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A Necessary Transgression: Malraux, Art, and History 

For several decades now, two warring spirits have haunted aesthetics. Anglo-American “analytic” aesthetics has been inhabited by a static, atemporal spirit, hostile to any extended contact with history, a characteristic it inherited from its parent discipline, analytic philosophy. Continental aesthetics, by contrast, has been haunted by a strong sense of historical change, largely stemming from Hegel and Marx, frequently seeking to integrate historical and political change into its explanations of art.  Somewhat akin to a Cold War, this doctrinal disagreement between the two camps seldom leads to open hostilities, but nevertheless has major consequences. In effect, the two schools of thought live in separate academic worlds and have done so for many decades. Both have spread beyond their original geographical locations and are now taught in universities around the world, but they typically offer different academic curriculums, hold separate conferences, have different reading lists, promote different postgraduate opportunities, and publish in different journals. They are fully aware of each other but, as if by unspoken agreement, act largely as if the other did not exist.
[bookmark: homer]One need only glance at a sample of journal articles from each camp to notice the difference. Analytic aesthetics gives the impression that art dwells in a motionless, unchanging world where historical events are of peripheral importance. Human reactions to art are always and everywhere of the same nature: they are functions of a universal human nature endowed with certain innate faculties that govern responses to beauty and art. These responses take the form of judgments – “judgments of taste” in the orthodox terminology – and generate a sophisticated form of delectation termed aesthetic pleasure, the stimulation of which is regarded as the purpose of art’s existence. And all this is true irrespective of the time period or the work one may be talking about – a prehistoric cave painting, a Tang dynasty landscape, a ceremonial mask from Papua-New Guinea, Raphael’s School of Athens, or a Picasso sculpture. Historical and cultural changes may, it is conceded, exert occasional marginal influences (although analytic philosophers of art[footnoteRef:1] seldom say much about these, leaving them to art historians) but any question of a systematic relationship between art and history is ruled out. In the words of Peter Lamarque, a prominent figure in analytic aesthetics, any claim that such a relationship exists would expose the philosophy of art to the perils of “historicism,” (a catch-all term, it seems, for any form of historical relativism). The aim of the philosophy of art, Lamarque believes, should be to “[seek] the truth about the subjects it addresses, and timeless truth as far as that is attainable.”[footnoteRef:2] Following faithfully in the footsteps of its eighteenth-century founding fathers, especially Kant and Hume, analytic aesthetics embraces the spirit of the latter’s dictum that “The same Homer who pleased at Athens and Rome two thousand years ago, is still admired at Paris and London.[footnoteRef:3]” Art, in other words, is essentially immune from time.  [1:  Some writers, especially in the analytic camp, attempt to draw a dividing line between aesthetics and the philosophy of art, usually by excluding art from aesthetics. For the purposes of the present essay, the two terms are treated as interchangeable. ]  [2:  Peter Lamarque, “The Disintegration of Aesthetics,” in Scruton’s Aesthetics, eds. Andy Hamilton and Nick Zangwill, Palgrave MacMillan, Houndmills Basingstoke, 2012, p. 274. Lamarque’s emphasis.]  [3:  David Hume, Of the Standard of Taste, and other essays, ed. J.W. Lenz. Indianapolis, Bobbs-Merrill, 1965, p. 9.] 

By contrast, many philosophers of art in the continental school actively look for connections between art and the forces of history, and especially for signs that these may be systematic in some way. Marx, as we know, espoused a full-blown form of economic determinism, evident in his claim that
[bookmark: Raphael]Raphael as much as any other artist was determined by the technical advances in art made before him, by the organization of society and the division of labour in his locality, and, finally, by the division of labour in all countries with which his locality had intercourse.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, trans. E. Ryazanskaya. London, Lawrence & Wishart, 1965, p. 430-432.] 

More recent figures in this tradition, such as Georg Lukács, Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, Pierre Bourdieu, and Jacques Rancière (names mostly disregarded in analytic aesthetics), have preferred modified versions of this relationship, but the basic urge to see it as systematic is often evident. There are, of course, disagreements about its precise nature, just as there are differences of opinion among analytic philosophers of art about the nature of their “timeless truths;” but the contrast between the continental and analytic approaches is nonetheless unmistakable. Essentially, analytic philosophers of art treat history and politics as potential impediments to a clear understanding of their subject – obstacles along the path to timeless truths – while continental thinkers often see them as integral elements of any adequate explanation.
[bookmark: _Hlk481325087][bookmark: _Hlk481328496][bookmark: _Hlk481322463]Where does Malraux stand in all this? Critics often disagree. Some, strange though it may seem, seem convinced that, whether he is aware of it or not, Malraux follows the lead of orthodox analytic philosophers and regards art as essentially insulated from historical change. A 2009 Companion to Aesthetics, largely focused on the views of analytic thinkers, claims that Malraux insists on “a contextless approach to art,” views all works of art as “pure aesthetic objects,” and champions the idea of “art for art’s sake.”[footnoteRef:5] In like vein, though speaking from a different ideological standpoint, the art historian Roland Recht asserts that in Malraux’s writings “there is no place for the history of art”,[footnoteRef:6] and Georges Didi-Huberman, not to be outdone, declares that Malraux’s thinking is characterized by an “aristocratic rejection of history.”[footnoteRef:7] [5:  A Companion to Aesthetics, Stephen Davies et al. eds. Oxford, Wiley-Blackwell, 2009, p.129. The comment is contained in an entry on “aestheticism” by David Whewell.]  [6:  Roland Recht–Interview with Jean-Louis Jeanelle, “Du mythe de l’universalité au musée éclaté”, Critique, LXX, (2014), p. 805, 806. Recht adds that a lack of “social and historical inscription” makes Malraux’s thinking “profoundly antidemocratic.” 
Georges Didi-Huberman, L’album de l’art à l’époque du ‘Musée imaginaire’ (Paris: Hazan: Louvre éd., 2013), p. 132. Didi-Huberman’s emphasis.
]  [7:  Georges Didi-Huberman, L’album de l’art à l’époque du ‘Musée imaginaire’. Paris, Hazan, Louvre editions, 2013, p. 132. Didi-Huberman’s emphasis.] 

[bookmark: Reason]Other writers, however, hold opinions diametrically opposed to these. No less a figure than Maurice Merleau-Ponty is in no doubt that Malraux is a thoroughgoing historical determinist, in thrall to “Hegelian monstrosities,” who argues that the painter is at the mercy of a “Reason in history of which he is the instrument”.[footnoteRef:8] Similar views are expressed by the editors of a major collection of English translations of Merleau-Ponty’s essays, while the French philosopher of art, Jean Lacoste, claims, likewise, that “Malraux offers us a rather Hegelian schema for the history of art.”[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Merleau-Ponty, “Le Langage indirect et les voix du silence,” in Signes, Paris, Gallimard, 1960, p. 49-104. p. 81, 82.]  [9:  The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting, eds. Galen Johnson and Michael Smith, Evanston, Illinois, Northwestern University Press, 1993, p.20; Jean Lacoste, La Philosophie de l’Art, Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 2006, p. 120. A similar view is expressed in Griselda Pollock, “Un-Framing the Modern: Critical Space/Public Possibility”, in Museums after Modernism: Strategies of Engagement, eds G. Pollock et J. Zemans, Oxford, Blackwell, 2007, p. 19.] 

Brief though it is, this summary illustrates how divisive this issue can be. On the one hand, Malraux is alleged to have rejected history – “aristocratically” no less – while on the other, there are those such as Merleau-Ponty who are convinced he is a historical determinist. These conflicting interpretations mirror the doctrinal difference described earlier.[footnoteRef:10] The antagonistic spirits are at war once again, this time with Malraux as their proxy.  [10:  Although the protagonists are not always found in the camp one might expect. Merleau-Ponty is a continental thinker, but he is also critical of Hegel. Hence the irritation evident in his phrase “Hegelian monstrosities.”] 

If Malraux is read with care, however, it is clear that both readings are mistaken. In a comment in Les Voix du silence, too seldom discussed (and entirely ignored by Merleau-Ponty), Malraux leaves little doubt about the nature of his thinking. “If the relationship between art and history appears complicated,” he writes, “perhaps it would seem less so if we ceased treating it as systematic.”[footnoteRef:11] The comment implies that the analytic and continental positions are both mistaken. Historical events can certainly exert an influence on art, Malraux concedes (thus rejecting the analytic position), but the relationship between the two is not systematic (thus dismissing the continental view, including all talk of “Hegelian monstrosities.”) [11:  André Malraux, Les Voix du silence, Ecrits sur l’art (I). Edited by Jean-Yves Tadié. Paris, Gallimard, 2004. p. 637.] 

How then does the relationship operate? To fully understand this aspect of Malraux’s thinking, it is useful to begin with a brief comment on certain fundamental tenets of his theory of art. As I explain more fully elsewhere,[footnoteRef:12] Malraux’s thinking about art marks a radical departure from traditional Enlightenment aesthetics with its familiar themes of beauty, aesthetic pleasure, and judgments of taste. In Malraux’s eyes, philosophical aesthetics of that kind rests on assumptions about humanity that we no longer regard as acceptable, given that the modern world has witnessed not just the death of God, but the death of man as well.[footnoteRef:13] Unlike the eighteenth century with its faith in Reason, and its largely benign view of human nature, and unlike the nineteenth century with its equally strong faith in History and humanity’s golden future, we today lack confidence in any absolute, humanistic or religious, and are left simply with the primordial human power to question existence, coupled with a sense of subjection to an incomprehensible scheme of things in which man’s wishes and achievements seem to count for nothing. Art itself is not an absolute, Malraux argues, but is nonetheless one of humanity’s ways of resisting the sense of futility and ephemerality implicit in this human condition. Art, he writes in a well-known comment, is one of the ways in which man “denies his nothingness.”[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Derek Allan, André Malraux and Art: An Intellectual Revolution. New York, Peter Lang, 2021, p. 12-15; 57-60.]  [13:  Malraux’s earliest statement of this idea is in The Temptation of the West in 1926: “But man is dead, after God,” and this is a position from which he never resiled. André Malraux, La Tentation de l’Occident, Paris, Grasset, 1926, p. 128. Malraux’s emphasis.]  [14:  La Psychologie de l’art, Le Musée imaginaire, Paris, Skira, 1947, p. 139,140.] 

How is this achieved? Art combats humanity’s fundamental sense of insignificance by creating another world, a rival world – “not necessarily a supernal world, or a glorified one”, Malraux explains, “but one different in kind from reality.”[footnoteRef:15] Different in what sense? Different in the sense that while the reality to which art is addressed is merely an incomprehensible scheme of things, the world created by art is unified. The rival worlds of art, in other words, are constituted solely of elements that are present, and are as they are, for a reason: they are worlds which, to use Malraux’s terms, are “coherent” or “unified”. Art, he contends in Les Voix du silence, “wrests forms from the real world to which man is subject and makes them enter a world in which he is ruler”.[footnoteRef:16]  All artistic styles, he writes in a key passage, [15:  In the original French: “un monde irréductible à celui du réel”. Malraux’s italics. Les Voix du silence, p. 538, 539.]  [16:  Les Voix du silence, p. 539.] 

[bookmark: significations]are therefore significations … always we see them replacing the unknown scheme of things by the coherence they impose on all they “represent”. However complex, however lawless an art may seem to be – even the art of a Van Gogh or a Rimbaud – it stands for unity as against the chaos of mere, given reality.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Ibid., p. 544. Cf. L’Homme précaire et la littérature, p. 289, where Malraux speaks of “the coherence of style, which becomes the rival of universal chaos” (“la cohérence du style, qui devient rivale de l’insaisissable universel”).] 

These are fundamental ideas and as such relatively abstract, and perhaps a little difficult to grasp on first encounter. They become more accessible, however, once we contrast Malraux’s position with the thinking behind certain more conventional claims of Western aesthetics. Traditional accounts of artistic creation, such as those based on the popular idea that art is a form of representation, often imply that the “reality” or “world” to which art is addressed operates as a kind of reference point or guide. This is the meaning usually implied by the term “nature” which typically conveys the sense of an underlying truth or ideal model to which the artist must seek to be the faithful servant and interpreter, whether or not this fidelity finds expression through a form of “realism” or “naturalism”. Now, Malraux rejects explanations of this kind. Where art is concerned, there is no pre-existing model; there is only the “unknown scheme of things” – the teeming multiplicity that appears to lack any reason for being the way it is, or for being at all. Far from being an underlying truth or guide, “nature” (or “reality” in the quotation above) is the chaos that art seeks to overcome, and a key feature of Malraux’s theory of art is his consistent and unambiguous rejection of the conventional view just described. “Whatever he might say,” he writes, “[the artist] never submits to the world, and always submits the world to that which he substitutes for it. His will to transform is inseparable from his nature as artist.”[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Malraux, La Psychologie de l’art: La Création artistique, p. 156. Emphasis in original. This why Malraux can also write: “There is no realistic style as such; only realistic orientations of existing styles.” Les Voix du silence, p. 519.
] 

What are the implications of this argument for the relationship between art and history? In one sense there are none. The proposition that art creates a unified rival world contains no reference to history and in itself provides no basis for conclusions about a relationship between the two. But equally, the proposition does not exclude history and to see the implications of this we need to reflect a little more on Malraux’s account of artistic creation. 
Oddly enough, conventional aesthetics (both analytic and continental) has relatively little to say about the nature of artistic creation and treats it as something of an afterthought. Malraux devotes a major part of Les Voix du silence to the topic and treats it as a key aspect of his theory of art. Unsurprisingly, he firmly rejects the conventional view that the artist’s initial urge to paint, write, or compose springs from a response to some aspect of “nature” or “reality,” such as a picturesque scene for a painter or an interesting person or event for a writer. “An old story goes,” he writes, 
that Cimabue was struck with admiration when he saw the shepherd-boy, Giotto, sketching sheep. But, in the true biographies, it is never the sheep that inspire a Giotto with the love of painting; but rather the paintings of a man like Cimabue.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Les Voix du silence, p. 497.] 

The argument links up with the basic principles discussed above. If “nature” or “reality” (of which the real sheep are a part) is, where art is concerned, the chaotic realm in which humanity counts for nothing, and if great art such as that of Cimabue is a rival world in which that chaos has been overcome and humanity is ruler, then it is the world of art, not the world tout court, that will spark the enthusiasm of someone with an aptitude for artistic creation (or of the viewer, reader or listener who is developing a love of art). This does not imply that the works of others are the artist’s sole point of reference. Although nature is always the domain of chaos in the sense discussed, the multifarious forms it contains serve as a resource or “dictionary” (a term Malraux borrows from Delacroix who employs it in the same sense) to which the artist often has recourse as he or she creates a new, rival world.[footnoteRef:20] Existing art, nevertheless, is always the starting-point and every great artist, Malraux writes, “begins with the pastiche.” And since, as he reminds us, there is no such thing as a “neutral style” in which the artist might take temporary refuge, there are only two possibilities: The options are simply the pastiche or discovery – follow an existing path [i.e. copy], or blaze new trails.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  See my more detailed discussion in Allan, Chapter Three. ]  [21:  Les Voix du silence, p. 531, 537.] 

This has important implications for the relationship between art and its history. Given that the artist’s only options are to imitate the styles of others or make discoveries, art is a series of inventions, or it is nothing (that is, it is merely pastiche). Hence the centrality of the history of art (in a general sense, not as a discipline) in his thinking: art is inseparable from its history because as genuine creation – creation ex nihilo[footnoteRef:22] – as distinct from pastiche, it exists only in and through its discoveries. Malraux is occasionally misdescribed as an art historian (a description he expressly rejects) and the cause of this misunderstanding is not difficult to guess: his books on art bear a superficial resemblance to histories of art because, as Malraux writes, “the very nature of artistic creation often obliges me to follow the history [of art] step by step.”[footnoteRef:23] In other words, while he has no interest in writing a history of art for its own sake,[footnoteRef:24] art, for Malraux, is never separable from its history – its concrete materializations. Indeed, given that it is only ever manifest through its discoveries, art in this sense (but in this sense only) is its history. Suggestions, such as those quoted earlier, that Malraux is committed to “an absolute dehistoricization” or that he embarks on an “aristocratic rejection of history” are, therefore, plainly wrong, not only because, as any attentive reader can see, his texts make abundant references to individual works and to events in the history of art, but also because, as this analysis shows, the very nature of his theory of art obliges him to do so.[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Ex nihilo because there is no “neutral style” in which the artist might take refuge. Malraux agrees that in practice the process of artistic creation is usually preceded by a long and laborious apprenticeship. But genuine creation, as distinct from pastiche, is nevertheless always creation ex nihilo. Ibid., p. p. 569-570.,]  [23:  La Métamorphose des dieux, 37.]  [24:  And a history of art can, of course, take many forms. There is no “standard” history of art.  ]  [25:  Which is why – to answer a question that seems to have puzzled some critics – Malraux does not, as many philosophers of art do, limit the scope of his theory of art to modern and contemporary art. If, in formulating his theory of art, he is often obliged to “follow the history [of art] step by step” it would clearly be odd and unacceptable if he limited his purview to recent developments or, for example, to European art alone. Hence his many fascinating comments on the art of other cultures such as Sumer, ancient Egypt and India, and even occasionally prehistoric times.] 

The fact that Malraux’s theory of art is inseparable from the history of art (again, in the general sense), and that, as a consequence, his books on art abound in images of works of art, may be one reason why writers such as Merleau-Ponty jump to the conclusion that he is a historical determinist. Since the history of art is part of the very fabric of Malraux’s thinking (Merleau-Ponty may have thought) he must believe that art is driven by history in some way – perhaps by Hegelian processes. But any such conclusion, as we can now see, misses the mark comprehensively. Malraux’s frequent references to the history of art spring from his definition of artistic styles and his understanding of the creative process, not from a belief that art is somehow linked systematically to historical forces. His definition of artistic styles does not rule out interaction between art and history: he is not an analytic philosopher of art taking fright at the very idea and shutting art away in a cocoon of timelessness. But he is certainly not seeking to unleash “Hegelian monstrosities”, or Marxist monstrosities, or any of their progenies.  
The nature of Malraux’s treatment of historical events and their relationship with art becomes even clearer if we examine his explanations of certain events in the history of art, especially major events such as the birth of the concept “art” during the Renaissance, and the emergence of modern art in the late nineteenth century and the consequent transformation of the meaning and scope of the word “art”. 
Unlike many philosophers of art (on both sides of the ideological divide discussed earlier) Malraux fully accepts the anthropological and historical evidence indicating that there have been many cultures, including Europe itself prior to the Renaissance, in which the concept of art did not exist.[footnoteRef:26] It is certainly true, he agrees, that, we today, regard many objects from cultures such as these as art (an issue we do not have space to consider here [footnoteRef:27]), but in their cultures of origin, he reminds us, the objects in question – images of gods or the ancestors, for example – performed functions quite different from those that the West came to associate with the concept “art”. They were certainly embodiments of unified rival worlds in the fundamental sense discussed earlier, but their role as such was to evoke a sense of a sacred Other World – manifesting a religious absolute[footnoteRef:28] – and play their part in ceremony and worship, not to be admired as “works of art” (a phrase, of course, that was quite unknown).  [26:  The word “art” existed in certain medieval contexts but with different meanings. See, for example, Jacques Le Goff, L’Homme médiéval, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1989, p. 237.]  [27:  See my explanation of Malraux’s account in Allan, Chapter Six.]  [28:  I have explained Malraux’s concept of an absolute more fully in Ibid., p. 12-15.] 

[bookmark: Giotto]The Renaissance, Malraux argues, witnessed a radical new departure. As Christian faith entered its period of gradual decline, painting, sculpture, literature, and music began themselves to furnish an absolute, which took the form of an exalted, fictional world – an ideal realm of harmony, nobility, and beauty in which humanity shared in elements of the divine – a world outside of which, as Malraux writes, “man did not fully merit the name man”[footnoteRef:29] This development, triggered by Giotto, involved a rapprochement between man and God and, in Malraux’s words, revealed “a power of painting previously unknown in Christian art”.[footnoteRef:30] a power to depict what Malraux terms a world of l’irréel,[footnoteRef:31] subsequently explored with enthusiasm by later Renaissance painters such as Botticelli, Raphael, and Titian. These events conferred on painting, sculpture, literature, and music – and progressively on the term “art” enlisted to describe them – a new function and an unprecedented prestige. The works of the preceding cultures, such as Byzantine mosaics and medieval sculpture, had drawn their strength and their raison d’être from an absolute – a faith in another world in these cases – that pre-existed them and could, in principle, be experienced without them. The Renaissance saw the emergence of a new absolute dependent solely on the artist’s achievement – a transcendent, imaginary world of “art” that elicited admiration and commanded authority exclusively through its own powers. [29:  André Malraux, La Métamorphose des dieux: L’Intemporel, Ecrits sur l’art (II), ed. Henri Godard, Paris: Gallimard, 2004. p. 657.]  [30:  The term is perhaps best translated into English as “the ideal,” retaining the sense that the world in question (for example Botticelli, Raphael, or Titian) is not intended simply as a “copy” of the real world. ]  [31: ] 

Abbreviated though it is, this account is perhaps sufficient to show that where historical events have clearly exerted a powerful influence, Malraux does not shrink from recognising that fact. The Renaissance and the birth of “art”, he argues, were responses to the gradual decline of Christianity, but there is no question of determinism such as Merleau-Ponty’s “a [spirit of] Painting that works behind the painter’s back and a Reason in history of which he is the instrument.”[footnoteRef:32] The new forms of painting were first and foremost creations, by figures such as Botticelli, Raphael, and Titian, who, like all true artists, were intent above all on art’s fundamental objective of discovering new rival worlds. The historical context – Christianity’s gradual disintegration – was an important factor, but it was the artist who shaped the nature of the response to it, not “some World Spirit” as Merleau-Ponty suggests a little later.[footnoteRef:33] There is no question of an inherent, systematic connection between art and history.  [32:  Merleau-Ponty, p. 81.
]  [33:  Ibid., p. 82] 

A further example is the birth of “modern” art. Once again, Malraux makes no attempt to argue that this development was driven by an intrinsic link between art and history. Like the birth of “art” during the Renaissance, modern art’s emergence depended ultimately on the creative powers of artists themselves, although once again, in response to a major event in Western culture – in this case the Enlightenment and its relentless attacks on religious belief. Driven by a new conviction that the only reliable path to truth lay through the empirical, observable fact, the collapse of religion led to an atmosphere of scepticism towards transcendence in all its forms – including the ideal world of nobility and beauty born with the Renaissance. Unsurprisingly, this development sounded the death knell of the art of the Renaissance and post-Renaissance (often called les beaux-arts) and for a time European art languished in the empty academism of nineteenth-century painters such as Cabanel, Bouguereau and Meissonier. But as events revealed, art could be reborn in a different form and in 1865 Manet’s Olympia made its startling appearance, sowing the seeds of something radically new. In Malraux’s eyes, Manet occupies a place in the history of Western art no less important than Giotto. Manet discovered “the autonomy of painting”[footnoteRef:34] – painting that relies exclusively on its own powers, and from that moment, a long chapter in the history of Western art, initiated by Giotto, drew to a close. Gone now was any attempt to conjure up an exalted world of nobility and ideal beauty such as that embodied in Titian’s Venus d’Urbino, (whose subject Manet was audacious enough to borrow.)[footnoteRef:35] No longer linked to any value outside itself, painting would now rely solely on its fundamental power to create a rival world. Divorced from any absolute (even one it created itself) and left to its own devices in an agnostic culture, art fell back on what Malraux terms “its invincible element”[footnoteRef:36] – the irreducible power without which it would not even be a possibility: the capacity to create a unified rival world that stands for unity against the chaos of mere given reality.[footnoteRef:37] We still retain the word “art” and it has lost none of its importance or prestige, but the meaning of the word has changed radically. A transformation has taken place, with implications no less profound than those triggered by Giotto, the consequences including a major transformation in the nature of the experience art elicits, which in turn opened Western eyes to the works of a multitude of other cultures, stretching back to prehistory.[footnoteRef:38] [34:  L’Intemporel, p. 669, 670.]  [35:  And which, to highlight the contrast, Malraux reproduces in L’Intemporel (p. 668, 669), side by side with Olympia. (Academicism did not, of course, die overnight.)]  [36:  Les Voix du silence, p. 737.]  [37:  Malraux argues that poetry underwent a similar transformation at about the same time. In La Psychologie de l’art, in his description of the developments outlined here, he writes: “Poetry shared in the great adventure and was similarly transformed; with Baudelaire, it discarded the ‘story,’ although official poetry continued wallowing for years in narratives and dramas.” Malraux, La Psychologie de l’art, Le Musée imaginaire, p. 73. It would not be difficult to argue that the other arts were similarly affected.]  [38:  This saw the birth, from about 1900 onwards, of what Malraux calls “the first universal world of art.” See my detailed discussion in Allan, Chapter Six.] 

Again, this is a highly abbreviated account.[footnoteRef:39] But it is perhaps sufficient to show once again that Malraux entirely avoids any suggestion of a systematic link between art and history. There is no sign of Merleau-Ponty’s “Hegelian monstrosities” or of any other form of historical determinism. As with the birth of the concept “art” itself, the emergence of modern art, in Malraux’s account, indicates that history can certainly exert an influence on developments in the world of art (particularly evident when major turning points such as these are concerned) but that the relationship is aways variable and unpredictable. Fundamentally, art is an activity sui generis – the creation of a coherent rival world. While not unaffected by history, it is never history’s servant. Determinism is ruled out. As Malraux insists in Les Voix du silence (in a statement Merleau-Ponty seems to have missed), “The artist is no more ‘conditioned’ by a past to whose forms he looks back than by some spirit of the future.”[footnoteRef:40] [39:  For a more detailed account of this and the initial emergence of the concept “art”, see Allan, Chapter Four and Chapter Six.]  [40:  Les Voix du silence, p. 643] 

Malraux highlights the variable nature of this relationship in another comment in Les Voix du silence (which, again, Merleau-Ponty apparently failed to notice) when he writes that “art is affected more powerfully by the deep underling currents than by the tidal waves.”[footnoteRef:41] The sudden tidal waves of history, such as wars, famines, or pestilences, may only have marginal effects. More radical events, such as those initiated by Giotto or Manet, may not occur without major cultural change working at a level as deep as art itself, such as the transformation of a religion or its final disintegration. In short, Malraux accepts neither of the explanations of the relationship between art and history described at the beginning of this essay: he assigns more importance to history than analytic aesthetics, and more importance to art than continental thinkers. Unlike the first, he refuses to isolate art in an eternal world exempt from change; unlike the second, he refuses to reduce the artist to little more than history’s obedient servant. Somewhat ironically then, Malraux’s theory of art, which philosophers of art in these two dominant schools of thought have steadfastly sought to ignore, offers a solution – a relatively straightforward solution in the end – to a dilemma that has kept them apart for decades. [41:  Ibid., p. 646.] 

Malraux has recently been described as simply a “compiler” of the ideas of others, merely echoing the thoughts of predecessors.[footnoteRef:42]  The present analysis reveals how far from the truth this claim is. Indeed, where the question of art and history is concerned, he would be far better described as a transgressor – a thinker who does not hesitate to challenge orthodoxies no matter how long-standing and entrenched they may be. In the present case, his transgression, moreover, is a necessary and valuable one, solving a problem that has dogged aesthetics for many decades and helped to split the discipline in two. This, of course, is not the only context in which Malraux transgresses aesthetic orthodoxy: other casualties of his theory of art include the eighteenth-century claim that the purpose of art is to stimulate “aesthetic pleasure,” and the entrenched view, still widely accepted, that our responses to art take the form of “judgments” – both beliefs closely associated with names such as Hume and Kant.[footnoteRef:43] These topics are beyond the scope of the present essay but they are as fundamental to modern aesthetics as the issue discussed here, and, again, illustrate how radical his transgressions can be.  [42:  See, for example, Dominique Vaugeois, Malraux à contretemps : L’Art à l’épreuve de l’essai, Paris, Nouvelles éditions Jean-Michel Place, 2016, p. 32. My own view of the significance of Malraux’s theory of art is indicated by the subtitle of my recent study of his theory of art – “An Intellectual Revolution.” He is the very opposite of a “compiler.”]  [43:  See my brief discussions of these points in Allan, p. 41, 42, 176.] 
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