~~ 

;.j 

~,. 
'1 



- 195 -

tho Nationalists was improvised by the parties and the unions, each 

party, each union had its own illilitia~ Officers are elected, 

soldiers come and go and are unr81iablo Q Tho si tuation in thos':j days 

is, perhaps, best illustrated in this exchange at Toledo between 

Hernandez and Garcia who asks~ "'Qui cOIllmando ici?' - 'Qui voulez-

vous qui cOllihlande ... Tout Ie monde 00 P~rsonno~l 'Vous souriez' ... 

- 'Je souris toujours, c'est un tic norVGUx. Qui donne les ordres?' 

'Los officiers, les fous, les de18gues dGS 
, 

organisations politiques, 

et d'autres que j'oublie. '" Against this "pOUp18 S:1ns chefs et 

prGsque sans armes", the Nation:J..lists w;;~g(j w~rg "(lIs) bombardaient, 

n8ttoyaient, puis envoYdient leurs homInes sur un terrain prepare". 

And Rau"os reflects: "lIs font la, guerre ~ ccux d 1 en face, et pas 

nous" • 

In a dialogue betwedn Magnin and Garcia, the military 

dilernrng, is lnost clearly evoked. The conversation takes place just 

after Magnin's successful raid on Medellino(l) They are in Garcia's 

office; outside lila vie nocture de Ma.drid? l'hYDln8 republicain de 

toutes les radios, des chants de toutG sorto, des salud haut7' ou bas 

suivant qu'ils etaient proches au lointains~ lli&les cocime des notes 

de piano, toute la rUilleur d'espoir at d'exaltation dont etait faite 

la nuit emplit de nouveau Ie silence. Vargas hecha la tete." 

Against this, Garcia outlines the problGmg 

Mon cher monsieur Magnin, nous sommes sou tenus et empoisonnes 
a la fois par deux au trois mythGs assez dangereux. D'abord, 
les Fran9ais: Ie Peuple - avec une majuscule - a fait la 
Revolution fran9aise. Soit. ~ De co que cont piques peuvent 
vaincre de rnauvais lllousquets, il no suit pas que cent fusils de 
chasse puissent vaincre un bon avian. La revolution russe a 
encore cOHlplique les choses. Politiquement9 811e est la premiere 
revolution du xxe si~cle; illais n~tez quo~ mi1itairement, elle est 
la derniGre du XIX8

• Ni ~viation~ ni tanks chez les tsaristes, 
des barricades chez les r~v01utionnairosQ Comment sont n~es les 
barricades? Pour lutter contrG 18s cavaleries royales, Ie ; 
pE}uple n'ayant jalflais de cav:11Gri~o L'Espagn(. est aujourd'hui 
COuv8rte de barricades, - contre l'avi~ticn de Franco. 

And finally he concludes: 

Quant ;3, oe que nous Gntenions par la fenetr~, monsieur Magnin 7 

c'est l'Apoc~lypse de la fraternit60 Ella vous ~meut. Je Ie 

(1) This would place it sOHlewh.::ro around August 25, 1936, i.e. still 
in the early stages of the waro 
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co~prends bien: c'est une 183 chosos l0s plus 6mouvantes qu'il 
y ait sur l~ terre, at un na l'y voit pas scuvcnt. Mais elle 
doit se transforilisr, sous p0ine do mort. 

This then is thG task to which tho CCI11rGunists, J,S the most 

disciplined party, had to addruss themselvos. After the defeat of 

Tuledo, WI:? see how Manuel ,~lnd the COlumunists transfc,rm a [,lob of 

dUilloralis0d and leaderless 8uldiers into d groul (f responsible and 

disciplined soldi8rs. The episJdo h~s a bit toe lliuch of the propa-
, 

ganda fairy tale about it to bo convincing. It is a little bit too 

sudden. But we can see in this episode a microccsm of the evolution 

of the Republican ArillY. It is significant thE::t this episode opens 

the second section of th8 novol? LeMaz~nar~~, which sho~s the 

baginnings of the new arwy which, stiffeDJd with the dedicated 

Intbrnation~l Brigades, rupulsds thJ Fascists bufers Madrid at the 

CasFl del Campo. And we SGG finllly th~ ~~~rgGncc of the true 

He}ublican ArlllY at Guadal3-jar.:J.. ThJ throo geographical focal points 

as steps of the evolution of th0 ~rmy aro brsught together at the 

bc;ginning of the description of thG battlo uf Guadalajara: "1es 

Italiens tuut chauds de Malaga n'av~ient pas trouv~ devant eux cinq 

mille hOlllIllGs. Mais a Malaga, 138 Milicos s'6tai~nt battu8scomme 3. 

Toledo, ici l' armee so ba ttai t c<..)mmo a Madrid. II And what Magnin sa~ 

beneath him, "c'et3-it la fin de 13. guerilla 9 1st naissance de l'armee". 

This evolution of thG army finds a hUllian parallel in the 

evclutic,n of Manuel. We catch a brief glimpse If him in the opening 

pages, where he is seen t)goth8r with his comradE Ramos in the Centr31 

Station. In this early epis:)dJ 9 Manuel stands clearly in the shade 

0f the union leader Ra~os. It is ho ~ho i0~inat~s and leads, and it 

is he who will guide Manuel's first steps on tho read to le-stdership. 

In characteristic Malravian fashion, Ra111CS, having fulfilled this 

function, will disappear without ~ trac0 frOID Manuel's life and from 

the: nevel. 

Later Manuel fights in th~ Sierra whoro he acquits himself 

well; but the real discovery uf his responsibility comes when he 

sees I .... 
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sees a y0ung boy writing Meur~ 10 Fascis~3 on a wall with the blood 

cf executed GnGiliies. It is thdn th~t he realisus that his 

respcnsibility (and that of his party) is tc curb and direct the 

hatred and the power which lay b3hini this gesture; Manuel is now 

on his way to true leadclrship. Ani his party 11(1) avait 

intelligswwent plac~ aupr~s llun lGS cfficiors de qui il pouvait Ie 

plus apprendre". This afficsr is the C~tholic celonel of the Civil 

Guard, Xil1l(:?nez. Between th8 t'vV0 l!lGn \~:ill exist the typic:-ll 

Malravian f2thor and son r0ldtionshipg manly ana ~ffectionate. 

XimGnez will te:1ch him the phil JS0phy c)f leadershil': "un officier 

doit &tre aiffi~ Jans la natur3 d2 son ccmmaniemont - ~lus juste, 

plus efficace, weilleur - et non ians los particularit6s de sa 

pl:rsvnne". And later on he addsg "II Gst toujcurs <langereux de 

ve ulcir etra aimS ( ... ). II Y 3. plus J.0 n'.b18ssc a etre un chef 

qul~ €tre un indiviQu". Let us nJto in passing that this phil0sophy 

cf leadership c·::mes very clJse t') th],t of Ri viorc in Saint-Exup8ry f s 

Vol de nui t who advistJ\J.: "ALaoz ceux -ill] veus CODdlw,ndoz wafs sans 

Ie leur dire". 

A wajor stup in Manu~1'3 18vulopwont is his encounter with 

a SUSln..:cted trai tur, Alba, whJ.;i ho d~)l!linatos c.nd 9 in a sense, tamGs 

by sh!...wing absolute trust in hilllg "On ne })Jut pas commander sans 

faire confiance". And later on: "Ma,nual sontE"i tune sourde confiance 

entre cet hOffiwe et lui, COHl,ne il sGntai t p rlrfois Q8S bouffees de 

sensualite entre sa raa:itressG 0t lui'1o Tho sensuous edge which tho 

eX~8rience has for Manuel, COiliGS froill the onjcyrusnt of his control 

ever Alba and of the ability h~ jisc0v~rs in himself to have this 

ccnfidence. Manuells 8volutiJn is ccmploted ~hen he rallies round 

and organises the ragged, defeataJ, lGmor~liz0d trcops after the fall 

vi' Toledc. It is interesting to nota that Ximensz, the mentor, is 

absent from these episodes, anI that frOID now on hE; rGcedes to the 

background. Once again, lik2 R3-1110S? ho is no- lenger needed. Their 

last meeting takes place after tho blttl~ of Guadalajara, when Manuel 

<lisc\.vGrs that "'une autre vio:;l,v-:tit COIY1!HOnCe J...uur woi avec Ie combat". 
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This, then, is the. enl of Manuel' 8 road? his now· self: "Peut-etre 

avait-il trouvG sa vie. II ~t~it n6 ~ la guerrs, n& a la 

Revcluticn ll
• 

Yet, before reaching this point? M~nuel lives through an 

agonizingly painful test of his lG~jership. A number of soldiers 

of his regi~ent are about tu lesart to tho Fascists, they are caught, 

tri c,J and con'iemned to dOd tIL As he l~~ves tho c0urt-martial, the 
... 

condemned ilien cling to his legs ~nd ple~d for thGir lives. This 

is one of the most moving passag08 of tho nevel; it is also ona of 

thl:.) rare passages where Malraux L;F3.n'yg·~s to let M&.Due 1 come to life 

and to make him a convincing charactGr. Fer thGs~ reasons the 

fassage may well be quoted alwost in extclnso. It is also a good 

example of Malraux' skill at "lighting" a scon(; in a dramatic and 

cinofuatic manner: 

Dans la lUilli~re p12ind 13 pluio 108 torchus 6lectriques 
aussi tot allulliees par G:1rtner ,)t C.Jux qui 10 suj.vaient, deux 
80ldats de la brigade, ~ gdnoux 1~ns la boua 61ais80, enserraient 
SbS jambes. II ne voyait pas leur visago. 

- On ne peut pas nous fusiller! cri~it l'un d'oux. Nous 
SOIIli1l8S d<J8 volcn taires! F3.u t lour .:lira! 

18 can')n s'etait tu. 1'hjim~J nJ cri:3.it lias Ie visage lave, 
fuais vers la boue, at ses cris 6taient env8l01PeS dans Ie grand 
chucho tEH~len t de la plui e. M3.nuol n0 di sai t ri en. 

- On peu t pas! On peu t pa.s! cria l' au trc c. son tour. Mon 
cc10nCjl! ( .... ) 

"Je ne suis pas Ie cunseil .ie gU0rr0"~ faillit repondre Manuel; 
wais il aut honte de ce l~s~vau. II ne trcuvait rien & dire, 
sE;ntait qu'il ne pouvait S0 .iSlivrGr du secend condamne qu'en Ie 
ro}oussant du pidd, ce qui lui 6tqit oJioux, st restait immobile 
devant Ie regard fou de l'autr8 qui h:~18tait, st sur la face de 
qui descenuL1ient maintenant les rigolos de plui8 battante, comme 
s'il 8£t pleure 1e tout son visige. 

( .... ) 
- Faut .•• leur dire! cria 1e nOUV3au c01ui qui Ie rogardait. 

Faut ••. leur dire! 

Que dirais-je? pensai t Manu01. 1:3, dSf8nsl de ces hcmmes 
etait dans CEl que nul ne s3.urait jamais dire, dans ce visage 
ruisselant, bouche ouverte, ~ui avait fait ctillrrendre ~ Manuel 
qu'il etait en face de l'6ternel vis~ge de celui qui pai8. 
Jamais il n'av~it ressenti ~ C2 point gulil fslluit choisir entre 
la victoire et la piti~. Inclin~9 il tGnta d'6carter celui qui 
enserrai t encore sa jaiUbe: 1 'hoffilIle so cr'-:;\.I:'lI·cnn2" furieusament, 
10, tete toujours baissee CUillilld s'il n'e~t plus connu du mande 
entier que cetts jalnbe qui l'eiTIpGchait .ie mourir. Manuel faillit 
tOhlber at pasa plus fort sur les 6paulos, sent~nt qu'il faudrait 

plusieurs I .... 
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:r:lusieurs homlHes lJour d0tach81' colui-ci 0 Tcut ~l coup, 1 'hcmm8 
laissa r0tu~be1' ses bras et 1'~~~rl~ M~nuol, d~ bas en haut, lui 
aussi: il 8t::tit j0une, H~aiD lllJins qU8 Manuel DE: l'av.:lit cru. 
II etai tJ,u-dslaJ.8 1;;-1, 1'5si:sn:1tion9 comn10 s I il eut tout cnmpris -
nen seu181l1.ant l)ou1' cett'2 fois l,lais pour los si(;cles des siecles. 
Et, avec l' aW8rtuH18 indiff0r8nte 10 caux qui lerlent deja de 
l'autre cGt~ de la via: 

- Alors, t'as ~lus de voix p~ur nous, ffi~iDt6n~nt? 

Manual s'a~~1'9ut qu'il n'~v~it p~s OnC0rG dit un mot. 

This episoJe is als) imp01't~nt bocaus~ it draws our 

attention to another changG which M~nuGl hdS quite uncbnsoi0usly 

underg0ne. The: l:ist words of the c,)nriOElnO(l Ilian g "Tu n' as plus de 

voi:x four nous 'ilaintenant" ar,J g,Jing tu oC!hc dceIly in Manuel. Tho 

a c con t, 0 f c () U I' S e, fall 8 un" Hi '.3 .. in t G nan t " 0 New th~ traditi0nal 

defender of the oPl-ress0d ani tho con..i3mnod 9 cf "c(:;lui qui paie", is 

silent and has 10st his voic0. This 108s is thl cutward sign of 

(:t.nuther and. deeper loss: h-.;; is no longor hiwSGlf, he is the 

CUIH.li!ander. Tho poli tica .. l CI);,..Luissar H0inrich 1l1hklS this cle3.r vrhen 

he tolls Manuel: "Du j.jur ou tU'1ccoptos un COIllI1Enuement dans 

1 'arlJ18e du Ilro16tJ..ria t, tu n'as plus :iroit a ten A 

e..rIle. ton coeur 

tu 1-·GUX gardeI'. (This rdfors tJ M~nuel's pity) Mais tu dois 

p crdr~ ton q,lilO. Tu ~s j~j~ pordu tos chov~ux lcngs et Ie $on de ta ~ 

~." (My italics. C.J.G.) 

There is a final irony in M~nuel's oV01ution. When we 

H18et hilii. first, vlie see hilll surr'_)unled. by that VlW,TI:. night "ou tc'ut 

n'ctait que fraternite". After the onc(':unter wi th the condemned 

men, he suddenly realisos thet ho is n~ longer part of this fraternaJ 

world, the organisers of L'apoc~lipso de l~ fruternite are now 

excluded frow this frat~rnit~. Anl Manuel is alcn8, and he says 

sadly to Xiwunez: "II n' est P1..S un och,Jlon quo j' ai gravi dans 10 

sons d'un8 efficacit6 ~lus granlo qui no m'~cRrtE davantage :ies 

hChU1l8S" . 

x x 

x 

Alth0ugh the prJfessi~nal officer Hornandez fits into the 

lolitioal spectruw of L'Espoir, (ho is the Liberal) he is not solely 

anJ / .... 
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an d Vll h G 11 y cl e fin e d by his p u 1 i tic 1. 1 ;3, t tit uil;) 0 Hernandez is perhaps 

the char2.cter of 1 1 Es1..ioir Iyi th th3 llY'St hU:rrJ.dn substd.,nce. Bocaus8 

of this, he tends to assu~a in the illind of the roedor an importance 

which, S0 to Sl)0ak, 'st'3.,tistically' he h3.s noto Hernandez appears 

only during thG scenes de3lin~ with tho siege cf the Alcazar, is 

shGt when TolaJa falls~ ~nd lisa~~3~rs eff tho sc~n0. Yet, in 

slit0 of this, because of his gr8ator psychclogical substanc8, 
... 

H~rnandez occupies in 1'Esp0ir a flacs similar tc that of Tchan in 

18.. Candi ti,)n hUl.laine. 

What gives greater hUHlan substance tc HcrnanJ.ez is tho 

fact that, alone of all the ch~ract0rs9 ho is tern by personal and 

Leral ~robleffis bruu~ht to a cliill~x by political events in which he 

is involved. 

Hernanuez is a .t-'rofossL)nJ..l soluier net by choice (flil a 

6t~ afficier ~ar d~ciGion pat~rncllla")9 anI while h£ is perhaps not 

an intellectual in the sense th~t Alv8~r cr Garcia are, he is above 

all a .ll,an wh(J thinks, an'i "pour un h:-mlll() qui Tense, la revolution (~st 

tragiquo. Mais IJour un t81 h,Hnlild la vi~ i'.:l.ussi sst tr8..gique"" The 

pE~rticular trageJy ;)f Hernandaz is that as a. me-I'Ll Ilian ("chacun dGS 

frc; blGw\~s que V0U3 .posez es t un 'pro blGmo llJural" says Garcia) h(~ fin(13 

hi~self engagci in an action that is purGly [olitical and ~here morals 

de net play a ~art. Th~ sol~ luty of any wan cn[agcd in a war is 

simI-.ly to win: "du lU01ll8nt qUd VJUS E.tCC\]f)tO::. unE.; rcspansabili te (dans 

cctte guerre), says Garcia to H0rn~1..niQz~ vc-us rlcvcz etre vainqueur. 

Clost tout.'1 This is tho obvi")us cCltcgoI'ica..l iTillerative which 

Manual discovers and a.ccepts ::1.,ft.-Jr th0 81)iscc1c cf the cond.emned 

scldil;::rs. He r8i:llisss thlt "il falla .. it choisir sntre la victoire 

8t la piti0". He cho('s08 "la victoiro"Q Hern~ndez would, perhaps, 

havu chGsen Itla piti~ll. H0 will~ for instance? dGfend. the thief 

al though his actions coul'i ('\)bj()cti VG'ly" 9 tho CCJ.;.I{:unists would s<J.Y) 

be harmful to thd Revolution. During the sieg~ (f the Alcazar he 

acce~ts, out of g6n~rusit6, tu transmit thu letter of tho besieged 

commander / •.•. 
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COJlllJiG-nuer tv hi~"3 wife. Bu t, h:)'~TeVGr morally 18.uda ble such ac ticns 

are, they do not help towarls victory. Hernanul.Z lilUSt choose between 

beinp;;, i.e. ret3.ining his 1ll0r3-1 int3grity~ :-.tnJ ~g, i.e. waging an 

a-moral ~oliticul war. If h8 ch~JS8S to act9 hG will h~vo to 

"renoncGr a cc; qu'on a aiin0 at ..t:l0ur quai on 3. v6cu tl
• This, 

ultiwately, he will be inca~ablJ of l~ingo He continues to fight 

• the war, bu t wi th an "indifference desesperee 110 And, when finally , 
he is shot after the fall of Toledo 9 it is clear that Hernandez' 

death is a suicide. FinallY9 he is "extenue et aussi de la vie". 

The death of the Liberal HernanJez should be seen as a counter-point 

of the birth of the Gommunist comlnander llianuel o Of the two, 

H~rnandez, no doubt, emerges as the nobler figur&, but Manuel as the 

more efficient. The contrast betweun these two characters is linked 

to a major theme of L'Espoir, the un0asy relationship of the 

Intellectual with the world of political action. The theme finds 

ons of its expressions in a discussion b8tw8en Garcia and Scali. 

Garcia is a shadowy char~cter Jyerywhere present9 yet always as a 

mouthpiece, never as a person. A former professor of Ethnology, 

therefore an Intellectual, he has choson, at lee.st "for the duration", 

the course of political action. Hu has non2 of the doubts or hesi-

tations or scruples which beset Hern~ndez. He is the dedicated 

~I1lmunist intellectual in action. Scali, the Italian professor of 

history of art, stands midway botween the yogi Hernandez and the 

Commissar Garcia, he is a lltGlIlpOrary Commissar" 0 He does fully 

participate in the war, but knoNs some of Hernandez' hesitations, 

yet they do not paralyse hill1 an'i lead hin! through "une indifference 

d8s~sJ.!ereell to suicide. 

The basic reason for tha intGll~ctual's inability to be ~ 

effective in political ~ction is th~t such an action must deal in 

gross silliplification and overst~tGmentsg liberty or tyranny, du 

E~n ou du ploillb, Fascism or Communism. Bld-ck or white, l1il faut 
; 

gu'une porte soit ouverte ou fGrmao l1
9 the intellE.:ctual prefers to 

leave I ... , 

~~ 

~---
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leave it ajar and to say: "y ;.;S ~ but" 0 But 9 as Gnl. de Gaulle said, 

"on n8 gouverne pas avec des ffi:1is"o In other words, it might be 

said that the :poli tician has som3thing of l..tesprit de geometrie 

and the intellectual something of l'esprit do finssse. This is 

perhaps what Garcia express~s when he s~ys: 

1e grand intellectual est l'homme de la nuancG, du degre, 
de la qualit~, de la vJrit6 8n soi, de la comp18xit~. II est 
par d~finition, par eSSclnC8, antimanich6eno Or, les moycns de 
1 ' ac ti on son t mani cheens parc0 que tou t_.J_~~~LQ..tj:..9n est'" mani cheenno, 
A l'etat i:tigu des qu'elle touch3 108 masses? D,ais meme si elle 
ne 18s touche pas. Tout vrai r~volutionnair~ 8St un manich6an-
no. Et tou t poli tique. " 

Mordovar, the true intellectual tends gcn8rally to be a 

libGral, i.e. h0 t~nds to be in oppositiono There is a natural 

affinity b8tw8en the intell<3ctu3.1=;tnd th\..: ,:"narchist, and it is not 

without rOd-so.n that Garcia links HJrndndGz with them. But the 

opposi tion of the intvlloctua.l is 0sse;nti·l1ly "passi vel!, he opposes 

~ith thoughts and words. Whdn Un,J.ll1UnO wa,n ts to oppose the Franco 

r6giwe, he does so by a spoJch. When hi': has InC::Ldl this speech, he 

has exhausted his capacity for ~ction ~nd retires into a cell. The 

intellectual, like thJ anarchist, wants to bG something and .not to 

do something. It is this which ffi~kus tho real intellectual (Alvear, 

Gisors, Unamuno) a faintly old-fashioned figure in Mqlraux' world. 

He belongs to another age: "touts la fin du XIX
8 si~cle a ete 

passive; la nouvelle Europd Gdmbla bien se construire sur l'acte. 

Ce qui illlpliqu(J bien des diff,JrJnccs", S9.ys Garcit:. And the 

diff~r8nce~ arc those that exist ~etwoen the old sage Alvear who is 

surprised to see the intellGctual 3c9.li in unifor~,* and the young 

men who wear the uniforms. Victor Brombert in his article, 

Malraux, ~assion and ~tellec t (15) 9 hg,s somE; harsh things to say ,. 

about the ineffectiveness and passivity of these sages and scholars. 

And, although factually he is right, Gisors does seek refuge in 

o~iuill, Unamuno does retire in his cell, his criticism nevertheless 

betrays Malraux' intentions and his dttitude to~ards the old 

*. "Voir un h0I1li118 qui pense dans c~~ costume: rna surpr(~nd toujours". 

F~~; 
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scholars. Malraux does not expect them to act. They belong to 

another century. Dr. Neuburg 9 t3l1ing of his laE,t visit to Unamuno, 

says: "quand je l'ai quitte dg,ns C,] lit, amer et morose, entoure de 

sos livres, j 'ai eu 1 'Lnpression dG ({ui ttGr 18 XI:;(' siecle." 

Moreover, it should not be forgotten thct, although they 

did not dCt, all of them are fathJrs and teachers: Gisors, Alvear, 

• Unamuno , all have formcd the contemporaries of Kyo and Jaime. And 
" 

both sons of Unamuno are fighting on the RepublicBn side. As the 

fath8rs and teachers of the heroes, the sagos havE undoubtedly 

Malraux' respect. The figure of old Alvear waiting for de~th in 

besieged Madrid is not without gr~ndeuro At the end of La Condition 

hUlliaine, Gisors is not only an opium-addict, but also a moving image 

of profound g~ief. And ther '3 is c-:.:rtainly greatness in Unamuno' s 

st~nd against Franco. Moreover, ~s intellJctuals they arc too close 

to Malraux himself for him not to f00l kinship with them. Ultimately? 

their values are also his, or at least in part, for Malraux is, after 

all, only a part-tiwe cOili~issar, but a full-tihlc intellectual. 

If, then, the political-military thorne is focussed On Manuel 

~nd the ethical theme on Hernandez, what might be termed the visual 

theme of the novel has its focal point in Magnin. As a character 

Magnin has little substunce; if he is prJsont 9 it is, rather like 

Garcia, in a kind of transparent ~ayo For if Garcia is mainly, but 

not 1},holly, Malraux' voice, Magnin is Malraux' eyes. There is an 

obvious and close link betw00n Mal~aux and Magnin; in spite of . 
Malraux' attewpt to dissociate himself from the characters he has 

created by giving him a totally different background and appearance, 

it is clear that the scenes in which Magnin appears are closest to 

obs8rved and lived reality. They ar3 also among the scenes which 

arE:' most ill8Ulorable, not only becauso they have; been "observed", but 

also because th8y have boen rGcr8ated ~nd relived with all Malraux' 

intensity. These scenes ar8, from th8 point of vie~ of writing, 

Malraux' greatest achievofuent in L'EsEoi~. If~ after closing the 

book, one thinks back on it, what one's memory brings back besides, 

perhaps, I .... 
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perhaps, the scena of Manuel and the condemn~d mon, are such scenes 

as the one of the plane caught in the ss~rch-light with its lovely, if 

a little oratorical, ending: 

Le premier obus. A trentG ffi~tros: l'avion bondit. Les 
canons antiaeriens vont rectifiero Magnin ~rrache l'oreillette 
du serre-tgte d'Attignies. 

- Orage! crid Ie pilote, montrant 18 mouvement de la main. 

C'est la manoeuvre qulon smploiG pour so liberer du vent 
d' ouragan, quand les cOl,uuandes ne rGpondent plus: piquer de tout 
Ie poids de l'avion. , 

Magnin proteste fr~n~tiqueffient des moustaches, dans Ie fracas 
du moteur et la lumiere blanche: le pharo suivra Ie pique. 11 
montra, de la main aussi, la glissade sur l' [dIE;, sui vie d 'un 
virage. 

Cowne s'il tombait, Attignies semble d6rapor avec un bruit de 
ferraille at de chargeurs qui roulont dans la carlingue. 11 
tombe jusqu'a la nuit, tourns? file on So Au-dessus et au­
dessous, Ie phare coupe, COUPS9 COll1mo un avouglc qui tatonnerait 
avec un sabre. 

L'avion est maintenant au-doll do tout~ action du pharo, -
p8rdu de no"uveau dans la nui t prot,.)ctrice 0 Comme dans Ie sommeil, 
l'equipage qui a repris sa placG s'0nfoncG dans la detente qui suit 
tou t combat, dans It obscuri to gl:.:LCck~ do la nlGr sans phares; mais 
chacun est habite par les visages fraternols un instant apparus. 

Then there is the beautiful lyrical scene of the dead and 

wounded airmen being brought down tho mountain~ Here, welded into 

one perfectly natural scene, we find all the familiar themes 6r 

Malraux: death, suffering and fr~tornit~ virtlag 

Le soir ne venait pas encoro~ mais la lumi~re perdait sa force. 
Magnin, statue equestre d8 tr~vers sur son mulct sans selle, 
ragardait Ie pommier debout au centre do sos pemmes mortes. La 
tete en blaireau sanglant de Langlois passa devant les branches. 
Dans Ie silence empli tout a coup do co bruissement d'eau vivante, 
cet anneau pourrissant et plein de germGs sGIilblait etre, au dela 
de la vie et de la lDort dGS hommes~ 18 rythme de la vie et de la 
mort de la terre. La reg~rd do Magnin errait du tronc aux gorges 
sans age. Ll une apres llautre\ les civieres passaient. Comme 
au-dessus de la tgte de Langlois, les branchos s'etendaient au­
dessus du roulis des brancards, au-dessus du sourire cadav~rique 
de Taillefer, du visage enfantin de ]J.[ireaux~ du :pansement plat 
de Gardet, des levres f0nduGs do Scali9 de chaque corps 
ensanglant~ porte dans un balancemont fraternel. Le cercueil 
passa, avec sa mitrailleuse torduo comme une branche. Magnin 
reparti t. ( .... ) 

Les fe1IllilGs noires, fichu sur 13.. tate et pani8r au bras, 
s'affairaient toujours dans 10 il1Gme sens aut~ur des blesses, de 
droite ~ gauche. Les hommes, GUX, suivaient les civi~res sans 
jamais les d~passer; ils avan9aient do front, tres droits comme 
tous ceux qui viennent d8 porter un fardoau sur l'epaule. A 
chaque relais, les nouveaux porteurs abandonnaient leur marche 
rigide pour Ie geste prudent et affectU8ux par lequel ils 
prenaient les brancards 9 et repartaiont avoc l~ han! du travail 

quotidien, / .... 
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quotidien, comm8 s'ils euss2nt voulu cach~r aussitBt co que leur 
g\;St8 venai t de ~llontrer ~l(~ leur C03uro ObsESdcs par les pi l3rres 
du sen tier, ne pensan t qu' a n~ pas SdCOU3r lc!s ci vieres, ils 
avan9uient au pas, J'un pas orionn6 Gt ralonti ~ chaque ramps; 
et ce rythme accord~ ~ la 10ulGur sur un si long chemin semblait 
81Ilplir cotta gorge ilnm8ns2 DU Cri~li(9nt 1a-haut les Jerniers 
oiseaux, comme l'8fit Gillpli 13 battG~0nt solonnEl des tambours 
d'uno warche fun~bre. Mais c~ n'~tait pas 1a mort qui, en ce 
~oment, s'accordait aux ffiont~gnds: c'6tait la volont6 des hommes. 

Here W~ hav8 Malraux at his b2St. Th~ writing is without flourishes, 

... bu t res traintJd. It has precisely thJ right kind of gravity, without , 

ever beco~ing po@pous or oratoriadl. This iS 9 undoubtedly, together 

with Katcw's death, one of th3 finest scones Malraux has written. 
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CHAPTER VI. 

The epilogue: "Les Noyers 3.0 l'Altenburg". 

1. 

Andre Malraux fought during the Flanders Cam~aign in 

1940 in the Tank Corps. He was made prisoner in June and was 

sent to a P.O.W. camp in Sens. He escaped in Nevember and reached 

the so-called Free Zone. According to Hoffmann's chronology, 

Les Noyers de l'Altsnburg was written betwcen 1940 and 1943. It 
'" 

was publish8d in Switzerland as Part On~ of a sGries of novels 

untitled La Lutte avec l'ange. The same title appears in the Skira 

edition of the Oeuvres cOillpl~t0s9 but in the French edition of 1948 

the book is published under th~ sale title Los Noyers de l'Altenburg. 

This edi tion is preceded by a n'Jte by Andre Malraux which says: 

"La suite de La Lutts avec l'ange a ete d6truite J.ar la Gestapo. On 

n8 recrit pas un rowan. Lorsque cclui-ci para1tr& sous sa forme 

d6finitive, la forme des Noyers sara aans doute fcndamentalement 

lIiodifiee" . However, La Lutts ~V8C l'ango 9 like Les Puissances du 

desert of which La Voie royalG was p~rt? will neVer be written. It 

is also possible that the destruction of the s~qu~l of LGS Noyers by 

the Gestapo never really took pl8.cGo Boak suggests as much in his 

article on Malra,ux and T.E. Lawrence 0 "Th0 parallels in the two 

legends are equalled by parallels in attitudes: Lawrence lost, or 

claillisd to lose, the manuscript of ~he Saven Pillsrs. of Wisdom 

while changing trains (a story disbelievod by varicus acquaintances 

and critics from that time onward.s)? while Malraux' sequel of Les 

Noyers was seized by the Ge stapo 'i~ring a raid 0 Or was it? .. " (1) 

Malraux' mythomanie illight well ba at play hereo It is also 

~ossible that Malraux used (or invented.) this raid as an alibi for 

his inability to complete the projected seri~s of novels. It is 

unlikely we shall ever know the truth about this matter. Nor is 

it ultimately important. 

Les Noyers de l'Altenburg opens with a Irologue which 

takes place in 1940 and ~hich is writt~n in the first person; here 

we illeet the narrator who is a writer ani a PoOoW. This narrator 

who / ...• 
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who remains, as it were, faceless? like the narrator of Les 

Conguerants, proceeds im the following sections to tell three episodes 

of the life of his father, Vincent Berger 9 an Alsation. In the first 

of these episodes we see him in the service of Enver Pacha, leader of 

the Young Turks who dreams of creating the Touran, "l'unite de tous 

les peuples turcs depuis Andrinople jusqu1aux oasis chinoises". 

- Disillusioned, Berger returns to Europeo The second,episode 

describes a colloquium of intellectuals in which Vincent Berger 

participates and which takes placG at Altenburg in a disaffected 

Romanesque priory owned by Walter Berger, Vincent's uncle. The 

third episode, dated 11 June 1915, describes a German experimental 

gas attack against the Russians on the Vistula frent. This attack 

is being witn~ssed by Vincent Barger who will di8, at least this is 

implied and not shown, of gas poisoning. Tho novel ends with an 

epilogue in which the narrator, in the first person, describes a 

tank battle during the 1940 caillpaign~ 

As can be seen from this brief r6sum6, Les Noyers is the 

most disjointed of all Malraux' novels which, although broken up in _ 

"sequences", nevertheless rutained. soma kind of unity. But here, in 

Les Noyers, we have five wholly indepondant upisodes, in fact five 

separate short storien, thret~ of which - the most important ones -

are held together only by the presence in each of them of Vincent 

Berger. But this central character, partly because of the dis­

continuity, never emerges stronglj or clearlyo 'hat also binds 

these episodes together is th8 undGrlying idea which these five 

episodes illustrate. 

Now the extreme disjointodness of this novel might. well 

bb a symptom of creative exhaustion, as well as a sign of Malraux' 

inability to create a coherent ~holeo For wo should not forget th2t 

~oyers is Malraux' last novel;) whethor he hin.self knew this at 

th8 time of its writing is immateri~lo WG~ with a quarter of a 

century hindSight, might well seG in it thG characteristics of a 
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last novel, written by a novelist who has had his say and is no 

longer able to renew himself. The novol might b~ considered as 

consisting of the novelist's left-ovars which somehow had to be 

used up. This would also (:Jxplain the fragmentary nature of Les 

NOlers. Obviously the haunting apisode of the gas attack had to be 

written before Malraux put an end to his career as a novelist, also 
.... 

the return of Vincent Berger to Europe. An episode which has obvious 

autobiographical roots and the 8xperience on which it is based seems 

to have made a deep impression on Malrauxo* It 'was equally 

necessary that he had to "write out" his war experiences, just as he 

had to "write out" his Spanish Civil IjIJ':t.r. The presence of the 

colloquium episode is less necessarY1 and it is also the least 

successful of all the episodes. One other thing which our hindsight 

makes very clear is that Les Noyers looks back to a very much earlier 

inspiration while at the same time it looks forward to Les Voix du 

silence. 

Les Noyers de I 'Altenburg, ~lthough different from/the 

preceding novels, bears a very close resemblance to La Voie royale. 

This return at the end of his carecr to his earliest inspiration 

might also be seen as a symptom of exhaustion. The autobiographical 

background of both novels is the samGo There is also a clear 

resemblance between Vincent Berger as agent of the Touran in the 

first episode and Perken, and beh~nd both we find the shadow of 
-

T.E. Lawrence. Vincent Berger's noed for action has the same roots 

as that of Perken. Perken's "j0 veux laissor unE; cicatrice sur cette 

carte" is exactly echoed by VincGnt Berger's "de sir fanatique de 

* "C'est la (after having battled through a hurricane during his raid 
with Corniglion-Molinier) que j'ai rencontro pour la premiere fois . 
l'experience du "retour sur la terrG"l/ qui a joue dans'ma vie un grand 
role, at que jlai plusieurs fois tente dG transmettre. Je ltai 
transposee directement dans La Temps du MeEris~ C'est aussi celIe de 
tout homme qui retrouve sa civilisation apres avoir ete lie a. une 
autrE), celIe du heros de l'Alt0nburg a son retour d'Afghanistan." 
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laisser sur la terra une cicatrico"o Also Porken's vision of man 

as an ant living its lifo in an antheap? finds its direct echo in 

Mollberg's pessimism: "Depuis que dorriorG l'hommG ( •.. ) nous ne 

voyons plus Ie singe que comilldn90ns-nous ~ voir apparaitre? Une 

sorte dIJ fourmi." And g,gain: "Rien do mGil10ur que de regarder 

~ongtGrnps les ter!ni tieres pour otro fixe sur 1 'homme". 
... 

At the same time, thd iddas exprossod by Walter Berger on 

tho natur8 of art, and which w~ quoted o~rlior (vide supra Chap. V), 

will form the basic idoa of M~lr~ux' work on art. More particularly, 

Vincent Berger's ideas on art and somo of those of Mollberg will find 

.their way word for word into La PSlchologio do l'Ert. It would 

appear then tha t when wri ting L(]s NO;YGrs 9 Malraux l}r as a t a crossroad. 

He was writing his last noval (which rasomb10s on~ of his first), and 

hb is u.t the same time writing his ~hologic d8 l'art. 

Yet, in spite of its drawing on an earliEr inspiration, 

Les Noyers is neverthGldss a v0ry diff0ront novel from Malraux' other 

books: firstly th0 key in which it is ~rittGn is very different. 

Socondly Malraux' vision of Man's fata ~hich forms still the core of 

this nevel, has undergone som2 significant changes. 

To begin wi th, in Les NO;lJrs M8.1raux 2obendons the con-

temporary urban scene which, with th~ 0xception cf La Voie royale, 

forms the "d8cor" of all his novols. Tha action is set in pre-

1~14-1~18 days (except the gas ~ttac~) and takes place in Reichbach, 

a small village in Alsace, in thG deserts of Tripclitania and 

Afghanistan and on th0 banks of thG Vistula. 

The prologue and the episodes set in Alsac8 have a curious 

medieval aura surrounding thom. The prisoncrs 9 in the prologue, are 

herd8d togo ther under the; 1113.j es ti c :,o.,gi v.£...~ of the cathedral of 

Chartres, and the prisoners, as their boards grolJl, acquire "des 

~ 

visages gothiques". The B~rgGr family is deeply rooted in this region~ 

* A striking contrast with the cosmopolit~n rootl£ssness of Kato~, 
Clappique, Kyo, Perken, Garine, Gtc~ 
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"toute couverte eles vestiges de la 'Sainte Foret' du moyen agent 

The Berger clan itself with its hierarchical structure has a feudal 

air about it, and old Dietrich, the formidable head of the clan, who 

sets off on foot for a pilgrimage to Rome? suggests the image of a 

medieval patriarch. The coll01uium takes place in an old priory in 

a room decorated with gothic sculptures 9 and outside "des hommes 
.... 

chargeaient des troncs semblables a ceux que mon grand-pere avait 

lendant quarante ans fait empiler devant la mairic de Reichbach, 

semblables a ceux qu'empilaiant les bucherons de la Sainte Foret du 

moyen age". 

This all-pervading presence of tho middle ages tends to 

suggest a sense of continuity and gives a concret( image of the 

permanence of Man. Tho gothic-lookin~ soldiers are not merely the 

dE:;scendants of their medieval forofath-Jrs 9 they ~ these forefathers: 

Celui-la a un de ces visages gothiques de plus en plus nombreux 
depuis que les barbes poussento L~ me.moire sfculaire du fleau. 
Le fleau devait venir, et voici qu'il est lao Je me s01;l,viens des 
mobilises silencieux de septembro 9 en marche ~ travers la po~ssiere 
blanche des routes et las dahlias dG fin d'~te, et qui me ! 
semblaient partir c~ntre 1 'inondg,tion, contre 1 'incendie; ,/mais 
au-dessous de cette familiarit6 seculaire avec Ie malheur,' pointe 
la ruse non moins seculaire dG 1 'homme 9 sa foi cland/estine dans 
une pati0nce pourtant gorgee d8 desastras 9 la IDeme peut~etre que, 
jadis, davant la famine des cavernoso "J'attends que 9a s'use ••. " 
Dans notre taniere engourdie sous Ie grand solei 1 de toujours, 
murmuro une voix prehistoriqu8o" 

It is, no doubt, in order to ~ccentuate this permanence of the 

* fundamental man that Malraux has housad his prisoners in a cathedral. 

Like Proust's church of St. Hilair0; the c,:thedral has a fifth 

** dimension, that of Time It is both presunt now and in a very 

distant past, which is . thus madJ contemporary with us. What is 

more, "Ie moyen age n'a pas de temps9 10 moyen age est un present 

* It is qui to possib10 that in real lif<.;l lVIalr[..ux and his fellow 
p~isoners wero in fact hGrded togGth~r in the c2th€dFal of Sens. 

.. , ..... ..L 

However, this event acquires its full significanco only in the novel. 

** "un edifice occupant, si lIon pGut diro 9 un sspaes a quatre 
dimonsions - la quatri~m0 6tant c8ll8 du Tomps, - deployant ~ travers 
les siecles son vaisseau qui, de tr~VG8 en travoe, de chapelle en 
chapelle, semblait vaincre at fr~nchir non pas s8ulement quelques 
m~tres, mais des ~poques suceossives d'o~ il sortait victorieux; 
derobant Ie rude et farouch8 XIG siec18 dans l'epaisseur de ses murs" .. 
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~tern8l11, points out one of the SpaQk3rS at tho colloquium. We, 

through thesG "visages gothiqu3s", through the c8-th8dral and the 

g~stur~s of the woodcutters, ar3 linkod to this eternal present. 

The need for p~rman~nca and continuity vhich this 

"ll1E.:diCdvalisill" of Les Noyers SJ3iUS to raflcct, is something new in 

. 
the world of Mulr~ux and illight WJll bo, at luast in par~, a reflec-

tion of the illood of the tiillO. Les NO.LJr..§. was ~ri tten during one of 

the darkest periods of rec~nt Fr0nch histor~ when the very texture 

~ 

of France and of Europe s~uilled to disintegr~t8.~ We find a similar 

kind of harking after a feeling of p3rmanenco reflected in St. 

Exupery's Pilote de guerre which 'vas writtGn at the same time. 

What 'also differGntiatJs 18G No;yors frcIu Malraux' other 

novels is the absence of violenc8o It S88ms that, as Malraux 

enccunters illore and wore real violonco in Spain nnd during the 1940 

cafupaign, imaginary, literary violence dis~ppoars from his novels. 

Instoad, we find in Les Noyors a ~ch morc offBctive, almost~Oyaesqu. 

horror, especially in th~ description of the gas Ettack. Foi 

exawp18: 

18 sentier obliqua davant~gG V0rs 108 positicns allemandes. 
Au ltdli0u, un hOlllille bondiss3.it \ -luc:.:l,tr8 p~:1,tt(;s? d'un mouvement 
si spasillodique qu'il sGillblait projot6o Nuo A deux m~tres 
l' appari tion leva son vis,3,gJ gris 3.UX Y0UX sans blanc, ouvri t 
camille pour hur18r sa boucha i'~piloptiquog man p~re s'effa9a. 
FolIe de douleur avec IdS illouvdmonts de taus les fous, comme si 
SGn corps n'eut plus ete h3.bitS qU0 pH,r un sUl-I-lice, en quelques 
sauts de grenouille, alIa s'0nfo~9a dans la purulence . . 

Finally, ag~in with 1~ Voi~ ro~alG aD & significant 

exception, politics, contemporary revulutionary ~clitics play no 

part in 18S Noyer~. Tho activiti0s of Vincent B~rger in Turkey 

and Afghanistan are, as it wure? sterilised by ti~~ and space, and 

* The defeat of France is of crucial importanco in the evolution 
of Malraux. Then th0 gO~Qunist dies and tho gaullist became 
pc-ssible. In his Antimeliloir0s h.:) r2calls saying to de Gaulle, not 
vvithGut SOllie Barres-liko Jlilpha3.:;g "Puis il y GU 1£1 guerre, Ie vraie. 
Enfin est arrivee la defaito, 0t COIl1l110 boaucoup d'autres j'ai epouse 
la France". 

'If' 

... ·~.i 
':';.:. 

~ 

; 



- 213 -

Malraux takes no sides. This a-political nature of Les Noyers, 

especially when seen in cOillparison with the preceding novel L'Espoir, 

reflects a dramatic change. The partisan, deeply engaged novelist 

seems to have disengaged himself in Les __ ~2~rs. A possible 

explanation for this change might be found in the traumatic 

experience of the left, and lllore eSFecially of the fellow-travelling 
.... 

or committed intelligentsia: the signing of the Busso-German pact 

in 19351. We have no record of Malraux' reaction. But it is safe 

to surmise that he who had seen in Soviet civilisation a total 

renewal, must have been profoundly shocked and disillusioned. This 

nlight well explain the importance of the theme of disillusionment in 

Les Noyers. The ideal of th~ Touran to which Vincent Berger was 

~holly devoted, dies on his hands. Ho discovers that "Ie Touran 

n'existait pas". The anthropologist Mollbcrg loses faith in his 

own ideas and destroys his book, tho rosult of fifteen years of work. 

The shattering of the belief in L'Homme nouv~au might also have 

brought Malraux to revjae his id8dsg ilian c~nnot be reborn, his 

nature is constant and unchanged, and henco tho discovery of the 

pormanence of man which informs thG whole of Les Noyers. 

The lack of partisanship and politics in Les Noyers results 

in, what might be termed, a broadening ~nd mellowing of Malraux' 

attitude. Les Noyers is the only book in which the ordinary man, 

. \I) 
the peasant and worker, 18 petlt peuple fJ-Pe really present. In . 
Les Conguerants we see an anonymous and amorphous mass which for 

G&rine has no real existence except ~s a political force. In 

La Condition humaine we catch a flooting glimpse of a few members of 

the workers' militia, but they are moro shadows. In Le Temps du 

m~Eris we only see the intellectual K~ssner. Finally in L'Espoir 

we do meet a number of ordinary illGmbers of the International Brigades 

and a few anonymous peasants. But in all his books the centre of 

th8 stage is held by articulat~;; intGlloctuals o This is undoubtedly 

still the caS2 of Les Noyers, but it contains othsr elements as well. 
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The ~hol~ of the prologue is domin~tai by ordinary men who are no 

longer seen as anonymous ~an, but as alive and r8al. We see them 

as prisoners listening to and believing in rumours (IIPetain a tue 

Weygand en plein conseil des winistres"), wo see them painstakingly 

wri ting letters hOllie: "les doi,~~ts crispes sur Ie papier comme s'il 

allait leur etre arrache". Before this COIIllilon humanity, the 

narrator ~ho at this point can be wholly identifisd wit~M~lraux 

himself, exclaims: "Ecrivain p3.r quoi sUis-je obssde depuis dix 

ans sinon par l'homme. M8 voici devant 13. matiere originelle". 

Th~re is an unmistakable feeling of discovery bshind this exclamation. 

As if after ten years of writing ~bout Man, tho narrator only no~ 

discovers the humble, tough? persist0nt reality that exists 

independently o'f the 3.bstraction Mano This discovery might well be, 

in part, th~t of Malraux himsolf. During his days of militancy he 

had, no doubt, morG dealings with tho leadors and the intelligentsia 

than with the rank and file. He fought tho war in Spain in a corps 

d' 61i te of which illoreover he 'Vas th8 cormnandoro But during the 

campaign of 1940 he was, if Hoffmann is COl'T0ct, ~" simple deuiieme 

classe, and it is then, no doubt, that ho cam0 into real, living, 

intimsl,te contact wi th the agelJss hUTIw,ni ty of which he wri tes in 

Los Noyers. Yet in spite of this idantification the narrator 

realises the distance which remains batween him9 the bourgeois 

(Malraux is very much un grand bourgeoj,s) intellectual, and "them". 

Describing the prisoners writing hO~G? tho narrator reflects; 

Combien de jours les ai-je vus ainsi dans Ie. chambree, 
ernplissant page apr~s page •.. RGdisent-ils ~nL fois de plus 
qu'il faut r0viser la lieusJ 9 profitor du tcmJs entro la moisson 
et Ie battage pour r~par0r les goutti~ros9 - avec les r~p~titions 
sans fin qui sont leur mode instinctif d'exprcssion? 

Tho di 8 tanc 8 here is clearly indi C:J, tGd by ".l.8Jd£. mode ins tinc ti f 

d'expression". And later on, in what iS 9 no doubt, an oblique 

referGnce to the days when he thou~ht ho could identify himself 

wi th "the masses", the na.rr;Ltor und~rlinos what scparat(?s him from 

theIn. 
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J'ai cru connaitre plus que 1113. culture parcE; que j'avais 
rencontr~ les foules rnilitantGs d'une foi~ religieuses ou 
politiques; je sais rnaintenant qu'un intellectuel n'est pas 
seu18rnent celui a qui les livres sont nGc0ssaires, mais tout 
homms dont une id~e, si 6l6mentairc soit-ellG~ engage et ordonne 
la vie. Ceux qui ill'entourent? GUX~ vivent au jour Ie jour 
depuis des rnil16naires. 

At the same time this awarenoss of difference is, 

paradoxically perhaps, accoillpanied by a greater a~areness of the 

~xistence of these ilien and also by a foeling of sYlllpathy for them. 
-"> 

When Malraux describes the soldiers looking at thl photographs of 

each other's wives, the description is tingod by a kind of 

protective tenderness: 

Lequel tira Ie premier de son portefeuille la photo de sa 
fewme, pour la regarder a la lueur clandostinE:: d'une lampe de poche? 
Cinq minutes plus tard, entr:3 peti ts groupes? les image:3 
circulaient, quatre ou cinq calots autour d'un( sourde lurniere, 
les photos d'aillateur tombant dGS gros doigts dens la paille sous 
les engueulades. Chacun d'ail18urs so fichait des femmes des 
autres, ne les regardait que pour hlontrcr la sienne. Et pourtant, 
dans cetta lumiere de confidencG 9 elles apparaissaient comme des 
socrets, les robes sugg6rant tout ~ coup la vie des maris mieux 
que nE:: l'eussent fait leurs photos en civilso La femme de Prade 
est une l1lenagere en bois dur, al1x b3.ndeaux plats; Bonneau, seul 
entre tous, poss6dait qu~tr8 photos~ plus putains l'une que l'autre. 
Et Ie petit L60nard au nez de bottorave, - notre radio, -: r6ticent 
et se faisant prier, finit par tirer une carte posta1e, une tres 
belle fille en eblouissant costume do plullies. Quelques 1ighes 
6taient ecrites au bas. Et l~s cop~ins, t6t~s col1~es l'u~e A 
l'autre sous 18 nez du Leonard fantastiquoment ~clair~ par dessous, 
d~chiffraient en approchant l'aIIlpou18~ "A lllon petit 'minet Louis", et 
la signature d'une des gloirds du urusic-hallo 

The same te~derness, mingled parhaps with pity? gives its poignancy 

to the passage which shows the German soldi8rs, ~~ose conversations 

Vincent has just overheard, going into battlog 

Les cOhlpagnies reconstitu6es c9ss~rent d'av&ncer. 
Mineur pour qui la lampe ~tait-18 Bon Dieu, sous-officier qui 

a11ait au teillple pour se souv-::nir 9 fossoyeur dent l'enfant n'avait 
appris le prenohl qu'A caUSd cu chien, ajustour, comptable, coiffeur, 
tueur d8 cochons, cantonnier, locteur de Tr~Boys-Scouts, et 
celui qui n'avait pas epouse s~ fo@uJ pour sa b8aute et celui dont 
1a feillille n'etait pas bien jolio non plus, homilies semblables A 
tant d'autres, entre tous IdS homines morts at tous 1es hommes tUGS' 
Et avec eux seraient tu~s leurs sentiments illip£rsonnels et 
poignants, leur destin qui ~vait cherch6 son SLns dans ces tarots 
sur quoi lJlaintenant che!llinai t un r8.yon dG solei1 bienveillant; 
leur resignation toute d'expGrience commG si tant de fosses communes 
n' eussent ete crees et dispursGes que pour abcutir CtU timbre d 'une 
pauvre sageSStn Tres haut, la. grando Iiligration des oiseaux 
continuait; et sous elle, l'espece hUlliaine plaquee sur ces pr~s 
livides dans l'attente du pilonneluont rUSS8 avait l'unit~ complexe 
dos nuits d'et6, cetto unit6 do cris lointains, de r&ves, de 

presences) / .... 
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}r~sences, d'odeur profonde d'arbres et de bl~s coup~s, de sommeils 
inquiets a la surface de la terre SOU3 l'immense nuit immobile. 

We COille here across an atti tude and a. tone which are wholly new. 

Perhaps it was to give expression of this discovery of the reality 

of man that Malraux wrote Les ~Q.Y~Lde J'Altenburg. 

2. 

While a P.O.W. the narrator? in the prologue, thinks of his , 

father and of his memoirs which his death from gas poisoning prevented 

him from writing: 

A quel point je retrouve ilion p~re9 depuis que certains instants 
de sa vie semblent pr~figurer la mienne! J'ai ~t~ bless~ Ie 14, 
prisonnier Ie 18; son sort lans l'autre guerr~ - de l'autre cote ... 
- a et~ decide Ie 12 juin 19150 II y a vingt-cinq ans, presque 
jour pour jour... II n'~tait pas beaucoup f.luS vieux que moi 
lorsqu'a commence de s'imposer ~ lui cs myst~r8 de l'homme qui 
m'obsede aujQurcl'hui, at y'ui me fait commencer, peut-Gtre, a Ie 
cOlllprendre. Ses Memoires, qu,J quelques-uns a ttendent encore et 
qui ne paraitront jamais - ils n'ont jamaiG 6t~ redig~s - n ' etai0nt 
qu'une masse de notus sur ca 1U'il appolait "S(S rencontre~ avec 
1 'homms II • 

The three episodes that follow are, in fact, tho memoirs of Vincent 

B~rger, but written by his son, and Gach apisod8 shows, perhaps a 

littl~ mechanically, .::l. "rencontra ~v.Jc l'homme"o 

Vincent Berger, thon, is Malraux' last tero, and he seems 

almost a r~suill~ of all the previous~alraVian heroes: like Garine 

and Claude he feels the need to lJ3,ve Europe? like Perken he wants, 

as ~c have seen, to leave a scar on the world; like Kyo he seeks the 

warlH comradeship born from comulunal :J..ction; his last action, the 

attsrupt to carry back to the Gerill~n linos a gassed Russian soldier, 

resembles Katow's last, ganero~s and frclternal gCEture. The 

composite nature of Vincent B0rg~r is undoubtedly due to the failing 

of Malraux' creative and im~ginativ8 powerso 

Let us no~ look fiord closely ~t the threE episodes which 

mak0 up the body of Les NOYdrs. Tho first one is rather peculiar in 

structur0 and differ8nt from thG other two which ere straightforward 

narratives. This first episodo begins ~ith tho suicide of Dietrich 

Berger, a few days ~fter th0 arrival of his son Vincent from the East; 
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tho 8pisode ends wi th tht::se \vord,s~ "cinq jours alrss mon per~ se 

suicidait". Let us remark in passing that this suicide has no real 

function in the novol, sinco it is th3 suicide of a character who 

plays no part in thu action. It is th0r~ bocaub8 it happened to 

Malraux' fath~r, and it also gives a starting point to the very 

important conversation betwGGn Nalt8r Borger and his nephew Vincent. 

-The first episode then, b8ginnin~ and ending with Di8t~ich Bergar's 

suicide, has a circular structur~o Insid8 this circle ~e find a 

dbscription of the B8rger clqn dominatod by the formidable patriarch 

Di8trich, w~ also find the story of Vincent B8rger's activities in 

the Middle Edst for tho forillation of thu Touran. In the building of 

this dream Bergar also p3.rticip~lt8s ,vi th p3.ssion, not for the Tour:J.n 

itself, but b\:!causG i t l~;ould enable him to luavo 1 is m:J.rk on history: 

Sa p~ssion, mon p~rG m'en ~vait gu~ro ruis ~n question l'origine. 
En aIle se m61aient son bosoin de s'6c~rtor do l'Europe, l'appel 
d8 l'histoire, Ie d~sir fdn~tiqu8 de laisscr sur la terre une 
cicatrice, la fascination d'un dessGin qulil n'avait pas peu 
contribu~ ~ pr~ciser, la cam~raderie de combat, l'amiti~ ... 

w~ see Vincent B~rger setting out to win over to this ideal the Turks 

of Central ASia, the Kurds, the Turks of Bokhara and of Afghahistan. 

He wanders through the bleak, barran Afghanistan dOs8rt talking to 

chiefs. In the bazaar of Ghazin ~ madman, sensing a European beneath 

thG Eastern clothos, boats him up~ 

Mon p~re regagna sa maison furieux, rOillpu et inexplicablement 
d~livr6 d'un charme: tout ~ coup la v6rit6 6tait l~, abrupts: 
Ie Touran qui animait les nouvelles passions turques, qui avait 
peut-&tre sauv6 Constantinople, Ie Touran n'existait pas. 

One does not see quite the link betw8Gn this beating and the discovery 

that the Touran does not exist. Th0 fact remains that Vincent 

E8rg~r now roturns to Europe. Ho is lci tar d0scri b8d as "rumen 

(Illorally) or as "bat tu a s~s pro pr~s yeux II • But on~ is n~t con-

vinced, because we art:; 1I18rc;ly told about his being "a ce point 

int6ress~ pGrsonnellement dans Ie tourani SIDO II 9 "passionne", etc., 

but W~ are not shown, W8 are not mad0 to foel the involvement of 

Vincent as we are mado to feel Kyo, Tch~n and oven Ferral's engagement; 

and / .... 
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and it is thurofor8 hard to S80 th~t th0 discovory of the emptiness 

of the Touran ideal h~d such profound roporcussions on Berger's life. 

Now? if Kyo had discoverad thut Communism was a false god .... 

When Vincent B8rgar raturns to Europc? Efter so many years 

in the East, he has an experiencG which will dooIly affect him and 

which will ocho throughout L2S NOlers; In Marseilles, ~her8 he lands, 

• through the shock of this d~pays0mdnt"? he suddcnly sees Man. The 
", 

8x}sriencG is akin to the one d0scribod in both L~ Temps du mepris 

and. tht.:: AntillH~illoiros and which Malraux callod "le retour a la terre"; 

in th8 case of Vincent Berger it is r~ther a return to Man: 

J8te a quelque rivo de nSant ou d'8t8rnite 9 il en contemplait 
1& confuse coulee - aussi sSp~r5 d'ellG ~u~ de ceux qui avaient 
pass~, avec leurs angoissos JubliJos at leurs contes perdus, dans 
les rues des preilli~res dynasties do Bactros (:t de Babylone, dans 
les oasis dowin6es par IGS Tours du Silonce. A travers la 
musique et'l'odeur d~ p~in ch~ud9 das menagbreE so h&taient, un 
filet sous 18 bras; un warchdnd d8 coulaurs pesait sos volets 
arloquins o~ s'attardait un derniclr r~yon; 18 sir~ne d'un paque­
bet appe1ait; un commis Gn c~lotta r~pportait un mannequin sur son 
dos, ~ l'int~rieur d'un 6troit magasin ploin d'ombrcs, - sur la 
terre, vers la fin du second willjnairo de l'~re chretienne ... 

There is something vory ~ascali3n about this passege and especially 

about this idoa 0xpress0d a Ii ttl"] furthor that man can only Ii ve in 

"un etat de distraction tout-puiSS3.nt"9 which cor'JLS very clos2 to the 

notion of tho divertissement. "Lr:;s hommos n'ayant pu guerir la mort 

ont r6s01u de ne plus Y pGnser". Latar, Vincent Borger's mind will 

ruturn again and again to this JxporioncG? ulucid&ting and deepening 

it: 

L'aventuro hUillaine, la terr~. Et tout cel&, comme Ie destin 
achevG de son p~re, eat pu 3tri autre •. o II 58 sentait peu ~ 
pou envahi par un sentiffiont inconnu, comme i1 l'avait et&, sur 
los hauts lieux nocturn~s d'Asia, par la prosence du sacr~, tandis 
qu'autour de lui 18s ai188 f0utrocs dos pctitos chouettes des 
sdb1es battaient an silenco .. o C'dtait, beaucoup ~lus profonde, 
l'angoissante libert6 de OJ soir do MarsoillG o~ il regardait 
gliss8r les owbres dans unG odour tonue d~ cigarettes et 
d'absinthe, - o~ l'Europu lui ,5tg,it si 6trang~re, o~ il la 
r8gdrdai t CO.lili110, Ii b~r0 du t Jll1.fJS, i 1 out rogard e gli ss er len t emen t 
une heure d'un lointain passS, avec tout sen cGrt~gG insolite. 
Ainsi sentait-il waint3nant ddv3nir inso1itc 18 vie tout enti~re; 
ct il s'on trcuvait tout ~ coup d~livr6, - myst~riousernent 
etranger ~ la terre at surpris p~r 3110, comme il l'avait ete par 
cotto rUG o~ l~s h01.llil1oS .:110 S:1 r::.tc.3 r3troUVGe glissaient dans 
l'houro verte ... 

And during the colloquiuHl, as h-.; list-.Jns to the 8thnologist Mollberg 
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describing the pre-historic civilis8.tion (IINous sommes ici dans Ie 

dOlllaine anterieur mems a la, mythologie")9 Vincent Berger "re trouvait 

sous ces phrases une exp6ri~nce qu'il connaissait lui aussi, celIe 

ou l'homme cesse d'etre privilogie 9 l'angoissante virginite de 

rcgarder l' humani te comu18 un8 8 space parrlli d. f au trE- s ". In Marseill.es, 

then, takes place the first of these "r encontres EtV8C l'homme" which 

is the main theme of the novel. .". 

After his father's suicide which takes 11Qce five days 

after bis return to Reichbach, Vincent goes to Altenburg to attend 

the colloquium organised by his uncle Walter on the subject: 

Permanence et metamorphose de l'hoillillGo In this tpisode there is 

no action and a great deul of talk. It is obvicus that the 

"philosophical" centre of gr~J,vi ty of tho novel lil;;s in theso debates 

of which Roger Cai110i8 writes rather haughtily, but rightly never-

theless~ "les discussions abstrait8s ont l'air d'avoir ete intro-

duitas par l'auteur pour satisfair8 on no sait quel go£t de philo­

UOPhiG".(2) In these sc~ndS liJS also the groat flaw of the novel. 

The philosophical pr0t-Jntions of Malraux are not so much at fault 

~ the; fact that thGSU ideas are formull,tud sopc~rately from the 

action. This has always beon a w~akn0ss of Malraux' novels, for 

exalllple the dialogue of Ferral dnd Gisors in La Condi tion humaine, 

or tho dialogues in L'Espoir which~ ~s we havo noted, oould be lifted 

out of the illain body of the book. But those dialogues were never-

theless, however tenuously, link8~ to the action; they were to some 

extent woven into the tGxture of thJ novelo But in Les Noyers we 

find in the middle of the novel an episode which has, so to speak, 

no links with the pr0coding and following episodGs, and which 

consists solely of abstract idJaso In ~ very sh&rp critical note 

on Les Noyers, Andre Gide mak0S this v:.:;ry acute rc;mark: "L'emploi 

abusif des terross abstraits nuit souvant bo~ucoup au reel d'une action. 

II ne faut pas chercher a la fois a faire voir et a faire com­

prendre". (3) Here Gide touch8s on Malraux' greatest weakness as a 

novelist / .•.. 
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novelist. 
GtiJ 

In not one of his novels MalrauxJ.succced~<! in wholly 

fusing into one organic who10 thought and action. Perhaps he did 

not in his life either: tho squ~dron leader in Spain was not 

Malraux, the writer; ~nd the ~uthor of L'EsEoir ~as not the leader 

of th8 squadron Espana. 

The central episoda of th~ colloquium is divided into 

three parts of which the third is undoubtadly th~ most important, 

'. 
since it is hure that we will find tho ideas which inform the novel. 

The first part consists of ~ discussion botw8un Walter Berger and 

his nophew Vincent. This discussion deals mainly with the suicide 

of Dietrich and its illotives. W0 hav~ hero not only a clash of 

ideas, but also d clash of two typos of men, the dyed-in-the-wool 

bourgeois intellectual Walter 'Nho b,..;liavGs that "rour I' essential 

1 ' h 0 mill G est co quI i 1 c a c h 0 (...), un 11.1 i s e r~;;, b 10 pet itt a s des e ere t s II , 

and the intallectu:ll lnan of action? Vincent 9 who rEplies "presque 

aV0c brutalite: l'holIllfl.a est Co] -lu'il f:.::dt"" This is clearly an 

echo of the clash bbtween Malr~ux ani 150n Brunschvicg during the 

colloquiuill on Les Congu~rants ~t tho Union rour la v~rit6. More-

over, during this discussion Malr3-ux 3xprosses, through Walter, the 

ideas on art which will forw th~ basis of his Voix du silence. 

The second part is a kind of intGrlud~ ~hich gives us, 

through a vaguely Clappique-lik3 ch3.ractor Hermann Muller ("gigolo 

vieilli a cravate frivolette") an ironic pictur8 (f Walter and of 

life at Altenburg ~nd of the kini of discussion Vincent is to 

expect~ 

Tu as et~ surpris qu'il (fh,lt8r) t'accompagn( a 
c'~tait pour te contraindr0 1 illarchor a son pas. 
c'est la m@me chos8 .•. 

pied: 
Co colloquG-ci, 

LGS autres, bi~n ~ntendu9 lui font 10 coup de l'elephant: 
"La m6taworphose, l'art, Ie h~ricot gGrm6? L'art et Ie haricot 
g8rm~, Messieurs, se distinguont de l'elephant en ceci: 
l'el~phant est un ani~al de gr~nde tsillo 9 lourd de poids, etc." 
Discours sur l'elephant. 

- Alors pourquoi des hOilliliGS ~illinents viennunt-ils ici? 

Et pourquoi ailleurs? 
gens sont plus intelligents! 
fauteuils sont 1J.leilleurs!" 

lIs vont bien a l'hotel: 
Ils vont bien au cafe: 

ici, les 
ici, les 
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...... ..1 

Thi s ironi c de tachh1en t frolll thes hi gh-p owe red in t (.11 e c tual 
{ . 

.E.balans tere is, of course, also that of M:11r::.J..ux hi111801f and of 

Vincent Berger; hence tho kind of complicity which exists bet~een . ~ 

the ironic, caustic Muller ani VincGnt~ This second part also 

surves to introduce the ethnologist M511burg who ~ill dominate the 
,.j 

cCJlloqui UIH. 

The colloquium itself is the subject of the,third section. 

H8r~ we find a nuwber of earnest and conventional intellectuals who 
~ 
O:"~' 

~. 

are debating tho tholll0 "perJ.llananCo oUIll2~~lOrI2h(;Sl d8 l'homllio". 

Vincent Berger's position in their gatharing is an ambiguous one: 

he is und he is not one of thGill~ He is looked upcn by the sedate 

intellectuals wi th awe: "1'3s intelloctuels sent cc.mme les femmes ~ 

Ulan cher bon ,r , S::1ys Mullor, "les lIlilit:lires l.:.;s fc)nt rever". He 

is also thG object of gr.58.t curiosity~ "Los intE..lloctuels n'aiment 

pas qu 'un dos leurs touche a I' -"ction? 111<.1is s'il y reussi t ils en 

sunt plus curieux quo les autres". Vincent has nc intentions of 

Lntering the debate. He is detGrillinod to keep his distance from 

tbis world 1}!hich rej ects the world of ~ction9 ane v17 hE:re "une idee 

nc nai s sai t j alilai s d' un f3.i t: t,)uj ours c1 'une au tre idee". Bu t 

slowly, alwost instinctivaly, ho is dr~wn back into this world of 

th8 intellectuals of ~hich, in spite of the years of action, he is 

nvverthi:..less part: "Man pere s'et:tit cru anlpute de la culture: 

ilIa retrouvait aussi fahlili~ra guo lars du sen ~remiGr cours ~ 

Constantin()ple. " Vincent Bargar;'? the proclig!).l sen of the 

intellectual family, has Callie b~ck. 

This .:l.Inbiguous attituie of Vincent BergE-I' is also that 

of Malraux towards the gathGring hJ describcso His intentions 

ar8 partly, but unmistakably, s~tirical~ th0 intellectuals are all 

a little grotesque or at least ridiculous? yet thEir ideas arc not. 

These are, in fact, to a great extent tho ideas ef Malraux hiilipelf. 

SOffi8 contributions to th~ colloquiu~ como straight from aarlier 

writings of Malraux hihlself. Thus Thi rard 's i clG El, that" troi s 

Ii vres / .... 
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livrbs tiennent en face d~ la prison: Robinson Crusoe, Don Quichotte, 

L'Idiot" COll18S IrOla Malraux' spo.Jch to tho Socrf5t&riat de 

l'Association Intcrnationala des Ecrivai~~ pour 12 D~fens8 de la 

Culture (21 June 1936), and Mol1borg's id'::kl.S on "1~ doub10" can be 

founl in Malraux' closing sPG0ch of the Congr~ss cf 1935. So th3.t, 

if the participants of th~ co;loquiu~ should not be taken sari~usly, 

the id8as thuy 8xpr~s3 should. . ... 

The colloquium itself is in ra~lity onc long Malravian 

f.JoncJloguo brok8n up, for the sa.k3 uf tho nev!.]l? into a series of 

c.l.ialogu8s and short il!onologu'Js punctu,:),ta:J by interruptions. And 

1iku a Malravian ~onulogu0, it fJllows no logical, system~tic 

sbqubncd, but goes frow insight to insight according to the laws of 

a mysterious chain reaction. Timo ~ni again9 th~ original theme is 

lost out of sight and the arguillQnts go off at a t2ngent. It is 

true also th~t in discussions of this kind this t8nds to happen. 

The debate seems to turn 3round three unrelated questions 

or assertions, all threo of which shock tha participants. It is 

this which creates in the debatJ 1, kini of jramatic tension. The 

first one is put by Thirarig 

Man fils uvait ~ peu pr~s 1uinzu ans, at jc vanais de lui dire, 
imprudGIlllnont, a propos de je ne sais quoig "C€.. n'est pas CC)mllle 
9a gu I on connait les h~JlnHles!" A quoi il m' f':' repondu: "- Ah? 
c'ast cOillment?" 

- La question, avait repris Thirard, n'est pas de celles ~ quoi 
l'on r~pond en cinq minutes? Tout de m§me, elle avait la force 
de l'innocence, imaginez que vous soyez en face d'elle .•. 

II parcourut la salle de son~regard ironique derriere ses gros 
sourcils: 

- Allons, je vous la pose! 

Une protestation g~n~rale monta jusqu1au bruit de la pluie sur 
les hautes vitres, dans un envoI do mains et de carnets. Tous 
les noms illustres, Moliere 1 La Rochefoucauld et Pascal, Hegel et 
Goethe, Bacon et Shakespeare, Cervantes et les autres, se m&laient 
sous la passion fanatique d9 gens qui d~fendaicnt ce ~ quoi ils 
avaient donne leur vie. La cultur0 est une r81igion. Mais 
beaucoup reprenaient conscience du banal mystcre humain, tel qu'ils 
l'avaient rencontr~ dans les cliniquos, IGS mat8rnites et les 
chambres de mourants. 

There is clearly a satirical edgG to the dascriltion of the reaction, 

yet at the same time Thirard's question upsets age-old habits of 

thinking / ...• 
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thinking which are so ingrained as to appear natural. Western 

civilisation is so rooted in ~ psychological conception of Man that 

it seems a law of nature that wa know man through introspection and 

J..lsychology. The debate nO\1IT turns to art g !lon con90i t tout de 

msme mal un art ( •.. ) a quoi touto psychologio sc.rait etrangere". 

At this point Vincent Berger decides to onter the debate. His 

arguments, on the one hand, hark back to Malraux' ideaS' expressed 

in La Tentation; for exaffiple~ 

II n'y a de psychologie valable ~u'Gn Occident, viont-on· de 
nous dire? mais, d'abord, il n'Y a de bosoin de psychologie 
qulen Occident. ParcG que l'Occident s'opposc au cosmos 9 a 
la fatalit~, au lieu de s'accorder ~ aux. 

On tho other hand, his ideas on art are those of Los Voix du silence: 

Notre a~t me parait une rectific~tion du monde, un moyen 
d I 8chapper a la condi tion d I hO!Ilw.e. La confusion capi tale me 
rarait venir de ce qulon a cru - d~ns l'id6o que nous nous 
faisons de la tragJdie grecquo C'0st 6clatant! - que repr~senter 
une fatalite etuit la subir. Mais non! C'est presque la 
poss~der. Le seul fait de pouvoir la rGpr6s~nter, de la con­
cGvoir, la fait echapper au vrai dostin9 ~ l'illiplacable echelle 
divino; la reduit a l'ech2l1e humaine. Dans co qu'il a 
d'essentiel, notre art est und hums..nisation du monde. 

Finally, after a br8ak, the discussion is resumed, ~nd 

thu main speaker now is MBllbJrg ~no is a charact0r parallel to 

Vincent Berger. Like him, h3 is an intellectual and a man of 

c.,ction. He was at work on an immons3 SpongIer-like synthesis: 

servi par un style massif9 aux repGtitions empilees, il 
semblait devoir fonder, sur la saisissante documentation qu'il 
avait d6couverte, une synth~se d'uno ampleur h~gelienne; Et 
c'et~it precisement A l'epoque o~ 10 pluralislli~ des civilisations 
touchait dejA nombre d'esprits .(at en particulier mon p~re, qui 
vivait dans l'Islaiu), que MBllberg 9 obs6de d'ordre et d'unite, 
commencait a tirer du domaine Ie plus fertile en differences: 
l'ethnologie, une notion d0 l'homme d'une rigour8use continuite, 
uno structure de l'aventurG hUillaine~ 

At 'tho basis of this work lies thon "un8 notion d( l'homme d'une 

rigoureuse continuite l1
• However 9 a long contact with primeval 

Africa makes him lose faith in tho fundamGnt~l idea of his enter-

prise and destroys his lifG-work~ 

Ses feuillets pendent aux b~ss0s branches d'arbres d'esp~ces 
diverses, entre Ie Sahara et Z~nzibaro Parfait. Selon l'usage, 
18 vainqueur porte les dGPouilles du vaincu~ 

To / •... 

.. ./. 

~>. .'" ~~> .;' 

~ !. 

"-~i-

. ~~~ ., 

.;, 
~~~: 

" '.~' 

.)'. 

. ~; 

::1. 

... ~ 

"j.,:'~ 

~;: ' 

:.~ 
""J 

... \ 

.~. :: 

-::: 

... ;. 

~ 



- 224 -

To Vincent Berg8r's Asi:]' corr,_:spond..3 Mollb.Jrg's Africa. Like 

VincGnt, Mollb8rg has only rGcontly roturnod~ and both return 

d8foated. 

Mollberg no';.·' raisGs th,.; fund'"1m~nta.l qUGE tion: 

La notion cl'ho!llil18 a-t-ello un sens? 

Autreillunt dit: sous l8S croyanc83, las mythcs, et surtout 
sous 1.'1 multipliei te ddS structur0:3 mentalus? :peut-on isoler une 
donn~e pclrruanente, valable ~ travers los lieux, valable ~ 
travers 1 'histoire, sur quoi puissa s\.~ fonder la no.tion d 'homme? 

After having posed the question, Mollb0rg begins a series of 

hsunting evocations of ancient civilis.J.tions (linous sommes dans un 

domaine cosmique") Wilich show "des civilisations qui ignorent: la 

proilii~re, notre sentiillsnt du destin; 13, duuxi~~e, notre sentiment 

do la naissance; la troisi~wu9 notr~ 30ntiment de l'6change; la 

dcrni(;re, not're sentiment de 13. lnort" 0 Wha.t Moll berg wants to show 

is that what we wight considur as soma of wan's most natural funda-

mental feelings, have buen unknown to SO@G ruen and have been foreign 

to sowe civilisations. There is, th8roforc? not a permanent notion 

of Man. HUHlan civilisations are born 3.nd die ana are impermeable 

to oni] another: 

Les ~tats psychi1udS succossifs do l'humanit6 sont irr~ductible­
ment diff~rents, p~rce qu'ils n'~ffectent pas, ne cultivent pas, 
n' engagen t pas la HlelnG part d-3 11 hOlnliiO" Sur I' Gssen tiel, PIa ton 
ct Saint-Paul ne peuvent ni s'accordGr ni se convaincre: ils ne 
peuvent que se convertir. Un roi chroti8n et un roi proto-
historique lie aux astrGs n'ont p~s d-::ux idees du destin: pour 
que 10 roi chretien ressente, con90iv8 l(~ dostin, il faut que l~ 
monde psychique de l'autre ait disp~ru. Je doute qu'il y ait un 
dialogue de la chenil18 ot du pa,pillon. MeIn8 sntr·.) 1 'Rindou qui 
croit ~ l'absolu et ~ l~ ill6t3illPSYcoso, at l'Occidental qui croit 
~ la p~trie dt ~ lu mort, 10 d±~loguo ost postiche. 

Eventually, Mollberg can "concavoir una PGrmanonc~ de 1 'homme, mais 

c'est unG permanence dans Ie n6ant". 

It is obvious that SOille of tho ideas of Mollberg are 

Malraux', but one should b0 car3ful here. The identification of 

I\I:ollbGrg with Malraux is only 1)3.rti~11o Wh8-t Mollberg represents is 

th8 illOSt extreme point of Malraux' thought. Mollberg pushes this 

thought to its ultimato and d~sPQrat8 conclusions. He travels much 

further than Malraux an~i arrives 'lt a sterile? haughty and stoic 
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pessimi mH. 

When Moll berg says thJ, t thl.~ pOrtllan(3ncy of man is in 

nothingness, Vincent Berger countars by sugg~sting "une permanence 

dans Ie fondamental ll
• On this qUGstion MBllberg and Berger are 

clearly divided. Vincent B0rger beliov~s in mun, in a fundamental 

ilian, the nihilist Mollberg beli0ves, if that wore possible, in 

• nothingness. This faith of Bargor in man and in his ~bility to 

draw out of nothingness the protost against it, his man-made art, 

ar8 uxpressed in the description of the w~l~ut tre8S of Altenburg, 

which Berg8r goes and conteillplatds lftar tho colloquium: 

La pl~nitude des arbres s~culairos 6manait de leur masse, 
mais l'effort par quoi sortaiant do IGurs ~norllies troncs les 
branches tordu8s, l'~panouissem3nt on feuil18s sombres de cs 
bois, 8i vieux et si lourd qu'il sembl~it s'enfoncer dans la 
terre et nen s'en arracher, imposaient a la fois l'id~e d'une 
volont~ at d'une m6tamorphosG sans fin. EntrE eux les collines 
devaL:dent jusqu'au Rhin, ils Gnc~=tdr\;.i8nt la cuth6drald de 
Strasbourg tr~s loin d~ns 10 cr6pusculu hour8ux, comme tant 
d! au tr0s tronc s encadri:1i en t l' ,iU tr8s C,3, thedrs,le s dans des ch:::uilps 
d 'Occident. Et cat t e tour dr3ss6e d'.1ns son orai son d' ampu te, 
touts la pa tienc0 et It] trav:iil hUH1~ins dOvl.;loppes en vagues de 
vignes jusqu'au fluuv0 n'6taiunt qu'un dGcor du soir autour de 
la s~culaire pouss6e du bois vivant, des dclu~ jets drus et noueux 
qui arrachaient 18s forces du l~ terre pour lC8 d~ployer en ramures. 

Here wu havo the central imag0 from which the novel derives its title: 

Hero we find express0d, for th~ trGGS arc wan? the ideas of will and 

of endless metamorphosis. And th:; trees fraii .. c &onother "tree", this 

one l~lade by IHan, the cathedral of Strasbourg. 

The last episode of L~s NOY0rs should be seen as an answer 

to MollbGrg's nihilisill. VincJnt Borger, no~ an intelligence 

officer in the Gennan army, is .9.n ohs:;rvor of thG first experiments 

with gas on the Vistula Front. Tho QxpGriment is being conducted 

by the invon tor, Prof]ssor Hoff"nann 0 We find here another form of 

th8 intellectual, the int0112ctu~1 d0humani~cd ~y his discipline. 

For hiill, wan does not oxist (aaother form of nihilism), or rathar 

exists only as far as he reacts to his gas:-

- On a essay6 d l owploy8r des poisons. M~is c'est p~rfaitement 
idiot! L'acide cyanhydriqu8] l'oxydJ dd carbone sont des poisons 
parfaits, qu'est-ce qulils ont donn~? 1'acid~ cyanhydriquo 
dem2,nd8 un deH!i-grg,mm8 au iil2br8 cubo dtc:drg 1(; sujet entre en 

convulsions / .... 
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convulsions et tombe mort d:::tns une rigidite tetanique. C'est 
parfait. En lieu clos •.. Mais Ju'est-ce que 9a veut dire? 
Le champ de bataille, figurez-vous, so permet d'gtre ~ l'air 
libre! 

- Ensuite, quoi? On a essaye de l'oxyde de carbone. En 
laboratoire. Toxi~ue redoutabls, presentant tautes les qualites 
requises, facile ~ preparer, bon march~. II fixe l'hemoglobine 
du sang, l'empgche de s'unir ~ l'oxy~~ne de l'air. Mais il y a 
toujours Ie probleme de l'air libre! 

While there is here a touch of the "mad scientist", nevertheless 

Hoffmann's scientific inhumanity is made perfectly cle>ar. Some 

thirty years later, another "Hoffmann" w-ill invent Zyklon B. 

The attack takes place the day after Hoffmann's arrival. 

While waiting for the attack to begin, Vincent listens to the soldiers 

talking in the trenches. Hera Berger finds an answer to MBllberg. 

The soldiers talk of the age-old obsesdion of unfaithful wives, then 

talk of the g'as whi ch, they believe 9 will freeze men in wha tever 

position they were at the tilne: man's ancient dream, embodied in 

The Sleeping beauty. This scene should be read together ~ith the 

P.O.W. scene of the prologue of which it is the counterpart. Vincent 

Berger, like his son wH-l twenty-five years later at Chartres, finds 

himself before "la matiere originelle ll ~ befort.; pr€:-historic? but 

fundamen tal and indes truc ti ble Juan g 

- Q,uand mgme, vous voyez 9a, Ie marechal-ferrant avec son 
marteau au-dessus de l'enclume, qui boueo plus! Des trucs 
comme 9a, c'est des blagues, Ie mJ,rteau tomberait, vu qu'il est 
trop lourd. L'electricite, elle, a' doit rlster allumee ... 

Mon pere se souvint de la ville des Mille at une nuits o~ tous 
les gestes humains, la vie des fleurs, la flamu18 des lampes ont 
ete suspendus par l'Ange de l~ Mort... II etait l~ tout pres, 
avec ses t@tes de bonhomilles. ~Mais la coulee du temps m~ne si 
bien A la mort, elle aussi, que Ie vieux r@ve du destin suspendu 
re1-,arai s sai t comme s' i 1 eut e te 1.0 secre t de la terre, tapi dans 
ces hOffiWeG aux casqu~s A points recouverts de toile grise, comme 
i1 l'avait ~t& SQUS les heauffids des 301dats de Saladin. 
L'obscurite etait de nouveau tout habitee de voix, voix 
d'indifferences et de reves s·aculaires ~ voix de metiers - comme 
si les metiers seuls eussdnt vecu, sous les hommes impersonnels 
et provisoires. Les timbres changeaient, mais les tons restaient 
les mgwes, tr~s anciens, enrob6s dans 10 pass6 comme l'ombre de 
cette sape - la m&me resignation? la mGmo fausse autorite, la 
~@we absurde science at la ill~me 0xp6ri~nce, la m@me inusable gaft6, 
at ces discussions ~ui ne connaissaient ~U8 l'affirmation de plus 
en plus brutale, comili8 si CSS voix do l'obscurit~ ne fussent jamais 
parvenus A individualiser mSmo lour co15ra. 

Th8 description of th2 gas attack is undoubtedly one of the 

great / ... 4 
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grbat scenes written by Malraux. After tho g&G ~as been roleased 

and the wind has pushed it to th8 Russian lines, thb German soldiers 

go in to mop up the trench8s. Vinoont B0rg~r follows. But the 

gas not only killed men, it rottei ani putrifiod all it touched: 

Mon p~re avan9ait lourdem2nt, illais il ~van~ait. Isol~ dans 
lu solitude comme pour veil10r 10 cheval gaze, etait un arbre 
illort; non pas moisi do gaz, illais toutes S0S branches nettes, 
anguleuses, ossifi~es, avec la pouss6e tragiqu~ de tous les arbres 
Iltorts de la terre. Et cot arbro p6trifio dc:puis t-.ant d I annees 
semblait, dans cet univers de pourriture? Ie dlrnier vestige de 
la vie. Une pie passa d'un vol ralonti, SGS 11umes blanches 
decoupces dans ses ailes noires? dt tornba COmrllE: un oiseau des 
ronces et des aubepines doubles 6t:1it f3,ucho, gluant lui aussi, 
du co roux livide de b@te cr0vee qui dev8nait noir ~ vingt m~tres. 
Mais los ronces no s'accroch~ieat plus: avec la troublante 
sensation d'avoir r8trouv~ s~ forc~, man p~re avan9ait sans 
resistance a travers un8 b~rri~r8 6FinGus~ on d~liquescence sous 
ses genoux, SOllS son epau10, 30US son ventre. Seules piquaient 
encores les longues epines deB ~cacias, dont Ibs branches ne se 
rompaient pas au premier contact; leurs feuil18s semblaient 
seulemen t "commencer a so f10trir, touch6es par un debu t d' au tomno. 
Au-dessus de sa tete, toutes los ~utres fouillbs devenues 
semblables - chene, boulGau, molez8 9 pouplier - pendaient comme 
des salades cuites, avec 9~ at l~ une araign6e morte au centre 
de sa toile o~ perlait un~ roseo v0rd~treo 1l lierre agglutino 
pendait aux trancs suppurants. A chaquo pas? des buissons 
ecrases montai tune odeur 8.111:3r;:) at douc~atr8 9 cello des gaz sans 
doute. 

Tho gas is not merely a gas, it :lttacks tho very slring of life, it 

b8comes in fact Death. This is whoro tho achievement of Malraux in 

1es Noyers lies. A writer can without difficulty show the death of 

an indi vidual (cf 1[1 Mort du p2r3 in L88 T~iabaul t or The Doa th of 

Ivan Illitch); death itself cannot so 0asily bo represented without 

falling into allegory. In tho novels of IvIdlrau:x, so obsessed with 

d8ath~ we had up to no~ found only individual deaths (Perken, Tehen,' 

Kyo, Hernandez). But h8re, in thG form of thG l~thal gas, we have 

death itself as an inescapabld plaguu that kills Gverything that 

lives. 

Soon Vincent B0rg8r 808S the Germ~n soldiers running back 

towards their lines. OV2rCOW3 by horror and pity, they earry the 

horribly suffering Russian soldi8rs on thoir backs and try to bring 

thorn to the German ambulancos. Thora iS 9 in th8 description of 

this, no trace of sentimentality, no traco of tho usual Malravian 

flamboyance and heroics. In fact, tha wri tint:; is ra thor fla t and 

therefore / .... 
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therefore all the more effuctiveg 

1e Russe allonge sur Ie d03 8ntr~ eux 9 fit un effort pour 
S8 retourner sur Ie v8ntr;;~, y p,3..rvint <Jnfino 1es d8UX 
Allemands se redressaiant 13ntemont? l~s jambcs encore ~ demi 
pIoy6es, stup~faits comm~ mon p~re d0 r8trouvor cetts val16e 
de Terre Promise. 18 sous-officior dit ontre ses dents quelqua 
chose que couvrit Ie bruit dJ S0S bottos pompant des feuilles. 

- Quoi! demanda mon p~re. Son compagnon }rogna de nouveau. 
II eut voulu montrer du doigt, mais S0S doigts etaient enfoncos 
dans la c~pote de celui qu'il portaito 

II se d~bine, leur g~rs! r6p~ta-t-il enfin., 

1e grand vent s'engouffrait dans les chDmis~s des porteurs 
que Ie repos abrutissait, derriGre dUX~ Ie gaze essayait de 
raiHf;(:9r vers les lignes russes. Plus do cent Dietres Ie 
separaient du bois; a chaqua effort~ il ;1van~2it derisoirement 
de vingt centim~tres, retoillb~it; remontait vcrs sa tranchee, 
vers l'etroit~ fosse ~ gaz o~ se d6composaicnt les siens. Et 
Ie plus inhumain n' etai t pJ,S CJ mouTant qui rampai t, les bras 
dans 1& boue jusqu'au-dessus dos coudes 9 at l~s yeux en face des 
bouillons-blancs gaines d'ess~ims morts? c'6tait Ie silence. 

18S porteurs avaient dnfin vu 10 Illouvt:Illlmt du Russe. lIs 
fir(:;nt Ie'S deux pa3 qui les 3SpJ,rdi~nt de lui, 1 'un lui botta 
les f~sses, puis tous deux 10 hiss~rent de nouveau sur leurs 
bras, ot ils r~partirent. 

Vincent Berger, terrifidd by this GvidE-nce of evil ("sans 

doute les croyants appellent-ils pr~sonc3 du demon une semblable 

visitation de l'epouvante"), also fools he must act against it: 

1'Esprit du Mal ici ~tait plus fort encore quo la mort, si _ 
fort, qu'il fallait trouV3r un RUS3G qui ne fut pas tu~, n'irnporte 
lequol, 113 rnettr2 sur ses epaules et Ie saUV8r-. 

Cinq ou six ~taient ~pars dans las buissons, au-dessous d'une 
capote accrochee par le col, at qui oscillait sur ce Qelire 
comme un pendu; mon p~re S3 jet~ sous Ie prcThi~r, s'arcbouta 
dans les ronces molles et se re13vQ avec lui 0.. Mon pere, 
paupieres serrees, tout son corps colle a cc cedavre fraternel 
qui Ie protegeait comme un bouclier contre tout co qu'il fuyait, 
marnlonnait sans arret: "Vita, vite", sans saveir ce qu'il 
voul~it dire par l~, et n'avait m&me plus conscience de marcher . 

. 
Later on ho reflects on what lay behind this spontaneous action of 

the men saving their enomies: 

1a pitie? pensa-t-il confusemQnt, comme lOTsqu'il avait vu 
revbnir les compagnies; il s'agissait d'un elan bien autrement 
profond, o~ l'angoiss0 et la fr~t8rnit6 se rCjoignaient 
inextricablement, d'un elan venu de tres loin dans les temps -
comIDe si la nappe des gaz n'efit abandonn6, au lieu de ces 
Russes, que des cadavres amis d'hommes du quaternaire .•. 
Jusqu' au ciel lIliroi tant ot bleu, Ie coteau montai t avec son 
odeur retrouvee d'arbrds, l'odeur des buis at des sapins qui 
ruissellent sous l'averse. Tout a coup 10 souvenir de l'Alten­
burg traversa l'obs8ssion d~ ilion p~re: il 6tait en face de 
vastes bouquets de noyers. 

Here / •... 
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HGre v<!C find th(;~ final :J,nswer to lVlollb<Jrg~ What is fundamental in 

man is this "elan au l'angoiss2 8t L;l. frdtr;;:;rnite SG rejoignent", 

this solidarity of m~n ~gain3t j~~tho Horc lic8 tho true meaning 

0i Malraux' last novel and ll')t 9 iS some critics hEve thought, in 

Vincent Berger's wild longing for h~ppinoss as h£ is dying. 

And so, Vincent BergoJr~ the last of Ma.1 ra\l.x, heroes, 

dies a death which we shqll not witness; not any marc than we 

witn0ssed Katow's death - but both sh~ring the stubborn conviction 

that this fr~ternit6 (or love) can justify ~ human life ~hich means 

nothing, but which we must liva to the Gnd with all its daspair and 

happiness. 

-------000-------
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NOTES 

1. Denis Boak, Andre Malraux & TeE. Lawrence, Modern Language Review, 
October 1966. 

2. 

... 3. 

Roger Cai11ois, Circonstantie11es 1940-1945, Paris, Gallimard, 
n.d., p.122. 

Andre Gide, Journal 1939-1949, p.272. 
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Select Bibliography 

An enormous amount has been written on Malraux. The bibliography of 
Miss T. White (University of London School of Librarianship, occasional 
pUblications Vol.12, 1963, Item 54) lists 440 books and articles devoted to 
his work. This bibliography does not go beyond 1957 and according to 
Dr. Schult of the University of Berlin shows important lacunae as far as the 
French material is concerned.* 
I have listed in this select bibliography the works of Malraux, all the books 
on his work that, to my knowledge, have been published in French and in 
English and a few of the most important or interesting of the innumerable 
articles and reviews. 

*) For example, the very important article on Les Conquerants by Leon Trotski 
is not listed. . 

I. Works by Andre Malraux 

(a) Novels: 
Les Conquerants, Paris, Grasset (1928) 

.'. 

idem, Version definitive avec une postface de 
-- l' auteur. Pa:ris, Grasset (19l~9) 
Royaume farfelu, Histoire. Paris, Gallimard (1928) 
La Voie royale, Paris, Grasset (1930) 
La Condition humaine, Paris, Gallimard (1933) 
idem, Edition revue. Paris, Gallimard (1953) 
LeiTemps du mepris, Paris, Gallimard (1935) 
L'Espoir, Paris, Gallimard (1938) 
Le$ Noyers de 1 'Altenburg, Lausanne, Editions des Haut-Pays (1943) 
idem, Paris, Gallimard (1948) . 

(b) Works on Aesthetics: 

Francisco de Goya ~ Lucientes, Geneve, Skira (1947) 
La psychologie de l'art, Geneve, Skira (1947-50) 
Saturne. Essai sur Goya, Paris, Gallimard (1950) 
LeMusee imaginaire de la sculpture mondiale, Paris, Gallimard 

(1952-45 
La Metamorphose des dieux, Paris, Gallimard (1957) 

(c) Miscellaneous: 

Lunes en papier, Paris, Galerie Simon (1921) 
Oeuvres gothico-boudhiques du Pamir, Galerie de la N.H.F., n.d. 
Esquisse dlune psychologie du cinema, Paris, Gallimard (1946) 
"D'Une jeunesse europeenne" in Ecrits par Andre Chamson, Andre 

Malraux, Jean Grenier, etc. Paris, Grasset (1927) 
"Reponse a Trotsky", La Nouvelle Revue FranGaise~ April 1931 

7YLawrence et l'erotisme". A propos de l'Amant deLady Chatterley. 
La Nouvelle Revu.e Franqaise, January 1932. 

"Preface a 'Sanctuaire' de W" Faulkner", La Nouvelle Revue 
Fran~aise, November 1933. -

"L'Art est une conquete";, Commune, September-October 1934. 
(Speech to The Congress of Soviet writers) 

"A la decouverte de la capitale mysterieuse de la Reine de Saba", 
L'Intransigeant, 3-13 May 1934. 

Preface to "Indochine SOS" by Andree Viollis, Paris, Gallimard 
(1935) 

HL'Oeuvre d'Art", Commune, July 1935 
"Choderlos de Laclos" in Tableau de la litterature franGaise, 

XVlIe et XVllle sieeles o Paris, Gallrmai>d, n.d. 
"Sur l'heritage culturel", Commune, September 1936. (Speech to 

the Secretariat of the Association Internationale 
des Eerivains pour la Defennc de la Culture, 
London 21 June 1936) --

"N'Etait-ce done que cela?", Paris, Ed. du P-9.vois, n.d. 
Preface to "Qu'une larme dans l'ocean" by Hanes Sperber, 

Paris, Calmann-Levy, 1952 
Preface du "Saint-Just" by A. Ollivier., Paris, Gallimard, n.d. 
Preface to "1e Sang noir" by Louis Guilloux, Paris, IJe Club du 

Meilleur Livre, 1955 
Antimemoires, Paris, Gallimard, n.d. 
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II. Studies of Malraux' works 

III. 

Blend, Charles D. 

Blumenthal, Gerda. 

Andre Halraux Tragic Humanist, Ohio State 
University Press, n.d. 

Andre Malraux, The Conquest of Dread, 
Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins Press, n~d. 

Boak, Denis. Andre Malraux, Oxford University Press, 1968. 
Boisdeffre, Pierre de~ Andre Malraux, Paris, Editions Universitaires, 

n.d. 
Carduner, Jean Rene. La Creation romanesque chez Malraux, (IL thesis 

submitted to the faculty of the graduate 
school of the University of Minnesota, 

Delhomme, Jeanne. 

Fitch, Brian T. 

Frohock, \I/.M. 

Gannon, E.I. 

January 1959) 
Temps et destin, essai sur Andre Malraux, Paris, 

Gallimard, n"d .. , Collection ,~iLes Essais". 
Les Deux univers romanesques d'Andre Malraux, 

Paris, Archives des lettres modernes, 196~, 
No.52. 

Andre Halraux and the Tragic Imagination, 
Stanford University Press, nod. ----

The Honor of Being a Man. The world of Andre 
Malraux, Chicago, Loyola University Press,1957. 

Goldberger, Avriel. Vision of a New Hero, the heroic life according 
to Andre Malraux and earlier advocates of 

Halda, Bernard. 
human grandeur, Paris, J_M. Minard, 19650 

Berenson et Andre Malraux, Paris, J.M. Minard, 
1964. 

Hartmann, Geoffrey H. Andre Malraux, London, Bowes & Bowes, n.d. 
Hoffmann, Josepho L'Humanisme de Malraux, Paris', Lib.C.Klincksieck,-. 

Juilland, Ileana. 
1963. 

Dictionnaire des idees dans l'oeuvre d'Andre 
Malraux, The Hague, Mouton, 1968. 

Langlois, Walter G. Andre ~1alraux. The Indochina Adventure, London, 

Mauriac, Claude. 

Picon Gaetan. 
Picon Gaetan. 
Righter, William. 

Savane" Marcel .. 

Vandegans, Andre. 

Wilkinson, David. 

Pall Mall Press, n.d. 
Malraux ou Ie mal du heros, Paris" Bernard 

Grasset, n.d. 
Andre Malraux, Paris, Gallimard, n.d./ 
Malraux par lui-meme, Paris, Ed.du S,~uil, n.d._, 
The Rhetorical Hero, An essay' on the aesthetics 

of Andre Malraux, London, Routledge 8c Kegan 
Paul, n.d. 

Andre Malraux, Paris, Richard-Masse, IGditeurs, 
1946. 

La Jeunesse litteraire d'Andre Malraux, essai 
sur l'inspiration farfelue,' Paris,-Jean-Jaqques 
Pauvert, n.d. 

Malraux - An Essay in Political Criticism, 
Harvard University Press, 1967. 

Chapters on Malraux in works of general criticism : 

Alberes, R.M. "Andre Malraux et la dignite humaine" in 
La Revolte des ecrivains d'aujourdthui, Paris, 
Correa, 1949, pp.27-63o 

Boisdeffre, Pierre de. "Andre Malraux, Ie temoin du XXe siecle" in 
Metamorphose de la litterature, Paris, 
Ed. Alsatia, n.d., vol.l, pp.325-375. 

Blanchot, Maurice.. ilNote sur Andre Malraux" in La Part du feu, 
Paris, Gallimard, n,d., pp,212-216. 

Brassilach, Robert. "Andre Malraux ou Ie mal de l'hcroisme, in 
Portraits, Paris, PIon, n.d., pp.2l7-227. 

Bree, Germaine and 
Guiton,Margaret, 

Chaigne, Louis. 

"Andre Malraux, Maker of MythsH in An Age of 
Fiction, Rutgers University Press, 1957, 
pp.182-93. 

"Andre Malraux l1 in Vies et oeuvres d'ecrivains, 
Paris, Lanore, 197+,'"'lTol.4, pp.133-80. 
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Goldmann, Lucien. "Introduction a une etude structurale des 
romans de Malraux" in Pour une sociologie 
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Knight, Everett \1/0 "Malraux" in Literature considered as 
Philosophy 9 London, Routledge Kegan Paul, 
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Moeller, Charles. HAndre Malraux, ou l'espoir, sans terre 
promise" in Litterature du XXe siecle et 
christianisme, Paris, Casterman; 1958, 
Vol.III, pp.2l-l94. 

Peyre, Henri., "Andre Malraux" in The Contemporary French 
Novel, Oxford University Press, 1955, 
pp.182-215. 

Rousseaux, Andre. "La Revolution de Malraux" in Portraits 
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Skira, n.d., pp.335-3B. 

Roy, Claude. "Andre Malraux et Tolstoi91 in Descriptions 
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