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INTRODUCTION
L’Eau du Coeur
[image: image]
DECLARATION OF INTEREST : Malraux mattered a lot to me. I  was eight. Near the orchard in the Jardin du Luxembourg, my  mother—a Communist at the time—introduced me to an American friend: Tom, a towering, jovial redhead. “Tom,” she explained, “is  joining the International Brigades in Spain.” They sat on the beige metal  seats and chatted. I overheard “Madrid . . . Comrades . . . Barcelona . . .”  Tom left. Mother told me about a writer fighting in Spain, a man named  Malraux, who commanded a squadron. I looked at his photograph in  L’Humanité. A few weeks later, my mother announced that Tom was dead.
I met the essential André Malraux, the writer, in 1943 under German  occupation, once again at the Luxembourg. I had read L’Espoir. I did not  know the book had been banned. Luftwaffe soldiers in rough blue-gray  uniforms were standing guard at the entrance to the gardens.
I was fourteen. The first paragraphs of the novel rang in my head:  “The uproar of trucks loaded with rifles covered a tense Madrid in the  summer night.” Dialogues crackled between the stations occupied by the  government and those in the hands of Franco’s men.
“Hello, Sepulveda? This is Madrid North, workers’ committee.”
“Your train has gone past, blockheads. You’re a load of dickless ass-holes, and we’re coming this week to cut your balls off.”
“Physiologically impossible. Salud!”
In 1943, for me, in the Jardin du Luxembourg, the Francoists in  Sepulveda became allies of the German soldiers. The motto “Gott mit uns”  on the silvery buckle of their belts corresponded to the motto of Franco’s  troops: “Viva Cristo Rey.” The war in Spain has dragged on in our memories with Manichean simplicity. At the time, I overlooked certain questions. Francoism was abominable, but even at its worst it did not turn into   Nazism. Let us dare ask, even if our first sympathies lie with the Spanish  Republic: What if the Communists had taken power in Spain? What  would have been the result of a Republican victory? A “people’s democracy” and a gulag?
Several generations of Frenchmen have slipped into one war or  another by proxy. Readers have made sense of their own experiences  through the prism of Malraux’s works and life. For a long time, I thought  that no better life and death could be imagined than with the members of  an International Brigade. In the contagious naïveté of the years before the  Second World War, some equations seemed obvious: Francoists = Fascists  = Nazis = Evil. We cultivated these simplified formulae. The ideological  path in the other direction was Communists = Antifascists = Democrats =  Good. How can we investigate André Malraux today with lucidity without  renouncing some of the generous notions carried along by his works?  Another tough question for whoever sets out looking for Malraux: Does  lying matter? The hesitant biographer looks for factual truths about the  life of a subject, even if that subject glosses over an episode in the name of  the rights or duties of the imagination. “For the most part,” Malraux  claimed, “man is what he hides.” No: he is also what he shows and what he  does.
André Malraux was resuscitated for a few weeks—protean Lazarus  that he was—on November 23, 1996, when Jacques Chirac, fifth president  of the Fifth French Republic, had his remains transferred to the Panthéon  in Paris. Why?
Chirac welcomes me one Saturday to a deserted Élysée Palace.
“Who are your favorite modern authors, Monsieur le Président?”
Chirac’s answer flows out: “Saint-John Perse, Aragon . . .”
He does not take a position either for or against Malraux as a novelist:  “For me, Malraux is not a great writer but a great man.”
In this the president agrees with André Gide, an attentive and perplexed friend of Malraux. Why, then, did Chirac agree to the “transfer of  the ashes”?
“In 1996, we needed to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of his  death. He was the General’s companion, he invented the Ministry of   Culture. . . . He had panache . . .”
The president has recently reread L’Espoir: “His best novel,   perhaps . . .”
Chirac, it seems, would give him six and a half out of ten. He nevertheless sees “a rare intensity” in this book, “a tremendous scale, a metaphysical quest.” Malraux, for him, embodies a “French nostalgia for the  will and brotherhood.”
Chirac’s contact with Malraux was limited. In the 1960s, sitting at the   end of the table in Cabinet meetings, Chirac brimmed with ambition and  looked on glory; Malraux the ministre d’état, sitting next to President  Charles de Gaulle, gazed on majesty.
“Malraux dozed with a certain distinction,” says Chirac. “He would  screw up his face and push his chin into a restless hand. . . . He had a great  capacity for making others listen.”
When Malraux started to speak, Chirac would see a “certain tenderness” in the eyes of General de Gaulle. Sometimes the junior minister  went over to the Ministry of Cultural Affairs: “In his office, Malraux fascinated and irritated me. . . . For art, there was no hierarchy. He saw  Michelangelos everywhere.”
I take notes. Chirac feigns (I think) a worried look: “You’re not going  to put that, are you?”
“Why not?”
The president smiles. Chirac doesn’t think much of Malraux’s books  on art: “They lack scientific rigor. But nobody spoke better than he about  fetishes.”
Chirac is more excited when evoking Malraux the Gaullist high priest.  With a veteran’s verve, he recalls an electoral meeting in Seine-Saint-Denis (a “red” suburb): “I was sitting behind Malraux. Chairs were flying.  Communists were booing Malraux, who was sitting on the platform.  When there was a silence, he jumped in—extraordinary actor—and  started to address the militants and the Party sympathizers: ‘I was on the  Guadalquivir. I waited for you. I did not see you coming.’ ”
We return to the General. Chirac suggests, “In every civilization,  leaders have a fool. It relaxes them. . . .”
Malraux remained at Charles de Gaulle’s side until the very last: the  theatrical, moving, and pointless abdication in 1969.
“Malraux’s personality,” says the president, “gives rise to emotion, not  necessarily admiration. The water of the heart [ l’eau du coeur] rises to the  eyes.”
ONE NEEDS to have heard his voice.1 At twenty as much as at fifty,  Malraux wielded a weapon: a dark beauty and a magnetism that could  make an impression of familiarity or shamanic intensity. Imagine Malraux prophetic, cocky at times, sneezing, juddering with nervous tics,  expelling his repetitive interjections: It’s complex . . . seriously . . . a huge    issue . . . major point . . . A finger on his chin whether pacing a room, a  ministry office, or a battlefield. He kept the leading role for himself,  except when faced with Charles de Gaulle. Malraux punctuated his  remarks with a stamp of irrefutability, addressing servants or dictators, a  museum curator or a museum attendant, in reverberating tones: Never  mind about that . . . secondly . . . At Borobudur, which you know better than  I . . . Stalin is all statistics . . . 
In his speech at the Panthéon, Chirac dehydrated Malraux’s misadventures in Cambodia. The president declared that Malraux had “the  intention of taking samples of bas-reliefs” from a temple. Why the  euphemism?
Malraux’s biography is neglected by current doctoral dissertations in  France. The focus is on the I, esthetics, the transformation of civilizations, the  writer’s oriental inspirations. Especially under the academic monopoly of  Malraux gurus, the often fashionable structuralist and postmodernist  approach imposes its restrictions: texts, of course, refer to other texts,  never to life. Malraux comes out as pure intellect, stripped of his lively  characteristics. By turning him into a statue, we forget his stature. Malraux played with his biography, supplied it, and massaged it: “Biographies  that go from the age of five to the age of fifty,” he suggested, “are false  confidences. Experiences set a man in place.”
Taking on the biography of a writer does not mean taking it out on his  life or works. A reliable Malraux specialist, Robert S. Thornberry, rightly  remarks, “There is a lamentable tendency to let one’s sympathy or aversion for the man and his legend obscure the critical faculties.” In every  biographer lurks a detective in love struggling to get out; sometimes jealous, sometimes fulfilled or filled with wonder or shocked—carried away,  let down, and caught again by his or her own uncertainty. Every question  must be raised, not with cynicism but with skepticism. Malraux’s childhood, which he said he hated: Was it unhappy? Was Malraux a revolutionary? Did he really converse with the world’s high and mighty? In what  way? Was he friendly in private, or indifferent? Was he a member of the  Resistance? Was his devotion to Gaullism motivated by real passion or  calculated self-interest? Was he afflicted by illness, a syndrome, or was he  a drug addict? In 1978, I asked Raymond Aron what he thought of the  most sibylline remarks of his friend Malraux. Smiling, Aron answered,  “One third genius, one third false, one third incomprehensible.”
Contemporaries of Malraux who are still alive are pushing a hundred.  I called on witnesses and documents, letters, fragments from newspapers and manuscripts, untapped public and private archives in Russia, Britain,  France, and the United States; I consulted the French Foreign Office, the  Prime Minister’s Office, and the President’s Office. I followed Malraux’s   course from Bondy on the outskirts of Paris to Banteay Srei in Cambodia,  via Barcelona, Moscow, Delhi, and Haiti. Archives drag legends back into  history. I also relied on the work of my predecessors—Robert Payne, Jean  Lacouture, Curtis Cate, and others, including one unpublished work—  often without agreeing with them as to the facts or their interpretation.
A painter mixes pigments with a binding medium to obtain colors.   In his fiction, in all his writing, Malraux mixed the realities of his life and  his imagination. The biographer must separate pigments and binding, respecting the relationship between them. Sartre claimed that the life of a  dead man is unguarded, one can walk straight in. Far from it.

CHAPTER ONE
Heroes and Confectioners
[image: image]
THE JEANNE-CAROLINE WAS a squat, heavy dogger of ninety-three tons, fitted out in Dunkirk; a decked vessel with three masts,  heavy but fragile in bad weather. In careful, slanted handwriting,  the muster roll of the Jeanne-Caroline gives an account of the shipwreck in  which Jean-Louis Malraux, sailor and ancestor of André Malraux, met his  end: “Today, the 25th day of April in the year 1836, at three o’clock in the  night, being at 63° latitude 11° longitude west fishing for cod in Iceland . . . ,” an ordinary seaman was “summoned for the duration of the  storm and in the call of duty to replace the fishing captain, who had fallen  overboard, lost and presumed dead.” The testimonies of a novice cooper  and a ship’s boy agree: seven men were lost, including Malraux, Jean-Louis, thirty-two. Jean-Louis’s father also died at sea.
Four years before the death of ordinary seaman Jean-Louis, his wife,  Françoise, a greengrocer, had given birth to a son, Émile-Alphonse, André  Malraux’s paternal grandfather.
Among Jean-Louis’s forebears figure a plumber, a shoemaker, a vintner, a cooper, a dock laborer, a ship’s carpenter, and an unmarried mother;  Françoise’s ancestors include an employee of the city toll office, a  concierge in a Paris hotel, and an infantry major glowing with campaigns  in America and Spain.
Malraux fathers died young—killed by seas or oceans off every coast  and by firedamp in the mines to the east of Dunkirk, toward Lille and  Valenciennes. Untimely bereavement force-fed orphans and wives a compost of suffering and uncertainty.
Émile-Alphonse, Jean-Louis’s son, was born on July 14, 1832. Breaking with tradition, he kept mainly to dry land. On a rare sea excursion, he  was thrown overboard in broad daylight. He was a little deaf and talked in   a loud, high voice. He could read, write, and count very well. He dropped  “Émile” and kept “Alphonse” as a first name. He was ambitious: he turned  cask maker, wine taster, seller of spirits, and master cooper before becoming a ship owner. He was somebody: the town records him as being a maritime expert. Alphonse had his own headed paper and houses in the nicer  parts of Dunkirk: Rue du Jeu-de-Paume, Rue Jean-Bart. He lived in the  town center, four hundred yards from the port.
He managed his ten-ship fleet with authority. He embarked from time  to time to supervise captains and curse crews, or just to please himself.  Despite his average height, he cut an imposing figure at home and at  work. With his employees, he spoke French and Flemish. At thirty-five,  starting to bald but still with a superb mustache, he married Isabelle  Mathilde Antoine, without passion, and gave her eight children in fifteen  years.1 The fifth, Mathias-Numa, was not provided with a Christian first  name—his father’s way of teasing the priest.2
Two maids looked after Alphonse’s bourgeois residences with their  costly furniture, tasseled curtains, padded armchairs, plants in pots,  curios, and seascapes. “Bon Papa” Alphonse collected model boats. They  amused the children and grandchildren. As his miniature collection  increased, the full-scale one dwindled: his shaky fleet suffered from British  and Norwegian competition. His fortunes ebbed, and in 1898, Alphonse  financed only two ships.
Alphonse was rough with his employees and tough with his children—he once sent two of his sons to the cellars for two days, one down  with the wine, the other among the cheeses. Sporting a little goatee and a  top hat, he might often have been taken for a dandy. And he was sometimes an eccentric: when the town hall refused to find a public meeting  place for the Jews, Alphonse invited them in. The town council wouldn’t  give a piece of wasteland to some traveling performers; the incorrigibly  rebellious Alphonse put up the circus. He was a bad-tempered character—  with character. The Malraux clan had its whimsical eccentricities: one was  known for drinking wine out of a chalice; others led a “wild life”; others  still neglected their children.
Widowed in 1890, Alphonse slept with his dog, a Saint Bernard that  looked like a big bear cub. Alphonse scolded his daughter Marie when she  cried. Jacquot, their parrot, picked up the phrase “Pleure Mimi, pleure  Mimi.”
Alphonse’s sons longed to leave Dunkirk. Not Alphonse: he loved his  town, the North Sea, its melancholy dunes, the houses whitewashed with  lime, their walls of pink and brown brick, the tiled roofs, the landscapes  floating between softness and sadness under the gray and mauve clouds in  winter. Alphonse held his rank, expanded in selfishness, saw to his business, raised his children, contemplated with circumspect benevolence the  sailors, dockers, and tradesmen around the Freycinet dock.
The third son, Alphonse’s fourth child, had the same Christian name  as the first son, who died at four. This Fernand-Jean bis, a “replacement  child” as psychiatrists say, simultaneously expunged and recalled the death  of the firstborn.3 He was known simply as “Fernand,” dropping half of the  first name: a familial custom began. Fernand lost his mother at fifteen. He  quit his studies. At eighteen years old, with blue-gray eyes, average forehead, five feet seven, he enlisted in the army for four years to get away  from Dunkirk and his father. The military authorities note that Fernand  “has nothing beyond” scraps of secondary education, despite “a basic  knowledge of Spanish.” This enlisted man “can ride,” notes the recruitment service, so he is drafted into the 21st Dragoons Regiment. He makes  corporal, then sergeant.
After being discharged as a noncommissioned officer, Fernand takes  various jobs in small Parisian banks. His father, Alphonse, made a fortune;  why not Fernand, too? The stock exchange beckons him. Panama, Suez,  Longwy Steel—it’s all there for the taking! Fernand calls himself a broker.  In fact, he is a half-commission man, an intermediary between the  exchange broker and the clients. He goes after his commissions with a  jaunty step, looking good, feeling good, baiting his line with shares,  adorning his patter with accounts of booming capitalism and triumphant  colonialism. Steering his way among bonds and Treasury bills, Cuba 5%s,  Chargeurs Réunis, Fernand was at ease in a world that drew all sorts. The  French, at this time, were keen dabblers in the stock market.
Fernand thought up ideas to patent: unbreakable lightbulbs, self-acting pumps, puncture-proof tires. He attempted to master perpetual  motion. He worked away on extravagant projects with unshakable optimism but never filed any patents. The broker or banker or engineer—  depending on who asks and when—is even better with women than he is  with his clients, thanks to his supple gait, good looks, curly, oiled mustache, and fantastical mind. His father, impatient to marry him off, finds  him a reasonable heiress with a good dowry. But at Malo-les-Bains, Fernand falls in love with Berthe-Félicie Lamy, the daughter of a baker from  the Jura region. Her father died when she was fourteen. Berthe’s mother,  Adrienne, née Romania, is a seamstress of Italian extraction. Her family  includes artisans, businessmen, a sculptor, a soldier.
On March 24, 1900, as Sarah Bernhardt is having a triumphant success in L’Aiglon, Berthe Lamy, nineteen, and Fernand Malraux, twenty-four, are married at the town hall of Paris’s Eighteenth Arrondissement,  despite a grumbling Alphonse. They move into 53, Rue Damrémont, in  the west of the Eighteenth. Fernand rents a five-room apartment in a   recently finished building by the architect Émile Blais, whose bourgeois  houses are popping up all around the Montmartre cemetery. At the turn of  the century, it is said that in this neighborhood one meets plus de rupins et  moins de rapins—more swells, fewer daubers. The newlyweds visit the  World’s Fair and the first Métro line, from Maillot to Vincennes, opened  that year.
At four in the afternoon on Sunday, November 3, 1901, Georges-André Malraux is born. His birthday—a propitious presage, perhaps, or a  heinous heritage—falls on his mother’s. The name “Georges” is in fashion. The Malrauxs quickly drop it: it will be André. Fernand himself does  not register his son at the town hall. The widow Lamy, the infant’s maternal grandmother, takes care of that formality with the uncle Maurice Malraux, a traveling salesman. The authorities, in accordance with Mme.  Lamy’s claims, record the father as “business employee.” From one document to another Fernand’s profession metamorphoses.
On Christmas Day 1902, Berthe brings Raymond-Fernand into the  world. The child lives for three months. Berthe is not getting on with her  husband. He seeks reassurance or amusement in increasing numbers of  indiscreet affairs. For lack of achievements, he wreaths himself in conquests. At four, André Malraux threatens to call the garde champêtre if his  parents go on bickering. Berthe screams that she has “had enough of giving birth to dead babies,” alluding to a miscarriage. Fernand Malraux goes  away, comes back, then leaves for good.
His departure is the third blow in a row for André’s mother, after the  death of her father and that of a son. Berthe does not show it, but she is  hurt. From now on she must depend on God and her mother, the head of  the clan. Adrienne has sold the bakery and bought a greengrocery in  Bondy, outside Paris. She converts it into a confectionery and moves in  with her daughter Marie, André’s beloved spinster aunt. Berthe and her  son go to live with the two women at Bondy. His parents’ separation  leaves its mark on André but is also his salvation.
Bondy was a small, suburban town of five thousand inhabitants to the  northeast of Paris. Despite its sawmills, ironworks, and boiler works on  the banks of the Ourcq Canal, the industrial boom had passed Bondy by; it  was neither popular, like Livry Gargan, farther out to the east, nor fashionable, like Saint-Germain-en-Laye to the west. Civil servants, petits  bourgeois, farmers, and manual workers rubbed shoulders on its noisy  streets. Flat barges, loaded to the brim with coal, lime, fodder, and boards,  were towed along the canal by horses or mules. The surrounding flat, open  country with its farms, woods, and forest led away to Alsace-Lorraine and  beyond, toward Germany, the traditional enemy. During the fall, in this  part of the Aulnois region, the countryside is either veiled in mist or covered with fog. In the summer, sometimes the heat becomes stifling.
Adrienne’s house is at 16 Rue de la Gare, in the heart of the trading  district. On the ground floor is the confectionery with its shelves, bags,  and jars and its rich aroma of coffee and chocolate, ginger and tea, spices  and brown sugar. Preserves and alcohol are stored in the cellar. The bedrooms are upstairs: André has his own room. He is the only boy in this  reconstituted family, and he never helps with the household chores. The  women ask nothing of him, not even, when he is old enough, to serve customers in the store. They accept or invent the idea that he is not very  practical. At the side of the house, an archway leads through to an inner  courtyard. In the same street, old man Gouisard sells prime vegetables.  There are a locksmith, an ice cream maker, Dumet’s haberdashery, the bar  Les Vins de France, the grocery-cum-café Au Rendez-Vous des Archers.  Opposite Adrienne’s shop stands a large, prosperous café, Au Rendez-Vous du Marché, Maison Girerd. At the end of the week the cover of the  trees and Girerd’s musicians draw crowds. Near the town hall a stable  smells of straw and dung. There is a hairdresser’s, then Cartier’s hardware  store, then Madame Chandel’s little café. Farther on are a printer and  binder, warehouses and sheds.
André twitches, starts, makes faces, sniffs, sneezes, grunts, and blinks.  He has Tourette’s syndrome, at the time a little-known ailment, and one  that affects only a small number of people, most often male. 4 Doctors say  that his tics will disappear with adolescence. André’s Tourette’s shows in  bursts of muscular and vocal activity. Behind the hyperactivity there is a  lively yet mellow look, both serious and mocking; this little boy exerts an  influence over his friends despite everything. Some earn the right to  become his friends. André attends small, private lessons, some at the Institution Dugand, which has twenty pupils. There, in 1907, André meets a  greengrocer’s son named Louis Chevasson, a calm kid one year older than  himself. He becomes André’s confidant. He is amazed by the assurance of  this Malraux boy, his ease, and his memory. Louis is one of the few local  children to be accepted by the Lamy ladies. Henry Robert, another friend,  goes to the local school. He observes that André Malraux, the “petit monsieur” with his private lessons, is not allowed to play in the street or on the  little squares of Bondy. André does not “hang about” outside.
In theory, Fernand Malraux sees his son once a week; he takes him to  a restaurant and boasts about his triumphs on the stock exchange. For the  Easter and summer holidays, he packs André off to his grandfather in  Dunkirk. The town, the sea, the countryside, and, above all, Alphonse’s  personality charm the child. At his grandfather’s, André lives in the world  of a solid, powerful man. Alphonse is more affectionate with his grandchildren than with his sons or daughters. When aunts, uncles, and cousins  are rounded up at family reunions, Alphonse plays the patriarch. The role  suits him, for a few hours.
These breaks spent in Dunkirk are glorious moments for the boy. A  few days after his eighth birthday, on November 20, 1909, his beloved and  respected grandfather dies at Dunkirk’s town hospital. The local newspaper,  Le Nord-Maritime, carries the headline “Tragic death of an old man.”  “Last night, Alphonse Malraux, 76 years old, of independent means . . .  fell in the attic while carrying tools. He wounded himself seriously in the  head, and the doctor had him taken to hospital. The unfortunate man suffered a stroke at three in the morning.” At the cemetery, a menhir grave-stone marks where Alphonse Malraux lies.5 Some mutter that Bon Papa  had had too much to drink.
André paints, on cardboard, canvas, and china plates. A year after his  grandfather’s death, he sketches and colors three black sailboats on a  leaden background.6 Behind these boats, one can make out the trace of a  woman’s head—perhaps André’s mother. This accomplished little work,  melancholy in its colors, evinces a precocious talent, as does the profile of  a dog’s head painted by André at the same period 7—perhaps the Saint  Bernard belonging to Bon Papa.
Fernand was now the only man in André’s universe: a disturbing,  imposing, but absent father. The Bondy triad surrounded the child without stifling him. But André had, as R. D. Laing would put it, a knot: his  mother, enfeebled by her woes, shaped and misshapen by her rudimentary  Christian faith, had little physical closeness with her son. A sensual component was missing. Apparently she found him ugly.
André was well educated and stood up straight; a model child in black-and-white or sepia photos. Jabot collar at three years old, gray school  apron with a merit badge and skeptical pout at seven, a sailor suit or musketeer’s outfit at eight, stiff collar and black jacket at ten, and, a little later,  dressed for his First Communion, with an armband. There are few photographs where the little boy, so admired and carefully dolled up, is laughing or smiling. He sniffs, shakes himself, sometimes chases away women  and friends with abrupt gestures: the twitching child seems to want to  push away those who surround him.
André seems to have been a good student, except in math. He passed  his certificat d’études at the end of primary school in May 1913. With Louis  Chevasson, he became interested in comic books.  L’Épatant, L’Intrépide,  La Semaine de Suzette: all had fat circulations. André joins the École Jules-Ferry scout group, led by the teacher Mr. Suzanne. Scouting, started in  1909, is full of Baden-Powell’s military zeal. A scout is true to his word, he  is “loyal and chivalrous”; he combines Christian virtues and manual skill,  which is alien to André. The group goes on outings to Enghien-les-Bains,  plays tracking games in the Marly woods on Thursdays, pitches tents  around a campfire during the holidays. André wears a uniform and scarf   and carries a flask. Shouting the scout’s motto, “ Toujours prêt!,” he sticks  the blue-and-white pennant of his group onto the orange bicycle given  him by his father. André never becomes a patrol leader. He gets bored  with scouting.
He has friends over. He sings Manon, Werther, and popular songs.   His grandmother, keener on reading than her daughters, sends him off to  the local library. The librarian notices his appetite for books.
The Great War arrives, long foreseen and badly prepared for. The  French Army was supposed to occupy Berlin in a matter of days. The inhabitants of Bondy hear the rumbling of the “Boche” guns before the   Battle of the Marne. At night, some see taxis full of soldiers in red trousers  going off to the front. Then, more unexpectedly, dazed refugees start  arriving on foot or in carts from Reims and Meaux.
André’s father is called up; to the boy, he is the embodiment of la  gloire, glory. There is a shortage of senior NCOs: Fernand Malraux makes  warrant officer in November 1914. Seven months later, headquarters  finds itself short of officers. Fernand is promoted to second lieutenant and  joins the 13th Artillery Regiment. Fernand cuts a fine figure under a kepi  or a beret, in boots or leggings, stick in hand, strapped into a shoulder  belt. He develops a military swagger and frequently calls himself a captain,  and even—why not?—a major. These grand words titillate the ladies, who  cannot read the ranks: one stripe or three, what’s the difference? Fernand  impresses his son. He could be straight out of the patriotic stories in the  illustrated La Croix d’Honneur. He ranks with the heroes of the flagwaving  Les Trois Couleurs, which sings the bravery of those in occupied territory and reveals the “savagery” of the enemy. Promoted to lieutenant in  1917, Fernand is posted in May 1918 to the headquarters of the 12th  Light Tank Regiment. André imagines his father in a tank, a throbbing  mass of metal, stinking of oil and powder. While the lieutenant is in Paris,  father and son pose for photographs. They seem happy with each other.  André looks the more serious of the two; Fernand is the smiling, edifying  warrior.
Lieutenant Fernand Malraux boasts a lot. His superiors recognize his  willingness but remark on his “lack of know-how.”8 In 1915, he is “quite  satisfactory”; in 1916, “very conscientious.” In 1917, he “commands his  section with authority” but has “more theoretical than practical knowledge.” As group technical officer in 1918, “he has not found great success  in this post . . . a middling reserve officer.” Forsang, his commanding officer, comments that Lieutenant Malraux “has spent almost the whole campaign with noncombat units.”
After so many dead, so many broken heads, so many Legion of  Honor medals and Military Crosses awarded in action or posthumously,   Lieutenant Malraux’s military record looks meager: “Injuries: none. Decorations: none.” Only two entries stand out in the file: four days under  arrest for “unjustified complaint” and “demobilized . . . no promotion  prospects . . . no aptitude for command.”
In civilian life, Fernand remains the same, swaying and sassy. Since  before the war, he has been living with Marie-Louise Godard, Lilette to her friends, a gap between her front teeth, cheerful; the opposite of  Berthe. In 1912, a son is born to this unofficial couple, Roland-Fernand  Georges, André’s first half brother. The law at the time dictates that Fernand cannot recognize the child, since he is still married to Berthe. He  appears on the birth certificate as a witness and with a new profession:  “industrialist.” In 1915, bravely refusing to accept the idea that his son  should not carry his name, he declares himself single and recognizes  Roland illegally.
The same year, André, fourteen, goes to Paris. Thanks to private  lessons with Mlle. Paulette Thouvenin, he is accepted at the  école primaire  supérieure in Rue Turbigo, near Les Halles. He takes the train with Louis  Chevasson, who goes to business classes in another establishment. At the  end of the afternoon, the boys meet near the station at a well-known café,  La Chope de l’Est. They board a third-class carriage. After the inspectors  have passed, they jump from step to step, working their way up the outside  of the train to sprawl in first class.
Outside school time, Paris is all theirs. They begin their cultural  exploration. After raiding the library, André meets Louis at the theater:  they go to see Andromaque, Le Cid, Le Médecin malgré lui. Chevasson  notices Malraux’s concentration as he huddles in his seat, then stretches to  catch the words rattling out onstage. They see vintage Chaplin but also  discover another image of the war, through the jingoistic nationalism   of films. Throughout France, there are outdoor mobile screenings of  L’Angélus de la victoire (1915), Des canons, des munitions (1916), L’Alsace  attendait (1917), L’Angélus du front (1918). André Malraux is a little over  sixteen in 1918, and Louis Chevasson, seventeen. Books and movies mean  more to them than reality. For their generation, the cinema becomes a  source of concentrated information and durable emotions, a new technique with which to perceive and record the world. The pictures of war in  newspapers and the cinema shake these young people as much as a visit to  the battlefields of the Marne. The friends also go to the Louvre and the  Guimet Museum. But these sometimes shut early because of lack of coal,  as do the concert halls, where they go with a new pal, Georges Van Parys.
André confides to Chevasson: he wants to write. He shows Louis a  short story, which he later apparently tears up.9 Neither top of his class  nor a dunce, André has an average school career. 10 But he shapes a culture   for himself, on his own. Without the benefit of a classical education, he  chooses his classics, outside school reading lists. He reads, passionately.  Chevasson notices the ease with which André comes and goes from the  medieval Froissart to the nineteenth-century Leconte de Lisle, from  Balzac and Flaubert to Malherbe and Montaigne. As a young reader,  André Malraux stands astride the centuries.
At eighteen, he elects his own lyric, epic, and romantic trilogy of  authors: Hugo, Dumas, and Michelet. Hugo most of all, for his works and  the man himself, myth and symbol, royalist, republican, peer of the realm,  exile. He triumphed with novels and poetic works, branched out into  essays, pamphlets, reporting, plays. So many lives in one, so many talents  in one man.
Malraux’s three favorite authors are anchored in history. They whet  his appetite for heroes. In Michelet’s Jeanne d’Arc, the young Malraux  meets an unusual heroine, peasant turned warrior, with her feet on the  ground and her head in the heavens: “good sense in exaltation.” 11 Plunging into Dumas, he settles on Georges, whose mixed-race hero fights a  colonial English governor. Hugo is his fulcrum. Reading Quatre-vingt-Treize, he meets the bloodthirsty Saint-Just, pale, sad, and strange. More  than Robespierre or Danton, Saint-Just hypnotizes Malraux, and he finds  him again in Michelet. Hugo, Michelet, and Malraux commune in the  Revolution. An image of transfigured France stays with the adolescent  André.
Hugo justifies this special link with history: “History and legend, each  has its own truth. The truth of legend is invention which results in reality.  For the rest, both history and legend have the same goal: to portray,  beneath short-lived man, eternal man.” Like Michelet, who gives synthetic interpretations of historic facts, Hugo paints a mystical picture of  the Revolution: “What the Revolution is doing at the moment is mysterious. Behind the visible work is the invisible work.” The frontiers between  history and legend become blurred; André Malraux develops this esthetic  tendency almost as an ethical code.
In everyday life, the Lamy-Malraux family feels some of the war’s  hardships without undergoing its atrocities. Inflation is eating away at savings, prices are rising, sugar is in short supply, and the confectionery business suffers. Adrienne knows people in the country who can get her white  flour and chickens instead of the gray bread from the bakeries and refrigerated, tasteless meat from the butchers in town.
There is a cardboard and paper shortage. André Malraux, going  through the booksellers’ stalls on the banks of the Seine, notices sought-after and expensive works. He starts to think about the price of books.
Just before the end of the war, in 1918, Malraux is turned down by the   Lycée Condorcet. Perhaps he wasn’t judged to be up to its standards.  André decides not to continue his schooling. He coughs, clears his throat,  appears to get worked up easily. His Tourette’s is not well adapted to a  restricted school environment. To keep his head still and control his tics,  he often rests his chin on his hands. His friends forget about these recurrent symptoms. His hoarse, nervous voice makes an impression, even  when it runs away with itself. An unusual case, Malraux: rather than  Tourette’s holding him back it pushes him forward. Only hyperactivity  and extreme concentration—or a fever—lessen or temporarily banish the  symptoms. André works out his own therapy.
The women around him worry. His father accepts that he wants   to leave school. Fernand never got his high school diploma—nor did  Grandpa Alphonse—and he found his way to a “good position.” Fernand  and Adrienne will help André. This break with the lycée, and therefore  with university, has some advantages: the curious, inventive André Malraux must educate himself outside traditional institutions, acquiring a precious independence of mind. One disadvantage: he is not exposed to  discipline or logic.
André soon leaves behind him a childhood that was neither rosy nor  gloomy.12 He slips away from the three women in Bondy, who are surprised to find him a stubborn, unpredictable teenager. The harsh reality  for Berthe is that her life as a woman is “behind her.” Fernand the story-teller is a failure. How is the adolescent André to react to his father’s lies?  He does not know or does not want to know. Malraux clings to the warm  and majestic image of Alphonse, the totemic grandfather.

CHAPTER TWO
Adolescence of a Leader
[image: image]
MALRAUX, BETWEEN SIXTEEN and twenty, a precocious but  immature young man, wanders Paris in search of his path. His  energy, his curiosity, his good manners, and a rare visual memory ease his movement within the world of literature and the visual arts.  People find him irritating but charming. He doesn’t bother with national  or international political news, nor with religion, which he has not  thought of since receiving presents at his First Communion. He thinks he  lost God around the age of twelve or fourteen, as one might mislay an  empty wallet. Since the age of sixteen, he has wanted to become a writer;  not quite the same thing as wanting to write books. He admitted this to  Louis but not to his parents. Fernand said that Grandpa Alphonse used to  grumble about not having had a writer for a son. Perhaps André Malraux  might satisfy the ambitions of the kindly ghost of his grandfather, who  himself read very little. As a writer, one can revolt, one can remake the  world, and in France the aura of the profession brings you fame.
Malraux liked to think of himself as an accursed poet of genius. 1 He  could see himself not only in Hugo but in Baudelaire, Verlaine, and Rimbaud. Poetry is an exquisite and painful wonder: it won’t earn you a living,  but, more than the novel, it pushes you to play with words. And it sanctions narcissism. Malraux wrote:
O my sensitive and sick soul, O my soul,
See the still more empty day return, see
By the darkened lamp and the flameless grate
The day return as pale and sad as you
And lines reminiscent of Paul Valéry:
Alas, friend, alas! You betray yourself!
 As sand in the wind your courage runs away,
Fashion your heavy disdain into pointless poems;
You will live by force, O my soul, today!2

The metered lines run from his pen. The subject, the author’s soul, is  hackneyed. In other poems, Baudelaire’s cat makes an appearance. 3 It is  the work of a beginner, feeling for his identity. He also works on a convoluted prose text. The first scene opens on a “laughing moon whose shrill  notes fall like teeth”; Pierrots emerge from flower balloons, a lake spirit  hangs himself. Pride has a speech that could be applied to the whole text:  “I fear, alas, that these institutions are not sufficiently precise.” The  muddled little work, entitled Lunes en papier (Paper Moons), dissolves into  allegories. The influences of Rimbaud, Laforgue, Max Jacob, and  Lautréamont are all amalgamated. Malraux works on the text for at least  three years, churning through adolescent themes: angst at the incoherence of existence, the temptation of suicide, the struggle against death.  Even the admiring Louis Chevasson has reservations.
How can one have enough money and still keep one’s freedom? Malraux has discovered the intoxicating pleasure of being master of his own  time—and master of Paris. He balks at office or shop hours as trivial  requirements. From Montmartre to Montparnasse, from Passy to the  Bastille, around the Louvre and the Institut de France, Malraux spots  works from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries and researches the  price of binding and paper. He goes hunting with Louis, sniffing out secondhand books to read or resell. André learns about the fluctuations of  supply and demand. He learns how to judge the quality of a book’s paper,  the beauty of an ex libris, of signed works by Anna de Noailles, Stendhal,  or Voltaire. Is this one a fake? But isn’t it beautiful! An object’s value, like  its beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. Secondhand booksellers, shivering  through the winter in front of their green boxes on the banks of the Seine,  are less good at judging the value of a book than the established booksellers. André has all the parameters in his head. He mesmerizes the   booksellers, talking of laid paper, bastard titles, typography, engravings,  lithographs.
First he makes pocket money with ordinary books. Then he starts  earning a living from rare books. He gets Louis involved and starts doing  business with René-Louis Doyon, a publisher and bookseller, minor  writer, and book collector with a reading room at 9a, Galerie de la  Madeleine. Malraux the young broker follows the standard routes. In the  mornings, he goes up the Rue des Saints-Pères, browses the lanes, takes  Rue Bonaparte, then turns back down the Boulevard Saint-Michel. Leaving the Left Bank before noon, he crosses the Seine armed with lists of   first editions he has tracked down. Doyon makes an order. They understand and complement each other. Malraux surpasses his role as wily book  tinker and Doyon his own as secondhand buyer. André is not yet eighteen,  and Doyon is asking him for advice. From all of his five feet, ten and a half  inches, the novice suggests titles to the elder, including a French translation of the romantic poet Clemens Brentano’s The Dolorous Passion of Our  Lord Jesus Christ and Görres’s Christian Mysticism.4
Malraux wants to edit and present: not bothering with academic precision, he throws together an edition, mixing literary fragments by Jules  Laforgue. Accuracy? Does that really matter? Malraux wants to move fast.  Specialists pan his edition. Malraux doesn’t like experts. This young autodidact might pass for presumptuous if he weren’t so knowledgeable.
Malraux sees himself as a literary critic. Doyon launches a two-franc  monthly magazine, La Connaissance, Revue de Lettres et d’Idées. In January  1920, five pages are given over to an article by André Malraux (aged eighteen years, two months), “On the Origins of Cubist Poetry.” In a sensational summary, the beginner encompasses Guillaume Apollinaire, Max  Jacob, Pierre Reverdy, and Blaise Cendrars. Attack is the best form of  defense: “While symbolism, that now senile literary movement, was dabbling in the lapping waters of its imminent dissolution,” writes Malraux,  “those young people who had no particular desire to publish flabby (but  nonetheless praiseworthy) poems and bedeck them with stunning commentaries set off on foot to find an artist capable of producing work from  which a new esthetic could be extricated without plagiarism.” Apollinaire,  according to Malraux, imitated Heine. Max Jacob deserves to be commended for his “trim” irony and his carnivalesque images, as do Pierre  Reverdy for his “surgical scrutiny” and Blaise Cendrars for his lucid rendition of “the paroxysmal expression of modern life.” A first article generally passes unnoticed. Not this one. In the weekly  Comœdia, a certain  Valmy-Baysse takes the upstart to task. Is Malraux really suggesting that  symbolism is “senile”? Malraux retaliates with a letter that Comœdia publishes: he has been misunderstood; he didn’t mean to attack symbolism,   he admires it.
His second and last article in Connaissance, attracting less attention,  deals with three books by Laurent Tailhade. Whether mocking the middle  classes or admiring the anarchist Vaillant,5 Tailhade amuses Malraux; the  young critic is trying to find a voice of his own. His article has the feel of a  long-drawn-out chore: “Since the day that Stéphane Mallarmé replaced  the ordinary grime of women’s reviews with a pale soot of his own, nobody  has been able to show, as Laurent Tailhade can, how much beauty style  alone can contain.”
Malraux grew close to Action, an artistic and literary review led by Florent Fels. Fels was interested in workers’ conditions, the repression of  rebellion, George Bernard Shaw, the social and political dimensions of  creation, and individual anarchism. He dreamed of a world with no governmental control; he wanted to devote himself to “experience,” the final  goal of existence. He set great store by experience. He often used the  word “comrade,” which pleased Malraux, as did “experience.” Fels was an  avant-gardist when it came to literature but was attracted by a certain  form of order where the monuments of the past have their place. At the  first dadaist demonstration, in front of the sympathizers Max Jacob and  Blaise Cendrars and partisans such as André Breton and Francis Picabia,  Fels shows his opposition. Tzara reads the text of a speech given by Léon  Daudet in the Chamber of Deputies. In the wings, Breton and Aragon are  ringing bells. Florent Fels, yelling from the audience, launches into  Tzara: “Go back to Zurich! String him up!”
Fels opens a counterdemonstration with a talk on the new Mind Classics: “If Art cannot be without a certain seriousness, it must die of boredom.” He reveals the “Messieurs du Dada” as plagiarists of Italian futurism. He rejects dadaist irrationality and decadent negativism. Malraux agrees with Fels’s ideas, although not always with the texts he publishes. But he doesn’t follow the surrealists either: they are too fond of  psychoanalysis. Malraux enters the flow, but against the current. Sixty  years after the publication of Les Chants de Maldoror, Isidore Ducasse, the  Count of Lautréamont, is being revered by militant dadaists and future  surrealists. André Breton, Paul Éluard, Louis Aragon, and Philippe  Soupault place Lautréamont alongside Rimbaud. Malraux doesn’t: he  denounces his methods. Ducasse, notes the young critic, simply substitutes the name “Satan” for the name “God.” Malraux loves to display his  erudition, even when it is shaky, and takes an unfashionable approach to a  fashionable author. For him, the Lautréamont hoax is revealed when one  compares his  Songs of 1868 and of 1874. Indeed, admits Malraux, this  count is still a visionary madman. But you have to ask yourself: “Even  when it produces such curious results, what is the literary value of a given  process?”  Action publishes more studies by Malraux, on André Salmon and André Gide; the latter earns him a letter from the Great Writer, who asks  about this young man with interest. Malraux hesitates, then also gives  Action some prose poems.6 They have no narrative thread and no original  metaphors and pass unnoticed. The author later uses them in  Lunes en  papier.
Malraux lived through these years on fluctuating finances. Without  cutting all bonds with Bondy, he rented a furnished two-room apartment  in Avenue Rachel in Montmartre, where he put up good old Louis  Chevasson. When one of the friends invited a young lady, the other would  go to stay with his mother. Then, before taking a bachelor apartment near   L’Étoile, Malraux moved into an upper-floor room at the Lutétia, Boulevard Raspail. He liked the area and appreciated the service that hotel life  offered, with meals and laundry on demand. Trained by the Bondy ladies,  Malraux took an interest in his clothes. He tried the English tailors  around the Opéra. He would wear cotton or silk poplin shirts and treated  himself to accessories: scarves, cravats, sticks, kid gloves, pearl pins (often  false) for his ties. He loved to wear a thick coat thrown around his shoulders, like a Napoleonic officer’s cape. His feet, he said, were delicate; he  went to good shoemakers. He became a dandy, like Fernand and Alphonse  Malraux before him but in Parisian style.
His love of books brought him out of adolescent negativity. André  now wanted to live a happy and exciting life. In a text published a few years  later, he cast himself as both booklover and cat, his totem animal. 7 Malraux  the cat says, “If you open Les Fleurs du mal more often than La Légende des  siècles, it is not only because of your partiality for Baudelaire. The book  that should be sought out, before any other, by any lucid bibliophile who  can fathom the nature of his pleasure, is one in which each page can  defend itself. Let us reform the appreciation of books.” Malraux the booklover explains what drives him: “Searching for first editions and organizing a Balzac or Marcel Proust evening both illustrate the same feeling, I  think; but if what used to signify modernity now signifies archaism, what  does that matter? This is also true of the work itself. What I am defending  is the quality of my pleasure. I know that a second edition of Racine, even  of Balzac, is loaded with as much evocative power, with as much time, one  might say, as a first. But all passion merely creates a need which only the  illusion of perfection can satisfy.” Malraux the cat agrees: “These are  excellent reasons to become a forger. What is the difference between a  good fake and a bad original? Hoax is eminently creative.”
In the publishing world Malraux starts to look for people more original or enterprising than Doyon. He meets gallery owners, small-scale editors with imagination, scouts and crooks. A recently made friend, Pascal  Pia, aka Pierre Durand, advises him. Younger than him by two years, a  voracious reader, thirsty for literary perfection, and a poet when the fancy  takes him, Pia was orphaned by the death of his father and has left his  mother. Self-taught like Malraux but with a more marked taste for accuracy, he has been a barman and an employee of a shipping and insurance  company. He is a great connoisseur of Hell at the Bibliothèque Nationale8  and has worked with Frédéric Lachèvre, onetime stockbroker and specialist in libertine authors. Pia puts Malraux onto Théophile de Viau, Cyrano de  Bergerac, Lettres à la Présidente, and Lesbia, maîtresse d’école. For Durand-Pia, a prodigious author of pastiches, fakery becomes a game, a way to trap  pedants. Malraux sees it the same way.
When money comes in, the Malraux-Pia-Chevasson trio dine at   Larue’s, steering clear of the set menus. They visit the Moulin-Rouge and  the Lapin Agile, go to homosexual bars and heterosexual clubs. After a full  day, they buy one another drinks at the Chat Noir or in the brothels.
Malraux refines his epistolary tactics. In 1920, he sends a letter from  Bondy to Paul Éluard, his elder by six years, whose Poèmes pour la paix  were received with interest in 1918: “I wish to make your acquaintance  because you are for me one of the most interesting dada poets.” Malraux  doesn’t say he likes dada. “The last thing I want to do is to put you to any  trouble,” he continues, but he points out that he would prefer to visit in  either the morning or the afternoon. 9 Again from Bondy, to André Breton: “My sincerest congratulations for your Exemples, even more successful when printed than read or handwritten . . . Literature such that the  silence of the newspapers is most agreeable, for one doesn’t like to see animals walking on the things one loves.” 10 Again in 1920, Malraux writes to  Jean de Gourmont, looking for further details about George Sand’s sex  life. In Baudelaire’s Intimate Journals, explains Malraux, there is a sentence  on the writer’s capacity for love. The letter lapses into nonsense: “You  must find this epistle disgusting and its author a hispid scribbler, you who  write so admirably! But since this paper has bad things in store for me. . . .  I sink my fingers into the fur of your ‘powerful’ cat, though not soft  (rather clawy) to ward off fate.”
In his letters and the margins of his manuscripts, Malraux often draws  cats, sometimes seahorses or “devyls”—with captions such as “Music  lover,” “Monogram,” or “Disagree.” In Royaume farfelu (Nutty Kingdom),  his current work, he declares, “Take care, curly devils, pale images are  forming noiselessly on the surface of the sea.” Do Malraux’s drawings,  with their ironical smiles, indicate his regret at not being as gifted an artist  as William Blake or Victor Hugo? 11
Unlike his father and grandfather, the young Malraux possesses a sixth  sense for literature and a seventh for Art. He explores museums, particularly the new exhibitions at the Louvre and the galleries around the Place  Beauvau and the Madeleine. He is knowledgeable about the works of  some painters: Braque, Matisse, Picasso, Derain, Vlaminck, Juan Gris.  Malraux makes his way through the artistic world, moving from one  mutual appreciation society to another. At sculptors’ and painters’ studios  he listens and trains his eye. He learns, questions, analyzes techniques and  ideas.
To promote his friend the etcher Demetrios Galanis, he compares  him to the primitive Italian artists of the first Renaissance. He is not afraid  of exaggerating: “One could compare Galanis to many masters, . . . but he  is nobody’s student.” Malraux thus chances a first step into art criticism,  without straying much from generalities: “One can understand only   through comparison,” he writes; “whoever has read Andromaque or Phèdre  will better grasp what constitutes French genius by reading A Midsummer  Night’s Dream than by studying the rest of Racine. The Greek genius will  be understood better through the opposition of a Greek statue and an  Egyptian or Asian one than by knowing a hundred Greek statues.” Comparison, genius, opposition, knowledge: keywords for the young, imperious André Malraux.
For two years, he keeps company with the poet Georges Gabory, a  connoisseur of good restaurants and bad haunts, an expert in champagne  and cancan dancers. Gabory’s poems are rather thin:
Toward the azure of another port
Far from the sick land
From desire and tediousness
And our heart fled
The pomegranate rose
Opened out for him at last.12

Malraux prefers Gabory the man to his work and thinks more of his prose  than his poetry. Gabory writes a provocative piece in praise of Landru 13  worthy of a surrealist. They hang out in Montmartre and Montparnasse  with friends. René Latouche, an office clerk with a limp, also harbors literary ambitions. Latouche realizes that he does not love his mistress, since  he has been sleeping with someone else. Don’t worry about it, his friends  tell him. Latouche then commits suicide. Malraux had some affection for him.
Gabory introduces André to Raymond Radiguet and Max Jacob,  whose importance is quickly apparent to Malraux. The poet is a quarter of  a century older; he has known poverty, astrology, and the cabala. He  receives the young people he deigns to befriend at 7 Rue Gabrielle, Montmartre. Max Jacob has been visited by God. He recognized Him: God  “had a robe of yellow silk with blue facing . . . his face was peaceful and  beaming.” The young crowd surrounding the poet, often agnostics or  atheists, accept his Catholic faith, his outbursts and recantations, his  homosexuality and the laughing fits that bring him to the brink of tears.  Max Jacob sees André as a handsome, pretentious, and sometimes pedantic Baudelaire figure. They share a boeuf miroton and a navarin aux pommes.  Max breaks off their serious conversations with imitations of pompous  academics or foreigners lost in Paris. Malraux, normally touchy, takes in  Max’s ironic remarks. He would not tolerate them from anyone else.
Malraux makes the acquaintance of Marcel Arland and his traditional  approach to literature. The two friends share a passion for Art, classical   and modern. Arland is twenty-eight months older than Malraux, which  makes a difference when you are twenty. Arland grew up in the country.  His heart and his mind often look back to his native Haute-Marne. He is something of an ascetic; he was raised on Stendhal and Baudelaire. He  draws Malraux’s attention to Barrès’s style. Arland went to university, but  the barren rhetoric of the lecturers put him off academics, “jugglers of  ideas and words.” This seduces Malraux, and Malraux captivates Arland.  They discuss Pascal, Dostoevsky, and Claudel and argue about the issues they see as essential: What to do with one’s life? Which values to defend  after the war and the breakup of Europe? Especially after the death of  God announced by Nietzsche (the greatest “event” of the last few years,  Malraux believes), they want to get to the bottom of the problems presented by Life, Creation, and Art. The word “essential” recurs in their  conversations. Arland seems to be the first rigorous mind Malraux associates with.
Malraux cannot live the bohemian life for long. He goes to the Hôtel  Drouot often and there meets a proper publisher: Lucien Kra, initiated  into manuscripts by Simon, his father. Simon advises Lucien to try luxury  editions. Lucien Kra and Malraux become partners.
On April 23, 1920, the Journal de la Librairie prints an ad: “Sagittarius  Publishing, bookseller and printer, 6 Rue Blanche . . . We will shortly be  publishing a series of limited editions (1,000 copies, luxury included).”  Sagittarius aims at quality: “Each volume in a charming format, square  duodecimo . . . luxuriously printed on Van Gelder Zonen Holland paper  or Japanese Imperial paper will be illustrated by one of the best contemporary artists.” Sagittarius emphasizes that all the works in the collection  will be original editions. The first volume will be Le Livret de l’imagier by  Remy de Gourmont, the second, Charles Baudelaire’s Causeries. Malraux  chooses fourteen drawings, eleven previously unseen, by Constantin Guys  for this volume. These editions will never be reprinted, but they are not  meant for the sole enjoyment of the very rich book collectors for whom a  book printed in two hundred copies would not count as a rare work. Kra  and Malraux launch their semiluxe series with “unpublished” writings by  Baudelaire—that have in fact already been published. 14
They have a sense of prestige and profit: a publishing venture, if it is  to last, must reconcile literary requirements with financial benefit. Less  than a year after its foundation, Sagittarius prepares a collection of still  unpublished works by the masters of new literature and young writers,  illustrated by “the most famous artists.” André Salmon and Max Jacob will  be among them, as well as André Malraux, less well known to book collectors. Sagittarius states that these works “will soon become extremely  rare.” Malraux’s ambitions are not beyond his competence. The perspicacity inherited from his grandfather gets the better of the loquacity he  owes to his father. Friendship and business merge. Max Jacob has, for a  long time, known Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler, a German who spent the war  in Switzerland, came back to Paris in 1920, and took up again as a dealer.  He employs Braque and Derain to illustrate Max Jacob, Raymond  Radiguet, and Pierre Reverdy. They all meet at Kahnweiler’s for tea, intellectual speculation, and gossip—which Malraux and the others love. The  third volume of a collection by Kahnweiler, illustrated by Fernand Léger,  will be the first real book to come from Malraux the art editor.
Malraux detects financial possibilities in eroticism and pornography.  He oversees the making of Les Amis du crime, hacked out of La Nouvelle   Justine by the Marquis de Sade: twelve woodcuts, a limited run of five  hundred copies, on Chesterfield laid and white vellum. The original, Malraux asserts, appeared in Paris in 1790. He follows on with Le Bordel de  Venise, assembled from the story of Juliette, again by Sade, the first edition  printed in two hundred copies, decorated with “scandalous watercolors by  Couperin,” actually by the Belgian artist Géo A. Drains. Malraux mixes  licentious text (“We dined all three: they insisted on sucking my mouth  and my cunt. They each took quick turns . . .”) with illustrations showing  erect members, whips, and threesomes.
Malraux and Kra separate in strange circumstances. Max Jacob looks  on, as perfidious as he is pious, and comments on their disagreements in a  letter to Radiguet: “We must make the most of the fact that these fellows  are not yet disillusioned by the publications of the young. A day will come  when our friend Malraux will no longer be there and these fellows will  think more about Anatole France than about us.” A good observation:  when Malraux has left, the Kras announce four volumes of Anatole  France, not the avant-garde.
Malraux withdraws from publishing, still thinking of becoming a  writer. He must straighten out his position with the authorities. In order  to obtain a deferment, Malraux alludes to his nervous tics and adds some  imaginary ailments, insomnia, and stomach pains. In matters of importance, as in everyday life, he develops a theory of truth: what is true is  whatever amuses, suits, or benefits me. Too many young men lost their  lives between 1914 and 1918. So why bother with military service?
[image: image]

CHAPTER THREE
The Strange Foreigner
[image: image]
THE REVIEW ACTION publishes studies and translations of foreign literature: Gorky, Aleksandr Blok, Victor Serge. Florent Fels  employs polyglots such as the poet Yvan Goll and a young woman  of German origin, Clara Goldschmidt. Effervescent, cosmopolitan, five  foot nothing; gray eyes, dark brown hair, a rather long nose, and a determined chin. She is three years older than André. An electric presence, she  speaks German, English, and a smattering of Italian. Stimulated by poetry  and novels, she also manifests an appetite for philosophy. One of her  grandfathers still lives in Germany but feels European: during the war,  some of his descendants fought with the French, others on the German  side. His two sons were prosperous tannery merchants. Otto, Clara’s  father, died in 1912. With branches in America and Asia, the family  remains well off. An Austrian governess and an Irish tutoress look after  the children. Clara’s widowed mother keeps a housemaid and a cook; she  lives in Auteuil with her daughter and two sons.
In this Jewish family, girls enjoy the same rights as boys, except where  sexual freedom is concerned. Clara notes that her older brother André  spends nights out. Why can’t she? André advises his sister to get married  and “muck about under another name.” Both daughter and son have been  urged to cultivate themselves. Clara has heard her mother talk of Hegel  and declares herself “magnetized” by “unbearable tensions.” She quotes  Spengler, Hölderlin, Dickens, and Tolstoy.
At twenty-three, she meets Malraux during a dinner organized by Fels  in a restaurant at the Palais-Royal.1 After conversation with Goll and his  wife, Clara and André go to a nightclub, the Caveau Révolutionnaire.  They start to tango. Malraux is not a good dancer.
The following Sunday he drops by the Golls’. They live in two rooms   furnished by Biedermeier, near the Goldschmidts’ villa. Under a Robert  Delaunay canvas, around an Aleksandr Archipenko bust, there is chatting  in French, in German, in English. Marc and Bella Chagall are frequent  visitors.
Malraux comes up to Clara. She notices his wonderful hands, his  touching paleness, his Parisian drawl, his glibness. She talks almost as  much as he does, and with the same self-assurance. He acts the sibylline  peacock; she, the cultured coquette. She quotes Novalis, he El Greco,  both of them Nietzsche. She has recently returned from Italy, where she  broke off her engagement to a doctor.
“What are you doing this summer?” asks Malraux.
“Going back to Italy.”
“Right. I’ll come with you.”
Si non è vero, è ben trovato . . . Clara finds his bravado romantic. The  young are prone to theatrical emotions. She comments to her mother, “It  is so nice to be intelligent. It makes you attractive to intelligent men.”
André phones her the next day. She has a beautiful voice, he declares  in a romantic gambit. He comes to pick her up. There are a visit to the  Gustave-Moreau Museum, boat trips on the lake in the Bois de Boulogne;  André rows as badly as he dances. He’s an artist, Clara decides, and he’s  brilliant. She senses ambition in this young man. She guesses that he  would like to write. He denies it, unconvincingly.
“You know the Chinese theory,” he says. “He who appreciates the garden is superior to he who makes the garden.”
He adds, sententiously, “The man who can enjoy a work of art is superior to its creator.”
Clara perceives in André a need for recognition and a certain pain.  Malraux says his father is a banker. Before long, Clara finds out that this is  not true. Is André suffering from his origins? Too humble? Bondy is not as  chic as Auteuil, but so what? Clara is not a snob. She is as chatty as André  but appears more mature. André has had brief liaisons, including a “little  dance hall chick,” according to Georges Gabory. For the first time, André  appears to be in love. He does not spare the compliments: “I know only  one person as intelligent as you, and that’s Max Jacob.”
André and Clara go to exhibitions and to the theater. Clara introduces  him to the work of German, Russian, and English writers. He introduces her to cabaret. What, has Clara never been to a public dance? They  escape from a literary rout in Palaiseau, go to the Noël Peters cabaret,  then on to a dance in Rue Broca, near the Gobelins area. They drink. Someone asks Clara to dance, and Malraux pushes her to accept. As they are  coming out of the ball, some men jostle them. André pulls a revolver from  his pocket.2 A shot is fired. André fires back. He is slightly wounded on    the hand, and they go to the Goldschmidts’ for disinfectant. Madame  appears.
“What’s your friend doing here in the middle of the night?”
“He’s getting a book.”
Malraux is allowed to come back to the villa. On July 14, Clara walks  André home, and they give way to their feelings. Clara has a lover. Malraux tells Clara he’ll meet her at the Ritz but doesn’t turn up.
He is not yet of age and will have to persuade his father, retired in  Orléans, to give his permission to marry Clara. Fernand finds the idea  extravagant: “A German girl? And Jewish!”
Fernand, now remarried, has another two legitimate sons. André  meets his younger half brother, Claude. Fernand admires his eldest’s ability to earn money and “get by.” But the boy is too young to get married.  Why had André lied about the meeting at the Ritz? Clara senses his need  to conceal his simplest actions.
The departure for Florence is farcical. On the platform at the Gare de  Lyon, Clara kisses her mother good-bye. Clara and André board the train  separately. They spend the night together. A friend of the Goldschmidt  family, traveling on the same train, consults the passenger list. How could  a young lady from such a good family come to be sharing a compartment  with this stranger? If the friend says anything, Uncle Goldschmidt, who  handles the family fortune, will cut his niece off, and Madame will make a  scene. André bursts into the friend’s compartment, intending to challenge  him to a duel. Malraux likes to cultivate a heroic image of himself. The  friend won’t talk.
According to Clara, André asks, “Would getting married help things?”
“Of course.”
Fernand Malraux will lift his veto, promises André. Clara proposes  that they divorce after six months. Love and marriage must be free.
Florence—palaces, gardens, museums—impresses Malraux, as does  his guide, Clara. She is struck by his pictorial knowledge. He remembers  the slightest color details and composition of a picture seen at the Uffizi.  For the architecture, she shows him a thing or two. She offers him SS.  Annunziata and St. Mark’s. He discourses on Giotto and Paolo Uccello.  He compares the three fragments of the Battle of San Romano: one at the  Louvre, one in Florence, and one in the National Gallery in London  (which he has never seen). He invents and lets his imagination inflame his  interpretation.
“Just look at this picture as if it didn’t contain any anecdotes,” he  commands.
They are drunk on words. Malraux: “How happy we are.”
Or even: “If you were to die, Clara, I would kill myself. How about  you?”
“Now, yes. Later, I don’t know.”
Quite his father’s son, André exclaims, “You have to spend the money  you don’t have faster than the money you do.” They make a detour to  Sienna and return to Florence. Someone has squealed; Clara gets an  imperious telegram from her mother: “Come home immediately without  your companion.” The word “companion” verges on contempt. They  reply by telegram, announcing their engagement.
Then for Venice, settling in at the Hotel Danieli. They are happy but  don’t always agree. She redefines their contract: they won’t be restricted  to each other. Deep down, Malraux doesn’t accept this rule. Money runs  out. After a few hours on the beach at the Lido, they board the Orient  Express. At the Gare de Lyon, Clara’s aunt, Jeanne Goldschmidt, asks her  if this marriage is really necessary. Her mother asks if Clara is happy.  André Goldschmidt, the brusque elder son, declares that his sister is  bringing dishonor on the family. He calms down, meets Malraux at Fouquet’s, and informs his future brother-in-law that Clara is strong and  intelligent but mad.
Fernand Malraux grants his permission. Max Jacob, piously established in the presbytery of Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire, is not surprised at the  wedding plans. Jacob foresees for André a chair at the prestigious Collège  de France and even a fauteuil at the Académie Française: “I congratulate  you on your resolution and your choice. . . . You will have for a partner an  excellent mind, both positive and artistic.” 3 He adds, “I hope that the  sweetness of engagement does not harm your
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