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Abstract 

It is generally accepted that Conrad's fiction is something 

quite unique in English . iterature. An attempt is made to analyse 

the elements that give it this distinctive flavour. Emphasis is 

laid on a °confessional 0 aspect that is always disguised, but never 

absent from his major works, and this is shown to be related not 

only to his experience at sea, where his temperament made him unsuited 

to the life of action, but also to his experience as an expatriate 

from the "barbarism" of the East who could never feel at home in the 

bourgeois West, 

In this way he came both to question all social values, and to 

develop an intense self-awareness. Avoiding any kind of explicit 

"self-revelation", he engaged in a continual vivisection of his own 

soul, and expressed it in his fiction by taking a character quite 

unlike himself in outward attributes, investing him with his own 
b 

sensibility, and then analysing him through a narrator who represented 

his own critical intellect. This virtually creates the "form" of his 

major works, from "Youth" onwards, until in the last of them, Victory, 

the critical intellect becomes itself the object of interrogation. 

Even in less complex works, where the "confessional" aspect is 

lacking, similar problems--problems of the conflict between social 

ideals and the irrational forces of nature, both within the psyche, 

and. in the externa4 world, are his governing interest. 

Another distinctive element is an attitude of pessimism very close 
to that of SchSpenhauer, whose works he admired, while his lonely life 

of "self-vivisection" has also parallels With that of Nietzsche, so 

that mar of his themes and attitudes can be illuminated by reference 

to these philosophers. His childhood, French influence, and other 

lesser elements of the "Comedian flavour" are also discussed. 
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Introduction 

Aa we recede with time and the foothills we thought to be mount- 

ains reveal the true peaks behind them, the solitary eminence of Con- 

rad's achievement increasingly dominates the skyline of modern English 

literature. In 1936 Edward Crankshaw still thought it necessary to in- 

troduce his study of Conrad with words to the effect that he was not 

Just,. '. a writer of good stories for boys, but by 1948 Deavis had placed 

him at the centre of The treat Tradition. We can catch the changing 

perspective at two significant points if we compare the 1960 edition 

of Daiches' The Novel and the Modern World with the original version 

of 1939: chapters on Galsworthy, Katherine Mansfield, and Aldous Thax- 

by are omitted while -that on Conrad is re-written and expanded to 

leave him in the company of Joyce, Lawrence and Virginia Woolf. In 

America, Important essays by Morton Dauwen Zabel and Robert Penn Warr- 

en were followed, in the nineteen-fifties, by full. -length studies by 

Thomas Moser and Albert J. Guerard, and from then on Conrad has probably 

received as much attention in America as any British writer. 

If it is obvious enough that his work no longer needs defending, it 

may be that it does still need defining. As Marvin Mudrick emphasises 
in his introduction to a collection of essays on Conrad published in 

1966, there 3s a surprising lack of a consensus as to what are his best 
1 

books. There may be a general agreement that early works such as 
A tcas of the Isl nd and late ones such as The Royer are not im- 

portant, but others such as Chance or Victory are awarded a high place 
by some critical, and a low one by others; stories such as "The Secret 

Sharer" are acclaimed as profound or dismissed as trivial, and even em- 

oP the half-dozen books most generally acknowledged as his best, there 
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is a great variation, from critic to critic, in the assessment of their 

relative worth. Leavis thinks that LordJim "doesn't deserve the posit- 

ion of pre-eminence among Conrad's works often assigned to its it is 

hardly one of the most considerable", whereas for both Guerard and Moser 

it is the most important, and similar disagreements can be found among 

major critics in their views of Nos stromo or The §ecret Agent. Although 

differing personalities and differsing priorities are always likely to 

produce such variations, there is probably no other writer of eonradts 

status about whom there is so conspicuous a lack of agreement. 

In a note on Conrad collected in Abinger Harvest E. M. Forster spoke 

of "the secret casket of his genius" as containing"a vapour rather than 

a jewel", and though the injustice of that particular assessment has been 
2 

adequately dealt with by Arnold Nettie , it seems that the true contents 

of the casket have yet to be precisely defined. If this is due to some- 

thing a little mist-like in their nature, it cannot be denied that never- 

theless the vapour has a certain tang, an astringent odour that makes it 

quite unique, what Moser calls "that particular magic one thinks of as 

'Conradianl' (p. 2). 

If only its ingredients could be analysed, and their relative import- 

ance in contributing to the odour established, then Moser's "magic" would 

have been translated from alchemy to *science$; we would have a rough 

instrument, a kind of chemical formula, by which we might assess the eZ, " 
tent to weh air particular work could be expected to froth over the 

top of the test-tube and exhale the true "Conradian flavour". It is to 

this Fausten quest that the present study is dedicated: it follows a 

roughly line" course through Conrad's successive works while zig-zagg- 
ing in end out of his correspondence, his biography, his sources and his 

critics, 

In '0O falý as it dares aoyr chemical conclusions, they are that the 
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"flavour" will be most unmistakeably present when the philosophical 

atmosphere is uninhibitedly pessimistic, honestly reflecting the auth- 

or's own almost Schopenhaursian "world-negation"; when the subject 

matter is of some conflict between "ideal" and "reality", and more fund- 

amentally, when the story itself is essentially the indirect spiritual 

autobiography of the author. This is meant not merely in the sense im- 

plied by Anatole France when he says, "each of our works speaks only of 

us, because it is only us it knows", but more specifically, as dealing 

with problems in which the author himself is deeply involved. Thus, 

even when the events and circumstances of a particular story have little 

apparent connection with the facts of his own life, there is always, in 

the major works: a strong emotional connection: there is always a char- 

acter who is given analytical tteatment, and in this way provides the 

vehicle for the "confession". 

This element of "confession" is always disguised,, and indeed is 

patently absent when Conrad is being explicitly autobiographical, as 

in A Personal, ecord or a private letter. This does not necessarily 

imply that it 4s never conscious: Conrad's whole strength lies in his 

high degree of self-awareness which he uses both to put himself into 

his fiction and to keep himself out of his letters and memoirs. Indeed,, 

as will be shown, the "disguise" adopted for the confession virtually 

creates in itself the "form" of his work. 

At the same time, the problems and the aspects of personality with 

which he is primarily concerned are not so much the usual "confessional" 

ones of conscience or guilt, but something more "secular" and aesthetic, 

concerned with "honour" and reputation, with ideals and social codes, 

with finding meaning and vocation in a groundless world of "appearances", 

a world in which attitudes of nihilism or "world-negation" are not dis- 

missed ari but faced and argued with on even terms. Ile is always 

concerned with what he calls lee valeure id6ales. and these are questions 



4, 

of living up to an ideal, or fulfilling a dream, rather than matters of 

moral guilt, secret remorse, or sexual repression. Conrad does not app- 

ear to have been a man much troubled by conscience or by strong sexual 

drives, so that he is not a writer for whom Freudian analysis can be 

expected to provide great enlightenment. A thorough and judicious att- 

empt has been made by Bernard C. Meyer in Joseph Conrad. A Psychoanalytic 

Biography, but the thinness of the crop, and its reliance on the least 

rewarding aspects of Conrad's work serves to emphasise the virtual irr- 

elevance of Freudian concepts to the central questions of his life and 

art. 

To express it in its most skeletal form, ConradIs method is to pro- 

sent his "autobiography" in terms of a character bearing little or no 

resemblance to himself in outward appearance or circumstances, but who 

carries the author's sensibility, and lives out his emotional or psych- 

ological predicament. This character is then seen through the eyes of 

a narrator who embodies the author's critical intellect, and thus all. 

ows him to conduct a kind of vivisection of his own soul. It cannot 

be known to what precise extent this was a matter of conscious Intent. 

the fact that Conrad took great trouble to "cover his tracks" in this 

respect does not settle the question either war--but it is difficult to 

believe that both the method, and the concealment of its were not large- 

ly conscious. 

However this may bet it will be demonstrated that such a "form! can 

be seen to underly all of Conrads best books, that the problems succ- 

essively, and to some extent, repetitively dealt with have direct conn- 

ections with the tensions of his own life and background, and that when 

the disguised "confession" was complete, there was little more for him 

to do. What he wrote afterwards, when he began to search for subjects, 

instead of being"found" by them no longer has the full "Conradian flav- 
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our"s for his own blood had been its chief ingredient. 

It might appear that this use of an "outward form" put into perap- 

ective by a critical voice, being but a method, would not in itself de- 

termine the susbtanoe and quality of the works and could not therefore 

be guaranteed to produce the true Conradian flavour, as it were, # a% 

machine, but this theoretical question hardly arises as one finds in 

practice that, with the possible exception of Chime. Conrad never turns 

to this form unless he is about to lay some aspect of his own sensib- 

ility on the operating table, and'it is only when he does that his work 

attains to its full depth. 

If _ Jim can be seen as the "norm"% maintaining an ideal balance 

between the "outward form", Jim, embodying the author's sensibility and 

Marlow, the critical narrator, both given their appropiate weight as 

"characters" in the story the requirements of both art and subject mat- 

ter encourage, and usually justify, considerable variations in this bal- 

anoe. In the early Heart ofarkness there is a preponderance of the 

critical narrator over the vague form of Kurtz, who embodies some of the 

author's introspective nightmares, and this book can be seen as a half- 

way stage between the first invention of Marlow, in "Youth", and the 

fully developed form as it appears in Lord Jim. 

In Under Western Eyes the balance is altered in the opposite direct- 

ion: the "outward form", Razumov, embodies such of both the author's 
emotions and his intellect, and the narrator is used to point the contr- 

ast between East and West rather than as an analyst. In The Secret Agent, 
the narrator is disembodied, and becomes a cold ironic ghost of the 

author, while in Chance for lack of an outward form in which the author 
can embody enough of his own soul, the narrator is as it were promoted 
to a higher rank,, and provided with a Dr Watson-like assistant to take 

down his opinions and act as a foil for his wit. 
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In Noah, Decoad combines the task of both part-time narrator 

and embodiment of the author's sensibility, so that although he in only 

one of a large cast, his spiritual importance to the author tends to 

make some of the others appear a little hollow by contrast. Decoud can 

probably be "identified" with Conrad himself to a greater degree than any- 

one else in any of his major stories except Ueyst in vices. leere, the 

outward form is not dealt with by a critical narrator because Heyst bec- 

omes the final embtdiment of the critical intellect itself, and places 

Conrad rather in the position of that French surgeon who with the aid of 

mirrors, performed an operation on his own brain. There are also two 

important late novellas, A Smile of Fortune and The Shadow Line. in which 

for the first time authors narrator, and "hero" become almost wholly ones 

in these stories, Conrad. is concerned to convey his emotions, but not 

to analyse them. 

Considered objectively, Conrad's task, the particular *subject mat- 

ter" to which his natural talents, temperament and experience destined 

him to deal, is well expressed by David Daiches in The Novel and the 

Modern Worldo where he compares him with Joyce, Lawrence and Woolfs 

In a confused civilisation where public standards of belief seem to be 

either declining or unreal the artist can stand outside all belief and 

with supreme yet human objectivity see all possible values as equal pro- 

vided life still goes on1 and this is what Joyce did; or he can cultiv '" P 

ate a fresh vision and try to present it in his art as a source of new 

value, which is what Lawrence did. He can also cultivate a fresh vision 

not as a source of new value but as a mode of personal sensibilitys this 

is what Virginia Woolf did. Or, with an honest,, exploratory pessimiamp 

he can take elemental values where he can find them and test them out by 

showing what happens when the individual is challenged by circumstances 

to which these values do not seem to apply, and this is what Conrad did. 

(pp. 3g5-1g6). 
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This isolates chat is probably the most important aspect of Cor- 

tad's work, though Daiches' final phrase must be qualified by emphasis- 

ing that Conrad is concerned not so much with "circumstances to which 

these values do not seem to apply" as of analysing what happens when 

they do apply, but are met by some critical challenge, either from the 

elements, or human nature, or those combinations of both most typically 

found in a crisis at sea. In Lord--Ti m; for instance, it is nob, that 

Jim's ideals do not apply, but only that, as it were, they do not work. 

The End of the Tether. though not one of the more profound of his 

tales, is one that shows very clearly the kind of clash between "ideal" 

and "reality" that is his abiding concern. Captain Whalley is the very 

embodiment of that "fidelity" on which the corporate life of a ship de- 

pends, yet his instinctive love for his daughter proves stronger, and 

forces him to betray it. It is noticeable that in such conflicts Conrad 

does not take sides, or if he does, does it rather by using his art to 

I 
counter the reader's moral prejudices. He does not share either the 

traditional view that moral values are "holy" and always in the right, 

or that more recent subversion by which "nature" and "Life" are preferr- 

ed to ideals. He remains profoundly suspicious of both: he is always 

tentative and sceptical in relation to both "ideal" and "reality". In- 

deed, in using these terms in relation to Conrad's work it is important 

to keep them in inverted commas, for he does not see ideals in the man- 

ner of philosophical "Idealism"# or "reality" as anything more substant- 

ial than "appearances", As Iteyst says in Vices "Appearances--what 

more, what better can you ask for? In fact you can't have better. You 

can't have anything else" (p. 204). 

Conrads world is that world of appearances and perspectives that 

was heralded philosopically by Nietzsche a few decades before it was 

presented mathematically by Einstein, a world in inverted commas, and 
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although it may seem little more than an awkward necessity of his 

ational methods, there is also something appropiately symbolic about 

the way that no much of Unrad's work-virtually the whole of ip J 

or, 4art of Darkness--is actually enclosed in inverted commas. 

His very testing of values implies that none of them are absolute 

or unconditional, and his"results" are always presented in a way that 

tends to justify the implication. E. M. Forster' view that it was a 

vapour rather than a jewel in the secret casket was based on his inab- 

ility to find in Conrad a "creed"--there are, he says, $only opinions". 
ý 

Perhaps this tells us as much about Forster as about Conrad. Only on 

his own longest journey did Forster reach the Caves of 'Malabar, but 

Conrad had to live there. It is not that he does not have any personal 

moral convictions, if that is what Forster means by a creed, but only 

that he is not so sure about his right to hold them He sees that, as 

Nietzsche pit it, "It is, not a matter of having the courage of one's 

convictions, but of having the courage to question them". 

Behind Conradls analysis of social values, we are never allowed to 

forget that "Nature", the Cosmos itself, is also open to question: does 

it have the right to go on about its business regardless of the expense? 

Would "the Great Joke", the cosmic "knitting machine", which is Conrad's 

updated image for the Moirae of the Greeks, be better if it were not? 

Just as the social codes that test the characters are themselves also 

put in question, so also is the natural environment. "Life" also both 

examines and is examined. 

It is these qualities that make him unique, at least in English lit- 

Brature--the way in which he does not merely present through his charac- 
ters his own sensibility and values, but also a radical critique of them, 

and then reminds us that both are but a matter of "appearances" in a cos- 

mos that might better disappear� analyses and decomposes until he has 

cut away the ground from under his own and everyone else's feet, or at 

least leaves us on the very edge of the abyss. As Bernard Bergonzi has 
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said, Such a view of life has something in common with the existential- Illy) 
ist philosophers, and it was very much in advance of its time in Edward- 

3 
ian England. " It is these qualities that put Conrad in the company of 

Dostoevsky, Nietzsche or Rilke., representatives of a new European sen- 

sibility with which his English contemporaries had yet to come to terms. 

It is no coincidence that the "re-discovery" of Conrad began in the nine- 

teen-fifties, for this was the time when our full attention was turned 

to those great nineteenth-century "existentialists", post-philosophers 

who lived long before,. and will long survive the fashionable phase of 

"Exixtentialism". 

If what has been said above indicates the general nature of Conrad's 

achievment, it was probably only by hindsight, and fairly late in life, 

that he himself became at all aware of it. During his writing life he 

regarded himself as a professional writer, belonging to no school or 

movement, and always haunted by the question, "Is it saleable? " He had 

little or no private means and financial necessity prevented him from 

ever being indifferent to public taste. From the beginning he told 

Edward Garnett, representative of his first publishers, "I =11 live in 

an attic". Thus he deliberately rejected the role of the "lonely genius"j, 

even though he was largely forced to live it out, for it was only late 

in life that he won financial success. His aim was to make a good living 

by writing good books that the public would understand and like. It 

saved him from becoming an aesthete, a "writer's writer", even to the 

degree that Joyce or Virginia Woolf were, but fortunately it could not 

overcome that powerful combination of intellect, experience and psycho- 

logioal imbalenQe that constituted his "genius", a genius that could 

not live with any financially conditioned underestimate of its potent- 
ialitiest and forced him to transcend it. 
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In so far *%as he had conscious "ideals"i it seems that they were 

related more to questions of literary craftsmanship than to the subst- 

ance of what he wrote. In this connection, much has been written about 

Flaubert's influence, but it is doubtful whether this idea would have 

arisen merely from considering the books themselves: it is mush more 

that it was put about by Conrad himself, and much more so by his one- 

time collaborator Ford Madox Ford (F. if. Bueffer). In fact, Conrad 

seems to have absorbed virtually the whole of nineteenth-century French 

fiction. In a detailed study of French influence on Conrad, Ives Herv- 

ouet lists as "minor influences", Garneray, Hugo, VigDy, Balzac, Baud- 

elaire, Villiers do lisle Adam, Zola, Daudet, Loti and Barras, and as 
5 

"major influences", Anatole France, Flaubert and Maupassant. 

For Ford, however, all literature was to be divided into two eras, 

Before, and After Flaubert, and he and Conrad had been responsible for 

bringing the new faith to England: 

Perhaps better than elsewhere, Conrad with his "It is above all to make 

you seed" expressed the aims of the New World. And your seeing things 

became an integral part of your story. The matchless description of 

Charles Bovaryts hat in the opening pages of Madame Bovary is not a 

more example of descriptive gustos it is the measure and prophesy of 

the fusionleaaness that throughout the story Charles is to display. 

Parents sufficiently ill-omened to provide their offspring with a head- 

piece so mournful and grotesque could only beget a son who would be as 

mournful and grotesque as his hat, jThe____March 
of Literature, p. 86l) 

Nor are the miracles omitted from Ford's New Testament: "Conrad pub- 
lished his Pirat novelr--A1M er'_a_Fo] yrin England in 1895. But the 

book was begun-and the coincidence is one of the most curious in lit- 

erary history--on the margins and endpapers of Madame Bovarsº vhilet 

his ship was moored to the dockside in Rouen Harbour, and the port- 



holes of his cabin there gave a view of the house which Flaubert des- 

cribed as being the meeting place of Emma Bovary and Rudolphe. That 

would be in 1893... " (p. Sd2). 

Conrads earlier version in A Pdrsoral Record is less developed, 

and with a decimal difference in the chapter numbers "I indulge in the 

pleasant fantasy that the shade of old Flaubert, who imagined himself 

to be (amongst other things) a descendant of the Vikings, might have 

hovered with amused interest over the decks of a 2,000 ton steamer call- 

ed the Adowa, on board which, gripped by the inclement winter alongside 

a quay in Roan, the tenth chapter of Almayer's F0119 was begun" (p. 2), 

while in Flaubert's version, it was Leon rather than Rodoiphe whom 

f1mma met at Rouen. 

At least it can be admitted that the example of Charles Dovary's h 

hat is very typival of the kind of realistic, unobtrusive symbolism 

that Conrad does so well-the use of Peter Ivanovitch's hat in Under 

Wester fires provides a parallel. Even soy as ffervouet has shown, he 

was influenced by many other French writers, and his works are full of 

echoes and paraphrases of them, including passages that are plainly 

plagiaristic, notably the death of wait in The Nirpmr of Narcisuss, 

which as well as having echoes of Flaubert, uses actual phrases from 

the death of Forester in Maupassant's Bel Ami. and must have caused Con- 

rad to blush when one of them--"a scarlet thread hung down his chin"-- 
6' 

was picked out by Stephen Crane for special praise. 

The phrase of Conrads that Ford quotes, -. "to make you ee % comes 

from his early preface to The Nirper of the Narcissus, the impotance of 
n 

which, in assessing Conrad's real intentions has probab. y been overest- 

imated. It belongs very much to his earliest days# and to the literary 

arguments of the time, Baines provides evidence that Conrad was Probab- 
ly reading Pater at the time (p. 231n. )ß and it reileots similar con- 

oeras. It has memorable phrases, most notably in the second Uns "and 
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art itself may be defined as a single-minded attempt to render the high- 

est kind of justice to the visible universe.. ", and again, " =by my task 

is by the power of the written word to make you hear, to make you feel-- 

it is, above ally to make you see. " 

The phrase about rendering "justice to the visible thniverso" goes 

on "by bringing to light the truth, manifold and one, underlying its 46 

every aspect", and the essay ends on a similar Platonic note: "And when 

it is accomplished-behold: --all the truth of life is there: a moment of 

vision, a sigh, and a smile. " This shows a rather more sentimental att- 

itude towards his task, and a rather less ironic attitude towards "truth" 

than those of his maturity. Indeed, it seems that almost at once he be- 

gan to feel it was all a little too high-flown, and although it was pub- 

lished at the end of the serialisation of the$ 1496 in the New Review 

it was omitted from the book, and not heard of again until in 1914 Rich- 

ard Curle asked if he could use it in his study of Conrad. Conrad, aft- 

er hesitating, requested him not tos "It isn't dans la note of your 1r 
7 

book-it would sound declamatory, eve windy, against your pages. " one 

can guess that it was "my pages" more than "your pages" of which he was 

thinking. 

It is quite possible that he had second thoughts not only about the 

style of this preface, but also about the substance. Despite its reser- 

vations ou "art for art's sake", it expresses the novelistä task almost 

entirely in visual and aesthetic terms, it does not Bay anything about 
how he decides that it is to be one thing rather than another that he 

is to make you "see", and in the end Conrad was too much of a philosoph- 

er and a moralist, one might say, despite his own protests, too much 
"the son of a revolutionist", to be content with so purely aesthetic an 

aim. It is true that in the preface to A_Personel Record (1972), as 

well as protesting against being called "the son of a revolutionist", 
he also says, "I, who have never sought in the written word anything 
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also but the Beautiful. ", but this is a phrase he had picked up from 

Anatole France, who seems to have been his favourite source of inspir- 
S 

ation on occasions when he felt that he had to pontificate, and the 

whole book has to be seen as something of a smokescreen around his real 

concerns. 

Conrad spoke French from the age of five, and it seems obvious that 

he could have written in French with more initial ease, but he had become 

an Englishman, irrevocably, and most of the experiences that he wished 

to communicate had been mediated through, and meditated upon, in the 

English language. His life at sea had required him to study, and to 

give ready answers, and ready orders, in English, and he told Walpole, 

"When I wrote the first words od Almayerlo Folly I had been already for 

years and years thinking in English". He goes on to say, "Is it think. 

able that anybody possessed of some effective inspiration should contem- 

plate for a moment such a frantic thing as translating it into another 

tongue? " (Aubry, II, p. 206)--a sentiment that is not entirely devalued 

by sounding a little as if it has been translated from the French. As 

Leavis says, "for all the unidiomatic touches and the suggestions of 

French, Conrad's English compels us to recognise it as that of a highly 

individual master, who has done his creative thinking and feeling-ex- 

plored most inwardly the experience moving him to creation--in that 
9 

language". 

Even soy to the and of his life we find him using French in his 

English correspondence to express an emotion or an idea. Sometimes, 

maybe, because it carried him one stage back towards his native Polish, 

and sometimes because only the French could exactly convey his meaning, 

as in the crucial comment on les valeurs Wales quoted below (p. ). 
, 

Les valeure idbalea expresses both significantly more and significantly 

leas than the more pragmatic term "moral values" which seems to be the 

nearest common equivalent in English. To catch in one's net a butter- 
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` fly such as Fama Bovary, for instance, "moral values" has too coarse a 

mesh, and the habitual use of this term in connection with Conrad's 

work has tended to obscure its finer shades. 

Those shifts in time and perspective by which Conrad may temporar. r 
, h. sp 

ily bewilder the reader, but ultimately helps him to understand, are gýL 

sometimes regarded as his greatest contribution to the art of fiction, 

though if they surpass the effects already attained by nily Bronte's 

one masterpiece it is probably more in quantity than in quality. With 

Conrad, they probably developed as a kind of half-conscious by-product 

of his use of a narrator who is supposed to be spinning a yarn to a 

circle of listeners--they can be seen essentially as an application to 

the written word of the traditional style of the story-teller. A man's 

name is mentioned in the conversation; one begins to talk about him, 

and from there to go back to any relevant things one knows about his past, 

and then with a little recapitulation, to go foward again, always keeping 

an eye on the listeners to make sure they are not getting bored. This, 

essentially, is the method od Lord Jim, a method calculated both to hold 

the reader's interest, and to help him really to understand, for inevit- 

ably, it follows the basic pattern of the human mind, the manner in which 

our everyday knowledge is acquired. Of course, as a fictional device, 

it can be developed to produce stage effects and to keep up suspense-- 
it had already been used in this way by the pioneers of the "mystery 

story"--but Conrad rarely uses it just for this purpose: his intention 

is the more serious one of analysis, of making us "see" in more than the 

visual sense. That it was not *. too carefully calculated a technique is 

beat illustrated by the fact that in the most complex example, Nostromo. 

the time-shifts are made so carelessly that in fact, as Guerard has 

demonstrated, they don't "add up" (p. below). 

Towards the end of his life, in a letter to Richard Curie, Conrad 

mentions that one critic had failed to find "any difference in method 
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or character between my fiction and my professedly autobiographical 

matter, as evidenced in the Personal Record", and that this was because 

his style was "purely historical". Cocarad suggests that what the man 

"really meant" was that-his manner is "aimed essentially at the intimacy 

of a personal communication, without any thought for other effects. As 

a matter of fact, the thought for effects is there all the same (often 

at the cost of more directness of narrative) and can be detected in my 

unconventional grouping and perspective, which are purely temperamental, 
10 

and wherein almost all my tart' consists. " 

Conrads statement that the "effects" are "purely temperamental", 

and the inverted commas he puts round "art" would seem to support the 

suggestion made above that this aspect of his art grew naturally out of 

a story-teller's method aimed at "the intimacy of a personal communicat- 

ion". Given Conrad's talent and professional ski 1, it was inevitable 

that with time this should become less "temperamental" and more consc- 

iously "done", but in Chhance. where the effect seems most consciously 

sought, the time shifts seem hardly as successful, either as art or 

communication, as in the earlier rd Jim. 

That Conrads work follows a path of "achievment and decline", a 
mp 

. 
loor parabola with a high plateau covering the years 1897 to 1904--Theý. Nii ýZ3 

of the Narcissus to Nostr` a downward tilt through Under Western Eyes. 

(1911) to Victory (1915), followed by a steeper decline through the mitr. 

or works of his last years--this is a general conclusion accepted by all 

of his major critics. Itý was first suggested by Galsworthy at the time 

of Conrad's death in 1921 1, endorsed by Leavis, Hewitt and Guerard, and 

demonstrated with detailed evidence by Thomas Moser in his Josen ad: 

AAhievment and Decline. evidence from the texts themselves that stands 

quite irrefutable whether or not one admires the general effect of some 

of the later books, or whether or not one agrees with Poser's views as 

to the reasons. If further confitmation is required, one need only turn 



to a brave endeavour to refute the idea of "achievment and decline" by 

John A. Palmer in Conrad's Fiotion. His up-grading of the later works 

by treating them as metaphysical allegories� leads himjfinally to "The 

Tale", a trifling magazine story about warships in World iar I, as the 

point at which "Conrad's autobiographical interests and allegorical .4 

techniques fuse completely for the first and only time; and the story 

serves as a fitting climax to an account of his artistic growth. " (p. 

257), or one might rather say, a fitting confirmation of Moser's thesis 

by the method of reductio ad absurdum. 

Perhaps the simplest and most satisfactory explanation of the shape 

of this parabola of achievment is that it runs very close to the shape 

of all human death --youthful learning, full energy, middle-age, and 

decline. Authors such as Fontane who write their best books as old men 

are no rare that they must be regarded as the exceptions rather than as 

a norm by which a nitural decline is regarded as requiring an explanation. 

For a novelist, maturity and self-awareness are auch important qualities 

that the peak of their achievment is likely to be a little further along 

the time-scale than that of pure natural force--the late forties and ia 

early fifties are frequently the most fruitful time. Conrad was not 

quite forty when he wrote The Nipper of the Narcissus and fifty-three 

when he completed Under Western fires-and he had been subject to recurr- 

ent illness since his return from the Congo at the age of thirty-four. 

After Under Western Eyes comes Chancea story in which Marlow app- 

ears as over-talkative, and with not enough to do in the way of real 

analysis, and this is the last story in which hei or any other critical 

narrator is present. This can be seen as a clear sign that, perhaps 

more from a shortage of unexamined "soul" than from more lack of energy, 

Conrad had largely completed that work of spiritual self-vivisection 

that produced his greatest books. It would seem to indicate that like 

most other men who survive to the agd of fifty-five, he had attained 

some degree of psychological balance and self-acceptance. At the age 
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of forty, the age at which in "Youth", Marlow begins his critical invest- 

igation of his master's sensibility, most thoughtful men are ready to 

ana]. a the enthusiasms and aohievmenta of their twenty years of youth- 
V- 

ful adult activity and begin to understand themselves: by the age of 

fifty they ma* well feel that they have done enough of this, and be ready 

to "affirm" what remains to them in theraay of values and for the rest 

to conform to what the World believes about itself and them. Perhaps it 

is a measure of the sharpness of Conrad'a vivisection]. knife that at 

the end he does not have very much loft to affirm, and that therefore the 

works of what is called his "affirmative"period seem relatively flat and 

conventional.. 

It is extensively argued by Moser, supported, with some qualificat- 

ions by Guerard, that as the latter puts it, "the uncongeniality of love 

as a subject, and Conrad's later determination tp present it affirmativ- 

ely" is "the most impottant cause of his serious anti-climax" (p. 55)v 

but it is not at all obvious that in his later works Conrad is attempting 

simply to be affirmative, about love or life. For fegst in Victory or 

Flora de Barrel in Chance the problems of "love" are something to be 

argued about rather than affirmed, and the piquancy of their situations 
a largely arises from the fact that they have ideas and attitudes that cut 

across conventional views on the subject. This is also the case in A º: 

Smile of Fortune, which is very far from being affirmative. When t! 

Conrad wrote The Shadow Line he had, as he mentions in the Author's Note, 

special reasons for being affirmative, but it has no women in it. it is 

ceratinly true that The Rescue seems to have run aground on the shores 

of love, and Conrad never managed to re-float it, but it is not very 

affirmative. It is probably only The Arrow of Gold and The Rover that 

could be described as both affirmative and at all concerned with convent- 

ional ideas of love. 

When, as in other books Conrad deals with love from a less convent- 
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ional point of views, it is really missing the point to accuse him, as 

Moser and Guerard do$ of such. things as voyeurism, impotence or misogr, 

for the value judgements implied in these terms may be just what Conrad 

wishes to question. Like Schopenhauer, he sees sexual attraction as a 

stratagem of nature that has nothing to do with the real welfare of the 

individual, and one must be willing to consider at least the possibility 

that sexual love io a matter of madness and delusion if one is to apprec- 

iate the point of view from which Conrad presents his insights on those 

occasions when,, as in Vices or A Smile of Fortune. he is presenting 

them quite honestly. 

Certainly, he was not a sensual man, --this is as apparent in his 

scenic descriptions,, in his neglect of colours, tastes and smells., as 

in his lack of interest in sea, a coolness that is quite free from the 

kind of puritan undertones that indicate a suppressed obsession with it. 
12 

Thus we can find him accusing Tolstoy of being "anti-sensual"-he hardly 

0"1 

seems to realise that in so far as this may be true, it is a measure of 

the strength of Tolstoy'a sensuality, a personal problem that for Conrad 

8caroely seems to exist. 

In attempting to assess Conrads apparent lack of interest in women 

as sexual objects, whether at the level of the primitive poetry of the 

barrack-room--the missing element from the forecastle of the Narcissus. 

or the more subtle intricacies of civilised romance, one must allow for 

the considerable degree of the feminine that he possessed in his own 

nature. In summing up his first impressions of Conrad,. Garnett speaks 

of "a dark haired man, short but extremely graceful in his nervous gest- 

ures, with brilliant eyes, now narrowed and penetrating, now soft and 

warms with a manner alert yet caressing, whose speech was ingratiating, 

guarded or brusk turn by turn. I had never before seen a man so mase- 
1ý3 ulinely keen yet so femininely sensitive. " (p. 3). 

Conrad's own awareness of this can be guessed from the way that he 
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makes his surrogate, Marlow speak, in Chance of possessing an"element 

of the feminine" which, he says, has "saved him from one or two misad- 

ventures"(p. 346). It is a gift that enables him to be equally success- 

ful with male or female characters and it is the circumstances of his 

life rather than any trace of misogyny that accounts for the predominance 

of men in his books-they deal very largely with a masculine world. Such 

women as he gives us may not, with the exception of Flora de Barrel, play 

major roles, but they are all thoroughly feminine--they could never be 

accused, as even Flaubert 'a Emma has, of thinking too much like men. A 

the same time, they seem somewhat lightly sketched if compared with such 

full and fascinating portraits as Hardy's Euataoia Vye or Sue Brideheads 

it may be that Conrad's socially secluded life just did not give him 

much contact with memorable women. 

It seems that as one of nature's ascetics.. Conrad did not need to 

preach, or consciously to practice, the virtues of asceticism. The is- 

olation of which he often complains in his letters seems to have been 

largely of his own choice, an instinctive taste for the conditions that 

best suited the practice of his art, which though very concrete in ex- 

pression, is essentially contemplative and intellectual. In this resp- 

ect his complaints aSSAM* of loneliness must be balanced against his 

more vividly expressed complaints against those who relieved it, from 

his reference to the young officer on the Adowa who asked him what he 

was scribbling (p, below) to the magnificent four-page coating of 

amber that he gives to the female fly who buzzed through the door of 

Pont Farm one summer afternoon and destroyed the whole social fabric of 
AIýSlp 
z Costaguana (P, below). 

Ht8 Iassiotrless marriage to a kindly young typist was probably as 

much an aspect of, this as retirement to a monastery, might have been if 

he had lived in the, middle ages, and accounts for his considerable sense 

of annoyance hen a baby arrived (Baines, pp. 252-253). It was doubtless 
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for such reasons that English "reserve" suited his taste, even though it 

was not part of his Slavonic inheritance. But i, i emphasising this impor- 

taut aspect of his personality, one nest also admit that he grew into a 

loving husband and an affectionate father to two sons, while his nervous 

vivacity could make him lively and entertaining. For short spells he o 

could exert a high degree of both masculine charm and feminine charm, but 

all his friends seem to agree that the spells were brief and unpredict'4 

able--he was not by nature an extrovert. 

With regard to the intellectual substance of his work, as distinct 

from questions of art and literary expression, there seems to be only 

one recorded occasion on which Conrad shows a real awareness of the uat- 

ure of his own achievment. This is in a letter written quite late in 'i 

his life (1917) to Sir Sidney Colvin: 

I have been called a writer of the sea# of the tropics, a descriptive j 

writer, a romantic writer--and also a realist. But an a matter of fact 

all rr concern has been with the "ideal" value of things events and 

people. That and nothing also. The humorous, the pathetic, the passion. 

ate, the sentimental aspects came in of themselves--mail en v6rit6 o'est 

valeurs id6ales dos faits et , estes humains gui Be sont imposös 

Mork activite artistigue. 

Whatever dramatic and narrative gifts I may have are always, instinct- 
ively, used with that object-to get at, to bring forth lea valeurs 

Of course this is a very general statement---but roughly I believe it 
is true. (Aubry,, III p. 185). 

It is important to notice that Conrad is not saying that it hqs been 
his task to uphold or defend, or even to illustrate, lea va_leurssid. 
but to' et at them, bring them forth, to drag them out of their hiding 
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places and hold them up for examination, and this is exactly what he did. 

In all his more serious works he is interested primarily in people who 

have the ideals of their society, in some form or other, indelibly writ. 

ten in their consciences, and then tested, contradicted, or devalued by 

their temperament or their circumstances. In this way, the ideal as much 

as the man comes up for interrogation, and in so far as the two can ever 

be separated, his interests can be seen as as much sociological as psycho. 

logical. 

An early Polish critic seized on the essential atmosphere of his 

work more effectively than any one before, and perhaps as Well as anyone 

sinne. In August 1926, Stefan Napuski wrote in a Polish periodicals 

It is not easy to picture to oneself that on breezy decks, leaning back 

in their easy chairs, white-clad gentlemen handle these volumes without 

the slightest sign of uneasiness. How provocative they are it bottom: 

It would seem that if ever anybody's work contained the maximum of un- 

popular elements it is Conrad's. How cultivated and sensitive-or how 

superficial--must his Anglo-Saxon readers be, to have accepted this fas- 
ýMr 

cinating and destructive artist! Do they not feel the despair lurking 

these truly nihilistio books? Few of the great of this age are 

so free from, and so opposed toi anything revolutionary in the accepted 

bourgeois sense of the word, and yet Conrad registers the smallest gest- 

ures and the imperceptible pauses separating them from each other with 

a cruel precision (as in some morbid film), creates the illusion of the 

flow of time, gives the very chemistry of life, the very process of be. 

Doming, and analyses and decomposes until conventional reality, the real- 
ity of people accustomed to mental and physical comfort and to certitude 

14 
seems altogether an absurdity. 

For a bolder and more explicit expression of very similar work car - 
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ied out by someone who seems to have been much more aware than Conrad 

ever was of what he was up to, we can turn to Nietzsche's later comm- 

ents on his first collection of aphorisms, Human . All too Humans 

IC) 
'Examining the book more closely� you discover a relentless spirit acqu- 

ainted with all the secret hiding places of, the ideal-its strongholds 

and its last refuge. Torch in hand (and its light is by no means a 

flickering one), I illuminate this underworld with a penetrating gleam. 

It is war, but war without powder and smoke, without any warlike gestures,, 

without pathos and contorted limbs-for these things in themselves would 

still be "idealism". One error after the other is calmly laid upon ices 
ü 

the ideal is not refuted--it freezes. Here for instance "the genius" 

freezes; round the corner "the saint" freezes; under a thick icicle 

'the hero""freezes, and in conclusion "faith", so called "conviction", 

and also "pity" are considerably cooled. Ecoe Homo, VI4 1). 

Conrad's intentions are less agressive, and not intentionally nih31.. 
istic--for him what Nietzsche calls "this underworld" is rather an "over 

world" of established values that should be given serious consideration 

as well as conventional obeisance, but whether the knife is wielded by 

surgeon or assassin, and whether or not Marlow is at hand with a local 

anesthetic, the effect on the living tissue is very much the same. Niet- 

zsche has also emphasised that his insights came primarily from observat- 

ions or as he puts it, "vivisection" of himself and in all the more sub- 

tle of his works there can be little doubt that Conrad is essentially 

dealing with hioself# as Lord Jim, as Decoud, as Heyst,, Raaumov or Motir- 

tham -even as Verloo or Flora de Barrel. 

If, for example, things had not gone quite so wall on that great 
test described in The Shadow Linep if the choice had been saving his own 
life or throwing it away with a crew that had no chance of survival, what 

would he have done? Knowing Conrad, we would not have expected him to 



23 

have jumped-. 'yet what do we know of Conrad, except what he reveals thro- 

ugh his identification with Jim, the man who jumped? When an imaginative 

man is forced to wonder "how far" he will"turn out faithful to that ideal 

`Pe 
15 

conception of one'ä grsonality every man sets up for himself secretly", 

then he cannot prevent his imagination from venturing into the worst of 

possibilities as well as the best. And it is only the worst that have 

dramatic interest and carry the promise of psychological revelation. It 

is hardly necessary to assume that Conrad must have performed some act 

of betrayal in order to generate that compulsive interest in the fate of 

Jim or Razumovs, though it may well be that the shook of being accused of 

betraying Poland, like the shock that came from his voyage up the Congo, 

helped to stimulate his interest in that activity for which Mrs Verloc 

was too wise, looking beneath the surface of things. 

Although this interest involves a great deal of "self examination"# 

it is essential to recognise that it is very much an objective, analytical 

interest, and his books must not be seen as guilt-ridden acts of literary 

expiation such as Gustav Morf attempted to make of them in The Polish 

Heritage-of JoeephConrad. The accusation that he had betrayed Poland 

simply by leaving it, worried him, and naturally led him to try to just- 

ify himself, as he does,, very good-humouredly, in A Personal Rec rid. but 

there is no evidence to suggest that he felt any deep personal guilt 

about it, other than the evidence that has been read out of his writing 

by such bizarre methods as suggesting that Patna is a Freudian slip for 
16 

Patty j. Even if it be granted that, like the Catholic Church, the Un- 

conscious may well use Latin as its lingua franca, this particular in- 

spiration has been, if not disproved, at least a little devalued by 

Sherry's discovery that Patna was the name of one of the ships using 
17 

Singapore when Conrad was there. 

It has been a common view that, as Hewitt puts its Conrad was oon- 

corned with *emotiona]. and moral problems worked out in isolation"i and 
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that "this distinguishes his work from that of many novelists of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century. They were for the most part, 

concerned to widen the scope of the novel, to act, in Balzacle phrase, 
18 

as the natural historians of society". In the same way, in his 

2ssays on Thomas Mann. Lukacs says that Mann's protagonists "are not 

lonely heroes who discover some abstract-moral position for themselves 

alone as in Conrad or Hemingway" (p. 113) But it is not that Conrad 

is not, in his own way, a "natural historian of society", but rather 

that he is a detailed anatomist rather than an encyolopediast. When 

he narrows the scone, and isolates his protagonist, it is always with a 

deep awareness of the social context., and in this way he can often gain 

a clearer insi t into the nature of the society than could be achieved 

by a wider and more diffused approach. Nothing could be further from y, 

the centre of his vision than what Lukacs calls the "abstract-moral"s 

he rather uses $he isolation of his heroes to demonstrate the impossibiZ. 

ity of an "abstract-moral position for themselves alone"-4t; eads, liter. 

ally, to death for Decoud and Heyst, and even Lord Jim cannot survive 

"outside the ranks". 

Because of his own isolation as a seaman, and as an expatriate, Con. 

red could never write of people whom he had known from the days of their 

childhood, or be familiar with any one particular region of the earth in 

the way that Hardy or Faulkner were. Nor can he fill his pages with a 
host of friends and relatives, and tell us of their past, and how they 

became what they are, in the manner of Tolstoy or Thomas Mann, but this 

does not mean that he was less concerned than they with the social cont- 

ext of his characters--it rather gives him a sharpened sense of its 

cruciality. Instead of giving a panoramic "natural history" he has to 

look for the significant gesture, the revealing incident, the testing 

extremity, the points where social conditioning and human instinct 
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creatively respond or catastrophically clash. 

In writing of "The Sociological Imagination", Richard Hoggart says, 

"I suspect that what the literary critics usually call a 'social insight' 

-the sense that such and euch a gesture is tsignificant'--is the result 

of the writer holding in his imagination an enormous amount of material, 

of facts about society, I believe he holds this material in a kind of 

suspension, a that it is at the moment of his finding a unifying image 

-a single gesture or a large theme-that we any he has had a significant 
19 

Insight". --and it is Conrad whom Hoggart chooses to illustrate this, 

with a quotation from the Author's Note to The Secrgt Agent,, 

In 11 Persons Conrad speaks of the necessity of the novelist 

to deal with "the reality of his time" (p. 95), a phrase that seems to 

anticipate the concerns of Marxist critics such as Lukacs, and one can 

note that in Nolatromp he presents insights into "The Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism" that antedate Weber's famous essay of 

this title. (pe below). Even in a book as early, and as little con- 23 

cerned with the outside world, as TheNipper of the marcisssus we are not 

allowed to forget the land that has shaped, or misshaped, the nigger, and 

provides the graceful ship with"the sordid inspiration of her pilgrimage". 

It is for this reason that Conrad does not care for Rousseau, who 

regarded man as "innocent" and only society as evil, a view which Conrad 

tells us in A Personal Record. is inspired only by the desire of "Just- 

ifying his ovt1 existence. " Man is made by history and his society, and 

it is only within them that he can find his destiny. Rousseau "had no 

imagination, as the most casual perusal of Ernie will prove. He was no 

novelist, Whose first virtue is the exact understanding of the limits 

traced by the reality of his time to the play of his invention. Inspir- 

ation comes from the earth, which has a past, a history, a future, not 

from the cold and stable heaven" (p. 95). 

A common tare to recognise this fundamental aspect of Conrad's 
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vision may itself be largely accounted for by the "social reality" of 

the time at which interest in his works was reawakened--that period 

8olloving the Second World tsar when a concern with psychiatric symptoms,, 

guilt, anxiety and dark selves, was spreading like a second St Vitus' 

Dance over the western World. in this respect, Conrad's critics have 

so soaked his pages with salty tears that it is not easy to dry them 

out and see them plain. 

Although in the presence of liberal friends, Conrad liked to appear 

as an arch-conservative, it is their optimism, and the shallowness of 

their proposed solutions that he criticises rather than their ultimate 

ideals--these he takes for granted that any decent man would share. 

Like Tolstoy, he has the aristocratic, and within itg limits doubtless 

accurate, view that if you put a peasant on horseback the devil rides, 

but this is balanced by his oft-expressed feeling for human solidarity 

and evidenced in his determination always to write for the ordinary 

reader. 

He values the hierarchy and the basic "democracy" of a ship, where 

it is the way that you do your job rather than your rank that ultimately 

gains you respect,, but he is also very conscious of the way in which 

this little j4eal society, with its limited aims and demands, where ev- 

en the McWhirrs of this world are adequate, is corrupted and dissolved, 

almost made irrelevant by the complex "reality" of life on land. lie is 

too intelligent to offer, or to be tempted by any simple solutions: 

"The architectural aspect of the universal city remains as yet inconoeiv- 

able.... the very ground for its erection has not been cleared of the 
20 

jungle ". 

It is obvious that Conrad cannot be labelled a "liberal"s the only 
" 

analogous term that might adequately catch him is "anti-bourgeois". The 

terms 'bourgeois" and "anti-bourgeois" do not seem to have much general 
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relevance to English literature, and there has been a tacit, and on the 

whole, beneficial, agreement among English men of letters not to bandy 

them about, but in relation to Conrads with his nineteenth-century 

Continental background, they can hardly be avoided. 

It is only in some of his earlier works that Conrad is openly and 

as it were, agressively"anti-bourgeois", and "The Return" is the only 
21 

story to which he explicitly refers in these terms , but it is the 

"anti-bourgeois" feeling that provides the undercurrent in The Secret 

Agent and Under Western Eves, and is sometimes the only distinctive 

quality in less successful stories auch as The Planter of Malata. Inev- 

itably, in English society Conrad was something of an "outsider", but 

he did not relish the position, and acquiesced in a gradual assimilation 

that worked against the astringency of his art. As time passes one 

notices a slow change in Marlow's attitudes: in Heart of Darkness he 

is mocking his bourgeois listeners who have "starved their imaginations 

to feed their bodies", but by the time we come to Charm he has acquired 

a "sense of humour", and largely limits his irony to an archetypical 

civil servant and Flora's lover-class relations. 

In all of Courad'a major work the atmosphere is saturated with a 

powerful pessimism, which, without any Schopenhauerian metaphysics to 

support it, he seems to share in temperament and outlook with the German 
22 

philosopher. Galsworthy has testified to Conrad's taste for Schopenhauer, 
W 

and he had also deeply influenced many of the nineteenth-century French 
23 

writers with whose works Conrad was familiar . Such pessimism need not 

be regarded as an inevitable accompaniment of honest insight, for it is 

in essence an attitude towards the facts rather than the facts themselves, 

but undoubtedly it helped Conrad to see things about the Edwardian age 

that the age itself was determined not to see. 

It may be that apart from any question of inborn temperament, Cote 

rad'a pessimism can to some degree be accounted for by his experience 
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when young. He was the only child of unfortunate parents in a very un 

fortunate country, and went with them into exile in Siberia when he was 

four years old. On the journey he almost died of pneumonia, and his mot.; 

her died of tuberoolosis two years later, leaving him alone with a des- 

pairing father: "The poor child does not know what it is to have a comp- 

anion of his own age. He sees the eadhess of my old age, and who knows, 

perhaps that sight may freeze and wither his young heart" (Aubry, I, p. 

15). A few months later his father writes again, "I shield him from the 

atmosphere of this place, and he grows up as in a monastic cell. For 

the memento mori we have the grave of our dear one, and every letter 

which reaches us is the equivalent of a day of fasting, a hair shirt or 

a discipline. We shiver with cold, we die of hunger" (Aubry, I, p. 16)x. 

His father died, very slowly, when he was twelve, and while awaiting the 

death, Conrad refers to "moments of revolt which stripped me of some of 
24 

my simple trust in the universe" 

There is a certain kind of childhood experience that can lead quite 

naturally to the expectation that if you ask you will receive, if you 

knock it will be opened unto you, and if you give, you will be given 

back even more than you gave--and there is another kind. It was no doubt 

with an awareness of what he himself had lost that Conrad makes the dying 

Heyst say, "... woe to the man whose heart has no# learned while young to 

hope, to love--and to put its trust in life! " One need not be very our- 

prised that at nineteen Conrad apparently attempted to commit suicide, 

and that a deeply pessimistic view of life pervades all his most genuine 

work. 

"Never confess! " says Marlow in Chance: "'Never,, never! ' An untim- 

ely joke is a source of bitter regret always. Sometimes it may ruin a 

mans not because it is a joke, but because it, is untimely. And con- 

fession of whatever sort is always untimely. The 

only thing which makes it supportable for a while is curiosity... ' I 
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had seldom seen Marlow so vehement, so pessimiatic# 00 earnestly cy- 

- nical before" (p. 212). 

With Conrad himself one Peels that more than a voluntary witholding 

of a final confession, it was a literal incapacity-he just did not, and 

could not know his own final opinions. In this respect, Richard Curless 

The Laat Twelve Years of Joseph Conrad provides an interesting portrait. 

The recurring themes of the book are the power and fascination of Con- 

rad's perrsonalityp the warmth of his affection, and the impossibility 

of knowing his final opinions, the doubt as to whether there were any 

final opinions--the impression is rather of a perpetual "agonizing but 

fruitful ferment"p of a swimmer in nihilistic depths who kept himself 

afloat in the "destructive element" only by a conscious and continuous 

effort: 

Nobody ever really discovered what went on inside Conrad's brain, or 

pierced very profoundly--even the friends for whom he had fewest res- 

ervations--into the isolated silences of his ultimate convictions. All 

that one caught were glimpses of the stirring pool, but beneath the our. 

face there vas (k, csolitary Conrad, inexplicably removed from any human 

being. The deepest layers lay far out of sight. One could but guess 

t them by his moods of ironic despondency# aristocratic contempt 9 or 

disillusionment. (p. 38). 

We may better appreciate the nature, and the inevitability,, of thin 

"fruitful ferment" if we consider some of the ingredients that went in- 

to it. Of these, the most obvious, apart from his unhappy childhood, is 

the simple fact that all his adult life he was an outsider, "a bloody 

foreigner", a man who could speak no English when at the age of nine- 

teen, after a few years in France, his predicament as a subject of the 

Czar, and liable to military service, more or less compelled him to 

board a British steamer at Marseilles. 
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He was doubtless fluent enough in French, but he was not merely a 

foreigner in the sense that a Frenchman or aj6st 
Berman are foreigners 

in England: he was a Pole, a central European and a Slav, bringing 

with him into the "protestant, bourgeois world" what Thomas Mann in hin 

essay on The Secret Arent has called ironically "the advantages of barb- 

arism, " (p. below). They were not advantages that he consciously 

prized; indeed, from behind the mask of a painfully adopted English 

per na he would profess to deplore them. He would not have even Tolstoy 

in the house, let alone that "grimacing haunted creature" Dostoevaky, 

who "sounds to me like some fierce mouthings from prehistoric ages" 

(Aubry, II, p. 140): only Turgenev, exile in Paris and friend of Flau- 

bert was acceptable. But the emotions of the East, and the values of a 

still medieval culture were never far below the surface. One of the 

more superficial aspects of this is illzstrated by Wells, when ha re- 

calls that a piece of ill-timed humour by George Bernard Shaw almost 

led to a duels 

"Does that man want to insult tie? " he demanded. 

The provocation to say "yes" and assist at the subsequent duel was 

very great, but I overcame it. "It's humour", I said, and took Conrad 

out into the garden to cool. One could always baffle Conrad by saying 

"humour". It was one of our damned English tricks he had never learned 

to tackle. ( eriment in Autobiopra, Ahy;, III p. 620). 

In Under Western EZesp and to a lesser degree, in The Secret Agent, 

it is the underground conflict between a rational acceptance of English 

values, and an emotional preference for "barbarism" that give the books 

their subversive air of unease. And although Mann attributes the "black 

comedy" of The Secret Agent to "robust Anglo-Saxon humour", it seems 

nearer to an ironic despair that can hardly be classed as "humour". 

In L4 m, although the hero's concern at the loss of his "character" 
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is not at all un-British, no doubt a Polish sense of honour tends to 

sharpen and clarify an issue that might easily have faded into a more 

English compromise: "A little coarser nature would not have borne the 

strain, it would have come to. terms with itself, with a sigh, a grunt, 

or even frith a guffaw" (Lord JJim. p. 177). Conrad may sometimes like 

to think that he can show us the East under Western eyes, but much 

more fundamentally, he is seeing the West with Eastern eyes. 

It is a fertile source of ferment in any man's mind to be subject 

to a succession of wholly different cultures, to find that what, in one 

society are basic convictions are in another but outlandish opinions, 

that social accomplishments that in one world command instinctive re- 

spect are, in another, comic eccentricities. This acquiring of many 

perspectives, mixing of moralities and division of loyalties may lead, 

ideally, to a kind of god-like maturity, but more easily, as in the 

half-castes that shadow some of Conrad's Eastern scenes, to cynicism 

and demoralisation. This must have been for Conrad a life-long battle 

in which the balance and "justice" of his art are a "victory" achieved 

at the cost of those moods of "ironic despondency, aristocratic contempt, 

and exasperated disillusionment" to which Curle refers. 

There has been much discussion of whether or not Conrad was a 

"nihilist", rather as if this was some kind of religious denomination 

to which one either did or did not belong. In fact, of course, he was 

merely struggling alone, and ahead of his time, with problems that have 

since come to be shared by all those who are to any degree intellect- 

uaLly sophisticated. And he gave, in Victory, as thorough an analysis 

of them as has yet been offered by any of our academic philosophers. 

He tried very hard to become, in spirit and sympathy, an English- 

man, with English habits and tastes, English friends, and even English 

limitations on his sympathy, and yet whenever, in his autobiographical 

or journalistic productions, he writes in this vein there in always 
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something superficial and eunuch-like about its underneath, he could 

never cease to be a Pole, a Slav, a "barbarian", a pessimist, an anti- 

bourgeois and an unbeliever. One often finds in Conrad echoes of, or 

parallels to the thoughts of Nietzsche, who ironically claimed Polish 

ancestry as a source of his "genius", and words from the latter's preface 

to Human. All Too Human can illuminate Conrad's position in nineteenth- 

century England: 

VV writings have been called a school of suspicion... Indeed I myself do 

not think that anyone has ever looked at the world with such a profound 

suspicion.. * and he who realises something of the consequences involved 

in every profound suspicion, something of the chills and anxieties of 

loneliness to which every uncompromising difference of outlook condemns 

him, will also understand how often I took shelter in some kind of rev- 

erence,, or hostility or scientificality or levity or stupidity, in order 

to recover from myself and as it were obtain temporary self-forgetfulness. 

In this connection, it is important to recognise thit as an observer 

of the English scene, Conrad is not simply evaluating us in terms of some 

alien, but securely held, cultural scheme of his own: he is not like do 

Tocequeville, surveying America, or Manchester, with serene eyes and an 

assured scale of values, 
fte is rather in that precarious position to 

which, in Nostromo, Father Corbelan dismisses Decoud: "A sort of French- 

man--. godless--a materialist. Neither the son of his own country nor of 

any other"--. to which Decoud comments, "Scarcely human, in fact" (p. 198). 

Behind this ironic remark lies the whole agony and triumph of Conrads 
, 

"fruitful ferment". In an age in which, in England much more than on the 

Continent, in terms of traditional values as distinct fron formal relig- 

ious creeds, nearly everyone believed everything, Conrad could not be- 

lieve anything, and if he escaped the fate of D ecoud, who "disappeared 

without trace, swallowed up in the immense indifference of things', it 
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was only by lonely dedication to his art, his form of that action "in 

which alone is found the illusion of a mastered destiny". 

If the books that represent his own "mastered destiny" are something 

more than "illusion", or at least remain in this world of "appearances" 

as an infinitely fascinating, symbolic and resonant assembly of "illus. o 

ions", it is because he used his art not as an escape from these exist- 

ential problems but as the means of wrestling with them. His central 

task, his "destiny", can be seen as the testing and examining of leg 

valeurs ideales against the unstable human materiel they have been 

created to mould or contain, contradict or fulfil# and contrasting them 

with the indifferent and irrational world in which, precariously, they 

flower. Moreover, his works can be seen to rise to their highest level 

in both style and substance when the aspects of this central theme are 

also ones in which his in experience has given him a high degree of 

personal involvement. In this sonne, his works could be distributed 

within a series of concentric circles, the inmost of which would contain 

those such as _d Jig in which Conrad is deeply involved, the next 

circle those in which, while the problems are similar, the personal its. 

volvement is not so direct--Typhr ES16 or The a ndýthe Tether 

would come in this area, and finally an outer circle, merging into outer 

darkness, for magazine stories such as those in A Set of 8ixj of which 
he said, "They are just stories in which I've tried my best to be aimpls 

entertaininc (Aubry, Ii, p. 66). 

In the pages that follows the degree of attention given to indivi& 

ual works is roughly in proportion to their closeness to the point from 

which these concentric circles radiate, the only exception being certain 
e5r17 works which although they way not be quite within the inner circles, 
are meaningfully roving towards them. 

Thua, Part I deals with these early vorke, and Part 2 with the 

discovery, in "Youth" of the method and form of using a narrator to 

put in perspective a character who embodies the authors sensibility, 
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and the works that follow, in which this "form" is developed with a 

combination of experience and analysis that provides, in Lord Jim 

the "Conradian flavour" in what is perhaps its purest and most astring- 

ent form. Part 3 deals with stories in the second circle, where a 

conflict between "ideal" and "reality" is presented in a more objective 

manner, and Part 4 with Nostromo which combines the personal involve- 

ment with more generalised experience, and two other "political" works 

that exhibit Conrad's unease as a "barbarian" in the bourgeois west. 

Part 5 considers later, largely autobiographical, btories that convey 

experience without any deep analysis, and consequently do not require 

any separation of the narrator and the protagonist. Finally comes 

victoryo in which the critical intellect that in earlier stories has 

put other things in perspective becomes itself the object of invest- 

igation. 

The skories are dealt with roughly in the order in which they 

were written, in order to make of Conrad's development a continuing 

narratives he main exceptions being in the case of Chance. which 

though written long after the other "Marlow storries", is linked by 

his presence, and Viet orr. which although it was completed before two 

of the shorter tales considered in Part 5, as Conrad's last important 

novel, and in some senses his Vc"A philosophical "last testament", 

seemed the most appropiate work with which to conclude. 
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Almayer's Folly 

Although, for much of his sea-going life, Conrad was compelled to 

follow the trade-route between England and Australia, his boyhood read- 

ing of travel books and adventure stories and his incurably romantic 

temperament made him eager for more exotic alines--Central Africa or the 

Far East. His most fortunate period in this respect began in August 

7.887, when, after an injury had kept his in Singapore for six weeks, he 

was signed on as mate in the Vidar a small Arab-owned steamer that did 

a regular three-week run from Singapore, the furthest point being on 

the East coast of Borneo. Here a tiny trading post, threatened by the 

jungis, was kept by a Dutchman called 01meyer. This "outpost of pro- 

gress" deeply impressed itself on Conrad's imagination, and became the 

scene for his first two books, as well as for The-Rescue , the latter 

part of L rd Ji and several shorter stories. 

For the youthful Conrad it was the height of romances for Olmeyer 

it was the hell from which he dreamed of escape, and for both of them, 

the dream was more important than reality. It seems that this paradox,, 

fermenting slowly in Conrad's mind, inspired him to begin, two years 

later, a novel in which his own illusion, suspended in solution, would 

provide the acid in which to pickle Ilmsyer's. 

Sow, and where, he wrote this first book, though not fir, is a major 
theme of A Person . which aas written another twenty years on, 
in 1908. The latter begins with a ship at anchor in Rouen, "the shade 

of old Flaubert" overhead, and a curious young shipts officer at his 

elbows 

"'What are you scribbling there, if its fair to ask? ' 
It was a fair enough question, but I did not answer him, and 

simply turned the pad over with a movement of Instinctive secrecy. $ 
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From'there we go back to the lodgings in London where it was begun, 

to the Congo, Geneva, and Poland with the manuscript in his baggage, 

and finally sail on the Torrens for Adelaide. Among the paarengere 

is va first-class classical man from Cambridge's just downy and dying 

of tuberoolosis. He becomes euch a friend that Conrad dares to show 

him the manuscript, and the story of the story reaches its tikht4U; " 

lipped classical climax 

*'Well, what do you ate' I asked at last. 'ia it worth tinish- 

iv ' 

'Diattnotly. ' 

'Were you interested? l 

$Very muchlS 

'Now let me ask you one more things is the story quite clear to 

you as it atanda? ' 

'Yee,, perfectly. 

"We never spoke together of the book again. " (p. 18) 

Shortly after, the young man died. What else? At least Conrad 

eaid so. When, in 1917, reeearh revealed that in tact he had travel- 

led home again round the Cape with Conrad, he had to sey, "Strange 
1 

lapse of memoryt" The trail of his allegedly autobiographical writings 

is littered with such creative lapses, and it is only when, as ill MA 

Arrow of Gold. the lapses beoome larger than the memories that there 

is artistic failure. 

Although Conrad has so much to say about hov Alm, 
-ar! e Foiyfvae 

written, he claims to be wholly agnostic as to "why*, 'and perhaps he 

was, At least one can guess that the loneliness of his childhood 

gave him an initial otimulus to the creation of imagined worlds, 

while the slow tempo of a Beamantg life in the days of wail gave 

eeede of Coate ation time to grow. 
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Alm, rer and hia dreams of gold, reacting on Conrad'a dreams of 

romance, bad given him something to contemplate, and finally something 

to say, something that could not be said to his fellow seamen, but 

only to a more sophisticated world. Back in his lodgings in London, 

he called for the breakfast cups to be cleared away and sat down to 

write. If Almayer was partly a problem to be written out, he also 

fitted very well within the limits of what it was then possible for 

Conrad to write. Almayer and his world were outside the familiar 

bounds of Empire, within which Conrad could not hope to compete with 

Kipling; he did not have to be regarded as thinking or speaking like 

an Englishman, and he was suitable for treatment in the manner of 

those French authors who had given him his initial ideas of what a 

novel should be. 

The problem of Almayer's identity has a certain complexity. There 

is the fictional Almayer, a presumably more "real" Almayer described 

by Conrad himself in AP Personal R ecord. and finally there is the 

"historical" Alm yer, more commonly spelt Olmeyer--Conrad probably 

never saw the name in writing-who has been the subject of much re- 

search, of which the fullest summary is to be found in Jerry Allen's 

The Sea Years of Joseph Comrad (Chapters xvi--X1). It reveals that 

Conrad's "Almayyer" is very much his own creotion, but it is quite 

common for his fictional characters to keep the names of the real 

people, however briefly glimpsed or libelliously extrapolated, who 

provided him with his starting point. Inevitably, this often led to 

his tales being regarded as more factual than they were, a misappreý 
hension that Conrad seems rather to have encouraged (see p. o0o below). --3ýý 

It is always difficult for a foreigner to remember names, and it 

seems that once Conrad had a max and his name firmly fixed tokether, 

the very effort he had put into it made it difficult for him to part 
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them again. It is common enough for writers to describe a man they 

have known and change his name; Conrad preferred to keep the name 

anclýýchange the man, meking an exception only for himself, and thaonly 

after eleven years had convinced him that no Anglo-Saxon would ever 

make a go of 8orzeniowski, 

In his days the laws of libel did not provide euch regular sus- 

tenance for the legal profession as in recent times, and in any case 

he does not seem to have expected alone east of Suez ever to read his 

books, though he was not at all disconcerted when he found that they 

did. After a visit from one of his former acquaintances on the Borneo 

run, he wrote to his agent that they "even read my books and wonder 

hho the devil has been around taking notes. t+q visitor told as that 

Joshua Lingard made the guess. 'It must have been that fellow who 

was mate in the Y= with Craig. '" 

He also told Pinker in the same letter that they "feel kindly to 
3 

the chronicler of their lives and adventures" ' but one can hardly 

imagine that Olmeyer, for instance, would have been very pleased to 

read of his descent to opium and suicide (He died in Surabaya in 1900), 

or to find his wife Johanna (nee Van Lieshout), daughter of a Dutch 

officer, suffering a sea-change into the creature who burned the 

furniture to cook rice for Babalatchi. Nor did the rive-year old 

daughter Wilhelmine, whom Conrad may well have heard Olmeyer calling 

"Nina", have the good fortune to be carried off by a princely pirate 

--5he married a Dutch official, and her elder sister a Scottish trader. 

But as/if truth were making a lame attempt to catch up with fiction, 

Olmeygr's son, Willy, did, just after Conrad's book was written, 
4 

marry a Javanese girl called Nina. 
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It is estimated that in his four trips to Beran in the Vidar 

Conrad could not have spent more than a total of twelve days at anchor 

there, but it seems that he forgot little and wasted nothing. He 

tried as hard as Flaubert to live by Standhallo dictum# "Never write 

of anjthing that you have not seen with your own eyes", and he will 

adapt over and over agiin some piece of personal experience rather 

than resort to invention (see, for example, p. ooo below). 04 

With his own eyes he would have seen Olmeyer and his houses, and 

the compound round about, the Chinaman's dwelling, 
1 ; the Arab fort from 

outside, and Almayer's hanger-on, who seems to hage been the basis for 

both Willens in An Outcast of the islands anti Cornelius in Lor_dJim. 

For the Malays, who can hardly have been more than shadows among the 

huts and trees, he used the best eyes he could borrow, making A. R. 

Wallace's The Malar Archipelago literally his bed-aide book, along 

with a few others that the literary detectives have duly noted. 

Although Almavers Folly contains a great deal of scenic deacript- 

ion, "nature" does not seem to have much appeal for Conrad. He never 

shoes any of that joy in the scene, and in sharing the scene, that 

shines, for example, from Hemingway's day of fishing at Burguete in 

The Sun Also Rises. Gelsvorthy remarked that he "vas not at we i4 

should call a $lover of nature) in the sense ßäg one who spends long 
6. 

hours lost in the life of birds and flowers, of animals and trees! 

In his two Malayan books, the characters, with their houses and 
their utensils have a vivid precision that never seems quite to join 

up with the painted backoloth behind. There are no doubt monkeys in 
the forest, but the only monkey that we see is the one chained to 
A yer's verandah. Blossoms are there, and birds, in general, but 

no particular flower is described, no bird sings, no smell or texture 
is ever concretely present. There is little to compare with that 

1 
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sensuouä imagery by which Lawrence, in the opening pages of TheRR i- 

, makes the English countryside feel more like a Jungle than 
I 

Coarad's Borneo. 

At the same time, as J1 I. M. Stewart has emphasised, the back- 

cloth is used with okill, it is not simply. "there", but is manipulated 

as stage machinery to suit each scene. hlmeyer'a Foliyopens with the 

sinking sun spreading gold on the waters of the Pantai, for Almayer+s 

dreams are of gold, and then the tree carried on the flood raises "a 

denuded branch like a hand lifted in mute appeal to heaven", which is 

a marvellous summary of Almeyer's psychology, As Stwvart remarks, 

"Conrad acquires quite early an almost dangerous facility in the 
7 

creation of atmosphere", but continually he refines its in Heart of 

D ea or Nostromo the scenic effects are used in essentially the 

same manner, but with more subtlety and economy. At the same time., 

it emphasises the point that in none of his books is there any fruit- 

ful exchange between man and nature, and in Lord Jim, Stein says,, 

eSometimeo it seems to me that man is come where he is not wanted, 

where there is no place for him. " Nature, by its cruel indifference, 

shows itself as alien to man, or eise by its corruption and decay., 

reflects his transience and instability. 

If the scenic descriptions in Almaver+a Follyare an example of 

something that takes up =oh space, without being the object of much 

enthusiasm on the part of the author, there is another subject which 

although it seems of interest to the author, is not allowed much dev- 
8 

elopment--the politics of the situation. As Guerard has emphasised, 
the over-lapping settlements of Malays, Bugis and Dyaks, the nomadic 

Pirates and the Chinese traders, the colonial rivalry of Arab; Dutch 

8X British interests make a complex pattern which, for lack of full 

eacplanation--such explanation as there is comes rather late-can be 
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confusing for the reader. Thus, although politics are not very rel- 

evant to the story he has to tells, the casual references make it 

clear that he has it all in his mind as he writes, and his subsequ- 

ent books will become increasingly concerned with "politics"j, with 

the full social context of his characters. 

On the whole, it would appear that with Almayer, Conrad has not 

found a character with whom he can sufficiently "identify" - he is 

not one of those "outward forms" that Conrad can infuse with his own 

feelings and measure against his own ideals. Whatever Flaubert may 

have meant by saying, "Madame Bovary is me", there is no substantial 

way in which Conrad could have said, "Almsyer is me"# or that Almay- 

er's problems--the finding of a gold mine and the keeping of a 

daughter--were Conrad's problems. A great deal of hissueat vent ire 

to the book, but not enough of his blood. 

Emma Bovary has qualities such that the conflict between her 

romantic and aristocratic ideals, even though they are no more than 

the ideals of light literature, and the reality of her petit-bourg- 

eois envit+onment is intensely moving. elmayer hardly carries such 

possibilities. 
lis dreams lack even the butterfly beauty of romant- 

ic literatures his marriage is more financial calculation, and not, 

like Emmas, a combination of ignorance and force of circumstances, 

and'only iii relation to his daughter can he be at all sympathetic. 

And the book's other main theme, the love between'Nina and Dain 

2? aroola, is something for which Conrad was not equipped in taste, 

temperament or experience, so that it is obviously derivative, though 

the fact that some of its cliches are French rather than British 

may have given it a co in novelty to his first readers. ' 

Thus, if Madame Bovarv was in some sense, his starting point, he 

has moved off in a direction the exact opposite of that in which 
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his true vocation lay. In Flaubert's book we have the psychology of 

an e*sentially irresponsible person, and in Almayer, one even less 

responsible; with Eamma Bovary we have a conflict between ideal 

values and "reality", in which the ideal values are somewhat dream- 

like, feminine and aesthetics and with Almayer we have a character in 

whom they are even weaker-little more than dreams of avarice, where- 

as Conrad's real task was to deal with men carrying heavier burdens 

and faced with stronger standards, ideals of a more publics masculine, 

and morally serious kind, men who could express his own inner emotions 

and experiences. 

In the meantime, he was tempted to go further in the wrong dir- 

eotion, with An outcast of the Islands. In the Author's Notei to this 

book he says*, 

"A phrase of Edward Garnett's is, as a matter of fact, respons 

ible for this book... 'You have the style, you have the temperament; 

why not write another?... The word lanother did it... on getting 

home I sat down and wrote about half a page of An Outcast of the 

Is___land_s. " (p. viii) 

Perhaps what he wrote was the opening sentence of the books `t. 

"When he stepped off the straight and narrow path of his peculiar 

honesty, it was with the inward assertion of unflinching resolve to 

fall back again into the monotonous but safe stride of virtue as 

soon as his little excursion into the wayside quagmires had produced 
the desired effect. * If it be accepted that with Almayer's Folly, 

Conrad was facing in the wrong direction, in relation to "the straight 
and narrow path of his peculiar honesty", then this was a further 

step int; the wrong direction, the wayside quagmire of popular 
a exoticism". 
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The book begins wells the picture of Willens poised before the 

moment of his fall has wit, style and atmosphere, but the man him- 

self# a boastful bullfroi blowing himself up on the edge of a tropical 

pond, is not sufficiently in eeresting to hold the author's attention'. 

or ours. Moreover, the tendency to identify sex with corruption and 

decay, though it may be a valid aspect of Conrad's particular vision 

of life, is here given a moralistic emphasis that suggests simple 

hypocrisy, and in the end we are all but buried in a riotuous growth 

of jungle vegetation. As he says in the Author's Note, "The more 

scenery got a great hold on me as I went on, perhaps because (I may 

just as well confess that ) the story itself was never very near my 

heart. " 

One can apply to both Almayer and Willema, and with 'auch more 

justice, Jamest criticism of Flaubert's Frederic Moreau and Emma 

Bovarys that they are "defective" because they are "such limited 

reflectors and registers" and "if it be objected that they were 

addressed to his purpose better than others would have bean, the 
9 

purpose itself then shows as inferior. " 
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Tales of Unrest 

From his boyhood days Conrad had dreamed of "darkest Africa 

and by persistent lobbying, through an influential aunt in Brussels, 

he eventually obtained; A contract to command a steamboat on the 

Congo. This experience, during vhioh, he says in A Personal Record, 

"I had the time to wish myself dead over and over again with perfect 

sincerity" (p. ]. 1. ), was one of those times of sickness and shook 

that can, for the artist, turn out to be a kind of good fortune. 

He had already begun to write-the manuscript of Almavers Fofl 

was in his luggage--so that Aubry's theory that it was the Congo that 

provided the critical awakening that turned him from seaman to 

novelist is hardly supportable. Aubry quotes Conra las saying to 

Garnett, "Before the Congo I was just a more animal", but according 

to Garnett's own recollections, it was of "his early years at sea" 
2 

that Conrad said, "I was a perfect animal". It seems rather that 

what this experience did was to give his natural pessimism a further 

twist towards nihilism. It made him physically i311 and also induced 

a mood of cynicism, a complete disillusion frith "civilisation", that 

seems to have been written into some of the short stories that he 

wrote after An Outcast-of the Islands and more or less written out 

by the time he came to The Nigger of the Narcissus. It marks the 

beginning of a running battle with nihilism that helps to give his 

works their existential depth. 

These short stories, which he wrote between April 1896 and Sept. 

ember 1897 are collected in Tales of Unrest a title that wall M. 

Presses their mood. In all of them we find attitudes of pessimism, 
determinism, and a feeling that ei]. is "illusion". When later, 

these attitudes come to be modified by after-thoughts, and controll- 
ed by more positive energies, they will give his books their depth 

and3stringenoy, their essentially modern sense of the human condit- 
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ion. But in Tales of Unrest, the effect is rather of a certain 

shallowness and cynicism, and Conrad himself told Aubry, in 1910, 
3tv w: -. that this was of all ay works the one that I like least. " Never- 

thelese, these stories allow us to see, in their skeletal form, 

certain important qualities that in the later works will be more 

adequately fleshed with humanity and inspired with a breath of exist- 

ential concern. 

The first to be written was The Idiots". It was triggered off 
by the eight of the actual idiots on a road in France, and a little 

anecdotal information about them, without that period of meditative 

reflection that Conrad needs for his deeper themes. The voice is 

rather the voice of Zola, and its political and anti-clerical tones 

are hardly those of Conrad himself-in the Author's Note he refers to 

it as "an obviously derivative piece of work. " His next story, "An 

Outpost of Progress", can probably be regarded as the first in his 

own true post-Congo voice. It's original title, "An Outpost of Civil- 
4 

isation", suggests a larger target and a more radical mood than *n 
is 

Outpost of Progreso", and it "civilisation", and not merely its 

"progressive" aspects that is, in the conclusion, described as "a 

rubbish heaps. 

It sets out an essentially "sociological" view of man that in a 

less extreme fora will be a chief source of Conrad's strength. Early 

in the story, we are told, "Few men realise that their life, the very 

essence of their character, their capabilities and their andaaitiee, 

are only the expression of their belief in the safety of their surr- 

oundings. The courage, the composure, the confidence; the emotions 

and principles; every great and every insignificant thought belongs 

no' to the individual but to the crowd: to the crowd that believes 

blindly in the irresiatable force of its institutions and of its 

morals, in the power of its police and of its opinion,,, " gyp. 88). 

We are all sociologists now, but at the time at which Conrad 
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wrote, probably no other English novelist except Hardy was quite so 

much of one-- it can be seen as one of Conrad's main debts to the 

literature of France. "An Outpost of Progress" is told in such a way 

that we never think of saying of Keyerts or Carlier, "Really, in the 

circumstances, they should have behaved better than thatl" Their 

conditioned character is their destiny, and circumstances have the 

initiative. And this effect is achieved not by any easily detectable 

exaggeration of the extent to which the two men are socially condition- 

ed, but simply by the depth and fulness with which their conditioning 

is presented, and the way in which their every action and their every 

item of converstation illustrate it. 

At the same time, by their obvious limitations an examples of the 

human race, they also demonstrate the deficiencies of the doctrine as 

an all-embracing summary of the human condition. The thesis that 

"every great and every insignificant thought belongs not to the 

individual but to the crowd$ cannot adequately be demonstrated by 

dealing only with people whose thoughts are so obviously insignificant. 

The vision of man as totally entrapped in and conditioned by his 

society is one that cumulative works of statistical sociology can make 

ever more convincing; it is only when it is balanced against the 

evidence, and the equally confident assertions, of the psychologists 

that social institutions and historical events are but a reflection 

of the inner conflicts of the human soul that the perspective is re- 

stored. It is the strength of Conrad's later works that he can, with 

a full awareness, hold the balance between the two. It will cause him, 

virtually, to divide humanity into two classes, classes that bear no 

relation to wealth, race or social rank-the interesting ones who live 

by the 'idea"r and so become psychologically complex, and those others, 
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like the captain of the Par tý a who are fit only to be kicked out into 

the Pacific Ocean and heard of no more. It is because Willems, in 

The Outcast of the Islands is essentially in this class that the book 

lies outside the line of Conrade development. After a certain stage 

not only the Kayerts and the Carliers, but the whole crew of the 

Narcissus become too "simple" to interest him further. As a boy, 

his tutor called him Na Don Quixote", and it is the Don Quixotes, not 

the Sancho Panzas, with whom he will choose to wrestle. 
$s 

In "An Outpost of Progress, Conrad's objectivity, applied to 

characters who are themselves hardly sympathetic, gives it all a rather 

cold-blooded atmospheres which can be seen as a combination of sought 

effect and of his mood at the time. In The Nigger of the Narcissus, 

with no loss of objectivity# more warmth appears,, and in all his 

subsequent works until The Secret Agent, where a conscious withoiding 

of it sets the whole tone of the book. 

The story also shows admirable eoononrr, an econou' not in the 

number of words--Conrad's "econoi never consists in mere brevity, 

that modern tendency, as one critic has put it, to pare things down 

to the barest inessentials; but rather in putting in nothing that is 

not relevant, nothing that does not contribute to the total effect. 

There may be too many words between the lines of conversation for 

modern taste, but they all carry their weight and add to the psycho- 
logical conviction. 1ere Conrad has a quality that often goes with 

emotional detachment, an ability for the acute observation of gestures 

and expressions of the kind that makes for good direction in cinema or 
television; it was perhaps sharpened by his early days in British 

$hips# thrown among tough characters whose language he could hardly 

understand. 

First arrived at the Outpost, 

igayerts and Carlier, walked arm in arm, drawing close to one another 

children do in the dark; they had the same, not altogether unpleas- 
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ant, sense of danger which one half suspects to be imaginary. They 

chatted persistently in familiar tones, 1Our station is prettily sit- 

uated, " said one. The other assented with enthusiasms, enlarging vola- 

bly on the beauties of the situation. Then they passed near the grave. 

"Poor devil! " said Kayerts. "He died of fever, didn't he? " muttered 

Carlier, stopping short. "Why,, " retorted Kayertss, with indignation, 

"I've been told that the fellow exposed himself recklessly to the sun. 

The climate here, everybody says is not at all worse than homes, as 

long as you keep out of the sun.. " (p. 89). 

This first happy walk bringing them at once to the grave of their 

predecessor, on the cross of which Kayerta is to hang himself at the 

end of the story, is an early and not very subtle example of Conrad's 

skill with symbols that are,, in Hevitt'e phrase, symbolic, "without 

ceasing to be facto that are perfectly convincing in naturalistic 
5 

terms. " One never finds Conrad introducing any symbolic act or object 

that is not tu11y justified in naturalistic termsi and his integration 

of the "literal" and the "symbolic" is so perfect that one suspects 

that its creation was often almost as unconscious a process as its 

absorption by the reader, so that until the publication of Hewitt's 

study in 1952, this aspect of his work had largely escaped attention. 

"Society, not from any tenderness but because of its strange 

needs, had taken care of those two men, forbidding them all independent 

thought, all initiative, all departure from routine; and forbidding 

it under pain of death. They could only live on the condition of being 

maahinea. And now, released froi¢ the fostering care of men with pens 
behind the ears, or of men with gold lace on the sleeves, they were 
like those lifelong prisoners who, -liberated after many years, do not 
know what to make of their freedom. " (p. 90) That Conrad here speaks 
of the needs of society as $strange needs* is typical of the mood that 
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pervades the story. 

Fortunately, "their predecessor had left some torn books", and 

so the two agents dtsoover literatures 

In the centre of Africa they made the acquaintance of Richelieu and 

of d'Artagnan,, of Kawkte Eire and of Father Goriot, and of manly other 1' 

people. An these imaginary personages became subjects for gossip as 

if they had been living friends. They discovered. their virtues, sus- 

pected their motives, decried their, successes; were scandalized at 

their duplicity or were doubtful about their courage. The accounts 

od crimes filled them with indignatio i, while tender or pathetic pass. - 

ages moved them deeply. Carlier cleared his throat and said in a sold- 

ierly voice, "What nonsense! " Kayerts, his round eyes suffused with 

tears, his fat cheeks quivering, rubbed his bald head and declared., 

"This is a splendid book. I had no idea there were such clever fell- 

ows in the world". (p. 94) 

Conrad wrote to Garnett, to whom the story was first sent, This 

story is meant for you.... am sure you will understand the reason and 
6 

meaning of every detail, the meaning of them reading novels... " One 

meaning of this scene is doubtless a kind of manifesto, the promise 
that Conrad will never seek to manipulate the reader1s emotions in this 

kind of way. Certainly, he seems to have taken more trouble than most 
to ensure that what were potentially the most moving scenes in his 

books should never be guilty of actually bringing a tear to anyone's 

eye: it is rather in subsequent meditation that one is moved to 
thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears. 

Eayerte and Carlier also read about the merits of those who go 
out "bringing light and faith and commerce to the dark places of the 

earth", and begin "to think better of themselves"i "In a hundred gears 

from nova there will, be perhaps a town here. Quays, aM warehouses, 
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and barracks, and--and--billiard rooms. Civilisation, air boy, and vir- 

tue--and all. And then chaps will read that two good fellows, Eayerts 

and tarlier, were the first civilised men to live in this very spot=" 

(p. 95). 

"Light and faith and commerce"i or in practical terms-ivory. T! "r 

de-moralised African agent is the "realist$ who fully understands the 

system. He taken oven?,, in their new context, the role of the men with 

pane behind their ears or gold lace on their sleeves. When the moment 

comes,, he sells their villagers as slaves, and brings in the ivory. 

*We can't touch it of course"i said KVertee 

"Of course not, " assented Carlier. 

"Slavery is an awful thing, " stammered out JCayerte in an unsteady 

voice, 

"Frightful--the sufferingap" granted Carlier with conviction. 

They believed their words. Everybody shows a respectful deference 

certain sounds that he and his fellows make. But about feelings 

people know nothing. We talk with indignatifn or enthusiasm; we 

talk about oppression, cruelty, crime, devotion, self-sacrifice, virtue, 

and we know nothing real beyond the words. Nobody knows what suffering 

or sacrifice mean-except, perhaps, the victims of the mysterious pur- 

e of these illusions (p. 105). 

Philosophically, semantically, the final paragraph hardly stands 

ups and even if it did, the concluding word"illusions" would seen to 

make it fall down again, but it conveys a mood, and as in a rather 

similar passage in the Nigger of the Narcissus it also fulfils a 

very precise literary purpose in covering a rather sudden transition 

in the story itself the transition from the agents' indignation at 

the transaction to their passive acceptance of its 

"Aa they were going back to the house Kayerta observed with a 

sigh, 'It had to be done. ' And Carlier said, 'Its deplorable,, but, 

the men being Company's men the ivory is Company's ivory. We must 
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look after i0 l (p. 106). 

The ivory in"An Outpost of Progress" is seen in very much the same 
OLC 

way an "the silver of the mine" will be seen in Nostromo. not ä natural 

resource destined for some creative purpose, but in a fusion of the 

symbolic and the literal, a kind of pure essence of "capitalism", so 

concentrated that wherever it touches there is instant corrosion. From 

this point, "it was not the absolute and dumb solitude of the post that 

impressed them no much as the inarticulate feeling that something from 

within them was gone, something that worked for their safety and had 

kept the wilderness from interfering with their heartü. " The local 

tribesmen no longer ooze to see them-"There was nobody there] and 

being left alone with their weakness,, they became daily more like a 

pair of accomplices than like a couple of devoted friends. They had 

heard nothing from home for eight months. Every evening they said, 

'Tomorrow we shall see the steamer. $" 

But the Director, in the steamer,, is also concerned with the 

ivory, and he does not expect much froh this place--"the useless stat- 

ion, and the useless men, could wait, " 

The morning after Xayerts hast intthe panic that comes as the 

convincing culmination of increasing attain, killed his companion, the 

steamer is heard in the fogs 

(A shriek inhuman, vibrating and sudden pierced like a sharp dart the 

white shroud of that land of sorrow., Tire short, impatient screeches 

followed, and then, for a time, the fog-wrreaths rolled on, undisturbed, 

through a formidable silence. Than many more shrieks, rapid and pierc- 

ing, like the yells of some exasperated and ruthless creature, rent the 

air. Progress was calling to Kayerts from 
the 

river. Progress and 

civilisation and all the virtues. Society weis pulling to its, 4accompl- 
ished child to come, to be taken care pf, to be instructed, to be 

judged, to be condemned; it called hiz to return to that rubbish heap 
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1from which he had 
` 

Bred away,, so that justice could be done" (p. 115). 

When, three year later, Conrad cams: to write Heart of Darkness, 

he saw the issues as lýss clear-out. His own self-awareness had forced 

his into morel feeling of kinship with the darkness of both the 

exploited primitives and the exploiting Fiiropeans, bringing many more 

shades of after=thought and ambiguity. Marlow is dragged reluctantly 

into a kind of complicity with it all., his reluctance and half-comphr- 

hension serving to drag the reader in as well. 

In Heart of Darkness the shrieks "rapid and piercing, like the yells 

of some exasperated aM ruthless creature" are transferred from the 

steamboat, the symbý1 of civilisation, to the "savages" in the jungle, 

while the steamer, like the book of nautical rules that Marlow finds 

in the harlequin's hui, comes to represent a more positive side of 

civilisation, and it is by losing himself in the labour of repairing 

the steamer that Marlow preserves his sanity. 

What Heart of Dar ess is to lose in the sharpness of its social 

criticism, it gains in depth, in universal justice and psychological 

insight. It would appear that in "An Outpost of Progress" Conrad 

stands nearer to the radical left, more overtly in opposition to all 

the gods of Western man than, he will ever do again. To continue in 

this direction, he would have had to become a complete outaiderp and 

perhaps, like his friend Cunninghame Graham� an activist for an 

alternative vision, but he chose rather that way of self-analysis that 

makes a man increasingly reluctant to abuse "the world" for expressing 

qualities that he finds within himself. 

"The Lagoon", which Conrad wrote at about the same time as "An 

Outpost of Progress, is in complete contrast-very much an "inward" 

story. Guerard suggests that a Jungian reading might find in it "a 

night journey into the unconscious" (p. 66), while a Freudian reading 

might well provide evidence of birth trauma and a symbolic return to 

the womb. Whatever value one may put on these kinds of interpretation, 
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the story certainly suggests subliminal associations and the qualities 

of a dream. 

It has become indissolubly associated with a parody of its *The 

Feasts, by Max Beerbohm, collected in Me A Christmas Ggl_andle He 

hardly needs to exaggerate some of Conrad's more obvious faults, but 

he makes no attempt to catch the basic rhythms of "Conradese"-- at 

that time Conrad's reputation was hardly great enough to Justify that 

much attention from Beerbohm. 

Guerard has pointed out the insteAting contrast that "The Lagoon! 

makes with "An Outpost of Progress", in that the latter is inteUeotual, 

explicit, and carefully planned, and "as a result, the most personal 

voice of the early Conrad, with its unpunctuated running rhythms and 

overloaded syntax is rarely heard, and never speaks with distinction" 

(p. 65),, while in the other less coherent and more dream-like story, 

there is "the very originality and personal accent that provoke parody", 

suggesting that "the true Conradian style vas, 11ke certain other great 

styles achie4ed through the disciplining of initial, eacess" (p. 67). 

It also suggests that at this periods at least, Conrad had not attain- 

ed to that psychic unity of intellect and emotion by which the beat 

formulations of his thought could be expressed in a spontaneous person- 

al style. Perhaps those strongly contrasted masculine and feminine 

qualities that had so impressed ýrarnatt at their first meeting (p. 

above) had not yet made their marriageý`in his art. 2 

Ell 

The last sentence of The Lagoon" de cris "the vhite man" as 

vile stood lonely in the searching sunshine; and he looked beyond the 

great light of a cloudless vorld. nto the\darkness of a wprld of 

illusions. " Conrad seems to have returned from his travels, and more 

particularly, his Congo experience, with the feeling that very much 

of-the interpreted world that his contemporaries took for granted was 

but "illusion", a feeling that he often expres8ea in'imprecise over- 

statements that seem to rob the word "illusion" of any real meanings 
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and provide Beerbohm with his stars reflected in the water, "creating 

an illusion of themse. ves who are illusions", and his mosquito net 

that was "itself illusory like everything else, only more so. " 

A general tendency, to attribute illusiveness to large areas of 

the visible world was part of Schopenhauefs legacy to art,, but the 

claim made by certain Eastern sages, and powerfully echoed by Schop- 

eq, hauerp that man is illusion" depends for its meaning on the con- 

viction of there being some higher reality behind the veil of Karma. 

Without such metaphy ical presuppositions,, then the "real world" and 

the "un-real world" disappear together, and one is simply left with 

the world as it appears, to use with nothing also in relation to 

which it can be more or less illusory. 

In his next stor "Earain", Conrad does come to terms with this 

in a more satisfactory way. The story is still full of "illusions"ý 

but there are no more, suggestions that all is illusion. In 'Karain", 

and subsequently, his position seems to be nearer to that of Nietzsche 

-that it is essentially illusions that make man "human", something 

without which he cannot survive, but that modern man is in the paraly- 

sing position of being aware of his own dependence on illusion, and 

therefore, for the intellectually aware, the illusions can no longer 

fulfil their purpose. A man must feel that his "God" has imposed an 

order upon him; if it is something that he has created or chosen, its 

raison d'etre would seem to be already gone. 

And so "Earain"--"I thought of his wanderings of that obscure 

Odyssey of revenge, of all the men that wander amongst illusions; of 

the illusions as restless as men; of the illusions faithful, faith- 

less; of the illusions that give joy, that give sorrow, that give 

peace; of the invincible illusions that can make life and death appear 

serene, inspiring, tormented or ignoble" (p. 40). 

The whole philosophy of the story is summed up in the final scene, 

in which the great natural leäder, Karain, who has been thrown off 
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his balance by seemingly irrational fears,, fears of the ghost of 4 

friend whom he betrayed proposes to run away to "ciipilioatioO# 

where, it seems,, the death of a friend betrayed would not haunt a 

man for the rest of his life-"To ypur land--to your pe6ple. To 

your people who live in unbelief; to whom day is day and night is 

night-nothing more, because you understand all things seen and des- 

pise all else! To your land of unbelief, where the dead do not speak, 

where every man is wise, and alone--and at peace! " 

His problem is discussed by the three. Englishmen to whom he has 

made his appeal, and eventually one of them, Hollis, produces his 

box of souvenirs and charms# and from it takes a sixpence, "a Jubilee 

sixpence. It was guilt; it had a hole punched near the rim. Hollis 

looked toward Karain, 

"'A charm for our friend oll he said to us. 'The thing itself is 

of great power--money you know-and his imagination is struck.... ' 

"'This is the image of the Great Queen, and the most powerful 

thing the white men know, $ he said solemnly. " 

Hollis sews the coin in leather, puts it on a ribbon,,, and approach-. 

as Farain, "Harain bent his heads Hollis threw lightly over it the 

dark-blue ribbon and stepped back. 

"Target and be at peace! ' I cried. 

"Kamin seemed to wake up from a dream. He said'Hal', shook him- 

self as if throwing off a burden. He looked round with assurance. Some- 

one on deck dragged off the skylight cover and a flood of light fell 

into the cabin. It was morning already. " (p. 50). 

But this flood of rational "light" is not the end of the story. 
There is an that seems to bring epilogue up to the edge of Eliotts 
The Was eland and recalls Nietzsche's saying that the destruction of 

an old belief does not add anything to the realm of truth,, but merely 

extends our "empty space" and adds to our "waste". Two of the story's 
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Englishmen meet again in a London street= 

Our pars were filled with a headlong shuffle and beat of rapid 

footsteps and an underlying rumour--a rumour vast, pulsating, as of 

panting breaths, of beating hearts, of gasping voices. Innumerable 

eyes stared straight in front, feet moved hurriedly, blank faces 

flowed, arms swung. Over all a narrow ragged strip of smoky sky 

wound about between the high roofs, extended and motionless, like a 

soiled streamer flying above the rout of a mob. ... A clumsy string 

of red and yellow omnibuses rolled swaying, monstruous and gaud two 

shabby children ran across the road; a knot of dirty men with red 

neckerchiefs round their bare throats lurched along, discussing filth- 

i1y; a ragged old man with a face of despair yelled horribly in the 

mad the name of a paper; while far off, amongst the tossing heads of 

horses, the dull falah of harnesses, the jumble of lustrous panels and 

roofs of carriages, we could see a policeman, helmeted and dark, stret. 

thing out a rigid arm at the crossing of the streets. 

"Yee; I see it, " said Jackson slowly. 'It is there; it pants, 

it runs, it rolls; it is strong and alive; it would smash j. ou if you 

didntt look out; but I'll be hanged if it is yet as real to me as... 

as the other thing... say, Karain's story" (pp. 54, -55). 

This is essentially Eliots London, as also the London of Conrad's 

later The Secret Agent. With a rather similar awareness of the modern 

predicament, and therefore faced with a similar choice of visions, Eliot, 

in essence, chose "Karaints story", in its more refined and sophisticated 

Anglo-Catholic forms Conrad had to continue the conquest of nihilism 

a harder more agnostic way. )tioh of his work as a writer can be seen 

as the search for stepping stones through the swamp, the testing of 

values to see whether they will bear a man's weight, the inspection of 
illusions, to see if perchance there is one that does not dissolve. r 
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Last to be written, longest, and least readable of these tales is 

"The Return"j g mountainous faiLure in the rocks of which are scraps 

of ore that later will gleam in the works of Eliot, and perhaps also 

in those of Lawrence, though the latter, unlike Eliot, does not seem 

to have been aware of any debt to Conrad. "The Return" opens with a 

London scene that, like the briefer one at the end of eKarain"i reads 

rather like an ikward trial run for one of the passages of E. iot's 

The Wastelands the men on the escalators--"their backs appeared alike 

--, almost as if they had been wearing a uniform; their inAiffereat faces 

were varied but somehow suggested a kinship, like the faces of a band 

of brothers who through prudence, dignity,, disgust or foresight would 

resolutely ignore each other... 

"Outside the doorway of the street they scatttered in all directik. 

ions, walking fast away from one another with, the hurried air of men 

fleeing, from something compromising;, from familiarity or confidence; 

from something suspected and concealed-like truth or pestilence., " 

(pp. ]. l8-119). 

The next paragraph, describing Alvan hervey, sc*anda like a hint 

to Lawrsence, a preliminary sketch for Gerald Crich of Women in Love: 

"He was tall, weil set-up., good-looking and health and his clear 

pale face had under its commonplace refinement that slight tinge of 

overbearing brutality which is given by the possession of only partly 

difficult accomplishments; by excelling in games or in the; art of 

making money; by the easy mastery over animals and over needy men. " 

His tall streng wife who strode like a grenadier" bears a similar 

resemblance to Daphne of Lawrence's "The Ladybird". 

Her disatisfaction and boredom., his masculine wiU, and their 

sterile sexual relationship-. -"he did not hesitate for a moment to 

declare himself in love. Under the cover of that sacred and poetical 

fiction he desired her masterfully, for various reasons; but princip- 

ally for the satisfaction of having his own way. ie was very dull and 
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solemn about it-- for no earthly reason, unless to conceal his feelings 

-which is an'sanently proper thing to do" (p. ]20)- all this 

indicates that Conrad's view of the kind of people who do well out of 

capitalism, and of what is wrong with them, is quite close to that of 

Lawrence, but he lacks any positive vision with which to contrast it. 

A realisation of some of the shams in that "sacred and poetical fiction" 

called "love"'challenged Lawrence to create some alternative expression 

of the polarity of the sexes, but Conrad seems to remain simply "dis- 

illusioned". Suspicious of sensuality, he appears to have accepted 

"love" as a sham, and personally committed himself to the "illusion of 

disillusion" by making, at the very time that he was writing these 

stories, a marriage of convenienve to someone who would do his typing: 

name is Jessie and her surname is George. She is an inconspicuous 

little person (if the truth must be told, she iss unfortunately plain) 

who is nonetheless very dear to me. When I first met her,, eighteen 

months ago, she was earning a living in the City as a type-writer in 

the office of an American firm called Calligraph. Her father died three 

years ago. There are ten in her family. The mother is a very decent 

woman (and, I have no doubt, very virtuous). But I admit that it is 

all the same to me-vous comprenez? --I am not marrying the whole fans. 

u "9 

It worked well enough, and a few months later he wrote to Garnett, 

"She is a very good comrade and no bother at all. As a matter of fact 
10 

I like to have her with me. " At the'eame time it would be misleading 
to think of it as pure calculation on Conradl8 part., or to ignore the 

"nonetheless very dear to me". One can hardly doubt that something of 
the rather arrogant idealism of Heyst rescuing Lena, or Roderick Anthony 

saving Flora do Barrel was also involved, along with all its dangers. 

Conrad can say of his an and woman in "The Return" that they dis- 

daintufl. y ignore "the hidden stream, the stream restless and dark= the 
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stream of life, profound and unfrozen", which sounds like a true Laur- 

entian insight expressed in words that Lawrence himself might have used, 

but one doubts whether Conrad has really earned the right to use them. 

At least, in his relationship with the other sex, which for Lawrence 

was so crucial, Conrad himself seems to be rather diffident about 

approaching "the stream of life. " 

If this is one reason for the failure of 'The Return", the other 

is simply his lack of familiarity with the general background of English 

life, and his inability to provide the light and satirical touch that 

are needed to make the thing readable. He was attempting to do some- 

thing that perhaps only Lawrence was capable of doing-- the latter's 

story, "The Two Bluebirds" is a directly comparable example of how this 

kind of thing can be done with success. 

Conrad recognised, if not the deeper reasons beneath its at least 

the fact of .f urea and wrote to Garnett, "Wellt Never morel It is 

evident that1'ay fate is to be descriptive and descriptive only. There 
11 11 

are things I must leave alone. " Although he does leave alone any 

further at empts at this kind of "psychological drama"p he cannot alto- 

gether a'ndon the theme. Even in The RRescuas on which he was then at 

works aý which was to be "Pictures--pictures--pictures... I can do 
12 

that. 
,; 
Gantt I? " - we see him attempting to bring two such people as 

Alvan jHervey and his wife, on a yacht, into the heart of the Conrad 

aou 
ry 

to be confronted with the "primitive" Captain Lingard and his 

piff ten* 



63 

Notea 

1. G. Jean-Aubryj, JoseDh Conrads Life and Letterg, Il p. 341. 

2. Edward Garnett, Letters from r ph-Conrad, p. 8. 

3. G. Jean-Aubry (FA. ), keeph Ct Lettros Franuises, p. 103. 

4. T. D. Gordan, 3o eph Coarg s the Maktnp of a Novelist. p. 276 

5. Douglas Hewitt, Conrads A Reasseasment, p. 13. 

6. Garnett, gps cit., p. 62. 

7. See below, p. 

a, The 
-WM 

to Power. 119603. 

9. Quoted, Jocelyn Baines,, Joseph Conrad: a Critical Bioeraphp, p. 
209. 

10 Garnett, on, cit., p. 50. 

III lbicl"o P. 107. 

12" psi P. 310. 



4 

The Rescue 

Although it was not completed until 1919, The Rescue was begun, 

as "The Rescuer", in 1896, immediately after An Outcast of the Islands, 

and belongs in spirit to this period. Having determined to make his 

living as a writer, lost his legacy in a South African gold mine, and 

taken a wife as well, Conrad doubtless felt compelled to listen to the 

advice of those who knew what the public wanted. Set in the same area 

as the two earlier novels, it was to be a romantic adventure, even "a 

kind of glorified book for boys". He was quite incapable of making it 

no more than that, but what he did try to make it, a story of love be- 

tween a heroic man and a beautiful woman, was not something that his 

talents or experience were capable of ding at the level of serious lit- 

erature. Perhaps the thing itself is hardly "real" enough to be possib- 

le-the rise of the novel has accompanied the growth of industrialism 

and the decline of heroic man. 

The woman who fails to find a worthy mate is a dominant theme in r.; 

the European novel. In England, from Jane Auetente Forma, through George 

aiot and James to E. M. Forster, the heroines go on searching, perhaps 

persuading themselves that a Mr & ghtley or a1 Wilcox will do, but 

not entirely persuading the redder. Only in America, where the idea of 

a "man" demanded a little less in breeding or intellect, and where the 

all-pervading values of the "Wild West" carried a whiff of manliness 

even as far as the Eastern ivy, could there still be "heroes". until in 

the deaths of Gatsby, Willis Stark and Colonel Cantwell they breathed 

their, and its, last. In England, Lawrence seems almost alone in pro- 

viding men worthy of his women, without reducing the women to any lind 

of "perfect darling", and he was mining his heroes from the unspoilt 

strata of the working class. 

It is notable, therefore, that in The Rescue Conrad also turns to 
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the working alas for his hero, Ton Lingard, and it in evident that this 

is done deliberately, for the real Captain Lingard who provided his 

source came from the kind of middle-class family from which ship's off- 

icers were usually recruited, and in order to explain how he acquired 

the money to buy his ship, Conrad gives him aa run of luck in the Vio- 

torian gold-fields*, which was something that had actually happened to 
2 

another trader in the area, John Dill Ross. 

Even so, it is diffioult for Conrad to make nuoh of hin. Lawrence 

could identify himself with Mellors or Jason Sisson and make them almost 

as complex and interesting as himselfQ--in the successive versions of 

Lad9 Chatterlv'a Lover we can see the process in action as Manors is 

changed from a simple member of the working-class to someone with a 

sensibility closer to that of the author. Such a development was hardly 

possible for Conrad, for in the two earlier books he had already estab- 

lished Lingard as a simple extravert adventurer, so that the only aspects 

of his own sensibility left for Lingard to express are his sexual diff. 

idenoe and a certain hostility towards the bourgeoisie. At the same 

time, Lingard has also been shown to have quixotic qualities that could 

have been made interesting if Conrad had chosen to analyse them. 

When Conrad was atar ng the book, and aenditothe first passages to 

Garnett for criticism, he wrote, "As to the 'lyrism' in connection 4th 

Lingard's heart. That's neocessaryt The man must be episodically 
3 

foolish to explain his action. * In fact, Moser shows that when Conrad 

began in 1896 he had such more serious intentions than he did when he 

returned to finish it off in 1918* The most significant alteration 

of 'The Rescuer' is the simplification and emasculation of Lingard. 

Through certain crucial cuts from the manuscript, the later Conrad ob- 

saures the most impotent and interesting facts of Lingard's p, yäbobgy* 
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the subtle difference between himself and other seamen, his egoistic 

longings for power, his lack of self-knowledge, his moral isolation. " 

(p. 146). The change of title from "The Rescuer" to The can 

be seen as reflecting this shift of emphasis from the man to the simple 

adventure, and one suspects a gleam of irony in Conrad's eire when he 

also changed the sub-title, to "A Romance of the Shallows"-- originally 
4 

it was to be ti Tale of Narrow Waters*. 

Even apart from this question of lowered aim, it seems that as a 

story of "passion"s it was something beyond Conrad's competence. A14i 

though Lingard is thought of as "primitive" against the representatives 

of "civilisation" on the yacht, and although his passion is presented 

as a "dark power" that has a paralysing off sat on his political plans 

all this high temperature is rath4ooled by his combination of social 

and sexual inhibitions, through which, it seems, he can hardly dare the 

thought 'of physical contact with the upper-class Fdith Travers. This 

might veil be the way in which a man from a Puritan working-class home 

would behave, but it does not make for a popular tale., or match the 

trend of the time. it is at the opposite pole from Lawrence's approach. 
Conrad and Lawrence were both "discovered* by Edward Garnett, 

published in the iah R ev by Ford Madox Ford, and shared the 

services of J. Be Pinker as confidant and literary agent, but it does 

, 
not appear that they ever met. There is no recorded comment of Conrade 

on Lawrence's vozk, Lawrence is merely contemptuous in his brief 

references to Conrad. When Lawrence was born in 1885, Conrad was twenty 

-eight, but that hardly measures the gap between The Rescue and , 
La 

Cbatterley! s t2= as variations on the theme of an affair between a 

2ALAT and a MA from the working class. "ßn or about December 1910, 

SM 'Virginia Woolf, "human character changed... A11 human relations 
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have shifted-those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, 
5 

parents and children... " Anyone else but Virginia Woolf would have 

said "191!, -1918", but that does act affect the general validity of the 

insight, and if one wished to present a kind of literary cartoon to 

illustrate the shift, one could hardly do better than to juxtapose 

Lieutenant Hellore stroking Lady Chatterly's tail ane Captain Lingard 

dreaming of the moment when his "rescue " is completed: "I shall 

shake hands, =es. I shall take her hand--Just before she goes. Why 

the devil not? I am master here after ell-in this brig--as good as 

anyone-by heavens,, better than ar7one--better than anyone on earth. " 

(p. 178). 

Even soy the two books are not quite so far apart in their total 

effect as this one comparison might suggest. Not only do they both 

deal with a confrontation between a man who is from, but no longer of, 

the working class and a woman of the upper class, but they also seem 

to share a common idea, which might be crudely summed up by saying 

that because women have been excluded from the activities and the power- 

structures of industrialist society, one can still find in the upper 

ranks of that society "real women", but that these "real women" can no 
longer find among their own class angd"real men". There is inevitably 

some difference between their ideas of vhat a "real man" is like, but 

also some common ground, a remarkable agreement in their insight into 

what is wrong with the kind of man who is "successful. " in this kind of 

society. And as "outsiders", there is a rather similar undercurrent of 

resentment that provides their art with some of its energy. 
When Lingaxd tells }frs Travers that his Malay friends fear that he 

will betray them for the sake of the party on the yacht, because they 

are *his people", he eweare,, and eaya, 
*'Y q people! Are you? now much? Say-how much? You re no Fore 

mites than I am yours. Would any of you fine folks at home face black 
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ruin to save a fishing smack's crew from getting drowned? ' 

"'And yet you have come? ' 

O'Yee, I he ansvered,, 'to you--and for you only"(pp. 161-165). 

Later, when she appeals to his to try to save her husband,, be.. 

Dause he is a fellow oountryman, and speaks of his memories of England, 

ODo you know what I remember? ' he said. 'Do you want to know? 

She listened with $4iýhtly parted lips. 11 will tell you. Poverty, 

hard work--and death, I he vent on very quietly. 'And now I've told you, 

and you don't know. That's how it is between use You talk to me--I 

talk to you. and we don't know" (p. 218). This may not be as interest 

ing as what Mellors whispers to Connie, but there is surely a sense in 

which it 'is nearer to"real life? 

Both Conrad and Lawrence have a full awareness of the gap created 

by "olasaN! that awXeneee that the "outsider" has painfully branded up- 

on him, and the virtual impossibility of bridging it. In Lawrence's 

book the "impossibility" comes to pass only because both the characters,, 

and more particularly the man� are unusual and untypical people, though 

real and convincing. In Conrad's story, the people being more ordinary,, 

it is only the extremity of circumstance that throve them together, and 

although Lingard's abandonment of his reserve in the almost child-like 

confession that he makes to Kirs Travers vine him her trust,, we are 

never led to believe that the relationship could have any possibility 

of permanence. 

It was natural for Lawrence to know that working-class people can 
have delicate feelings or artistic sensibilities, even though they may 

not have the vocabulary by which peöple in the higher raaks'of society 

can express, or counterfeit, them: Conrad had learned it a harder way, 
and perhaps against his natural bias, in the forecastle of sailing ships. 
Added to thin, there wws his position as 0a bloody foreigner", which to 
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many of those in the middle ranks of English society, would have given 

him the effective status of "working class". If his short story, %o7 

Foster, can be seen as something of a blow of vengeance for a life- 

time of suffering as a "foreigner", the more specific kind of resent- 

meat that he felt when young, and an officers at being put spiritually 

below the salt is well conveyed in the early part of The Shadow AnIs 

"Hamilton, beautifully shaved, gave Captain Gilea a curt nod, but did; 

n't even condescend to raise his eyebrows at no; and when he spoke it 

was only to tell the Chief Steward that the food on his plate wasn't 

fit to set before a gentleman. * Later, when the Chief Steward whispers 

to Hamilton about the chance of beating Conrad for the command of the 

ship at Bangkoks he is heard to say loudly, "Rubbish, my good man! One 

doesn't opmi, ete with a rank outsider like that. There's plenty of times' 

(pp. 15-17). 

There may well have been comparable incidents when Conrad was an 

officer on the Torrene. which carried passengers between London and 

Adelaide, and provided his first meeting with Galsworthy. Because of 

his working-class origins, and his role as an "adventurer", Lingard is 

just such a "rank outsider"lp and he is treated in the same way by Trav- 

ero as Conrad was by Hamilton. After their first quarrel, which Mts 

Travers enjoys,, because it is the first time she has seen her husband 

genuinely angry "something real at lastl"-- d'Aleaceri their Spanish 

guest, attempts to make peace,, but Lingard says, "I owe nothing to a 

man who couldn't see ny hand when I put it out to him as I came aboard*? 

When d'Aloacer attempts to apologisst Travers breaks in, "Y q dear 

dWAloaoer, you are absurd. I did not come out all this way to shake, 
hands promiscuously and receive confidences from the first adventurer 
that comes along. ' 

"I am an adventurer, I he burst out land if I haän1t been an advent- 



70 

urers, I would have had to starve or work at home for such people as 

you. If 
11 weren't an adventurer, you would be most likely-01ying dead 

on this deck with your cut-throat gaping at the eky"p (p. 3,33). 

Conra. dIs main source for the Lingard of his Malayan novels was 

obviously the real Liagard, who had first established the trading- 

post that Conrad had visited on, the Vidar. and of whom he must have 

heard many anecdotes, though as'Sherry shoes, it is unlikely that 
6 

they ever met. The idea of the "rescue" itself was presumably insp- 

iced by an occasion on which the real Lingard rescued a Dutch steam. 

ships, the Ret h. that had run ashore on the east coast of Borneo., for 
7 

which he was made , an Officer of the Order of the Netherlands Lion. 

By changing the steamship to a yacht carrying three people from 

high society, Conrad'brings in his "anti-bourgeois" themes and also 

reduces the number of the aast to something more like the kind of 
"isolation" that he likes. It is set against a great and quixotic 

Political adventure into which Lingard has thrown the whole of his 

material and emotional capital, the recapturing of a smell kingdom on 

behalf of his friend Hassim. For this purpose he has assembled at the 

very spot where the yacht has run aground an arsenal of weapons and a 

great gathering of Malayan and Arab rulers, adventurers and pirates, 

who can be prevented from attacking each other, or anything also in 

sight only by the power of Lingard's personality. 

It sounds like a wonderful plot, but its very romantic richness 

makes it difficult for Conrad to digest. The two themes,, the meeting 

of Linger with lira Travers, and the recovery of Hassim's lost kingdom, 
having no organic conn©ctionp tend to cancel each other out. The 

story never quite lives up to the great promise that is given at the 

beginning, in the conversation between Lingard and his Mate, about 
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love and women, where the Mate remembers "va had once a passenger--an 

old gentleman--who was telling us a yarn about them old-time Greeks 

fighting for ten years about some woman. " I 

"'I have read the tale in a book, ' seid Lingard, speaking down over 

the side as if setting his words gently afloat on the sea. 11 have 

read the talc. She was very beautiful'" (p. 20). 

The Trojan Wer wee about Helen, but Lingardte war is not about 

Mrs Travers, it is simply cancelled by her interruption of it. The 

treatment of their love may be "classical" rather than "romantics, in 

the sense that love does not inspire Lingard to great deeds-- he is 

rather one of those ancient Greeks for whom love is an irrational force 

tiihrdestroys a man. His inarticulate passion for Mrs Travers simply 

paralyses him as a man of action. He completely loses control of the 

situation. The brig that he has abandoned without even appointing any 

one to take charge of it is taken over by the seelous young officer of 

the yacht, and its gins used pointlessly to tire at the 
, el. eyan praus, 

after which his arsenal is blown up and his protege Hassim is captured. 

This thunderstorm of disaster quenches all the fire of his passion, and 

he can no longer speak to Mrs Traverse the rescued yacht departs leav- 

ing Lingard as blasted is Lear. Thus all the development of the 

political plot, and the many colourful characters, gorgeous assemblies, 

and toooh-light processions are rather devalued by the fact that in 

this direction nothing happens, while the passengere on the yacht have 

never been realised in sufficient depth or detail to justify their 

Mal dominanos. 

One can see that the destruction of the noble Haasim, who is as 
a 

Kettle says, one of Conrad'a rare "idealised" figures, by the accident- 

al intervention of the ambitious and insensitive political buaineaaman, 
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Martin Travers, is a kind off parabolic presentation of Conrad's attit- 

ude to the exploitation of the archipelago, as he gives it on the first 

page of the book: 

The race of men who had fought against the Fortugese, the Spaniards, 

the Dutch and the English, has not been changed by the unavoidable de- 

feat. They have kept to this day their love of liberty, their fanatic- 

al devotion to their chiefs, their blind fidelity in friendship and 

hate--all their lawful and unlawful instincts. Their country of land 

and water- for the sea was as much their country as the earth of the 

islands-- has fallen a prey to the Western race- the reward of superA 

for strength if not of superior virtue. Tomorrow the advancing civil.. 

isation will obliterate the marks of a long struggle in the accomplish. 

ment of its inevitable victory. 

But in conveying this point, the story is hardly as effective as, 
for example, the arrival of the Dutch gunboat at Sambir in Ate s 
dUr. The difficulty is that Travers and his two companions lack arm 
kind of organic connection with the scene,, and one cannot but fiel that 

the arrival of such utterly alien and unprotected outsiders in a yacht 

off the wildest part of the Borneo coast has a kind of musical-comedy 

improbability that conflicts with the detailed realism of Conrad's 

method. It is plain from his correspondence with Garnett at the time 

that he was himself aware of this basic weakness in the plot: 
Your commendation of part I plunges me simply into despair-because V. 

part U must be very different in theme if not in treatment and I am 

afraid that this will make the book a sts nge and repulsive hybrid, fit 

only to be stoned, jumped upon, defiled and then held up to ridicule 

as a proof of my ineptitude. you see I must justifyy_give a motive-- 

to 17 yacht people, the artificial, civilized creatures that are to be 
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brought into contact with the primitive Lingard. I must do that-or 
9 

have a Clark Russell puppet show which would be worse than starvation,, 

Conrad never did solve this probleuy but by the time that it came 

finally to be completed and published, his reputation was such that no 

one dared to stone, jump upon or ridicule it. Moser attributes Conrad's 

abandonment of the book at this stage to his fears of any kind of sex- 

ual encounter, ývhich may have some validity at a subconscious level, 

but the fact that even at the level of his conscious literary concern,, 

he was faced with a problem that he never really succeeded in solving 

would seem reason enough for the postponement. 

Considered also from its conscious social attitude, the book does 

less than justice to the depth of Conrad's insight. A really effective 

critique of the capitalist entrepreneur can be done only by choosing one 

of its beat and most idealistic representatives as Conrad does later 

with Charles Gould in Nootromo, and not, as with Martin Travers., one 

of its meanest and most unimaginative. 
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The Nigger of the Narcissus 

If Tales of Unrest provide evidence of Conrad's internal struggles 

at this time, one must not forget also the things that oppressed him 

from without--poverty and ill-health. For Almaser's Folly he received 

£20, for An Outcast. £50# with twelve guineas, or at the most thirty for 

his short stories, and this van virtually all that he had to live on. 

For eighteen years or soy until in 1913 the royalties from Cc began 

to come in, he had to live always in advance of his "advances", in con- 

tinual debt and anxiety, sometimes in desperate hardship. There was al- 

so chronic ill-health--malaria, gout and insomnia. He estimated that 

of the years between 1895 and 1909, "a full third must be taken off for 
1 

illness alone--not speaking of other pieces of bad lnok. " 

Obviously, it was these financial pressures that had caused him to 

listen to Gernett's suggestion that he should try to produce a "popular" 

story of the sea, and so begin the uuoongenial V" c er"s "You 

have driven home to me the conviction and I phatl write the sea-story-- 

at once (12 months). It will be on the lines indicated to you. I sur- 
2 

render to the infamous spirit which you have awakened within me.. " 

In following Almaver's Folly with ý_f the isslands. 

Conrad had not consciously compromised his artistic integrity- the 

suggestion made above that it was not in the line of his true develop- 

ment does no# imply that it was done in bad faith, but with The Regoue 

there is a more conscious surrender to "the infamous spirit", and this 

no doubt contributed to his ensuing sterility. 

Conrad did not abandon his true vocation, but he had to practise 
it as a kind of spare-time activity. Lyren while some ref the symptoms 

of his internal unrest were being written into his shorter tales, he 

seems to have been attempting to allay them with work on a novel that 

involved the recollection of emotions from a more stable petiod of his 

life, and to this he was able to bring also those deeper qualities of 
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artistry and philosophical contemplation from which The Rescue was dis- 

treating him. This book,, The Nigger of the Narcissus. he began in June 

1896, just when having completed the Wet part of The RRescue. he was 

faced with "despaif" at the strange and repulsive hybrid" that Fart II 

threatened to make of it (p. *bove)i and vas at the same time earning 
(§ý) 

a little with suooeasive short stories. 

In September he finally set aside TheReocus and gave his full att- 

ention to *my beloved Nigger", almost finishing it by the and of Novemb- 
3 

er. The speed with which it was written does not, however, reflect any 

easy or inevitable flow of words., but simply the nervous intensity with 

which he worked. Almost every line of the manuscript is corrected, re- 

vised or re-written. Of the many examples given by Gordan, one will 

suffice, from the scene where Donkin is with the dying Nigger. The 

italics indicate words crossed out: 

Jimmy's chest heaved. Donkin 
looking away 

The rattle stooped. Donkin bent his ear to Jim's lips and 
rustle dry 

heard a sound like the ru_tlig of a single leaf dancing on the 
driven 
gggd_ along the smooth sand of a beach. 

-on which Gordan comments, "The death rattle has been made audible by 

the perfected simile. The addition of Donkin's looking awv while he 

determined that Wait was dying has great psychological force" (p. 134). 

An noted above (p. )p for other effects in this scene, he obtained 

help from the death of Forester in Maupaaeant'e Bel Ami but this also 

can be seen as part of his struggle for perfection. 
By thus standing back from the battle to produce something instant. 

ly saleable, he was able to exorcise "the infamous spirit". He frees 

himself not only from the demands of "drama", plot, "exoticism" and 

love-Interest,, but also from the accompanying cynicism that is refloat- 

ad in Tales of II est, letting it grow into a stoic pessimism that does 

not leave unquestioned mania ideals and moral standards, but fully recog- 



-7-, 

nines that in attempting to live by them their efforts can be sincere 

and admirable. In The Nigger of the NercjgLus there are not only no 

women, jungles or "plot", but no extremes of cruelty, greed or stupid- 

ity, and no repeated references to "dream" and "illusion"s the charact- 

ers have solidity and human warmth, and from the very first page the 

documentary detail convinces the reader that this is real experience 

of life at seat "The carpenter had driven in the last wedge of the 

main-hatch battens, and, throwing down his maul, had wiped his face 

with great deliberation, just on the stroke of five. The decks had 

been swept, the windlass oiled and made ready to heave up the anchor; 

the big tow rope lay in long bights along one side of the main deck, 

with one and carried up and hung over the bows in readiness for the tug 

... " (p"4). 

Conrad's conclusion, after "The Return", that he must bi "descrip- 

tive and descriptive only" is here accepted, and fully vindicated, but 

in a manner quite different from that in which The Rescue attempts to 

be "pictures, pictures, pictures". We have in TheNittger not a coll- 

ection of "impressionist" south-sea landscapes, but something both more 

photographic and more continuous, like a well-edited documentary film. 

At every critical moment of the voyage the reader virtually knows what 

day it is, and what hour of the day, and just where every significant 

object and person is to be found. By the time that Donkin throve his 

belaying-pin at the Captain, the reader almost feels that he should 

have already noticed that it was missing from its place. 

We also find Conrad, almost unconsciously it seems, using an inoon- 

apiauous narrator, who is the eye of the camera, and can also reflect 

the general mood of the crew. It can be compared with the way i, 'which 

Madame Bovarr begins with a "we" that embraces Charles Bovaryta school, - 

mates and ends as if written by one of the inhabitants of Ionvi les- 
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in both cases the author regards the whole community in which the events 

take place as one that will not be familiar to his cultured readers, and 

uses his narrator as a kind of "link man". It bears little relation to 

the form of narrator and protagonist that Conrad will develop in later 

works--it is only when he comes to more introspective themes that he 

will need the mind of Marlow as analyst. Also, Conrad is not here deal- 

ing with an isolated character who needs to be chased up and investigat- 

ed. When a novelist takes a group of people in a fixed community,, such 

as the world of Jane Austen, or the lineteenth-century Russian novelists, 

any one character can be seen through the eyes of several others, so that 

"justice" can be done, new insights added, and sometimes, the reader's 

sympathies reversed, but where the character is "one of us" in an alien 

world, his-very isolpation makes it impossible for him to be seen 

through the eyes of his peers, and the narrator takes their place. 

In The Nigger off the Narcissus the narrator is a faceless and anon- 

ymous member of the crew, but one of the inner circle of the forecastle, 

who shares the "collective psychology", and is one of the chosen five 

who rescue Wait when the ship has turned on its side. His comments are 

obviously more sophisticated than one would expect from a member of the 

crew, and the logic is occasionally violated by reports of conversations 

that he could not have overheard, or thoughts that he could only have 

guessed-Conrad has obviously slipped into this method without much 

serious consideration of it as a formal device, but at least it is en- 

tirely consistent, in spirit, if not in the letter, in the sense that it 

always implies the viewpoint of the crew, rather than that of the offic- 

ers, or of the outsider. 

Throughout the book there runs an almost super-human and 7super-mor- 

al sense of justice: everyone's "virtues" have their corresponding 
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limitations, and except perhaps for Donkin, everyone's vines are 

shown to be as neccessary as their virtues. The qualities presented 

as admirable are as much aesthetic as moral, and physical rather than 

intellectual. There are no saints, heroes or villains--everything is 

"human, all too human"s and as in Nietzsche's book of that title, quoted 

above (p. ) the "hero", "faith", and "pity" are somewhat cooled. "'VSI° 

Faith is represented by the cook with "a benign serenity that was al- 

together imbecile and touching"; "pity" is cooling throughout the story, 

and for "hero", the more obvious candidates are given their due, but 

no more. 

Mr Creighton is the ýind of young man a conventional novelist might 

easily have idealised, and even Conrad feels the temptations "Young 

Creighton stood leaning over the rail, and looked dreamily into the 

night of the East. And he saw in it a long country lane, a lane of 

waving leaves and dancing sunshine. He saw stirring boughs of old trees 

outspread, and framing in their arch the tender, caressing blueness of 

an English sky. Lud through the arch a girl in a light dress, smiling 

underjä sunshade, seemed to be stepping out of the tender sky" (p. 21-22). 

But Conrad does not forget either the touch of cruelty that is the 

converse of his cheerful public-school courage, and more than once Mr 

Allistoun has to restrain him--"Mind you keep your hands off them 

Creighton". 

"He was a hard young officer, but many of his watch used to say 
that iked him well enough because he had tauch a gentlemanly way of 
damning us up and down the deck. ' Others unable to discern such fine 

shades of refinement, respected him for his smartnessQ" (p. 62). Con- 

rad had the advantage of having served under auch men as well as along- 

side them. 

Singletonls stoic serenity is shown to have been achieved at the 

cost of that human warmth and liveliness that make "Belfast" so memor- 

able and absurd; Belfast's over-enthusiastic devotion to Jimmy's wel- 
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fare is shown to be compensated by over-agreasiveness towards the rest 

of the crews "Belfast's crying fits generally ended in a fight with 

someone's and Mr Allistoun's one slip into sympathy with the Nigger. - 

even though he tries to hide it--leads to a mutiny. 

00* towards Donkin does Conrad seem to show a kind of animosity-- 

he is loaded with a weight of contempt and irony that his starved and 

scraggy shoulders can hardly carry. The reader is almost forced on to 

Donkin's sides and Mra Conrad, perhaps also the victim of a more gentle 

contempt, says that she gave him "a share of my affection". Perhaps we 

have here a sign that this olympian author is also "human, all too hum- 

an". Donkids habit of rating against "furriners" may point to wounds 

received by Conrad in his own days in the forecastle, of which the 

scars still pric}ied when he came to write the books 

DonkinJ fathered the gifts at his feet, pressed them in a bundle against 

his breast, then looked cautiously at the Russian Finn, who stood on one 

side with an unconscious gaze, contemplating perhaps, one of those weird 

visions that haint the men of his race. "Get out of my road, Dutohy", 

said the victim of Yankee brutality. The Finn did not move--did not hear. 

"Get out, blast ye; " shouted the other., shoving him aside with his elbow. 

"Get out, you blanked deaf and dumb fool. Get out. " The man staggered, 

recovered himself, and gazed at the speaker in silence. "These damned 

furriners should be kept under", opined the amiable Donkin to the fore- 

castle. "If you don't teach 'em their place they put on you like any- 

think. " He flung all his worldly possessions into the empty bed-place, 

gauged with another Ü hrewd look the risks of the proceeding, then 

leaped up to the Finn, who stood pensive and dull. 0I'11 teach you to 

swell around, " he yelled. "I111 pl*g your eyes for you, you blooming 

square-head... (p. 13). 

Morf has suggested that through out the book, the Finn represents 

Conrad himself, Finland being like Poland, a country under Russian rule, 
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and the Finn, like Conrad, *presented as having a dreamy temperament. 
Ewa, a 
wr. rr 
This is not a point of much significance, as the Finn is certainly not 

the narrator, and indeed never speaks, but in this one incident one can 

well imagine that he stands in for Conrad, who in his early days in Eng- 

lish ships could hardly have made answer to such acts of agression. 

Towards that imaginative sharing of the suffering of others known 

as pity, sympathy or compassion, Conrad shows throughout the book a 

critical attitude rather uncommon in modern times, though it had been 

shared by Nietasche. In The Dawn of Dap the latter traces its history 

from the Greeks, who regarded it essentially as a vice, to the French 

free-thinkers from Voltaire to Comte, who in their eagerness to outbid 

Christianity, began to extol it as the greatest of virtues. He goes on 

to question its value-it can be bad for both pitier and pitied; it in- 

creases the total quantity of suffering without neocessarily doing any- 

thing to alleviate it; it may humiliate the sufferer. And he also 

suggests that its roots are essentially egoistic. Of course those who 

are more hardened to pain, and ashamed of shoving sympathy, are also 

egoistic--"their selfishness differs from that of the compassionate, but 

to call them evil, and the compassionate ones good, is nothing but a 

moral fashion, which is having its run, as the reverse fashion had its 

run, and a long run too" (par. 345). Whether or not Conrad was influenc- 

ed by such ideas, his own attitude, as conveyed in The Wirrer of the 

Narcissus seems rather similar. He speaks of the "latent egoism of ten- 

derness'"to suffering", and almost everything that he relates tends to 

devalue it. 

This whole trend of thought goes rather against the grain of modern 

feeling, but to some extent it must be understood in terms of the time, 

a background of stability in Europe and the spread of Western commerce 

over the world. Both Conrad and Nietasche, at a certain stage of their 
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thought, felt that the taming, pacifying and vulgarising influence of 

those "material interests" for which Charles Gould speaks in Nosý, tromo, 

and which, as in the passage quoted above from The Rescue , Conrad ex- 

pected soon to replace the pagan virtues even in Borneo, would turn all 

the world into a kind of Switzerland: from a superfluity of sympathy 

for all sufferers, mankind would degenerate into creatures who would 

understand no more of such things as sailing ships or the men who sail- 

ad in them than the clerk who at the eight of Singleton mutters, "What 

a disgusting old brute. " 

It must also be added that its the cases of both Conrad and Nietzsche, 

their criticism of compassion is not based on any personal lack of this 

*virtue", but rather arose from their awareness that they posssessed it 

to a dangerous degree. As a young man, Nietzsche ruined his health 

nursing the wounded in the Franco-Prussian War, and his final mental 

collapse was precipitated by a fall incurred in trying to rescue a horse 

that was being flogged by its Italian driver. In Conrade case this is 

equally obvious, not only from the records of his friends, but also 

from his books. The Captain in "The Secret Sharer" and Lord Jim in his 

confrontation with Brown, are both undone, the latter fatally, by a 

sympathetic identification with the plight of the other man, and it is 

hardly possible that Conrad could have written with this kind of insight 

unless it was an experience that he had shared. 

Indeed, it is hard to imagine how a man could be a novelist with-i 

out possessing this "negative 'ability" to some degree, and if, as 

seems probable, Conrad had it to an extent that might almost be classed 

as pathological, it can also be seen as one of the obvious sources of 
his strength- it provides that ability to see life from a multiplicity 

of perspectives, and to dissolve one's ego in conflicting souls: it is 

not surprising that he was also forced to be aware of its dangers, and 
to subject it to the kind of analysis that shoxrs up its pre-moral orig. 

""4 
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ins and its ambiguous consequences. 

In The Nigger of the Narciissus# the prime dispenser of sympathy is 

Belfast, the one who haÄ the most riches to bestow. Young, and full of 

fierce energy, he likes to pose as the champion of the oppressed. The 

opening scene shows him relating, with suitable exaggeration, how he 

stood up to one of the mates, causing Archie to remark, 81 wonder any 

of the mates here are alive yet with such a chap as you on boardt I 

concloode they ain't that bad now, if you had the taming of them, sonny. " 

(P. 9). 

A. man like Belfast can welcome someone on whom he can dispense his 

benevolences it is only when we feel powerless to help that we try to 

avoid the sight of another's suffering. This is one aspect of the "lat- 

ent egoism of tenderness". Another lies in the threat that some sight 

of suffering seems to pose to the man who faces it, and to the whole 

community, like a source of danger that may spread. When Jimmy is moved 

to the sick-bay, "We grieved frön him, and we were delighted to have him 

removed from the forecastle. " Sick-bays and hospitals are needed not 

only for the treatment of the sick, but also for the concealment of 

them. 

Among the crew of the Narcissus apart from Donkin, only the prim- 

itive Singleton, the "incarnation of barbarian wisdom", is impervious to 

the claims of compassion-primitive people prefer to be tortured by their 

enemies, and demonstrate their courage rather than become objects of j, "11 

pity. Singleton has lived through greater hardships in the past, and 

survived more terrible events; it does not seem unfair to him that %y4 

others should suffer, but only indecent that they should make a fuss 

about itt 

Singleton lived untouched by human emotions, Taciturn and unsmiling he 

breathed amongst us--in that alone resembling the rest of the crowd. - We 
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were trying to be decent chaps... Singleton seemed to know nothing, un- 

derstand nothing. We had thought him till then as wise as he looked, 

but now we dared, at times, to suspect him of being stupid-from old 

age. One day however, at dinner, as we sat on our boxes round a tin 

dish that stood on the deck within the circle of our feet, -Timmy ex- 

pressed his general disgust with men and things in words that were par- 

ticularly disgusting. Singleton lifted his head. We became mute. The 

old man, addressing Jimmy, asked "Are you dying? " Thus interrogated, 

James Wait appeared horribly startled and contused. We were all start- 

led. Möuths remained open; hearts thumped, eyes blinked; a dropped tin 

fork rattled in the dish; a man rose as if to go out, and stood still. 

In less than a minute Jimmy pulled himself together. "Why? Can't you 

see pam? " he answered shakily. Singleton lifted a piece of soaked bie- 

cuit ( "his teeth"--he declared--"had no edge on them now") to his lips. 

"Well, get on with your dying, " he said with a venerable mildness; "don't 

raise a blamed fuss with us over the job. We can't help you" (pp. 41- 

42)" 

Singletons e_, xplosion of callous candour lights up the situation: 

it forces on Wait the disconoertiing truth of his own self-deception, it 

underlines the fact that he cannot really be helped; the vicarious suff- 

erings of the rest of the crew are simply multiplying the ship's total- 

ity of suffering without relieving it, and it also shows how Waits ex- 

ploitation of the crew is depriving him of the kind of genuine friend- 

ship that could be a real source of comfort, The egoism of indifference, 

the egoism of sympathy, and the egoism of malingering are put sid4 aide 

with a fine objectivity. 

Wait's attitude to sympathy is more complex, but presented with eq- 

al psychological insight-or accuracy of observation, for in a finished 

work of art it is not always possible to distinguish the one from the 



$5 

,. 

other-one is reminded here of Dostoevsky's remark, "I am called a'psy- 

ohologist. It is not true. I am only a realist in the highest sense 

of the word. " But it is difficult to believe that writers who have such 

an instinct for the significant word or gesture are not, consciously or 

otherwise, inspired by deep psychological insight. 

Wait hates to be the object of sympathy--in this respect he is as 

tough as Singleton, and that is why he has to treat the rest of the 

crew with such scorn. On the other hand, he cannot resist shamelessly 

exploiting their sympathy, both to ease his owii condition, and to per- 

suade himself that he is only putting on an act, and not really dying. 

Donkih is the only man on whom he can bestow any signs of friendship 

because he is the only one who to his face calls him "a black fraud. " 

Towards those who make the most heroic efforts to help him, his natural 

pride forces him to be most hostile. When Belfast risks everything to 

steal the officer's sundayr pie for him, he gets no gratitude: "Did I 

ask you to bone the dratted thing? Blow your blamed pie. It made me 

worse-you little Irish lunatic, youl" 

As he first appears in the forecastle, in a slightly more healthy 

state, Wait seems to show reasonable combination of dignity and friend- 

liness, When Donkin first addresses him an if he is a fellow outcast, a 

as in a sense he ist "the nigger stared at him like a man addressed un- 

expected,; ly in a foreign language. Donkin changed his tone: 4Give us 

a bit of baccy, mate. ' he breathed out confidentially. 'I haven't had 

smoke or chew for the last month. I am rampin mad for it. Come one 

old man1' 

"'Don't be familiar, ' said the nigger. Donkin started and at down 

on a chest nearby, out of sheer surprise. We haven't kept pigs togeth- 

er's continued James wait in a deep undertone. 'Here's your tobacco.., " 

(p. 23). 

Whether or not Conrad entirely intended it to be so--the title rather 

suggests that he did--wait is the centre of the book, its Prince of Den- 
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mark. Retrospectively, even the great storm seems to have been sub- 

servient to him-- it only sets the stage for his rescue and clashes the 

cymbals for is death. He is the one on whom all eyes are turned= 

You couldn't see that there was anything wrong with him: a nigger does 

not show. He was not very fat--certainly--but then he was no leaner than 

other niggers we had known. He coughed often, but the most prejudiced 

person could perceive that, mostly, he coughed when it suited his pur. 

pose. He wouldn't, or couldn't, do his work--and he wouldn't lie up... 

He was scornful and brooding; he looked ahead upon the sea, and no one 

could tell what was the meaning of that blavk man sitting apart in med. " 

itative attitude and as motionless as a carving" (pp. 44ý-45). 

What in the meaning of the black man? Here lie many temptations for 

the uythologically-minded, who will never be discouraged by Conrads ass. 

ertion that none could tell. On any occasion when a brooding character 

goes on board a ship, the shade of Jonah, and of Melville's Ishmael too, 

can be spewed forth from the taxidermic whale; anytime the nigger goes 

below deck, his descent can be archetypical, and there are enough members 

of the crew down there to make it a collective unconscious, if that is 

what is required; the nigger is dark, very dark, and can therefore con- 

veniently symbolise any aspects of human behaviour that do not suit the 

current taste--but to use him time is precisely to destroy all those 

shades of moral doubt that give Conrads work its depth. 

One can however recognise another kind of "myth" which the author, 

consciously or not, creates from his material by giving it symbolic`are- 

sonanoe and wider references, what one might call a "prophetic' uyth" 

that refers externally to the social reality of his time, and perhaps 

also of ours. There is always a danger of overestimating the author's 

own awareness, and of crediting him with concerns that really belong to 

a later age, but at least it brings him into dialogue with the modern 
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world, and any work that has attained the status of a classic is inev- 

itably destined to such privileges and dangers. 

Is Conrad quietly understates it in the preface to the American ed- 

ition of the book, "A, negro in a British forecastle is a lonely being", 

and anyone who focusses light on this isolated figure cannot fail there- 

by to i1juminate the whole problem of the black man in an Anglo-Saxon 

culture. It is not the problem that is being consciously considered by 

the patticular meditative black man "sitting apart" in the paragraph 

quoted above, or by the meditative author who is watching him, but it-is tbet 

problem at the bottom of the black man's soulp and in the accuracy with 

which he portrays words and actions, Conrad reveals something of the soul 

and lights up a whole landscape. 

The problem itself was not part of the intellectual currency of Con. - 

red's day-it was still as far below the surface of society as the black 

man himself. The simplicity with which Conrad calls him "the nigger" is 

like the disregard with which he treats Olmeyer-one does not expect the 

subject ever to hear tell of the book, let alone protest at anything you 

may say about him. But whereas, for the purposes of art, Conrad did de- 

grade the character and circumstances of the real Olmeyer, lit is doubt- 

ful whether he could be accused of being similarly detrimental to James 

Wait. 

As a picture of the effect on an intelligent negro of life-long rel- 

egation to the rank of second-class citizen, not only life-long, but 

inherited, born with the repulsive mask of a nigger's soul"- the psy.! 

ohology of Wait carries the air of something that has been accurately and 

objectively observed. As doubtless it was. Not only had Conrad shared 

the forecastle with other negroes in earlier days, but in 1884 he sailed 

from Bombay to Dunkirk as second officer in a ship called the Nsröiesus. ' 

with an American negro in the crew, James Barron, born a slave near, Jack- 
6 

sonvifle,, and he died at sea, Just after a storm. 



SS 

If Conrad had still been in the forecastle on this occasions his own 

sympathetic involvement in the "collective psychology" might have led 

him to steal the officer's pie, be cursed by the nigger, and lose his 

objectivity: as an officer,, and a perticulary busy one, because he 
7 

was "acting mate of her (the proper mate crazy-melancholic)" ' he was 

able to keep his distance and observe. 

Wait is really ill, but he has to get home from Bombay he cannot 

do =oh work, but he cannot afford to lie up either, for that would lose 

him his pay. When it is a matter of preserving his rights, he has to in- 

sist, and over-insists when it comes to his duties, apart from his ill- 

nesss, he may very well feel, this is a white-man's worlds, so let them get 

on with it. Thus he has both contempt and fellow-feeling for the white 

second-class citizen, Donkinj they have reached rather similar attitudes 

of non-cooperation towards the society in which they live, though for 

different reasons, adtrferent degrees of justification. With Donkin 

it has been a combination of a crippling environment and a fundamental 

weakness of character; with Wait it appears to be a massive strength 

corrupted by social circumstances. 

Wait is a personality of power; with Othello's opportunities,, one 

feels, he might have reached Othello's rank. He is a natural leader of 

the kind that all lack of power tends to corrupt and absolute lack of 

power has corrupted completely. Lying on his back, coughing himself to 

death, he extends his rule over the ship until even the hard and imper- 

ious captain is shaken, and survives only because a belaying-pin cannot 

be thrown quite accurately by the white trash, though as the deaths of 

some American presidents have shown, sometimes it can. 

The impliEation is there from the beginning. When wait first app- 

ears on the ship he involuntarily, and yet as it were inevitably, calls 

the whole ship's company to attention, as if this were really the captain 

coming aboard. Even the fact that Conrad has to use a kind of coincid- 
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ental pun to achieve this effect does not seem to weaken it all, just 

because it carries such a weight of artistic inevitability. No doubt 

this whole scene gains conviction from the fact that it "really happened" 

on one of Conrad's ships, with a West Indian called White, who pronounced 

his name as "Waite. 

On land, the negaro could be kept on the other side of the rail-road 
track, a place from which he could be criticized or chaupioned according 

to the taste of ond's conscience: when he comes into the forecastle of 

a ship, he is a human problem that has to be faced in human terms, but 

it proves an insoluble problem, because he comes not as an equal, not as 

a simple individual, but as the representative and the product of all the 

social forces of "the land". Because he has been moulded by the land, 

and through generations of injustice, he comes on board with all the 

weight of bis dark destiny, already diseased, a monstruous cuckoo who 

will eat up all the ship's spiritual sustenance. 

Conrad suggests all this when Wait first appears, with a kind of 
brutal frankness that is almost embarrassing to our modern sensibiltiess 

"He held his head up in the glare of the lamp--a head vigorously modell- 

ed into deep shadows and shining lights--a head powerful and misshapen 

with a tormented and flattened face--a face pathetic and brutal: the 

tragic, the mysterious, the repulsive mask of a nigger's soul" (p. 18). 

This is not the language of committees for better racial relations, 
but it is language that does poetic justice to the black man and the 4. t4 

black man's history. One does not need to suppose that Conrad himself "«r 

was very much concerned with the problems of Wait as a negro, or even as 

a man-he remains too distant for that. As he says in the American pre- 
face,, "he is merely the centre of the ship's collective psychology and 

the pivot of the action",, but if we stop to ask some of the question 

that Conrad may not have done, we can see that it is only beoause, Wait 
1 
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is a negro, as well äs a dying can, that he can become the centre of 

the ship's collective psychology and the pivot of the action. 

Conrad served on another ship, the Tilkhurst, in which one of the 

crew, after being injured on the head in a brawl, was confined to his 

bunk, where he proved difficult to manage, and eventually committed oui.. 

cide by jumping overboard in the darkness 
9 

One might easily suppose, 

and it might even have occurred to Conrad, that this man would provide 

a more dramatic case for exhibiting a collective psychology, but evident- 

ly it was only the actual case of Barron and the Nerroissusbthat did, and 

could provide him with the kind of material that he needed. Only a man 

with a powerful personality that wan also a sane, though twisted, person- 

ality could no make himself the pivot around which the whole ship revolv- 

es, seem to move even the wind and the waves, and generate a whole system 

of collective psychology. Unless he were a negro, such a man would not 

have Wait's humble rank, or Wait's particular spiritual abnormality. 

On the decks of the Narcissus the problem of Wait is beyond solution; 

the solution must come, as the origin of the problem has, from the wider 

world. But the problem has come aboard-here perhaps there is a genuine 

analogy with Jonah, for he also came aboard with a sociological problem 

from a wider world-it has come aboard, and not all the officer's sunday 

pies will appease it, not all, the water of the ocean will wash it away, 

not even tipping the ship on its side will tip it out. Only when wait 

is dead and, reluctant to the last, has finally disappeared beneath the 

surface of the sea, can wind return to the sails and the crew go about 
their business. 

Nov was it that with perhaps hardly any conscious intention of doing 

eon Conrad could provide so exEellent a paradigm of a problem that at the 

time had hardly reached the surface of society'] Primarily one must say, 

by the accuracy of his observation,, which lays all the psychological data 

before us, together with an instinctive sense for the things that are 
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humanly significant. One is tempted here to say that sociology is too 

important to be left to the sociologists, that it is the novelists who 

so far have provided us with far more, both in quality and quantity, of 
10 

that genuine understanding that is presumably the sociologists aim. 

Conrad was helppd here, no doubt, by being a Pole., a foreigner, who what- 

ever sympathies he may have had with the British way of life, had not 

been moulded and conditioned by it. N can see the situation without 

any emotional "for" or 'against". A British or American writer in the 

same situation would be more likely to see `fait's laziness and his 

barrack-room lawyer's mentality simply as evidence of his intrinsic infer- 

iority, or else to sympathise with him, and thereby to sentimentalise 

him, or at least to blur the outlines of his pathological condition. 

And of course, mere objectivity is not enough; it is in the select- 

ion of the detail, and in particular, the selection of those items that 

can become unobtrusively symbolic that Conrad achieves his effect, `an 

effect that gains its power from the way in which the symbolism is never 

allowed to break the surface of the naturalistic narrative. In this re- 

spect'he is very different from Melville, where the symbolism often 

sticks out and stretches the reader's credulity. James Wait, the negro 

of the Narcissus is wholly real, whereas Queequeg of the Pgquod poeems 

to come from some south-sea island invented by Rousseau. James Waitte 

superstitious fear of the cook's religious enthusiasm is reals Quee- 

queg's private devotions before his idol are simply Protestant individual- 

ism in South-sea dress. Even in a story such as Benito Cereno. in which 

the whole effect depends on the "realism" provided by the factual sources, 

which themselves threaten to become stranger than fictions Melville can- 

not resist improbable touches of fantasy, such as the hatchet polishers 

who 'two and two, sideways clashed their hatchets together, like cymbals, 

with a barborous din. " 

One never hears a barbarous din of this particular kind on any of ti. 
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Conrad's ships, and it is not surprising to learn from Richard Curle 

that he "disapproved altogether of the type of symbolism represented 

by auch a work as Herman Melville's a book which he detested. " 

This may be seen as a limitation, a limitation that provides insight into 

Conrad's own psychology, but it is a limitation that marks the boundary 

of his own particular strength. 

He never uses a symbol or an image that has the least suspicion of 

contrivance, and he never produces an artistic "effect" without provid- 

ing a full and sufficient natural "cause". The picture of Singleton as 

the shamanistic vise man of the tribe, with his ambiguous wisdom that 

usually turns out to be a kind of higher stupidity, is given its image 

at the outset when we see him sitting on the deck, "right under the lamps, 

stripped to the waist, tattoed like a cannibal chief all over his power- 

ful chest and enormous bioep& , but it is not just because he is "the 

incarnation of barbarian wisdom" that he takes off his shirt, it is also, 

as we learn a dozen pages later, because "he suffered much from prickly 

heat". 

At the burial of the nigger, when the planks are raised higher and 

higher to plunge the coffin into the sea, and still it does not move, 

there is almost a panic at this supernatural and truly ghostly accord 

with the whole saga of Jimon 

All the men looked profoundly disturbed; from their midst a faint 

Ming noise spread out--growing louder .... "Jimmyi" cried Belfast in a 

ling tone, and there was a second of shuddering dismay. 

"Jima r, be a man! " he shrieked passionately. Every mouth we wide 

open, not an eyelid winked. He stared wildly, twitching all over; he 

bent his body Toward like a man peering at a horror. "Got" he shouted, 

and sprang out of the crowd with his arm extended. "Go, Jimmy--JimnW, 

got Got" His fingers touched the head of the body, and the grey pack- 
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age started reluctantly to whizz off the planks all at once, with the 

suddenness of a flash of lightning. (p. 160). 

Belfast, the most "human" of the crew, is the one who has alweye 

maintained a passionate faith in the "humanity" of Jimmy, and a tragic 

Sense of the humanity of his death- and only by his passionate faith 

does he move Jimuy at the end, to "be a man! " And with adequate irony, 

in that only when he has ceased to be, an he be man. One would be more 

than satisfied with the perfection of this "symbolic" climax to the stoZ79 

Just as "effect", but Conrad does not forget the "cause" either: later 

in the evening we overhear the boatewian and the carpenter in the petty 

officer's berths "'The chap was nothing but trouble, ' he said, 'from the 

moment he came aborad--d'ye remember--that night in Bombay? Been bully- 

ing all that soft crowd--cheeked the old man--we had to go fooling all 

over a half-drowned ship to save him. Dam' nigh a mating all for him-- 

and now the mate abused me like a pickpocket for forgetting to dab a 

lump of grease on them planks. So I did, but you ought to have known 

better, too# than to leave a nail sticking up-hey, Chips? "" (p. 161). 

It is not merely that something was forgotten, but the forgetting itself 

is seen to be part of the general demoralisation that the Nigger has 

caused, so that at every level, everything finds its justification. 

To the modern reader it may seem little odd that what he might ex- 

pect to have been, after the state of the Nigger's health, the chief 

subject of conversation in the forecastle, receives no mention. ) This is 

no doubt partly a question of what the Victorian age permitted,, but 

probably more of the author's lack of interest. There was herea quite 

accidental agreement between what Conrad wanted to write about and what 

the age vah allowed to read about. Nevertheless,, when he does touch on 

sex, in the last scene with Donkin before the nigger dies, it is done 

with quite a sure and delicate hap: 
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"'There is a girls* whispered Waite. **"Canton Street girl.... She 

chucked a third engineer of a Rennie boat .... fo46. Cooks oysters just 

as I like.... She s ys... she would chuck... any toff... for a coloured 

gentleman.... That's me. I am kind to wimmen, li he added,, a shade louder. 

Donkin could hardly believe his ears. He was scandalized-" (p. 148). 

Although, in polishing the dialogue in this book, Conrad may well 

have had help from his London-born wife, as a foreigner who by all ace. 

ounts spoke English himself with a fierce accents, he has an amazingly 

sharp ear for accents and idioms. There are places where he captures a 

certain strain of working-class humour as weil as it has ever been done 

by a writer English-born, as for ernmpie, after Waite interview with 

the captains *There were wild rumours. It was said he had cheeked the 

old mans it was said he had frightened him. Charley maintained that 

the 'skipper, weepin', 'as giv' 'im 'is blessin' any a pot of jam. $* 

Beyond both descriptive truth and symbolic "idea", the book also 

conveys very powerfully the author's tragic vision, his balance on the 

borders of nihilism, his concern with those ultimate questions that 

threaten to turn the upright masts of our social order on their side 

along with those of the ship. The crew, tried beyond the limits of 

human endurance by a storm that has broken one man's leg, sent another 

mad, and produced for them an impossible cup of coffee-. CWhile she swims 

I viU cook]"--are than called upon to make another impossible effort, 

with the ship on its side, to rescue the negro, who has already. exploit- 

ed then, spiritually, beyond the limits of their endurance,, and they 

rescue him, in order that he may die. 

What is it that holds all these men on the rack of pain and toil, 

while the cruel sea breaks their legs, and the Nigger's cough their hearts, 

and the storm washes their bedclothoa out of their banks and soaks their 

last ounce of tobacco? What is the meaning of it all? At one level, the 

narrator gives them a hearty answer and a hearty send-off, at the end: 

"Haven't we, together and upon the immortal sea, wrung out a meaning from 
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our sinful lives? Goodbye., brothers! You were a good crowd. As good 

a crowd as ever fisted with wild cries the beating canvas of a heavy fore- 

sail; or tossing aloft, invisible in the night,, gave back yell for yell 

to a westerly gale" (p. 173). This is an answer that has a certain valid- 

ity, even though to grant it validity is to question many of the values 

on which our life is based and our politics conducted. It suggests that 

at least on a sailing ship, it was possible for simple men to find a 

meaning in their lives: their days have not been divided between unre- 

warding work and the watching of un-real life on a little screen. 

But there is a plaoe where the author tries to go further than this., 

at the risk of becoming almost unintelligible, a passage at the begier 

ning of chapter four, which he uses as a sort of curtain--or verbal smoke.. 

screen-behind which he is shifting the scenery between the two acts, and 

actions of the book--the storm, and the rescue of Waits 

On men reprieved by its disdainful mercy, the immortal sea `confers in I 

its justice the full privilege of {desired unrest. Through'the perfect 

wisdom of its grace they are not permitted to meditate at ease upon the 

complicated and acrid savour of existence. They must without pause just- 

ify their life to the eternal pity that commands toil-to b® hard and un- 

ceasing, from sunrise to sunset, from sunset to sunrises till the weary 

suocesaion of nights and days tainted by. the obstinate clamäur of sages, 

idemanding bliss acid an empty heaven, is redeemed at last by'the vast 

silence of pain and labour, by the dumb fear and dumb courage of man 

obscure, forgetful, and enduring (p. 90). 

The passage has inverted ironies and short-circuited metaphors of 
a kind more common in poetry than in proses if this is the meaning the 

good crowd have wrought out upon the immortal sea, it seems to be only 
a kind of anti-meaning "given back yell for yell to a westerly gale"j, and 

get one can feel that by going behind our usual logical forty x]. ations, aad 
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our usual emotional affirmations of them, Conrad may be getting nearer 

to our human bedrock than he"could have done by using their terms. 

The ship is seen as set in an indifferent and meaningless universe 

whose scale renders it insignificant: it runs as part of a web of land. 

based commercial operations that are both ugly and indifferent-we are 

never told what her cargo is, and those who profit from the cargo will 

never know anything of what the crew have done; it is a society in which 

neither the fidelity of the crew nor the beauty of the ship have any 

organic relationship with "the sordid insp1 tion of her pilgrimage" (p. 30), 

And even if they did, that vould hardly solve the basic human prob. 

lams as Conrad sees them. He will not take any "humanitarian" answer- 

the ironic treatment of the "Plimsoll man" is evidence of that; although 

the life of the crew is one of perpetual hardship, life without hardship, 

with time to "meditate at ease upon the complicated and acrid savour of 

existence" would be a greater pain. Such relative happiness as the crew 

may find is more or loss in proportion to their own lack of imagination 

or intelligence, and even then depends on their being drugged by unceasing 

action. The man who has the lesiure or the imagination for sympathy will 

soon ber. omercome by the weight of the world's suffering; the man who has 

the time or the intelligence for analytical thought will be equally un- 

balanced by the weight of the worldls indifferent absurdity. The occasion- 

al moments of sunshine and grace may be just enough to keep despair at 
bay, but never allow us to put off the stoic masks it is better, like 

Singleton, to have the stoic mask as one's natural face. 

Only in physical hardship and adversity, his vision seems to say, r 

only when he is up against it, is man at all admirable or attractive. 
Remove the pressure, and he becomes quarrelsome, decadent and purposeless, 

a problem equally insoluble at the level of personal fulfilment or polit- 

ical philosophy. The storm is the time of heroic endeavours with the 
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palm comes a meaningless mutiny, followed by a return to work that, in 

terms of ultimate justification, is almost equally meaningless- the 

mutiny ends because the weather changes: '' 

The Narcissus left to herself, came up gently to the wind without arT- 

one being aware of it. She gave a slight roll, and the sleeping sails w 

woke suddenly, coming all together with a mighty flap against the masts, 

then filled again one after the abbbher in a quick succession of loud re- 

jorts that ran down the lofty spars.... It was as if an invisible hand had 

given the ship an angry shake to recall the men that peopled her decks to 

the sense of reality, vigilance, and duty. "Helm upd" cried the master, 

sharply. "Run aft, Mr Creighton, and see what that fool there is up to. " 

"Flatten in the head sheets. Stand by the weather fore-braces"# growled 

, Mr Baker. Startled men ran swiftly repeating the orderoCpp-124-(2S). 

Only an invisible hand" that keeps meats noses in their work, wheth- 

er it be the challenge of the elements and hard work, or of war, or of a 

struggle for political justice-it is only under the pressure of this 

"hand" that men can appear in any way morally or aesthetically admirable: 

this is the only environment, he seems to say, in which the human animal 

can fulfil its nature. For the man who can be wholly absorbed by the Or 

struggle, for the healthy, simple-hearted and single-minded, for Single- 

ton, for Mr Creighton with his agressive loyalty to the master, for the 

master himself, "one of those commanders who spaek little, seem to hear 

nothing, look at no one--and know everything, hear every whisper, see 

every fleeting shadow of their ship's life"-but who know of nothing out- 

side their ships for whom anything that does not keep the ship driving 

hard towards its next port of call, is dismissed as "nonsense"--even the 

belaying pin that is thrown at his head--for men auch as these, while they 

are healthy and not too old, a certain kind of satisfaction is possible. 
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But woe betide Mean if they become old- Singleton disoovers this,, 

and there is a terrible pathos in his discovery. Singleton who by his 

etoio conformity to nature seems to have made himself invulnerable, sud.. 

denly becomes awasre of his age: his hard-won indifference to human em- 

otions that seems to match the indifference of the sea, is suddenly chang- 

ed to an awareness that this boundless indifference of nature is beyond 

all human scale: 

Old! He moved his arms, shook his head, felt his limbs. Getting old... 

and then? He looked upon the immortal sea with the awakened and groping 

perception of its heartless might; he saw it unchanged, black and foal 

ing under the eternal scrutiny of the stars; he heard its impatient 

voice palling for him out of tk 9pitilees vastness full of unrest, of tur- 

moil, and of terror. He looked ifar upon its and he saw an immensity 

tormented and blind,, moaning and furious, that claimed all the days of 

his tenacious life, and when life was over, would claim the worn out 

body of its slave (p. 99)* 

Conradts adventurous and magnificently idealistic friend, R. B. 

Cunninghame Graham evidently wrote suggesting that an educated Single- 

ton would be the answer,, and was asked, "Would you seriously, of malice 

propene, cultivate in that unconscious man the power to think? Then he 

would become conscious--and much smaller--and very unhappy. Now he is 

simple and great like an elemental force. Nothing can touch his but 
12 

the curse of decay" 

One is reminded of Schopenhauervo picture of "the gentle and ser. 

ene expression on the face of the man who is blind" as an illustration 
f 

of his view that "we are happy in proportion as our range of vision, our 

sphere of Work, our points of contact with the world are restricted and 
23 

circumscribed. " But perhaps Conrad does not see things quite in terms 

of Sohopenhauer's rather plebian ideas of "happiness". He seems to be 
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saying not so such ghat men can never find happiness, as that happiness 

is not what they really wants not if they are real-. y men., as he apprec- 

iates them. Throughout the books and indeed throughout his works, there 

is an implied contempt for those who play safe-one only has to look at 

their parts, as Knowles has dones "The backsides of them--he had1observ- 

ed--were thinner than paper from constant Bitting down in offices. " Sim- 

ilarly, in Under Western Eyes. there is only contempt for the citizens of 

Switzerland-better Russian tyranny, he seems to suggest, than Genevan 

happiness. Even such villains as Brown in Lord : im or Ricardo in Vio tort' 

are allowed a few good lines about freedoms and the limitations of the 

"tame", Conrad may be very sceptical about the positive possibilities 

of freedom, once acquired, but at least he recognises, a kind of right 

for the man who lacks it, or is threatened by the loss of it, to take it, 

as Natalia Haldin says in Under Vesterh Eyes, was a hungry man would 

snatch a piece of bread. R 
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2 ThetRiae. and'FaU of Marlow 

Youth 

Conrad wrote "Youth", quite quickly, as a kind of parenthesis with- 

in a parenthesis. After The Nirrer of the Narcissus he returned to Tä 

Rescue only to interrupt it with the first few pages of Lord Jim, and 

then interrupted Lord Jim to write "jauth", and then Heart of Darkness, 

and thus it so happened that he was able to invent, in "Youth", and to 

develop, with Heart of Darkness, that very form that he needed to 

change Lord from a fairly simple short story to a full-length master- 

piece. "Youth" has fairly simple connections with the background mater- 

ial of Lord -Tim to explain its appearance at this point. As he tells us 

in the Author's Note to that book, his original intention with Lord Jim "g, 

was of °a short story, concerned only with the pilgrim ship episode: 
)37 

This would have made the court of enquiry the centre-piece of the story 

and Conrad's only experience of such a court was at the conclusion of 

the voyage that he uses as the basis for "Youth". 

The Palestine called the Judea in the story, caught fire, and was 

abandoned, on the last stage of an extraordinary voyage from London to 

Bankok that spanned the years 1881-1883, followed by an enquiry at Sing- 

apore. The enquiry itself had no elements of drama, and concluded "that 

the vessel was not prematurely abandoned and that no blame is attached 
to the master, officers or crewel but it provided Conrad with the stage- 
machinery for the&t 

.M enquiry, while the preceding events he uses for 
the substantially autobiographical "Youth". 

In the light of his subsequent aohievments, the story is important 

as marking the entrance of Marlow, the narrator who is to be the repres- 

entative of Conrad's intellect probing his own sensibility in several 
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"outward forms". In the case of "Youth" the outward form is simply him- 

self when young. It seems that this quite natural way of looking back 

at one's own past was to provide Conrad, more or less accidentally, with 

something ready to be developed into the exact form that he needed for 

his greatest works. The story also marks the first appearance of some- 

thing that ., ', will always be Marlow's concern, leg valeurs iddales and 

the complex relationship of illusion and "reality", in which for Conrad,, 

one can never be quite sure which contains the more "truth". 

"It is a record of experience", he says in the Author's Note, "but 
'MS 

that experience, in its facts, in its inwardness and in its outward col- 3ý` 

ouring, begins and ends in myself". This may be philosophical sophist- 

ication, but it is nob solipsism. 13any authors of quite good books do 

this naturally, unconsciously, and all the time, through a central char- 

acter who conveys their own sensibility; for Conrad this claustrophob- 

ic tendency is something unusual, to be done here, for once, with cons- 

cious intention. This is the strength of the story, though also of, 

course its limitation, and explains why it is quite different from 

on or The End of the Tether. There is little attempt to convey, by 

conversation or incident, the characters of the captain or crew, the 

feelings of youth and the egoism of youth dominate the stary, and gov- 

ern the selection and the re-creation, rnf:. exaggeration, of the "facts", 

and are naturally reflected in a youthful indifference to others, It is 

the moment when Harlow looks back at himself as he first sees Lord Jim- 

"he looked as unconcerned and unapproachable as only the young can look. ' 

The self-examination that Conrad begins in "Youth" will grow into the 

complex, probing analysis of Inord Jim but what we are given here are 

rather the surface feelings of youth, as seen and judged by the surface 

feelings of middle-age. 

The central idea seems to be the contrast between the vitality and 
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the suffused sexuality that generate the illusions of youth with the 

altered biology, the "diailluaion" of age. rAge" ih this case is forty- 

two for the narrator, the author's age at the time being forty, while 

"youth" for Marlow is "just twenty", and was for Conrad himself, on 

that voyage, twenty-four for most of the time, though auch were its 

Homeric vioisaitudes that he was twenty-three when it began and several 
2 

months more than twenty-five before it ended. The age of forty is per- 

haps the point at which a man is most conscious that youth has gone, and 

he reacts with an emotional violence that at the age of sixty he will 

probably regard as only another aspect of Iyouth"ý. 

As well as the contrast between Marlow as he was and as he is, twen- 

ty years one there is also the contrast between his youth and the age of' 

the other two offiffers of the ship. The names of the actual captain and 

mate of the Pale tine, Beard and Mahon, are not changed, but as well as 

dropping a few years from his own age.. Conrad also adds a few to theirs. 

The captain, who was fifty-seven, becomes "sixty if a day"# and the mate,, 
3 

who was fifty, is described as another "old chap" with "a snow-white 

long board",, so that "between those two old chaps I felt like a small 

boy between two grandfathers: ' 

This effect is further enhanced by the motherly treatment that the 

young man receives from the captain's wife, and the "romance" of the 

captain ineptly rescuing his wife when the ship is in a collision before 

it departs: "Not bad for a sixty-year old. Just imagine that old fel- 

low saving heroically in his arms that old woman-the woman of his life" 
(p" 9). There is no record of the Palestine being involved in a coll- 

ision at this point, and Conrad may have been inspired by the fact that 

at that time he had just survived a similar collision in another ship. 

This incident is connected with the other main theme of the story, 

the glamour of the East. It is evident that at the time of which he is 

writing, Conrad had seen enough of Australia, and was determined to get 
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to the Far East. As Marlow puts it, "Melbourne and Sydney, very good ýI 

places, charming places in their way. "but Bankokl" To this end, Conrad 

had joined the Annie Frost at peal, on the last stage of its homeward 

way to Le Havre, in the hope of being signed on for its next outward 

journey to Indo--China, but he was thrown overboard in a collision at Le 

Havre, and had to go into hospital. As his name had not yet been regis- 

tered as a member of the crew, it has been suggested that he invented the 

whole story in order to get some money out of his uncle in Poland, but 
4 

Jerry Allen provides some circumstantial evidence of its truth 

Such was Conrad's determination to get to the Far Fst that, back 

in London, he did not hesitate to enlist, for £4 a month, on an ancient 

wooden ship of only four hundred tons that was to pick up a cargo of 

coal from Newcastle and deliver it to Bankok, and he stuck to it through 

months of leaks, repairs and delays. At one stage his uncle wrote, "I 

advise you not to sail in auch a lamentable ship... Both your Captain 

Beard and you strike me as desperate men, who go out of their way to see 

knocks and wounds, while your ship-owner is a rascal who rinks the lives 
5 

of ten brave men for the sake of a blackguardly profit. " 

Whether the once-gilded motto "Do or Die" that is scraped to life 

from under the "rust, dust, and grime" of the Juý's stern, or the ship's 

great company of rats deserting her by moonlight for the rotten coal- 

hulk alongside are selected facts or created facts, they are part of the 

magnificent way that the thing is done, and sutficent to carry the un 

abashed rhetoric of the rhapsodies: "0 youth= The strength of its the 

faith of its the imagination of it1"-- "Oh, the glamour of youth! Oh, 
the fire of its more dazzling than the flames of the burning ship.. " 

The endless endemic hardships of the journey are comparable to those 

of the Narcissus, but their presentation is quite different--they are 

seen and felt not'as the test of a ship's company, but as the inward 
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experience of a romantic young man. When the storm #i aua gone on for 

days, only ceaseless pumping keeping them afloat, and they have "for- 

gotten how it felt to be dry", "I was pleased. I would not have given 

up the experience for worlds. I had foments of exultation,, Whepever 

the old dismantled craft pitched homily with her counter high in the 

air,, she seemed to throw ups like an appeal, like a defiance,, like a 

cry to the clouds without mercy, the words written on her stern: 'u 

deap London. Do or Die'". (p. 12). 

Youth is presented as a biological condition that colours the whole 

of existences almost like one of Lawrence's "allotropic states" which he 

wanted to put in place of the old continuous ego". Marlow at forty and 

Captain Beard at sixty are two other allotropic states., but in the case 

of Board there appears to be a little distortion that arises, from the 

way in which Conrad thought it neccessary to increase the hardships of 

journey's end, compared with its factual source. 

A11 through the story one can notice blobs of colour added tq the 

"facts" of the PalestIge_ but the only sizeable divergende comes its, 

Conradta making the'fire on the ship begin in the middle of thv, lndihn 

Ocean,, at a point where Australia would be nearer than Java, so that 

the subsequent abandonment of the vessel leaves the crew with many nights 

and days in open boats, whereas the Palestine caught fire in the Banks 

Strait on the east coast of Sumatra, and the boats reached harbour at 
6 

Ikintok on their first evening. 

One can appreciate the artistic reasons for heightening the orde£l; 

one can also note that Conrad wrote the story in the period of his short 
but close friendship with Stephen Crane, who had then just published 
his most famous short story, "The Open Boat", which Conrad particularly 

admired, It describes Crane's own experience of two days and a night 

between shipwreck and shore., so it may well be that with Conrad, as well as 
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the needs of art, there was also an element of rivalry. Unfortunately 

this poetic exaggeration subtly distorts the whole story: Captain Beard 

who has been presented as a rather querulous and child-like old man, in 

contrast to the "do or die" of young Marlow and the ship, has to be- 

come a sort of Allistoun of the Nara s who will not take: the safer 

course of making for Australia, "even if we all get roasted*, who even 

when the ship has blown up, and they have taken to the boats, will not 

go aboard a ship that wants to pick them up, because he must stay and 

see his ship go down. For the sake of bis saga in an open boat, which 

not surprisingly, he does not do very well--"I need not tell you, " says 

Ma low, "what it is to be knocking about in an open boat"-- Conrad has 

rather ruined the "allotropic state It of his old man. 

The hard master who drives his ship on regardless of weather or hu- 

manity seems to be, for Cofirad, a kind of Platonic form of the"Captain" 

to which many of his fictional incarnations tend to conform, and it may 

be that his own temperamental inability to match this image is one source 

of his questioning of the"ideal that lies beneath so much of his work. 

The final arrival at riuntok also needed some mutations it had to 

represent all the glory of the East, but the actual place was not at 

all adapted for the purpose, it was as Conrad admitted, "a damned hole 

without any beach and without any glamour". ' Consequently, when Richard 

Curie went off to the east to do some early detective work, and publish- 

ed the results, including the identification of the last scene in "Youth" 

with Muntok, their friendship was greatly strained: 

It is a strange fact that everything that I have, of set artistic pur-- 

pose, laboured to leave indefinite, suggestive, in the penumbra of orig- 

inal inspiration, should have that light turned on to it and kite inaig- 

nVioanoe ( as compared with, I might say without megalomania, the ample- 

ness of my conceptions) exposed for any fool to comment upowor even 

for average minds to be disappointed with. Didn't it ever occur to you, 

my dear Curle, that I knew what I was doing in leaving the facts \f my 
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! life and even of my tales in the background? Fxplicitnessq my dear 

fellow, is fatal to the glamour of all artistic work, robbing it of all 

suggestiveness, destroying all illusion. You seem to believe in lit- 

eralness and explicitness, in facts and also in expression. Yet nothing 

is more clear than the utter insignificance of explicit statement and 

also its power to call attention away from the thingä that matter in 
8 

the region of art. 

It is obvious enough that in his use of experience, the artist can- 

not be tied to mere facts. For Conrad, realism is not the end,, but the 

means by which one gives conviction to the poetic truth. The East had 

its beauty and glamour, and they had captivated his youthful soul, or 

his youthful soul had invested them with its and either way., this was 

a "truth" for the conveyance of which the accidental ugliness of Muntok 

was irrelevant. At the same time one must admit that in his indignat- 

ion, he rather ignores the point that had he not himself called 'attent- 

ion away from the things that really matter" by giving out that this 

and other stories., were autobiography and "true"., the contretemps could 

hardly have occurred, and the hunt for his sources might at least have 

been delayed until after his death. 
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Heart of Darkness 

Hindsight makes it plain that with the invention of Marlow in 

"Youth", Conrad had happened upon something of great importance for the 

future of his art: it is equally obvious that he was not immediately aw- 

are of the possibilities of this form. *Youth* had come as an Interrupt- 

ion of the beginning of Lord Jim. then conceived of as a short-story, told 

in the third person. It seems that the idea of bestowing his own sens- 

ibility upon Jim, and using Marlow to analyse himself under this dis- 

guise did not immediately occur to him, but the value of Marlow as a 

means of both putting his own experience into perspective, and present- 

ing it in thoroughly British terms obviously did, so that he again post- 

poned the continuation of Lord Jim to use Marlow to convey the experience 

of the critical Congo voyage that he had made in 1890. 

Thus, between the rudimentary beginning of this form in "Youth" and 

its full espjoitation in the final and extended version of Lord Jim, we 

can sea Heart of Darkness as a half-way stage, in which Marlow is still 

at the centre, the essential hero of the story, and Kurtz, the figure he 

is in pursuit of, is not so fully realised. As one of Conrad's major 

works, it deserves of course to be treated as an end in itself rather 

than merely as a half-way stage towards Lord but neverthaless, see- 

ing it in this way may help to explain certain limitations or weaknesses 

that have been conceded even by its keenest admirers. 

In Lord Jim we have in Marlow and Jim, two fully realised charac- 
tern, each complete in himself, so that any division between analytical 

intellect and emotional sensitivity that the author may have made with- 

in himself in order to produce them is kept completely out of sight. In 

Heart of Darkness there is only one fully realised character, Marlow., a 

and the other, Kurts, seems more like a sort of ectoplasm projected by 

Marlow's soul, the substance of his nightmares, powerful and frightening, 

but not quite couvincinWy incarnated in a human form. This limitation 
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is not entirely loset indeed it might be said that if Kurtz had been 

made more "real", the story would lose much of its haunting mythological 

effect. At the same time, if Kurtz was to be given an aura of the super- 

natural or the elemental, it might have been better if he had been left 

even more indistinct-in the final scenes, brought right under the eyes 

of the sceptical narrator, he is inevitably diminished in this respect, 

and iihat Leavis has called the author's "adjectival insistence" quite 

fails to repair the damage. 

Even so, the myth was given life enough to capture the imagination 

of at least one great poet. In the epigraph to The Follow Men Eliot 

gave wide circulation to the news that 21r Kurtz was dead, and only the 

dissausion of Pound had prevented him from using his dying cry, "The hor- 

rorl The horror! " as epigraph to The Wasteland. As a major source for 

the ideas and images of both these poems, Heart of Darkness has attained 

as Trilling says, "a kind of canonical place in the legend of modern 

literature", and Trilling himself may be said to have confirmed the 

canonisation by choosing it for a course of studies as "one of three 

key works of the age that immediately preceded our own", v the other two 

being Frazer's GgldefºF3ouFh and Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy. Conrad 

himself saw all this aspect of the book as in being in danger of giving 
2. 

it ",. 'air ripolo"and would probably have been as astonished 
4eing 

put 

in such company as he was at being described as aPneo-platonist--"What 

on earth is that? " he asked of Edward Garnett. And more specifically, 

of, Kurtz, he wrote, "What I distinctly admit is the fault of having made 
Kurtz too symbolic or rather symbolic at all. But the story being 

mainly a vehicle for coveying a batch of personal impressions I gave run 
to my mental laziness and took the line of least resistance. " 

We can see that in these comments Conrad shows a full awareness of 

where certain dangers lay, but also that what he saw as no more than 

"mental laziness" or a "line of least resistance" was in fact the re- 

leasing of an inspiration deeper than he knew. His grounding in Contin- 
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ental literature enables his work to provide, as Bergomi puts it, "a 

combination of metaphysical extremity and political understanding" that 
4P. &4vue-) , was "very much in advance of its time in Edwardian England* Ber onziasp 

cites Dostoevsky as the nearest parallel, but it is doubtful whether 

Dostoevsky can be seen as possessing, or desiring to possess, quite the 

kind of political understanding that Conrad can provide. At the time 

of its production, Heart of Darkness was something quite unique, a 

combination of, or confrontation between, Continental existentialism and 

English empiricism that does not come to any, clear conclusions, but sets 

up disturbing echoes in all directions, and gives mythical form to contra- 

dictions that lie deeply hidden in the heart of our civilised darkness , 

contradictions that had already been indicated, in quite different ways j 
wcrG %1 liWuawt6tTMb, 9 

by the social insights of Me= andithe psychological insights of Freud. 

It seems that for the creation of such a myth what is required of the 

author is not so much any clear psychology or philosophical scheme, but 

rather the opposite, that he should surround some intensely felt, but 

not too private, experience with a penumbra of poetry, with seminal sug- 

gestions and images. If "the secret casket of Conrad's genius" contains, 

as Forster says, "a vapour rather than a jewel", so much the better to 

envelop us with. Here at least, Conrad seems to have had some awareness 

of what he was doing. At the beginning of the story he tells us that 

for Marlow, "the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but 

outside, enveloping the tale which brought i* out only as a glow brings 

out a haze. " 

We may apply to Heart of Darkness says Cuerard, "Thomas Mann's { 

words on Death in Venice: a little work of 'inexhaustible allusiveness; 

and Guerard here refers toi without endorsing, works of scholarship that 

have found in it parallels to Virgil and Dante (p. 309). Here it must 

be emphasised that there is ni reason to believe that Conrad had any 

great learning in these directions. His references to the Fates in the 



office in Brussels, or the Inferno in his "grove of death" are the kind 

of thing that could easily be caught by the middle-brow readers for whom 

he wrote, and it is gratuitituous to see them as anything'more. What 

lies at the centre of the story is not a plasma of classical scholars- 

hip but a sturdy skeleton of physical facts, the journey to a particular 

place at a particular time by a very common-sensical type of man, and it 

is only at the circumference that the symbolic resonance is generated. 

Even for the writer of the primal myths of Genesis, the Garden of Eden 

was a place with a very exact location, the source of the four rivers 

that he knein "The name of the first is Pishon, it is the one that flows 

round the whole land of Havilah, where there id gold", and so'%on. The 

name of Conrad's river is Congo, and it "flows like a serpent" round the 

whole land of "The International Association for the Supression of Savage 

Customs. " 

The King of that country is Leopold, a Solomon in his wealth and 

wisdom, an idealist whose aims, the suppression of slavery, and the 

maintenance of free trade, were the two great moral commandments of the 

1ineteenth century. The writer of the ninth chapter of the twelfth vol- 

ume of the Cambridge Modern History had nothing but praise for "his 

remarkable personality", for "his strength of character, his trained 

experience, his diplomatic skill, and his varied culture", for his "pat- 

ient diplomacy, capacity for organisation, and undaunted resolution in 

the face of difficulties that seemed insuperable". in every way, one is 

made to feel, a worthy patron for Mr Kurtz, who dying, dreamed of being 

welcomed by him at the railway station--and what, for the Victorian age 

could be a better substitute for the gates of heaven than a railway 

station? 

In 1876 Leopold had summoned to Brussels the Geographical Congress 

which"Ied to the formation of the international Association for the 

suppression of slavery and the opening out of Central Africa. Of this 

International Association King Leopold was the moving spirit. " The 
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spirit moved upon the waters of the Congo, but somewhere below the 

surface those suppressed or forgotten aspects of the human psyche or 

the social conglomerate added their footnote to the royal proclamation,, 

in very much the same terms as the note that was found to be scribbled 

at the bottom of Mr Kurtz's eloquent memorandum- "Exterminate all the 

brutes. " 

"Going up that river"r says Harlovp "was like travelling back to 

the earlieit'beginnings of the world", and in this way it no happened 

that the external journey that Conrad had made in 1890 exactly parallel- 

ed the intellectual journey on which the anthropological, psychological, 
aru 

and sociological pioneers of the time were setting out. Thus in age 

that is still trying to order and assimilate their discoveries,, an age 

in which fascination with primitive culture accompanies a widespread 

disillusion with industrialism, in which "the discontents of civilisation" 

are balanced against conflicting views of the darkness, or note of mans 

inherited nature, Conrad's work has been given a relevance and a reson- 

anoe beyond anything that he himself could have imagined at the time. 

Like a craftsman carving in black ivory, his skill is working upon 

fabulous riches in the raw material itself. It is a journey through the 

world's greatest equatorial jungle, inhabited by some of its most prim- 

itive people, inspired by the last, most conscious, and therefore, most 

demonic, act of colonial conquest, and in the name of the nineteenth 

oenturyls most universally admired ideals. On such a journey one can 

hardly Imagine any incident, however carelessly observed or crudely 

recorded, that would not have some prophetic echo in the era ahead. When 

the observing eye is Conrad1a, and not merely an observing eye, but a 

physical involvement that marked his body with its scars, the selection 

done with his sure instinct, and the myth produced from his rich mental 

ferment, one has every essential requirement for a prophetic masterpiece. 

His gunboat, with its limp flag, rolling on a greasy swell, and 
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firing into a dark continent, his desert landscape littered with up- 

turned railway trucks and lost rivets, his starving savages at the 

feet of the impeccable accountant, his dying steamboat threading its 

way through a primaeval forest towards a liberal ideal that has suff- 

ered a Kafka-like metamorphosis--all this seems so fine a parabolic 

presentation of the age ahead that any criticism of occasional liter- 

ary lapses or factual distortions seems almost as frivolous as critic- 

izing the style of the creek in which St Mark wrote his gospel. 

A similar sense of triviality can be aroused by attempts to inter- 

pret the book too simply in Freudian terms. Historically, sociology 

began to develop before the modern forms of psychology, but in the lit. 

erary world, at least, the Freudian revolution came first. And although 

in virtually ending that split between body and mind that has bedevilled 

western thought from the time of Platos Freud's insights were profoundly 

revolutionary, his patients, and the formulations based on their case- 

histories, came from the Austrian middle-class. Thus his theories, if 

not his basic insights, could easily be adapted to the needs of bour- 

geois culture rather than providing a fundamental critique of the cult- 

Urs itself such as, appears in successors like Marcuse. 

This is particularly relevant to a consideration of Conrads work, 

for although his themes of isolation and peycio conflict seem to invite 

Psychological interpretations, they are always set in a full social con- 

text, a context that is active in the author's mind even when it may be 

out of sight in the actual scene of which he is writing. Thus for both 

Hewitt and Guerard, the imagery of Heart of Darkness is to be interpret- 

ed almost entirely in terms of the narrator's inward disciveries. Both 

of them quote his description of the Congo affair as "the vilest söramble 

for loot that ever disfigured the history of human conscience and geo- 

graphical exploration" only in order to say, in effect, that this is not 

what the story is about. 
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One can agree with Hewitt that "the voyage is both into the impen- 

etrable darkness of Africa and into the darkness of Marlowls thoughts"t 

but when he goes on to say that 'the reactions of the originally rather 

naive Marlow to his meeting with Kurtz and to the strange country should 

hold our attention rather than what in "Geography and Some Explorers" 

Conrad describes as 'the vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured 

the history of human conscience and geographical exploration'" (p. 18)" 

he is asking us to choose between these thing as if they were alternat- 

ives when the whole significance of the story lies in their obvious and 

intimate connection. 

Thus, one can fully sympathise with Raymond Williams when he says 

in The Enaliah Novel from Dickens to Lawrence, that "a whole school of 

criticism has succeeded in emptying the Heart of Darkness of its social 

and historical content, about which Conrad is in no possible doubt" (p. 

145), and yet not be quite satisfied with his own reduction of it to 

moral and political terms-- "What from a distance is calculation, the 

calculation of company policy, is under pressure a nightmares 'the hor- 

orl the horror! ' on that ivory face» (p. 147). It is evident that Conrad 

does not believe in "evil" as an abstract absolute., but at the same time 

he sees it embracing complexities,, and even having justifications, that 

go beyond the calculations of companies, beyond both political under- 

standing and traditional moral judgements and so he stands with Kurtz 

and"the party of unsound method" in a way that makes Williams seem a 
little to obviously on the aide of the rational and the righteous. It 

is the greatness of Hear_ Darkness, that it can sustain, and still 
transcend, the exegesis of its "metaphysical extremity" that Eliot gives 
it in The Wastelami an The Rollog Men as veil as the sensitive politic- 

al understanding of Williams. 

with Kurtag it is the social context that is important, and perhaps 
the wideness of this context-"an of Europe vent into bis making"-- 
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justifies a cer Ain vagueness in the details of his character. He in 

not so simple a figure as Kayerts or Carlier in "An Outpost of Progress"# 

but his remov4 from one social environment to t inother involves him in 

a similar situations the difference lies in his more active and ebplliý 

ant nature. Instead of being the passive tool of a native agent, he 

makes the natives his tools for even more agressive activity. It is 

interesting to note that of another almost comparable figure, Rajah 

Brooke, whose life Conrad closely studied, a modern historian has said, 

'He thought of himself as a man whose aim was to uplift the natives of 

the Indies to the level of Europe, but in fact he was himself being lift- 

ed up to their level. He made war like the Malayso conducted diplomatic 

negotiations like theme and came in time almost to resemble a Malay. " 

Eben so, there is +ormous gap between a simple adventurer like Brooke, 

and the kind of demonic force that Kurtz embodies, He has not simply 

exchanged European values for tfrican values: ' he represents rather asp- 

sate of the human psyche that 14rope has so suppressed that when they 

are finally released, they can appear only in an agressive and demonic 

form. In this respect he seems to be almost an incarnation of Freud's 

fears about the drives of the libido, fears that can be seen as an aspect - 

of Freud's own social conditioning. 

It is doubtful whether any more human could have quite the intensity 

of Kurtz, who even when ill to the point of death, instead of welcoming 
the ministrations of his fellow-whites vii crassi on all-fours towards 

his perverted kingdom of the spirit. As Marlow says on a more sober 

occasion# and in Chance. a more sober book, "He was but human, and the 

incapacity to aohiee anything distinctly good or evil is inherent in 

our earthly condition, Mediocrity is our mark" (p. 23). It is of course 
the particular distinction of Mr Kurtz that he transcends the mediöare f 
like Steilt in L(xrcl Jim he is one of the few Conrad characters who for 

a5 
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the Purposes of philosophical significance are made a little larger than 
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life. When Trilling calla him a "hero of the spirit* he is not using 

a term that Conrad would have used, unless it were with an irony rather 

heavier than Trilling's,, but at least it makes the point that in some 

ways Kurtz is more spirit than flesh--if not Yeats' Bethelehem-slouching 

beast,, at least its Voice crying in the wilderness. 

For this reason, it is arguable that the story might have been 

more successful if Kurtz had been kept at a greater distance from Mar- 

low, if he had remained more indistinct in the "white fog" that surrounds 

his den. If one compares it with that classic embodiment of elemental 

"nature", Emily Bronte(s Heathcliff, then one notices that Bronte never 

makes the mistake of coming too close to her "demon". She would not 

bring even Lockwood into Eeatholiff's death-chamber, let alone a narr 

or as close to her own viewpoint as Marlow is to Conrad. It is because 

Heatholiff's "supernatural" aspects always come to us through the coarse 

screen of Nelly's consciousness-her reporting of village gossip, or of 

a wild light in Heatholiff's eyes that she cannot understand, that they 

sustain their invisible power--there is never the kind of fatal "show 

down" by which Conrad tempts fate, and rather loses out. What Leavis 

calls the "adjectival insistence" might not have been necoessary, or in 

any case would disturb us less., if there had not been this attempt at 

something too explicit, Even the shrunken heads on Kurtz' stockade 

might have been better if they had remained a rumours when Marlow to- 

cusses his binoculars upon them, their power is diminished in direct 

proportion to the optical enlargement. One feels rather as if the "met- 

aphysical extremity" and the "political understanding", after keeping a 

neccessary distance, have been forced into a shot-gun marriage that is 

not to the ultimate benefit of either. 

In these directions, Conrad's art may have been to some degree inhib- 

ited by the audience for which he was writing. Not only was he writing 

for a n&neteenth-century British public, but more specifically, "Youth", 

Heart of Darkness, and g Jim were all written for BB1 wocdý Magazillep 

ý'- ý 
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which specialised in well-written stories of adventure. Its "eaplorerä" 

were not those of whom Kafka wrote its deeps not those on which Kirk- 

egaard splashed, nor its night skies those against which Rilke cried to 

the angelic powers. Even if Conrad had wanted to be an dnglo-Polish 

Dostoevsky, this was hardly the place to do its and so, with 1' Kurtz, 

he peered into an existential abyss, and retreated under an adjectival 

smoke-screen. 

In ao far as Marlow returns with deeper knowledge of himself, his 

experience is not unlike that which Dostoevsky conveys in his "Notes 

from Underground". Conrad is fortunate in having a real-life adventure 

to provide a lurid and spectacular vehicle to carry and symbolise the 

spiritual one, but he cannot fully exploit it because he has nothing 

like Dostovsky1s willingness to reveal his spiritual nakedness: he 

does not want to involve either Marlow or himself too deeply with "the 

party of unsound method", as Kurtz and his associates are called. 

It seems that in his own personality Conrad allowed the metaphysical 

extremity to co-exist with Victorian propriety, and towards the end of 

the book it is the latter that comes to the surface. There is a rather 

Victorian combination of reticence and melodrama that puts one in mind 
11 

of Oscar Wiie's The Picture of Dorian Gray. or Henry James turning the 

scree. As Leavis sagsj, "we have an adjectival and worse than superog- 

story insistence on 'unspeakable rites', 'unspeakable scrate', 'monstr- 

ous passions', 'inconceivable mystery' and so on. " 

One can agree with Leavis as to its "tending to cheapen the tone", 

but when he speaks of Conrad as trying to impose "a significance that 

is merely an emotional insistence on the presence of what he can't 

produce", that "the insistence betrays the absence, the willed 'intensity' 

the nullity" (p. 197)ß one feels that Leavis has not reached quite to 

the heart of this adjectival darkness. Is it not rather that Conrad, 

faced with the "nullity", is a little afraid of what he might produce, 

that he is wrapping up in a fog of adjectives a radical self-understand- 

ing that he is forced to share with Rurtz, of which , indeed, Kurts is 
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the embodiment, but which would not be quite in character with his 

British narrator or quite suitable for his British public? One notices 

that a rather similar, though more poetically muted, murkiness develops 

in Lord Ji when Stein plunges us into "the destructive element", and 

Marlon immediately produces the same symptoms of moral mal-de mart "The 

whisper of his conviction seemed to open before as a vast and uncertain 

expanse, as of a crepuscular horizon on a plain at dawn or was it, per- 

chance.. at the coming of night? " and so on. (p. 215). 

We are told that Marlow chooses the nightmare of Kurtz, that he is 

a member of the "party of unsound method",, but the full implications of 

this choice are something that Conrad is too tactful to put before his 

readers in so many words. Mr Kurtz has gone into the wilderness, with 

great gifts] and it has "found him out: 
` his ideals have not brought 

light to the darkness,, they have been extinguished by it. If we stray 

beyond the shelter of, society's collective aoeroion, what is there, in 

the end, to stand between us and "the horror"? One suspects that for 

Conrad, in his conservative pessimism, there was nothings or nothing 

but certain fragile acoidentd of temperament by which a man might keep 

his balance on the edge of the abyss--or a highly conservative ethic of 

"marching in the ranks". These are the two alternatives that are to be 

presented in Lord J through the example of Stein., on the one hand, and 

the opinions of the "privileged man" in the "lofty building" on the other 
(p. below). As Marlow follows the trail of Kurtz through the darkness 
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he Bays: 

And don't you see, the terror of the position was not in being knocked 

on the head-though I had a very lively sense of that danger, too-but 

it this, that 1-had to deal with a being to whom I could not appeal In 

the name of ar thing high or low. I had, even like the niggers, to in- 

yoke him'--himself his own exalted and incredible degradation. There 

was nothing either above or below him, and I knew it... " 

Then follows one of those passages that Leavis quotes as being most 
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objectionable, though it probably Bounds rather less so when left in its 

context: "... I've been telling you what we said-repeating the phrases 

we pronounced--tut what's the good? They were common everyday words- 

the famiiiap, vague sounds exchanged on every waking day of life. But 

what of that? They had behind them, to my mind, the terrific suggestive- 

ness of words heard in dreams, of phrases spoken in nightmares. "(p. 344). 

This is the authentic voice of nineteenth-century existentialism as we 

hear it in Birkegaard, Dostoevsky or Nietzsche--but for Blackwood's j- 

azi perhaps even for Cambridge in 1948, it was a little ahead of its 

time. ` 

There is here a limitation that, no doubt willingly, Conrad has im- 

posed upon himself by choosing to tell the story wholly in invehted com- 

mas. By entrusting the narration entirely to Marlow, he has prevented 

himself saved himself from providing any comment not consistent with 

Marlow's own limitations as a thoughtful English seaman. In Lord Jim 

though he accepts the'same limitation, he escapes it on one or two occ- 

asions by introducing, first of all Stein, the Nietzscýýean "over-man", 

and then at a later stage, a second narrator, perhaps more directly 

identifiable with the author, the retired adventurer with rooms in the 

highest flat of a lofty building, who having been one of Marlow's 

audience, receives the report of his last encounter with Jim. 

The only man who could fill this role in Heart of Darkness would 
have been Kurtz himself, who rather resembles "Zarathustra's ape" (III. 

7), but here Conrad is not willing to make the neccessary sympathetic 

identification. We insists on making Kurtz someone whö he can despise 

even while he sympathises. Conrad disliked journalists and orators, and j 

putting Kurtz in this class, he rather turns the reader against him and 

detracts from his effectiveness as a "hero of the spirit" whose death 

is the death of a Western ideal. The triangular relationship between 

author,, Marlow and Kurtz has complexities which perhaps because they 
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were never explicitly resolved in Co=ad's own mind, are not quite 

satisfactorily resolved in the story itself. 

Conrad spoke to Garnett`of the story as something he had "tried to 

shape blindfold as it were", and we can see that the shapes that come 

out are very mach those that floated as yet unformulated in the intell. 

ectual atmosphere of the time, largely mediated for Conrad through the 

literature of nineteenth--century France-aspects of NietzsIie's thought, 

early anthropology, and theories of the subconscious mind, with behind 

them the influence of Schopenhauer and Marx, but expressed wholly in 

terms of Conrad's own thought and experience. In this respect, we can 

see that what is given shape, "blindfold as it were" is essehtialiy a 

z thio dimension to that conflict between "ideal" and "reality" that 

runs through all of his major works and creates a tension in the hearts 

of all his more interesting characters. 

Kurtz carries the "light" of civilisation into the darkness, the 

darkness out of which, and against which the ideals of civilisation 

have been created, but no longer is this the clear-cut conflict between 

"good" and "evil" that such imagery might at first suggest: it is'"a 

highly sophisticated complexity, in which the light is both false and 

true, the darkness both good and evil. The light is carried by the self- 

deceiving representative of a corrupt society, yet reprssente also some 

of the positive aspects of civilisation, and the darkness is a positive 

and natural darkness., and yet also the darkness of dangerous primitive 

drives, akin to the Freudian concept of the "Id". Before Freud, and 

with little conscious sympathy for Marx, Conrad seems to interweave 

themes from them both: the "id"is seen dancing in the jungle in all 

its horror and half-hidden fascination, while against this dark back- 

ground the "white men" dance with even leas dignity as the puppets of 

economic compulsion. 

It was boyhood dreams engendered by Marryat's tales that sent Con- 
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red to A. frioa, and earlier in the sane year that he began Heart 

Darkn! ff (1898) Conrad had written an wear, 001100ted in Notes-0 

Life s ttsrs. in which he described Marrrat's work "as the dis- 

closure of the spirit aniaating the stirring time when the nineteenth 

century was young. There is an air of table about it. Its loss would 

be irreparable, like the cuttailmont of national story or the lose of 

a historical document" (p. '3). lkrryst, he says, presents reality 

with "a grandeur that has all the remoteness of an ideal. " in his own 

book, with conscious art replacing what was for Harryat "" conpletely 

suooasial expression of an inartistic nat%irs", Cnnrad also aiag to 

provide both fable and histary, ot a later and less happy tins. its has 

$0411 HL"Yst as unconsciousür Conveying a social significance that he 

is more deliberately to bring out, 

That conflict w4 oontmdiotion felt alroadr in the background of 

The Elf! "r of the ! rgtnsut between the beauty of the ship, the fidelity 

of the crew, sM "tae sordid inspiration of her pilgrimage " is given, 

in H2111 of i)arknesp out of the throes of a journgr that almost cost 

the author his ova lifs, an apooal. 'ptio vision of its and that gains 

such of Ltd power from the very intensity of its rsei issa, though as the 

steamer goss further towards "the earliest beginnings of the world", and 

the end of as era, the dark continent begins to become more a country 

of the European sind, and out of the white fog that surrounds the Inner 

Station there grows the yrthical figure of Kurts--almost a kind of post- 

l'3atonio anti$ roaietheua carrying the torch back to dark gods. The 

turning point here, perhaps, is that place where we see a piece of 2Curtsts 

arte 

Then I noticed a small sketch in oils, on a panel, reprssantint a 

vwsa� draped and blindtold. d, O&MUIS a lilhtsd torch. The background 

vu sombre--alarost black. Tb. Doramsnt of the voman %as stately, grid 1 

the affect of the torah-light on the face vas sininter" 
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It arrested me, and he stood by civ . 1y, holding an empty half-pint 

champagne bottle (medical comforts) with the candle stuck. in it. To 

my question he said Mr Kurtz had painted this--in this very station more 

than a year ago--while waiting for means to go to his trading post. 
). "Tell me, pray, " said I, "who is this Nkr Kurtz? " (p. 79 

In this respect one can say that Marlow as explorer in the Congo 

has märe affinity with the explorer of Kafka's "In the Penal Settlement" 

than with Stanley or Mango Park--it is rather that the detailed realism 

that it took Kafka all the pains of genius to construct in a world entir-- 

ely of the mind, Conrad found ready-made, and ready decayed, along the 

reaches of the Congo. And the "metamorphosis" of Mr Kurtz., after "the 

wilderness, had patted him on the head"# though it be a scorpion that lies 

on its back and waves its legs, rather than a harmless black beetle., 

makes an almost comparable appeal to our emotions, with its human pathos 

in a less than human form. 

With the invention of Marlow., Conrad found a form and created a 

character, and with the character a style, a kind of iythmio "spoken" 

prose that is quite unique. In Enemies of Promise Cyril Oonnolly 

was able to divide the styles of English prose into "the Mandarin" and 

the vernacular", but this distinction, which works so well with his 

contemporaries, seems to break down when we come to Conrad. If one 

considers Connolly's description of how Handarin is made up--"by long 

sentences with many dependent clauses, by the use of the subjunctive and 

tic conditional, by exclamations and interjections, quotations, allusions, 

metaphors, long images, Latin terminology, subtlety and conceits" (pp. 29 

-30)p much of it fits Conrad, yet the "vernacular", the colloquial idiom 

of the age is also present. There is a conversational rhythm, by which 

however long the sentence, one can still imagine it being extemporised 

by Marlow, whereas one could hardly conceive the sentences of Henry 

James being used in conversation excepts as Leavis records, by James 
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himself (p. 184n). In Heart_Dark, Darkness words from the seaman's world 

like "fluke" or "funk" jostle with the0Latin terminology and they do 

their work together an well as the different. ranks on the story-bound 

Narcissus. It is not enough to say with Connolly that Conrad "tried to 

pep up the grand style": whatever his French, or even his Polish back- 

ground may hagre contrib*tted to it, it is essentially the style of a man 

who has read good books and lived with seamen, and learned from both. 

The book was written at the time when Conrad was beginning his col- 

laboration with Ford$ and sometimes uses a technique that they disoussed 

together. The idea van that in scenes of action, one should not present 

the reader with the condensed conclusions of the pero^tive process, but 

rather with the raw materials so that he could do the work himself. 

Instead of saying, "the sword out his arm", one provided a 'bounding 

movement, a flash of steel, and a red patch spreading on white akin. No 

doubt it was the conscious formulation rather than the thing itself 

that was new. It can obviously be effective in conveying some sudden, 

and unexpected event. There is an example in the attack on the steam- 
boat in Chapter 2: "Sticks, little sticks were flying about--thioki 
they were whizzing before my nose, dropping below me, striking behind 

me against my pilot-house. 111 this time the river,, the shore, the woods 

were very quiet. I could only hear the heavy splashing thump of the 

stern wheel and the patter of these things. We cleared the snag clu S 

i1y. Arrows$ by Jove! We were being shot at! " Or again, when the 
c helmsman is speared: 

Something big appeared in the air before the shutter, the rifle vent or 

overboard, and the man stepped back swiftly, looked at as over his shoul- 
der in an extraordinary, profound, familiar manner, and fell upon nr 

feet. The aide of his head hit the wheel twice, and the end of what 

appeared to be a long cane clattered around and knocked over a little 

camp stool. It looked as though after wrenching that thing from some.. 
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body, anhöre he' had lost his' balance in the , effort.. The thin smoke -had 

biovn away$ we were clear of the eriag, and looking ahead I Could see 

that in another . hundred yards or so I- vou. d be 'free to sheer off, 'away 

from 'the' bank; 'but my feet felt so very warm and vet that I had to look 

down, The man had rolled on his back and 'stared straight' up at me; ý both 

his bands clutched that cane. {PF" It1-ýý2 ), 

The long-lived, but quite erroneous impression that the book was 

*autobiographical* must have been greatly strengthened by this kind of 

writing. Conrad seems to have done his best to sustain the impression, 

and it is only in recent times that investigation of his sources has 

revealed the true scale of his creative effortq. In the first thirteen 

chapters of Chad's Western World Norman Sherry provides a detailed 

study not only of Conrad's sources, but of the whole state of commerce 

and "civilisation" on the Congo at the time, and demonstrates that the 

whole story is much further removed from "autobiography" than anyone 

had previously imagined. 

It seems, for example, that Stanley balls, the furthest point of 

Conrad's journey, was a large and well-established settlement with plant- 

ations, warehouses# soldiers, and 
, 
at least a dozen i4aropeans, and the n 

whole navigable portion of the river up to this, point was much busier 

with stations,, ships, and missionaries than the primitive scene of 

Conrad 'a tale (pp. 62-71). His own relatively proeaio, journey was used 

only as the, raw material for a ro®antio reoonstruotia, lof what it might 

have been like to travel up the Congo at an earlier period, or an expl.. 

oration of yet hunoharted tributaries, such as Conrad had besh'promioad 

in Brussels, ' . bit vas denied by "the Manager", -, Diloom=ne (p. 82). More- 

over,, as vetli as the' white men and the primitives, there was in, the 

vhole of this{'part'of Afrioa`a powerful, an d'largely hostile third force, 

the Arabs; vh i Conrad, 'for obvious artistic reasons, entirely ignores. 

There, ar; 6, indications that his decision to make the whole fictiotel 
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journey more primitive" than his own may have been made only after 

he had begun to write. A lengthy, ironical account of Boma, at the 

mouth of the river, with its hotel, trams, civil servants and general 

"advanced state of civilisation" that appears in the original manus- 

cript was removed entirely so that Marlow is made to pass through it 

with no other comment than as soon as I could I made a start for a 

place thirty miles higher up"- and also, it aeeme, te4rearo or so fur- 

ther up the river of time. 

It can safely be said that Conrad does not exaggerate the death and 

cruelty involved in the oolonisation of the Congo$, though with the ex- 

caption of a few sadistic figures, it was not intentionally induced- 

the attitude was rather that expressed by Marlow when he mourns the 

death of his native helmsman-"perhaps you will think it passing strange 

this regret for a savage who was no more account than a grain of sand in 

a black Cahara* (p. ttj Sherry doubts whether "from the hygienic point 

of view alone"% a "grove of death" such as Conrad describes "would have 

been allowed to exist within the bounds of a community such as Matadi 

then wan* (p. 32)v but quotations he gives from other writers indicate 

clearly enough that there were such scenes even if they were a little 

further from Matadi. 

It may be that Conrad does exaggerate the inefficiency of the admin- 

istration. It seems that he felt a kind of blasphemous incongruity in 

the whole affair that he helps to convey by a Iafka-toque treatment of 

the apparatus of eivilisation, 

I came upon a boiler wallowing in the grass, then found a path leading 

up the hill. It turned aside for the boulders, and also for-an under- 

sized railway truck lying there on its back with its wheels in the air. 

One was off. The thing looked as dead as the carcass of some animal. 

I came upon more pieces of decaying machinery, a stack of rusty rails. 
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To the left a clump of trees made a shady spot, where dark things seemed 

to stir feebly. I blinked, the path was steep, .A 
horn tooted to the 

rights and I saw the blank people ran. A heavy and dull detonation 

shook the ground, a puff, of smoke came out of the cliff, and that was 

all. No change appeared on the face of the rock. They were building a 

railway. The cliff was not in the way or anything: but this objectless 

blasting, was all the work going on, (pp. 63-64). 

The same point is made with the lost rivets, aal with the comedy of 

the warehouse fire a few pages laters 'the stout man with moustaches 

cam 'tearing down to the rivers a tin pail in his hand, assured me that 

everybody was 'behaving splendidly splendidly', dipped about a quart 

and tore back again, I noticed there was a hole in the bottom of hic 

pail, ' This is not how it appeared in the official reports sent to 

Brussels,, and Sherry, studying these, end the Mouvesnent Geograbhiaue, 

is able to tell us that the railway was very neoosssaryl, that it really 

was built, that the first rails having arrived'on the same ship as Con- 

rad himself, could hardly have had time to get'rustyp and so on. Sherry 

sums it upi 

Disentangling fact from fiction. in the actual, journey up river, we are 

left not with a upterious and, dangerous journey into, the unknown and 

the primitive during which the passengere are, beeýt by an, ignorant greed 

for ivory, and the captain� Harlow, is the isolated and, dedicated work- 

man intent on the immediate difficulties of his lob,, but with a routine, 
highly organised venture along a fairly frequented riverwey linking 

quite numerous settlements of trading posts and factories, and with a 

number of competent and busy men on, boardp and, with Conrad there to 

learn the route under the, guidance of a skilled captain. '(p. 61). 

Or. in other vordet "everybody was behaving 
, 
eplendidly0j but the 
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"disentanglement" mäy'not be quite as easy as Sherry suggests. What Vas 

in the minds of the passengers, for instance, is hardly a question on 

which he can claim to be more "factual" than Conrad, or even the degree 

of their competence. The world of public relations, with which Sherry's 

Belgian sources are largely concerned, has its own distinctive approach 

to-truth, 'and its-own elements of art. 

In order to convey his significance-and create his myth, Conrad not 

only turns back the clock, simplifies the politics# and confounds the 

engineering, but also, much more fundamentally, he'tranemates the whole 

scene. If we consider for a moment how a journeys up the Congo would 

appear in the pages of the National Geo raphio Magazine. what a riot of 

camera, -truthful colour and exotic splendour it would be, then at once we 

become aware of how little it would resemble the scenery of Conradfs 

Nightmare. The story is told entirely in black and white. On the jour- 

ney out, as the ship approaches Africa, we see 'the edge of a colossal 

jungle so dark green as to be almost black* (p. 60), and that is the 

last touch of green] after that, all is black, against which the fiver 

*glitters' or has 'silvery sand's but no other colour. Moreover, the 

black and white are never any direct contrast of positive and negative, 

good and evil, but rather of black and off-white, the white of ivory, 

of eyes and teeth in black faces, of the whited sepulchre of Brussels, 

of pale faces in unlit rooms. Most of the scenes-the scene of the fire 

where Marlow first hears of Kurts, the soon* where he overhears the 

Director and his nephew discussing Eurtz, and the final scenes with 

Kurtz himself, are in dusk, moonlight or darkness. 

Thus, although Gonad's symbolism may start from the I conventional 
idea of Africa an the "dark continent", and black bodies in the jungle 

shadows, the darkness that develops-around L is is essentially a'West- 

ern darkness, an unnatural darkness, that invites us to relate it to the 
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artifio . light, of hie, ideals, the ideals of the International Assoc. 

iation, enthusiastically humanitarian, and fundamentally inluiman The 

A, frioaus may be primitive and barborouo,, but their dark energy ja man 

natural and true as the curt along their coast. " They are not, by thera- 

oelveap, given to the xunspeekable" acta of Mr Kurts, or if Conrad in 

not quite sere about this,,, at least thepr are not given to the unapeak. 

able h poorisiee of Mr Kurts. It is primitive energies repressed or 

misdirected by &iropean ideal. that, produce the unhealthy darkness of 

Kurtz, If this is interprotation,, it. is an interpretation that the 

authorts parabolic use of 'light' and, 'darkness! clearly invites, and 

one can hardly doubt his intuitiv!, if not entirely conscious, awareness 

of auch implications. hat as his poetic lfrioan landscape r4fleots the 

psychological darkness of Kurtz, so also the sepul Äral 
paleness of his 

Belgian scenes and characters matches the paleness of white lies and 
bloodless ideals near to death, most movingly in the final scene with rr q 

8urtz'e inteneded* where luminous in dark clothes and dusk1 the paleness 
is granted it own kind of dignity and grace as it accepts the white lie. 

At the same time, Conrad is, like Freud, too thoroughly conditioned 
by his own social baokgro qd to admit the possibility that the "darkness" 

of primitive life might be simply a healthy darkness, The primitive 

world, like the destructive appetite of the Frenaian 'Ride, is seen as a 

world of savagery and lust which has for over, --civilised man both its hor- 

or and also--Marlow is made to feel this--its fascination,, The primitive 

tribesman is thought of as being only one remove from the gorilla,, and 
the gorilla for the Viatorians, and through the Edwardian to the Georg- 

lansi is alveys a figure of nightmare, an incarnation of lust and agrees- 
ion. Fremd did not so much, dispel this illusion as give it an intellect- 

ual frame: the gorilla became the standard cartoonists symbol of the ",, der 

and received, its final apothoosis in the figure of King Kong. If nowa- 
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days ue see the gorilla more as a sensitive and socially inhibited 

animal, threatened almost to extinetion bar the lust and aggression of 

oivilisation, this is i aomplbt® reversal, and a very recent one. 

Research has shown that for Kurtz.. Conrad had two probable soura- 

es# vho bear about as such relation to the tir, 4hed creation as A. P. 

Williamas, the mate of the pilgrim-ship J bears, to Lord Jim, that 

is to eay# iAerms of personality and inner liter virtually no relation 

at all. In the original msusoript Kurtz is called "lßsin", which was 

the name of an unimportant subordinate agent, who did die on the ateert. 

er on Conrad's voyage dovn from Stanley, Fallee Sherry provides a photo. 

graph of his grave, a faasimi1 bf his death oertifioate, and tinal], y 

lap his ghost with the conclusion that "there is no suggestion of his 

being outstanding or eccentric in any way, and be merits on3, v the con.. 

ventional, Passing mention in contemporary accounts. Nothing suggests 

Conrad's conception of karts" (Pp. 74-75). 

The other more important source aas äleints superior, a man oalled 
Hodister, whom Conrad almost certainly, never adt, but of whoa he must 

- have heard very much the same enTious gossips and may well have felt 

very much the same interest and sympathy as Marlow is made to feel for 

Kurtz, before they meet. He vast like Conre /2erlov, a man with infl- 

uenee in the higher circles in Brussels, and one of his patrons# Wautere, 

vas also a friend of Conrad's aunt, Madame Poradowska, He was a lead- 

ing member of the Anti-slavery Society, which in terms of the Congo, use 

essentially an anti-Arab society, for vhom he -rote eloquent reports, an 

explorers, and a highly successful collector of ivory. Sherry shows 

convincingly enough that feelings of jealousy such as are aroused by 

Kurtz in the minds of the Manager and his pilgrims are likely to have 

been shown by Delcommune and bis subordinates in relation to Hodister. 

But the *unsoundnesse of his methods seams to have been linited to try- 
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ing too agressiyeiy to out-trade the Arabs rather than any more`radio-. 

al "falle in the manner of ) ! Carta. ventually, in attempting to so- 

tablish new trading posts in the Arab-dominated area of Katanga, he 

vas killed, so that instead of, like 1ßr Kurtz, putting the heads of 

others on posts, he himself suffered this fate (Sherrps, pp. 95-118). 

Thus one can see that Hodiater has some ofthe attributes of Kurtz, 

but only the more superficial ones# for P"urtz has all the attributes-- 

be is lover, with a high-minded *intended" in Brussels end a"gorgeous" 

mistress in Africa, very expressive of a certain split in the European 

mind; he is musician poet, and creator of the remarkable painting that 

Marlow sees on the Manager's wall; he is entrepreneur, ideglist and 

orator, "All of Ezrppe vent into his making"p and if nevertheless 

there isesomething missing'', if he is "hollow", then the implication is 

that this is the one thing that modern Europe fails to provide. 

Mr Kurtz is something of a nightmare, and one can hardly doubt that 

he had been not by the author in his own lonely nights. Ile is a kind 

of modern, intellectual European Everyman, not so much someone whom 

Conrad found in the heart of Africa as someone whom he took there. As 

an imaginative, intellectual, atheistic European, Conrad travelled up 

the river with the hopeili1 possibilities of 14 Kurts, the highest poss- 

ib3lties of Europe, and by the honesty of his own observation and of 

his own introspection, enlarged, exaggerated a littla perhaps, by the 

gifts of his own imaginafrion, he returned to be haunted by all the neg- 

ative possibilties of 14 Kurts. This is what Marlow means by saying 

that he was faced with "a choice of nightmares", and was compelled to 

choose Kurtz, rather than the other nightmare of the greedy, simple- 

minded 'pilgrims'' who think they know what they want,, but do not know 

themselves. 

Although Conrad never allows Marlon to make any overt apologia for 



Kurts, he does it subyext], y by surrounding him with people who are by 

implication more despicable, who will lose nothing because they risk no- 

thingf a method that is also used with. great effect in r+d Jim. In 

this way1 without committing himself to any expressed, approval of the 

doubtful hero, he inevitably creates for bin an atmosphere of sympathy. 

When wo hear the tanager and his nephew plotting against Zurtz, automat- 

ically our eympathyp, as wail as Nancy's, is aroused, and, less obviously, 

we are invited to compare him with a variety of other less than att+ct- 

ive people-not only the flock of "unappetising" pilgrims but also the 

"pals plumpneas? ''in a frock coat* who runs the whole thing from Brussels; 

the young clerk who takes Harlow to the doctors who "glorified the 

Compa. nyls business; but does not intend to give the wilderness a chance 

to find hila out--'I am not such a fool as I look, quoth Plato to his 

disciples"f the old doctor for whom sending men to their death is a oonnn 

genial means of pseudo-scientific research, another split in the iropean 

mind, a type that Like the impeccable book-keeper, will also reappear in 

Nazi Germany; ' and on Maxlow'a return, the whole respectable population 

of ]Drusselss together with their "infamous cooking' and "their unwhole- 

some beer". 

Against this all the "good people in the Etors Marlow himself, 

the young Russian harlequin with his pure flame of"adventure, as un. 

avers as many other brave explorers of the true nature of the interests 

he serves,, the innocent girl in Brussels, even the ambiguous efficient 

accountant., wittingly or not, are on the side of Burta, regarded as 

members of "the party of unsound method. " They all, live for something 

more than commercial calculation and have become the victims of a civil- 
isation in which the vital word 'interest" has degenerated to mom', pri- 

marilyt the calculation of a finatial percentage. 

In this sense the book has an element that can justifiably be call- 

III 

ad %romantic", a tough persistent romanticism of Marlow, and Conrad� that 
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can outlasts like Polish patriotism, endless betrayal and disillusion. 

. Tust as in ''Youth", Barlow still shows so strong a nostalgia for the', 

ostensibly lost illusions of youth that one cannot believe them altoget.. 

her to be last, so also in feaart of Darkness,, he still keeps a youth-, 

fug, oontessed2y illogiaalq hope., a readiness to be seduced by a ne'i 

illusion that might after all turn out to be valid. It is given power- 

ful expression when Marlow is led to believe that after all they will 

not find Kurte alive, a passage that presents Kurtz as 'the voice"s the 

word, almost the las-the word that creates the illusions by which 

we live, or are destroyed-"the gift of expression, the bewildering, 

the illuminating, the most exalted and the most contemptible, the pule 

eating stream of light, or the deceitful flow from the heart of an im: " 

penetrable darkness", And sot for Marlowe 

There v25 a sense of extreme disappointment, as though I had found out 

I had been striving after something altogether without substance. I 

couldn't have been more disgusted if I had travelled all this way for t 

the sole purpose of talking with Mr Eurts. Talking with. ***I flung 

one shoe overboard, and became aware that that was exactly what I had 

been looking toward to--a talk with Zurta.... I couldn't have felt more 

of lonely desolation somehow, had I been robbed of a belief or had, 

missed my destiny in life., **, ft do you sigh in this beastly way, dome- 

body? Absurd? Well, absurd. Good Lord! mustn't a man eyed,. -ßere, 

give me some tobaooo" (pp, 133-134) 

It wcnld be naive to Imagine that for Conrad himself,, the and of', 

the actual j ou*-ney coincided with the philosophioal conclusions. or 

even that the latter were neccessarliy connected with this partioui- 

ar jorney at all, bit by making, for Marlovp the outer Journey end 

the inner journey coincide he produced a parable as pentrating as 

Xafka and an readable an Rider Haggard , Just as itilliam ©oldingee 
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Lord of the Flies is what one might call a schoolmaster's nightmare 

rather than a convincing study of how boys might really behave, no at a 

deeper level, lurts is a civilised man's nightmare of how he himself 

might behave, a nightmare that was too effectively made real by the 

Nazis, and elsewhere, to allow it to be lightly dismissed, Where Con- 

rad's emphasis would seem to be mistaken is in associating the "horror" 

with a return to the primitive, where in fact it may well be due rather 

to our moving too fare and too fast, away from the primitive. The hor. 

ors of Nazism did not occur in the centre of Africa, nor primarily as a 

return to primitive or instinctive human behaviour, but as the result of 

complex, but not ultimately inexplicable economic and social stress 

that was also the culmination of some hundreds of years of perhaps 

fundamentally misdirected civilisation. 

In this respect, Coarad1s Africa is not quite that of the modern 

anthropologists its darkness is deepened by being seen through a dark 

Victorian window. This applies also to his early Britons# vho* we now 

know to have been comparatively cultured, as well as preserved by a 

cool climate from extremes of disease in either their bSdiss or their 

imaginations, so that 41arlow' fellow-feeling for the young Boman off.. 

icer tempted by the "utter savagery" around his camp by the Thames 

seems to the modern reader a little aisdireoted, We can ass that Con- 

rad is doing it with the best of intentionst all through the story 

he is trying to emphasise tha common humanity of Roman, Briton, Belgian 

and African, but this common humanity is now so generally recognised, 

and coon to go so : inch deeper than was apparent in Genradom time that 

emphases that might once have seemed daring now seem over-hesitant. 
In describing his Congo tribesmen, Conrad with his "common-sense" 

nineteenth-century views, was in great danger of writing things that 

would rapidly be "dated", for he was dealing with just those materials 
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OA which the sooiologiats and anthropologists have provided so many 

new insights, Every inch that he vent beyond his actual experience, 

he vas liable to fall into sonne trap of contemporary ignorance, prejud- 

ice or misconception. Thatp with certain reservations, he can be said 

to have avoided them must be attributed largely to the fact that, here 

at least, he did keep very close to experience. 

If his Africans who *howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid 

faces" are not quite the Africans of the modern anthropologist, this 

is more a matter of the way in which they are looked at than in the 

details of what is observed. Nowadays, wo know that the African does 

not, like Henry Price, "the Sierra Leone nigger" of An Outpost of Pro- 

grease, "cherish in his innermost heart the worship of evil spirits*, 

but worships the "goods in the forms that his own culture has created, 

but the actual behaviour of Henry Price as a de-tribalised African is 

convincing enough. 

Similarly, with cannibalism, Conrad is not aware of its religious 

significance, and the many taboos that operate in relation to it# but 

his tact and honesty save him from putting his foot wrong. He finds 

it hard to understand the wonderful restraint of the allegedly cannibal. - 

istia crew in not eating the white men when they are pressed by hunger, 

but simply expresses his agnosticism as to the reasons $something re- 

iitrainingi one of those human secrets that baffle probability, had come 

to play here I lobk6d at them with a swift quickening of interest.., 

I perceived in a new light as it were--how unwholesome the pilgrims 

looked, and I hoped, yes! I positively hoped that my aspect was not so- 

what shall I say2. so--unappetising" (pp, wr105). 

There is a rather similar Victorian flavour about the story's 

treatment of "evil" and its symbolic use of darkness. Ia consIderin8 

ary nineteenth-century writer, whatever their beliefs, or lack of them 

one nest remember that for them, the great stockpile of abstract but 

emotiona7lT powerful Mlivil" accumulated by generations of Christian 
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belief vas not yet exhausted, even though the popular *romantics* had 

been squandering it pretty recklessly. Much of this great deposit 

still stood there, offering an artistic resource that few writers 

could resist, and others as sophisticated as Conrad-Henry James for 

instance-also cashed their cheques against it. 

Greater resonance, a kind of subterranean energy, was given to all 

this by the contemporaneous suppression of sexuality. The unspeakable 

evil of "the Turn of the Screw" is usually taken to refer to some kind 

of sexual hocus-pocus, and that rhythmic "beat" that has become thm 

background music of a later generation lMas for the civilised exploreres 

who heard it in Africa, the very voice of Hell. Conrad shares the foal. 
.. 

ing, but his sceptical intelligence saves hiss "the tremor of far off 

drums, sinking, swelling, a tremor vast, faint, a sound weird, appealing, 

suggestive, and wild--and perhaps with as profound a meaning as the sound 

of bells in a Christian country' (p. 71). 

Not onljr was there such a thing as "Evil", but Equatorial Africa, 

with its fierce climate, its dark forests, and its coastal natives'al- 

ready de-tribalised and demoralised by the slave trade, gras the place 

where for the European imagination this evil could be located with 

something like the confidence with which early cartographers located 

the Garden of Eden; and in the face of its fatal diseases, and the 

state of tropical medicine, the European body could easily share the 

same conviction. 

If one considers Heart of Darkness with this background in mind, t; + 

one can see that Conrad uses it with great skill--greater than he knew 

as he "struggled blindfold", to convey a deep subconscious awareness of 

a darkness in the heart of bdrope. At a time when erica, the past, and 

the primitive were thought of as just such a darkness, it was the obvious- 
ly appropiate, one might sap the artistically inevitable, way to do it. 

The subsequent, and gradual, realisation that inhibition and soo- 

ial order did not begin with urban civilisation, but if anything, began 
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then to degenerate, that social restraint is found not only among 

primitive humans, but even more rigidly in the less complex animal 

forms that preceded them, does not remove, but rather makes more ur- 

gent the problems of dissolving social order that threatened the world 

in which Conrad wrote, and of which his sensitive appreciation exceed- 

ed the capacity of the contemporary concepts with which he attempts to 

express it. The social restraints that in less complex species are 

programmed by genetic inheritance, and in less sophisticated human soo- 

ieties are imposed by religious belief and the force of custom.. had, at 

least at certain intellectual levels of the Western world, reached that 

stäge of dissolution where "ev .. thing is permissible". Mr Kurtz is 

the`de-tribalised native of Europe, with "nothing either above or below 

him. ' 

The book begins with a darkness that lies over London, and Marlow's 

remark that "this also has been one of the dark places of the earth", r; 

and it ends again on the Thames--"the tranquil waterway leading to the 

uttermost ends of the earth flowed sombre under an overcast sky-seemed 

to lead into the heart of an immense darkness. " Mr Kurtz is alive, and 

erferywhere. 

Notes 

1. Lionel Trilling, Beyond Cults p. 14. 

2. G. Joan. Aubry, (Bd. )! Joeeoh Conrads Lettre8 Fran2aies. p. 48. 

3. Letter to *Lsießueffer, quoted, Jocelyn Baines,, Joseph Conradia 

Critioel Bioaraptu, p. 277. 

A6 Robert Payne, The White Rajahs of Sarawak. p. 162. 
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Lora Jim 

Low was begun as a short story based on a dramatic reel life 

incident that had no direct connections with Conrad's own experience, 

yet-expressed that experience in a paradigmatic form. And so 

it grew, grew into a"iä%t of spiritual autobiography that became Conrad's 

longest book, and in the opinion of many, his but. In terms of the 

criteria discussed in the Introduction above, it is the book in which 

one might expect to find at its strongest and most pure, the "Conrad- 

ian flavour". If the exposition that follows tends towards the uphold... 

ing of this conclusion, it is in order to put the question rather than 

to prove the point, for it meet remain, of course, in more metaphorical 

senses than one, a matter of $taste". 

Recalling the court of inquiry at the end of his journey on the 

Pet-"Uns in order to use it in the original version of Lord -Tim Pre- 

sumably led him to deal with this voyage in "Youth" (p. above), and 

in doing so he stumbled on Marlow, a narrator analysing a character, the 

very form that vas needed to exploit to the ! 'till thi potentialities of 

his art and experience. Instead of continuing with _ rd Jim he used 

the new form to express the emotions of his Congo Journey, producing 

thereby a work of art with an existential excitement� with a depth of 

symbolism and a wealth of imagery such as nothing that he had written 
before had given more than the vaguest hints. When, after the complet- 
ion of Heart of Darkness. he returned to Lord 11 he introduced Marlow 

into this story also and let its hero become the "outward form" into 

which he could pour all his own "fine feelings" and display for analysis 
111 the tensions of his ova nautical experience. 

In speaking of the "autobiographical basis" of b' of Darkness 

Guerard calls it *Conrad's longest journey into self", but although 

this might be true in the sense that it reaches the darkest corners, in 

4U general some the remark would seem to be more appropiate to L2jd 
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Jim. for this is indeed Conrad's great, half-hidden exploration of his- 

self, using an "outward form" more "British" and less complex, but one 

who can carry the essential qualities of his sensibility, and so re- 

veal a little of the mystery of his own personality--and of ours. It 

is the intensity of this quest, with the promise that the reader also 

will thereby discover something of the roots of his own existence that 

gives the book its urgency and e=itement, an eoitement that is height- 

ened in the most "static" scenes, suoh as Marlow and Jim at dinner in 

the Halabar Hotel, a dinner at which seven chapters are swallowed, and 

seems to "slow down" when it turns to pure action, as in the attack on 

Sheri! Ali's stockade. It is action, certainly, that sets the problems, 

but the analysis that compels. 

If the book does in fact involve a deep personal concern of the 

author, it might seem that the obvious way to do it would have been to 

tell the story in the first person, to give as Jim's very thoughts and 

feelings in the most direct and personal manner. But apart from the 

fact that such an appearance of "confession" would not have suited 

Conrad's own complex and evasive personality,, there id the more import- 

ant point that it might easily have begged the prime question with which 

he is concerned, that sense,, as Conrad puts it in one of his letters, 

that "one's own personality is only a ridiculous and aimless masquerade 
1 

of something hopelessly unknown". He is intensely aware of the extent 

to which even our most private and uninhibited thoughts and feelings 

may still be an unconscious and inescapable rationalizing and sohmat- 

ising of material that is fundamentally irrational and ap, $teriouo, It 

seems that he does not accept the hidden, and dangerous, presuppositions 

of the Ca*tesian Coaito ergo sum. "I think.,. ", but what is this "I" 

that the grammar of the extravert ancient Romans so conveniently kept 

out of sight? As Nietasche puts it, all one can say is "8eaething thinks"s 

and it is this ps*ho-somatic "something" that is interesting, that sets 

the problems. 
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In this respect, to have given no Jimts own thoughts would not 

further our understanding, and might easily have made the story too 

much of an apologia; our shared assumptions would too easily escape 

investigation, and the story's marvellous air of objectivity would be 

endangered. Everything is organised to help us to understand--even the 

time shifts can be seen in this light-yet i seems that ultimately the 

author wants us to understand Jim only by understanding that we cannot 

understands for that purpose nothing can be too such trouble, no sen- 

tence, paragraph,, or "digression" can be too long. *I affirm nothing. 

Perhaps you may pronounce--after you've read. There is much truth-af- 

ter all--in the common expression 'under a cloud'"(p. 339). But not, 

here, in quite its "common'# moral, meaning: the cloud under which Jim 

moves is very much a kind of secular 'Cloud of Unknowing". In trying to 

understand Jim the author and his readers are to be engaged in an effort 

of mutual self-understanding. Marlow needs his audience, and needs to 

goad them from time to time to remind them of this--"I could be eloqu- 

ent were I not afraid you fellows have starved yot r imaginations to 

feed your bodies. " (p. 225). 

Conrad wants to get at the instincts, the desires, the hidden prs- 

suppositions, the unquestioned social values and the unfulfilled dreams 

that condition Jim's thoughts and actions, and ours] to bVing to light, 

of at least to our awareness# "that side of us which like the other hemi- 

sphere of the moon, exists in perpetual darkness, with only a fearful 

ashy light falling at times on the edge"(p. 93). It is a misunderstand- 
ing to imply, as many commentators have, that this is a question of 
moral darkness, or of guilt, or even of a Freudian "id". There may be 

some of this in Heart of Darkness. but very little in the cloud that 

surrounds Jim. 

ken if, by conventional standards he ought to be, Jim is not, as 

Marlow makes clear, concerned with his guilt- his deepest eosviotion is 

his own guiltlessness. It is much more a question of his "honour", in 
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in his own eyes, and in the eyes of others; it can very nearly be re- 

duoed, as Marlow at one moment suspects, to a question of "not being 

found out", a question which the French captain" who knows something 

about honour, prefers not to answer (p. 149). The darkness ii the dark- 

ness of ignorance rather than a moral darkness. The qualities in Jim 

that might be judged as morally good are as much a mystery, and in this 

sense, as "dark" in their origins as his less commendable aspects. Con- 

rad does not regard man as someone essentially "good"" for whom his evil 

acts are a metaphysical mystery, or as "bad". For him, both aspects 

being equally plain, empirically, and equally mysterious, moral dist- 

inctions can hardly be relevant to the basic problem. 

For euch purposes, a first-person narrative, or indeed any appearance 

of sympathy between author and protagonist would not dos only the most 

rigomrous-seeming objectivity, almost a kind of "behaviouristic" approach, 

can produce the desired effect. This is not to suggest that Conrad init- 

ially planned the story to be like this; it is rather that having begun 

the tale as a simple short story, told in the third person, when he re- 

turned to it, with Marlow in his mind, he found the means at hand. In 

this respect it is vital for Conrad's purpose that Jim should be, as he 

says in the Author's Note, "a simple and sensitive character". The 

simplicity is most important. He is presented as a man without guile, 

a man who, to Marlow's expressed embarassmaL, nt, always speaks as he 

thinks, and so from his reported speech, his gestures and his blushes, 

we can know what he thinks. Jim's thoughts are not clear and rational, 

they are full of evasions, self-justifications, and unimaginative egoiss, 

but it is this that demonstrates their essential sincerity. As the cun- 

ning Cornelius says, *Be is like a child. " His words do not hide his 

thoughts-even though his thoughts may hide the truth-they always att- 

empt to express them, and it is because of this that our understanding 
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of Jim, as far as it goes, can be attained without any effort by the 

author to express the invisible workings of his mind. 

One is reminded has of Ryle's demonstration, in The 2004621 21 

BW that, despite a popular superstition to the contrary, we have no 

way of knowing what happens in our own minds that differs fundamentally 

from the means by which we know what happens in the minds of others, 

Thus,, for example, if Jim is to be called a "coward", he has no way of 

discovering this that differs from those available to the people who 

see his actions and hear his words. In fact, as Conrad ably demonstrates, 

because of a fundamental difficulty in being objective about ourselves, 

he may be rather less successful in $hid direction than the observers. 

An author who deals with characters as subtle as those of Henry 

James can hardly afford to relinquish his omniscience, for it is diff- 

Sault to present a "double-minded man" if only the public half of his 

mind can be recorded, but given a character as "single-minded" as dim, 

there is no evident loss of under*anding in treating him sxternsI370 and 

there is a great gain in the feeling of "obj activity", the app4anee of 

justice being done, 

This is not to deny that the author may subtly tilt the scales in 

Jim's favour, but we tend to connive at this because it is hardly poss- 

ibis to be aware of this without realising also that they are being tilt- 

ed in favour of all of us* unless we are super-men in the mould of Stein. 

Jim is "act good enough"--and again it must be emphasised that "food" 

U used here colloquially rather than in a moral sense--but as Marlow 

hastens to adds "none of us are good enough" (p. 319), Jim is "one 

of us", if we have ever had an ideal of conduct or a dream of glory, 

and there are certain illusions without which civilisation might not 

survive--Captain Brierly was also "one of us". 

The relative simplicity of Jim, and the everyday language that 
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uses, tend to conceal the intellectual range and depth of the boor. 

It works round the whole edge of that dark continent that with ines- 

capable imprecision we can the "soul", a term that in this context must 

not exclude the body, that area of cloudy peaks and hidden valley, jun- 

gle and swamp, on which successive philosophical imperialists have sot 

up their flags, and successive map-makers Of psychology decorate with 

imaginative details, a darkness in which the areas illuminated by a 

Freud or a Durkheim serve only to emphasise the extent of the unknown. 

The n sterious unity of mind and body, in which the mind, for all 

its pretensions, may not be much more than a telephone exchange, the 

coils and the tensions of social ideal and social reality, private ideal 

and personal reality, and in and around than all the "malevolent prov- 

idence" as Conrad likes to call it, of an irrational, or, at least, nom- 

huaanr universe, make a quivering knot witt4a thousand loose ends to 

tempt, and baffle the approaching intellect, an intellect that is itself 

a, -part of the knot, so that even the attempt to put the problem in a 

metaphor runs out of rati6nality before the and of the sentence, Con- 

rad, disdaining the short-outs and the conflicting maps of the system- 

makers, goes on light feet to make short sharp forays into the ultimately 

impenetrable. His modesty in the face of"the inscrutable" can easily 

lead us to underestimate the penetration of his scrutiny. The book de- 

mands to be read and re-read in the manner of that friend of Harlow's 

who receives his last report, "deliberately, like one approaching with 

slow feet and alert eyes the glimpse of on undiscovered oountry"(p. 338). 

As Robert Z. Kuehn says in an editorial introduction to a collection of 

essays on Lord Ji *When Marlow asks himself $if the obscure truth in- 

volved were momentuous enough to affect mankindle conception of itself' 

he is not giving in to more rhetoric, he is hinting at the philosophical 
z magnitude with which Jim1s case may be viewed'. It is one of those 

works that like ifamlet, bon Quixote and Goethets Faust, are milestones 
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along the trank of Western manta understanding of himself. 

on almost every page of the book Harlow starts up some intellectual 

hare, and perhaps fires after it a shot of conventional wisdom or pers- 

onal insight, but what he fired at, or whether he really hit it, the 

reader is left largely to Judge for himself. The earlier critics, who 

saw their tact largely in moral terms, were able to drag a few little 

corpses out'of the undergrowth and tell us that Jim had, or had not, 

"redeemed himself", that he was "a coward", or an "egoist", a non-lover 

of his work, or the victim of a morbid sense of honour. The later ones 

saw larger and vaguer shapes in the background-Conrad betraying Poland# 

the evils of Colonialism, or the *ego* failing to deal with the "super- 

ego"� None of them are necoessarily wrong within their own terms of 

reference, and all of them may contribute something to our understanding, 

but they generally fail to ' appreciate the extent to which the book 

bringe the very terms of reference themselves into question. In the ends 

they seem as the wall dust in the balance against the full human gravity 

of Jim: he will outlast as many theories and support as many interptet- 

ations as Hamlet, which is perhaps to say that he embodies a great deal 

Bf the intractable staff of Conrad, and of all of us, and that such 

stuff is got at only b. y a rare combination of introspection, insight, 

and imagination, insight that can be reflected outwards on the whole of 
Western society and its "Platonic conception of itself. " 

For Jim, as a water-clerk and for the Pegg as a pilgrim ship, Con- 

rad had a source in real life,, but it can be seen that this source had 

no real oonnection with the problem of Jim's sensibility. As long ago 
as 1923 in a letter to The TimesLiterary Suvuls ent by Sir Frank 
Swettenham, an origin ^t 

tor hehe Pr ryas established') &a for Jim hiaeeif, 
in the case of the Jadda a pilgrim ship abandoned by its crew in the 

Indian Ocean in 1880, but later research has shown that in this letter 
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Sir Frank had already assimilated his vague memories of the incident 
3 

to Conrad's story to a misleading degree. In fact this incident, in 

Whatever hearsay versions Conrad may have received it, provided him 

with only the barest outline of the plot, and a suggestion for the 

physical shape of Jim. 

The Jeddahlike the Patna was a ship carrying Arab pilgrims from 

Singapore to the Middle East but it was not an old ship with a rusty 

bulkhead, and the occasion of its crippling in no way resembled that of 

the PPatna-it came as the result of violent storms, and not in the midst 

of "a marvellous stillness'. All that Conrad took from this incident aas 

the basic idea oa ship abandoned by its crew that turns up again to 

confound their story of its sinking. That wholly realistic, wonderfully 

symbolic, crippling of the Patna with *a faint noise of thunder infinit- 

sly remote" as if for an instant *the earth had been checked in her ecy& 

course" that makes 'suddenly the calm sea, the sky without a cloud" 

appear "formidably insecure in their immobility*-all this, and aal that 

follows on the ship, was entirely the creation of his art. 

And the connections between the mate of the edd Augustine Podis, 

more Williams, and Jim are equally superfioial-psychologically speaking, 

a relation of opposites more than resemblances. The contrast between 

Jim's outward appearance, large strong and loud-voiced, like the very 

incarnation of John Bull, and his inner sensitivity and dreariness give 

added force and meaning to Conrads presentation, but this fruitful 

contrast was something created entirely by Conrad. -and then disowned. 

In the Author's Note added to the book in 1917 he answers the criticism 

that Jim's sensitivity is 'artificial and morbid" by claiming that he 

really existed: "I can safely assure a' readers that he is not the pro- 

duet of coldly perverted thinking. go's not a figure of Northern mists 

either. One cungy morning in the commonplace surroundings of an Restern 

roadstead, I saw his form pass by__appealing_significant-und+ cloud. 



195 

perfectly silent" (p. iz). 

In the light of what has subsequently been discovered about the 

"form" that Conrad saw passing by, this is a statcmant quite extraord- 

inary in its apparent modesty, its attempt to diaoun the responsibility 

for all the inner life, the creative 'perverted thinking" that Conrad 

put into Jim. It seems that rather than give any hint that the brill- 

iance and power of this psychological portrait had its origins in his 

own personality, he preferred to give it all away to a ship's chandler 

called Augustine Podmore Williams, who by all accounts was rather less 

than worthy of it. 

There can be no doubt that Williams provided the form, for Conrad 

once confirmed this himself in a conversation with a lady admirer, Mrs 

Viola Allem 

NI used to see him in Singapore--a ship's runner he vas--nearly 

six feet tan$, 

"Yea, an inch, perhaps two under six feet", I interrupted. For a 

it he gazed at me-not recognising the opening words of Täat. 

MYesp" he said, "and he had an expression like this--" and he 

gate a rather lowering frown. "He was a tine looking man of about forty- 

was was Williams--but I used that was somewhere else, and so I 

him Jim. " (quoted, Sherry, p 85n. ) 

It does not appear that Conrad ever had used the name of "WiUiams" 

eleewbere, and the fact that be never gave him a suranae� although Conrad 

vas a man who kept to surnames even in his most intimate conversations 

or Correspondence can be seen. as an unconsoioua indication of his close- 

ness to Jim-np other Conrad character is treated thus. As 'Jim" he 

has a kind of intimacy and a kind of anonymity that reinforces the polar- 

ity of the presentation, like the voice in a telephone receiver that 

whispers no intimately in one's ear Proms distance so forbiddingly rar. 
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In contrast to the "Jim" whom Conrad put inside him, Williams app- 

ears to have been neither more, nor less, than his bull-like exterior 

suggested, a strong, insensitive character whose behaviour did not in 

anyway resemble that ascribed to Jim, either on board the ship 1, or aft- 

erwards. When the J with a leeks, and its engines not working, in 

seemed in danger of sinking, all that was needed was for the captain to 

organise men to work the pumps. But the pilgrims, unlike those of the 

fia. became aware of the situations, and frightened by their unrest the 

oapJdain seems to have lost his nerve, and the crew to have panicked. 

Williams, the mates, took charge of the situation,, and arranged for the 

crew to escape in three lifeboats, He was apparently particularly coo- 

cerned for the safety of the captain's wife, a white woman at risk among 

unruly natives, and felt himself to be noting like a gentleman and a hero. 

Although the subsequent court of enquiry condemned the whole affair 

and suspended the captain for three peers, Williams himself was never 

brought to trial, nor did he have his certificate taken aware He remain- 

ed in Singapore, and after serving in other ships as mate, including the 

ZUar in which Conrad later served, he settled down as a ships chandlers 

eventually owning his own business (8herry1 p. 78). 

During his own lifetime Conrad Seems to have had no difficulty in 

concealing the elements of "condessLon" in the books and the first critic 

clearly to emphasise this aspect appears to have been Gustav Morf in his 

brilliant books, The Polish Heritage of Joseph Conrad published in 1930. 

H. grasps the importance of the conflicting heritage of idealism and 

practicality that Conrad received from his father and the maternal uncle 

who became his guardian; he grasps the essential link between Jim and 

Bonrad in their both being "creatures of light literature"; he empha$iesea 

"sympathetic identification" as a quality that contributes to Jim's fatal 

actions, both on the Patna and in Patusan, and its connection with the 

theme of"She Secret Sharer"# and Conrad's own psyche, and he notices the 
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perellal b*tween Jim's jump from the Pat, }a and Conrad's "jump" out of 

Poland, which could also be regarded as a kind of betrayal, though it 

had not appeared so to Conrad at the time. Thus, although some of Morf'a 

conclusions are very doubtful-he relies too heavily on feelings of 

guilt, from which both Conrad, and Jim, seem to be relatively free. - 

most subsequent discussionhhof the book has been little more than a re. 

finement, or exaggeration, of his primal insights. 

Mart was also the first to attempt to apply Freudian concepts to 

Conrad's work, though he admits their final inadequacy. Anyone who 

wished, for example, to illustrate the concepts of "ego" and "super- 

ego" might find that Jim's attitudes, and their relation to his love 

and respect for the authoritarian father to whom, having failed, he 

cannot return, provided an example that would help one to understand 

7reudIs intentions, but it hardly works the other way, for this is only 

one aspect of the riohness and complexity of Jim. 

There have been attempts to interpret the book in terms of the 

Christian system of Fall and Redemption, and other less doctrinal but 

equally orthodox "psycho-moral" schemes, but it escapee them all. Its 

scenes and characters are real and solid enough, but always judgement 

is suspended until the flux of Heraclitus has carried them aways they 

will not»etay. Perhaps because, subconsciously at least, Conrad is aw- 

are that he is working outside of any pro-existing coral scheme or meta- 

physical system, that he is in a region where nothing can be takeh for 

granted, he created his own strictly empirical and, as it were, socio- 

logical, terms of reference by surrounding his central portrait of Jim 

with a ring of sharp, colourful vignettes, a multitude of dinor charaot- 

ers and scenes, every one of which reflects on Jim's case without ever 

finally judging it. They cover the whole spectrum of the human Condit- 

ion, from Stein, the romantic existentialist, through the French captain, 

the English gentleman, the satanic-romantic Brown, the Moslems, the 

primitive Malays, down to the *beatles", the crew of the P-atnA or 
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Chester and the oannkbalistic Robinson. It they malte moral points, they 

make them aesthetically& one map prefer l ttterflias to beetles, but 

the choice is not normally regarded as a moral ones though it may be 

indsod a very "human" one. 

An essay by Tony Tanner has emphasised the manner in which Stein's 

beetles and butterflies are used to symbolise the qualities of two 

classes of character in the book, and also how Cobrad reflects Jim's 

'Platonic conception of himself" by emphasising his "whiteness" against 
4 

dark backgrounds. Both these points are important in that they indicate 

the ways in which Conrad, unable to accept the old terms of reference at 

their face value, is both forging his ova post-Darwinian mythology and 

using the older concepts only with a gentle irony. The beetles and 

butterflies have their parallel in the way that Thomas tann repeatedly 

uses biology to reflect on humanity, as for example in Hans Castorp's 

researches into evolution, or Felix Krull'n visit to the Lisbon museum. 

One notices also that Conrads use of references to the Passion at Jim's 

death, like Mann's less restrained Last Supper in The Mario Mountainp 

are more for purposes of irony than of exposition. In all these ways 

Conrad is a pioneer in adapting the novel to a world where there is no 

longer any moral or metaphysical frame that can be taken for granted, 

and his trails have become highways of twentieth-century literature. 

Although his sophisticated sensitivity and his pathos are assent- 

ia7. ly modern, in his sceptical, stoic attitudes Conrad has obvious links 

with the classical world, and an essay by Dorothy van Ghent, collected 

in the same volume as Tanner's, draws parallels with the pre-Socratic 

literature of Greece. Here also, the tagio conflict between personal 

need, social law, and a pitiless universe are faced with the same kind 

of clarity, but in the case of the Greeks, with an over-riding social 

commitment that is no longer possible in the bourgeois world, even 

though Conrad is reluctant, consciously to admit its the tale Conrad 

propared to narrate was a tale in the manner of the older classical 
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dramatists, wherein law--whether divine, as with Aeschylus, or natural, 

as with Sophooles--is justified to the self, whatever its agonies of 

discovery. But he managed to do a tale that puts both the law and the 
5 

self to question$ and left them there. " 

The subtle qualities of Jim's soul do not lie on the surface, and 

indaod the author seems to be intent on initially obscuring them, or at 

least at preventing us from too quickly coming to appreciate these. It 

is possible, of course, that this is not go much conscious art as a meas- 

ure of the manner in which Conrad was drawn into deeper identification 

with Jim as the story de%loped" It is not any delicate creature who 

comes at us as the story opens, it is simply Augustine Podmore Wilhiamss 

'He was an inch, perhaps two, under six feet, powerfully built, and he 

advancod straight at you with a slight stoop and a fixed from-under 

stare which made you think of a charging bull. His Yoice`vas deep, loud, 

and his manner displayed a kind of dogged self-assertion"--but there 

comes inediately the qualification, the first hint of complexity-the 

self-assertion "seamed a neoaessity, and it was directed at much at him- 

self as a) anyone else, " "It seemed", "apparently"--these continual 

asoumptions of agnosticism provide the essential tons of the story, and 

imply that nothing is as simple as it "seams". The first paragraph also 

emphasises Jimis spotless neatness, "iamaculate white from shoes to hat", 

which is to re-echo through the story as a reflection of Jim1s view of 

himself, and the role he is attempting to play. 

The second paragraph reiterates Jim's "simplicity's a good water- 

clerk with "ability in the abstraat*s, and ends up with a kind of pnno - 
line that despite the obvious irony, re-asserts the complexity$ 'They 

said 'Confounded fooll' as soon as his back gras turned. This was their 

criticism of his ezaquisits sensibility' (p. 4). 

It is part of the story's effectiveness that not only the readers, 

but Marlow himself, is allowed only gradually to apprehend Jim's oompi- 
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e ity, although this is masked, to some extent, by the tact that Mar- 

K: i+`s narration, when it begins in chapter four, is done wholly from 

hindsight. That Marlow does not appear before chapter four is presum- 

ably because, as noted above, the first chapters had been written as 

part of a short story, possibly as early as 1896, long before the in- 
6 

vention of "Marlow". iooidental or not, it provides the book with 

an effective visual prologue to the analysis that probably holds the 

reader's attention rather better than Marlow lighting his cigar and 

passing the bottle might have done, though it does leave the first four 

chapters with their generalised, omniscient, point of view, rather in. 

determinate in relation to the rest of the tale. 

At Marlowis first glimpse of Jim--knowing the truth about the fate 

of the Pafft , although it will be many pages before the reader really 

knows Marlow looks at him with the same cool eyes and natural indignat- 

ion as everyone also. He sees someone who is "outwardly so typical of 

that good, stupid kind we like to feel marching to right and left of-us 

in life, of the kind that is not disturbed by the vagaries of intellig- 

ence and the perversions of-of nerves, let an say. He was the kind of 

fellow you would, on the strength of his looks, leave in charge of the 

deck--figuratively and professionally speaking" (p. 44). Marlow goes 

on to speak of all the youngsters he has turned out, and the satisfaot- 

ion it has brought him, and so comes back to what seems like a simple 

condemnation of Jimt "I tell you I ought to know the right kind of 

looks. I would have trusted the deck to that youngster on the strength 

of a single glance, and gone to sleep with both eyes-and, by Jovel it 

wouldnIt have been safe. There are depths of horror in the thought. r' 

He looked as genuine as a new sovereign, but there was some infernal '; 

alloy in his metal" (p. 45). 

This passage has sometimes been referred to as if it were intended 
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as a final judgement on Jim, but that is to see it not' only out of its 

context in the author's scale of values, but also out of its context 

in the development of the story. ' This is 's. ludgement, in character, by 

Marlow who at this point, at least, is very British, and it does not 

really say much more than that Jim is not so stupid or inseinnitive as 

he looks# and,, more importantly, it must be seen as expressing Harlow's 

feelings only before he has attended the court of inquiry. Mere our- 

iosity, plus the desire to see Jim squirms, takes him there, but then 

their glances meets 
I LJim's eyes, wandering in intervals of his answers, 

rested upon a white man who sat apart from the others, with his face 

worn and clouded, but with quiet eyes that glanced straight, interested 

and clear, Jim answered another question and was tempted to cry out, 

'What's the good of thist whatte the good! ' Re tapped with his foot 

slightly, bit his lip, and looked away over the heads. He met the eyes 

of the white man. The glance directed at his was not the tacinded 

stare of the others. It was an act of intelligent volition.... This 

fellow--ran the thought-looks at me as though he could see somebody or 

hing past n7 ahoulderw (pp. 32-33) 

Thus is established the silent bond that in to be the flexible 

nerve-laden opine of the book. It creates a form that is to have flat- 

tering imitations. Guerard has pointed out the resemblance of Carrowayo 

narrator of The -Great Gateeven to paraphrases of Harlow's remarks 

(p. 136). Camus, in The Outsider, although he uses first-person narrat- 

ion, establishes a link between hero and, author in a court-room scene 

that reads almost like a paraphrase of Marlow's contact with Timt 

The journalists had their fountain pens ready] they all wore the same 

expression of slightly ironical indifference., with the exception of one, 

a much younger man than his oolleaguesi in grey flannels with a blue 
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ties who., leaving his pen on the table, was gaging hard at me. Be had 

a plain, rather chunky face; what hold my attention was his eyes, very 

pale,, clear eyes, riveted on me, though not betraying any definite em- 

otion. For a moment I had an odd impressions as if I were being scrut- 

inized by myself' (p. 87# Penguin edition). 

In this way Cams provides a kind of explanation, if not quite an 

artistic justification, for the articulate philosophy of his supposedly 

inarticulate hero. The social commitment that Conrad questioned, but 

retained, the hero as one of use, is abandoned by Camuss his "Marlow" 

dives inside "the outsider", leaving only this court-room incident like 

ahat bobbing on the surface. 

It may well be that not only Marlow, and the readers but also Conrad 

himself came only slowly to realise the full possibilties of Jim as 

someone who could bear the whole of his creator's sensibility without 

sharing his intellectual power, "a simple and sensitive character", as 

he says in the Author's Note, for whom the event of the Patna could "col- 

our the whole 'sentiment of existence'". The study by Eloise Knapp Hay 

referred to above shows, for instance, that the incident of the rescue 

on the training ship in the first chapter, which finds Jim unable to 

bridge the gap between dream and reality, and provides a kind of para- 

digm, was added to the original "short story" only after Conrad had re- 

started with the idea of colouring *the whole 'sentiment of existence"", 

and colouring it with his own blood. 

Thus is Jim's essence refined until it is volatile enough to con- 

vey the authorto own ironic analysis of hiaself--"his fine sensibilit- 

ies,, his fine feelings, his fine longings--a sort of subii4mated, ideal- 

ized selfishness. He vas--if you allow me to say so--very fine; very 

fine-and very unfortunate. A little coarser nature would not have 

borne the strain; it would have come to terms with itself--with a sigh, 
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a grunt, or even a guffaw; a still coarser one would have remained its 

vulnerably ignorant and completely uninteresting" (p. 177). 

It may seem obvious enough, on reflection, that the author is the 

source of the "exquisite sensibility", but by cutting the umbilical 

cord, by purporting to deal with Jim wholly from the outside, and with 

all the apparatus of ironic perspective and judicial objectivity, the 

obviousness of the obvious is fairly well concealed. Jim is also con- 

vinoingly English, and Marlon also, however much he may represent Con- 

rad's intellectual complexity, remains, with his outspoken, empirical 

common-sense, consistently British. Jim's soul may in the and be more 

of a Polish soul than an English one, but it is this extra touch of 

"fineness"--or "touchiness" as Marlow might put it-that makes him "int- 

eresting". Ile shares too much of a common European sensibility to be in 

any danger of irrelevance, he is unmistakably "one of ne". 

Conrad, and Jim, are Western� romantics masculine, and middle-class, 

or above,, which means that they are also very much "creatures of light 

literature". Hexe the "light" can be seen with a shade of irony, for 

Jlm's minimum of luggage is said to include, like Conrad's own, a ons- 

volume set of the works of Shakespeare ( p. 237, of* A Personal Record. 

p. 72). And the Bible, that great Jewish romance of the love of Yahweh 

for his people, is also part of the "light literature" that has formed 

Jia, the son of a parson, Conrad and. ourselves. -hence, for instance, the 

delicate echoes of the New testament in the account of Jimlo final 
"passion". 

Axt if these heavier works of "light literature" are at the ground 
of the story's philosophical symphony, both Conrad and Jim are also, 

more specifically, and literally, 'creatures of light literature". 

Conrad is quite unashamed of his debts in this respect. Writing of 

Marryat and Fenimore Cooper, in the same period (1898) that L 2d J 
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vas begun, he says: 

'Perhaps no two authors of fiction influenced so many lives and gave to 

so matey the initial impulse towards a glorious or a useful career. 

Through the distances of space and time those two men of another race 

have shaped also the life of the writer of this appreciation. Life is 

life, and art is art--and truth is hard to find in either, let in test, 

imony to the achievment of both these authors it may be said that, in 'I 

the case of the writer at least., the youthful glamour, the headlong vi- 

tality of the one and the profound sympathy, the artistic insight of the 

other-to which he had surrendered--have withstood the brutal shock of 

facts and the wear of laborious years. He has never regreted his sur- 

render, ( gores m Ilk or d (k tk s, pp, ß-s7) 

For Jim also, at an appropiately lower, but strictly parallel level, 

it is "a course of light holl4ay literature" that creates his "vocation 

for the sea", and continues to condition his inner life. 

Ford Madox Ford wanted to lind, through Flaubert and the French tr- 

adition, a more respectable literary lineage for his friend, and though 

at the time Conrad may have submitted to the treatment, we find him to- 

wards the end of his life, in 1920, in an Author's Note for Within the 

ee reaffirming what he had written earlier about this source of his 

inspiration. "A romantic feeling for reality", he says, 'in itself may 

be a arse, but when disciplined by a sense of personal responsibility 

and aireoognition of the hard facts of existence shared with the rest of 

nankind becomes but a point of view from which the very shadows of life 

appear endowed with an internal glow... It is none the worse for know 

ledge of the truth: it only tries to make the beat of it, hard as it 

may bej and in this hardness discovers a certain aspect of beauty (Py" 

v-'Vi) . 

To appreciate this is not of course to deny Flaubert'a influence on 



155 

Conrad, for indeed it points to a certain affinity. Madame Bovary her. 

self is supremely a "creature of light literature" and it may be that 

Flaubert's rather strange ability to identify himself with her was due 

to his being, like most of us, rather more of a fellow-"oreature" than he 

was ready to admit. 

Before considering the ways in which Conrad goes beyond the ordin* 

ary limits of light li{rature, it may be useful to consider the degree 

to which all codes of civilised. behaviour" and all works of literary art 

have, necoessarily, their irrational roots and their share of illusion, 

and consequently their links with light literature--in this respect it 

may be that "light literature" often gets nearer to our real desires and 

our basic humanity than more sophisticated forms-one can note that 

Kafka expressed his love of "trash"s and the products of Hollywood's 

"Dream Factory" in the nineteen-thirties and forties seem to have uni- 

versal qualities that time does not stale, 

"! he pictures" are but pictures, and the rest is words, and what are 

words? For Marlow in Heart of Darkness. they were "the gift of express- 

ion, the bewildering, the illuminating� the most exalted and the most fi 

contemptible, the pulsating stream of light, or the deceitful flow from 

the heart of an impemetratable darkness' (p. 112). For t-ierlow, in L21d 

Tin, they "belong to the sheltering conception of light and order", that 

human "arrangement of small conveniences" without which the world seems 

"to wear a vast and dismal aspect of disorder" (p. 313). 

Conrad's love of the word "illusion", and his sometimes seemingly 

illogical use of it, convey a sense that more things maybe than we reaL- 
ise are created by 'the word*: "the cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous 

Palaces, the solemn Temples, the great Globe itself... " To admit the 

possible dream-like quality of thou all can help us to realise the imp- 

ortance of Don Quixote to Cervantes, and to us, the importance of "the 

idealised reality of a boy's daydreams" of Africa to H art of Darkneso 

and the importance of Marryat to both Jim and his creator. 
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This is not of course to deny the great difference of degree, the 

gulf in depth and imaginative understanding between a Shakespeare and 

those authors of light literature who gave to both Conrad and Jim their 

"initial impulse towards a glorious career". Such a gulf remains, all 

through the story, between Jim, whose limited intelligence and limited 

imagination keep him within the bounds of light literature and convent- 

ional ideas, and within the egoism of his own point of view, and the 

author, who stands as it were, on Shakespeare's side of the gulf and 

produces a book of almost Shakepearian dimensions. But linking them, 

and making the whole enterprise possible, is a shared romanticism and 

a shared sensitivity. 

Jim is "one of us" in a sense much more profound than the obvious 

one implied by Marlow when he presents him to his fellow-seamen as a 

Conway boy, a member of the club. In his choice of vocation, and in 

the manner of his choice, in his refusal to acknowledge mere "faots", 

in his commitment to certain ideals at the expense of his own and every- 

one else's comfort, in his persistence in the dream of "a glorious car- 

eer", and in his choice of death rather than the destruction of the idea, 

Jim can be seen as one of an "us" that embraces the whole of Western 

culture, a culture that has been propelled on a cumulative course of 

titanic achievment by its "Platonic conception of itself". "Stein's 

words, 'Romantiol--RomantiolI seem to ring over those distances that 

will never give him up now to a world indifferent to his failings and 
his virtues. (p. 393). 

The "idea" by which Jim lives compounds both a code of honour and 

a dream of glory. The first part of the book deals primarily with the 

first, and the Patusan episode with the second, so that for a full re- 

velation of Jima psyches the latter is if anything the more important, 

and the criticism of the book that is sometimes made on formal literary 

grounds that it falls into two halves, of which the first is usually 

preferred, quite fails to appreciate its essential spiritual unity. 
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This "idea" by which he lives comes into conflict with the irrational 

disorder of the universe both in Jim's own nature, and in the external 

world, for these also must ultimately be seep as one. Any division of 

the universe into "man» and "nature"s, or even "self" and "eatexnal world] 

is itself no more than one of those "small conveniences" by which we 

keep at bay "the vast and dismal aspect of disorder. " 

This link between the irrational in Jim's nature, and in his dreams, 

with the larger disorder of the universe is realised, with great dramat- 

ic power, in the appearance of Captain Brown. This "Satan" who comes to 

put Jim to the teat clearly embodies, and quite realistically, all those 

aspects of psychic reality that social convention, and the kind of "Hon- 

our" that make up Jima ideal repress and relegate to an underworld, from 

which they must inevitably emerge again to restore the balance of nature. 

Every ideology or religion, every oivilised code or romantic const- 

ruction has to work by selection,. by absorbing and colouring as much of 

the irrational raw material of the uinverse as it can, and excluding the 

remainder, which usually in some form or other it classifies as "evil" 

or "illusion". And any or all of the material that it despises or ex- 

pels may, like Heatholiff, return to wreak its one-sided vengeance. Jim, 

by his dream of honour and glory, by, his. insistence on his respectability, 

by his spotless white suit and shoes, and his public-school justice for 

the natives, by his "toying with the sword" in a way that identifies 

"righteousness" with the Bugis, to the exclusion of the "rights" of 

Sherif Ali, the Rajah, or Cornelius-all this neccessarily excludes and 

opposes a great deal of humanity, and human complexity, and a great deal 

of disorderly "nature", and even of the darker and deeper side of "ro- 

mance". There is therefore, in the appearance of captain Brown a cert- 

ain inevitability, a restoration of the balance of nature. There is, 

as Marlow says when he introduces his account of these last events, "a 

sort of profound and terrifying logic in it, as if it were our imaginat- 
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ion alone that could set loose upon us the might of an overwhelming dest- 

iry. The imprudence of our thoughts recoils on our own heads: who toys 

with the sword shall perish by the sword" (p. 342)" 

Brown is as Conrad says, "a satanic figure", not only in the obvious 

"romantio" sense, but in a neccessary, "Shakeearian; sense, as an aspect 

of the total scheme of things. He is very close here to ratan as he 

appears in the Old Testament,, most notably in the Book of Job, where he 

is not, as he later became in Christian mythology, a pure incarnation of 

evil, but simply "the adversary", one of God's neccessary creatures, an 

aspect of "reality". 

On the cosmic scale, like Satan, Brown also has his rights; his 

right to freedom, for which he makes a tenable apologia, his right to 

fight for his life, and his own inverted, but equally logical, ideal of 

"justice", and Marlow says, after the massacre, "Thus Brown balanced his 

account with evil fortune. Notice that even in this awful outbreak 

there is a superiority as of a man who carries right-the abstract thing 

-within the envelope of his common desires. It was not a vulgar and 

treacherous massacre; it was a lesson, a retribution" (p. 404). 

Any division of the characters of the book in terms of Stein's but- 

terflies ahd beetles obviously breaks down in the case of Brown--such 

biological parables inevitably involve a great deal of "reductionism". 

Brown is not a "beetle" like the captain of the Patna--Tanner, who 

wants to fit everyone into the "butterflies and beetles" scheme calls 

Brown "the most notable beetle"--but goes on to compare him with Iago, 

(pp. 59-60). Be belongs more to the world of Shakespeare or Goethe, 

with perhaps a touch of Dickens-in many minor characters one can see 

how Dickens' eye for the grotesque may have sharpened Conrad's vision. 

Throughout his history Western mane much more than the products of 

Eastern oivilisationss seems to have been goaded, inspired and bambooz- 

led by what Scott Fitzgerald, speaking of Gataby, calls "his Platonic 
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conception of himself". Consciously or not, Conrad brings out this point 

by making Jim's intelligent half Asian wife quite incapable of under- 

standing his motivation, both at the time of Harlow's visit, and fin- 

ally, in the house of Stein. Our Platonic conception of ourselves and 

our society has raised the aohievments of Western man to almost super- 

human levels, but at great cost in inward, and outward, egression, and 

in the troughs has degraded it to the sub-humanities of the Inquisition, 

the Congo-or Captain Brown. With an awareness ahead of his time,. Conrad 

lived in the age when this "Platonic conception" was beginning to diss- 

olve into conscious self-analysis, the Decline of the West. 

In this respect, Jim has, and is clearly intended to have an indist- 

inct but universal significance; as Marlow leaves him in Patusan, "he 

dominated the forest, the secular gloom, the old mankind. He was like 

a figure set up on a pedestal... I don't know why he should have always 

appeared to me symbolic. Perhaps that is the real cause of my interest 

in his fate" (p. 265). As a representative figure of the West, as "one 

of us", he is worthy of a place "ot(a pedestal", beside, or perhaps a 

little below, Hamlet or Don Quixote. 

As part of these universal aspects, Jim also embodies certain par- 

ticular qualities of excessive imagination and sympathy that are often 

the marks of artistic creativeness and which, one can hardly doubt, he 

shares with the author. He has limited but powerful Imagination that 

inhibits him as a man of action,,, and a facility for sympathetic ident- 

ification with others that is the main immediate cause of his two dis- 

asters. 

On the Patna. his full imaginative grasp of all to"s Wt 

the consequences of the flooding. of the ship, is enough to convince him 

that nothing can be done, and therefore there is nothing that he can do. 

"He was not afraid of death, perhaps, but I111 tell you what, he was 

afraid of the emergency. " An umimaginative man such as Captain MoWhirr 
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of "Typhoon" would have gone on performing simple, useless tasks, and 

whether he survived or not, would not have lost his "honour". Nor are 

the effects of Jim's imagination wholly negative; the first thing he 

does is to out loose the remaining life-boats so that they will float 

when the ship sinks, which Do one thought of doing in the real-life case 

of the Jeddah. 

The adequacy of Jim as a human being, if not as a man of action, is 

testified by his reactions after he has jumped: "$It seemed to me that 

I must jump out of that accursed boat and swim back to see--half a mile 

--more--any distance-to the very spot...? ' Why this impulse? Do you 

see the significance? Why back to the very spot? Why not drown along- 

side--if he meant drowning? why back to the very spot, to see-as if 

his imagination had to be soothed by the assurance that all was over be- 

fore death could bring relief? I defy any of you to offer another expl- 

anhion. It was one of those bizarre and exciting glimpses through the 

fog" (PP- 3.13-114). 

That other imaginative quality,, sympathetic identification, which 

Guerard has described as "the central chapter of Conrad's psychology" 

(p. 108) is also central to Jim. It is this more than anything that 

triggers his 'jump". The others having jumped, call in chorus for 

Jim to jump, and in the end, "I had jumped-it seemed" (p. 111) "... 

but I`Yell you they were too much for any man. It was their doing as 

plainly as if they had reached up with a boat-hook and pulled me over. 
Can't YOU see it? Iou must see it? Comes Speak-straight out" (p. 

123). This is the "infernal alloy", or seam of gold, that might make 

a man a great novelist or a dangerous officer. In Patusan, Captain 

Brown, bfr a combination of insight and luck, finds this fatal "flaw'and 

uses it both to un-nerve Jim by recalling the Patna incident, and to 

gain his sympathy. 
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Whether or not Jim's acute sense of honour in typically English, 

it is typically imaginative and typically European, and the French 

captain has no difficult' in understanding it-it is only life without 

it that he finds impossible to understand (p. 148). The complaint of 

the lady in Italy that"it(is all so morbid", which Conrad counters in 

his Author's Note with the question, "I wonder whether ehe was Enrop- 

ean at a1140, has been reiterated more recently by J. I. M. Stewartt "to 

an English reader there is likely to seem something excessive, even 

obsessed, in the concept of honour upon which it turns.... It has been 

declared.., that Jim in lese a good man gone wrong than a compulsive 

neurotics and that the novelist must be indited as having written a 

morbid book. Conrad appears to represent Jim's loss as absolute* Hon- 

our is conceived almost as a physical possession, say a pocket watch% 
a 

at a lurch of the ship it drops into the sea and is gone for good. " 

Given a choice of the phrases "a good man gone wrong" or "a comp- 

nleive neurotic" one might indeed have difficulty in deciding which was 

the rla4 inadequate,, but on the question of "honour" it may be doubted 

whether we are quite such a nation of shopkeepers as thin anonymous 

declaration would suggest. Schopenhauer, for example, regarded it as 

a general European obsession, and pointed in particular to the English 

use of the word "character" as representing something, "credits reput- 

ation, honour", which "once lost, can never be recovered unless the 

loss rested on some mistake, such as may occur if a man is slandered or 

his actions viewed in a false light. 
' 

This is indeed Jim's position, 

and accounts for his pathetic insistence that in fact his action has 

been "viewed in a false light. " 

For Conrad hiaeelf, his "surrender" to the dreams created by light 

literature had 'withstood the brutal shock of facts and the wear of lab- 

orious years"# but he was well avers that he had never met with auch a 
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brutal shock as the Patna incident, or Captain Brown, nor had his "lab- 

orious years" included anything as soul-destroying as life as an insur- 

ance agent or a water-clerk. What might have happened if they had? At 

one level, Lord Jim can be seen simply as an attempt to give an answer. 

And as well as the nightmares of what might have happened to him 

when tested by such a shock, Conrad had also his day-dreams of a "glor- 

ious career", of which the white man who establishes a kingdom in the 

wilderness, typified by Rajah Brooke, seems to have been the most capt- 

ivating, as he reveals in the Author's Note to The Rescue. and in the 

subject of the book itself. What might have happened if that dream had 

been given the chance of fulfilment? -the second, and equally neccessary, 

part of Lord Jim again gives the imagined answer. Marlow's last rhet- 

orical farewell to Jim can easily be read as an expression of the authorif 

feeling for his own youthful self and the dreams that were its subst- 

anoe: "Now he is no more, there are days when the reality of his ex- 

istence comes to me with an immense, an overwhelming force; and yet 

upon my honour there are momenta , too, when he passes from my eyes like 

a disembodied spirit astray amongst the passions of this earth, ready to 

surrender himself faithfully to the claim of his own world of shades" 

(p. 416). 

For such brutal shocks, or glorious dreams, "none of us are good 

enough", and the more we have of intelligence and imagination, the less 

"good" we are likely to be. Is it better therefore not to try? Is it 

better not to have had the dreams at allj--this is the question with 

Uhich Marlow goads his listeners in "Youth". Heart of Darkness. and 

Lord Jim. And because the author himself, divided between romantic 

heart and sceptical intellect, really does not know; he is never tempt- 

ed to preach in favour of ideals, intelligence, imagination or any other 

of the ambiguous "higher qualities" of man. RIB sympathies are entir- 

ely with the bdtterflies rather than the beetles, but he has no tUne- 
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ions about their fate, and cannot be accused of overtly encouraging any 

emergent insect rashly to stretch its wings towards the sun. 

Who could be good enough? Toýgive us a sketch of the answer, he 

creates the book's one character who is perhaps a little larger than 

life and almost too good to be true, the incarnation of the ideal, Stein, 

the intellectual man of action, the dreamer who can Jump out of the ship 

of social convention without even the life-line of metaphysical belief 

and by his own exertions keep himself afloat in the destructive element. 

He can create his own values, and also live by them; shoot a man with 

one hand while he captures his dreamed-of bitterfly with the other; he 

is worthy to marry the Princess, and direct the fate of Jim. Ne is 

probably the beat fictional poatrait of Nietssohe's "over-man" that has 

yet been given to us. 

The effective man of action who is also a man of intellect and im- 

agination is an ideal that seems hardly to be attainable in the world of 

reality. " Plato's "philosopher-king", Nietasche's "Caesar with the soul 

of Christ*, is not it seems, a psycho-somatic possibility. One cannot 

have the soul of Christ in any other body but the sensitive body of 

Christ, and it is not the tough body of the soldier who throws the dice 

at the foot of his cross, the poetic mind that spins forth the parables 

is not the administrative mind of Pontius Pilate. The man who, like 

Stein, operates a successful trading fleet, rules an aroipelago, and 

gains a world reputation as an entomologist, does not also recreate the 

philosophical foundations of the world. No man has sufficient resources, 

nor do the temperaments match. 

The dream remains, and any man who remotely approaches it has a 

fascination that goes beyond the simple appeal of either the "tough 

guy" or the creative dreamer. The Writings of men like Hemingway or 

Malraux have been treated with a respect, almost an indulgence, that 

might not have been so readily granted to them if they had not lived 



16+ 

adventurously as well as written "adventures", though this is not to 

deny that their books have positive qualities that depend on this exper- 

ience of both worlds. And beyond them all, there is Tolatoy, who in 

his prime might have been a match for Stein. 

Conrad also, is one of those rare men who embraced both worlds, but 

he was not, like Hemingway, physically robust, but rather an imaginative 

intellectual whose romantic dreams, helped by strange circumstances, 

pushed him further into the world of action than such men usually go. 

He probably got out of it just in time to save himself from shipwreck, 

as a writer, and perhaps literally also--"the pensive habits" that some- 

times made him "dilatory about the rigging" were not likely to be de- 

creased by the isolation of command. He retired with an experience of 

action that made him acutely aware of the dangers, in that world, of 

both intellect and imagination, and fascinated by the conflict. 

Obviously, he had not found himself one of "that good, stupid kind 

we like to feel marching to right and, left of us in life"; he also 

had been liable to be "disturbed by the vagaries of intelligence and the 

perversions of--of nerves, let us say"--and so, "it wouldn't have been 

safe. There are depths of horror in the thought" (p. 45). Nor can 

Conrad have looked, as Jim did, "as genuine as a new sovereign" and the 

"horror in the thought" seems to have occurred also to Delcomnune, in 

the matter of giving him a steam-boat on the treacherous Congo, and to 

other employers who were applied to , or solicited on his behalf. The 

accidental luck, described in The Shadow Lim that got him the Ota 

was his only command, though it cannot be denied that he fulfilled it 

with adequate success and retired with a good testimonial from the 

owners. 

And he retired with a deeper grasp, perhaps, than arty other man 

before him of the conflicting demands of the two worlds, able to ex- 

press what Jim could notj to complete that 'last testament" that Marlow 
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finds when Jim is dead: "After a while he had tried again, scrawling h 

heavily, an if with a hand of lead, another line. 11 must now at once. 

.. I The pen had splattered, and that time he gave it up. There's noth- 

ing more; he had seen a broad gulf that neither eye nor voice could 

span. I can understand this. He was overwhelmed by the inexplicable; 

he was overwhelmed by his own personality" (pp. 340-341). 

The man of sensitivity who is bruised by reality may reject it in 

favour of a world of imagination, or he mad capitulate to "reality" and 

betray the imagination. But if he is tough enough to face reality with 

unimpaired imagination, to allow, as Conrad puts it "the romantic feeling 

to be disciplined by a recognition of the hard facts of existence", then 

the tension will give his bow great power. In the first creative years 

that followed his retirement from the sea, this tension between romance 

and reality is felt and expressed with an intensity that gives to these 

books an intellectual excitement and a nervous energy that make them 

compulsive reading. As long as men dream dreams, and fail to realise 

them, they will turn to these works to find a classic expression of 

their experience. 

Jim is also"one of no* in the simplest sense of the phrase, English 

and middle-class, and so very largely is Marlow: it is only the author 

who is fully aware that their conventions, codes and formulae may con- 

flict quite radically with both nature and human natures that they are 

not, as they seemed to most of his contemporaries, built into the found- 

ations of the universe. He can transcend the whole social environment 

far enough to make us aware of "the truth disclosed in a moment of ill- 

usion", "the irrational that lurks at the bottom of every thought, sent- 

iment, sensation, emotion", threaten us with the loss of "that belief in 

a few simple notions you must cling to if you want to live decently and 

would like to the easy", make us doubt "the sovereign power enthroned 

in a fixed standard of conduct", make us "look at the convention that 
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lurks in all truth and on the essential sincerity of falsehood", and see 

that "the truth of every passion wants some pretence to make it live"# 

and do it without making the book as far removed from the world of e y- 

day "appearances" as this conglomerate of widely-scattered aphorisms 

might at first suggest. 

Marlow remains firmly anchored in the realm of common-sense, "one 

of us", and by, so doing keeps us with him, even the least imaginative of 

ue, but every so often the author grabs him and pushes him up to the edge 

of the abyss. On such occasions one notices that his emotions are ex- 

pressed in language very like that of the poetic "existentialists" of the 

nineteenth century-images of loneliness, darkness, fathomless deeps and 

limitless horizons, the experience of men who started life safely at home 

in the interpreted world and came to discover that our deepest truths sad 

and convictions may be no more than illusions conducive to the survival 

of one particular cunning, but not very reliable species. The butterfly 

nay be "a masterpiece of Nature-the great artist", but what of man? 

"Han is amazing, " says Stein, but he is not a masterpiece. Perhaps the 

artist was a little mad, Eh? " (p. 209). 

One does not feel that in his use of these images, Conrad is at all 

derivative, but rather that they are the product of his own mind, echo- 

ing philosophically the "destructive element" on. which he sailed, the 

mirror of the unruly sea. This dimension is most obvious in Marlov's 

interview with Stein, crowded confusingly with German exclamations and 

images that seem to echo Kirkegaard or Nietzsche, "the deep, deep sea", 

the "illusion" that is "true", the darkness "with a bright edge as if 

surrounded by an abyss full of flames", "the uncertain expanse, as of a 

crepuscular horizon" (p. 215) And if these images seem to us a little 

too emotional it may be that it is only because, with "metapbysioal 

extremity" as with the atomic bomb, which a mind sufficiently poetic 

might see as its "obj eotive oo ; relative", living with it for long en- 

ough dulls the heart's first indignation. 
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The other figure in the story who appears to transcend the limits 
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of Marlow's vision is the "privileged man" in the high tower who re- 

ceives Marlow's final report on Jim. He is the converse of Stein, an- 

other adventurer who has travelled "beyond good and evil", but who re- 

jects Stein's answer, the acceptance of one's own heart's dream as 

"true", and stands for an intensely conservative, disciplinary code. 

We must not encourage Jim in his romantic dreams, but send him back to 

march in the ranks. There can be little doubt that this man stands for 

another aspect of Conrad's personality, and a very important one; he 

represents very largely the persona that Conrad himself presented to the 

public and helps to explain his careful dissociation of himself from 

Jim, merely a man he once saw passing by in Singapore. 

It is certainly appropiate that before Satan appears, in the form 

of Captain Brown, there should be, as in the Book of Job, or Goethe's 

Faust, a preliminary scene in Heaven. Conrad's scene is not quite in 

the heavenly places-they wane already banished frog his world, he tells 

us, by the age of twelve. But if God no longer exists, then he must be 

re-invented as soon as possible, and housed "in the highest flat of a 

lofty building. " From here the glance of the "privileged man" who is 

to study the final report on the case of Jim "could travel afar beyond 

the clear panes of glass, as though he were looking out of the lantern 

of a lighthouse" : 

Y r. i 
The slopes of the roofs glistened, the dark broken ridges succeed- 

id each other without and like sombre, unrested waves, and from the 

epths of the town under his feet ascended a confused and unceasing mur- 

. The spires of churches, numerous, scattered haphazard, uprose like 

beacons in a maze of shoals without a channel; the driving rain mingled 

with the falling dusk of a winter's evening; and the booming of a big 
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clock on a tower striking the hour, rolled past in voluminous, aust- 

ere bursts of sound, with a shrill vibrating cry at the core. He drew 

the heavy curtains. 

The light of his shaded reading lamp slept like a shelterid pool, 

his footfalls made no sound on the carpet, his wandering days were over. 

(pp. 337-338). 

Eben Marlow approaches quite deferentiallys "You ought to know'-- 

you who have rushed into one or two places single-handed and name out 

cleverly without singeing your wings.... I affirm nothing. Perhaps you 

may pronounce-after you've read" (p. 339). 

This, we are made to feel, is the highest court to which the case 

can come, this is K. reaching the Castle-a wise man who has wandered 

the earth and returned to contemplate it from a high place above "the 

murmur" of the town, where the spires of an older wisdom and authority 

are seen as not quite valueless, perhaps, but as no more than beacons 

set haphazard among "shoals without a channel". And what is the judge- 

ment? Not as Stein would have said, "Well done, thou good and faith- 

ful servant! Thou vast faithful to the dream, even unto death. " No, 

it is "Back to the ranksl If you had not left them you would not have 

found yourself among those rogues on the . And your adventures 

in Patusan--"illusory satisfaction", "unavoidable deception", "selling 

your soul to a brute"-"in other words, 'we must fight in the ranks or 

our lives don't count'" (p. 339). 

Thus does the oracle speak. Here, by implication, is a condemanat- 

ion not only of Jim, but also of Marlow for all his doubts and sympath- 
ies, and of Stein as the romantic arch-deceives. It is perhaps what 

Conrad wanted to believe, and fits his public face, but it is very 

important to notice that these judgements are given not only well be- 

fore the end of the story, but even before the study of flow's last 
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report. The condemnations of Jim for leaving the ranks have been made 

by this gentleman on some previous occasion, and are merely quoted by 

Marlow in his introductory letter--"You said, etc.. " Then Marlow adds 

"Perhaps you may pronounce-after you've read". There is no reason to 

think that this man would have changed his attitudes, and his worst 

forebodings have been fulfilled, but nevertheless, no pronouncement 

comes. We are just given Marlow's last report with all its sympathy 

and its ambiguity. It seems as though Conrad's moral consciebee, having 

set up on a grand scale all the machinery for a divine pronouncement, 

is finally overruled by his artistic conscience, with its insistence 'i 

that the Tale must speak and not the Artist. 

He sees, perhaps, that his moral court would be as futile as the 

original court of enquiry, whose object was "not the fundamental why, 

but the superficial how of the affair .... They wanted facts. Factel 

They demanded facts from him, as if facts could explain anything". 

And perhaps for this purpose "moral facts" are of as little help as 

legal facts. 

In this way , it is Stein who seems to have the last word. When 

Jim's heart-broken wife says, "He was fake", Stein breaks ins "'No! 

no! not It poor child... ' He patted her hand lying passively on his 

sleeve. "No! no! Not false! True! true! true! " (p. 350) Perhaps one 

can say that where the author's greatest number of exclamation marks 

are,, there his heart is also. 

And so the book ends: "Who knows? He is gone inscrutable at heart, 

and the poor girl is leading a sort of soundless inert life in Stein's 

house. Stein has aged greatly of late. He feels it himself, and says 

often that he is 'preparing to leave all this; preparing to leave... ' 

while he waves his hand sadly at his btktterflies. " 

Whether or not the man who is put in the high tower to judge the 
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world is meant to represent the Author's last word, or merely, like 

the builders of the tower of Babel,, the impious pretensions of the 

civilised in the face of forces more elemental and divine., is of little 

consequence: "Never trust the artist. Trust the tale", and the tale 

preserves the ambiguity, the complexity, and the richness of life on a 

scale that puts it among the very greatest works of art. 
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Chance 

If we come to Chance looking for that prime ingredient of the 

"Conradian flavour", an "outward form" to enclose the Author's sensibili- 

ty and a critical narrator, then the opening sentence introducing Mar- 

low as "my host and skipper" will raise our hopes. We then meet a Mr 

Powell who seems destined to be the "form". His first appearance is 

presented with as much care and conviction as that of Jim, and contra- 

sted with that of Harlow, as if to suggest that these are the two poles 

between which the current will flow, 

He tells us that Marlow, "lanky, loose, quietly composed in va- 

tied shades of brown robbed of every vestige of gloss, had a narrow 

veiled glance, the natural bearing and the secret irritability which 

go together with a predisposition to congestion of the liver", while 

Mr Powell is "compact, broad, and sturdy of limb", and seems "extremely 

full of sound organs functioning vigorously all the time in order to keep 

up the brilliance of his colouring, the light curl of his coal-black 

hair and the lustre of his ayes, which asserted themselves roundly in 

an open manly face. " (p. 32). 

Marlow's ectomorphic physique suits the destructive insight with 

which he probes the apparent generosity of the Shipping Master who gave 

Powell his first chance, and finds a little malice at the bottom of it, 

while the sound and vigorous organs of Mr Powell insist to the end 

that the action was simply "something uncommonly kind". This rather 

Nietzschean suggestion that one's moral values are at bottom, a question 

of biology, has the true "Conradian flavour", and his use of Powell to 

convey what was Conrad's own experience of the qualifying examination 

for a ship's officer, and his subsequent difficulties in finding a 

berth, suggest that once more he has found an unlikely "outward form" 

into which to stuff some of his own inner emotions, After which, Mr 

Powell sails away in his little cutter across the mud flats of Essee, 
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and does not appear again until more than half way through the book, 

and then only as a witness to help us to understand the man and the 

woman who have become the real protagonists, Flora de Barrel and 

Roderick Anthony. 

It could be said that Powell's instrumental role towards the and 

of the story, and his final winning of the widowed Flora's h justify 

the attention he is given at the beginning, but it would appear that 

in the actual writing, the process was more or less ths, other way rounds 

that the end was engineered to suit the beginning. The whole problem 

of Powell's position in the story seems to be related to the fact that 

the beginning of Chance is probably an unfinished novella about Po- 

welllpalled "Explosives", which Conrad started in 1905 (Aubry, II, p. 18), 

and which may itself have developed from a short-story called "Dynamite" 

to which Conrad refers in a letter of 1896 (Garnett, p. 130). 

Thus, in writing to Pinker when Chance was completed in 1913, 

Conrad says that the part of the novel done in 1907 "did not belong 

to that novel-but to some other novel which will never be written now 

I guess" (Aubry, II, p. 1.45). 

In the first chapter, the reason for Powell's luck in getting a 

berth at such short notice on the Ferndale is that the ship has a cargo 

of explosives that could not be delayed, but subsequently the exciting 

nature of the cargo does not either materially affect the plot or rece- 

ive any kind of symbolic emphasis. The moment of intimacy that it pro- 

vides when Flora helps Powell to light the flare seems hardly suffici- 

ent justification for carrying so much non-productive dynamite on boards 

it would appear that the fact that both Mr Powell and the explosives 

have a role in Chance was itself rather a matter of chance. 

Meanwhile, a desire to find a popular issue on which to base a 

novel, such as "labour, or war, " to which Conrad refers in another 

letter written to Pinker at this time (iubry, II, p. 49), mal' have led 

him, in the case of Chance, to seize on the problem of "woman" as one 
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on which the public was eager for enlightenment. "It is the sort of 

stuff that may have a chance with the public. AU of it about a girl, 

and with a steady run of references to women in general all along.. It 

ought to go down"(Baines, p. 458). 

It was the time of the Feminist movement, suffragettes, and even of 

generally inexplicit, references to Lesbianism, and on all this Chance 

has rather too much to say "in general" and "all along". It must be 

emphasised, however, that much of this is very well embodied in cha- 

racter and incident, as for instance the ruthless governess, or the 

inerplicitly Lesbian Mrs Fyne, her girl friends, and her relations 

with her unimaginative husband, and the effect of both these women on 

Flora is basic to the development both of the girl and of the plot. 

There is excellent irony in the way in which Mrs Fyne's "feminism", which 

Justifies women in acting unscrupulously in a world dominated by men, 

expounded so eloquently to her girl-friends, and so neccessary to be 

written about that it Justifies her in neglecting her brother, is com- 

pletely forgotten when Flora, by seeming to act upon it, injures Mrs 

Fyne's own interests. 

Although the presence of Marlow may also appear to be rather by 

"chance", if Powell was to be the original object of his attention, 

the very fact that he is kept at the centre of the story implies that 

Conrad has for him some "outward form" in which a part of his own sen- 

sibility can be analysed, and if it turns out in the end to be a female 

form, this need not surprise us too much. 

Speaking of his first meeting with Conrad, Garnett said that ne- 

ver before had he seen "a man so masculinely keen yet so femininely 

sensitive" (p, above). One can say that if Lord Jim does justice )p 

to the "masculine keenness", Flora do Barrel is hardly less successful 

in demonstrating Conrad's "feminine sensitiveness". No doubt these her- 

maphrodite qualities help to explain both Conrad's understanding of 
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women, and his lack of agressive sexuality. Thus, against the views 

put forward by Moser, one can say that his lack of interest in love 

between the sexes does not neccessarily imply any dislike of women, or 

any inddequacy in understanding them-rather the reverse. There is 

probably no other male writer whose women are so entirely free from 

masculine traits, masculine logic, and masculine forms of idealism. 

In Fostromo. apart from Decoud, Mrs Gould is probably the character 

who has the most conviction and "inner life"# and the values by which 

she judges her husband's great achievements to be a kind of ultimate 

failure are thoroughly feminine ones-or at least they were when the 

book was written, for since that time we have all become rather more 

"feminine", and consequently tend to accept Mrs Gould's judgement as 

ultimate, though we cannot assume that it was so for Conrad. Flora 

do Barrel is an even greater triumph, for here we have a woman with 

whom Conrad ventures on a degree of sympathetic identification com- 

parable to that given to the male protagonists of his earlier books, 

and who yet remains thoroughly and convincingly feminine. 

Evidently Conrad is aware of possessing this quality, for he 

also bestows it, to a lesser degree, upon Marlow: Mrs Fyne, he says, 

"had scented in me that small portion of 'feminity'; that drop of su- 

perior essence of which I am myself aware; which, I gratefully acknowle- 

dge, has saved me from one or two misadventures in my life either ri- 

diculous or lamentable" (p. 146). After which Marlow goes on to discuss 

the difference between being feminine and being a "feminist" and so on. 

One feels that Conrad must have rather over-estimated the intellectual 

thirst of the publio*if he thought that these kind of digressions 

would make his book more popular, but as it was more popular than any 

of his others, perhaps, after all, the book-buying public of his day 

did appreciate this kind of compliment to its intellectual capacities, 

and it is only a more fastiduous posterity that it puts out of humour. 
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Among the aspects of his own sensibility with which Conrad 

endows Flora, one can see below the surface his doubts about sexual 

attraction, his suspicion that it is simply a form of "illusion", one 

of those "achievements" that, as he says in Victory, are "accomplished 

in a blessed, warm mental fog". If from her first meeting with Anthony, 

Flora could simply have forgotten herself, acted according to the ste- 

reotype, and "fallen in love", all her problems would have been solved. 

But hard experience, and the undermining of her self-confidence, have 

made her too thoughtful and clear-eyed. She has "an expression of 

dreamy, unfathomable candour. " At the moment when Anthony has quite do- 

cidely fallen in love with her, she is put off by "the elated light in 

his eyes, the rapacious smile that would come and go on his lips" 

(p. 223)ß but it is not for young women to look on the face of the be- 

loved with such "unfathomable candour"-they must close their eyes and 

share the madness. 

Because she cannot, Flora is condemned to see things too clearly: 

she can see that her real problem is not that of "love", but of finding 

security for herself and her father. That is what she tries honestly 

to convey in her misunderstood, or too well understood, letter to Mrs 

Fyne. And when that problem is solved, her problem then becomes one 

of natural pride, and again it is for her, as doubtless it was for 

Conrad, a stronger and clearer feeling than sexual attraction. 

One might have expected Captain Anthony, who is like Conrad, both 

a seaman and "the son of the poet", to be the one character above all 

others to be chosen for an act of "sympathetic identification", but 

presumably because Conrad is already so fully identified with Flora, 

this expected symbiosis never occurs. Anthony remains relatively op- 

aqua, a "case" who becomes the object of quite convincing psychological 

speculations by Marlow, doubtless based on Conrad's own self-knowledge, 

but he is never to any degree the person from whose point of view 
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things are seen. 

As if conscious of the complications it would involve, and the 

rather dangerous loss of the reader's identification with Flora, 

if he were to change aided in the battle, Conrad takes the rather ex- 

treme measure of forbidding any contact at all between Marlow and 

Anthony: they never meet. It is hard to escape the feeling that this, 

perhaps justifiable, limitation condemns Chance to be less impressive 

than it could have been, just as, in Nostromo, the virtual limitation 

of author-identification to the one figure of Decoud has led to the 

charge that the other characters are a little "hollow". 

Thus, with Powell out of the way, and Anthony and Marlow kept 

apart, the one outward form on which Marlow is left to concentrate is 

Flora. While it cannot be denied that she promises to be more inter- 

eating than the "open manly face" of Mr Powell, there is the difficul- 

ty that she cannot always provide Marlow with enough to do. Neverthe- 

less, there develops between Marlow and Flora a relationship very much 

like that between Marlow and Lord Jim, and with almost equal success. 

Only twice do they meet, but the first occasion, on which Marlow happens 

to save her from suicide, establishes a bond between them very much like 

that which comes in the courtroom between Marlow and Jim, and enables 

Marlow's subsequent meeting with Flora outside the hotel in which An- 

thony and Fyne are arguing to develop into the same kind of long, ex- 

citing, and subtly revealing confrontation as occurs between Marlow and 

Jim, inside a hotel, in chapter seven of Lord Jim. 

It is in this chapter (_I, 7) that the whole essence of the rela- 

tionship between Flora and Anthony is conveyed, and Flora's soul re- 

vealed in a delicate, but unsentimental way that ensures, as with Lord 

Jim, that the reader can never again be indifferent to her fate. She 

also is "under a cloud"-"that woman under a cloud, in a manner of 

speaking. For under a cloud Flora de Barrel was fated to be, even 
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at sea*. 

Once again that neccessity of dealing with his characters in the 

same way that he has had to deal with most of the real people in his 

life-as fellow members of his crew or fellow guests in a hotel, looking 

for the significant gesture, the fleeting light in an eye, the faded 

picture brought out of a wallet, serves him well-an unavoidable limi- 

tation turned into an artistic triumph. 

If this chapter is less successful than its equivalent in Lord 

Jim or if that is arguable, at least, if the book as a whole is less 

successful, it would seem that it is not only because Flora's "problem" 

could not quite be Conrad's own in the way that Jim's was, but also bec- 

ause there is not so much direct action, not so much to be talked about, 

and consequently Conrad is tempted to fill up the space with all sorts 

of pauses, interjections, and philosophical chatter between Marlow and 

the "I" of the book. 

It is a significant moment when Marlow refers to the plot as 

"this affair of the purloined brother, as I had named it to myself" 

(p. 248). There is more than a suggestion of Holmes and Watson in the 

whole method of narration, and one fears that Conrad has been seeking 

instruction on how to be popular in dangerous directions. Typical of 

the tone is the comment by his "Dr Watson" on Marlow's method: "You 

are the expert in the psychological wilderness. This is like one of 

those Redskin stories where the noble savages carry off a girl and the 

honest backwoodsman with his incomparable knowledge follows the track 

and reads the signs of her fate in a footprint here, a broken twig 

there, a trinket dropped by the way. I have always liked such stories, 

Go on. " (p. 311). This is both a colourful summary of Conrad's methods, 

and also a vulgarisation of them. 

However, the cheapening effect of much of the chat between "I" 
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and Marlow is only one aspect of the larger problem of the multi- 

plicity of narrators through which the fatty struggle to roach u. 

Marlow is not only denied any direct access to Powell, but also to 

de Barrel, and for resch of the time to Flora herself. Most of what 

we learn about them is screened, either through Powell, or the two 

Fynes, all three of whom are expressly shown to be incapable of unders- 

tanding. This "game of multiplying narrator3 as Guerard has called it 

(pp. 261.262), may hardly be noticed by the ordinary reader, but it has 

attracted considerable critical attention, much of which, taking its 

cue from Henry James has gone off in what appears to be the wrong di- 

rection. 

James' essay on "The New Novel" in Notes on Novelists is, of 

course, remarkable for its wit and ingenuity, but perhaps equally 

remarkable for its fundamental misunderstanding of what Conrad's real 

difficulties, were. He seems to see Conrad as a kind of god-like being 

who rejoices so greatly in his powers of omniscience that he delibera- 

tely indulges in the "game of multiplying narrators" in order to make 

things more difficult for himself, to provide a literary spectacle such 

that the combined imagery of the Trojan War and the Epistles of St 

Paul are hardly sufficient to convey its "a drama in which his own 

system and his combined eccentricities of recital represent the pro- 

tagonist in face of powers leagued against it, and of which the denouem- 

ent gives us the system fighting back in triumph,, though with its back 

desperately to the wall, and laying the powers piled up at its feet. 

This frankly has been our spectacle, our suspense and thrill"t 

More specifically, of the multiple narration, James says that it 

is like "the successive members of a cue from one to the other of which 

the sense and interest of the subject have to be passed on together, in 

the manner of the buckets CC water for the improvised extinction of a 37ý 

fire, before reaching our apprehensions all with whatever result, to 
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this apprehension, of a quantity to be allowed for as spilt by the 

way. " Here again, James speaks as though Conrad was beginning with 

a bucketful of "omniscience" about each character-that was perhaps, 

the way that James felt before he began-and with reckless bravery, 

allwoing some to be spilt on the way, whereas it is surely obvious 

enough that Conrad's problem was that he felt, in regard to Anthony, 

Flora, or de Barrel, that he had very little in the bucket. Conse- 

quently, he finds himself with a kind of instinctive cunning, setting 

up the spilling apparatus in order to justify the lack of water reach- 

ing the fire. And having set up this elaborate system, a system of de- 

fence rather than attack, he sometimes finds it a little too restric- 

tive, so he allows Marlow to sally out and speculate as to what must 

have been going on in people's minds, or even happening inside closed 

doors. Sometimes he tells us that it is speculation, and sometimes he 

does not bother, no doubt trusting that the interested reader, unless 

he is a critic, would hardly be likely to complain. 

Conrad certainly knows something about Fyne, his wife, his wal- 

king boots, and his dog, and rather a lot of our time is spent in 

their company their originals had probably been Conrad's neighbours 

somewhere in Keht. They are done with a whimsical humour that is very 

"English"--since the time of Wella' remark Conrad has at least learned 

to tackle this see 
5p (see p. above), but not really to integrate it as 3a 

part of his artistic vision. The Fynes belong to the spiritual "Swit- 

zkrland" of Under Western Eyes rather than those wilder shores where 

for Conrad the real action lies, but in this respect they make a good 

foil for Flora's extremity, and their various quirks, their early 

well-intentioned interferences, and their later unconsciously mali- 

cious ones, are all essential to the development of the story. 

Conrad's claws are glimpsed only in relation to the Governess 

and Flora's lower middle-class relatives, but though they may be, as 
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he would put it, "fair game", they are hardly adequate as prey for the 

old lion. One feels that if only Anthony could have been chosen for 

as the "outward form" the self-vivisectional knife might have gleamed 

to some purpose, but perhaps in relation to "love" Conrad did not have 

enough spiritual innards to make the operation interesting it never 

appears to have struck him with the force of an existential problem. 

Wherever they appear-early in The Outcast of the Islands, or late°, 

in The Planter of Malata, his attempts at depicting "passion" are the 

most derivative, and dated, part of his work. 

Even so, he can be good at the distant view, the outer edges of 

love, as for instance, in Chance-"it is a fact that in 

every man (not in every woman) there lives a lover", a lover who is 

called out in all his potentialities often by the most insignificant 

little things-as long as they come at the psychological moments the 

glimpse of a face at an unusual angle, an evanescent attitude, the 

curve of a cheek often looked at before, perhaps, but then, at the 

moment charged with astonishing significance. " (p. 217). 

Judging from his essay on James in Notes on Life and Letters, 

probably the beat of his few pieces of literary criticism, Conrad had 

a better understanding of James than James did of Conrad. It was 

Conrad who called James "the historian of fine consciences" (p. 17)ß 

and certainly in this respect Chance is the most Jamesian of his books. 

If in some ways it seems by comparison, a little coarse-grained, this 

may be partly due to the fact that it is a little nearer to "real life", 

at least in the sense that it does not deal with people of whom it is 

a neccessary presupposition that they have to offer, or need in order to 

blossom, at least a million dollars. 

It also seems that with his deliberate renunciation of omniscience 

Conrad can suggest depths that James closes off with a cobweb of casui- 

stry which saves him from ever having to question his own fine, but 
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limited bourgeois values. Whereas in James the more exquisite of the 

fine consciences appear to represent the author's own ultimate values, 

those of Flora and Anthony are not the given values of Conrad's book, 

but the subjects of its analysis. Conrad is a decomposer of Consciences 

rather than a historian of them, and even if in Chance the consciences, 

and the presentation of them, do not have the subtle artistry of James, 

the analysis of what remains in the buckets has its own interest, rather 

different from the distillation in the golden bowl. 

There is a general critical opinion that the structure and the 

time-shifts in Chance, though they resemble those of Lord Jim, do not 

reach the same level of meaning and art. Even if this be true, it can 

hardly be denied that they serve very adequately to achieve what was 

probably Conrad's main intention, to turn the screw, successively, on 

Flora's plight up to that point in chapter four of the second part, 

where she comes on board the ship to realise that she is again, and ir- 

revocably, the object of pity, and never to be loved: 

They went on board in silence, and it was after showing her round and 

when they had returned to the saloon that he assailed her in his fiery, 

masterful fashion. At first she did not understand. Then when she 

understood that he was giving her her liberty she went stiff all over, 

her hand resting on the edge of the table, her face set like a carving 

of white marble. It was all over. It was as that abominable governess 

had said. She was insignificant, contemptible. Nobody could love 

her. (p. 335) 

This is the emotional clima* of the book, and in its quiet way, one 

of the most moving moments in all literature. It has the true quality 

of tragedy, because it has arisen not from any obvious conflict of good 

and evil, but from the conflict of high ideals in a man and fine sensi- 

bility in a woman. We know that Flora has been trapped likb this 

because of her combination of womanly instinct, which encourages her, 
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in a desperate situation, to trust in Anthony, and her honesty, which 

caused her to write to Mrs Fyne explaining an action for which the lat. 

ter's femininist arguments had appeared to provide the moral justifi- 

cation. 

Anthony also has a fine conscience, though hardly to that exag- 

gerated degree that is sometimes suggested. The arguments presented to 

him by Fyne, as a result of his knowledge of Flora's letter, are such 

that any decent man of Anthony's upbringing would be more or less bound 

to act in the way that he did. When Anthony becomes the object of Mar- 

low's psychological investigation-which is another way of saying Conrad's 

self-investigation-we are made aware that as with Lord Jim, "his fine 

sensibilities" represent "a sort of sublimated, idealized selfishness". 

His idealistic behaviour can be seen as the sublimation of strong agres- 

sive and sexual impulses: he is "intoxicated with pity and tenderness... 

for you know that love and desire take many disguises". But this is 

simply Conrad's view of the subtle bio-chemical basis of morality; it 

should not be interpreted as if it were some kind of moral criticism of 

Anthony, as though some other, better, man could have had these ideals 

without any physical substance out of which to generate them--as if non- 

alcholio whisky were superior to the genuine beverage. Conrad's treat- 

ment of his platonic attitudes must be seen primarily, not as a criti- 

cism of Anthony as an individual, but as an attempted analysis of this 

whole aspect of social life, almost a critique of Plato himself. 

It is no doubt true that any author who decomposes the ideals of 

his heroes and heroines in this way runs the risk of cooling the reader's 

emotions, but that is a criticism of the reader's naivete rather than 

of the author's art, a criticism that Conrad himself has already made, 

very early, through the smiles and tears of Kayerts and Carlier, in the 
"Sr 

passage quoted above (p. ). Things truly human are not less moving 52 

for being, in the sense of Nietzsche's title, "human, all too human". 
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Having reached its tragic climax in Flora's joyless marriage., the 

book runs on quickly, in continuous action, to its and, Not too quick. 

ly, bUt perhaps a little crudely. There may be aýDickensian0shallowness 

about do Barrat--Conrad rather gives it away in one place by describing 

scenes with do Barrat and his daughter as "pictures from Dickens--pre- 

gnant with pathos" (p. 162). But he is consistently presented, and his 

shallowness is an essential ingredient of Flora's tragedy; if she could 

have got more from her father, she would have needed Anthony less; her 

sacrifice might have been bearable if her father had been worthy of it. 

The shallowness can also be seen as consistent with Conrad's view 

of high finance, reflected in the fate of The Tropical Belt Coal Com- 

pany in Victory and the Travancore and Deccan Banking Corporation in 

The End of the Tether. He hod some bitter experience, not only in los- 

ses of his own, but in attempting to help friends, experience that no 

doubt is used to provide the convincing vignette of the high-class 

money-lender in Chance. Moreover, de Barrel is given his due share of 

sympathy--he is presented as being as fauch a victim of the system as 

those who entrusted him with their savings, and provides the occasion 

for an eloquent attack on the prison system that is one of the better 

of the books rather frequent digressions (pp. 352-355). 

The mechanics of Powell's discovery of the poison plot may creak 

with sounds that strain our credulity, but his developing relationship 

with Flora is done with delicacy, and the final picture of their autum- 

nal romance is greatly helped by that "chance" acquaintanceship with 

Powell that we have made in the opening chapter. It would be even more 

satisfying if it had not involved so arbitrary a disposal of Anthony. 

It can hardly be argued that by ending the book at its tragic 

climax, and leaving Flora and Anthony eternally estranged, the story 

would have been strengthened. An artificially unhappy ending is no 

better than an artificially happy one. We already know enough about 
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them to know that fundamentally they are well matched, and capable of 

providing each other with happiness: the misunderstanding is of a kind 

that must, inevitably, find a resolution. 

On the other hand, the suggestion has also been made that the ins- 

tinctive powers of eros would have brought two such people into each 

others arms rather more quickly than Conrad allows, but this is a mat- 

ter of autre temps, autre moeurs, and of a man, "the son of the poet", 

in whom the "ideal" has more than usual power over the forces of nature. 

In a world where virile men can still choose monasteries there is no 

reason to regard Anthony and Flora as anything less than the adequate 

possessors of "fine consciences"# and if such fine consciences are open 

to criticism, Conrad has not neglected that either. There is for him 

no ultimate value in that kind of "renunciation" before which James 

always seems rather too ready to go on his knees. 

As to why Anthony then has to die in so arbitrary a manner-well, 

there we return to the problem of Mr Powell. Having come in by chance, 

along with a cargo of explosives, how else to dispose of him but by 

"chance", and where else but into the arms of that dear lady about 

whom he has always been so "enthusiastic"? At least it is consistent 

with Conrad's general view that in this world the prizes go to those who 

are not cursed with intellect and imagination, who have "sound organs 

functioning vigourously" to keep up the curl of their hair and the lus- 

tre of their eyes in "an open manly face". 

One can hardly defend the conclusion of Chance: in view of the 

quality of much that goes before, one can only deeply regret it. It 

must be seen as one of those rather shocking failures of discrimina- 

tion that Conrad sometimes makes, the price perhaps of working in iso- 

lation, and pressed by financial need. That he himself really knew 

better is evidenced by his praise for James' way of concluding things- 

"a certain lack of finality, especially startling when contrasted with 
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the usual methods of solution by rewards and punishments, by crowned 

love, by fortune, by a broken leg or a sudden death. "(p. 18). It is 

fairly obviously a simple desire for popularity, enforced by the size of 

his debts, that causes Conrad, to use a whole cornucopia of what he calls 

the usual methods". 

The very title of the book, and the many sighs, ejaculations and 

pseudo-philosophical digressions put in to support it provide a com- 

parable lapse of taste. As Leavis says, "Chance plays no notably dif- 

part from that it must play in any story offering a novelist a ferent 

study of human nature" (p. 245). 

When Chance was completed Conrad wrote to his agent Pinker, 

"Its the biggest piece of work i've done since Lord Jim. As to what 

it is I am very confident. As to what will happen to it when launched-- 

I am much less confident. And its a pity. One doesn't do a trick 

like that twice--and I am not growing younger--alas! It will vanish in 

the ruck" (Aubry, II, p. 11.5). He needed not to worrys Chance was well 

received, not only by the critics, but by the public. It was his 

first really popular book, and finally turned the tide of his financial 

troubles. There is something of his own kind of irony in the fact that 

it also marked the virtual end of his creative life. 

As the success began to become apparent, Conrad wrote to Galeworthy, 

"Chance had a tremenduous press. How I would have felt about it ten or 

eight years ago I can't say. Now I can't even pretend I am elated. If 

I had Nostromo. The Kipper Lord Jim, in my desk or only in my head I 

would feel differently no doubt" (Aubry, II, p. 152). With these 

words Conrad himself has fairly accurately "placed" the book in role- 

tion to his best work. Coming as it does, after such books rather 

than before them, it can be seen only as a point, still high, on the 

descending side of a parabola. Ease, Anglo-Saxon humour, and techni- 

cal competence cannot balance a lack of compulsive energy that seems 
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to indicate that Conrad has mined out the best ore of his emotionally 

weighted experience. 

It is not so much that he has lost his interest in 4 es valeurs 

ideales and their conflict with the stubborn chaos of "reality", as 

that he has apparently used up those specific instances that had for 

him the nature of a personal problem. There are no longer unexpressed 

aspects of his own sensibility for which he must seek some "outward 

form" in which to bring them into court for Marlovian interrogation. 

Instead of being "found" by some problem that forces him to drop every- 

thing else and get it written out, he is now in the position of sear- 

ching for subjects. Thus, although it has been said that in his later 

books, Conrad chose the wrong subjects, and in particular, convincing- 

lo argued by Moser that in attempting to deal with love between the 

sexes, he was bound to fail., it would appear that there being no more 

"subjects" that could choose him with the inescapable grip of an inner 

compulsion, any subject that he chose was bound to be relatively 

"wrong". At the same time age was wearying him)not only carrying him 

further away from that adventurous life that provides the solid back- 

ground for his earlier achievments, but even depriving him of the kind 

of intellectual energy needed to assimilate and exploit the experience 

of others in the way that he did with Nostromo or Under Western Eyes. 
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3 Ideals and Appearances 
I 

Typhoon 

After Lord it teas to be several years before Conrad produced 

his next major work, Nost romo. but in the shorter tales that he wrote 

in this period, though the complex analysis is absent, the ferment of 

his philosophical mind gives them depths and meanings that echo be- 

yond the immediate context and reflect his oontirexing concerns. 

bhoon was begun in September 1900, a month or so after the completion 

of Lord Jim. and comes as a no doubt necessary relaxation, "my first 

attempt at treating a subject jocularly so to speak". It finds Conrad 

relaxed, but at the height of his powers. As Guerard says, it "requ- 

ires no elaborate interpreting. But it in the work of a true profess- 

ional, professional seaman and professional writer both' ( p. 294)" 

In Lord Jim Conrad had plenty to say about "the vagaries of intell- 

igence and the perverseness of nerves'i imagination is "the enemy of 

men, the father of all terrors", ideas are "tramps, vagabonds, knocking 

at the back-door of your mind, each taking a little of your substance. " 

Happy then, the man that lacks theml Captain MöcWhirr of the Nan Shan 

is the victim of no such vagaries; the back-door of his mind is sec- 

urely locked, and these is nothing that can subtract from his solid sub- 

stance,, "so sturdy of limb that his clothes always looked a shade too 

tight for his arms and legs". And "having just enough imagination to 

carry him through each successive day, and no more, he was tranquilly 

sure of himself, and for the very same cause he was not in the least 

conceited" (p. 4). 

Admiration, as Well as imagination was necessary to deal so adequi 
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ately with a man as unimaginative as Maa Yhirr, and it is evident that 

admiration, even envy was there. A coupe of years before, Conrad had 

written to Garnett that his ambition for his son Borys was to make a 

bargeman of him, "strong, knowing his business and thinking of nothing. 

That is the life mir dear fellow. Thinking of nothingl 01 bliss", and 

in more philosophical style to Cunninghame Graham, "... if only we 

could get rid of consciousness. What makes mankind tragic is not that 
1 

they are victims of nature, it is that they are conscious of it. " This 

is of course one of Schopenhauer's favourite themes. 

Thus, although it is generally true, as noted above (p. ) that (meo 

it is the Don Quixotea rather then the Sancho Panzas with whom he chose 

to wrestle, we can see that in between his bouts of wrestling he liked 

to relax a little with simple cheerful people, of whom Captain MaoWhirr 

is perhaps the most winning example. 

He may not be a typical Conrad hwa subject,, but nevertheless he is 

a minor "hero of the spirit" and not a more "beetle"s his voice saying 

"All right" above "the black wastes of the gale" is "the frail and indom- 

itable sound that can be made to carry an infinity of thought, resolut- 

ion, and purpose". Aa Guerard says, "He is the unconscious servant and 

product of a certain training and tradition" (p. 296), seed that has 

been planted in good soil. He has a soundness and solidity that holds 

fast to such qualities of the "ideal" as his limited mind has absorbed, 

and a fundamental decency that is well conveyed by his unsentimental, c. 

all-but inarticulate feeling about the disturbance among the coolies-- 

that "you can't have fighting board ship". As he says when Jukes comes 

back, "Had to do what's fair by them", even though his idea of what's 

fair by them had been outraged by Juke's suggestion that they could be 

regarded as "passengers". 

The story ends with Jukes' remark that"he got out of it very well 

for euch a stupid man", and one feels that he would not have got into 
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tt at all if it had not been that Conrad, having decided to take up a 

remembered anecdote, and meditating on the mindless fury of the storm, 

had suddenly seen the appropiateness of confronting it with the all-but 

mindless force of Captain MacWhirr: "Both the typhoon and Captain 

MacWhirr presented themselves to me as the necessities of the deep con- 

viction with which I approached the sübjot of the story. It was their 

opportunity" (p. vi). Without this opportunity, it would have been the 

fate of MacWhirr "to sink gently into a placid grave ignorant of life 

to the last... There are on sea and land such men thus fortunate-or 

thus disdained by destiny or the sea" (p. 19), or less cosmically stated, 

to die in come attic of the author's mind. But the cosmic statement is 

worthy of notice, for it süs up an important aspect of the author's 

philosophy-- that it is better to be put to the terrible test than to 

be "disdained by desti y". 

MacWhirr takes his name, though not, it would appear, his ignorance, 

from the capatain of the Highland Forest on the voyage from Amsterdam 

that Conrad describes in The Mirror of the Sea (pp. 48-56). His actual 

nature seems to be composite, or perhaps one should say, cumulatives to 

the victims of imagination and intellect, the completely unimaginative 

man has great fascination, and Conrad has obviously studied him. His 

remarks in the Author's Note suggest that MacWhirr is based not on one 

particular man, but on a life-time's observation of the type--he "is 

not an acquaintance of a few hours, or a few weeks, or a few months. 

He is the product of twenty years of life. My own life. Conscious 

invention had little to do with him" (p, vi). 

The essential quality of the man, both his virtues and his limitat- 

ions are brilliantly conveyed in his inspection of the new ship. ibefore 

the voyage begins. To the panorama of his future fortune painted by 

the junior partner, MacWhirr "mumbles an acknowledgement" while "his 

eyes happening at the moment to be at rest upon the lock of the cabin 

door, he walked up to it, full of purpose, and began to rattle the hand.. 

1e vigorously, while he observed, in his low earnest voice, 'You can't 
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trust the workmen nowadays. A brand-new lock, and it won't act at all. 

Stuck fast. See? See? '" (p. 8). The junior partner doesn't think much 

of MacWhirr, but his uncle gives him a quick rebuke and sends for the u 

man who put on the lock. 

If Typhoon can be seem in a sense, as a critique of the Imagination, 

it is also a remarkably balanced one.., There is no sentimentalising, or 

romanticising, of its absence in MacWhirr. It it is true that "Tou 

don't find everything in books*, it is equally plain that you can find 

some things in books,, including the way to circumvent a typhoon. The 

unimaginative man may be useful in action, but it is also suggested 

that he will probably tail to make a success in marriage, or to estab- 

lish a human relationship with his crew. The "bliss" has its price. 

Even so, such a critique is a remarkable thing to ooze from a 

great novelist, for imagination being the distinctive quality of the 

artist, his natural tendency is to elevate it, to make it the queen of 

human qualities and mark of the elite. For the religious artist, it 

is seen as man's most God-like attribute, while for the unbeliever it 

becomes god, the source of all oreation-suah has been a popular be- 

lief of the creative artist from the eighteenth century onwards. 

But "you don't find everything in books", and in TyDhoon. though 

there is some brilliant humour at the expense of MacWhlrr, such as in 

the exchanges with Jukes about the Siamese flag, its subtler irony is 

weighted not so much against him as for him� To the degree that he is 

more imaginative, Jukes is that much lese of a gasman, and after listen- 

ing to him for a while, our sympathy is more with MaCWhirr when he says, 

"Was that you talking just now in the port alleyway? " 

"Yea, six. " 

"With the third engineer? " 

'Yea, air. " 

And when the Nan Shan comes into Fit Chau with "the breeze ohasing 

her smoke tar ahead", and all her coolies, and the dollars too, it is 
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not so much the Captain as the Intellect and the Imagination that have 

been made to look a little absurd. 

Falk 

Conrad followed TyDhoon with E" a story of similar length, but 

very different in mood and atmosphere. It has more ideas in it, but it 

lacks the poetic unity and sustained suspense of TYDhOOn, . It deals 

again with a relatively simple man, of a more interesting type than 

MaoWhirr, but one that gives the impression of a character created rat- 

her than as with MacWhirr, a character observed. Falk has not been 

"the product of twenty years" of Conrad's "own life", and no he cannot 

present him with quite the same warmth and conviction. 

If there is something of the Bulldog Breed in MaoWhirr'a silent 

obstinacy, he is nevertheless a highly domesticated animal. The son of 

a small shopkeeper, he carries with him to the China Sean the virtues 

and the limitations of his background. The Scandinavian Falk has a 

richer provenance. He comes of "good parentage" in his native town, 

and is made chief-mate of the first iron ship to be built there, launor, 

ed by the Burgomaster, as once they might have launched a piratical 

long-boat. The descendant of Vikings, he has their physical strength 

and carries within him something of their elemental force. Under ex- 

treme conditions, he survived because he is "the best man" in terms of 

fitness fpr survival. But he is also the product of many generations 

of civilisation, and it is significant that Conrad gives him the bapt- 

ismal name of "Christian". His baptismal nature is as real, if not in 

the end as strong, as his primitive nature, and exacts its full. price. 

For anyone familiar with the coming of Christianity to the Norsemen, 

as it is pictured in NMal's Saga. F provides a convincing footnote. 

It was Christian Falk's misfortune to have to reassert the most 

primitive virtues, and to survive by eating human flesh, after an att- 

aok by the second-best man among the survivors. The wound to his con- 



t°lzý 

science forces him into isolation, and finds outward expression in the 

gesture by which "he would, now and again, draw the palms of both his 

hands down his face, giving at the same time a slight, almost impercept- 

ible shudder". He makes his living as the owner of a tug, living as a 

vegetarian, and eating alone on board his ship behind closed shutters. 

When he meets the girl who seems destined to be his natural mate, 

his desire simply to carry her off finds itself trapped not only by the 

external conventions of society, most adequately represented by her 

ultra-respeotable relatives, but also by their inner ally in his con- 

sciences which demands that he mist first make known the truth about 

his past, a confession they are quite unfitted to receive. 

Conrad finds an excellent symbol for this combination of animal 

force and human complexity: "He reminded me somehow of an engraving 

in a little book I had as a boy, which represented centaurs at a streams, 

and there was one especially, in the foreground, prancing bow and arrows 

in hand, with regular severe features and an immense curled wavy beard 

flowing down his breast" (p. 162). Not the satyr, but the centaur, 

agile, war-like, halt-civilised, "a composite creature", which Conrad 

translates from man-horse to man-boats "There was the white-clad man's 

body, and the rich brown patch of hair, and nothing below the waist but 

the 'thwart-ship white lines of the bridge-screens, that led the eye to 

the sharp white lines of the bows cleaving the muddy water of the river. 

Separated from his boat, to me at least he seemed incomplete, The tug 

herself without his head and torso on the bridge looked mutilated as it 

vera" (p. 162). The boat, as bodily extension of Falk, can be seen as 

both weapon, lovingly painted and cared for, and also as phallic symbol, 

as Falk steams agressively on the trail of Hermanns ship-hie natures, 

his history and his situation are brilliantly conve7ed by this one 

wholly realistic image. 
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The conflict is also conveyed by the contrast between Falk's phys- 

ique--"with one muscular arm thrown b. e over the back of the chair, and 

his big shapely legs, in very tight white trousers, extended far out 

and ending in a pair of black shoes as root/ as punts"-and his bearded 

ascetic face, the true aspect of which the narrator appreciates only to- 

wards the end of the story: "I discovered this through the bush of hair, 

as you may detect the gnarled shape of a tree trunk in a dense under- 

growth. These overgrown cheeks were sunken. It was an anchorite1a bony 

head fitted with a Capuchin's beard and adjusted to a herculean body" 

(p. 201) 

The girl, who set one "musing in the strain of pagan piety", who 

"could have stood for an allegoric statue of the Earth", matches Falk :ý 

both in her primitive power, and in the convincingly realistic way that 

she is fitted into the homely life of flermann's ship, an effect that is 

powerfully aided by the way in which, without any apparent contrivance, 

she never has occasion to speak, As Conrad mentions in the Author's 

Note, this touch of instinctive genius was actually used by one editor 

an his reason for rejecting the story. 

With his imagery already adequately making his point, almost to the 

verge of appearing a little contrived, it in unf 
Ätunate that Conrad is 

tempted to underline it with philosophical comments that , if anything, 
tend to blunt it. In reading the tale we hardly feel that for Falk 

"self-preservation was his only concern", nor does he seem no separated 
from the rest of us that one can say, "in us the instinct serves a com- 

plex conception, and in him this instinct existed alone", or that his 

desire for Hermann's niece is no more than "the obscure beginning, the 

seed germinating in the soil of an unconscious need, the first shoot of 

that tree bearing now for a mature mankind the flower and the fruit, the 

infinite gradation in shades and flavour of our discriminating love" (p. 

22.4). Such comments show that Conrad is well aware of the kind of iss- 
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uea with which he is dealing, but do lese than justice to the Subtlety 

and sympathy with which Falk is actually presented. He has some of 

the bitter-sweet fruits of lames v aleursjd6eles as well as the soil for 

their seeds, and it is this that makes him interesting. 

It is true of course that these less than adequate comments are 

made by the narrator., "a man of more than fifty, that had commanded 

ships for more than a quarter of a century", rather than by the auth- 

or as author, but it seems unlikely that there was any such conscious 

distinction in Conrad's mind between his own opinions and those of the 

narrator. The age of the latter is presumably emphasised in order to 

justify his own indifference to the girl, which is a necessary part of 

the plot. 

There is one place in Typhoon also where Conrad makes a comparable 

underestimate of his own powers. gis presentation Yf MacWhirr's unimag- 

inative nature is such that it adequately explains, rather than leaves 

as a mystery, his finding his way to distant seas, for it is only to the 

imaginative that such a course presents either fascination or terror. 

But as if he doubts the adequacy of his own conception, Conrad adds a 

piece of supernatural prestigidation, "the idea of an immense, potent, 

and invisible hand thrust into the ant heap of the earth, laying hold 

of shoulders, knocking heads together, and setting the unconscious faces 

of the multitude towards inconceivable goals and in undreamt of direct- 

ions" (PP- 4-5). 

Of the real-life sources for Falk 
, 

little is known apart from what 

Conrad himself says in the Author's Note, which confirms that like 

"The Secret Sharer" and The Shadow Line, it is based on his trip to 

take command of the at 
Bankok in 1888. The legacy of admiais- 

trative confusion, an empty violin case, and a photograph of himself 

with "a female in strange draperies" left by the former captain pro- 

vide 

3s 

a link with The Shadow Line and the abominable Sohomberg makes 
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mmism the second of his several appearanoea. 

In Joseph Conrad asI Know Him Jessie Conrad mentions that the 

story of the starvi*g men on Falk's drifting ship was "culled from a 

short paragraph in a newspaper which had some relation to an episode 

known to Conrad many years before, while he was at sea" (p. ]. 18). This 

would seem to indicate that even if the outward appearance and some of 

the attributes of Falk are based on a tugboat owner with whom Conrad 

had dealings in $ankok, the cannibalistic episode came from elsewhere,. 

so that its psychological effects, the whole inner nature of Falk, are, 

as with the outward forms that Conrad used for Jim or Kurtz, the auth- 

or's own creation. It can be seen as another aspect of his concern with 

Inga valeura id4les, traced from "seeds in he soil of unconscious need" 

to their "flower and fruit and infinite gradation in shades and flavour". 

Anty Foster 

"Amy Foster", a short story written immediately after _Fe1t, 
teils 

of the heart-break of a man thrown ashore in a etzange land under the 

most extreme conditions of shook and mental isolation. The theme was 

not a new one,, but the extremity of the case gives it great power, and 

the fact that the alien land that treats the intruder so cruelly is Eng- 

land strengthens the shock for the English reader. 

The story has been seen, no doubt correctly, as a hyperbolic ex- 

pression of Conrad's feelings towards England, and his marriage, which 

helps to balance, though it does not of course annul, the expressions 

of affection that he made at other times. As Leo Gurko says in Olnrad 

Giant in Exile, it "should put an end ah once and for all to the notion 

that Conrad was an uncritical Anglophile. The England that emerges here 

is as dour, unfeeling and barren a society as any am* on earth" (p. 237). 

What is for Yanko Goorall an abiding and unbearable condition may have 

been for Conrad a recurrent mood, but hardly a dominant one. 
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Whatever therapeutic value it may have had for the author, the 

job is not done hastily. The minor characters are drawn with care and 

conviction as well as a little cruelty, and there are places where the 

descriptions of the countryside are excellent. The large landscapes 

with lonely figures against the skyline may owe something to I1ardy, 

whom Conrad is known to have read. He was intrigued by the way that 

lardy could write books that were both good and popular, while he could 

only write books that were good. 

The central character# Yanko, is not someone with whom Conrad 

could identify in any real depth-he is a light-footed and delicate 

idýJ; s,, Sancho Panza rather than a Quixotic carrier of lea velurs 

and he seems to be somewhat hurriedly disposed of in the last few 

pages. The story was placed with the Illustrated London News. which 

one can see also as a kind of critical "placing" of it. For a writer 

of Conrad's depth a more criticism of England's "vices" is too easy; 

it was the more disturbing task of criticising our "virtues" to which 

he was really called. 

Tomorrow 

Conrad's fourth and final contribution to the Týmho o volume is 

"Tomorrow", a short story of psychological power that haunts the mem- 

ory. That men cannot live without hope, and that very probably their 

hopes will be betrayed- this is an essential element of the human state, 

a universal pathos that needs,, only a turn of the screw to become path- 

ological. To live at all, we must have the promise of "tomorrow", and 

to shirt our attention to an eternal "tomorrow" that can no longer come 

to terms with today is an aberration we can all too easily understand. -- 

the turning of the screw instantly touches a nerve. That the one we 

long for to fulfil our tomorrow can, when he comes, appear as the 

enemy who threatens to take away our hope, is another universal aspect 
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of the theme: if we betray the "messiah" it is often because he seems to 

betray us. 

The story illustrates Conrad's essentially *classical" view of hope. 

Christianity, with its therapeutic cheerfulness and its genius for--, ̀turn- 

ing the world upside down", made of hope a great virtue, sustained by 

faith and energised by love, but for Conrad, an for the ancient Greeks, 

it is more in the nature of a vice. The story shows an unfulfilled hope 

turned to madness, an almost reasonable hope, and an intelligible mad- 

ness that we cannot but feel almost as a personal threat, a threat that 

is made more real and effective by being seen to spread next-door to the 

very sane and sensible daughter of the madman's landlord. It spreads 

inevitably because the girl, trapped in a situation that is truly hope- 

lessp still cannot live without hope, and is thereby rendered defence- 

less against the contagion. Melville, haunted by a comparable vision,, 

made a full-length fantasia, The Confidence Man,, out of essentially aim- 

Liar psychic materials Conrads as always, chboses the way of "realism". 

The sail-cloth garments that symbolise the provisional character of 

Captain üagberd'e existence in the world of "today" are a good example 

of Conrad's talent for providing a poetic image without going beyond 

the bounds of a credible "reality". 

Conrad was collaborating with Ford in writing Romance at this time, 

and it seems that Ford at least provided something of the son, Harry, of 

whom Conrad remarks in a letter to Ford, "All Your suggestion and ab - 1 
ne cconeýron. " How, on this basis, one might apportion the blame 

is not very clear, but in terms of realism, Harry is probably the least 

successful figure. His words adequately convey his "significanoe", but 

his style of speech hardly seems to match his nature and rank, more part- 

icularly in his lecture on the Gambuoinos--he is nothing like as mem- 

orable or convincing as Henry in Lawrence's story, "The Fox". It is the 

kind of tale about the lower middle-class that Lawrence obviously could 
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evuld have done with more ease and conviction, though in the matter of 

hope, as a kind of Christian heretic he could probably never have slam- 

med the door in its face quite as firmly as Conrad does. 

With its minimum of characters, its unity of time and simplcity of 

place--everything, virtually, happens in a couple of days, and in the 

gardens of a pair of semi-detached cottages--the story is almost a ready- 

made play, and two years later, in 1903, Conrad was persuaded to turn it 

into a one-act play, renamed one Da More. The Stage Society gave three 

performances in London, and Conrad wrote to Galsvorthy, 'I've heard that 

some papers praised it and some ran it down. On tuesday when we vent 

(like the imbeciles that we are) there was some clapping but obviously 

the very smart audience did p�Qt catch on. And no wonder! On the other 

hand the celebrated 'man of the hour' G. B. Shaw was eostatio and enth- 
2 

usiastlo, 'Dramatist! ' says he. * 

Conrad had no intention of fulfilling Shaw's prophecy. He seems 
3 

to have felt an intense antipathy towards both stage and cinema, and 

they are fundamentally unsuited to the kind of subtle, long-winded and 

very literary analysis that gives his beat books their distinctive 

flavour. It may be that he saw the stage as a kind of temptation, for 

one notices that when he writes simple stories of adventure such as 

Gasbar Ruiz or 'Because of the Dollars" they tend to become rather 

stagey and "powerful", like scripts for old-time Hollywood movies. 

Notes 

1. Undated letter, quoted Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad: a Critical 

Biodr, . p. 325, 

2. G. Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters. Il. p. 21. 

3. Baines, on, cit., pp. 349-350. 
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The End of the Tether 

In July 1900 Conrad wrote to Cunninghame"Graham, " Youth. Heart of 

Darkness and some story of the same kind which I shall write before 

long are to form a vol of Tales which (unless forbidden) it is my in= 
1 

tention to dedicate to you". ý The attempt to write this third story 

of novella length, to be serialised in Bla=od e Yagasinep and then 

published by them in book form resulted, first of all 14 return to 

Lord Jim, but "Lord Jim" became Lord Jim. so Conrad began again with 

Th on, but he had just appointed Pinker as his literary agent, and 

Pinker sold it elsewhere, so immediately he wrote another novella, Falk. 

but this was not acceptable to Blackwood. ' Thus it was not until 1902, 

after all'the stories collected in the Typhoon volume had been written, 

that Conrad finally returned to producing a short novel for Blackwood-- 

The End of the Tether. 

By this time he had also reached the and of Blackvood's tether. As 

Baines has shown, their relationship was based on a fundamental misunder- 

standing, by Blackwood, of the nature of Conrad's art, so that at the 

end both sides felt hard done by. Blackwood had lost money on Conrad, 

so far, and deeply offended him by telling him so, when, with the first 

instalment of the new story, he asked for a further advanoe. It was the 

last story he sent them. (Baines, pp. 339-344). 

Probably for these reasons, The t o'f the Tether is`not in fact 

quite "of the same kind" as the other two in the volume Youth, The 

essential difference is that it lacks the presence of Merlov, and as we 

have seen, at least at this stage of Conrad's career, the absence of 

Marlow implies that we shall be kept largely on the-"outside" of the 

story's main character, we shall not be given an aspect of the author's 

own sensibility, and an analysis of it. Maakvood liked his writers 

to spill some blood, but he did not particularly want them to write in 

their own. 
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Even though it is not a tale that offers us any subtle analysis, 

it has its own kind of depth and drama; it snits Conrad's talents and 

makes good use of his nautical experience. As with the crew of the N� 

Shan in Tyvhoon the officers of the Sofala are acutely observed, and 

as the course of the ship is made to follow that of the Vidar on which 

Conrad had experienced the routine of regular trips round the Malay 

archipelago, the background is always convincing. It is in this sense 

that he can say in the Author's Note that this story, like the other two, 

in the volume, is"the product of experience°. 

If its protagonist, Whalley, is also "the product of experience", 

it is in the sense in which Conrad could may that Captain MacWhirr was 

"the product of twenty years of life. " Though Whalley may be, like Mao- 

Whirr, something of a composite, constructed from contact with a number 

of individuals of the same general type, he is no lese authentic, though 

possibly, for the puposes of art, a little idealised. B. probably owes 

quite a little to the Captain Paterson, called "Ciles* in The Shadow 

Line, which Conrad claimed to be a portrait from life, (p. k below). 

He embodies more completely than any other of Conrad's characters the 

seaman's ideals, and nowhere alae, is this ideal brought into so harsh a 

conflict with nature. 

Inddeeds we can see that to gain the full off effect of 1halley's one 

phyaioal disability, incipient blindness, and, his one it ooncilable 

heart's desire, the welfare of his daughter, it was necessary to make 

him in all other respects the perfect seaman. If, nevertheless, he re. 

t&g) 

mains convincing as a character, it it because Conrad also shows how the 

attainment of this perfection has involved corresponding limitations. 

The ideal capstain, by keeping a distance between himself and those be- 

low him, isolates himself from any possibility of receiving aid and ccm' 

fort in his own need. Whalley is honest, brave, and competent, with a 

simple unthinking acceptance of health, marital happiness and material 
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success. This is reflected in his complacent pistyi God is'in his hen-. 

van., men are not evil,, and nothing very much is wrong with the world-- 

and yet he can be driven by strong inetinative affection to a betrayal 

of that fundamental "fidelity" on'vhiah his whole life has been built. 

Despite its comparative thinness in characters and'incident, this 

book is, surprisingly, the longest of Conrad's novella, almost half as 

long again as Heart of Lerkneas. This may not be unconnected with the 

fact that Blaokwood's asked for at least thirty thousand words to make 
2 

up the volume in which it was to appear. Even so, the slower movement 

and the dignified style seem to match its theme, and throughout the 

story the suspense is brilliantly sustained. 

The denoument depends on both the other leading members of the 

crew of Whalley's ship having their own good reasons for not divulging, 

or even admitting to each other, their, discovery of the Captain's blind- 

ness-no one, perhaps eem not even the author, knows whether the Malay 

ee rang has also guessed--and in this way the tension is kept up right 

to the and of the story. It is perhaps the best example of Conrad's 

technical skill as a story-teller, a skill that usually, for deeper reas- 

ons he disdains fully to exploit. 

A first hint of the story's secret is given in the opening para. 

graph-"The sunrays fell violently upon the calm sea-seemed to shatter 

themselves upon an adamantine surface into sparkling dust, into a dazz- 

ling vapour of light that blinded the eye and wearied the brain with its 

unsteady brightness", but it is not until the penultimate of the story's 

fourteen chapters that the reader in told, in so many words, that Whall- 

ey is almost blind, We are allowed to make our own gradual discovery in 

the same way as the other white men on the ship, an effect of the kind 

that requires a great deal of the art that conceals art. And even after 

the full discovery, we are kept in sharp suspense as to the outcome. 
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At its deeper level, the book invites comparison with Greek tragedy 

in its dramatisation of a conflict between instinctive love and social 

law, and it also carries obvious Biblical echoes. Whalley is like Job 

in his combination of perfect righteousness, physical health and material 

success, and like Job he is visited with a disaster that is inexplicable 

in terms of his ow* theodicy; like Job, though he fails to comprehend, 

he refuses to curse God. But unlike Job, he is not permitted to retain 

his integrity, and though the book deals with these ancient themes, it 

is very modern in its implicit attitudes, in its moral ambiguity and its 

refusal to reinforce traditional values. 

The issue of the Book of Job-the question of how the cruelty of 

nature is to be reconciled with trust in a righteous and all-powerful 

creator--innot, for Conrad, a live issue, and it In hardly so even for 

Whalley himself, whose habitual piety has not been a matter of either 

personal passion or theological argument! el---because, I suppose the 

blessed know the secret of grace in God's dealings with his created 

childrenIt He swayed a little, said with austere dignity, 'I don't. 

I know only the child he has given me. '" 

Moreover, the primal disaster that has put Whalley into this tragic 

situation is not any "act of God" such as the lightning and disease that 

struck Job and his family, or the Lisbon earthquake that inspired Volt- 

mire's Candidle, but a disaster produced by that "Economic Necessity" 

that seems to rule in the modern world in a manner quite as arbitrary 

as that of Jehovah it the Old Tetament--"the crash of the notorious 

Travancore and Deccan Banking Corporation, whose downfall had shaken the 

East like an earthquake. " Thus we are made to see that in Captain Whall- 

ey's regular morning devotions, the 'sustained deep murmur of the Lord's 

Prayer recited in a loud earnest voice", he has not been directing them 

towards the correct deity. 

It is only after this, as a secondary cause, that there comes the 
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other, natural, disaster of incipient blindness. These in themselves 

are quite adequate to provide the dramatic machinery for the tragedy, 

and it seems as though Conrad rather weakens the effect by compounding 

them with the petty villainy of the owner-engineer in putting the comp- 

ass wrong. No doubt he wanted to make the point that not only society 

and nature, but mankind also, has betrayed the aged captain's trust in 

them. 

The social theme is developed agmLn in the chapters that describe 

Captain Whalley's wanderings through Singapore after he has sold his 

ship and is searching, hopelessly, for work. Once he had been a kind 

of king in this place, but now, Mike Verloo in The Secret Arent , viewing 

"the opulence of hygienic idleness' through the railings of Hyde Park, 

Whalley has to watch the long line of carriages, proud horses, and Ind- 

ian servants taking the wealthy to a ball, all of them overshadowed by 

the exceeding elegance of the Governor's landau, leaving in its trail 

"an expression of fixed stares and impassive vacancy". 

It turns Whalley'a thoughts to the early days of the settlement, 

when only courage and hard work had been neoesaarys 

It struck him that it was to this port, where he had just sold his 

last ship, that he had come with the very first that he had ever owned, 

and with his head full of a plan for opening a new trade with a distant 

part of the Archipelago. The then governor had given him no and of en- 

couragement. Bo Excellency he-this Mr Denham-this governor with his 

Jacket off; a man who tended night and days so to speak, the growing 

prosperity of the settlement with the self-forgetful devotion of a 

nurse for the child she loves; a lone bachelor who lived as in a camp 

with a few servants and his three dogs in what was called then the 

Government Bungalow. 

Individuals were of some account then. Men like himself' men, too, 
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like poor Evans, for instance, with his red face, his coal-black whisk- 

ers, and his restless eyes, who had set up the first papent slip for re- 

pairing small ships, on the edge of the forest... Mr Lenham had enoour- 

aged that enterprise too, and yet somehow poor Evans had ended by dying 

at home decidedely hard up... There had been a time when men oounteds 

there were not so many carriages in the colony then, though Mr Denham, 

he fancies, had a buggy* (pp. 193-194). 

Whalley then meets Captain Elliot, the Master Attendant, another 

man as old as himself, who has worked hard, but cannot afford to retire, 

and the same thoughts that have been forced upon Whalleyts mind by the 

onset of poverty are expressed more ironically by the other man. As 

they survey the Gothic glory of the new cathedral, he says; 

"I tell you what they ought to do next, Whalley... " 

"Well? " 

"They ought to send a real live lord out here when Sir Frederick's 

time is up. Eh? " 

Captain Whalley perfunctorily did not see why a lord of the right 

sort should not do as well as anyone else. But this was not the others 

point of view. 

"No, no. Place runs itself. Nothing can stop it now. Good enough 

for a lords' he growled in short sentences. "Look at the changes in our 

e own time. We need a lord here now. They have got a lord in Bombay. " 

Conrad adds conviction to his sketch of the Master Attendant by let- 

ting him relate a typical incident to show that though in other respects 

the city may $run itself", there is still trouble in the marine depart- 

ment, and this incident turns out to be yet another reference to the 

ship at Saigon, or Nankok, that needs a captain to bring it home, which ', ýs 

had given Conrad his own chance of command. Even the name of the other 
Al 
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candidate at the Sailor's Home, "Hamiltonav is the same as in The Shad 

Line. to be written thirteen years later, and is doubtless the real name 

of this idle officer who has been given such generous immortality. It 

is an interesting example of the way that Conrad prefers to re-use care- 

fully husbanded fact or experience rather than risk the lack of convict- 

ion that an invented incident might involve: it helpd to explain also 

the terrible lack of conviction in certain stories such as The Planter 

of-Malata or Freya of the Seven Isles that are almost entirely invention. 

TheEEnd of the Tether not only lacks Marlow; it also lacks any of 

those comments on the cruelty of the universe,, the irony of fate, and ý 

the general perversity of things that are sprinkled through many of his 

other stories. This absence can also bec een as part of the story's art, 

for it is presented primarily from Whalley's point of view. It adds em. 

phasnis to his simple faith, his refusal to curse God or blame others, 

and so adds to the effect of the actual curse with which he is burdened, 

and increases his stature in contrast with the whining attitudes of the 

other two officers, Masse$ and Sterne. 

In this way, it becomes impossible for us not to sympathise with 

Whalley, and so to connive at his terrible deception. He betrays most 

blatantly that "fidelity" that Conrad has, quite genuinely, extolled as 

the virtue most essential to corporate endeavour, but without for a mom- 

ent losing our sympathy-.. and the performance of such subversions can be 

seen as one of the true functions of art. 

Although Whalley's simple piety is not something that Conrad could 

share, it is not, as in the case of Podmore on the Narcissus. or David- 

sot in Victory treated with ironic humour, for this again would weaken 
the readef4a identification with Whalley: it is rather balanced by giv- 

ing Whalley other more aristocratic qualities, notably a pride which will 

not allow him to seek sympathy or ask favours, even from an old friend 
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like Elliott, will not allow him to be frank with Hassey about his 

financial situation, and which keeps the Malay sera who could eas- 

ily have saved him, at the level of a njon-human instrument. This 

pride, and the isolation it brings, are neither praised or criticised, 

but treated with an implicit sympathy that probably reflects fairly 

accurately an aspect of Conrad's own personality. Thus, although Whal- 

ley is not one of those characters with whom Conrad is deeply identif- 

ied, there is sufficient sympathy to keep the reader wholly on Whalley's 

side. As with Kurtz, Lord Jim, or Razumov, this effect is partly att- 

ained by filling the background with other people who are wholly unsynp- 

athetic. 

Despite the seeming slowness of the movement, the story does not 

lack its own kind of economy. As in Lord-Jim every minor incident or 

apparent diversion can tetrospeotively be seen as having its justific- 

ation and necessity. The anecdotal interludes or geographical detours 

always add to the weight of either one or other of the two conflicting 

forces, human feeling and social code. And indeed, though one might 

hesitate to regard it as entirely intentional, the climactic event, the 

wrecking of the ship, as social artefract and social unit, on the partly 

hidden rock of "nature" can itself be seen as symbolic of the story's 

theme. Honour, and fidelity to a code are brought into dramatic conflict 

with the bedrock of human instinct through the portrait of a man in 

whom both these forces are present to the highest degree, and the outcome 

is left to echo in our minds with no authorial weighting of the scales 

on either side. 

Notes 

1. G. Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters, Is p. 297. 

2. William Blackburn (E'd. ), Joseph Conrad: Letters to William Black- 

wood and David J. Meldrum. p. 127. 
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The Planter of Malata 

During Conrad's friendship with Stephen Crane, they had begun 

in 1899 to collaborate on a play to be called "The Predecessor". 

The idea was Cranets, and in his preface to Thomas Beerts Stephen 

Crane. collected in Last Essays, Conrad says, "the general subject 

consisted, in a man personating his "predecessor" (who had died) in 

the hope of winning a girl's heart. The scenes were to include a 

ranch at the foot of the Rocky Mountains, I remember, and the action, 

I fear, would have been frankly melodramatic. Crane insisted that 

one of the situations should present the man and the girl on a bound- 

less plain standing by their dead ponies after a furious ride (a 

truly Crane touch)" (p. 115). 

Conrad then tells us that "thirteen years afterwards I made use, 

half consciously, of the shadow of the primary idea of *The Prede- 

cessor' in one of my short tales which were serialised in the Metro- 

politan Kagazine... the more distorted shadow of what we two used to 

talk about in a fantastic mood" (p. 116). "The distorted shadow of 

a fantastic mood" is perhaps the best description of this story, The 

Planter of Malata. written in 1914 and collected in Within the Tides. 

It is weak both in background and plot, and often verges on, indeed 

attains to, absurdity, yet nevertheless it has a haunting quality that 

makes it memorable. Its protagonist Renouard is a ghost of Crane 

with just enough of Conrad's blood in him to give it a faint aura of 

the old Conradian "magic". 

As a Conrad story, it is too much "invention" and "psychological 

drama, " lacking that solid background of real experience without which 

he cannot be convincing. It is supposed to take place in "a great co- 

lonial city somewhere in the Southern hemisphere" but we would be hard 

put to say where. The appearance of "a poet from the bush" implies 

Australia, and the reference to "the only literary newspaper in the 
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Antipodes" was not lost on the editor of the Sydney Bulletin, who 

complained about some of the happenings supposed to have taken place 

in its offices. Conrad could only reply that, "They do happen in 

London though, where-as you know-everything happens" (Aubry, Ii, 

p. 171). At the same time, the general atmosphere of the tropics, and 

the nearness to some presumably Polynesian islands are not consistent 

with Sydney as locale, and none of the scenes or characters have any 

distinctive flavour of life in Australiaa the city is merely a kind of 

"spiritual Babylon". 

Such strength as the story has lies rather in the way it conveys 

the impression of a personality alienated from the everyday world of 

compromise, commerce, and *common sense", partly as the result of a 

self-imposed isolation, and partly from some temperamental quality 

that cannot come to terms with the bourgeois world. In this way it 

no doubt reflects something of the personalities of both Crane and 

Conrad, and it is this that makes it interesting. 

Renouard, who is, of course a "foreigner*, a French-Canadian 

"brought up in England", carries within him some alienating depth 

that causes hieß completely to reject 'the great colonial city"s he 

feels wholly at unease with all its institutions and people. This may 

well reflect something of Conrad's own feeling about nineteenth-century 

Australian cities, with their lowest common denominator of Anglo-Saxon 

culture. Although he went to Sydney often enough, unlike Lawrence, he 

seems to have carried nothing away except a vague distaste. 

Renouard resembles Heyst of Victory in having a high degree of self- 

sufficiency, but at the expense of being unable to deal with "life" in 

its more vulgar apeots. He has proved that he can live alone, and 

prefers to do so. ' He dislikes his unavoidable visits to the city, and 

had resisted the suggestion that he should have a companion on his 

island, where "I see no one consciously. I take the plantation boys for 
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granted. " There is of course the suggestion that Renouard is "finer 

play", but even so, he is not unduly "idealised". 

Although some of this effect may be obtained simply by making 

other people physically repellent-"he holds the paper in both hands, 

hunches his shoulders up to his ugly ears and brings his long nose and 

his thick lips on to it like a sucking apparatus"--these descriptions 

of others as seen by Renouard are quite consistent with the impressions 

of a man who lives alone and sees everything with "the fresh eye he had 

brought from his isolation". The story does not minimise the dangers 

of such isolation, and it also conveys the unjustified suspicions that 

gather round a man who chooses to live alone. His uneasy relationship 

with the newspaper editor who is his nearest approach to a friend is 

well done: "Geoffry Renouard did not tell his journalist friend that 

the suggestions of his own face, the face of a friend, bothered him as 

much as the others. He detected a degrading quality in the touches of 

age which every day adds to the human countenance"p while the journalist, 

"doubting very much if Renouard really liked him, he was himself without 

great sympathy for a certain side of the man which he could not quite 

make out. He only felt it obscurely to be his real personality the 

true--and, perhaps, the absurd. " (pp. 5-6) 

Renouard then meets a girl from English high society, the world of 

"Fashion and Finance", whom he gratuitously endows with every quality of 

a masculine romantic ideal. He is convinced that he has found a soul- 

aate, and is quite impervious to the girl's dead-pan reactions to his 

inward fire. The pathos of the story lies in the fact that the girl's 

magnificient appearance is no more than "appearance", and her fervent 

idealism is cold at heart. This is a theme that also appears in dif- 

tertt forms, in both A Smile of Fortune and Victo . The narrator in 

the former story discovers that his fascination with the girl is hardly 

more than a "delusion" created by his own masculine idealisation, mis- 
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interpreting her signs of fear (see p. below). In Victory 3z z 

is teased with the question of whether or not Lena is anything more 

than "appearance", but is finally convinced, too late, that she is 
rnsýo 

"genuine"(p. below). g64 

As a "psychological drama's the story is rather reminiscient of 

Conrad's early "anti-bourgeois" story The Return". It has rather the 

same kind of stilted conversations that do not adequately match the 

depth of what he is trying to say, and there are lengthy attempts to 

convey a mood of "passion" that is apparently too far from his own 

experience to enable him to avoid the use of cliches. Renouard not 

only thinks and feels in Victorian cliches--"Directly he saw her in 

the distance at the other and of the terrace he shuddered to the root 

of his hair"--but also acts them outs "He got down on his knees in 

silence, bent low to her very feet... he remained bowed to the ground 

pressing the hem of her skirt to his lips. " Such things were done, 

and it is no doubt the kind of thing to which readers of the Cosmo- 

politan MaQaaine were well accustomed, but it lacks that irony and 

"distancing" that would be needed to make it tolerable to the sophis- 

ticated taste of any age. 

The girl, finding that she has unjustly rejected a fiance whom 

ehe hardly loved, and determined to make amends, is an extreme exam- 

ple of that egoism sublimated into idealism with which Conrad so often 

deals. Her father, "the fashionable philosopher of the age" is clever, 

sophisticated, and vulgar. He "sees through" his daughter, and would be 

grateful if Rencuard could win her away from her abstraction, but he 

is too much of a hypocrite himself to be able to deal honestly with 

her. She will not listen to him, and he cannot really help her to 

break out of her false idealism because he is a popular writer and 

lecturer who no doubt makes his living by justifying this kind of 

things, while his "man of the world' approach to Renouard is equally 
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misjudged--"to Renouard the philosopher appeared simply the most trear- 

cherous of fathers. " Renouard, having endowed the girl with his own 

more noble kind of unreality, imagines her to be a superior being of 

whom he is not worthy, and is quite incapable of uttering a word that 

might turn her from her fixed idea. He completely lacks that "wisdom 

of the world" of which her father has too much. 

The girl herself, the divinity of whose outward appearance is 

much acclaimed, remains opaque. Almost until the end of the story 

we are allowed to doubt her father's cynical assessment of her, by 

which Renouard has been so shocked, but in the denoument we are pre- 

sumably intent 
to 

see that she is incapable of anything but a conven- 

tional reaction to Renouard's 2)ver-delayed confession. This cannot 

be made very clear because Renouard has managed things with such reck- 

less clumsiness that in their final confrontation it is virtually im- 

possible for him to justify himself. If he has not murdered the victim, 

he has inexcusably lied about it, and a better girl than Felicia might 

well feel nothing but horror at the moment of revelation. 

Early in the story there are hints of Renouard's ruthlessness, 

and of his rumoured involvement in the deaths of other men, almost as 

if Conrad had been intending to make him in some way responsible for 

the death of Felicia's former fiance. This would have given more mean- 

ing to his attitudes, and made an adequate substitute for Crane's ori- 

ginal idea. As it is, the victim has been allowed just to fade away 

from a wonderful concurrence of "natural causes"-an injury from a 

horse, drugs, and a fall down a ravine, followed by a long illness 

during which "he ailed and ailed", 

Thus there never seems to be any real reason why Renouard could 

not just have said so, instead of carrying on the pretence of his con- 

tinued existence until there is no longer any way in which to save 

his face. The man having been so tiresome and "worthless", it seems 
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that at the beginning, Renouard just cannot be bothered to talk about 

it--he shrinks from "certain forms of vulgarity like a man who would 

face a lion and go out of his way to avoid a toad", and afterwards he 

is ready to "give the last shred of his rectitude to secure a day more 

of her company". 

It is perhaps an understandable, even pardonable, quirk in a an 

so "unworldly", but hardly on a level to justify the rhetoric by which 

it is apotheosised: 

What was truth to him in the face of that great passion which had 

flung him prostrate in spirit at her adored feet! 

And now it was done! Fatality had willed it! With the eyes of a 

mortal struck by the maddening thunderbolt of the gods, Renouard looked 

at the sky, an immense black pall dusted over with gold, on which 

graat shudders seemed to pass from the breath of life affirming its 

away. (p. 57) 

As with Lingard in The Rescue, Conrad describes his protagonist's 

passion as if he were a hero of Ancient Greece, but instead of then 

sending him to launch ships, burn Sydgy and steal his bride, he puts 
n 

him in a state of nervous paralysis. As far as modern man is concerned, 

the pathology may be accurate, but it hardly seems suited to such 

Homeric language. 

In the Author's Note, Conrad discusses fairly frankly some of the 

story's shortcomings--"indeed the task of the translator of passions 

into speech may be pronounced 'too difficult', " but still manages to 

congratulate himself on a "nearly successful attempt at doing a very 

difficult thing. " The real difficulty would seem to be that he had 

not himself any experience of what he was trying to translate, and has 

to rely too much on the authorised versions of the Edwardian age. 

To a critic who suggested that "false realism" had denied the 

story a happy ending, he says, "I should like to ask him what he 
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imagines the, so to speak, lifelong embrace of Felicia Moorsom and 

Geoffrey Renouard could have been like? Could it have been at all? 

Would it have been credible? N61" (p. viii) Maybe not, but we have 

hardly learned enough about the girl to be able to ask the question. 

We have seen her only through the cynical eyes of her father or the 

idealising eyes of Renouard, and have botL. been enooura&ed to put m4oh 

trust in either, We can hardly be moved as Renouard, stubborn idealist 

to the end, swims out to sea his eye, as always, "fixed on a star"e the 

story, continually balancing on the edge of absurdity, has too often 

feien in. 
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4 Exile and Existence 

Nostromo 

In the Authors Note to Nostromo. written in 1917, thirteen years 

after the publication of the book itself, Conrad recalls that "after 

finishing the last story of the hon volume it seemed somehow that 

there was nothing more in the world to write about" (p. xv). Indeed, 

it seem that so much of his own inner substance had gone into Heart 

of Darkness and Lord Jim that never again will he write with quite the 

compulsive energy that went in to the latter, but even so it was not 

by any means the and of his inner ferment, or his remembered experience. 

Even on the assumption that he felt the need for a base in personal ex- 

periende, there were still his early years at sea when he had sailed 

from Marseilles to Latin America, three voyages, each of about six 

months, covering the period from December 1871+ to February 1877, of 

which a detailed itinerary can be found in the appendix to Jerry Allen's 

The Sea Years of Joseph Conrad (pp. 314-316). 

The feeling that"there was nothing more to write about" may also 

have been connected with the fact that in all his major work so far he 

had been using experience, and information, mediated to him in terms 

of his second adopted language, English. His adolescent experiences 

"in French", which had ended, apparently, in bankruptcy and attempted 

suicide, seem to have provided very little material for his creative 

analysis. Perhaps they were shut off by some psychological barrier that 

was never to be fully overcome--his early collaborative production, Fk- 

mance and the late The Arrow of-gold use them only in a fanciful and 

essentially un-revealing manner. One must not forget in this connect- 
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ion that Conrad was also very young at the time-sixteen to eighteen- 

and not looking at things with a mature awareness. 

But even if this experience could not be used in any deeper way, 

there must he been a considerable store of atmosphere, character, and 

minor incident ready to be exploited. It has been suggested that where- 

as in his earlier tales, Conrad was writing of places with which he was 

familiar, and using "experience", in Nsrm he was creating a world 

he had never seen. Robert Penn Warren describes it as "the story of a 

part of the world that Conrad had never laid eyes on, the West coast of 

South America.... There were books and hearsay to help, the odds and ende 

of information. But in the end, the land,, its people, and its history 

had to be dreamed up, evoked out of the primal fecund darkness that al- 
l 

ways lies below our imagination". Similaly, Norman Sherry, in the in- 

troduotion to Conrad's Western World. contrasts it with his earlier 

study of Conrad's Eastern sources by saying that "the biographical el- 

ement must of necessity be smaller" as "the world of a South American 

republic or of the London anarchists was not in any substantibit way part 

of Conrad's experience either at the time of writing Noatromo (1904) and 

The Secret Agent (1906) or at any period earlier in his life" (ppl-2). 

It may be however that Warren's trust in "the primal fecund dark- 

Haas" and Sherry's opposing predilection for the light of public records 

have led them both to underestimate the importance to an author of mov- 

ing through an area and absorbing its atmosphere, however briefly or 

unobtrusively. Given the remarkable unity of Spanish-American culture, 

the fact that Conrad did not actually visit "the West Coast" as distinct 

from the western area north of the central isthmus is hardly relevant- 

the countries that he did briefly visit, Venezuela and Colombia, are the 

two that in scenery, climate, and politics most resemble the "Costaguana" 

of the book. 
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Moreover, the information assembled by Jerry Allen shove that in 

fact Conrad spent more time ashore in Latin America than he did in the 

Far East (pp. 324, -323), and from the accounts of these early voyages 

from Marseilles, it seems likely that he had more opportunities for 

making contacts ashore than as a foreigner among Englismen in Asia. 

In The Author's Note to Viotorr he refers briefly to some of these ex- 

periences, and on the third voyage, in which he touched at ports in 

South America, he was in the company of that very Dominic Cervoni who 

was., as he states in the preface, the prototype of Nostromo himself. 

Jerry Allen claims that Delostang, the royalist owner of the ships 

in which Conrad sailed, was involved in supporting a right-wing rebell- 

ion in Colombia, and that Conrads voyage on the St Vo en -1 
from Mart- 

inique to Colombia and Venezuela in 1876 was to carry arms for this 

uprising in which "the Conservatives in the rich gold and silver min- 

ing states of Antiquoia and Tolima declared war on the Federal govern- 

ment"(pp. 22-25). This may be largely conjecture, but it has so maz 

correspondences with the plot of Rostromo that one cannot but regard it 

with sympathy. Certainly, the son of the then President of the Feder- 

ation, Santiago Perez Triana, whom Conrad subsequently came to know in 

London, and whom he states to be the basis for Don Josh Avellanoe in the 

book, must have been involved in these events (Autry, Is p. 338). 

Thus, if Costaguana seems more real to the reader than Lord Jim's 

Patusan, it is probably because there was more real experience of Lat. 

in America in Conrad's memory than there could have been of Borneo, 

though both of these countries are constructed from little more than 

glimpses filled out by background reading. In neither instance does 

the reading seem to have been very extensive, though happily chosen and 

fully exploited. Sherry read about two hundred nineteenth-century works 

on South America in his search for the sources of %$I r but was forced 
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to conclude that Conrad used but "a handful", chiefly two (p. 148n). 

These memories of Conrads were to be used not to re-create a semi- 

autobiographical tale of a similar voyage, but to provide the atmosphere 

for a work of creation that would deploy in a new vW his now fully de- 

veloped resources as a novelist-the history and politics of a whole 

country. That the need to look back as far as his Latin American ex- 

periences should come just at this moment when his powers were fully 

matured and his more urgent problems written out can be seen as a most 

fortunate coincidences, a "destiny". Such an endeavour, in which people 

and events are to be interelated on the grand scale, a history rather 

than a "historical novel" in the usual sense, requires a "typical count- 

ry" rather than any real one, and there is probably nowhere in the wotld 

except Spanish America where such a concept can be credible. One cannot 

imagine a "typical" European country, a "typical" state of the U. S. A.,, 

or even a"typical" English county. 

The racial homogeneity of the Indian tribes of South America, to- 

gether with their essentially "pre-historic" culture--even the Incas, 

though they had an empire, had no alphabet or other form of written 

communication-and the clear-cut outlines of the Catholic culture of 

Spain, so rapidly and forcefully imposed upon it, gave to the whole 

continent, with the exception of Brazil and the southernmost tip, a un- 

ity of culture and life that was divided into separate states by the 

limitations of distance and natural barriers rather than by the diff- 

erences of race, history and culture that usually distinguish one coun- 

try from another. 

At the same time, for the writer, the relative brevity of South 

American history, and the brutal simplicity of much of its politics, 

made the raw material manageable in a way that would hardly have been 

possible in a lvropean context. There was the added advantage that 

Conrad's own background in the polish Ukraine had something of the same 

mediaeval atmosphere,, in which the catchwords of the West sound hollow 
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because there is no social reality to snatch thews there also, one was 

liable to be disillusioned of bourgeois ideals before ever the original 

"illusion" had had time to grow. It was a situation that Conrad could 

comprehend and organise in a way that he could h rd], y have hoped to do 

with a story set in Western Europe. 

Admittedly, to a native of South America, a "typical Spanish. Amer- 

lean state" might seem a doubtful proposition, and the ninety odd years 

that have passed since Conrads Don Jo04 completed his Fifty Years of 

Misrule must have greatly increased the individuality of the various 

states, but at least for the outsider, and for the period of which Con- 

rad wrote, the concept seems acceptable enough. One needs to assume that 

Costaguana is to be fitted somewhere between Venezuela and Colombia in 

the north-west of the continent, for this is demanded by the tropical 

climate and the Cordirel. laa that Conrad describes. His own brief visit 

was here, and Edward B. Eastwiok's Venezuela was one of his main sources. 

The other one, Masterman's Seven Eventful leers Paraguay# was used 

for incidents and "characters" rather than for references that concern 

climate and geography. 

Colombia is in fact the only South American state that, like Cost- 

aguana, has its maritime provinces on the West coast and its main centre 

on the other side of the mountains,, a feature that suits Cohrad1s pur- 

pose, for it gives to his Sulaco a degree of isolation that reduces the 

cast of characters and the scale of operations to manageable proportions, 

and makes its declaration of independence seem both tactically possible 

and logically probable. 

Gustav Morf, the pioneer Freudian analyst of Conrad's work, guessed 

that he derived the name of the state from Costa Rica and Mail-manure 

(p. 14)9 as an expression of his contempt for its politics, but this 

hardly fits his obvious pride in this misruled country of his own creat- 

ion. In view of his known interest in the BLizabethan adventurers, Jer- 
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rrAllen is more convincing when she links it with the legendary 

wealth of the "Coast of Guiana" for which Raleigh searched, particul- 

arly as the name that Conrad gives to Gould's mine-San Tomb-- comes 

from the same source, as also the phrase that echoes in Ids Gould's 

waking nightmares, "The Treasure House of the World" (Allen, p. 6). 

If it is true that only South America could supply the writer with 

a "typical state", it is also true that only such a completely fictional 

state can serve the purpose of such a book. To write a fictional "hist- 

ory" of any actual state is virtually impossible-there is too much pre- 

ordained reality on the stage to allow the fictional characters any 

space to move, unless their scale is very small. Only a realistic but 

imaginary state can allow the author to manipulate both people and ev- 

ents on the grand scale and convey a complete historical destiny. Even 

so, the complexity is likely to overwhelm him uISless he is extremely 

skilful. One way in which Conrad manages to control his material is 

well brought out by Arnold Kettles 

Nostromo is, from the technical point of view, an amazing tou e force. 
11 

The method Conrad uses is of particular interest because his problems 

are the characteristic problems of the modern novelist-to present a 

aide canvas in which essentials are not lost in too great detail; to 

convey political and social movement on various levels ( conscious, un- 

conscious, semi-conscious); to suggest the almost infinite inter-relat- 

ednesa of character and character, character and background; to give 

each character a real individuality and yet see each as part of a con- 

crete whole: in shorts to aharow man in society. Gonad's method is to 

over-simplify somewhat individual character in the sense of giving each 

individual very sharply defined personal characteristics, frequently 

reiterated, so that each stands out clearly, not only in contrast to 
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the others, but against the clear, concretes surface-objective background 

of the whole. Thus the girl Antonia is invariably associated with a fan, 

Noetromo with silver and the epithet "illustrious", Dr Monygham with a 

lame leg, a twisted body and scarred cheeks, the Garibaldino with his 

"mane" ( it is , in a sense, the old "humours" theory developed poetio- 

ally ). What at first appears a somewhat irritating insistence is seen 

after a time to be a conscious and essential method. In fact, of course, 

the characters are not simple at all: by the and of the book their dep- 

ths and complexities are well established: it is their presentation 

that is simplified. 

This "simplicity" underlying and making possible the complexity may 

contribute to an understanding of the book in other frs. The sub-title 

"A Tale of the Seabord" suggests an overall simplicity that is not per: a 

haps as wholly deceptive as an academic analysis of the novel can lead 

one to assume. The idea of Conrad as a teller of tales1 the old sea- 

dog spinning his yarns, often deliberately invoked by the setting of 

Marlow and his friends, was fully accepted by his contemporaries, and 

could still be echoed by Frank Swinnerton in 1935 when in The Georgian 

Lit= he says that Conrad uses "the form of a yarn in which the 

subtle and omniscient narrator has power to hold hearers as the Ancient 

Mariner held the wedding guest, diverging, doubling, speculating, bring- 

ing to his elucidations all sorts of other yarns" (p. 157). 

In reC'ent times this "common-sense" view has been rather buried 

beneath a sophisticated discussion of Conrad's techniques as "high art", 

but perhaps it needs to be resurrected to gain an insight into the app- 

arent complexities of N°atromo. Its perpetual shifts of time that so 

baffle the analyst--"it has been nº experience, " says Guerard, "each 

time I have tried to disentangle the time-scheme of Nem to come up 

with a different result" (p. 211). -oannot credibly be explained as part 
ý`¢ý' 

. 
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of a preordained plan of infinite ingenuitys they can more reasonably 

be regarded as a natural growth within the mind of a story-teller with 

a simple basoio plot who at every moment finds himself digressing in 

order to help the listener to understand--a "listener"# rather than a 

treader", 

The man who is telling a story to a circle of friends has not only 

to keep digressing in order to introduce each new character or circum- 

stance, and then remind his listeners of where he thinks they were be- 

fore he digressed--he also has to keep alert for restive movements or 

opaque eyes amongst his audience, and it is very largely these instinot- 

ive skills that one can see at work throughout the winding length of 

Nootromo--as also, one may add,, in Lord Jim. It helps to explain how 

it is that the ordinary reader can follow a book that the critic finds 

baffling. In rather the same way that the historically-minded critic 

has to read two hundred books on south America to find that Conrad used 

two, the analytically-minded critic can find a hundred difficulties 

where the writer, and his reader may have hardly any, 

Conrad tells us in the Author's Note that the story is based on an 

incident from "a shabby volume picked up outside a second-hand bookshop", 

the stealing of a lighter of silver, and it is to this incident that the 

story sticks, digressing a little to tell us where the silver came from, 

and wbT* Although it can hardly be said to have any "present time"# the 

virtual present time is the two or three crowded ddys in which the rev- 

olution on the other side of the mountains reaches Sulacos riots break 

out, the fleeing Liberal leader arrives, the silver is sent out, and 

the province declares its independence. That is all that happens, but 

as each actor appears, his history is given, and each time he reappears 

some other relevant aspect of his past can be introduced, so that by 

the most primitive of methods, the method of "oral tradition", there is 

I 
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built up, by a most sophisticated intellect, an illusion of stereoscop- 

ic depth, of infinite complexity, and of omniscient knowledge. In this 

respect, "the sharply defined persona characteristics, frequently re- 

iterate&" to which Kettle refers may have been as mnemonically helpful 

to the author as they are to the reader. If, against all seeming prob- 

ability, the reader does not lose his way it is becaues the author never 

forgets him, and knows just when to raise the pitch of his own voice, 

just when to let the listener relax, and when to prod his memory: Homer 

may nod, but his listeners are never allowed to. 

Thus when Guerard denies that Noetro is the "controlled perform. 

aria" that Leavis claims it to be, he is no doubt right in the sense 

in which he understands it, a controlled performance as "a further move- 

ment towards the sophisticated 'art' novel"s it is rather a highly con- 

trolled performance in a different senses almost one might say, in the 

opposite direction. 

It is probably this lack of pre-meditation in regard to the time- 

scheme that produces the novel's one notioable inconsistency. Apart 

from the "present time" of thtcritical two or three days, the only im- 

portant event that is roughly dated is the banquet on the Jai which 

is said to have been six months before the beginning of the revolution, 

and eighteen months before its climax in Sulaco (p. 34). This twelve 

months of civil war on the other side of the mountains is filled out 

by references to continuing life in Sulacos "every three months the 

silver escort had gone down to the sea"1 and the ships., the railway, the 

provincial assembly, and Decoud's Pow are seen to be carrying on 

Ipp. 135-136), but then this twelve months seems to be virtually anni- 

hilated by the fact that General Barriob' embarkation with the Sulaoo 

soldiers who are to support Ribiera, said to have been sent at an earlq 

stage, is made to occur on the actual eve of the final events. The 
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author seems to "flash back" to Barrios' embarkation, and then forget 

to flash foward-again, and yet this is not a more inoonsgquential slip, 

but necessary to the plot, for it is only by inconsistently delaying 

the embarkation to the last moment that Barrios can oornsistently be 

recalled from Cayta to defend Sulaco's declaration of independence. If 

one tries to explain it away by assuming that other troops were sent 

before, then other minor inconsistencies arises there is here a ripple 

in the chronological carpet that can be shifted around but never quite 

eliminated. But then if one considers how Conrad, with his hypnotised 

hypothetical reader in front of him, carried the whole thing in his mind 

for something like twenty-four months, the only astonishing thing is that 

there are not more such momd. vts when he nods his Homeric head. 

If he had committtd himself to a detailed plsm on paper, no doubt 

he could have produced a work of equal, or even greater complexity, and 

perfect logic., which probably no reader would ever quite ut,, ravel: by 

keeping it in his head, and so follA. vMi! g the natural pattern of the hu- 

man mind, he produces something that as it were fits the reader's head, 

so that provided the latter is reasonably intelligent, and not too for- 

getful, the task of "handing over" this great piece of "oral tradition" 

can safely be completed: what was the writer's headache becomes they 

reader's headache, and the state of Sulaoo enters his eternal possession. 

That this is more or less the way that Conrad did its and nearly 

died of the headache in the doing of it, is fairly evident from the let- 

ters that he wrote at the timet to Galevorthy, "the book iss this mo- 

ment half done and I feel half dead and wholly imbecile .... I feel my- 

self strangely growing into a sort of outcast. A mental and coral out- 

cast" (Aubry, Is, p. 317); to Rothenatein, "and I am tired, tired as if 

I had lived a hundred years ... I am not myself and shall not be myself 

till I am born again after Nos tromp is finished" (p. 330); to Wells, 
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04 or dear Wells, am absolutely out of my mind with the worry and appr- 

ehension of my work. I go on as I would cycle over a precipice along a 

14 ine plack. If I Palter I am loste (p. 311). These are not the words 

of a man who has a plan, and ticks off a steady thousand words a day,, 

but of a man who balances the whole two hundred thousand words in a sol- 

ution of lactic acid as he rides along each line. And what happens if 

a casual tieitor should interrupt him? He tells us in A Personal Records F 

The whole world of Costaguana, men, women, headlands, houaea, mountains, 

town, ca=no (there was not a single brink, stone or grain of sand of its 

soil that I had not placed in position with my own handa)t all the hie- 

tory, geography, politics# finance; the wealth of Charles Gould's sil- 

ver mine, and the splendour of the magnificent Capatas de Cargadores, 

whose name cried out in the night (Dr Monygham heard it pass over his 

head-in Linda Violate voice), dominated even after death the dark gulf 

containing his conquests of treasure and love-all that had come 

Sig down crashing about my eyes, I felt I could never pick up the piec- 

es--and in that very moment I was saying, "Won't you sit down? " 

"I am afraid I interrupted you. " 

"Not at all. * (p. 98). 

Conrad finally summed it up in a letter to Garnetts "Noetromo is 

finished, a fact upon which my friends may congratulate as as upon a re- 

covaq from a dangerous illness! " (dabry, I, p, 335). 

To picture thus a whole country at a critical moment of its history, 

on a crams crowded with detailed scenes, teeming with significant incid- 

ents# an in their mutual perspectives, and to use it as the backcloth 

for a cast of powerful characters whose conflicting ideals, interests 

and ambitions are disposed of with a kind of divine justice-this is an 

aohievment that, with hindsight, can be seen as a promise implicit in 
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Conrad's earlier-work. 

In Almayerts Folly one notedýan interest in the economic base and 

the political structure of the environment that was hardly justified 

by the hero's own rather tenuous grasp of such realities (p. above). atz 

Even if these interests-had been entirely absent; it would not'have 

seriously affected the success of that'partiaualr novel, but their pre- 

senae is interesting as a harbinger. In The Nigger of the Narcissus he 

demonstrated his ability to present a whole cast of characters with an 

objective 'justice" that gives ever one his say, recognises that, ev- 

=7 virtue has its balancing "vice", every kind of knowledge its own 

particular "ignorance"--and all seen as subject to the overriding "fate" 

of social conditioning, and set in an indifferent world that finally 

condemns all human audacities or cowardices, ideals or compromises to. 

a tragic and, 

In Lord Jim and Heart of Darkness these gifts are deepened by centr- 

ing the interest on a single figure, with a single commentator, to pro- 

duce a kind of dialogue on what are pressing problems for the author 

himself. In Nostromo. though Deeoud can still be seen as the central 

consciousness of the book, very close to the authors whether as narrat- 

or or as subject of analysis, the light is not focussed on a single 

character but moves over a crowded stage to catch each figure or group 

at a significant moment. The "form" has changed, but not the method, 

and below the surface even the stretched and broken outlines of the. 

form can still be discerned. 

If Noetromo has no central "hero", this is not so much from any 

leak as from a superfluity: it has whole 
cast 

of heroes-Noetromo, 
ti 

the schoolboy's hero from the world of "light literature"j Gould,, 

the older-schoolboy's hero, the energetic, idealistic Anglo-Saxon man 

of action; Holroyd, the evangelical American man of business; Sir 
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John, 'the urbane engineer-director; Decoud, the man of culture and 

intellect; Viola, the brave idealistic revolutionary; Father Corbel- 

an, the ascetic missionary saint; Don Avellanos, the wine and right- 

eous statesman, Cap*ain Mitchell, the resourceful seaman, Barrios, the 

tough honest soldier, Hernandea, the Robin Hood of the Cordirella, Don 

Pepe, the "good shepherd' of the industrial flock, and with their hero- 

ines behind them--8nilia Gould and Antonia and Signora Viola and her 

daughters-and below then a supporting cast of lees admirable or leas 

important figures who are all consistently convincing even if they are 

not often surprising. 

Mahr of them, admittedly, are ''types°i familiar to us all, but 

perhaps in so complex a piece of social machinery, a certain standard- 

isation of the minor components is necessary in order to make it work. 

In all the more important figures there are sharp details to give them 

individuality: they live and breathe. Few readers of the book would 

accept Marvin Mudrick's dismissal of it as "a prodigiously ingenious 

vex-works museum which in certain lights and to certain innocent minds, 
3 

appears to be an assemblage of live human beings. " It is not so much 

that one does not know what udriok means as that he id demanding too 

much of a book that is done on this scale: even War and Peace does not 

go up and down the social scale and dodge across the barriers of race 

and culture in quite the way that Noot_romo does. In such circumstances, 

to give his creations the appearance "in certain lights" of "live human 

beings" is as much as the reader can demand, and a certain "innocence" 

of mind may be his own rightful contribution to the collective success 

of the illusion. 

If there is a problem here, a limitation, it may be that it can be 

411nminated a little by considering the book in relation to that partio- 

ular form that we have seen to suit Conrad so well, the author self- 

divided into analytical narrator and the subject of analysis. In 
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Nos tromp. Dsooud can be seen in both these roles. As narrator he prov- 

ides some analysis of Nostromo, Gould and others, but he is also pre- 

sented as a character to be analysed, like Heyst in Viol the vic- 

tim of an ultimate scepticism which the author also shares. Just be- 

cause Decoud embodies no much of the writer's own personality, he is 

presented with a depth and fullness that is hardly granted t6athe others. 

Thos, Conrad's familiar "form" can be seen below the surface, but it 

is not adapted to the mastery of such a pass of complex materials it 

can be seen, positively, as enriching the book without controlling its 

or negatively, as providing a certain justification for accusations of 

"ho3owness" in those characters witch whom the author cannot so easily 

"identify", 

If in its political or philosophical implications, the overall 

effect of the book is pessimistic, it is oert inly not from any cynic- 

ism in relation to the characters: since Shakepeare's time there can 

have been few fuller celebrations of all the most admirable qualities 

of mankind. If one could see the numerous "heroes" of Nostromo par- 

aded apart from the tragic web in which they are entrapped one might 

cry with Miranda,, "How many godly creatures are there here2 0 brave 

new world that has such people in't. " 

Are they so admirable only because nothing is safe and danger lurks 

at every corner? Is it only in adversity that these brave colours have 

hheir chance to shine? As we have noticed with The NjCF! er of the Naro4 

issue, the suggestion that this is so is one aspect of Conrad's tragic 

vision (p. above). With Nostromo it appears also that, in so far 

as the two can ever be considered apart, it is more in the nature of 

hhe social environment than in the human material that the roots of 

tragedy are seen to lie, even though Conrad himself might have been re- 
ý sýP 

luotant to acknowledge so Rousseau-like a conclusion (p. above) 
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If the total effect is tragic,, it is certainly not an effect that 

is imposed by any obtrusive manipulation of events , nor-can it be seen 

as necessarily inherent in the human-condition, but rather as inherent 

in a particular environment at a particular moment in its history. 

This point needs to-be made because the book has sometimes been treated 

as if it were a powerful refutation of liberal ideals, but a nineteenth- 

century South American state is not the place where the "Liberal Imag- 

ination" was created, or where anyone could reasonably expect its values 

to be viable, The irony with which Don Jos6's ideals, or Viola's, are 

treated is aimed more at the iaappropiate context in which they are ad- 

vanced than at the ideals themselves. Decoud says as much when be de- 

scribes the politics of his own country, seen from Paris, as une farce 

ea "Imagine an atmosphere of ope_ s in which all the comic 

business of stage statesmen, brigands, eta., eta., all their farcical 

stealing, intriguing, and stabbing is done in dead earnest... " (p. 152). 

This is not to deny that Conrad's scepticism goes much deeper than 

this, that he also profoundly questions the whole Western bourgeois 

structure of "material interest" by which such ideals are given life, 

and to a certain degree, made to work-but these questions are largely 

put to the future, to what lies ahead of that victory for the "material 

interests" with which the book ooavludes. That life in the western 

hemisphere has since justified Conrad's doubts, and brought us all 

rather nearer to the world of Nostromo need not obscure the point that 

for Conrad there was also a certain standard of bourgeois stability 

that he regarded as preferable, even if not as interesting, as the 

farce macabre of Costaguana. 

That probing concern with valeure idgales that Conrad saw, looking 

back on his work, as his abiding interest, achieves in promo its 

widest deployment,, and it also goes deep. Each of the protagonists is 
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seen in his social context, as a member of a group which out of soon- 

omic necessity and collective pride has made its ovn ideal, and each 

from a more or less sublimated egoism lives by the ideal, and may be- 

tray or be betrayed by it. At the bottom are the beten or "beetles", 

led by the gran' bestia, who use the ideals as labels for such simpler 

things as greed or vengeance, and the peasants for whom "ideals" are 

hardly a conscious problem. At the next levels there is the seaman's 

ethic of Captain Mitchell, admirable enough, and-adequate for the per- 

formance of his duties in 
stable 

society, but only marginally relevant 

to life in Costaguana, and of 
eimilar kind, though better adapted to 

local conditions, are the differing loyalties and virtues of Barrios or 

Don Pepe, and of Father Corbelan, whose medieval vision of social justice 

cannot adapt to change, but will not relinquish its claim. There are 

the Western democratic ideals of Don Jost and the Risorgimento ideals 

of Viola, looking a little absurd outside the contexts in which they 

originally flourished; there is the more solid and up-to-date idealism 

of Charles Gould, who believes that "material interests" will eventualy 

produce stability and thereby justify themselves, at least in terms of 

Holroydts "purer form of Christianity". 

As Decoud admits, "these Englishmen live on illusions that somehow 

or other help them to get a firm hold of the substance", for they are 

the "illusions" that belong to the ascendant forces. Indeed, something 

like Gold's *illusion" now has so firm a grip on the substance of the 

world that it has become our generally accepted norm. It is here that 

the depth of Conrad's vision, as expressed largely through the comments 

of Decoud, reveals itself. To be able to regard that whole Western 

eoientifio-teohnologioal-eoonomio way of loking at and manipulating 

things that has become our taken-for-granted form of "reality" as some- 

thing that ultimately, can be seen as no more than one of the "iLtusions" 
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by which a society chooses to live is the kind of escape from the 

conditioning-of one's own enviroment that is achieved but rarely. Iii 

our own time such an awareness is more easily come by, but in the age 

in which Conrad wrote it was shared by few. 

To attain to such an understanding at such a time was to be forced 

into an extreme of, intellectual isolation, and this is conveyed, in 

Nostromo. through the oonscious.. ness of Decoud, whom Corbelan sees as 

Na sort of Frenchman-godless--a materialist. Neither the son of his 

own country nor of any other. * (p. 198)" As Rilke puts it, "Every 

slow turning of the world has its disinherited/ to whom the past does 

not belong, nor yet the future: For Decoud, the generous, intelligent 

sceptic for whom none of the old ideals are adequate, and none of the 

general convidtions of mankind ring true, there can only be the empt- 

iness that awaits the coming of a new "god". And as Conrad seems to 

share the view that such metaphysical meanings are the creation of soc- 

iety rather than the creators of it, this must be for Decoud a real and 
asp 

utter emptiness. The emptiness of sea and sky that accompanies his 24-? 

suicide must be seen as the symbol and reflection of this social and 

psychological emptiness, and not as themselves the cause, as if more 

physical isolation were the only. )problem with which his soul must oont- 

end. 

For Conrad this great-and sometimes beneficial--"illusion" which 

Western man has allowed to become his imprisoning "reality" is summed 

up in the term "material interest", which echoes through the novel with 

"the silver of the mine" as something close to its "objective correlat- 

ive". Kettle refers to "a failure ever to define at all clearly the 

meaning of 'material interests'" (p. 71), but perhaps this can be seen 

as an indication of the magnitude of meaning that the term must embrace 

-not only so much of our world, but also the spectacles through which 

we see it, and impossible therefore to define with precisions it is 

rather defined negatively, by what it ignores, excludes or cripples-- 

all those human needs and qualities that are represented by the gener. 
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ous, but unrewarded bravery of Nostromo, the humanitarianism of Viola, 

the primitive but organic life of the peasants, the asoetio virtues 

and moral concerns of Corbelan, the cultural values of Decoud, and above 

all the sensitive and sympathetic nature of Kra Gould, through whose 

eyes, for the most part, the human needs of the others are peen, and 

for whom it becomes, almost literally, a nightmares 

An immense desolation, the dread of her own continued life, descended 

upon the first lady of Sulaco. With a prophetic vision she saw herself 

surviving alone the degradation of her young ideal of life, of love, of 

work-all alone in the Treasure House of the World. The profound, blind 

suffering expression of a painful dream settled on her face with its 

closed eyes. In the indistinct voice of an unlucky sleepers, lying pass- 

ive in the grip of a merciless nightmare, she stammered out aimlessly 

the wordss 

"Material interest. " (p. 522) 

We are close here to Lawrence's vision as it is conveyed in Women 

Love or Lader Chatterley'a Lover. The poetic intensity is less than 

with Lawrence but perhaps the social understanding is more exact. The 

parallels between Clifford Chatterley and Charles Gould, both seduced 

by the machinery and the machinations of a mine was referred to above, 

in discussing The ;. PjAAX I* Gould is both a more typical and 

more admirable representative of his kind than Chatterley, and more 

realistically presented. Attractive and unconventional is bis youth, 

worthy of Emilia's love, she still loves him, still sees him as "per- 

foot" at the end of the book,, He is entirely convincing as a middle- 

class English expatriate, but he can-also be seen as the archetype of 

the capitalist entrepreneur imposing a new spirit upon a medieval cult- 

ure. Early to the book he states his creeds 

'What is wanted here is law, good faith, order, security. Anyone can 
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declaim about these things, but I pin my faith to material interests. 

Only let the material interests once get a firm footing, and they are 

bound to impose the conditions on which alone they can continue to ex- 

lot. That's how your money-making is justified here in the face of 

lawlessness and disorder. It is justified because the security which 

it demands must be shared with an oppressed people. A better justice 

will come afterwards. That's your ray of hope" (p. 84). In a Latin- 

American context such a creed could be expected to produce only a kind 

of fascism, and it plots with remarkable accuracy the future of the 

continent. From the author's point of view the "ray of hope" seems 

effectively to be extinguished at the end of the story with Or Monygham's 

prophesy that "the time approaches when all that the Gould Concession 

stands for shall weigh as heavily on the people as the barbarism, cruelty, 

and misrule of a few years back. " If there is anything to re-light the 

ray. IJT can only be that these words of l4onygham's follow his disclos- 

e that Nostromo, now known as Captain Fidenza, and "greater with the 

populace than ever he was before", "holds conferences with the Archbis- 

hop, as in those old days which you and I remember. Barrios is useless. 

But for a military head they have the pious Hernandez. And they may 

raise the country with the new cry of wealth for the people" (p. 511). 

As author, Conrad gives them no blessing and obviously does not care 

for the "small, frail, bloodthirsty hater of capitalists" who is left 

alone with Nostromo at the and of the book. No doubt he is nearer to 

expressing his own values when Mrs Gould speaks of that "care of the 

past and of the future in every passing moment of the present" that she 

sees as the condition of a life that is to be "large and lull", and Yet 

the very fact that he presents us with the Catholic leader and the 

quixotic soldier, along with "our man" and the enduring "people" as the 

co-conspirators against the reigin of "material interest" would seem to 

indicate a hope for the future in which the past is not dead, or unoared 

for. 
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If there is azq substance in the suggestion made, with reference to 

'The Lagoon" (p. Ibove), that what Garnett called Conrad's "feminine sbý 

sensitiveness" and "masculine keeness"had not quite made their marriage 

in his art, we can see a sign of its aohievment, almost a symbolical 

presentation of it, in the marriage of Charles and Faily Gould. It is 

not put before us as an "ideal" marriage, but as a picture of the pos- 

sibilties and the tensions in about the best kind of marriage imaginable 

in the social contest in which it occurs. It carries great promise when 

it begins in Italy, both partners having a complementary touch of the un- 

conventional in their essentially British natures. The two of them can 

be seen as representing with remarkable clarity and fullness the mascul- 

ine and feminine roles as they had polarised in western society at the 

time-as clearly as in a Taoist diagram of yl and yri we see the com- 

bination and opposition of male and female. 

Gould is a good Englishman of his time, a recognisable relative of 

Forsteros Mr Wilcox in Howards End. He has that combination of engineer- 

ing skill and administrative ability that after the Industrial Revolution 

and with the growth of Empire, had become an increasingly acceptable 

allotropic form of the English gentleman, together with a belief in the 

Inevitability of "progress" and masculine ideals of the kind that can 

adjust themselves to the corruption of a backward country without losing 

their conviction. They allow him to feel a-comfortable moral superiority 

over the means he manipulates to the unquestionable end of greater prosp- 

erity for all. He is not bothered with performing individual acta of 

kindness, or tending to the wounded in the industrial battle-that is 

the task of his female partner: he must fight and prevail. If he has 

a certain hollowness it is because that is what such a man is like, rat- 

her than because Conrad has omitted anything in his presentation of him. 
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In this kind of society the cultivation of, the inner life is left to 

the ladies. 

Though he may have something in common with Henry Wilcox, Gould 

has also some of the tougher material of Gerald Crich in Lawrence's 

Women in Love, He lives in riding breeches and enters and leaves to 

the click of spurs; he is the horseman, that favourite masculine image 

of Western man, going back, perhaps, to the days when Mongol invaders 

indelibly imprinted it on our consciousness. Gould rides "like a cent- 

aur", and at his first appearance in the story he is matched against the 

equestrian statue of his predecessor as "King of Sulaco", Charles IY of 

Spain� known to the peasants as "The Horse of Stone"t "The other 

Caries, turning off to the left with a rapid clatter of hoofs on the 

disjointed pavement-Don Carlos Gould, in his English clothes, looked 

as incongruous, but much more at home than the kingly cavalier reign- 

ing in his steed on the pedestal above the sleeping leoeros, with his 

marble arm raised towards the marble rain of a plumed hat" (p. 49). 

Mrs Gould represents just as fully and as naturally the feminine 

ideal of her timd, with her water-colours, her care for the peat, her 

love of her house, and sensitive concern for all around her. Again,, 

she can be compared with the best of Forster's women a little less 

fey than Mrs Wilcox, one could easily imagine her at Howards End. In- 

deed, if Nostromo had been published six years after HowardäwPhd in- 

stead of six years before., one might have been attempted to see Forst- 

er's influence in the Goulds, their Italian courtship, and the whole 

presentation of their marital relationship. 

At the same time there is more objectivity, lese open commitment, 

in Conrad's treatment of the theme. He Can present Mrs Gould's vision 

with full understanding, but without implying that it is his own, and 

with no suggestion that the forces of the cosmos must be on her side. 

And while Forster seems to commit himself to the "feminine" forces more 
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completely than Conrad, he also shows in himself, as author, a rather 

feminine tendency to capitulate to the masculine charm of Mr Wilcox, so 

that in the end, as a defender of his "creed", he seems rather less 

successful than the man he had accused of lacking one (pe above). 

Conrad's experiences on the Saint Antoine that took him to South 

America included his first acquaintance with its mate, the Corsican 

Dominic Cervoni, who seems to have impressed himself upon Conrad's 

imagination more deeply than ary other human being, and became not on- 

ly the hero of Nost romo, but also Peyrol, hero of The Rover. the fict- 

ional "Dominic" of The Arrow of Gold, the perhaps more factual "Dominic" 

who fills the liveliest chapters of The Mirror of the Sea. and was still 

to make a last appearance as Attilio in the unfinished Suspense. Aubry 

suggests also that Tom Lingard in the Malayan novels has "the soul and 

moral outlook of Dominic" ( I, P. 37). 

Conrad's lasting fasciahtion with Cervoni seems to be based on an 

emotional attachment of which nevertheless inteilectually# he was in- 

clined to be critical. In o tromo" for instance, lavish authorial 

tributes to the illustrious Capataz" are balanced by rather cruel 

comments from just those characters with whom Conrad is intellectually 

identified, MMonygham, and more especially, Decoud, who seems to see 

Nostromo as almost entirely vain and empty. 

Conrad never attempts any kind of deep identification with Cervoni, 

though he comes a little nearer to it in The v where as an old man, 

Psyrol becomes also a vehicle for some of Conrad's own middle-aged 

self-indulgence as a "retired adventurer". Ceryoni is not the kind of 

intellectual, flayed, or sensitive character with whom Conrad could 

naturally identify. His devotion to Cervoni seems to be more likii that 

of the zoologist to the animal on which he has chosen to specialises he 

observes it with loving attention, but he is wary of "anthropomorphe" 
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it by trying to guess too closely what it feels or thinks. 

It is probably for this reason that Cervoni seems most alive in 

those chapters of The Arrow of Cola or The Mirror of the Sea where we 

see him more as Conrad actually saw him, and perhaps least convincing 

in Nostromp where he has to both change his nationality and lose his 

ancestral pride. Whereas Cervoni, we are told in The Mirror of the Seap 

was a Caporali and "the Caporali family dates back to the twelfth cent- 

ury" (p. 163), Nostromo is an expatriate and an orphan. It is not un- 

likely that such a lack of background would make a man more empty and 

vain, and in this respect Nostromo may be quite authentio, so that as 

Conrad puts it in the Author's Note, 'Dominic would have understood the 

younger man perfectly-if scornfully" (pe it). But it also makes him 

less interesting, less of a character. and so less able to bear the 

weight of half-ironic glory with which Conrad wants to load him. 

It is not altogether surprising therefore that in the face of a 

great deal of partially justified, but largely superficial, criticism, 

Conrad was tempted to disown Nostromo: "I don't defend Nostromo him- 

self. Fact is he does not take my fancy either.... But truly N. is 

nothing at all--a fiction, embodied vanity of the sailor kind-- a ro- 

mantic mouthpiece of the 'people' which (I mean 'the people' fre- 

quently experience the very feelings to which he gives utterance. I 

do not defend him as a creation" (Aubry, I, p. 338). But this is to 

give away too much, and even when his author, too, has betrayed him, 

something of "the genius of the Capataz de Cargadores" still dominates 

'the dark gulf containing his conquests of treasure and love. " 

Cervoni's importance to Conrad would seem to lie in his relation 

as anti-type to the author's own nature. Just as Marlow reflects 

sombthing of Conrad's own cerebral fever, Cervoni in his several 

metamorphoses represents the opposite, the kind of unreflective man 
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of action whom Conrad could not help envying and admiring. Cervoni 

has the "perfection" of the creature that acts from "instinct". m- 

troubled by the arriere nensees of the intellect. In The Mirror of 

the sea we are told that "there was nothing in the world sudden enough 

to take Dominic unawares.... Ne had the physical assurance of strong- 

hearted men. After half an hour's interview in the dining room during 

which they got in touch with each other in an amazing way, Rita told 

us in her best grandeesdame manners"Mgis il eat varfait. cat homme. 1 

He was perfect" (p. 164). 

Although his role as Nostromo may be the least effective of Car- 

voni's several appearances, taking him furthest from that natural hab- 

itat in which he moved with such perfect assurance, one suspects that 

it was Conrad's original intention to not him as "Our Man", the man 

who is a man as an apple is an apple or a tiger is a tiger, at the 

centre of the story, and use him as a measure of hhe "manliness" N of 

others. Only thus can the corruption even of the incorruptible Nostr- 

omo, the man who would have "preferred to die rather than deface the 

perfect form of his egoism", attain to tragic proportions. And only 

thus, one might add, can one explain the lengthy treatment of Nostr- 

omo's career after the establishment of the state of Sulaoo, with the 

*symbolical" lighthouse and the full description of his last hours, 

which because the story did not turn out to be so much centred on Nost- 

romo as Conrad originally intended, now reads rather like an unjustif- 

iably long-winded epilogue. 

His name--"Our Man"--also suggests all this, though it is typical 

of Conrad's insistence that his symbolism must alvVs have a realistic 

base that he permits himself this suggestive title only because 

noetromo is also Italian for 'boatswain", which Nostromo was before he 

came ashore, 
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Conrad's remark in a letter to Cunninghame Graham, in the early 

stage of writing the book, that it was to be "concerned mostly with 

Italians" (Aubry, Is p. 315), as alsohLs earlier remark to Galaworthy 
(p 3Cc ) 

that it would belong to "the 'Karain' class of tales ^can be seen as 

clear indications that originally it was intenösd to be much shorter 

than it turned out to be, and much more centred upon Nostromo. The sur- 

vival of at least the spirit and intention can be seen not only in the 

title of the book but also in the repetition of Nostromo's name in a 

kind of litany that runs through the book, often at the close of a chap- 

ter not otherwise concerned with him, until at the end of the last chap- 

ter of all, his name uttered in a"cry of undying passion' passes over 

Dr Monygham's head to dominate for ever "the dark gulf containing his 

conquests of treasure and love. In fact the final structure of the 

book rather suggests the possibility that what we now have as its main 

substance was a kind of parenthesis which Conrad inserted between the 

begilºning and the ending of the original short story. 

If there is unmistakeable irony in this litany of the "illustrious 

Capataz" it does not entirely cancel out the ring of a genuinely felt 

romantic emotion that in attached to every appearance of Cervoni. A 

vain man, perhaps, but then "all is vanity", and at least one can say 

that some kinds of vanity are aesthetically, even morally, preferable 

to others. A man who is, as Monygham says, capable of "the most absurd 

fidelity, or as his other critic, Decoud puts it, "preferred to die rat- 

her than deface the perfect form of his egoism", can be seen as more ad- 

mirable than Gould, who is merely prepared to blow up his mine, or even 

Viola, who is willing to survive by frying onionst it is a definition 

that in suitably sublimated form can beettended to embrace all those whom 

mankind have regarded as saints or heroes, and it is Nostromo's'ttragedy" 

that he is cheated of true tragedy because fate does not alloy him so 

to die. 
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It may be that something of what Noatromo was intended to be sur- 

vives in the contrasts made between him and other more important people, 

notably Decoud and Monygham. Both of them treat Nostromo with the kind 

of condescension that their social rank and superior intelligence may 

justify, yet both are made to feel a little uncomfortable in his pres- 

ence, and a little ridiculous in their assumptions of superiority, which 

may have been very much how the young Conrad felt in the presence of 

Cervoni's animal "perfection". The fact that in this particular inst- 

anoe Nostromo's triumph is hollow does not entirely devalue the kind of 

contrast that Conrad emphasises at the end of the story, when Monygham 

sees Nostromo as the incarnation of all that life has denied him- the 

reputation for courage, the aohievment of adventure and the love of 

beautiful women. Even in relation to Mrs Gould, "that woman whom he 

loved with secret devotion, he had been defeated by the magnificent 

Capataz do Cargadores, the man who lived his own life on the assumpt- 

ion of unbroken fidelity, rectitude, and couraget" (p. 561). 

But if there was the intention here to do full justice to the 

power and charm of Nostromo, there is a failure to give it sUfficiant 

substance. His appearances, though numerous, are brief, and often 

with more rhetoric than evidenced reality j if we believe in his powers 

it is more because of the litany of invocation than because we see him 

exercising them. His fabled leadership, as it is actually set before 

us, whether of the cargadores or of Decoud and Hirsch on the lighter, 

seems to consist, of little more than pushing a revolver under their 

noses, or into their backs, and threatening instant death, while his 

methods of "security" are equally individualistic and primitives "I 

have sat alone at night with nay revolver in the Compat 's warehouse 

time and again by the side of that other Englishman's heap of silver, 

guarding it as though it had been cy own very own" (p. 125). 

Napoleon, we remember, was a Corsican, and Cervoni, as he appears 
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in The Mirror of the Sea, can be seen as something of a small-scale `7;. 

Napoleon in his self-dramatised powers of leadership, but as Nostromo 

he becomes too much of a "loner" and a "bossbs' man". In his relations 

with women also, he seems to show rather less of the generosity,. or the 

virility that one might expect of such a man, and more of the kind of i 

indifference that one finds in so many of Conrad's male characterst "I 

don't care for cards as a pastime; and as to those girls that boast of 

having opened their doors at my knock,, you know I wouldn't look at any 

one of them twice except for what people would say. They are queer, the 

good people of Sulaco, and I have got much useful information simply by 

listening patiently to the talk of women that everybody believed that I 

was in love with" (p. 297). 

It was probably some such points as these that inspired criticisms 

of Nostromo by Cunninghame Graham, to vhich Conrad's general diaavou l 

was quoted above, while on this particular pointy he replies, NAq to 

his conduct generally and with women in particular, I only wish to say 

that he is not a Spaniard or S. American" (Lubry, Is, p. 338). One 

might also add that this aspect of Noatromo is quite consistent with 

the fact thatp almost as mich as Lord Ji. m, he is concerned with his 

"Platonic conception of himself", or rather one might say, a "sub-Plat- 

onic conception". that stands in rather the same relationship to the 

finished product as we see it in Jim as do the Shamanistic oracles of 

early Greece to the visions of Plato. 

Although on the surface, as a man who lives only for the good opin- 
ion of others., Nostromo may seem to be almost the opposite of an "ideal- 

ist*, he is also shown to be in his own primitive wavy, very much a hero 

of the "ideal". He lives not by the *idea* as a finished formulation, 

stable and internalised, but rather by the rav material of the ideal, 

the unfinished flux of it, impressed through the approval of his sup- 

eriors or the worship of his followers. His attitudes are those of the 
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kind of primitive hero out of which, among such people as the early 

Greeks, an aristocratic ideal developed. 

This can be clearly seen when he is contrasted, for instance, with 

one of the book's minor characters, Gamacho, who has had similar origins 

and opportunities. Ga; iacho, by thieving and small-ahopkeeping, has be- 

come a deputy, and is destined for high office if the Monterists succeed. 

And do you think that Gamacho, then, would have ever become a hero with 

the democracy of this place, like our Capataz? Of course not. He isn't 

half the man. No, decidedly, I think Nostromo is a fool" (p. 321)-- Dr 

Monygham, whose consistent cynicism forces him to call Nostromo a "fool" 

is thtaFeby oonfarring on him the title of "idealist". 

Aa the Doctor says to the Chief Engineer earlier in the same con- 

versation, "-he's not grown rich by his fidelity to you good people of 

the railway and the harbour. I suppose he obtains some, how do you acy 

that? -some spiritual value for his labours, or also I don't know why :. 

the devil he should be faithful to you, Gould, Mitchell or anybody 610068 

In this brief conversation Conrad not only illuminates the characters of 

both Moyngham and Nostromo, but also shows up in a couple of sentences 

the superficiality of the Chief Engineer and all that he stands for: 

"The doctor's talk was distasteful to the builder of railways. 'It is 

impossible to argue that point, " he said philosophically. 'Each man has 

his gifts. You should have heard Gamacho haranguing his friends in the 

street... " (p. 321). 

It is because these superiors take him for granted, and cannot even 

reward him fairly, let alone appreciate the "epi*'itual value" by which 

he lives that Nostromo is tempted in the end to accept the implicit val- 

ues by which they live rather than the values they preach. Only Mrs 

Gould seems to understands, and saves his reputation by letting his sec- 

ret die with him-- it is interesting to note that it is only by an other- 

wise not very much exploited authorial "omniscience" that the reader k-a 

knows. 



IL4 2 

It may be that Signora Viola also understands Nostromo, but because 

the "spiritual value" with which he is absorbed conflicts with her own 

possessive attitude towards him, and also with the higher, but for Nos- 

tromo quite insubstantial , values that she takes from the Catholic 

Church, she pretends to despise him. The whole of their relationship, 

with its complexity of maternally and sexually possessive loves and 

Jealousies, conveyed in vivid dialogue, is convinoingýy done. The 

cumulative effect of a whole series of such vignettes--the incident of 

Gould's father and the courtesan in the capital is one brilliant example, 

and the affair of Captain Mitchell's missing watch another-is one 

source of the book's extraordinary richness. 

The wealth of authentic detail is another. Although DecoudIs 

sceptical disillusionment with the world represents one aide of the 

author's nature, another quite opposite aspect of it is reflected in 

hie ability to immerse himself in every tiniest detail of his South 

American state, details so complete and convincing that just as when 

one travels through a landscape for the fir$k time, one notices and re- 

members me" very few of its features, and collects more on each succ- 

essive journey, so each time one re-reads N e,, r trono one can notice many 

little things that had escaped attention before. 

Not only, for example, are we given every detail of the working of 

the mine, but all these details come to us through their effects on the 

people. "The great clattering, shuffling noise* of the ore shoots is 

heard as Don Pepe stands still for a moment to listen to it (p. 164). 

As well as learning about the use of water in the process, we are also 

told about the waterfall that once existed, when it was "the very per&- 

dise of snakes", and the memory of this ironic other Eden is preserved 

in Mrs Gould's water-colour sketch: 'she had madee it hastily one day 

from a cleared patch in the bushes, sitting in the shade of a roof of 
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straw erected for her on three rough poles under Don Pope's direction" 

(p. 166). The creator was there "in the beginning" before-ever his 

world came to be, and he is miractaiusly present in all his creatures 

at every moment. He gives us not so such a 'selection" of pignifigaht, 

details as an overwhelming and interlocking abundance of them, from 

which unconsciously, according to his need or capacity, each reader 

makes his own selection. There is hardly anything that is not relevant, 

but there are many things that are more or less relevant according to 

the degree to which one is willing to give them one's attention, to 

whether one wishes to hurry through Sulaoo or spiritually to dwell there. 

Or take these concluding lines of Chapter Four, which has mainly 

described Viola and his cafe: 

No native of Costaguana intruded there. This was the Italian strong- 

hold. Even the Sulaoo policemen on night patrol let their horses pace 

softly by, bending low in the saddle to glance through the window at 

the heads in tba. fog of smoke, and the drone of old Giorgio's declamatory 

narrative seemed to sink behind them into the plain. Only now and then 

the assistant chief of police, some broad-faced, brown little gentleman, 

with a great deal of Indian in him, would put in an appearance. Leaving 

his man outside with the horses he advanced with a confident, sly smile, 

and without a word up to the long trestle table. He pointed to one of 

the bottles on"the shelf; Giorgio, thrusting his pipe into his mouth 

abruptly served him in person. Nothing would be heard but the 

alight jingle of spurs. His glass emptied, he would take a lemiurely 

scrutinizing look all round the room, go out, and ride away slowly 

circling towards the town. (p. 33) 

The writing may not be so remarkable, but the "authenticity" is 

compelling: one wants to ask, How did Conrad k, Qg about this? It is 

not the sort of thing onir would eapeot to get from travel-books, or 
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even from a casual visit-one would have to have been born and bred on 

the continenf4to know such things-or so one might think if one did 

not know that Conrad had a few hours in such a country, and read a few 

books-one can almost believe in 4arren's "primal fecund darkness". 

Viola himself, "the idealist of the old humanitarian revolutions", 

is one of the books most vivid and attractive characters. It is part 

of Conrad's mundane skill, with his eye on the "listener", that having 

begun with an Englishman, Captain Mitchell, and the Britiah-owned O. S. N., 

he then presents an immediately sympathetic character, viola, to whom 

also he gives strong English sympathies, and a dependence upon a bible 

supplied by the British and Foreign Bible S60iety-and at the same time 

has him in a situation of danger, waiting to be rescued by Nostromo. 

Only then do we get down to something with more political substance- 4. 

the banquet on tha-duno. for which the references to Mitchell have pre- 

pared us. And on the way we have acquired an enormous amount of back- 

ground information-as Hewitt says, "Every fact given in the first ten 

pages or so is to play a vital part in the book" (p. 49). 

It is a little startling to find from Sherry's Conrad's Western 

World that Viola, in both character and appearance, is based not so 

much on Garibaldi's cook as on Garibaldi himself, whose autobiography 

was one of Conrad's sources (pp. 156-158). But although the leonine 

face, the white mane, and the "austere contempt for all personal advant- 

age" may come fron Garibaldi, Viola's ideas and conversation are entirely 

consistent with the kind of man he is supposed to be, and his personal- 

ity, which sounds important notes in the overall symphony of ya p 

wes is quite consistent and convincing. 

His idealism. is attractive, and yet it is shown to be, in the con- 

test of Coetaguana, almost as ineffective as"that of Don Jos'. Like the 

latter's, it is based on an idea of "the people" that the real people 
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of this primitive country can hardly live up to, and more than once 

Viola's mystical belief in "the people" is contrasted with his contempt 

for the "mob" that actually confronts him. His ideals are focussed and 

8)Wbolised by the highly coloured portrait of Garibaldi on his wall, 

but when he opens the door, after Nostromo has recued him from"the people", 

"the crude colurs of the Garibaldi lithograph paled in the sunshine" (p. 

23). 

This attituc to Viola's ideal, which sees it an paled by the sun- 

shine of reality, should not be forgotten when it comes to considering 

that larger piece of symbolism by which, at the end of the story, Viola 

comes to be the keeper of the lighthouse, and the unwitting judge and 

exeoeutioner of Nostromo. Leavis describes Nostromo's "return to find 

the new lighthouse standing on the lonely rock hard by his secret, and 

his consequent betrayal into devious paths of love" as "magnificent 

triumphs of symbolism" (p. 212), but this symbolic use of an artificial 

light must not be interpreted as if it implied some moral absolute by 

which Nostromo may justly be condemned. The lighthouse, we remember, h 

has been erected by the "material interests" for very practical purposesi 

ans that Violas representative of liberal ideals, has become the devoted 

keeper of it, as well as the jealous guardian of his own daughters, has 

its own deep ironies. 

ý cowýbihariýrý In considering Conrad's relationship to frecoud, 

of both a critical insight and'. sympathetic identification that makes 

him intellectually the book's most important character, and perhaps also 

its most attractive, Guerard has discerned "a marked discrepancy between 

what Decoud does and says, and what the narrator or omniscient author 

says about him"-both his words and actions have a positive quality that 

seems to belie the repeated descriptions of him as dilettantei, sceptic 
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and boulevardier. Guerard amply illustrates the point, and suggests 

that "if we subtract the ironic epithets, authorial summaries, and 

solitary suicide, a quite different person emerges. So far from be- 

lieving or caring about nothing, he has an ideal of lucidity and of 

intellectual honesty, he is very much in love, and he is (quite apart 

fr Kattitude toward the current political situation) a patriot". 

Guerard concludes from all this that it is difficult to accept his early 

suicide-"the remarkable thing is that we believe as much as we do. 

For the two Decouds are, ibdeed, two very different men, two different 

'potential selves'* pp. 199-202). 

Guerard seems here to be missing the double edge of the author's 

irony which, ultimately, ia directed against good people like Corbelan 

who see Decoud as nothing but a "materialist" and a monster because he 

cannot share their convictions. One might also suggest that if Decoud 

represents two "potential selves" of the author, this does not imply 

that they are "indeed, two very different men's but rather that they 

must be, as two aspects of the one author, so closely related that it is 

not altogether incredible that they should inhabit one body. It seems 

in fact, that with Decoud Conrad hai done very much the same thing as he 

did with Lord Jim. He has on the one hand subjected him to the kind of 

critical analysis, coming from his own self-awareness, that inevitably 

involves an aspect of apparent cruelty, while at the same time allowing 

him, in action, to live out the kind of romantic adventure that was the 

subject of his own youthful day dreams, and in the case of Decoud, to 

do it before the eyes of Antonia, who represents, as Conrad tells us in 

the Author's Note, the girl on whom he had longed to make just such an 

impression in his own youth. 

This inevitably leads to both Jim in Patusan, and Decoud in the 

Sulaco rebellion, achieving rather more in the world of action than the 
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author's analysis of their characters might suggest as`probablb, but 

the credibility of this success is largely saved by allowing their 

vulnerable sinsitivity to undo them in the end. In this sense, one 

might say that Deooud's death preserves, rather than reduces, his overall 

credibility. - 

Even though, with peooudlo suicide, Conrad may almost appear to be 

making a philosophical point rather than producing a psychologically 
philoso?. h4 

probable event, the more one ponders the depth of the, -the spirituel 

isolation of Deooud as well as the physical, as outlined above (p,, 

the lese one is likely to doubt the psychology. The actual circumstances 

of his death are described with convincing insight into the disintegrat- 

ing effects of such a combination of physical emptiness added to a pre. 

existing intellectual isolation, not least in the appearance of Antonia, 

like a secularised version of Dante's Beatrice, "gigantio and lovely 

like an allegorical statue, looking on with scornful eyes at his weak- 

ness" (p. 498). One can well imagine that the author himself had been 

near enough to such an end to know what he was talking about. 

This, and the whole treatment of Decoud and his situation amply 

demonstrate the way in which Conrad's atheism transcended the simple 

and optimistic "rationalism" with which in his day it was usually assoc- 

iated. He never suggests that one is a happier man, or a better man 

morally, for being an atheists one cannot even assume that the world 

itself would be a better place as a result of universal intellectual 

honesty, for that would imply that "truth" has some kind of ultimate 

divinity, and this is something that Conrad's kind of thorough-going 

scepticism cannot logically accept--a great deal of camouflage and de- 

ceit lies behind man's evolutionary "success" just as a great deal of 

illusion lies behind his social development. If Conrad's interest in 

"ideals", and his acknowledgement of their power, perhaps of their 
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primaoy, in human society makes his sound after all, as Tony Tanner has 

suggested, like something of a "neo-Platonist" (Kuehn,, p� 61)j, it is 

only because he is viewing them from the opposite pole--an attitude of 

intense, sceptical inquiry rather than uncritical adoration. 

As a victim of "the disillusioned weariness that is the retribution 

meted out to intellectual audacity", Deooud is a character whom the 

modern world can appreciate with more sympathy than most of Conrad's 

contemporaries were able to do. There was probably no other English 

writer of Conrad's time who could really have understood such a man, and 

to find his literary like one must turn perhaps to Robert Musil's The 

Man without Qualities, whom he antedates by two decades, Joyce did not 
rnnS 

want to take it too seriously--"life still goes on" (p" above), while 6 

Lawrence's extremely unsympathetic treatment of Ieorkei the German soul.. 

ptor in Women in Lote--"a gnawing little negation at the roots of life"- 

suggests that the challenge of ultimate scepticism was something that 

Lawrence simply refused to face--he retreats into pulpit oratory rather 

as Carlyle did in the earliest days of "metaphysical extremity",, 

Dr Monygbam becomes a more prominent figure in the later part of 

the book, after the death of Decoud, taking over something of his role 

as sceptical commentator, though his scepticism lacks Deooud's meta- 

physical dimensions, being limited to a cynicism in regard to human be. 

haviour, It is only at this late stage (part III, Ch. 4) that we are 

given the full account of the torture and false confession that have 

twisted him in body and soul. Conrad bases this quite closely on 

G. F. Masterman's account of his own experience in Seven Eventful Tears 

in Paraguay. Masterman was himself a doctor, and provides another ex- 

ample of the way in which, as with d. P. Williams and Lord Jim, or Hod- 

inter and lurtz, Conrad can take the adventures and the outer-shell of 

a relatively simple man and invest them with something of his own sens- 
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itivity, -Masterman'a experiences were probably less extreme, and cert- 

ainly are described with less pathos than Conrad uses, while Masterman's 

subsequent story makes it obvious that he was not permanently affected 

by them in the manner of Monygham. 

One cannot but notice that by doing this kind of thing'to his chosen 

characters, Conrad not only makes them more interesting, and more effect- 

ive as prototypes of the "ideal", but also, intentionally or not, makes 

them powerful instruments for conveying a kind of criticism of Life. By 

pushing auch people into brutal circumstances for which they are so i11- 

adapted, and in real life, would probably succeed in avoiding-as Conrad 

himself avoided them-he tends to make the world see4 crueller place 

than it does to average experience. And all the more so because of the 

self-awareness that allows Conrad to maintain an attitude of critical 

irony towards people such as Decoud or 1lonygham who express what is ess- 

entially his own sensitivity, 

Not only are they treated with no trace of sentimentality, but the 

social dangers of such characters are fully acknowledged. The fact is 

faced that in a tight corner Jim could not be trusted; Dr Monygham's 

cynicism is compassionately understood yet not condoned. It offices him 

suspicious of everyone else: "really it is most unreasonable to demand 

that a man should think of other people so such better than he is able 

to think of himself"--an aphoristic summary of what is both the cynic's 

justification and his condemnation. Moreover, his one remaining uncond- 

itional loyalty, to Mrs Gould, makes him as Nostromo sees, 'a danger- 

ous man". His assertion that the treasure has been concealed- made in 

what he takes to be Mrs Gould's cause, lees to the torture and death 

of Hirsch, and so to Monygham's final feeling of utter degradation. 

It must be admitted that these scenes in the Custom House, with the 

exception of the comedy of Captain Mitchell's watch, are rather below '. 

the general level of the book. Guerard, who has made a detailed analysis 
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of them, refers to "amateurish and clumsy shifts" in the post of ob- 

servation"i of which "many seem inadvertent; others are made for trans- 

parent reasons of convenience. Either way they would suggest indiffer. 4 

once to technique; an indifference to harmonious and skilful management 

of the reader" (p. 207). It is not surprising if at this stage of his 

effoat Conrad was growing a little tired. 

The economy, pathos, and subtlety with which Monygham's torture and 

confession are conveyed, or the imprisonment of Don Josh, can be contr- 

asted with the relative crudity of Hirsch's interrogation and death. 

Sherry shove that the latter is largely based on the torture of Garibaldi 

in Italy, as described in his autobiography, but made lengthier and more 

harrowing than the original (p. 76). It is done in the "historical pre- 

sent", rather than distanced in the past, and provides an apt illustrat- 

ion of Guerard's point, made first in relation to Almayer's Folly. that 

Conrad "cannot dramatize important physical action occurring in the pre- 

sent; he recovers his normal stylistic energy only when a distancing, 

whether of time or irony, is possible" (pp. 158-161). It is as though 

the invention, and visualisation, of present action uses up the energy 

that could otherwise be given to shade and subtlety. 

Although Hirsch is a minor character, he is a memorable one, and 

plays a significant part not only in the plot, but in the pattern of 

valeurs Wales, is an"Israelite", he is the only intelligent character 

in the story who makes no claim to an "ideal", and no pretence of courage, 

for he has no social context in which to acquire or display these things, 

only a "private life" which may be admirable, but does not enter the 

story. As with Shakespeare's Shylook, his plight is presented with an 

objectivity that should not be confused with any kind of anti-Semitism. 

Exclusion from society forces people into unattractive shapes, and con- 

fines them to purely "commercial" roles. For Hirsch, the fate of Cost- 

aguana is understood only in terms of rotting hides that he should be 

exporting; Nostromo's magnificence is seen only as a threat to his puree; 



2sr 

Gould's determination to resist is an inexpli6ably lost opportunity to 

do business in dynamite, and his ruthless interrogation by Sotillo is 

an utterly mysterious fatality that forces him final y to make his ex- 

plosive human gesture of spitting in his perseceutor's face. That in 

the source that Conrad used this act of courage was made by the noble 

Garibaldi does not reduce the credibility of its performance by Hirsch,, 

for one feels that at this point there has been reached a common bedrock 

of humanity. And so Hirsch dies, and the predicament, and the fate, of 

the Jew in the Western world up to Conrad's time, and beyond, has been 

expressed with concise but comprehensive art. 

NostroMgp with its richness, presents to any reader -with philosoph- 

ical, psychological or sociological interests so many talking points,, 

there is, as Leavis puts it in speaking of Conrad generally, so much 

work "addressed to the adult mind, and capable as such of engaging again 

and again its full critical attention", that any critic who is not con.. 

tent to limit himself to questions of literary craftsmanship is liable 

to lose himself among the trees of the intellectual forests no doubt 

the present essay is bt One such cirazlar trail of broken twigs. 

For Leavis, "the question that we feel working in the matter of the 

novel as a kind of informing and organising principle is 'What do men 

find to live for--what kinds of motive force or radical attitude can 

give life meaning, direction, coherence? '", and he goes on to say, 

"Charles Gould finds his answer in the ideal purpose he identifies with 

the success of the Gould Concession" (p. 211). This may be a legitim- 

ate interpretation, but in the end it sounds a little too reminiscent'; 

if Holroyd's "purer form of Christianity"; it seems to imply a rather 

simplistic view of man as an independent moral agent, and tends to obs- 

cure the questions that "inform and organise" the book at a deeper lev- 

el, such as in the case of Gould, whether he has not been "chosen" by a 

destiny larger than himself, rather than being one who has chosen an 
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ideal purpose. Although he seems nearest to being the "hero" of the book, 

in the sense that he is the man around whom things revolve, the wielder 

of the greatest power, he is also seen as the most obvious "victim" of 

the "material interest" represented by the silver, and justifying in this 

sense, Conrad's own claim that "Silver is the hero, the pivot of the 

moral and material events" (Aubry, II, p. 296). Gould may be the "King 

of Sulaoo", but as in Greek tragedy there is a divinity that shapes his 

ends. 

Not that silver can be entirely adequate as a symbol for something 

as complex as "material interest" in the sense that Conrad uses it--nor 

can terms such as "imperialism" or "capitalism" be regaruded as wholly 

synonomous with it--but "the silver" does have a certain effectiveness 

in this respect because it is only the system of "material interest" 

that gives it its power as arbiter of events and its right to demand un- 

limited human sacrifices. For the Indiana before the Spanish Conquest, 

gold and silver were val$ed merely as decorative materials, or as offer- 

ings to the gods, and they were incapable of understanding the Western- 

er's lust for it. Thus if "the silver of the mine" represents in one 

sense the "ultimate reality" around which the novel's events and char- 

acters revolve, it is also in another sense, the ultimate illusion. That 

Raleigh's eldorado of San Thomd was an illusion may well have been the 

major reason for Conrad's choice of it for the title of his fictional 

mine. 

All this is well conveyed by the little parable with which the 

s6y opens--the two men, "Americanos perhaps, but gringos of some sort 

for certain; who with their native follower disappear in search of treas- 

ure on the barren peninsula. "The sailors, the Indian, and the stolen 

birg were never seen again. As to the moz ,a Sulaco mall his wife 

paid for some masses, and the poor four-footed beast, being without sin, 

had probably been permitted to die; but the two ire spectral and 
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alive, are believed to be dwelling to this day amongst the rooks, under 

the fatal spell of their success... They are now rich and hungry and 

thirsty... " (p. 5). 

The book can be seen as a "history" recorded with such objectivity 

that it lies ready to receive aliost as many interpretations as history 

itself has dones the author himself is so free from ideology that his 

work lies open to be claimed by any of them. The Christian can find 

what doubtless seems to him good evidence for his belief that the con- 

flicts of history can be resolved only from beyond history, while the 

death of Decoud providesL cautionary tale on the fate of the unbeliever. 

The Marxist can see, in Gould formulating his ideals as his mine gets 

its grip on the country, and üoiroyyds the financier of it all, sending 

his Protestant missionaries, the very process of the cultural epiphen- 

omena rising like a mist from the grinding of the economic forces, The 

fascists are there from the beginning, and with what Nettle describes as 

"an astonishing stroke of intuition", Nostrom5 dies at the and of the 

story with a representative of the revolutionary proletariat alone at 

his bedside. 

Although in certain of its sympathies the book might appear to 

support a right-wing interpretation, in its social and political under. 

standing it comes very close to what might be called a Marxist interpret- 

ation, In his view of the relationship between ideals and the forces 

that shape them, and which they in turn serve to sustain-and also to 

criticise, Conrad appears to have reached conclusions very close to those 

of Marx and Engels, even though he may have reached them by different 

paths, and be far from sharing their optimism as to the final resolution. 

Rarm antedates by one year the publication of Weber's essay, j1d p25 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, and provides in fictional 

form what can be seen as essentially similar insights, but presented from 
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the opposite, or Marxist, viewpoint. But if the book provides what in 

this sense might be called a Marxist interpretation, it is certainly 

not with any revolutionary intentions. The Marxist has his eye on the 

future, and wishes to change the world: Conrad, if not altogether as 

a conscious attitude, at least by temperament, is inclined towards a 

Greek, or cyclic view of time rather than the Western Biblical, or 

Marxist, view of history as moving towards a goal. 

Thus the successive strata of a South American state-the primitive 

Indians, the feudal Blancos, the liberal democrats, and the socialist 

movement are treated not as part of an on-going historical: process, but 

rather as aspects of an "eternal recurrence",, different chemical combin- 

nations of essentially unchangeable elements, a world condemned to fu- 

tility by "the passions of men, short-sighted in good or evil". It seemed 

to Decoud that "every conviction, as soon as it became effective, turned 

into that form of dementia the gods send upon those they wish to destroy. " 

This is the fate of ideals, while the fate of "intellectual audacity" is 

"disillusioned weariness", and the reward of "audacious action, " as re- 

presented by Nostromo, is "disenchanted vanity"(p. 501). 

Conrad accepts as inevitable the triumph of those material forces 

that for most people in his generation were identified with progress 

and the betterment of the human condition, symbolised by "the sparse 

row of telegraph poles.... bearing a single, almost invisible wire into 

the great cameo, like a silent vibrating feeler" that will "enter and 

twine itself about the weary heart of the land", but "All is vanity", 

the heart is weary, and that these forces will win is no cause for cele- 

bration. We are made to feel as sceptical as Mrs Gould when the builder 

of railways promises that "you shall have more steamers, a railway, a 

telegraph cable--a future in the great world which is worth infinitely 

more than any amount of ecclesiastical past. " One can hardly doubt that 

Dr Monygham speaks with editorial authority when he says, 

"There is no peace and no rest in the development of material 
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interests., They have their law and their justices But it is founded 

on expediency and is inhuman; it is without rectitude, without the 

continuity and the force that can be found only in moral principle"(p. 511). 

The "moral principle" implied here, if it is to mean anything at all, 

must be a principle of social justice other than that kind of "law" and 

"justice" associated with the "material interests" in which Gould saw 

his "ray of hope", and which Monygham has just dismissed as based on ex- 

pediency and lacking humanity, but on the nature of this moral principle 

Conrad does not seem to have anything explicit to say. 

If there is little hope for the future, there is no sentimentality 

about the past either-that was "barbarism, cruelty, and misrule"* 

Although he has chosen an epigraph from The Tempest--"so foul a sky 

clears not without a storm", it hardly fits either the geography of 

Sulaco with its unchanging cycle of equatorial weather, or the spiritual 

atmosphere of the story, Which seems to come nearer to reflecting Scho- 

penhauer's conclusion, "He who has made the doctrine of my philosophy 

completely his own knows that the whole of our existence is something 

that were better if it were not, and which to negate and reject is the 

greatest wisdom. " But a man's philosophy, intellectually apprehended, 

is one thing and his life and art are, fortunately,, another. Schopenhauer 

did not commit suicide--he was too busy trying to drive the rest of as 

to despair, and Conrad also seems to be kept alive by the fervour of his 

artistic endeavour, and not only kept alive, but giving life to his 

characters, and through them to his readers. Only when his intellect is 

"free-wheeling", as it is imaginatively allowed to do with Decoud, does 

it free itself from the body's tenacious will to continue the struggle of 

existence. 

Indeed, the book seems to be given an extra vibration of life 

from the very tension between these opposing poles of Olympian detach- 

ment and warm personal interest. Nothing is really of importance an 

on this cooling planet, but it is important to take note of the contents 
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of Anzaails store-boots, silks, ironware, =81ins, wooddn toys, tiny 

silver erns, legs, heads hearts (for ex-voto offerings), rosaries, 

champagne, womonIs hats, patent medicines... "(p. ), Anzani's stores, 

next door to the house taken over by Aecoud's Poorrvonirr, and the place 

where Hirsch lodges, where Sotillo comes to boast of his chances with 

Antonia, and the source of the Swedish punch that is drunk at the Amarilla 

Club. 

The result is that the sense of despair, as Kettle has eaphasieed, 

is not allowed to dominate the wholes .. he expresses that despair most 

powerfully.. But though the theme is so poignantly done it retains the 

status of a theze, ouettopped by the prevailing vitality, the sense of 

life developing*(p. 71). 

Orthodox V. arxiso, like the faith of the Biblical prophets, is in- 

tensely optimistic, even at times against the logic of its own analysis, 

for only thus can the energy be generated to change the world. In 

_o_t, 
rte: we see a very similar analysis of historical forces used to 

create what might almost be called the "Maruisa of Pessimism"t Conrad is 

the Jeremiah among the prophets of historical Necessity, for the "Noc- 

cossity", if it exists, has not chosen to reveal itself to him. 

Jocelyn Baines has noted the aptness of certain passages in an essay 

"autocracy and War" that Conrad wrote in the 
year(19Ob), 

as oo sent on 

Nostroaa (p. 376), and in one of them Conrad writes: "The true peace of 

the worid.. * will be built on less perishable foundations than those of 

material interests. But it must be confessed that the architectural 

aspect of the universal city remains as yet inoonceivablo-. that the very 

ground for its erection has not been cleared of the Jungle"1(p. 107)0 He 

does not deny the possibility of the New Jerusalem, but he sees it as 

very far aue4y. 
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The Secret Agent 

To read The Secret Agent and fully to lay oneself open to its 

impact must be one of the most painful experiences that literature can 

offer. It is a book about "the human condition"+ a criticism of the 

cosmos, much more than a book about anarchists. The original suggestion 

for the story may well have come, as Conrad says in the Author's Note, 

from the "utter absurdity", to his rational minds, of an actual attempt 

to blow up the Greenwich Observatory, something that "could not be laid 

hold of mentally in any sort of way, so that one remained faced by the 

fact of a man being blown to bits for nothing even most remotely resem- 

bling an idea, anarchistic or other" (p. x), but having begun this ven- 

ture into an underworld where the concepts of the rational mind are set 

at naught, ke finds himself being carried beyond the simple absurdity 

of anarchist belief into the deeper irrationality that lies everywhere 

beneath the order of society and the conventions of day-to-day living. 

It is this that makes the theme congenial to him, and gives the book its 

power. It is rather as though that explosion at the roots of a tree in 

Greenwich Park had opened a cave into the whole subterranean workings 

of the pity, and of the mind of man. 

The book seems to go ever deeper beneath the social foundations, 

boring, mining and undermining, until the apparent absurdity of anarchism 

seems little more than a paradigm of the anarchic absurdity of the cosmo- 

polis, and even of the cosmos, a tragic absurdity that is acted out in 

the domestic drama of the Verloc family in a way that is only incidental- 

ly, and as it were symbolically, connected with the ideas of anarchy. 

It seems that Conrad never consciously came to understand why the 
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the apparent absurdity of this explosion should force itself upon his 

attention., should demand that a novelist capable of writing on the epic 

scale of Nostromo should unexpectedly concentrate his attention upon the 

backt parlour of a shop in Soho. But when we see what happened, and how 

far he was carried by that determinations, referred to in the Author's 

Note, to pursue his "ironic treatment... right through to the end", we 

can appreciate that that investigation into lea valeurs id6ales that 

receives its widest exploration, above ground, in the "crude sunshine" 

of Costaguana, needed, perhaps by the logic of its own neccessity, to go 

underground, and wearing a mask of irony, bury itself in the bowels of 

the city. We come to suspect also that when the Assistant Commissioner, 

one of Conrad's more superfica 1 "other selves", goes out in disguise and 

darkness to find the "secret agent", this is the author seeking another 

more subversive self struggling within the "burly, fat-pig" form of 

Mr. verlos. 
When in 1948, F. R. Leavis wrote, "Jane Austen, George Eliot, Henry 

James, Conrad and D. if. Lawrences the great tradition of the English 

novel is there" (p 37), the inclusion of Conrad probably contributed more 

than anything else to the fuller recognition that he has since received. 

It is interesting to note, therefore, that while for Leavis, Lord Jib 

and Heart of Darkness count as "minor works", The Secret Agent is 

"one of Conrad's two supreme masterpieces, one of the two unquestionable 

classics of the first order that he added to the English novel, and in 

its own way, it is like Nostromo in the subtle and triumphant complexity 

of its art-like, too, in not having had due critical recognition"(p. 242). 

This is not a view that the mainstream of subsequent criticism has 

endorsed. Deceived, perhaps by the ironic tone, the comedy, and the 

complete dissociation that Conrad himself proclaims not only in the 

Author's Note but also in his private letters, few critics seem to have 
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appreciated the degree to which it is both a cry from the author's heart 

and a logical extension of his political and philosophical concerns. 

This attitude is typified by Guerard's rather suprising verdict that 

it is "a work to be enjoyed, and to be enjoyed thoughtfully. But it 

is not an experience to be shared and survived, nor a political treatise 

to be endlessly reread and Sebated"(p. 222). Given a willingness really 

to "share", The Secret Agent can prove more difficult to "survive" 

than any other of Conrad's works, and although none of them can ade- 

quately be classed as "political treatises", it is difficult to regard 

The Secret Agent as less so than Heart of Darkness or Nostromo--they all 

tend to be sub-political, or pre-political, in the sense that they never 

approach the question of what, in political terms, we must do to be saved, 

Conrad rather sticks at the preliminary question-not usually asked, of 

whether any kind of salvation is conceivable. 

In this respect, it seems that even Leavis' high evaluation of 

The Secret Agent may be partly based on a kind of misunderstanding. 

"The great tradition" is, primarily, for Leavis, a tradition that im- 

plies moral concern, and although one cannot deny Conrad's "seriousness" 

in this respect, he differs fundamentally from the other names on the 

roll in that where they all-even Lawrence, put their trust in life, 

and largely take certain values for granted, being concerned that 

"the good" should prevail, be understood, and done, Conrad seems to 

question the very morality of "morality" and the ultimate validity of 

life itself; in this respect he might almost be classed as an "immoralist". 

One feels that Leavis, in putting The Secret Agent so high among 

Conrade works, has been influenced, on the one hand, by formal con- 

siderations of the kind that he brings against Lord Jim, in terms of 

which The Secret Agent can no doubt be seen as flawless, and on the 

other, by his own moral interests, which approve of the subtlety with 

which such things as "egoism" and social hypocrisy are exposed, without 
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perhaps appreciating the extent to which all this is undercut by the 

ambiguity and the ironic despair of the whole: one suspects that Leavia 

has been unconsciously supplying from his own moral energy those positive 

values that Conrad fails to offer. One notes a similar generosity in his 

high evaluation of Victory, where Leavis seizes on Heyst's dying words, 

"woe to the man whose heart has not learned while young to hope, to love - 

and to put its trust in life", without fully considering to what extent 

they are supported or justified by what has gone before. 

In considering the ironic tone of The Secret Apent, Leavia says 

that "the effect depends upon an interplay of contrasting moral perspec- 

tives, and the rich economy of the pattern they make relates The Secret 

Agent to Nostrmo: the two works, for all the great differences between 

them in range and temper, are triumphs of the same art-the aim of 

The Secret Agent, of course, confines the range, and the kind of irony 

involves a limiting detachment ( we don't look for the secrets of Conrad's 

soul in The Secret Agent)' (p. 231). 

This is to accept Conrad's "detachment" as something willed for a 

moral or artistic purpose, and enabling him to preserve quite intact, 

and elsewhere, the secrets of his soul, which is just what he himself 

protests, rather too much, in the Author's Note. But to read the book 

in this way is to limit one's ability to be moved by it, or to put it in 

another way, if one is, inescapably, moved by the book, then one can no 

longer see it in this way. 

The suggestion that we are not, here, to "look for the secrets of 

Conrad's soul" may appear to be justified in the sense that there is no 

particular character who expresses the author's sensibility as obviously 

as Lord Jim, but there is another sense in which the book can be seen as 

coming from so deep in the author's soul, and wrenched out so painfully, 

that like the author himself, when it is done we hardly like to gaze upon 

it, and in none of his Author's Notes do we see Conrad looking away so 

steadily as on this occasion. 
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It is inevitable, perhaps, that authors who write in their blood 

should use some cooler and less expensive liquid when they are merely 

writing about what is written, but in the Note to The Secret Agent 

Conrad is even more evasive than usual. There are comments on his own 

cleverness at solving the mystery of the Greenwich explosion, though 

research has shown that his "solution" had already been canvassed in 

Anarchist journals and pamphlets; there are testimonials from American 

visitors and from "an experienced man of the world" as to the accuracy 

of his anarchists, which as he took them fairly straight from the news- 

papers, is not difficult to imagine; avowals of his "detachment from the 

squalor and sordidness which lie simply in the outward circumstances of 

the setting", and two seemingly irrelevant protests about the depth, the 

truth and the unreserved sincerity of The Mirror of the Sea--irrelevant 

until, one sees that this is the one image of himself that Conrad wants 

the public to gaze upon, even though, in writing to Wells he called it 

"rubbish" and "bosh" of a kind that he could "dictate without effort at 

the rate of 3,000 words in four hours"(Aubry, It p. 327); there is a dis- 

sertation which "a student of chemistry would best understand" on the 

processes of precipitation and crystallization that occurred in the 

author's mind, and if you are still not satisfied, there is the final 

plea that he has "not intended to commit a gratuitous outrage on the 

feelings of mankind". 

All of which may be taken as evidence that the book does in fact 

have considerable capability of outraging the feelings of mankind, and 

that the author himself is far from coming to terms with some of the 

insights and emotions that he has put on paper. Like Stevie letting off 

fire-works outside the office door, he may not have been consciously 

intending to send "silk hate and elderly business men rolling indepen- 

dently down the stairs", and no less than Ossipon he is rather horrified 

by the way things have turned out-"nothing short of criminal! " In the 
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one case, Mr Viadmir can be blamed, in the other, perhaps ultimately, 

some of those earlier compatriots of Pir Vladimir who sent Conrad and his 

parents to Siberia. 

Even so, the lengthy Author's Note does provide one or two valuable 

hints as to where the book's real power is to be found. Referring to the 

scene of its predecessor, Nostromo, and to the sea, "the mirror of heaven's 

frowns and smiles, the reflector of the world's light", he goes on to say, 

"Then the vision of an enormous town presented itself, of a monstrous town 

more populous than some continents, and in its man-made might as if indi- 

ffernt to heaven's frowns and smiles; a cruel devourer of the world's 

light"(p. xii). 

Conrad spent a few months in the Congo; he spent many more in London, 

walking lonely through its streets to return to some lodging house, and 

it is this experience, not directly reported, but distilled into dark 

poetry that helps to make the scenery of The Secret Agent less romantic, 

but in a sense, more authentic than that of Heart of Darkness. "I had 

to fight hard to keep at arm's length the memories of ray solitary and 

nocturnal walks all over London in my early days, lest they should rush 

in and overwhelm every page.. "(p. xiii). 

Conrad cannot easily express the atmosphere of London through its 

people, as Dickens could, because he does not really know them, and 

this gives his vision of it an impersonal austerity; it is an outsider's 

view, with none of that human warmth and light that must inevitably 

soften the picture, even if it does not sentimentalise it, for anyone 

who is "at home" there. Conrad does not need its darkest corners to 

convey this feeling-a clean and prosperous street will do as well: "In 

its breadth, emptiness, and extent it had the majesty of inorganic nature, 

of matter that never dies. The only reminder of mortality was a doctor's 

brougham arrested in august solitude close to the kerbstone. The polished 

knockers of the doors gleamed as far as the eye could reach, the clean 
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iiindöws shone with a dark-opaque lustre. And ell brae still"(p. 14). 

But it is the corners dark with poverty, as in the Verloc's cab-ride, 

that bring the vision to the cold intensity of "truth more cruel than 

caricature". 

In the last line of Heart of Darkness. it is the Thames, not the 

Congo, that "seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness", and 

it is here that Conrad finds the material for his darkest book, a darkness 

that needs no "adjectival insistence" because it is not any kind of meta- 

physical darkness such as he attempted to conjure up from hints of horrid 

rites and poetic associations with the "dark continent", but an urban and 

domestic darkness, the distilled essence of acres of London streets, the 

darkness that put the passion into Marx's dull researches in the library 

of the British Museum and kindled a fire of confused indignation in the 

mind of Dickens, and many other good men of the nineteenth century, the 

foggy darkness in which underfed cab horses are flogged by underfed men, 

a darkness of which nihilism and anarchy seem to be almost the most appro- 

priate expression. 

In this sense The Secret Agent is as much the portrayal of an 

explorer's personal experience as Heart of Darkness, but whereas the 

latter was also concerned with disenchantment from boyhood dreams, and 

carries an air of inverted romance, with The Secret Agent disillusioned 

irony is as it were the premise from which it begins. It may be true, 

as Conrad confesses, and others have largely confirmed, that he had 

little real knowledge of anarchists, and their complex and varied motives, 

but it is not this limited, technical anarchy that lies at the centre of 

the book, but the larger lunacy of a civilisation and a city, and a dome- 

stic drama that though it be acted out, melodramatically, with bomb and 

knife, is very much a "private life" such as might have been lived in 

any of those dark streets without being extrapolated to such extreme 

conclusions. 

In the paragraph that follows his reference to the "cruel devourer 

of the world's 11gh)", Conrad goes on to speak of this other source of 
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the novel's power. "Slowly the dawning conviction of Mrs Verloc's 

maternal passion grow up to a flame between me and that background,, tin- 

geing it with its secret ardour and receiving from it in exchange some 

of its own sombre colouring"(p. xii). Not only the maternal passion of 

Mrs Verloo, but her husband's stolid simplicity, his belief that he loved 

for himself, his indignation at the ways that others treat him, his gen- 

uine panic, and in the last scene, his genuine weariness, his genuine 

hunger, both for something to eat, and for sympathy, are very moving 

despite all the weight of irony, guilt and absurdity that have been stacked 

against him, just as moving as the simplicity of Stevie or the real un- 

selfishness of Mrs Verloc's mother, more so, perhaps, because the reader 

can more easily share Verloo's feelings. Conrad's ironic attitude not 

only tends to lessen the pain, but having served to carry us safely 

beyond the conventional limits of good and evil, it is used to pay a 

human dividend: it shows itself strong enough to bring back to the human 

fold the blackest of its sheep, and does it better perhaps than Dosto- 

evsky might have done, for Conrad does it without making Verlos grovel 

in self-abnegation. 

The Secret Agent is sometimes described as a comedy, but if it can 

be called that, it is only a comedy within a tragedy, in the sense in 

which Schopenhauer says, "The life of every individual, viewed as a 

whole and in general, when only its most significant features are empha- 

sised, is really a tragedy] but gone through in detail it has the charac- 

ter of a comedy... Thus, as if fate wished to add mockery to the misery 

of our existence, our life must contain all the woes of tragedy, and yet 

we cannot even assume the dignity of tragic characters, but in the 

general detail of life, are inevitably the foolish characters of a 
1 

comedy". The writer of high tragedy has to take great care to preserve 

his characters from any appearance or incident that might threaten their 

dignity--"the hero must look like a hero"s the writer of ironic intent, 

while dealing with events no less tragic, is free to do the opposite, 
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and so give the tragedy a comic surface, but it is only the most 

insensitive who could see the result as merely "aiw sing". 

One notices also that Conrad achieves his effects, whether of 

comedy or horror, not by exaggeration, but by the closeness of the 

detail in which hi observes those tiny things that turn life's general 

tragedies into comedy, as for instance Verloc's upturned bowler beside 

his death-bed "as if prepared to receive the contributions of pence from 

people who would come presently to behold Mr Verloc in the fulness of his 

domestic ease reposing on a sofa"(p. 285). 

Halfway through the story, and very much at the centre of it-it 

is the moment when the Assistant Commissioner is about to confront 

Verloo with the evidence of Stevie's label - there comes as poetic 

interlude a cab-ride through London with Stephen, Winnie and her mother. 

It may appear, as early critics of the book pointed out, wholly super- 

fluous in terms of the plot, but it is in every sense central to the 

total effect, and it is interesting to note that although the original 

serialised version was much shorter-Conrad added more than 30,000 words 

for the book-the cab-ride was there in full. 
2 

Its nightmarish quality 

its atmosphere of Sohopenhauerian pessimism, is attained not by eaag- 

geration, or'naricature, but simply by objective description. 

Of the cab in which they are to ride, Conrad says, "The conveyance 

awaiting them would have illustrated the proverb that 'truth can be 

more cruel than caricature', if such a proverb existed". It applies 

not only to the cab, and the cab-ride, but to the larger vehicle of the 

book itself-truth so "cruel" that one tends to think of it as carica- 

ture until one looks more closely, and sees that, essentially, nothing 

is exaggerated or "written up", apart from the occasional ironic comment. 

There is no element of fantasy such as Dickens might have used; it 

is not creation or invention, but simple description. Schopenhau er's 

massive indictment of the universe in The World as Will and Idea pro- 
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coeds in'the most common-sense manner, illustrated with simple "facts" 

gleaned mostly from his reading of The Times, and Conrad's method is 

very similar, using everywhere factual sources, and probably sticking 

closer to them than in any other of his books. . 
The overall effect of the book is obtained not so much by providing 

any new interpretation of the world, as simply by removing certain exis- 

ting, unconsciously held, interpretations by which we make life bearable 

and protect ourselves from its cruelty. Where other writers, avowedly 

more radical than Conrad, can unconsciously cover everything with a 

bourgeois gloss, as Galsworthy does, Conrad's invisible acid eats it 

away until something too uncomfortably close to naked truth is set before 

use We seem to be seeing the world of the VerloCras it might be presented 

in a glass case in an inter-galactic museum for the observation of some 

creatures totally alien, evolved on a different and rather greater scale 

of size and time than ourselves. Homer saw the Trojan War as a spectacle 

arranged for the amusement of the gods, but in this case one feels that 

the gods have come not so much to be amused as with a genuine, but rather 

hopeless, intention of trying to understand. Although the ironic mode 

tends to remove compassion, it may be perhaps that it holds it at bay 

until it is truly needed, and elicits it from the reader rather than 

supplying it ready-made. In any case, compassion is for Conrad some- 

thing suspect, something that needs not neccessarily condemnation, but 

strict and slow enquiry. Thus compassion is not only held off, but 

rather strongly undercut and devalued by concentrating it all in the one 

pafined form of Stevie who is both the subject and the object of its 

extremes. And Stevie's pýrely instinctive compassion is shown to 

involve a reaction of equally mindless violence--he is the archetypical 

anarchist. This is one way in which the book tends to "commit an out- 

rage on the feelings of mankind". 

The manner of Stevie's death is also somewhat outrageous, although 
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doubtless it seemed-neccessary to Conrad for his dark purposes. It is 

one place where, unintentionally, the book approaches a caricature of 

reality, for it seems hardly possible that so small an explosion should 

cause such butchery. Sherry quotes a newspaper headline at the time of 

the Greenwich explosion which referred to the victim, Martial Bourdin, 

as "Blown to Piepes"(p. 232) and Conrad seems to have accepted this 

piece of journalistic poetry rather too readily. In fact Bourdin was 

suffering from multiple wounds, of which one in the stomach proved 

fatal. It is not possible for a small bomb of this kind to blow anyone 

into fragments resembling "the by-products of a butcher's shop"-there 

can merely be wounds from the disintegrating container. Conrad betrays 

a similar exaggerated idea of the effects of such explosions with 

Haldin'd bomb in Under Western Eyes, where we are given a picture of the 

mangled corpses of horses, a sledge "practically annihilated", and "a 

small heap of dead bodies"(p. 10). It serves to emphasise that Conrad 's 

sources for The Secret Arent were largely journalistic. 

The assumption implicit in Norman Sherry's relentless search for 

his sources--that Conrad did virtually no creation ex nihilio, has been 

largely vindicated by the results. As Sherry says, "'Invention' in the 

sense of making up or devising themes, plots and characters had never 

been his method, which was generally one of close and imaginative analy- 

eis"(p. 3)7). Nowhere has this been so amply demonstrated as in the 

case of The Secret Agent. In twelve chapters of Conrads- Western World, 

Sherry accounts for virtually every character and incident in the book, 

as well as some of its opinions, and to a degree that makes one feel 

that much of it could have been put together with scissors and paste. 

Its dark vision of life, expressed in terms of a vision of London, "cruel 

devourer of the world's light", and the family drama of the Verlocs are 

what give the novel its depth; for the rest, there is plot and unity of 

ironic structure, but for filling them out, it seems that scissors and 
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paste were almost enough. 

The several anarchists who most in Verloc's back room are used as 

the mouth-pieces for extreme but stereotyped views such as were to be 

found in Anarchist journals, and magazine articles about them, and their 

conversation is largely limited to the expression of these views, undi- 

luted by any gossip suggestive of private lives, a sense of comradeship, 

or any kind of organisation. Their physical appearance is made as re- 

pulsive as possible without much apparent attempt at any particular co- 

rrelation between their views and their attributes, except that their 

general tendency towards excessive fatness is presumably related to 

their alleged laziness. Tundt's eyes, though unseeing, are malevolent 

to match his malevolent remarks, and Osaipon has traditionally "sensual" 

features to fit his sensual nature. 

One can understand why friends of Conrad, such as Galsworthy and 

Cunninghame Graham, who had more sympathy with the anarchist movement, 

felt di tisfied(Aubry, II, pp. 37, ( 5C). On Conrads side, Ian Watt in 

his Case Book has shown that the anarchists of this period did hold 

such mutually inconsistent views, express such extreme disagreements, 

and share this kind of philosophical inconsistencys "What was most stri- 

king in all this to Conrad, we can assume, was the extraordinarily wide 

spectrum of persons and motives which composed the anarchist movement and 

its sympathisers. In every country they ranged from high-minded sympa- 

thisers who were mainly concerned with the degrading injustices of the 

social order, to the most marginal criminals and psychotics who sought 

economic or social emotional satisfaction in casual destruction"(p. 246). 

Although mere lack of interest may partly account for Conrad's 

lack of imaginative sympathy in dealing with them, one moat also allow 

for the fact that the book did not issue from an ivory tower, but from 

extremely difficult financial circumstances that dictated the production 

of something instantly saleable. If its fundamentally subversive atti- 

tudes towards the police and the whole structure of society had been 



2'£t 

accompanied by open sympathy with the anarchists, it is fairly obvious 

that the book would not have been published by Methuen, or if published, 

acceptable to the press or the public. 

Karl Yundt, based as Sherry shows, on the style of the German anar- 

chist Johann Most, "the most famous example of a modern ogre, the Vic- 

torian's most frightening spectre", is the only real "vil]. pin", and it 

seems that Conrad does not exaggerate the violence of his language, the 

deformity of his appearance, or his reluctance actually to engage in any 

dangerous activity (pp. 253-259). One can hardly blame Conrad for wishing 

to include in his gallery the most obviously photogenic specimen. 

His other anarchists are unattractive more in appearance than in 

character. Michaelis, although he lacks any full psychological back- 

ground to account for his saintly nature, is presented as a victim as 

holy, in all bitt appearance, as the Christ, and presumably this accounts 

for his archangelic name. Although his vision of what society should be 

in treated with the rather crude irony with which Conrad always approa- 

ches any kind of Utopianism, it expresses ideals and hopes that carry 

their own kind of ultimate validity, and serves as a powerful criticism 

of the actuality that is put before us. The Professor, with his psycho- 

logy of "resentment" and his sub-Nietzechean views on "the weak" and 

"the strong" is even more than the others a prototype rather than a 

person. 

Ossipon, intended to be shallow, suffers rather less from shallow 

treatment. As the komme moyen sensual his half educated pseudo-scientific 

attitudes provide the perfect foil to the Professor's dedication and to 

Winnie Verloc's extremity and passion. His ordinariness also serves as 

a bridge between reader and anarchists, and provides some fine humour, 

as when reflecting on the effect of the explosion on his own h'afety, he 

remarks, "Under the present circumstances its nothing short of criminal". 

For, as he goes on to explain to the Professor, "one must use the 
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current words" is the central, and for his time, quite original, theme of 

Conrad's presentation of them. He is promoting them to something of the 

same acceptable status as that already granted by the police to the 

common thief. 

One can see, in fact, that at the deepest level, Conrad does not 

really wish to argue against the anarchists: he simply relies on abusive 

adjectives and physical unattractiveness as sufficient counterweight 

against the sympathy for them that his amoral treatment inevitably tends 

to arouse. When he feels that he must, after all, strike some note of 

moral condemnation, he blames them for being lazy. 

Nowhere more strongly than in The Secret Agent does one sense in 

Conrad the hidden subversive, so carefully and energetically contained 

that his signals are always cryptically disguised, a subversive attitude 

that is not a matter of more emotion, but is based on a sophisticated 

understanding of his own social experience. One can notice rather simi- 

lar effects in the works of James Gould Cozzens, another writer of upper- 

class background and overtly conservative views, who nevertheless in 

books such as The Just and the Unjust, leaves us with rather more indi- 

gnation at the just, and sympathy with the unjust, than he pretends to do. 

The overt beliefs against which the ironical treatment of both 

anarchists and police can be contrasted are fairly clears a belief in 

British justice and democracy as being the best, at least for the British 

and those who depend upon them. "Social morality for him is roughly equi- 

valent to English law (to be sharply distinguished, of course, from Eng- 

lish lawyers or English-law-enforcement officers or English public opin- 

ion... Conrad's committment to democratic law is plain throughout The 

Secret Agent,, by a kind of reverse irony. The Machiavellian Mr Vladimir, 

for example, deplores the 'sentimental regard for individual liberty'; 

and the dedicated anarchist Professor equates a 'worship of legality' 

with the 'old morality'? " 
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These unexpeptionable positive valueseerve the neoceasary purpose 

of providing a base for the irony, a genuine common ground between Conrad 

and his average reader, but there are still underground echoes that ques- 

tion them, not least in the way in which no actual person, or organisa- 

tion is alloyed simply to possess them, or even to show itself capable 

of defending them. 

In the Author's Note Conrad says, "Even the purely artistic purpose, 

that of applying an ironic method to a subject of that kind, was formular- 

ted with deliberation and in the earnest belief that ironic treatment 

alone would enable me to say all I felt I would have to say in scorn as 

well as in pity. It is one of the minor satisfactions of my writing life 

that having taken that resolve I did manage, it seems to me# to carry it 

right through to the end"(po xiii). The "purely artistic purpose", the 

"deliberation", "scorn" and "pity" sound deceptively cool, but here one 

must allov for the generally defensive, not to say deceptive, nature of 

this Author's Note referred to above. If one accepts that the ironic 

method was not mekely a matter of artistic purpose, but a neccessity en- 

forced by the author's own sensitivity, and by a deeper "moral" purpose, 

that of probing the fundamental immorality of public morality, then one 

can appreciate the full force of the next point, "the earnest belief that 

ironic treatment alone would enable me to say all I felt I would have to 

say in scorn as well as pity. " If the Irony were reserved only for the 

anarchists the book might be as trivial as Conrad seems to be trying to 

persuade us that it is, but having established the mods of universal 

irony, he is able to "carry it right through to the end", to draw into 

it every character in the story, and it is the way in which no one escapes 

the irony that rives the book its classic stature. 

This general atmosphere of irony allows Conrad to say things that 

he does not permit himself to say anywhere else, particularly in relation 

to England, where he finds it difficult to escape the feeling that he is 
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a guest. Under the cover of his "pcorn and pity" for the anarchists, 

he can allow Verloc., in the second chapter, to survey "through the park 

railings the evidences of the town's opulence and luxury with an appro- 

ving eye. All these people had to be protected. Protection is the first 

necessity of opulence and luxury. They had to be protected; and their 

horses, carriages, houses, servants had to be protected; and the source 

of their wealth had to be protected in the heart of the city and the 

heart of the country; the whole social order favourable to their hygienic 

idleness had to be protected against the shallow enviousness of unhy- 

gienic labour.. "(p. 12). Only after this has been said, are we introdu- 

ced to the "unhygienic idleness" of Mr Verlos --"or it might have been 

that he was the victim of a philosophical unbelief in the effectiveness 

of every human effort" -a philosophical unbelief that the author is in- 

clined to share--"Such a form of indolence requires, implies, a certain 

amount of intelligence. Mr Verloo was not devoid of intelligence-and 

at the notion of a menaced social order he would perhaps have winked 

to himself if there had not been an effort to make in that sign of scep- 

ticism"(p. 12). 

Thus, right at the beginning of the story, under the cover of the 

irony, the reader is manouvered into a radical attitude towards society, 

and having shared a wink with him, even to a kind of sympathetic com- 

plicity with Verlos--and neither attitude is directly relevant to the 

question of anarchy, which merely provides a convenient ambush for a 

sharp-shooter whose sights are set on largertargets. 

A similar instance can be noticdd in the course of Winnie Verloo's 

cab ride, when Stevie asks her what the police are fort 

Winnie disliked controversy. But fearing most a fit of black de- 

pression consequent on Stevie missing his mother very much at first, she 

did not altogether decline the discussion. Guiltless of all irony, she 

answered yet in a form that which was not perhaps unnatural in the wife 

of Mr Verloc, Delegate of the Central Red Committee, a personal friend 
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of certain anarchists, and a votary of social revolution. 

"Don't you know what the police are for, Stevie? They are there 

so that them as have nothing shouldn't take anything away from them who 

have"(p. 173). 

Here, although the reference to anarchists is carefully "planted", 

the reader knows well enough that Mrs Verloc as well as being "guiltless 

of all irony", is also guiltless of any knowledge of, or sympathy with 

anarchism--it is simply as a working-class woman that she speaks, 

Irony is of course a dangerous weapon, and only the very mature 

and self-aware can pick up this two-edged sword without endangering their 

own necks--even if they escape in their own generation, the changed pers- 

pectives of the next will probably perform the role of Damocles. Usually 

one asks, can the author apply the irony not only to others and to his 

age, but to his own point of view, and to himself? This is a test that 

The Secret Agent seems to pass very much by means of evasion, for the 

author ventures so little, and so risks so little, in the way of positive 

values. 

On the surface, a blow is struck for British justice and British 

tolerance: the villalÄous Vladimir will never again darken the doors of 

that "building of noble proportions and hospitable aspect", the Explorers' 

Club. But the blow has been struck not by character or conviction on any- 

one's part, but by the coincidence of the name-tag on Stevie's coat, and an 

old woman's sentiment for Michaelis, and several other slender contin- 

gencies of space, time and psychology; one feels it as one of the story's 

higher ironies rather than as the ground on which the author stands. Or 

perhaps one can say that he puts one foot there, remaining ready to leap 

elsewhere, but as Mikulin is to say to ßazumov in his next story, 

"Where to? " 

Universal irony is the defensive weapon of those who are, by 

Lawrence's standards, the old and defeated. Lawrence guessed that 
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4 
Thomas Mann was already an old man when he wrote "Death in Venice", 

though in fact he was thirty-eight. Conrad was forty-eight when he wrote 

The Secret AEent, but Lawrence will not forgive him either--"But why this 

giving in before you start, that pervades all Conrad and such folks--the 

Writers among the Ruins. I can't forgive Conrad for being so sad and 
5 

for giving in". 

At least one can say that, forgivably or not, having adopted the 

ironic mode, Conrad spared no one, and if it appears on the surface that 

he is sparing himself, there is evidence enough to show that in fact this 

is far from so. As Sherry has shown in some tentative but very revealing 

suggestions in the last chapter of Conrad's Western World, it is through 

the unlikely person of Mr Verloc that Conrad turns the knife upon himself. 

That egoistic absorption in his own problems that makes Verloo so insen- 

sitive to Winnie's feelings, while secure in the faith that he is loved 

for himself, Winnie's silence, and her reluctance to look into things too 

deeply, are as Sherry shows, with revealing quotations from Jessie Conrad's 

memoirs, and those of his son Borys, remarkably close to Conrad's own do- 

mestic drama(pp. 363-371), even if, through his growing self-awareness it 

was saved from a tragic conclusion. Here we can find a comprehensible 

source, an explanation, for the inexplicable pathos and conviction that 

Verlos and Winnie arouse in spite of the superficial "scorn and pity" 

with which they are treated. It gives an added twist of irony to Moser's 

remark that "Conrad succeeds with Winnie... because he views her story 

through the heaviest protective screen of irony he ever employed"(p. 92). 

Conrad could not populate his story with a whole cast of Londoners, as 

Dickens could, but he had married one Londoner with a widowed mother, 

and lived there himself as a foreigner, and this is enough to provide the 

whole effective cast of the story. Once again, as with Williams and Jim, 

Hodister and Kurtz, or Masterman and Monygham, Conrad has invested a 

most unlikely form with his own sensibility: Verlos, also, is "one of us". 

One notices here the manner in which Conrad undercuts the heavy irony 
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with which he distances the Verlocs by conveying also their deep and 

essential humanity. If the original purpose of irony is to establish 

one's superiority over lesser beings, as when Aristotle says that the 

noble-souled man will use irony in speaking to inferiors, one can see 

that while Conrad is best. pwing irony in the Aristotelian sense with one 

heavy hand, he is stealthily reversing its effects with the other;:. 

He refuses to display any sympathy himself, but he will be very disap- 

pointed if he does not draw some from the reader. 

For the physical form and general style of Verloc, Sherry suggests 

that Conrad may have used A. P. Krieger, a man born in America of German 

parents who appears to have been Conrad's best friend in his early days 

in England(pp. 325 - 334). Krieger who worked for a shipping company, 

obtained jobs for Conrad, on land and sea, helped with his naturalization, 

and got him into the German hospital when he returned from the Congo. It 

seems that in the early days, Conrad lent Krieger money, and then,, after 

his own marriage, began to borrow from him, and this led eventually to 

a breaking off of the friendship. 

Krieger's possibilities as a model for Verloo are suggested not only 

by his personal appearance, but also by some aspects of his general back- 

ground. "When he married he gave his occupation as a commercial clerk. 

A year later he was a foreign correspondent, two years later a commercial 

clerk again, and finally a continental courier. The extent of his jour- 

neys on the Continent is shown by the number of postcards he sent home 

while he was travelling... Mrs Ogilvie told me a story which her mother, 

still alive but very old and infirm now, told her. It was that her 

father-in-law had once been employed as a spy. "(p. 329). 

The further questions raised by Sherry of whether the relationship 

between Verloo and his wife in arq way i'efleots that of the Kriegers, or 

whether Annie's feelings for Stevie reflect Mrs Krieger's devotion to a 

son who had suffered from meningitis (p. 328) cannot be conclusively an- 

sweredp but one feels in any aase that it is the reflection of Conrad's 
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own marital experience that provides the real source of that inwardness 

and genuine humanity that give the domestic drama of the Verloo its dis- 

turbing power. 

Such a theory seems to justify itself by the way in which it enables 

us to see where the real strength of the novel lies. It cannot lie, prin- 

cipally, in the more multiplicity of ironies, for one could compile an 

equally formidable list of interlocking ironies in many of the novels of 

Graham Greene, none of which would be put on the same level. Nor does 

it lie in the treatment of the relations of police and anarchists, for 

although this is subtle and amusing, it is not entirely original nor very 

deep. Sherry shows that BlackwooodMaeazine, during the period in which 

Conrad was a regular contributor, gave considerable space to the problem 

of anarchism, and supplied most of Conrad's ideas--the methods of police 

surveillance(pp, 248-252), and even the accusations of laziness, while 

his essay on the conventional morality of the common thief appears to 

echo a contribution to the Contemporary Review in 1896, which also dis- 

cussed and criticised the ideas of Lombroso about the existence of a 

"criminal type" (p. 31C)). 

Thus Conrad's whole treatment of anarchists and police, though uni- 

Pied by irony and a consistent philosophical attitude, has to be seen as 

essentially derivative and journalistic, and even the contest of wits 

between Heat and the Assistant Commissioner hardly rises above the stan- 

dards one would expect of a well-written "thriller". Such weight of the 

book's indubitable greatness as cannot be accounted for by the overall 

poetry of despair is borne by the Verloo household, and largely in terms 

that do not ultimately depend on their connections with anarchism: it is 

rather that the theme of anarchy provides a kind of orchestral background 

to amplify the notes of a domestic drama that had in more subdued form, 

been part of Conrad's own experience and must be to some degree the ex- 

perience of every one who ventures on matrimony in the modern world. 
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Although, as the book moves downwards in the social scale the irony 

becomes heavier, it is tempered with pathos and balanced by social indig- 

nations as we move into the higher levels of society, the irony in the 

atmosphere inevitably grows rarer, for one can expect those with a better 

environment to be healthier specimens, and the more educated to be less 

absurd, but it is never entirely absent. 

The patroness of Michaelis, though a minor character whose whole 

history has to be encapsulated in a single, two-page, paragraph, is never- 

theless a credible representative of the best kind of aristocratic English- 

'woman. We can admire, as Conrad genuinely admires. The portrait may be 

based on the mother of Conrad's friend Cunninghame Graham, an aristocrat 

of the Scottish royal line whose letters indicate that she deeply sympa- 

thised with her son's radical views(Aubry, I, pp 250,255). But Conrad 

does not let her escape the irony: 

The humanitarian hopes of the mild Michaelis tended not towards utter 

destruction, but merely towards the complete economic ruin of the system. 

And she did not really see where was the moral harm of it. It would do 

away with all the multitude of the parvenus, whom she disliked and mis- 

trusted,. not because they had arrived anywhere (she denied that), but be- 

cause of their profound unintelligence of the world, which was the primary 

cause of the crudity of their perceptions and the aridity of their hearts. 

With the annihilation of all cap/tal they would vanish too: but uni- 

versal ruin (providing it was universal, as it was revealed to Michaelis) 

would leave the social values untouched. The disappearance of the last 

piece of money could not affect people of position. She could not con- 

ceive how it could affect her position for instance. ('" f1 0" 

Her attitude would seem to come very near to Conrade own sense of 

values, but he cannot for that reason let it escape his irony. Conrad 

has also had to live without money,, so he knows well enough how the blo- 

oming complexions of those who live "above the play of economic conditiens" 
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come from the soft colouring of the money in their veins. But because 

he also values these complexions, and the generations of art and suffering 

that have gone to produce them, he will never give his consent to the chop- 

ping down of the cherry orchard. So perhaps, to answer the Commissar's 

question, irony is the only place to which one can go. 

The tendency for the irony to weaken as it climbs the social tree 

is most obvious in the case of the Assistant Commissioner. With Lord 

Jim o `D ooud, by identifying with them, Conrad could both analyse them 

mercilessly, and also give them an hour of romantic glory: in The S ret 

Apent although Verlos may be the man in whom aspects of Conrad's own 

sensibility suffer vivisection, he is, in this respect very much of a 

"secret agent", and not in the position to be rewarded by any identifi- 

cation with the Author's daydreams. It may be that this privilege is 

granted to the Assistant Commissioner, who might be seen as a slightly 

glamourised version of the author, though he is certainly not sentimen- 

talised. His determination to protect Michaelis from further injustice 

is shown to stem from fear of displeasing a valuable connection in high 

society rather than from disinterested teal fpr justice, and his enthu- 

siasm for taking a hand in the game himself is, as V. S. Pritchett has 

pointed out, "at the last moment, made real to us by one of those sardo- 

nic afterthoughts by which Conrad saves himself from sentimentality. 

The Assistant Commissioner, we are told finds Ithe sense of loneliness 

and evil freedom rather pleasant** This is indeed why he is an Assis- 

tant Commissioner: he is a hunter. (It is always, in Conrad, the small 

additional comment that puts on the rounding and convincing touch. )"6 

The Home Secretary, based as Sherry shows on Sir William Harcourt 

(pp. 256-295), is only briefly sketched, for Conrad's chief worry here 

was not so much to satirise him as to make him credible, and we hear him 

breathing a sigh of relief to Cunningham* Graham: "I am extremely flattered 

to have secured your commendation for my Secretary of State and for the 

Revolutionary Toodles. It was very easy there (for me) to go utterly 



ZäQ 

wrong" (Aubry, II, p. 60). And yet the irony is not entirely missing, 

for what is "revolutionary" to the Home Secretary is a Fisheries Bill, 

and the cosiness of "Toodles", only a cabýride away from the world of 

Stevie, and Mrs Neale scrubbing the floor, does not need any heavy under- 

lining. 

By the end of the book, we can appreciate that indeed the irony has 

been "carried right through to the end". With the immorality of the de- 

fenders of morality, the extreme conventionality of the most immoral,, 

the equal futility of good intentions and bad intentions, irony has been 

piled on irony until the norms of the sane citizen are buried so deep that 

we have almost completely lost them as we toss on the channel steamer with 

Winnie Verloc to the refrain of "The drop given was fourteen feet", or 

wander the streets with Ossipon, perhaps the most sane and ordinary man 

in the story "feeling no fatigue,, feeling nothing,, seeing nothing., hear- 

ing not a sound... a human brain pulsating wrongfully to the rhythm of 

journalistic phrases ... an impenetrable mystery .... will hang for ever 

over this not... of madness or desp_ it"(p. 311)--as in Joyce's Moses 

Jorrnalistio phrases are used as the hollow echo of a deeper disquiet,, 

but in Conrad the disquiet is a kind of ultimate despaie that makes his 

"comedy" perhaps the blackest ever written. The pain of the universe 

played on his nerves: he wants us to feel it too, and he succeeds. 

There is social criticism in The Secret Agent, and of a very radical 

kind, as radical as that in "An Outpost of Progress", but it cannot easily 

be separated, or considered apart from a criticism of the cosmos that 

seems to question the validity of any kind of reform or revolution. 

There is for Conrad, no God to accuse, but there is in the bourgeois at- 

mosphere of the literature and life of his time enough general optimism 

to make him react against it with an "inspiring indignation! ' of "pity 

and contempt" that bring this book very near to what he claims it not to 

be, an "outrage on the feelings of mankind. " 
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The "pity and contempt" are ostensibly directed at the anarchists 

and it might seem that by making them the subject of these experiences, 

the pain, for the reader, would be reduced, for after all, they are anar- 

ohiats and different from us. But as the book goes on, and the pain in- 

creases, we are also increasingly made aware that anarchists are not so 

different from us, and in any case the Verloo family are none of them an- 

archists, though Stevie represents, perhaps, what Conrad feels to be the 

pure spirit of anarchism freed of all intellectual concepts. The rest 

of the family are, like us, would-be defenders, and unwilling victims of 

convention, protectors of an opulence that we see through the railings, 

or even share. 

Verloo is an active defender of convention, Stephen patholodýically 

instinct with compassion, Winnie maternal, and devoted to a romantic ideal, 

personified by the son of a butcher-they collect in caricature, or rather 

"truth more cruel than caricature", the most favoured valeurs Wales of 

society and bring them to a cartoon catharsis without ever losing enough 

of their humanity to save us from sharing the pain. 

The author has done everything he can to distance the pain. from us, 

and perhaps also from himself, for the surgeon is human as well as the 

patient. He distances it with emphasis on the absurdity of "anarchism", 

with irony, with humour, with clinical objectivity, with philosophic dis- 

dain, with physical unattractiveness on the part of those who suffer-yet 

the final and cumulative effect on the sensitive reader may be all the 

more powerful just because of these attempts to shield him-he is likely 

to find the effect of the anaesthetic wearing off just at the point whele 

it is needed most. The only defence against The Secret Agent is a thick 

skin, and the original distillation has had to be thinned with considera- 

ble doses of soda water before it could be taken more easily from the 

hands of some of Conrad's imitators. 
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Under Western Eyes 

Under Western Fies is a work of great emotional complexity the 

ambivalence may be less obvious than in some of Conrads other works, 

but it goes deep. It creates in the reader feelings of unease and leaves 

him with them unresolved, and perhaps even unable to trace them to their 

sources one can hardly doubt that it reflects a corresponding unease in 

the heart of the author. 

At one level, this can be seen as part of the inevitable predicament 

of a Polish writer of naturally conservative sympathies who finds the 

very essence of "conservatism" embodied in a Russian state of whose op- 

pression he is the victim. He cannot avoid a hostile attitude towards 

this repressive power that has destroyed his parents and virtually for- 

ced him into exile, even though the arguments it uses to justify itself 

are ones to which he might otherwise be sympathetic. 

But the conflict is more complex than this. As the son of a Pole 

who was not only a patriot but a poetic revolutionary, he can appreciate 

all that is imaginative, romantic and adventurous, but his mother was of 

more stable stock and he has also been moulded by the affectionate guar- 

dianship of conservative maternal uncle. From the inward conflict inevi- 

tably aroused by these contradictory influences, one sees an aristocratic 

contempt for unrest and revolution, intent on dismissing it as the work 

of envy, ignorance, and dislike of honest toil, maintaining a precarious 

balance over more imaginative sympathies that see revolutionary activity 

as heroic, romantic, and eliciting qualities of compassion, endurance, 

and comradeship. 

And even this does not quite reach to the root of the novel's un- 

ease, Which seems to reflect also a conflict within the author that ari- 

ses from his life-long attempt to graft the English virtues, and the 

general outlook of the bourgeois West, onto a Slavic temperament, a 

temperament that sees life as much more problematical, the signposts as 

less ;i &ble, everything in more of a flux. In this respect the ques- 
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tion of French influence on Conrad is hardly relevant, for in France as 

much as in England there were fixed values, a measure for success or fai- 

lure, even when the two are subtly mixed. In most Russian, and much 

German literature-the whole world of the Bildungsroman-the hero is less 

sure of where he is going, society is both more malleable and more frigh- 

tening, and a man can be measured not so much against the relatively sta- 

tic values of society as against the haunting aspirations of the heart. 

If Jane Austen represents one extreme, and Dostoevsky or Kafka, the other, 

then Conrad can be seen with Janus--face and divided heart trying to live 

on the outskirts of Mansfield Park end keep at bay the anarchic visions 

of the East. 

The book seems to have been begun as an attempt to write an anti- 

Dostoevskeyan novel that will avenge the Russian's contemptuous view of 

the Poles with a Poles-eye view of Russia that can also be put forward 

as a "Western" view. Its chief protagonist is to be a practical,, common- 

sense, almost English, young man who vill serve to show up not only the 

absurdity of Russian despotism, and those who offer it mystical wo ship, 

but also the equal absurdity of the futile rebellion that it provokes 

yet the final result is far from being as simple as this. It is probably 

rather more Slavonicafly subversive than the author would have cared to 

admit, even to himself. 

Conrad was sent into exile in Siberia with his parents in 1862, 

when he was only four years old, so that his first memories must have 

been of this period. In The March of Literature Ford Madox Ford tells 

us that "the earliest eight his eyes could remember was of a Siberian 

prison yard in which Cossack guards rode slowly up and down through the 

falling snow amongst women and children in furs, in woollens,, in rags or 

half-nude--the wives and widows and orphans of the survivors of the lea- 

ders or of the rank and file of the Polish Revolution of 1863" (p. 870). 

Although the literal truth of Ford's anecdotes is always suspect, their 
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poetic truth is often exact, and the substance of this one probably 

comes from his conversations with Conrad. As Conrad would then have 

been six years old, it could easily have been his first unaided memory, 

of which many other tragic ones, including the death of his mother, were 

associated with their time in Russia. 

Although his father was allowed to return to Poland at the end of 

1867, when Conrad was ten, the latter continued to be a citizen of Russia, 

liable eventually to military service. He virtually ceased to be a subject 

of the Russian nnpire in 1886, when he obtained British citizenship, but 

still could not safely return to Poland, and it was not until three years 

later, in 1889, when he was thirty-one, that he was finally freed from 

allegiance to the Czar(Aubry, I, p. 117). 

Thus, when Conrad sailed up the Bosphorus to Constantinople in 1878 

on the steamer Mavis, under the protection of the British fleet, and 

saw the tents of the Russian army at San Stefano, he must have been 

nervously aware that as a twenty-year-old subject of Russia, he might 

wolf have been in one of those alien tents, and aware also of how differ- 

ent they would appear to the Western eyes of his fellow seamen (Aubry, 

III p. 124). Thirty years later he would, through Razumov, a Russian 

with "an English soul", attempt to take the English imagination into the 

Russian encampment. 

Although he had thus lived long under the shadow of Russian auto- 

cracy, Conrad had not been materially harmed by it after his escape to 

Marseilles at the age of sixteens but he was constantly kept aware of its 

effects on his friends and relatives. In particular, successive letters 

from his uncle Thaddeus Brobowski in 1891 and 1892 described the predi- 

cament of Conrad's cousin Stanislaw, who was arrested in January 1892, 

"accused of some political or rather social propaganda". 

In May, Thaddeus wrote, "He is still under lock and key in the 

Warsaw citadel. It seems to be nothing more than simply a case of un- 

authorized teaching of artisans-but as there is about it a tint of 
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nationalism, it becomes complicated. The exceptional ad hoc procedure 

is carried out in secrecy and an exceptional penalty may be imposed on 

the poor devil, ruining his present life--for he was just about to finish 

the University-and 
1 

possibly even his whole future.. " In another letter 

written later in 1892 his uncle again emphasises the lost futures "Which- 

ever way it goes he is a lost man-especially as he has studied law-he 

could never become either a government official, a solicitor, or a 

notary-not even in Kamchatkall. His whole life has gone off the rails- 

together with all the hopes and confidence I had placed in him. "2 

It would be natural for Conrad to imagine himself in his cousin's 

situation, and it is essentially this situation, made more extreme and 

more dramatic, that he gives us in the novel that was, originally to have 

been entitled Razumov. In the first of the letters from his uncle quoted 

above, this cousin described, in comparison with other relatives: "Sta- 

nislav has a worthy character and is already a man, but less pleasant- 

very presumptuous and rather a doctrinaire. Possibly he has, in fact, 

ultra-democratic notions which, however, he keeps to himself either out 

of consideration for his paternal uncle or else not wishing to 'cast 

pearls before swine'. He is rather reserved and cold. "3 

Razumov is not "a doctrinaire", or given to "ultra-democratic notions" 

but the "rather reserved and cold" may have contributed to Conrad's idea 

of him-and this is an essential idea, as it is only Razumov's reserve 

that allows the other students to credit his with radical beliefs. A 

Slavic temperament modified in the direction of an English reserve would 

appear to correspond very well with Conrad's own character, and might even 

have led to his being the victim of a similar misunderstanding among the 

patriotic Polish students in those days, described in the Author's Note 

to Noetromo. when "we, a band of tallish schoolboys... used to look up 

to that girl just out of the schoolroom herself, as the standard-bearer 

of a faith to which we were all born but which she alone knew how to 

hold aloft with an unflinching hope! ... an uncompromising Puritan of 
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patriotism with no taint of the slightest worldliness in her thoughts" 

(p. xiv) This girl seems to have provided the inspiration for Natalia 

Haldin even more directly than for Antonia Avellanos. It is obvious 

enough that Conrad himself did not really share the patriotic fervour 

of the group, so that he may well have felt the germs of a guilt not 

unlike that of Razumov when he has to move among the Russian exiles,, and 

Razumov's "reckless volubility and snarling uneasiness" could be an ex'. 

ternal extrapolation of some of his own inner feelings at the time. 

In this,, as in other ways, Under Western Eyes has links with Lord 

Jim. In both books certain vague feelings of guilt concerning his in- 

herited Polish background, and his "jump" out of it, can be inferred in 

the background, and in both a character who in no way outwardly resembles 

the author can nevertheless be used very effectively as the vehicle of 

his inner questionings and his psychological conflicts. If there is 

more freshness and conviction, more feeling of direct involvement, in 

Lord Jim. this can possibly be accounted for by the fact that with Razumov, 

Conrad is going back, for the personal involvement, to an early and in- 

distinct period of his youth, and for the general background of the story, 

to the impressions of a short visit to Geneva, and the reading of stories 

about Russia, whereas the seamanship and scenery of Lord Jim, and fears 

about his own adequacy as a ships officer, hhd all been part of his own 

personal, and recent, adult experience. And Lord Jim has the added ad, 

vantage of being a comparatively clear-cut issue and essentially a roman- 

tio theme, in which the ironic view-point does not entirely destroy the 

glamour: Razumov can never appear, like Jim, as a figure in dazzling 

white against a dark background. 

Moreover, Lord Jim had been written in the earliest period of Conrad's 

marriage, and with more youthful vigour and persistent illusions of ro- 

mance than its author had been willing to admit, whereas Under Western 

es was completed slowly, in middle-age, to the accompaniment of al- 

most overwhelming difficulties with the health of his wife and children 
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as well as his own, and with his finances. 4 There is a corresponding 

change in the style: the vigourous oceanic swell of "Conradese" that 

fills out the long paragraphs of Lord Jim gives way to a more concise 

and rational manner, with shorter sentences that are less demanding on 

both author and reader. This is balanced by an abundance of well-written 

tealistic dialogue, and in this respect, one can say that Conrad's faci- 

lity in English is greater than ever before. 

One notices also that the book is not so rich in that exact, unob- 

trusive symbolism that adds so much to its predecessors. There are a 

few memorable examples, such as Peter Ivanov'a hat at the and of a long 

corridor, and the "quarter-life-size smooth-limbed bronze of an adoles- 

cent figure, running" that fills a corner of the General's room, causing 

Prince K--to murmur, "Spontini's 'Flight of Youth'. Exquisite", (p. 43), 

but the more exquisite perhaps because in this book auch examples of 

smooth-limbed art are rather rare. The description of"the effigy of 

Jean Jacques Rousseau" that is "enthroned" above Razumov as he writes 

his diary on the island is no doubt an accurate rendering of the Genevan 

scene, but does not appear to have mach real relevance to the theme. 

Razumov's choice of this island, like the rain storm that too explicitly 

"washes him clean" at the time of his confession, has a banality that is 

not Conrad at his best, though it is to become more common in what he 

writes from this time onward, notably in Chance. 

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that somewhere between 

Lord Jim and Under Western Epea, possibly at the end of ! ostromo, the 

high plateau of Conrad's achievement begins its inevitable decline. In- 

creasing age, chronic illness, and crippling family and financial trou- 

bles, and a consequent preoccupation with the question, "Is it saleable? ", 

may be one half of the answer, and the using up of his own more deeply 

felt experiences the other 

It would seem that the increasing ease with which Conrad can write 

conventional "good English", and with it an increasing assimilation to 
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the style of his better contemporaries must also, unfortunately, be 

counted as a force tending to work against his "native genius". This 

is to be most evident in Chance, where the style is usually impeccable, 

but the qualities most distinctively and disturbingly "Conradian" seem 

to be rather diluted. 

Much of the strength of Lord Jim comes from the fact that Marlow 

is almost as important as Jim, both as a character in the story, and as 

a carrier of the author's own sensibility. The narrator of Under Western 

Fýresp though possibly introduced with similar intent, has no opportunity 

to fill such a role. Unlike Jim, Razumov is himself intellectually so- 

phisticated, and unlike Marlow, the teacher of languages is not a man 

of the same race competent to understand and analyze him; the narrator 

is reduced to being the editor of that never-directly-quoted diary that 

has to be regarded as the source of everything. The "Englishness", and 

the common humanity,, of Razumov rather than the insight of the editor, 

are used to make the bridge between the Slavonic soul and the English 

reader. 

This abnormally "English" nature of Razumov is explicitly empha- 

wised by Haldin at the opening of the story-"To be sure, I cannot 

expect you with your frigid English manner to embrace me, " and a few 

pages later he says, "Ah! You are a fellowl Collected--cool as a cu- 

cumber. A regular Englishman. Where did you get your soul from? There 

aren't many like you"(pp. 21-22). It is plain enough where Razumov gets 

this soul from, and he gets the whole of it to a degree that inevitably 

shoulders out the narrator. 

Although Conrad wishes to deny it, and to insist that Poland, with 

its Catholic culture, is an outpost of the West, it is fairly obvious 

that it is as a Slav that he is able to enter the soul of Razumov and to 

reveal it sympathetically to the English reader. Indeed, it appears 

that even that degree of "Englishness" with which he endows Razurnov is 
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not something to which he can give his whole-hearted support. His mind 

and his heart are split not so much between hatred of the Russians, and 

the desire to be just to them, as between an intellectual dislike of ex- 

tremism,, and an even deeper emotional contempt for the kind of compromise 

that is the only alternative to it; between identification with a conser- 

vative viewpoint that hates democracy, newspapers, and every kind of po- 

pular revolt, and a temptation, despite it all, to commit oneself to a 

radical cause, and either way, an instinctive preference for drama and 

extreme conditions that expresses itself in an almost irrational contempt 

for security and compromise. All this produces a great complexity in 

which, as it were, an intellectual thesis and an emotional anti-thesis 

compete for the reader's allegiance. 

Razumov is the "hero" of the book, the man in terms of whose pre- 

dicament and emotions the story is told, so that both author and reader 

are inevitably involved in sympathetic identification with him, and yet, 

until his final repentance and confession, there is also something very 

unsympathetic about him. Haldin is, by all conventional standards, a 

more noble and attractive figure, but as the cause of Razumov's suffering, 

he has to be regarded as the "enemy". Haldin's sister Natalia is an al- 

most flawless heroine, and yet in so far as we identify with Razumov, 

she is the greatest obstacle in his attempt to come to terms with his 

predicament. Her final commitment to alleviating the misery of the poor 

is treated with the irony it demands, from a revolutionary point of view, 

but the revolutionary point of view has been equally undermined by oonti, - 

nual hostile comment, and the reader is left with no resting place in a 

continuing tragedy that has its most representative figure in the help- 

less Mrs Heldin. It seems that too much "spirit" has done for her what 

too much "material interest" did for Mrs Gould. 

The hero finally resolves his predicament by seeking the forgiveness 

of the revolutionaries in a manner that wholly carries the reader's 



ni 

sympathy both for him, and for those of the revolutionaries. who. are 

genuine in their aims, but even here there can be no whole-hearted com- 

mitment by the author. It resolves, to some degree, the emotional anti- 

thesis, but is still contradicted by the intellectual anti-revolutionary 

thesis. The reader's natural lazy desire to identify with one side or 

the other, wholly to sympathise with at least one character in the story, 

or to find, at least, the final resolution morally satisfying, is at every 

point, frustrated and denied. 

A similar ambivalence surrounds many of the other characters in 

the story. Councillor Mikulin is the sinister figure whose ruthless 

plot puts Razumov in the trap, and yet he is essentially a puzzled, 

idealistic man who later reveals to the revolutionaries that Nikita is 

a double-agent, and eventually becomes himself a victim of the bureau- 

cracy. The teacher of languages is introduced as though he were a pair 

of vise ironic Western eyes through whom we may be able to see things 

in perspective and resolve them into common-senses but as the story 

progresses he becomes increasingly unable to comprehend. As the repre- 

sentative of "a people which has made a bargain with fate and wouldn't 

like to be rude to it", he is brushed aside by the whole cast of Eastern 

actors who with their larger passions and wilder adventures make his 

presence seem increasingly irrelevant. At the and of the story, he 

stands unnoticed as Razumov confronts Natalia with the truth, not no 

much because the author needs him as an eye-witness as because that 

has become his neccessary role. "How did this old man come here? " says 

Razumov,, in astonishment, at the end. 

Thomas Mann in his introduction to the German version of The 

Secret Agent, written in 1926, refers to Conrad's choice of England in 

terms that suggest that he sees this very much as Conrad's own "bargain 

with fate"i though he does not appear to sea, as the reader of Under 

Western Fyres is likely to do, that underneath, Conrad is compelled to 

be "be rude to it". Mann assumes, on the basis of Conrad's treatment 
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of Mr Vladimir, in the earlier book as a Central Asiatic and a "hyper- 

borean swine", that he is now whole-hOartedly committed to English vir- 

tues and English limitations, thereby losing his chance of ever rival- 

ling the great Russians: 

Every open-eyed Westerner today envies the Central European on purely 
ýnsp 3o 

geographical grounds, for advantages that would doubtless have to be 

surrendered in going over eompletely to the bourgeois West... More form, 

with more limitations-was that the alternative the Slav faced when he 

made his choice? No, that puts it badly. What he gave up were the ad- 

vantages of barbarism, which he did open-eyed. What he got was reason, 

moderation, the open-minded attitude, intellectual freedom, and a hu- 

mour that is saved by its Anglo-Saxon robustness from falling into the 

sentimental and the bourgeois. 5 

Manns use of the word "barbarism" to suggest those qualities and 

opportunities that Conrad stood to lose by adopting an Anglo-Saxon 

attitude is typical of his habitual irony but it provides a brilliant 

insight into the nature of this particular "Bargain with fate", the 

key insight for understanding the personal conflict that lies below 

the writing of Under Western Eyes and creates that atmosphere of 

unease that the reader finds so difficult to trace to its source. 

Mann was equipped to see to the heart of this for he had just written 

The Magic Mountain, in which, throughout, a similar question is more 

patiently pursued, both in the arguments of Settembrini and Naptha 

and in Hans Castorp's fascination with Clavdia Chauchat. It is in- 

teresting to note . that although this temperamdntal divide between 

East and West is nowadays treated almost entirely in terms of propa- 

ganda for, or against, Communism, neither Conrad nor Mann see it at 

all in this way. 

Conrads fatal choice when, at the age of twenty, he climbed on 
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board the Mavis at Marseilles, probably more with the idea of es- 

caping from conscription in France than of turning to England, may 

have been much less rational and "open-eyed" than Mann suggests, but 

that does not affect the truth of his final situation, and the emo- 

tional tone of Under Western Eyes is evidence enough that underneath 

his rationalisations Conrad was far from satisfied with the bargain. 

So it is that a story that begins with an Englishman pitying the 

poor Russians seems to end with the Russians pitying the poor English 

in the same way that all through the tale, for similar reasons, the 

Swiss are treated with contempt. Intellectually, the author stands 

for safety, democracy, and a "bargain with fate": emotionally he pre- 

fares danger, passion and the truth of the heart. It is a terrible 

thing to be the object of the attentions of the secret police, yet how 

much worse not to be the object of anyone's attentions, to be "disdain- 

ed by destiny or the sea" 1 One feels that it is not so much the effigy 

of Rousseau as that of John Stuart Mill that should stand, mocked and 

mocking, above the tortured Razumov. 

In a letter to Galaworthy written when he had already completed 

the first part of the book-the story of Haldin'a crime and Razumov'a 

betrayal of him-Conrad indicates that the original plot was intended 

to be even more black and melodramatic, with a violent conclusion com- 

parable to that of The Secret Agents 

Listen to the theme. The Student Razumov (a natural son of a 

Prince K, ) gives up secretly to the police his fellow student, Haldin, 

who seeks refuge in his rooms after committing a political crime 
(supposed to be the murder of de Plehve). First movement in St. Peters- 

burg. (Haldin is hanged of course. ) 

2d in Geneve. The student Razumov meeting abroad the mother and 

sister of Heldin falls in love with that last, marries her and, after 

a time, confesses to the part he played in the arrest of her brother. 
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The psychological developments leading to Razumov'a betrayal of 

Heldin, to his confession of the fact to his wife and to the death of 

these people (brought about mainly by the resemblance of their child 

to the late Haldin), form the real subject of the story. (Aubry, II, pp. 

64-65). 

There is no mention here of Razumov's being recruited as a 

counter-revolutionary agent, so that it would appear that the story, 

as originally intended, was less "political", and more purely psycho- 

logical. One can see the attraction, for Conrad's macabre imagination, 

of having the tormented Razumov strangle the child that resembles Hal- 

din, but it would have made the "hero" ever. ess sympathetic to the rea- 

der, and Conrad may well have baulked at the task of making the love- 

affair convincing. One can agree with Moser's comment that, "in view 

of Conrad's usual bad lick in trying to dramatize courtship and mar- 

riage, we must admit that he was probably wise to scrap these plans" 

(P. 94). 

By slowing down the growth of Razumov's affection for Natalia, 

and making it an influence for good upon hiap if his confession can be 

regarded as a "good" amidst the general ambivalence,, the book becomes 

more moving, and more genuinely human than it promised to be, but leaves 

a gap that causes it to sag a little in the middle. This gap is largely 

filled with the doings of Peter Ivanov and his "painted Egeria", the 

victims of repetitive epithets and heavy irony. 

Conrad claims in the Author's Note that they are "fair game"i but 

one sometimes feels that they are more like overweight birds that the 

author has reared in his own reserve just for the pleasure of shooting 

at them. The fact that Ivanov's importance for Conrad seems to be ra- 

ther greater than either the plot or the psychological drama requires 

may be due to some connection with what has been described as the book's 

*emotional anti-thesis"--an instinctive preference for the values of 
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"barbarism" to those of the bourgeoisie. 

In his native Russia, escaping in chains across a continent, "hie 

naked tawny figure glimpsed vaguely through the bushes with a cloud 

of mosquitoes and flies hovering about the shaggy head" (p. 122), 

Ivanov has a certain magnificence, and his escape is told in a way that 

attracts the reader's sympathy. But in Geneva, dressed up in the trap- 

pings of bourgeois culture, he becomes a clown, and sometimes a petty 

and vindictive one. This is heightened by the extreme tawdriness of the 

chateau on the pretty lake, and its mistress, and summed up, symboli- 

cally, when Razumov leaves the presence of Madame de S-- $ "The landing 

was prolonged into a bare corridor, right and left, desolate perspectives 

of white and gold decoration without a strip of carpet. The very light 

pouring through a large window at the end seemed dusty, and a solitary 

speck reposing on the balustrade of white marble--the silk top-hat of 

the great feminist-asserted itself extremely black and glossy in all 

that crude whiteness" (p. 226). 

The name of Tolstoy is far from the first that would suggest it- 

self as a source for this bizarre figure, but there was undoubtedly 

some connection in Conrad's mind. Peter Ivanov is said to be, among 

other things, "a great writer", and Razumov describes Russia as filled 

with his young disciples. It would appear that originally Conrad inted- 

ded the resemblance to be more marked -a cancelled passage in the manu- 

script refers to Ivanov as the author of "The Reasuxeotion of Yegor" 

and "the thrice famous 'Pfennitg Cantata'". 
6 

In a letter to Garnett)Conrad refers to his dislike of Tolstoy's 

puritan morality and "anti-sensualism"-which suggests that he is fami- 

liar only with Tolstoy's later works. 
' We know from Nostromo that this 

kind of piety is for Conrad very much associated with a virtual sur- 

render to "material interests, " and consequently appears in his eyes as 

a form of "cynicism", what the teacher of languages calls "a terrible 
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corroding simplicity in which mystic phrases clothe a naive and help- 

less cynicism" (p. 104). This would apply particularly to Dostoevsky's 

kind of mysticism, but Tolstoy's quietistio "purer form of Christianity", 

though not so subservient to the state, involves the abandonment of lo- 

tion, and of any belief in liberal political progress,, and to abandon 

such beliefs, for whatever reasons is for Conrad indistinguishable fron 

"Cynicism"-he brings the same accusation against the leaders of anarch- 

ism. Indeed, whether a man abets, or accepts, social injustice from 

religious idealism or merely from cynicism, the results are very much 

the same. Any atheist or agnostic who has never experienced the compul- 

sion of religious belief is tempted to assume that the kind of intellec- 

tual paradoxes it involves must be at the bottom insincere, and there-- 

fore cynical, a feeling that is encouraged by the fondness of reaction- 

ary politicians for Christian orthodoxy. Thus, when the teacher of lan- 

guages, reviewing the Fussiam combination BE religion and reaction, is 

seeking "some key word" to "help the moral discovery which should be 

the object of every tale, " he can find "no other word than 'cynicism'" 

(p. 67). 

However far Conrad may have felt himself justified by these views, 

it cannot be admitted that Peter Ivanov is worthy of representing Tol- 

atoy, or any other great Russians in effect, one is presented with a 

caricature of which it is rather difficult to feel that anything very 

real or intelligible is being caricatured. Perhaps the best comment on 

his inadequacy is that implied by the fact that in the final scene of 

Razumov's confession to his fellows, where the emotional and psycholo- 

gical integrity of the story are at their highest level, it was neocess- 

ary to ensure that Ivanov was absent. 

If it be accepted that the "bargain with fate" and all that it in- 

volves in the conflicting claims of Eastern "barbarism" and bourgeois 

security, is the basic emotional issue of the book, then the much can- 
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vassed question of Conrad's racial prejudice against the Russians must 

inevitably be seen as a minor issue. His claim, against Garnett, in 

his correspondence, and in more general terms in the Author's Note, 

that he has leaned over backwards to be fair to them, seems to be lar- 

gely justified, at least as far as his treatment of individuals is con- 

cerned. Apart from the double-agent likita, there are no nasty Russians 

in the story; the women are treated with great sympathy, and there is 

no more thoroughly admirable character in any of Conrad's fiction than 

Sophia Antonovna. 

This sympathy for all of its victims tends of course to heighten 

the feeling against the state, and it is against this political system 

that Conrad directs his powerful hatred--here, indeed, one can say that 

there is a Poles-eye view of Russia. It is not the triumphant Russia 

of War and Peace, the human Russia of Turgenev, or the mystical, fruit- 

fully suffering Russia of Dostoevsky, but a cold, alien oppression that 

devours its opponents and its faithful servants alike, "an enormous 

seething mass of sheer moral corruption. " 

The view of Russia presented in Under Western 
. 
ayes closely cor- 

responds to that already given by Conrad in his essay "Autocracy and 
a War", published in 1905,, collected in Notes on Life and Letters. This 

had been begun as "a sort of historical survey of international politics 

from 1815 (the Vienna Congress), with remarks and conclusions tending 

to demonstrate the present precarious state of that concord and bringing 

the guilt of that precariousness to the door of Germany, or rather of 

Prussia"(Aubry, II, p. 13), but the final result was to be more concerned 

with the guilt of Russia. As a Pole, Conrad was entitled to as much 

animosity to the Germans as to the Russians, and one notices that in 

The Secret Apent, the embassy that employs Verloo is represented as a 

rather fantastical combination of both--Mr Vladimir, with his Central 

Asian accent, had as his predecessor a Baron Stott-Wartenbeim. In 
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the case of the essay, the sudden defeat of Russia by Japan diverted 

Conrad's attention fron Germany, and it became very largely a song of 

triumph not unlike that of Isaiah at the fall of Babylon: 

This dreaded and strange apparition, bristling with bayonets, armed 

with chains, hung over with holy images; that something not of this World, 

partaking of a ravenous ghoul, of a blind Djinn grown up from a cloud, 

and of the Old Man of the Sea, still faces as with its old stupidity, 

with its strange mystical a#'rogance, stamping its shadowy feet upon the 

gravestone of autocracy, already cracked beyond repair by the torpedoes 

Togo and the guns of Oyama... The task of Japan is done, the mission 

accomplished; the ghost of Russia's might is laid"(pp. 89-90). 

At the time of the abortive Russian revolution later in 1905, 

Conrad seems to have had temporary hopes of a re-births 

I am greatly moved by the news from Russia. Certainly a year ago 

I never hoped to live to see it all.. it is just J century since the 

Crimean War, forty-two years sinne the liberation of the peasants-a 

great civic work in which even we Poles were allowed to participate. 

In the words of my Unol's Memoirs. this great event opened the way to 

a general reform of the state. Very few minds saw it at the time. And 

yet the starting point of orderly rational progress in accord with the 

national spirit was there(Aubry, III p. 28). 

But the great rising of 1905 was eventually suppressed, and Conrad 

seems to have been confirmed in that view of Russia that is the essential 

presupposition of Under Western Eires, "a grave of corruption from which 

there can be no rebirth". Events were to prove him wrong. 

In the Author's Note, added to the book in 1920, three years after 

the Russian Revolution, Conrad begins by saying, "It must be admitted 

that by the mere force of circumstances Under Western Eyes has become 

already a sort of historical novel dealing with the past", to which 
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one might add that it is, moreover, a historical novel that notably 

fails to foreshadow or explain those world-historical events of 1917 

which are for Conrad "the mere force of circumstances". Even at the 

time when the book was first published, in 1911, or indeed when it was 

begun in 1907, it could already have been said, with almost equal for- 

ce that it was "a sort of historical novel dealing with the past", 

that past of Utopian ideals, petty jealousies, and amateur revolution- 

aries that Lenin had castigated in 1902 in What is to be Done? 

It was noted, in discussing The Secret Agent that Conrad made no 

attempt to study, or depict, the general background of the Anarchist 

movement in England, that it is primarily a psychological study and a 

private tragedy, This may not be a matter of importance in regard to 

that particular book, for anarchists in England were not in any case 

very numerous or politically significant, nor their ideas worthy of 

much analysis. But in the case of Under Western Eyes, a similar attem- 

pt to limit a study of Russian revolution to a small group, without 

giving much attention to what was really happening, or any attempt to 

fit them into the pattern of history, inevitably affects the relevance 

and the overall credibility of his picture, particularly when this group 

is, by implication, a serious revolutionary force, feared by the State, 

and having at its head a man who is to be regarded as the future leader 

of Russia. 

This may not affect the power and impact of the story as a "psy- 

ohological thriller"--under this classification it can be given the 

highest marks-but it does raise the question of whether it can justi- 

fiably be regarded as much more. Although numerous critics have dealt 

with it as a political novel, it cannot be said that Conrad himself 

makes any such claims: After referring to it as having become "a sort 

of historical novel", he goes on to say, "this reflection bears entire- 

ly upon the events of the tale; but being as a whole an attempt to ran- 
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der not so much the political state as the psychology of Russia 

itself, I venture to hope that it has not lost all its interest"(p. vii). 

Conrad also tried to avoid these historical and political dif- 

ficulties by making the story as "timeless" as possible: no dates are 

given, and apart from a slightly misleading reference to the assassin- 

ation of "Mr de P--"(p. below) there are no reflections of any 

actual events. As he adds in the Authorls Note, "the various figures 

playing their part in the story owe their existence to no special ex- 

perience but to the general knowledge of the condition of Russia and of 

the moral and emotional reactions of the Russian temperament to the 

pressure of tyrannical lawlessness, which in general human terms, could 

be reduced to the formula of senseless desperation provoked by sense- 

less tyranny"(p. viii). 

When one considers that the mutiny on the Potemkin had taken place 

in 1905, with the first Soviet all but ruling Russia for fifty days 

later in that year, and that both the Bolshevik and Menshevik wings 

of this continuing revolution were philosophically based on differing, 

but equally sophisticated, interpretations of Mara, it is quite obvious 

that all this was something more than could be adequately summed up as 

"aanseless desperation provoked by senseless tyranny". Conrad can be 

regarded only as writing a historical novel about some earlier period in 

the nineteenth century, and one which shows a total unawareness not only 

of the direction in which history was moving, but even of where it had 

already moved to at the time at which he was writing. But then, for 

Conrad, history does not move: there is for his "a general truth which 

underlies its action", a general "Russian psychology", in which "the 

oppressors and the oppressed are all Russians together; and the world in 

brought once more face to face with the truth of the saying that the 

tiger cannot change his stripes nor the leopard his spots. " This mis- 

quotation from Jeremiah with which Conrad concludes his Author's Note 

expresses very well both the strength, and the limitations of the book. 
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Facts that ask for historical and political understanding quite as much 

as for a psychological one he is willing to see only in terms of a sligh- 

tly simplistic "national psychology". 

It cannot be denied that subsequent events in Russia have given 

Conrad's view a certain appearance of validity, and it is not surprising 

that in America, at least, it has continued to be regarded as a "prophe- 

tic" work. Whatever stripes or spots the Russian bear may have had, it 

could not be expected to change them all at once. A revolution cannot 

change all the personnel of a police force or a bureaucracy, and even less 

can it change their habits and traditions. A long-established despotism 

such as had ruled Russia under the Czar was bound to continue with the 

only methods that it knew, and force to the top rulers who could manage 

it. 

If Stalinism was inevitable, on the grounds of Russian "psrhology", 

then one must give Conrad some ord-dit for insight and prescience here, 

for even if his views do seem to fit all too conveniently the strategy 

of the "cold war", they also illuminate it. But this "psychology" can 

be fully understood only in terms of history and sociology, and it can 

be totally misleading if what was, inevitably, a long-enduring situa. 

tion be thought of as an eternal and unchanging neooessity grounded in 

some mysterious quality of the Russian nature that forbids it any kind 

of political development. 

Under Western es must thus be seen as an "historical novel" 

that examines the psychology of a group of Russian exiles in Geneva it 

some period in the second half of the nineteenth century. That this 

was more or less Conrad's intention is supported by the fact that the 

unspecified real-life incident which gave him the stimulus to begin came, 

according to Aubry, from "a casual conversation he had had with a stran- 

ger at Geneva as long ago as 1895"(Aubry, II, p. 5). This is also sup- 
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ported by the fact that the assassination in which galdin is involved 

closely reproduces the circumstances in which Alexander II was killed 

in 1882. Conrad's suggestion in the story itself that it represents 

the assassination of the Aiinister of the Interior, de Plehve, which Tnsp 

occurred in 1904s seems to be merely an attempt to "up-date" the story 

and make it appear more relevant to contemporary affairs, for as Flei- 

stm= shows in Conrad's Politios, the actual circumstances of de Piehve's 

death in no way resemble those of the story (p. 219). 

Although Fleishman's study of the sources of Under Western yea is 

used to support the theory that Conrad had a sophisticated knowledge of 

Russian revolutionary affairs, such evidence as he produces tends rather 

to the opposite conclusion (pp. 218-220). Conrad did not, like Thomas 

Mann, masticate whole libraries of factual information before he started-- 

his talent lay rather in the opposite direction, that of building a fully- 

fleshed creation on a minimal skeleton of facts. in the case of Under 

Western Eyes, a few hints and stories, together with an article on the 

double-spy Azeff in the English Review (Fleishman, p. 219) seem to ac- 

count for as much general knowledge as he displays. For the rest, his 

own experience of Russia, and of Polish patriotism, and that of his re- 

latives, and his common Slavonic background, provide the emotion and the 

conviction that carry the story through. 

Conrad's decision to limit himself to an unspecified period in the 

recent past may also be connected with the fact that he wishes� in a 

sense, to combat Dostoevsky and even to devalue Tolstoy, and by dealing 

with the same period as theirs he is able to use what he learns from them 

as well as to challenge their vision of Russia with his own. But Conrad 

could not speak Russian, and his knowledge of these Russian writers, 

apart from anything he may have read in French, was limited, like that 

of most Englishmen, to his reading of Constance Garnett's translations 

(Aubry, III pp. 140,192). 
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Thus, if Conrad's pictures of low life in Leningrad etrikd the 

English reader as reasonably convincing, we have to recognise that 

this is largely because both Conrad and the reader are relying on 

what they have learned from the great Russians. To recognise this 

results inevitably, in certain suspioionss one can readily imagine 

Dmitri %aramazov thrashing the peasant Ziemanitch almost to death, 

and repenting in tears, or seeing hallucinations of the man he is to 

betray lying solid in the snow before him, but are these attributes of 

a character created by an epileptic genius really consistent with the 

sober almost-English soul of the hard-working Razumov2 His wild and 

agressive way of talking to all those who seem to threaten his security 

is well done as what Guerard calls "a Dostoevskian dedoublement and 

consequent reckless volubility and snarling uneasiness"(p. 234), but 

again one can ask whether the nature of kazumov, as it is objectively 

described to us by the author, entitles him to behave in so Doestoev- 

ekian a style. Certainly, his agressive outbursts do not have quite 

the poetic power of Dmitri Fyodorovitch in full flight, but one suspects 

that this may be as much because they are derivative, and not a natural 

expression of Conrad's personality, as because they are intentionally 

muted. 

In Aspects of the Novel, E. M. Forster has spoken of English novels 

that seem "little mansions, not mighty edifices", if "we stand them for 

an instant in the colonnades of War and Peace, or the vaults of The 

Brothers Karamazov" Conrad has deliberately chosen to put his edifice in 

this geographical position, and although it may not be entirely dwarfed, 

it cannot be said to put its rivals in the shade. He wrote to Gals_ 

worthy, "I am trying to capture the very soul of things Russian"--but 

who but a Russian could be expected to do that? 

It would appear that the true strength of Under Western ores lies 

not in its avowed intent of capturing "the very soul of things Russian", 
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for the soul of things Russian had already found expression in a group 

of native nineteenth century novelists whose insight and eloquence are 

unmatched by anything written anywhere, before or after, but in its 

largely unconscious expression of a Slavic soul repressed by a "frigid 

English manner" and imprisoned in the forms and formalities of the bour- 

geois West, a document in which the Western eyes of the narrator, by 

their very enability to "see"# serve to reveal to us something of the 

price we have paid for our "bargain with fate". And in this respect it 

is something quite unique, and uniquely valuable, in English literature. 
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5 Art and Autobiography 

The term "autobiography" is here used somewhat loosely to descr- 

ibe a group of his later works in which the narrator or protagonist is 

plainly identified with the authivrs and there is no attempt to analyse 

his sensibility in the manner of those earlier stories in which he is 

put under the eye of a critical narrator. Such minor self-revelation 

as occurs in these stories is largely incidental, and not motivated, 

one feels, by that urge for self-vivisection that is most apparent in 

the case of Lord Jim. 1 Three of these stories are based on the period 

in which Conrad was in command of the Oteao. and two of them, A Smile 

of For` and The Shadow Line. are quite close to autobiography, with- 

out being very self-revelatory. Philosophically, they show his at the 

opposite extremes of "negation" and "affirmation". 

In speaking of The Shadow Line to Sidney Colvin, Conrad said that 

the story is a "confession", but "its object is not the usual one of 

self-revelation. Mº object was to show all the others and the situat- 

ion through the medium of my own emotions" (Aubxy, II, p" 83). This 

was also the expressed intention of "Youth" (po above), which in i 

some ways it resembles, and the same remark could also apply to1A 

Smile of Fortune. "The Secret Sharer" may be lese serious in intent, 

but full of its own kind of art, and in the way that it expresses Con. 

rad's strong tendency towards "sympathetic identification" it does 

provide a degree of self-revelation. 
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The Secret Sharer 

If as Guerard says, *sympathetic identification is the central 

chapter of Conrad's psychology" (p. 108), then "The Secret Sharer" is 

that very chapter spelt out in print. Collected in 'Twixt Land and Sea 

(1912), it was written near the end of his best period, and combines 

etraightfoward suspense with rich symbolic echoes. The style also is 

pleasing, written when Cons. 's English had become a little more polish- 

ed and conventional, but still with colour and rhythm of a kind that is 

often lacking in his later works. And it has for background just enough 

of that real experience that he needs to make his work convincing. 

After cowipleting The End of the Tether in 1902, Conrad wrote nothing 

more about the Far East until, in 1909, he went back to his experiences 

on the 0_tM from Bankok, already used in Falk, and due to be given their 

fullest treatment in The Shadow Line. as the setting for "The Secret Sb- 

jar". That piece of good fortune that brought him his first and only 

sea-going command, and his success in dealing with it, seems to have lived 

on in his memory more vividly than any other event in his life. And in 

each of the stories that grew out of it, the incidents chosen for emphas- 

is or development differ to such a degree that they hardly overlap. 

In "The Secret Sharer", the weight of new responsibility involved 

in taking command, and the uneasy relationship with an already establish- 

ed crew are used, not as in The Shadow Line to provide the main colour- 

ing of the story, but merely to heighten the effect of a temptation to 

break that code of "fidelity" which the captain can expect the crew to 

keep only because he himself is loyal to it. In this respect, we can 

see it as a companion piece to The End of the Tether. Like the earlier 

story, it deals with a man who with the responsibility of command, is 

expected to uphold a strict code, and who nevertheless breaks it-in one 

case, as the result of instinctive parental affection, and in the other 

from the effsot of "sympathetic identification" with a man in trouble, 
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an identification that is presented as being so compulsive that it can* 

not be regarded merely as a problem of ethics. At the same time, the 

narrator of "The Secret Sharer" is obviously seen to have stronger moral 

foundations for his action than Whalley, and is rewarded by not having 

to suffer any tragic consequences. The whole story is lighter in tone, 

and more conventional in outlook. 

In The End bf the Tether the code was broken in the interests of an 

instinctive affection that, at least in Aivardian times, if not so unan- 

imously in our own, could be seen only as on a lower scale of values t. 4 

than that of public duty. In "The Secret Sharer" it is broken in obed- 

ience to what can be regarded as a higher value, the claims of "poetic 

justice" over legal justice. Thus Leavis links it with the Capstain's 

decision in The Shadow Line to take on board the ailing mate, as an ex- 
1 

ample of "a finer ethic" prevailing over more leg41sm. 

The story opens as if we were interrupting 1kssome quite arbitr- 

ary point the private meditations of the narratot--00a sy right hand 

there were lines of fishing stakes resembling a mysterious system of 

half-submerged bamboo fences, incomprehensible in its division of the 

domain of tropical fishes, and crazy of aspect as if abandoned for ever 

by some nomad tribe of fishermen now gone to the other end of the ocean. " 

It sets the scene perfectly for the arrival of the cVsterious naked man 

from the sea: 

The side of the ship made an opaque belt of shadow on the darkling glas- 

sy shimmer of the sea. But I saw at once something elongated and pals 

floating very close to the ladder. Before I could form a guess a faint 

flash of phosphorescent light, which seemed to issue from the naked body 

of a man, flickered in the sleeping water with the elusive, silent play 
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of summer lightning in a night sky. With a gasp I Saw revealed to nW 

stare a pair of feet, the long lege, a broad livid back immersed right 

up to the neck in a green cadaverous glow. One hand, awash, clutched 

the bottom rung of the rope ladder. Js was complete but for the head 

(pp" 97-98). 

It is little wonder that this is a story in which has been found a 

wealth of sub-conscious symbolism. Who could resist the temptation to 

go fishing in such dark phosphorescent waters? When Hewitt wrote his 

Conrad, a Reassessment in 1952, he could say well. enough that the stor- 

y's "extraordinary virtues have attracted surprisingly little attention", 

but it happened to suit the psychiatric interests of the nineteen-fift- 

ies so well that when he came to write a preface to the second edition 

in 1969, he felt compelled to modify his enthusiasm in reaction to the 

rather excessive attention it had since received, and the criticisms of 

this kind of approavh made by Baines (pp. 427-431). 

One cannot question the international fishing rights, but there 

must be an inspection of the catch, and when there is held up for us by 

Hevitt, Guerard and others, a species called the "darker self", doubts 

arise, The theme is obviously attractive to those who are interested 

in secret journeys and dark selves, and one cannot say that these things 

were entirely out of the author's mind, but it would seem that they may 

have been more in his conscious mind than his unconscious. 

When the author himself puts "secret" into the title, it is surely 

a warning that the secret is likely to be rather an open one? And when 

the narrator keeps telling us that the "secret sharer" was just the same 

age as himself, and the same size, vent to the same school, and had a 

sleeping suit of the same pattern, and in fact that, "with our dark heads 

together and our backs to the door, anybody bold enough to open it steal- 

thily would have been treated to the uncanny sight of a double captain 
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busy talking in vhispere to his other self", it all becomes so canny 

that one rather loses the inclination stealthily to open the door. If 

one is really going to catch Conrad talking to one of his other selves, 

this, obviously, is not the door to open. lie does not even pretend that 

it is--"he was not a bit like me really" (p. 105). 

In his pyjama suit, that is to say, superficially, Leggatt in the 

narrator's double, and at a deeper level of superficiality, the autho;, 

or the reader, given the courage, the strength, the occasion, and the 

extreme provocation, might have killed a wicked and worthless man. Leg- 

gat can be sympathised with without stretching very far or-very subvers- 

ively our qualities of imaginations he would have had to have been of 

a more genuinely murderous disposition to provide this kind of interest 

at a serious level. 

If one looks at Conrad's source for the incident, one sees that he 

has not, as in the cases of Olmeyer, äodister, or Williams, made his 

"outxard forme into something more subtle and complex than the original, 

but only more admirable. The story is based on an incident in the 

CttyS; rk in 1880, in which the chief mate, John Anderson, killed a 

negro seaman with a capstan bar after he had allegedly disobeyed an or- 

der. It was sudden,, but probably not entirely unpremeditated, As there 

had been a vendetta between the two men all through the voyage, and 

reminiscences of another seaman, referred to by Guerard, suggest that 

Anderson was a violent man (pp. 27-28). The captain Who assisted in the 

mate's escape subsequently committed suicide, which does not suggest a 

man who felt that he had done an act of poetic justice. 

Thus it would seem that Leggatt is less promising material for a 

"dark self" than was hie original. In the midst of a storm that has 

continued beyond the limits of human endurance, and after the captain 

has lost his nerve and cannot even give orders, Leggett performs an 

act of heroic courage, and, almost inoidentally, kills a man vho has 
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been represented as completely worthless--"the same strung up force 

which had given twenty-four men a chance, at least, for their lives� 

had, in a sort of recoil, crushed an unworthy mutinous existence" (pp. 

124-325)e 

"I'm not an angel. ", reggatt says, but he is a Conway boy, and ment- 

ions twice that his fatWr is "a parson in Norfolk"" which is about as 

near to seraphic status as Conrad could bring him without testing our 

credulity. Thus although as a "dark self" he is something of an arric 

fox, if he is considered from the point of view of Conrads concern with 

valeu=s _, we can see that this coat of white is essential to the 

whole theme of the story. It is only if Leggatt is poetically justo re- 

presentative of some basic human right, that he can be seen as present- 

ing the narrator with an ethical problem, or as a likely candidate for 

"identification". His nakedness,, on arrival, while fully justified in 

realistic terms by the circumstances of his escape, has also symbolic 

relevance in presenting him at this level of basic human values. 

At the same time, the story gains its real depth from the fact that 

Leggatt's arrival is not presented simply as an ethical problem, as if 

the narrator were "a free moral agent' whose decision is to be made mere- 

ly by weighing one scale of values against the other. This is one as- 

pect of the situation, but the narrator's feeling of identity with the 

other is obviously of equal, or greater importance, and this is not a 

question of morality, but rather of that kind of conflict between a 

social code and the forces of nature that appears in so many of Co`nrad's 

stories. 

Although we may be left to decide for ourselves to what degree the 

Captain's decision to conceal Leggatt is a free one, and to what degree 

it represents the compulsive force of "sympathetic identification", Con- 

rad gives the aspect of compulsion its full weight, along with a wealth 

of symbolic auppost. From this point of view, the emphasis on the id- 
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entity of the two in size, colouring and schooling, which at first sight 

might seem rather trivial, now appears as essential to the effect of the 

story, the physical correlative of the psyohßlogical identification, As 

in the case of Lord Jim and Captain Brown, to condemn the other would 

be to condemn oneself, and to save the other is to save oneself. To see 

the story this way is not to deny the poetic symbolism of Leggatt! s 

arrive'., nor its qualities of sub-conscious suggestion, but to rather 

to recognise in the psychological aspects of the story a unity of theme 

that otherwise might appear to be lacking. 

Even though this emphasis may appear as rather stronger, all through 

the story, than the question of a "finer ethic"#, the basic goodness of 

Leggatt can still be seen as a very necessary element, for it is only 

this that turns the scales in his favour with the narrator, and, as it 

were, triggers off the act of "identifioation". The Captain does not 

have, as Lord Jim had, a guilty secret in his own past to which the ot- 

her can appeal, and so his giving in to the force of sympathy does not 

bear such a dubious aspect-it is rather a joining of the forces of true 

virtue against hypocrisy and lack of imagination. It would seem that 

after being rather ruthlessly unsympathetic towards "sympathy" in some 

of his earlier tales, most notably in The Nigger of the Narcissus, Con- 

rad is here restoring the balance and showing it also as a benevolent 

aspect of "human solidarity". He does it, however, without abandoning 

his radical insight that it is essentially something instinctive, rath- 

er than a matter of rational ethics. In this respect it is, as much as 

Captain Whalley's feeling for his daughter, a piece of "nature" that 

can come into direct conflict with the "ideal". Just as the rocks can 

wreck Whalley's ship, so the deep-sea domain of fishes is hardly ruled 

by the bamboo fences of human artifice. 

The story gains much of its strength from Conradts power of vis- 
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üising, and imaginatively living in, every scene that he writes, so 

that the details of the story's continuing crises are always consist- 

ent and convincing. In the scene in which Leggett's commander comes on 

board, the behavioural embarassments of the narrator are described with 

the same kind of skill that Melville uses in his treatment of the Span- 

ish captain in Benito Cereno. Although he has no guilty secret in his 

own past, through his compulsive identification with Leggatt, the nar- 

rator is now sharing the guilt. #e can receive the master of the S-eýiý 

ora only with an exaggerated and unnatural politeness: 

And yet how else could I have received him? Not heartily! That was 

impossible for pskchological reasons, which I need not state here. My 

only obj eat was to keep off his enquiries, Surlily? Yes, but surliness 

might have provoked a point-blank question. From its novelty tm him and 

from its nature, punctilious courtesy was the manner best calculated to 

restrain the man. But there was the danger of his breaking through ny 

defence bluntly. I could not, I think, have met him by a direct lie, 

also for psychological (not moral) reasons. If he had only known how 

afraid I was of his putting my feeling of identity with the other to 

the tests (p. 120). 

Much Freudian significance has been seen in the captain's borrow- 

ed hat floating on the water after Leggatt's final dive from the ship, 

but it is good at any level, subconscious or merely supermarine. After 

this, the concluding sentence, "a free man, a proud swimmer striking out 

for a new destiny", is smart, but hardly worthy of what has gone before. 

It is not really in Conrad's nature to regard one's destiny as so eas- 

ily swapped-"a clean elate, did he say? As if the initial word of each 

our destiny were not graven in imperishable characters upon the face of 

a rook" (Lord J p. 186). Even at the level of simple realism, Leg- 

gat leaves as a "wanted man", due to be recaptured as Anderson was, or 

also to live out a life of isolation somewhere even further beyond the 
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bamboo fences than Lord Jim. 

From some of the emotions that are expressed in his final account 
ryvºsýý. 

of this particular voyage in The Shadow Line (see pp. below), '2° 

it would appear that probably the true "secret sharer" that distracted 

Conrad at this time was not a "darker self" of the moral kind, but rath- 

er that artistic self which, now that the clamour of his relatively 

superficial ambition to be a sea captain had been silenced by achiev- 

ment, was increasingly raising its voice to call him away from action 

and the sea. 

The volume 'Twixt Land and Sea in which "The Secret Sharer" appears 

contains also two longer stories, one of which, A Smile of Fortune. is 

dealt with below. The other one, Freya of the Seven Isles, hardly re- 

pays detailed consideration, being poor in style and unconvincing in 

both its characters and its background. The story has no roots in Con- 

rad's own experience, and happens in a kind of oriental 
"no 

man's land" 

that makes it depend on the sort of "psychological drama" that Conrad 

had demonstrated, and admitted his inability to carry off in "The Re- 

turn". 

The Malayan background, so strong in the early stories, is here re- 

duced to a kind of musical-comedy stage-sets the interior of a bungal- 

ow with a piano, and a window through which can be seen a white ship on 

a bright blue sea. On to the stage come Jasper, a sort of "bright young 

thing", a fat foreign villain to be booed at every appearance, and a 

plump voluptuous girl who slaps the villain on the cheek, all described 

with a kind of false jocularity, and then given a "tragic" ending that 

asks us suddenly to substitute tears for laughter. According to the 

Author's Note it moved a man in America, who wrote to say that it had 

"intolerably harrowed his feelings". Conrad carried the letter in his 

pocket "for some days", but never, he confesses, got around to answer- 
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ing it, Aa with "The leturn", he humbly aooepts his friends dislike 
2 

of the story, but seems to find it impossible to believe that some- 

thing into which he had put so much effort could really be as bad as 

they said it was. 

Notes 

1. F. R. Leavis., The Shadow Line, Anna Karenina and Other Essase. 

p. 111. 

2. Edward Garnett, Letters from Conrad, pp. 231,243. 
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11 ''A Smile of Fortune 

Commenting on the final union of Roderick and Flora in Chance, 

Marlow says: "Pairing off is the fate of mankind. And if two beings 

thrown together, mutually attracted, resist the neccessity, fail in 

understanding and voluntarily stop short of the-the embrace, in the 

noblest meaning of the word, then they are committing a sin against 

life, the call of which is simple. Perhaps sacred" (pp. 426-7). 

Or perhaps not. This is the "received doctrine" to which, in 

his later works, Conrad feels more and more compelled to subscribe, 

but there can be little doubt that his own real feelings are less 

orthodox. He may accept that it is "the fate of mankind", the "nec- 

cessity" that can be resisted only at the cost of "committing a sin 

against life", but nevertheless he has some sympathy with the sinners, 

as also some deep suspicions about the "life" against which they sin. 

It is important to recognise that it is the latter consideration that 

is, for him, primary--he is very sceptical about the claims of life 

itself to get on with its business regardless of the expense. It is 

not that he is a misanthropist or even a misogynist-it is the cosmic 

"knitting machine", the "Great Joke" itself that arouses his mistrust, 

and sex being one of its subtlest tricks, his sympathies are with the 

poor mortals who are lured by the bait. 

We know of his affection for the writings of Schopenhauer (p. 
_. __ ý-7 

above), and if we look for a moment at the philosopher's views on 

sex, it may help to clarify our understanding of Conrads. Schopen- 

hauer certainly does not undersestimate the problems 

Next to the love of life, it shows itself as the strongest and most 

active of all motives, and incessantly lays claim to half the powers 

and thoughts of the younger portion of mankind. It is the ultimate 

goal of almost all human effort; it has an unfavourable influence on 
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the most important affairs, interrupts every hour the most serious 

occupations, and sometimes perplexes for a while even the greatest 

minds. It does not hesitate to intrude with its trash, and to inter-_ 

fere with the negotiations of statesmen and the investigations of the 

learned. It knows how to slip its love-notes and ringlets into mini- 

sterial portfolios and philosophical manuscripts. Every day it brews and 

hatches the worst and most perplexing quarrels and disputes, destroys 

the most valuable relationships, and breaks the strongest bond. It 

demands the sacrifice sometimes of life or health, sometimes of wealth, 

position, and hapiness. Indeed it robs of all conscience those who 

were previously honourable and upright, and makes traitors of those 

who have hitherto been loyal and faithful. Accordingly it appears on 

the whole a malevolent demon, striving to pervert, to confuse, and to 

overthrow everything. If we consider all this, we are induced to ex- 

claim: Why all this noise and fuss? Why all the urgency, uproar, an- 

guish, and exertion? It is merely a question of every Jack finding 

his Jill. (I have not dared to express myself precisely here; the patient 

and gracious reader must therefore translate the phrase into Aristo- 

phanic language). * 533 - 51'4 

And what it is all bbout, says Schopenhauer, is nothing to do with 

the real interests of Jack and Jill themselves, but simply Nature's con- 

cern with the next generation. Love is a trick played by Nature, an 

illusion by which the end, the continuation of the species, is made to 

appear as an individual ends "Nature can attain her end only by planti- 

ng in the individual a certain delusion, and by virtue of this, that 

which is in truth merely a good thing for the species seems to be a 

good thing for himself, so that he serves the species under the delu- 

sion that he is serving himself. In this process a mere chimera, 

which vanishes immediately afterwards, floats before him, and as motive,, 

takes the place of reality. 11 
ep. 93T). 
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It is this awful "truth% that is to paralyse Heyat in Vices 

When Lena has almost won his love. On the last night before the den- 

oument, as he site under the portrait of his father, a portrait with a 

marked resemblance to Schopenhauer, he takes up one of his father's 

books to find, Of the stratagems of life the most cruel is the conso- 

lation of love-the most subtle too; for the desire is the bed of 
ý'W 

dreams. " (see p. below) 36z 

Conrad is not a world-denier or a misogynist on the scale of Sjo- 

penhauer, who benefiting from his own philosophical discoveries, rema- 

ined a bachelor, but there is little doubt that, intellectually at 

least, he was strongly pulled in this direction. This problem--is life 

itself worth the price? Should the world be negated? -this is for Conrad 

a central question that shows itself in all his writings, from the 

Tales of Unrest and his earliest letters to Cunninghame Graham, right 

up to its embodiment in Heyst in Victory, and even in those works 

where for the sake of popularity, he attempted to be more conventional, 

it tends to undermine the affirmation. 

Obviously, it would be absurd to suggest that Conrad was a healthy 

virile male turned from his natural course merely by the arguments of 

a German philosopher. Nietzach'e saying that every great philosophy is 

but the autobiography of the philosopher contains enough truth to justi- 

iy our expectation of some personal, and as it were, biological basis 

both for Sohopenhauer's views, and for Conrad's sympathy with them. 

We have noted Garnett's remarks about Conrad's mixture of masculine 

and feminine qualities 
Sw (p. above) and this hermaphrodite aspect 

to 

doubtless had its biological base. It vas not enough to deter him 

from marriage or deprive him of children, but he was nearly forty be- 

fore he married, and after that two years before the first child came. 

Moser provides ample evidence of symbolically, and sometimes al- 

most literally, expressed fears of impotence in many of his books 
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(e. g., pp. 5o-56). This would seem to be supported by his behaviour 

before his marriage. He began his proposal by telling Jessie that 

"he had not very long to live and no intention of having children", and 

his face wore an "expression of acute suffering". 
3 This sounds 

very much like the prefatory attitude of a man who has fears of im- 

potence, even though, In the event, they may have been groundless. 

Although his two sons came to be given their full share of parental 

love, he always seems to have agreat aversion to babies, and his fic- 

tional marriages are almost always childless. This may well have 

been, however, both in his own life, and in his stories,, merely an 

aversion to extra complications that get in the way of the "action", 

and a variety of writers can be seen to avoid, or kill offs infants for 

this purpose: in imagination, at least they can be free of Nature's 

obssession with the continuation of the species. Whatever the exact 

relationship of "cause and effect" between Conrad's biological bias 

and his philosophy of life, the result, as expressed in his works, 

shows a strong distrust of "life", and of those "stratagems" by which 

the continuation of the species is secured. 

All this is a neccessary preface to consideration of A 
-Smile of 

Fortune, the first of three tales collected in 'Twixt Land and Sea 

(1912). In style, and art, it probably deserves even higher rank 

than that other excellent semi-autobiographical novella of Conrad's 

later years, The Shadow Line. That it has been so cursorily dismissed 

by most of his critics is probably due to the way in which its extre- 

mely suspicious attitudes towards life cut across our favorite con- 

victions. If one tries to approach it with an open mind, as art ex- 

pression of a minority view, it can be seen to be both a complex 

work of art and an honest expression of experience. 

Like Chance, of which it was an interruption, and perhaps a 

neccessary relaxation, it tells of "two beings thrown together, m#- 

tually attracted", but regards the "call" as being very far from 
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"sacred", and expresses the author's misgivings about life more 

openly, perhaps, than in any other of his works. The story is nar- 

rated by the captain of a trading vessel, with every indication that 

he can be wholly identified with the author, and is obviously based 

on Conrad's own voyage to Mauritius on the Otago in 1888. 

That the world appears fair, from a distance, but hardly bears 

looking into, is the theme from the beginning. The "land", which as 

a subsequent ! eferenee to the dodo establishes, is Mauritius, is 

seen from the sea as a "blue, pinnacled apparition, almost transparent 

against the sky, a mere emanation, the astral body of an island risen 

to greet me from afar", but as the ship anchors, there come night, 

clouds and a rising wind: "The agitated water made snarling sounds 

round the ship", a "wild gust of wind.. struck on our rigging a harsh 

plaintive note like the wail of a forsaken soul. " (pp. 3-5) 

As a prelude to the theme of sexual attraction that is to be 

story's main concern, three short chapters deal with incidents, other- 

wise unrelated, that set the mood. Firstly there is the death of a 

baby, the child of another sea'-captain, whose funeral the narrator 

feels impelled to attend. "I listened with horribly critical deta- 

chment to that service I had read myself, once or twice, over child- 

like men who had died at sea. The words of hope and defiance, the 

winged words so inspiring in the free immensity of water and sky, seemed 

to fall wearily into the little grave. What was the use of asking 

Death where her sting was, before that small dark hole in the ground? " 

(p. 16) 

Then comes the second thematic image, that of the other captain 

also present in the harbour, and at the cemetery, who has been in love 

with the painted figurehead of his ships "Did I know, he asked anxi- 

ously, that he had lost the figurehead of his ship; a woman in a blue 

tunic edged with gold, the face perhaps not so very, very pretty, but 

her bare white arms beautifully shaped and extended as if she were 
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swimming? Did I? Who would have expected such a thingl... After 

twenty years too! " 

He has been deeply shocked by an offer from Jacobus, the ship's 

chandler, and father of the daughter who is to be for the narrator the 

object of attraction, to "procure" him a new figureheads "Procure 

indeed] He's the sort of chap to procure you anything you like for a 

price. I hadn't been moored here for an hour when he got on board and 

at once offered to sell me a figurehead he happens to have in his yard 

somewhere. He got Smith, my mate, to talk to me about it. 'Mr Smith, 

says It 'don't you know me better than that? Am I the sort that would 

pick up with another man's cast-off figurehead? ' And after all these 

years too! The way some of you young fellows talk -" (pp. 18-19). 

There is still a third scene to disillusion us with Nature's stra- 

tagems, in the form of the narrator's visit to the other Jacobus, the 

brother -ho is a wealthy merchant, and of whom, before their meeting, 

the narrator has ha&IIvisions of magnificence. He is shocked to find 

that this reputedly wealthy man has his office in a disreputable shack 

"among a lot of hovels". and finds among the litter inside it, "a lank, 

inky, light yellow mulatto youth,, miserably long necked and generally 

recalling a sick chicken. " When this lad enters Jacobus' office to 

announce the visitor, he is sworn at, cuffed and kicked out, which up- 

sets the narrator so much that he quarrels with Jacobus, who is in a 

bad temper because he has been woken up from his siesta. 

As he leaves, the captain stops to sympathise with the youth 

when, suddenly, he sees in his face the family likeness of Jacobus 

himself: *Nov I saw in him unmistakeably the Jacobus strain, weakened, 

attenuated, diluted as it were in s . 
"bucket of water--and I refrained 

from finishing my speech. I had intended to say, 'Crack this brute's 

head for himll I still felt the conclusion to be sound. But it is no 

trifling responsibility to counsel parricide to any one, however deeply 

injured. " (pp. 28-29) 
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We are now ready to discover that the other, and even meaner, 

Jacobus whose life seems to be nothing but the most sordid kind of 

commercial calculation has in fact been the most absurd victim of 

life's strategems for the continuation of the species. Although al-- 

ready married, he had been blinded by an irrational passion for a 

lady rider from a wandering circuss "die followed that woman to the Cape, 

and apparently travelled at the tail of that beastly circus to other 

partsof the world, in a most degrading position. The woman soon cea- 

sed to care for him, and treated him worse than a dog. Most extrordiner- 

ry stories of moral degradation were reaching the island at the time. 

He had not the strength to shake himself free. " (p. 36) 

When he does return, he perpetuates the scandal by bringing with 

him the daughter of the circus-woman. He insists on keeping her as 

his daughter, instead of treating her as "a scullion in the his house- 

hold, " which would have enabled him to return to respectability. As 

a result of this, they both continue to live as outcasts. Thus, Jaoo- 

bug/ only hope of marriage for his daughter must be from a complete 

outsider, and to this end he makes business difficulties that give him 

a pretext for bringing the narrator to his house, and leaving him in the 

company of his daughter. Whether he is using the daughter to sell the 

captain a cargo of potatoes, or vice-versa is never quite clear: he 

keeps both options open. 

The atmosphere of fair illusion that covers nature's cruel stra- 

tagems is again suggested by the garden in which Alice is discovered: 

It was really a magnificent gardens smooth green lawns and a gorgeous 

maze of flower-beds in the foreground, displayed around a basin of dark 

water framed In a marble rim, and in the distance the massed foliage of 

varied trees... It was a brilliantly coloured solitude, drowsing in a :. 

warm voluptuous silence. Where the long, still shadows fell across the 

beds, and in shady nooks, the massed colours of the flowers had an ex- 
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traordinary magnificence of effect. I stood entranced. Jacobus gra- 

sped me delicately above the elbow, impelling me to half-turn to the 

left... 

"This is Alice"v he anounoed tranquilly; and his subdued manner of 

speaking made it sound so much like a confidential communication that 

I fancied myself nodding understandingly and whisperings "I see, I 

see. " (PP. 42-43) 

The impression is rather of "life" and Jacobus working their spells 

together like a pair of shady salesmen, the former victim now a junior 

partner, and the rest of the story is of their stratagems setting to 

work. The Captain's resources in the struggle against the "sacred ne- 

coessity" lie in that complex combination of fastidious taste and phi- 

losophical sophistication that colours the whole story, and which, in 

the introductory scenes, has already put the reader into a mood of 

acceptance that will probably last at least until the story is over. 

The girl, who is described in terms that recall the incident of the 

figurehead, has on her side very similar defences and inhibitions, 

which have been put into her mind by the aunt who looks after her. 

She has been treated to a sort of vulgar "crash-course" in Schopenhauer's 

philosophy by her aunt's insinuations as to the wickedness of the out- 

side world, reinforced by the newspapers that her father brings homes 

"As her mind could not grasp the meaning of any matters treated 

there except police-court reports and accounts of crimes, she had 

formed for herself a notion of the civilised world as a scene of mur- 

ders, abductions, burglaries, stabbing affrays, and every sort of des- 

perate violence. England and France, Paris and London (the only two 

towns of which she seemed to have heard), appeared to her sinks of abo- 

mination, reeking with blood.. " (p. 60) 

From behind these barriers, Alice and the Captain feel for each 

other a strong attraction. The Captain cannot resist returning daily 
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to look at Alice, indulging himself with "dread, self contempt, and 

deep pleasure"s 

I looked her over,, from the top of her dishevelled heads, down the 

line of the shoulder, following the curve of the hip, the draped 

orm of the long limb, right down to her fine ankle below a torn soiled 

a; and as far as the point of the shabby, high-heeled, blue slip- 

dangling from her well-shaped foot, which she moved slightly, with 

nervous jerks, as if impatient of my presence. And in the scent 

the massed flowers I seemed to breathe her special and inexplicable 

charm, the heady perfume of the everlastingly irritated captive of 

the garden. (p. 62) 

The narrator eventually discovers,, however,, that this tension in 

the girl which, added to her physical attraction, he finds so allur- 

ing and provocative, is solely due to the fear that with her father's 

connivance, he is about to kidnap and murder her, so that when, by the 

loudness and sincerity of his disavowals, he finally removes her fear, 

she relaxes, and "that black, fixed stare into which I had read a 

tragic meaning more than once, in which I had found a sombre seduction, 

was perfectly empty now, void of all consciousness whatever, and not 

even aware any longer of my presence; it had become a little sleepy 

in the Jacobus fashion. " (p. 68) 

Thus the real attraction of Alice, despite its obvious physical 

base, has been very largely the creation of a masculine idealisation, 

and when the illusion has been destroyed by the Captain's sincerity, 

"instead of rejoicing at my complete success, I beheld it with as- 

tounded and indignant eyes. There was something cynical in that un- 

concealed alteration, the true Jacobus shamelessness. I felt as 

though I had been cheated in some rather complicated ddal into which 

I had entered against my better judgemdnt. " (p. 68) 

ýý 
ýsý 
11Q/ 
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It is only this "supreme indifference" on the part of the girl 

that finally provokes the Captain to attempt an embrace,, which the 

girl does not resist, but to which she makes no response, until fin- 

ally she violently breaks away. When they meet again the girl's in- 

terest in the Captain has been aroused, but his desire for her, he 

finds, is gone. At the and of the story, he is unable to face a re- 

turn to the island, and has to resign his commands "How could I go 

back to fan that fatal spark with my cold breath? " 

Meanwhile, during the period of his infatuation with Alice, in 

order to go on seeing her, the Captain has had to invest all his pri- 

vate savings in a cargo of Jacobus' potatoes, and all through the re- 

turn trip to Australia, "whiffs from decaying potatoes pursued me on 

the poop, they mingled with my thoughts, with my food, poisoned my 

very dreams. " In this way earth, corruption and the sting of death 

follow the track of "romance" right to the and. When the ship reaches 

Melbourne, there is a potato famine there, and the Captain makes the 

profit that gives the tale its title, and the final touch to an impres- 

sive and unconventional work of art. 

The story, as a whole, tends to offend modern taste, and it is 

interesting to note that although Conrad tended to be both sensitive 

to public feeling and anxious to avoid any kind of direct "confession" 

of his sensibilities, he never seems to have had any hesitation about 

identifying himself with a character who for post-Freudian critics has 

come to be regarded as a revelation of "misogyny", "sexual inadequacy, " 

"voyeurism", "revenge on life". "major vulgarity", and so on-these are 

from Guerard, (pp. 51-54) but a similar set could be made up from Moser. 

On the contrary, Conrad seems to have wanted to present it as being more 

closely "autobiographical" than it really was. In Joseph Conrad as I 

Knew Him, Jessie says that it was "largely founded on fact", and used 

to accuse her of being jealous of Alice (p. 139). He also spoke of it 

in the same way to his official biographer, Aubry, who says that 
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Conrad once asked him, "Do you think that Jacobus had seen something? " 

When I confessed that for my part I could not decide, and, in my turn 

asked him the same question, he answered, 'I never knew. '" (Aubry, 1, 

p. 113) 

These suggestions that Alice is drawn from life were probably ma- 

de in the hope of concealing the fact that as HervoVet shows, she is 

largely drawn from the girl in Maupassant's Les Souers Rondoli, another 

"Miss Don't Care" who is described, often with virtually identical 

phrases, as sensuous and slovenly. After the girl has casually given 

herself to the protagonist, on a train, she remains indifferent, while 

his affection is aroused. Thus Conrad virtually reverses the reactions 

of male and female, but as he is describing the preliminaries, and Man- 

passant the aftermath, and with obviously very different kinds of men, 

one cannot make any claim, a priori as it were, that Conrad's psycho- 

logy is less convincing-it is merely less conventional. 

In subsequently allowing himself to be identified with the Captain's 

"voyeurism"'Conrad seems to have been lulled by the general popular fe- 

eling of the age into a little harmless, but probably unintentional, 

self-revelation. At the popular level the story was very well received-- 

"I have been patted on the back for it by most unexpected people, per- 

sonally unknown to me, the chief of them of course being the editor of 

a popular illustrated magazine who published it serially in one mighty 

instalment: " (p. viii). In fact, the story, almost accidentally as it 

were, provides the exact degree of sexual titillation acceptable to the 

editor of an Edwardian "popular illustrated magazine", and so was gladly 

snapped up in "one mighty instalment". 

This incident is typical of Conrads relation to the taste of his 

time in matters of sew--a kind of convenient mutual misunderstanding. 

The age was fascinated by sea,, but could not read about it, while Con- 

rad was restrained in writing about it for the opposite reason, the net 

result being fairly satisfactory to both sides. Thus we find the para- 
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doz referred to above (p. ) of Conrad criticising Tolstoy for his 

"anti-sensualism": what was for Tolstoy too much of a personal pro- 

blem-even while he was conscientuously trying to educate his peasants 

he found himself seducing their wives--was for Conrad something that 

could be seen with a cool objectivity. In relation to sex, as with 

most other things, Conrad is interested in lea valeura idgalea, and an 

idealised view of the woman one loves is part of the whole concept of 

"sex", even in the most primitive forma of society. As civilisation 

become more complex, so do the "stratagems of life". No doubt a high 

degree of "idealisation" can also be a source of impotence, and of the 

even more widespread fear of impotence, that seems to increase as the 

sophistication of civilisation increases. And if, on the other hand, 

sex is to be coolly divested of its glamour and regarded merely as an 

aspect of zoology, an objective appraisal is likely to lead to rather 

Schopenhauerian conclusions. In both these respects, A Smile of 

Fortune,, provides the kind of insight that comes only from an uncommon 

honesty, and accuracy, in portraying private emotions. From this point 

of view, Conrad can be regarded as something of a converse of, or anti- 

dote to, Lawrence, just as, at the philosophical level, Nietzsche's 

more positive view of sex as the motive power of art, and his enthu- 

siastic embrace of even the worst that life can bring, provide the 

antidote to Schopenhauer. 

Notes 

1. Jessie Conrad, Joseph Conrad as 1-knew im, pp. 104-105. 

2. Yves Hervouet, "French Linguistic and Literary Influences on 

Joseph Conrad", pp. 413-420. 
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The Shadow Line 

The Shadow Line. written in 1915, is generally acknowledged to be 

the best of Conrad's later works, a point on the graph well above the 

general curve of the declining parabola. As a story based directly on 

his own experience at sea, it is closely comparable to "Youth", written 

seventeen years before, and there is a rather similar heightening of 

of the "facts" of the actual voyage upon which it draws. It recollects 

the emotions of the most memorable moment of his nautical career, the 

attainment of command, and perhaps because the meditation has been so 

long--it is written twenty-seven years after-there is a kind of clarity 

about the basic emotions, and at the same time a wealth of symbolism in 

the expression of them, that combine to give it both subtle depths and 

clear outlines, like looking into waters that are still but deep. 

Conrad passed the final examination that made him a master mariner 

in 1886, at the age of twenty-eight, but it was an overcrowded market, 

and as a foreigner, young, and without influential connections, his 

chances of actually attaining the command of a ship, even in places like 

Singapore, were remote. Moreover,, he was "a sailing ship man", and with 

the growth of steam, the demand for his kind of experience was growing 

leas. Nevertheless, the arrival of the opportunity was an ever-present 

possibility for which he needed to be prepared, until, suddenly, in 1888, 

and in circumstances very close to those described in the earlier part 

of the story, the testing opportunity came. 

In the two years that preceded it, while still serving as a mate, 

there had been plenty of time for him to wonder "how far I should turn 

out faithful to that ideal of his personality every man sets up for him- 

self secretly". The articulation of the thought occurs in his eaTlier 

"The Secret sharer", based on the same journey as that of The Shadow 

Line. and Lord Jim is a more imaginative and extended exploration of 
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the same question. In the latter book it is dealt with in terms of a 

challenge more extreme than Conrad ever had to face, and answered by 

tragic failure, while in The Shadow Line the events are closer to his 

own experience, and the outcome is success: one can hardly doubt that 

to his own nervous temperament, failure or success were possibilties be- 

tween which in imagination he walked as on the edge of a blade. 

Extremity and failure usually provide more fruitful themes than succ- 

ess, and in this respect Lord Jim is the more compelling tale. It may 

be that there is also a question of values hares every "sucoess" necess- 

arily involves an affirmation of those generally accepted values by which 

it was attained, and in terms of which it is judged; a failure allows 

one to question the values, and as we have seen it is in such questioning 

that much of the interest. of Conrad's work would seem to lie. This is 

no doubt one reason why such connoiseurs of the "Conradian magio" as 

Guerard and Hewitt are unwilling to give The Shadow Line their full 

approvals to their taste, an essential ingredient of the "flavour" is 

missing. 

Unlike thostetories in which his emotions are transferred to an "out- 

ward form" and analysed by Marlow, there are no subversive notes, and n6 

real critical cruelty towards the protagonist--he avenges all insults, 

confounds all his critics, and wins the final battle in the manner of the 

traditional story-book hero. In this respect the story is unashamedly 

"affirmative", but it is affirmative with a sophistication and a self- 

awareness that do not make it too easily so, and it gives a symbolic ex- 

pression to areas of universal experience. Just because the "I", the 

controlling consciousness of the story, is essentially Conrad himself, it 

has, built in to it, as it were, its own subtle critique of the ideal 

against which he is measuring himself. 

That question of how a man may turn out in relation ttis "Platonic 

conception of himself" that is eked in "The Secret Sharer" and analysed so 

exhaustively in Lord Jim is, in The Shadow Line presented in terms of a 

less romantic, a more public and objective "ideal"--simply that of the 
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good captain, and very satisfaotozý ,y presented through incidents and 

images in the story itself. As soon as the new captain comes aboard his 

ship, he finds himself sitting in his predecessor's chair and confronted 

by a mirror: "Deep within the tarnished ormulu frame, in the hot half- 

light sifted through the awning, I saw my own face propped between my 

hands. And I stared back at myself with the perfect detachment of dis. 

tance, rather with curiosity than with any other feeling, except of some 

sympathy for this latest representative of what for all intents and pur- 

poses was adynasty" (P. 53). 

It is not impossible that such a physical reflection might induce in 

the young protagonist a moment of inward reflection, but even if one 

doubts whether these were likely to be the thoughts of the moment, this 

is part of the whole mood and effect of the story-that it is distanced 

bjrdetached retrospection, and when he wishes to convey the actual feel- 

ing of the moment, Conrad gives excerpts from a notebook that the narr- 

ator is said to have written at the time, 

It is a story of "initiation" and ordeal, and allied to this there 

is the theme of the passing of the "shadow line" between youth and matur- 

ity. In retrospect the narrator sees his attainment of commands and the 

events that immediately followed, as marking the moment at which he left 

behind his youth and attained to full adulthood-in this respect, we are 

presumably intended to think of him as being rather younger than Conrad's 

actual age of thirty at the time. Perhaps the most impressiice feature 

of the story is the way in which this metaphorical shadow line is given 

a geographical latitude, located on the map as 8° 20', in the Gulf of 

Siam. This is where the ordeal reaches its height and passes through its 

climax, an ordeal in which the protagonist in stretched to the limit phy- 

sically, doing almost the whole work of the crew, not sleeping, and 

hardly eating for days on end, and spiritually as well, by the weight of 
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responsibility, and with the mate's persuasive madness threatening to en- 

gulf his mind. 

The idea of "initiation" is an ancient one, and Conrad does not miss 

out a single aspect of the tribal rite. It is ordained by the tribal god, 

Captain Ellis, the Master Attendants 

"You want to see HimY" 

All lightness of spirit and body having departed from me at the touch 

of officialdom, I looked at the scribe without animation, and asked in my 

turn wearily: 

"What do you think? Is it any use? " 

"My goodnessZ He has asked for you twice today. " 

This emphatic He was the supreme authority, the Marine Superintendent, 

the Harbour Master--a very great person in the eyes of every single quill- 

driver in the room. But that was nothing to the opinion he had of his 

own greatness. 

Captain Ellis looked upon himself as a sort of divine (pagan) emanation, 

the deputy-Neptune for the oircumembient seas. If he did not actually 

rile the waves, he pretended to rule the fate of the mortals whose lives 

were cast upon the waters. (pp. 29-30) 

The initiate is blessed by the god, even to the extant of the use of 

his own launch: "'I sstiyl His own launch. What have you done to him? ' 

His stare was full of respectful curiosity. I was quite confounded. 

'Was it for me? I hadn't the slightest notion", I stammered out. He 

nodded many times. 'Yes. And the last person who had it before you was 

a Duke. So there! '" (P. 34). But he has to face the jealousy of the 

other elders of the tribe, all of whom seem to be hostile to him, notably 

the captain of the ship that delivers him to Bankok, and the mate of the 

ship to be taken over; his only support comas from the man who fills the 

role of his father, Captain Giles. 
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But although there may be a discernible pattern here,, it is never 

insisted on at the expense of common sense or psychological probability. 

It is made clear that whatever the man himself, or the crowd of "quill- 

drivers may think, the narrator himself does not grant the Harbour Master 

any special status; the motives that encourage Captain Giles to help, 

such as his petty insistence on knowing everything that goes on in the 

Sailor's Home, are given their full emphasis, as also the reasons why the 

Captain of the Melita resents him-he has to delay his hour of sailing,, 

and take in a passenger, and "such a thing had never been done for him". 

The mate of the ship he is to take over has even more reason for dis- 

contents, as he had expected to be given the commard himself, and had de- 

liberately brought the ship unto this out of the way port in the belief 

that this would make his promotion inevitable--"but his naive reasoning 

forgot to take into account the telegraph cable reposing on the bottom 

of the very Gulf up which he had turned. " 

Perhaps the author's greatest achievment is the way in which he makes 

the ordeal into something more than merely a struggle against physical 

obstacles or opposing personalities. Like the apostle, he must wrestle 

"not against flesh and blood", but against "powers, against the rulers of 

the darkness of this world". but in a way that never presupposes any be- 

lief in the literal existence of these invisible forces. They rather re- 

present those aspects of the universe, whether in the elements or the 

human psyche, that are beyoni our control--things such as Shakespeare 

conveys through witches, sibyls and spirits of the air. It is plainly not 

a story of the "supernatural", and Conrad is quite justified in protesting, 

in the Author's Note, against those critics who reviewed it as if it was. 

This atmosphere is conveyed with great skill, in the description of 

the darkness that surrounds the lonely ship, the opposition of the elements, 

the ravages of disease, the despairing comments in the narrator's note- 

book, and above all in the apparent haunting of the ship by its dead 
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captain through the mind of the fever-struck mate. It is important to 

note that it is only through the medium of his mind that the powers of 

spiritual darkness are made present, and the effect on the crew is not 

the effect of anything more than the combination of physical extremity and 

the madness of the oracle. 

)tob of the effectiveness of this aspect of the story lies in the 

way that Conrad not only portrays the ailing mate as the kind of man 

capable of such an illusion, and of fighting it in his own tenacious way, 

but also provides the deceased captain with exactly those bohemian qual- 

ities that might be expected to have such an effect. He has been photo- 

graphed in Haiphong in the company of a woman "disguised in some semi-or- 

iental, vulgar, fancy costume. She resembled a low-class medium or one of 

those women who tell fortunes by carcds for half-a-crown. And yet she was 

striking" (p. 59), and he would "go below, shut himself in his cabin, and 

play on the violin for hours-till day break perhaps". Gere are exactly 

the right materials to convict him of utter immorality in the mind of the 

puritanical lower middle-class mate. 

At the same time, Conrad wants the evil power of the former captain 

to represent much more than a more lack of sensitivity on the part of the 

mate, so he fully emphasises his failings as a seaman and as a commander, 

his appearance in the photograph "recalling a wild boar", with a "fierce 

soul which seemed to look out at one out of the sardonically savage face", 

and his probable guilt in the matter of the false bottles of quinine-he 

can be seen as the enemy of the whole ship and the whole code by which she 

sails. He sums up and symbolises everything that must be faced and over. 

come in the passing of the shadow lines, and he is buried precisely in the 

mouth of the gulf from which the ship must escape. It is all presented in 

such a way that we cannot but admit that for anyone with the slightest 

grain of superstition in them, it must seem that it is his invisible in- 

fluence that is slowly squeezing the life out of the ship. 

Yet because the story is being told in retrospect, long after the 
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shadow line has been passed these aspects of horror can be looked back up- 

on with humour and set out with a suitably British kind of understatement. 

The total effect can be brilliant, as in the combined horror and humour 

of the occasion on which Burns, the mate, finally succeeds in crawling 

out of bed, in darkness and an old woolly coat, to arrive on the poop 

as a four-legged monster, a very incarnation of all the narrator's fears. 

Than,, because he believes that it was only because he was able to laugh 

at the old captain that he was able to stand up to him, he orders the all- 

but dying crew to exsorcise his spirit with laughters "Aha! Dog-gone 

ye! You've found your tongues-have ye? I thought you were dumb. Well, 

then-laughl Laugh--I tell you. Nov then--all together. One, two, 

three--laughl" (p. 120). 

Because this ironic distancing of the scene allows the reader also 

to laugh, it threatens to slacken the tension, to weaken the immediacy of 

the horror, and therefore; to counteract its Conrad puts in, on two oco- 

asions, passages from a notebook that the narrator is said to have kept at 

the time. In this way he annihilates the "distance"t and brings us back 

into the actual torment of the hour. As "confession" they provide no 

self-revelation in the usual sense, for that is not their purpose, but 

they are not the jottings of a typical young officer, and must be seen as 

belonging very much to the unique "I" of the "autobiography",, for they 

read more like the notebooks of Rilke: 

It 
Lkea 

me that if there exist an invisible ear catching the whispers 

of this earth, it will find this ship the most silent spot.... and as I 

emerge on deck the ordered arrangement of the stars meets my eye, un- 

olied, infinitely wearisome. There they ares sun, sea, light, darkness, 

space, great waters; the formidable work of the Seven Days, into which 

mankind seems to have blundered unbidden. Or also decoyed. Even as I 

have been decoyed into this awful, this death-haunted command.... 

(pp. 97-98) 
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What these quotations do, by their poetic and emotional contrast with 

the main body of the story is to take us straight into the, immediacy of 

the still undecided struggle. 

Throughout the story, the steward, Ransome, is the one cairn, rational 

presence, and this despite-or is it because? --he is really the most deep- 

ly threatened, with a heart condition that may kill him at any undue phy- 

sical effort. In the last scene of the story the narrator listens to him 

"going up the companion stairs cautiously, step by step, in mortal fear 

of starting into sudden anger our common enemy it was his hard fate to 

carry consciously within his faithful breast" (p. 133). The word "cons- 

ciously" is important here, reflecting back on the whole of the symbolic 

and "supernatural" aspects of the story. "The last enemy is Death"--as 

with sickness or storm, it is natural for men to give its seemingly malig- 

nant power a personality, and yet when even the deepest threat comes, one 

must preserve one's rationality, and this is Ransoms's significance and 

his role. When the mad mate finally collapses, it is into the arms of 

Ransome (p. ]20). Not only does he preserve his own perfect reasonable- 

ness, but also the narrator's. More than once the young captain feels 

that he too is going mad, and it is always Ransome who saves his sanity: 

"You are holding out well, sir. " 

"Yes", I said, "Yon and I seem to have been forgotten. " 

"Forgotten, sir? " 

"Yes, by the fever-devil who has got on board this ship, " I said. 

Ransoms gave me one of his attractive, intelligent, quick glances and 

t away with the tray. It occurred to me that I had been talking somev 

t in Mr Burns' manner. It annoyed me, yet often in the darker moments 

I forgot myself into an attitude towards our troubles more fib for a oont- 

eat with a living enemy. (pp. 103-104). 

Traditional mythology provides as well. as devils, angels--guardian 
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spirits who though good, are of a lower order than men because they do not 

have powers of choice, and this seems to be rather the role in which Rans- 

oms in seen. It is not no much a matter of deciding whether Conrad cons- 

ciously gives Ransoms something of this angelic status as of recognising 

the full spectrum of his vision, in which all the voices of the universe 

seem to find a place in the chorus. 

A steward is but a kind of butler at sea, and Ransome, with his 

slightly obsequious good manners, is not presented as more than a brave 

and competent butler, but he is also a kind of secular guardian angel, and 

with exactly the qualities one would expect of a Conradian angel-courtesy, 

rationality, and not eternal, but carrying within his breast a clock that 

is the measure of our mortality. For all his pessimism, Conrad never 

quite lost his faith in the light of human reason, and in his most notable 

essay, "Autocracy and War", he says, "It will be a long time before we 

have learned that in the great darkness before us there is nothing that we 

need to fear. " It is as though, in the closing lines of the story, he 

is saying , despite his occasional emotional exclamations in favour of an 

opposite view, that 1conscious awareness of our tragic fate is our best 

defence. 

We can see also that at the time that he wrote this story Conrad had 

particular reasons for turning out as affirmative� loyal, and a good sea- 

man. It was in the darkest days of the First World War, and his own son 

Borys was soon to depart for the 'Westyin Front--it was a time when the 

values upheld by the story really did mean something for Conrad, as they 

did for almost everyone also in England. He says in the Author's Vote 

that it was "of all subjects of which a writer of tales is more or less 

oonsoious within himself, the only one I found possible to attempt at this 

time... the mood with which I approached it is beat expressed perhaps in 

the dedication which strikes me now as a most disproportionate thing" (p. 

Vii). The dedication is, "To Borys and all others who like himself have 
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. tossed in early youth the shadow-line of their generation. " 

Research into the actual journey of the Qtaao from Jýankok to Singap- 

ore by Sherry, Allen, and others, generally supports Conrads contentioß 

that the story is autobiographioal, but to nothing like the extent that 

he sometimes claimed. Thus in writing to Sir Sidney Colvin, who was to 

review the book, he said: 

locality doesn't matters and if it is the Gulf of Siam ita simply 

e the whole thing is exact autobiography... The very speeches are 

(I von't say authentic--they are that absolutely) I believe, verbally aco- 

arate. And all this happened in March-April 1887, Giles is a Capt, ý"ýýi° 11 

tterson, a very well known person there. It'e the only name I've changed. 

Mr Burns' craziness being the pivot is perhaps a little accentuated. try 

scene with Hansome is only indicated (Will tell you more when we 

... 
Here I'll only say that the experience is transposed into spirit- 

terms--in art a perfectly legitimate thing to do, as long as one pre- 

serves the exact truth enshrined therein: (Aubry, II, p. 182). 

In fact, it happened in 1888 and the crew list shows that Conrad " 

"changed' everybody's name--he could hardly have been expected to remem- 

ber them all (Allen, p. 322). More fundamentally, it seems that he en- 

tirely invented the illness and tha madness of the mate, and transferred 

the incident of his pleas not to be left behind from somewhere else. In 

the interests of the ordeal he magnified the size of the ship, the hard- 

ships of the journey, the size, and the sickness of the crew, and the 

general extremity of the situation (Sherry, pp. 218-249). 

More interesting as art, is the way in which, beginning frag the 

dusty old violin case" and the photograph mentioned in Falk as left by 

the previous captain (p. above), Conrad builds him up into a fine ex- 

ample of the romantic evil genius, and then plants his dead body in the 

path of the ship. No doubt it is all a little unfair to the original 
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captain, a harmless inhabitant of Australia called Snadden, who, according 

to Sherry, was not so old, did not die from au aterious illness, was not 

in a bad relationship with his wife, or with the other owners of the ship, 

of which he was himself a part owner, and was not buried in the Gulf of 

Siam, to which a clerk from his Australian office added that "he was not 

an uncommunicative man; he was rather loquacious and never kept his ship 

loafing at sea. " And as, in Fg,, the "dusty old violin case" is said to 

have been used only for the purpose of storing documents, it would appear 

that if Captain Snadden ever had been a violinist, he had not recently 

been pCotising this evil art. 

One cannot but wonder why, as with his insistence on having seen the 
ýnsp "real" Lord Jim, Conrad so constantly tried to devalue his art by insist- 39" 

ing that it was nothing but "facts". It seems to have been the particular 

kind of "madness" to which his genius was akin, an aberration that was a 

necessary aspect of his creative power. Particularly in relation to his 

"autobiographical" tales, such as Heart of Darkness. The Shadow , or 

The Arr w of Gold. it seems to have been a psychological impossibility 

for him to contain in his mind two parallel versions of the same exper- 

ienoes once it had been "transposed into spiritual terms", then the or- 

iginal facts were altogether banished, and the "spiritual" version alone 

lived on as the one and only truth about the affair-if loopholes app- 

eared, he would improvise at any length, and quite ruthlessly, to cover 

them up. Moreover, by making a friend of Jean-Aubry, the man who was to 

be his official biographer, and constantly chatting to him about his past, 

entirely in terms of the spiritual versions, he virtually ensured that 

their "truth" would endure for ever. If only his subsequent tame had been 

a little less, he would never have attracted the intensive research that 

has gradually revealed the full extent of his creative power at the expense 

of his personal veracity. 
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The early part of the story, the long prelude at the Sailor's Home, 
," 
-Ilk is probably the part that is most candidly autobiographical. It refleots 

more clearly than the sequel the prickly personality of the young Polish 

gentleman, sensitive to insults from snobbish Englishmen, and it is also 

into sting in the way that it conveys Conrad's feelings of unrest, feelings 

that were to continue, and grow, until finally he recognised his vocation 

as a novelist. This is another "shadow line" that is not consciously 

crossed in the story, but can be sensed beneath its surface. That in 

terms of simple seaman's ethics, the artist, as represented by the former 

captain, with his violin and his irregular life, belongs to the realm of 

"evil", is'an aspect of the story which may well reflect a conflict "d 

within the author"s own mind, rather like that which Thomas Mann portrays 

in "Tonio Kroger" 

In A Personal Record, Conrad professes to have been greatly surprised 

to find himself sitting down to write Almayer's Follyt "Till I began to 

write that novel I had written nothing but letters, and not very many of 

these. I never made s , note of a fact, of an impression or of an anecdote 

in my life. The conception of a planned book was entirely outside my 

mental range when I sat down to writs" (p. 68). This may well be so. -Con- 

radio art was not oP the kin& that needed notebooks, bit rather meditation 

on what was already branded on the memory. But when he goes on to say that 

"the ambition of being an author had never turned up amongst those gracious 

imaginary existences one creates fondly for oneself in the stillness and 

immobility of a day dream" we begin to suspect that once again the facts 

are being transposed into "spiritual truth". 

The extent to which Conrad's contemplative temperament was really 

compatible with a captain's life can fairly well be guessed from an aoc- 

ount of him by a Frenchman in Mauritius, a few months after the events of 

The Shadow Line, and a few weeks before he resigneds Ces lours-lä. il 

avait un tie de 1'6paule at des seux at la mindre chose inattendue, la 
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chute dun-objet sur le plancher, une ports gut bat. le faiasaient eureauter. 

C'4tait ce QuIon appellerait aniourd'hui un neurasthin ue; & cette epogue 

on disait un nbvros6" (Baines,, p. 125). In The Mirror of the Sea Conrad 

confesses to "pensive habits which made me sometimes dilatory in my work 

about the rigging' (p. 122), a seaman on the T khurs testified that he 

was "a queer Yeller for books", and his captain on the Me1. ayan voyages 

told Aubry that when he weht to Conrad's cabin he usually found him writing 

( I, P" 98)" 

This was the berth that Conrad threw up in the manner described in 

the opening pages of The Shadow Lina. It may have seemed, as he says, 

that "I left it in that, to us, inconsequential manner in which a bird fl- 

ies away from a comfortable branch", but at certain seasons birds have a 

compulsive instinct to begin building nests. If we look at the first 

pages of the story in this light , we can see that they concentrate the 

emotions of a man who feels compelled to change his life in some direct- 

ion that he cannot clearly see, and the ostensible outcome of the story-- 

that the new captain becomes an integrated man of action, tested and 

complete, hardly matches the more complex mood of its beginning. This 

atmosphere is expressed in one way by Guerard when he saps that the story 

"seems to dramatize the throwing off of an immobilizing neurotic depression", 

but the real feeling of it is more adequately brought out by Leavie: 

e (the narrator) is possessed, in fact, by a state like that of Law' 

enoe's characters when they find themselves faced with the questions what 

or? Has life, has a life, no more meaning to it than is promised by a 

ontinual succession of days like those in which I have passed out of 

beyond the shadow-line? Can I conceivably be fulfilled in a mere 

-days passing as they pass now, with the prospect of professional 

ement to make up for what is lost and gone? Is 
, 

the meaning of 

a life? Is jt living? Questions such as these suggest the 
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young Captain's state--a state that is potently communicated to as. 

(Anna Karenina and Other Essays p. 102) 

If this is an adequate summary of the personal question that the first 

part of the story poses, it is fairly obvious that what follows does not 
really answer it. It was a very personal question, and the complete and 

final answer to it lies before us as the Collected Works of Joseph Conrad. 
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The Arrow otGold 

The Arrow of Gold published in 1919, is the last story in which 

Conrad attempted to use directly his own experience, but he uses it 

merely to create a romance, not -seriously to analyse himself. Memo- 

ries of his youth in Marseilles, more than forty gears before, mix 

with dreams of what he had wanted to be, while gossip of the Carlist 

war in Spain mingles with echoes of the many 'French novels he had 

read, to make a strange confection, continuously entertaining, but 

not always convincing, and never reaching the level of hin best 

books. If, as Marlow says in Chance, "we are all the creatures of our 

light literature", it would seem that in this book Conrad is allowing 

himself to be rather more no than might be expected of so acute a 

psychologist. 

As light literature, it would appear to have the raw material for 

a truly glamorous tale, and the imagery to give it resonance, but the 

images are left to lie around like unrelated treasures in the store- 

house of a museum, while the events that should bring it to an exci- 

ting climax, the dual and the consummation of love, are allowed to 

fizzle out from sheer lack of conviction. It seems to be a mixture of 

a little fact and much fiction, of which the chief facts, the smug- 

gling experience in the Tremolino, had already been dramatised in 

The Mirror of the Sei. leaving only a dream-like romance that needs 

more brio than Conrad can bring to it. 

Although it would appear that hardly a word of it was true, the 

story vas lathed as "autobiographical", and having committed him- 

self to this, Conrad stood by its and even used it as an excuse for 

some of the book's shortcomings. To a dissatisfied lady he wrote, 

"You will daily understand that of this affair not everything could 

be set down" (Aubry, II, p. 232), while to others he suggested that 
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it was the force of emotion that had made bis hand unsteady: "The 

fact is, between you and me, that I have never been able to read 

these proofs in cold bloods Ridiouloutl My dear (as D. Rita would 

have said), there are some of these 42-year-old episodes of which I 

cannot think now without a alight tightness of the chest--un petit 

serrement do Coeur. What a confession! " (Aubry, II, p. 229) 

In the Author's Note added in 1920, a year after the book was 

published, he reiterates its factual basis, and concludes: 

I venture this explicit statement because, amidst much sympathetic 

appreciation, I have detected here and there a note, as it were, of 

suspicion. Suspicion of facts concealed, of explanations held back, 

of inadequate motives. But what is lacking in the facts is simply 

what I did not know, and what is not explained is what I did not un- 

derstand myself and what seems inadequate is the fault of my imper- 

fect insight. And all that I could not help. In the case of this 

book I was unable to supplement these deficiencies by the exercise 

of my inventive faculty. It was never very strong; and on this oc- 

casion its use would have seemed exceptionally dishonest. 

In the light of subsequent revelations, this somewhat tautological 

statement can now be regarded as hardly more than an admission that 

having relied too largely on invention, Conrad had failed to make the 

book convincing. This is the key to the failure--that the author's 

"inventive faculty was never very strong". His strength lay in the 

analysis of facts and experience, "pushed" a little perhaps in the 

interests of poetry, but not pushed too far. If, as seems probable, 

his presentation of the Pretender and his mistress and the whole Car- 

list plot in The Arrow of Cold are mostly based on hearsay and rea- 

dings and some of the other events on invention, this would account 

for the way in which, despite the effort that is put into visualizing 
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some of the scenes, they often fail to carry conviction, 

Discoveries about the background of the book have served progres. 

sively to en3Arge the areas that must be regarded as fictional, and 

the facts seem to be few and brief. In 1876, after three voyages to 

the West Indies one as a passenger, one as as "apprentice, " and one as 

a steward, Conrad, then eighteen years old, was prevented by illness 

from sailing again, and proposed to wait in Marseilles until the ship 

returned. It then game out that his Russian nationality, and conse- 

quent liability for military service, made it illegal for him to serve 

on French ships, and he told his uncle that he might go to America, or 

even Japan (Baines, pp. 62-63), A little over a year later--the year 

covering the supposed events of The Arrow of Gold, his uncle in the 

Ukraine received a telegram, "Conrad bless% envoyez argent- arrivez". 

In a letter to a relative the Uncle tells of what he found when he 

arrived: 

Having the 3,000 francs I sent him for the voyage he met a former 

Captain of his, a Monsieur Duteil, who persuaded him to participate in 

some affair on the coast of Spain-simply some kind of smuggling. He 

invested 1,000 francs and made a profit of over 100 francs: this pl- 

eased them greatly, so he thereupon engaged all he had in, a second 

venture--and lost all... He borrowed 800 francs from his friend Mr 

Fecht, and set off for Villa Franca where an American squadron was 

anchored with the intention of entering the American naval service. 

Nothing came of this, and wishing to repair his finances, he tried his 

luck in Monte Carlo where he lost the 800 francs at the gaming tables. 

Having so excellently managed his affairs, he returned to Marseilles, 

and one fine evening, he invited the aforesaid friend to tea; but be- 

fore the time fixed, he attempted to kill himself with a revolver shot 

(Let this detail remain between us; for I have told everyone that he 

was wounded in a duel). The bullet went durch und durch near the heart, 
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not injuring any important organ. Luckily he had left all his addro- 

aess on top--so that the good Mr Techt could immediately notify me and 

even my brother who again bombarded as in turn. That is the whole 

story. " (Baines, pp. 63-65) 

If that is one "whole story", it in obvious enough that The Arrow 

of Gold is another wholly different one. It pictures OR. Ceorge" as 

a wealthy young dilettante and adventurer of euch reputation in Mar- 

seilles that the highest foreign representatives of the Carlist court, 

a Southern aristocrat and an English nobleman, seek him out, and in- 

troduce him to the Pretender's youthful mistress in the hope that her 

beauty will win him to their cause, for only he could undertake the 

desperate gun-running mission on which the fate of the Pretender's 

artq depends. He accomplishes the task, off-stage, and after he has 

rescued her from a psychotic attacker, the royal favourite declares 

her love. fie carries her off to a rose-embowered retreat, from which 

be emerges again to fight a duel with the Jealous American--also off- 

stage. Meanwhile the girl, feeling that her soiled past makes her 

unworthy dt him, goes away--"ehe has sacrificed the chance to the in- 

tegrity of your life-heroically". She leaves him the golden arrow, 

which the narrator tells us, prudently, in the last paragraph of the 

book, he subsequently lost "in a storm at sea". 

This is the romantic day-dream that Conrad made out of the more 

facts, and such was his reputation by 1917 that except for "here and 

there a note, as it were, of suspicion", the hoax was completely suo- 

ceestul. Apart from its inherent incredibility, the story is under- 

caned by the fact that at the time at which Conrad was doing his smug.. 

filing, the Carlist war in Spain was over. Regionalist groups did sur- 

vive in the hills, and may have been customers for his smuggled guns, 

if guns were what he smuggled, but the Pretender had already renounw 

cod the struggle, and been expelled from France. (Baines, p. 73) 
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The'war had still been going on, however, while Conrad was ma- 

king his trips to the West Indies, and in between, visiting the house 

of the ship's owner, Delestang, who was a legitimatist sympathiser. 

Thus he must have heard some gossip about these affairs, and must have 

known Blunt, for here his picture of the American fits well with other 

accounts of him, and he is the strongest and most convincing character 

in the story., ' 

Conrad may also have been enchanted by some girl with a peasant 

background, and connections with oranges and Spain, for his early un- 

finished novel, The Sisters introdices a girl of the same name and a 

similar background, who is presumably to meet the hero, Stephen, but 

the $'ragment ends before more than her early childhood has been des- 

cribed. In The Arrow of Gold this girl is promoted to the position 

of Carlos$ mistress, and given some of the attributes, and the arrow 

of gold, that belonged to the real favourite, a Hungarian peasant 

called Paula de Somogyi, whom Carlos did not take up with until after 

he had abandoned the struggle in Spain (Baines pp. 77.40, Allen, 

PP. 45-99)e 

The story of Rita's life in Paris with the artist Allegro, and 

the visit of a Balzaoian journalist to the house in Marseilles, are 

the kind of things not too difficult to be imagined by anyone as fa"- 

mi3, iar as Conrad was with French novels of the period. It is noti- 

ceable that apart from this one visit, which is quite inconsequent to 

the plot, the novelette of Rita's life in Paris is completely insulated 

from the rest of the story. It is well enough written by the stan- 

dardsof light literature but belongs to the realm of what Conrad wrote 
, rather "because of the dollars"Athan to his more serious work. 

If he bad made an attempt simply to convey the emotions of his 

youth, distinguishing between the reality and the day-dreams, and 

using the one as counterpoint to the other, so that "M. George" could 

hr a ý-t'O 
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be recognised as a spiritual younger brother of Lord Jim, the story 

might have had both charm and conviction. As it is, the two aspects 

of dream and reality are confused in a kind of "double-take". While 

he is to some extent recording the real emotions of the time, he is 

also trying to make M. George into a much more sophisticated figure, 

such as he had wanted to be, and these two figures, Conrad as he was 

and as he dreamed of being, continually get in each other's way and 

trip each other up, so that the final picture is of neither a sensir 

tive adolescent nor a successful adventurer, but a somewhat inconsis- 

tant and unconvincing mixture of the two. 

Or at least so it seems, when one is in possession of the "facts", 

for it is an unfortunate result of Conrad's claim that the story was 

true, and the subsequent undermining of the olaim, that it is more di- 

fficult to see the book simply as a work of fiction in its own right. 

One cannot divest oneself of these ste "öscopic lenä 'which show up seams 

that might not have been so notioeablp to the innocent eye. It may, 

however, be a valid comment on the quality of the story that whereas 

to know the "facts" of Conrad's Congo voyage only increases one's 

admiration for what he created out of them,, the effect with The Arrow 

of Gold is rather the reverse. 

When Rita and "M. George" first meet we are told that "that woman 

was revealed to me young, younger than anybody I had ever seen, as 

young as myself ( and my sensation of my youth was then very acute); 

revealed with something peculiarly intimate in the conviction, as if 

she were young exactly in the same way in which I felt myself young: 

and that therefore no misunderstanding between us was possible, and 

there could be nothing more for us to know about each other. " (p. 68) 

This is, unfortunately, true-the book provides virtually nothing 

further, it merely back-pedals from this original sense of intuitive 

intimacy. It suggests that it is perhaps an expression of the 
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seventeen-year old Conrad's genuine feelings on first meeting the 

original of Rita, and that the relationship did not develop much fur- 

ther, though it may well have been the subject of intense longing of 

the kind that a sensitive youth may feel at such an age, and to that 

degree provide the symptoms of un petit serrement de Coeur. The 

rather artificial note that the booklsometimes sounds hereafter when 

Rita and the hero meet is well suggested by the contention in the 

Author's Note that it tells of "initiation (through an ordeal that re- 

quired some resolution to face) into the life of passion", rather as if 

after passing some unpleasant preliminary test, one was then licensed 

to practice "passion" for the rest of one's life, 

A glance at the Tremolino chapters in The Mirror of the Sea, 

written fourteen years earlier, shows Rita in a form much lese ideali- 

sed than in the later book. There, she is a Basque peasant "with some- 

thing of a lioness in the expression of her courageous face (especially 

when she let her hair down), and with the volatile little soul of a 

sparrow dressed in fine Parisian feathers. " (p. 160) She is chiefly 

noted for giving imitations of highly-placed personages,, and the ques- 

tion of her possible relationship with Don Carlos is a piece of igosaip 

that the narrator does not take very seriously (p. 162). Nor is there 

any hint that Conrad did anything more than observe her from a distance, 

except for one moment of public jubilation at a Carlist victory, when 

she embarrasses him by seizing him round the waist, (p. 161). 

In The Arrow of Gold she is changed into both a more noble and a 

more mannish figure, looking very feminine, but brave, physically tough, 

logical, given to intellectual f vo tions of her predicament and to the 

organisation of the arm's supply. At home she is seen "sitting cross- 

legged on the divan in the attitude of a very old idol or a very young 

child", which is not a traditional female pose, and indeed, in relation 

to the usual female garments of the time, a virtual impossibility. In 
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this Rosalind-like role she certainly gives an impression of vitality, 

and as Guerard says, "she is created, as a person, by her rhetoric: by 

the economy and biting precision and intelligence of her diction$ by 

her often elaborate sentence structures and by the speeding rhythms of 

her occasional passionate outbursts" (p. 281). In view of the corn. 

parative dullness of M. George, it would seem that in writing the book, 

Conrad paradoxically tended to identify himself more with Rita than 

with "himself", gallantly giving her the best lines, and making the 

hero with his bashfulness, languid feelings, and tendency to swoon in 

some ways almost the more feminine of the two. 

Blunt always speaks convincingly, and in character, and remains 

as quite unforgettable. A quotation provided by Jerry Allen from a 

book by Blunt on life in the Phillipines shows the cavalryman speaking 

very much in character with Conrads presentation: 

The Fillipino may be described as short, thick set, well built, of good 

muscle, and very active. For his size and weight he is very powerful. 

He has straight black hair, thick nose and lips, high cheek bones, good 

teeth, large intelligent black eyes, and a well developed forehead. 

In colour he varies from dark brown to almost white. (Allen, p. 95) 

As a boy, Conrad had thought of himself as "Pole, Catholic, and 

gentleman" (Baines p. 28), and it may be that as an adolescent in Mar- 

seilles he approached the older man, self-described as 'American, Ca- 

tholic, and gentleman" ready to admire and worship, but only to be 

deeply disillusioned by his spiritual emptiness. This would account 

for the way in which he is so carefully observed, and faithfully pre- 

sented, but with a strong emphasis on his hollowness. Allen's researeh- 

es show also that Conradts picture of Bluntts mother in almost certainly 

drawn from life. (pp. 64-74) 

In contrast with this, the heroin final duel with Blunt comes as 

a terrible anti-climax. If Conrad had really fought a duel with the 
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American--by all accounts a formidablr, opponent--the preliminary 

trepidations of such a sensitive man, and the aotual event, would 

have given him some of the best "autobiographical" material he pos- 

sessed, and it would probably have appeared in his fiction as often as 

does the taking command of the Otsgo. As it is, the duel occurs en- 

tirely off-stage, referred to in a postscript, in the third person, in 

a few perfunctory sentences. It rather suggests that having finished the 

book, he suddenly remembered that he had to have a duel because he had 

already told his friends and family that a scar on his chest vas-the 

result of it. 

Leavis speaks of the book as "a bad novel, one of Conrad's worst 

things" (p. 202), and analyses of it made by Guerard (pp. 278- 284) and 

Moser (pp. 180-198) in pursuance of their psychological interests are 

inclined to the same conclusion. Eben so, it has strengths, of which 

the portraits of Blunt and his mother, and the way in which it con- 

veys the feeling of the time and the place must be counted as the 

chief-there are short spells of "atmosphere" and some of the genuine 

feelings of youth. 

The treatment of Rita's second house in Marseilles, with its 

peasant stove, its Venetian goblets, and the articulated dummy that 

had worn the Byzantine robes in which she had been painted, is moving 

and memorable. It may well be that Conrad visited Blunt at such a 

house, and listened in on the conversation between him and a well- 

placed English supporter, for the Carlists had an English circle, 

backed by the Duke of Norfolk (Allen, pp. 49-50). This would explain 

the way in which, although Blunt and Mills are supposed to be trying to 

win the famous "M. George" to their cause, they virtually ignore him, 

while he sits and listens, "open-mouthed", with the wine going to his 

head, and finally goes home to oversleep. These two early chapters 

at least, may be largely autobiographical, but the conviction they 
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encourage is slowly dissipated by the more wholly invented scenes that 

follow, sometimes subtle, but often inconsequent and naive. 

"Woman and the sea revealed themselves to me together, as it were: 

two mistresses of life's values. The illimitable greatness of the one, 

the unfathomable seduction of the other, working their immemorial spells 

from generation to generation fell upon my heart at last: a common for- 

tune, an unforgettable memory of the sea's formless might and of the 

sovereign charm in that woman's form wherein there seemed to beat the 

pulse of divinity rather than blood" (p. 88)--there is a touch of the 

old "Conradian magic", in the style but banality in the substance. 

One's fear that Conrad is writing with his tongue in his cheek is 

checked by the more terrible fear that perhaps he is not--that in certa- 

in directions he maintained a great naivety. Leavis thinks that this 

is so, and quotes this passage as evidence that Conrad was "in some 

respects a simple soul$ (p. 201). He was perhaps a man with several 

souls, not all of them in full inter-communion. However it may be, 

this is the level at which much of The Arrow of Gold is written-a 

young man's dream told by an old man who fails to put it into a mature 

perspective. 

As if realising that such of his own experience as he could pro- 

fitably use had been used up, Conrad began in his later years an inten- 

sive study of the last years of Napoleon. This was a period that had 

always fascinated him, and of which he had, in 1907, written a competent, 

and very amusing short novel, "The Duel". The catalogue of his libr- 

ary indicates that he had more books on this subject than on any other 

(Baines, p. 412). 

He began a full-length historical novel on this theme in 1921, to 

be called Suspense. It is the story of a young English nobleman who 

becomes involved in Napoleon's escape from Elba, with the help of a 

Dominic Cervoni--like Genoan called Attilio and a Tremol like 



5 5ý 

felucca, He worked at it intermittently until his death in 1924, 

leaving about 80,000 words, written with care but following very 

closely his historical sources, and not making much progress with the 

plot--in this respect, he might well have made cuts, had he lived to 

complete it. 

He interrupted it to write The Rover, published in 1923, which uses 

material from the same period for an adventure story about a Dominic 

Cervoni-like Frenchman, Payroll who has retired from the sea, but is 

tempted back to use his Tremolino-like tares tans for a last suicidal 

attempt to trick the English. It has some fine, simple descriptions 

of the French countryside, in an area where Conrad had lived, and it 

conveys something of the emotions of an ageing adventurer, but hardly 

with the honesty and insight of Hemingway's Across the River and into 

the rees. Both these last stories had to be dictated rather than writ- 

ten, because of cramp in his hands and though the average style is be- 

tter than that of The Arrow of Gold, they are inevitably lacking in the 

ingredients, and the effects, of the true "Conradian magic". 
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6 The Last Man 

Victory 

Of the stories that come after Chance, only Victory and The 

Shadow Line have been generally considered worthy of a place with 

their great predecessors, a claim supported by Leavis, who while re- 

garding Viet ry as of "decidedly a lesser order than Nostromo puts 

it "among those of Conrad's works which deserve to be current as re- 

presenting his claim to classical standing. " (p. 230). One cannot 

deny that Victor has the "Conradian flavour"--most of the main ingre- 

dients are there, not only such obvious things as an exotic setting and 

maritime adventure, but even most of those that, in terms of the pre- 

sent investigation, are regarded as crucial: the sceptical attitude, 

the philosophical pessimism, and the use of an "outward form" who 

does not resemble the author in appearance or circumstances, but who 

embodies his emotions. The one thing that is missing is the critical 

narrator to probe his sensibility. 

What we have in Viotory is in fact the Conradian flavour coming 

to us in a way that exactly fits the contention that the author's 

work of self-analysis was largely finished. For what we have in 

Victory is a character, Heyst, whose sensibility can be identified 

very closely with that of Conrad himself, but presented not so much 

as a case for analysis as simply the picture of a man in a predica- 

ment, a predicament that undoubtedly reflects the author's own, a man 

by whom "no decent feeling was scorned", but for whom no convictions, 

no public positive values remain. There can be no Marlovian interro- 

gation of Heyst, for he is not so much a subject that Conrad's intel- 
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lect can analyse as an embodiment of the final state of that intellect, 

a presentation in exotic and adventurous circumstances, of the author's 

own predicament, a predicament from which, it seems, only death can 

deliver him. 

"Continual deception and disillusionment, as well as the general 

nature of life, present themselves as intended and calculated to awaken 

the conviction that nothing whatever is worth our exertions, our efforts, 

and our struggles, that all good things are empty and fleeting, that 

the world on all sides is bankrupt, and that life is a business that 

does not cover the costs. " If this sounds like the wisdom of Heyst 

the elder, it is because he owes an obvious debt to its author, Scho- 

penhauer (II, p. 574). Heyst's father has attained to this conviction, 

and as it colours not only the expressed statements of father and son, 

but also much of the authorial comment in the book, one can hardly 

doubt that it is also Conrad's conviction. But he never loses the abi- 

lity to question his convictions, and it is the questioning of this con- 

viction that makes the real excitement of Victory, an excitement that 

is maintained despite what is, by his own best standards, a relative 

poverty of style, characterisation, and plot. 

In an essay written at the time of Conrad's death, and collected 
in Castles in Spain, Galsworthy said, "of philosophy he had read a 

good deal, but on the whole spoke little. Schopenhauer used to give 

him satisfaction twenty years or more ago" (p. 91). This probably 

provides a good indication of the relationship of Schopenhauer's phi- 

losophy to the writing of Vic to z it is not that Conrad was necessarily 

"influenced" by Schopenhauer, for he had quite enough inborn, or self- 

generated pessimism of his own, but one can well imagine Schopenhauer 

giving him "satisfaction", the satisfaction of finding one's own natural 

tendencies reinforced by the arguments of a powerful intellect. At 

the same time, he shows no interest in the "positive" side of 
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Schopenhauer--the ascetic, "super-Christian" ideals--in this respect 

Conrad is plainly more of a Nietzschean, in the sense that he appears 

to have absorbed Nietzsche's critique of asceticism, which became com- 

mon currency around 1910, when the Levy translation of his works appe- 

ared. In the essay mentioned above, Galsworthy also mentions as one 

of Conrad's faiourites, William James, the psychologist brother of 

the novelist, who echoes some of Nietzsche's insights. 

The "twenty years ago" of 1924 would imply that his main reading 

of Schopenhauer had been some eight years before the writing of Vic- 

tory. This is donsistent with the way in which the atmosphere of the 

book suggests a general assimilation of Schopenhauer's thought rather 

than any direct quotation, or even paraphrase. He does not reproduce 

any of the vivid images and parables that the philosopher uses, but 

he does create things that are very much in the same style. When 

Heyst is trying to explain his father's ideas to Lena, he says: 

"Suppose the world were a factory and all mankind workmen in it. 

Weil, he discovered that the wages were not good enough. That they 

were paid in counterfeit money. " (pp. 195-196) This is just the kind 

of practical illustration that Schopenhauer, the son of a business 

man, liked to use, but perhaps because he thinks more as a business 

man than as an employee, the nearest that he comes to it is to say 

that "life is a business that does not cover the costs". 

At the same time, in its context in Victory, Conrad's little 

parable also shifts Schopenhauer's emphasis in the direction of his 

own particular interest in the problem of "ideals". Whereas for Scho- 

penhauer it is the whole activity of the "life force" that is subject 

to the charge of "illusion" and "bankruptcy", Conrad here associates 

it with taking "fine words for good ringing coin and noble ideals for 

valuable banknotes", although the other quotations from feyst or his 

father, about the "stratagems of life", the "barbed hook of action", 
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and so on, are nearer to Schopenhauer's more general inditement of 

the universe. 

In this way, that atmosphere of pessimism that we have seen to be 

an important ingredient in the "Conradian flavour" becomes in Vi oot_ 

the main ingredient, and largely explains why the flavour seems to be 

well maintained despite the absence of a critical narrator. The nar- 

rator is internalised in Heyst, and as it were objectified, by the 

portrait of his father that dominates the house and seems to make its 

own silent comment on every thought or incident. 

Heyst'8 embodiment of the author's mind and sensibility guarantees 

him a depth and subtlety that is not to be found in any of the other 

characters. Indeed, he is almost unique among Gonad's protagonists 

in giving us that feeling, which one always has, for instance, with 

Tolstoy's--that the author knows everything about his people and is 

just choosing the essential things to tell us, where often, with 

Conrad it seems ths.: other way round-that he is stretching a few 

glimpses to cover empty spaces. 

For Heyst, the "real world" has become a world of shadows: 

"I have managed to refine everything away. I've said to the Earth 

that bore met 'I am I and you are a shadow'. And, by Jove? it is 

sot ... Here I am on a Shadow inhabited by Shades.. " (p. 350). Be- 

cause things are seem so much from the viewpoint of Heyst, the shade- 

like quality of the other characters seems almost appropiate, as does 

also the somewhat sketchy treatment of the background. The hotel is 

in "Surabaya", but unlike Conrad's earlier scenes in Singapore or 

Bankok, there is no local colour to distinguish it from anywhere else, 

and the island is equally vague. As J. I. M. Stewart says, "Heyst's 

predicament is the sole urgent interests it is as if, under the im- 

pulsion of this, Conrad had taken up his old Malayan brush and rapidly 

sketched, in strong colours and bold masses, a sufficient theatre in 



-7j5 t 

which to exhibit his protagonist" (p. 219). 

Most of the other characters, if one stops to consider them, - 

begin to look rather like cardboard cut-outs. Wang is "one pieces 

Chinaman" on a string who "materialises" to lay the table, steal the 

revolver, and tidy-up at the end by shooting the one left-over villain, 

though his implied philosophy plays its part in the novel's theme. 

Pedro swinging his arms like an ape, belongs to some early Darwinian 

concept of the "missing link", and has even less human quality or so- 

cial context than Shakespeare's Caliban. Ricardo, starting from his 

base as a renegade seaman, and with his dislike of "tameness", has 

possibilities of sympathetic treatment, but receives rather less of 

it than Captain Brown in Lord Jim. If Hemingway had been the author, 

he might have been presented as the right man to run off with Lena, 

for his plea that they are "two of a kind" would seem to have some 

justice, at least at the outset, but Conrad makes them develop away 

from "realism" in opposite directions. Ricardo is progressively "de- 

humanised", and becomes more and more of a simple carnivore, described 

only in repetitive images of "feral" and "cat-like" behaviour, even 

to>witching whiskers, and "a quick glance over his shoulder, which 

hunters of big game tell us no lion or tiger omits to give before 

charging home" (p. 288). These representatives of the animal force of 

the world that Heyst has denied are led and organised by the culti- 

vated "spectral" intelligence of Mr Jones. He may not be incredible, 

as a perverted gentleman, but we are given no real information about 

his background and he seems the least rooted in reality. 

Like his two companions, he is represented as being amoral 

rather than "evil", in the traditional sense. Schopenhauer denies 

most of the positive qualities that the world calls "good" just as 

strongly as those it calls evil$ the Jehovah of the Old Testament is 

a false god who calls the world he has made "good", when it is in fact 
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the. worst of all possible worlds-exactly so, for if it were only a 

little worse it would entirely perish, either from volcanic upheavals, 

or from starvation and pain (II, pp. 583-584). There can be little 

doubt that Conrad's concept of Mr Jones arises from a rather similar 

idea of "world-negation", for he takes to himself not only the attri- 

butes of the biblical Satan-"ire was a rebel now, and was coming and 

going up and down the earth" (p. 318), but even before this, he des- 

cribes himself as "I am he who is.. " (p. 317), the fundamental biblical 

title of God himself. Or in more secular terms, "I am the world it- 

self come to pay you a visit" (p. 379). 

Indeed, although it could hardly have been Conrad's conscious 

intention, one could almost see the invaders of his isolation as the 

creatures of Heyst's own imagination-the kind of forms which the 

"world" night assume in the mind of such a man: "Here they are before 

you-evil intelligence, instinctive savagery, arm in arm. The brute 

force is at the back" (p. 329). Lena also, though ordinary enough in 

Surabaya, seems to take on a rather similar "enchantment" when she 

reaches the island to become older and larger than life, but not be- 

fore she and Heyst have had some moving, revealing and convincingly 

"realistic" conversations, The book would seem to have vague and 

distant echoes of both Hamlet and The Tempest, but hardly strong or 

consistent enough to be easily analysed. 

For Schopenhauer, although everything that can be seen and known 

upon earth is bad, and to be denied, there remains beyond it all an 

attenuated and indefinable metaphysical "nirvana" of which the asce- 

tic can become aware through extremes of self-denial, but Conrad is 

not a mystic or a metaphysician.. All that he can find with which to 

oppose "the world" is an idea'of human "decency". This is the funda- 

mental quality of Heyst, and is shared by such characters as"Morrison 

and Davidson. It does not equip them to overcome the worlds it simply 
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makes them vulnerable. Morrison, when he is about to lose his ship, 

is "so representative of all the past victims of the Great Joke... 

He was really a decent fellow, he was quite unfitted for this world, 

he was a failure, a good man cornered--a sight for the gods; for no 

decent mortal cares to look at that sort" (p. 198). 

Thus the philosopher, Heyst's father, is not simply modelled on 

Schopenhauer, but is rather an up-dated, secularised, version of the 

early nineteenth-century philosopher, for whom the metap1ysical 
n 

"Ideal" has also disappeared, and nothing at all remains but a great 

intellectual scorn, pity, and contempt. Such a man would indeed be 

a terrible phenomenon, of a kind that has yet to appear on the earth, 

or if be has appeared, the preservative instincts of mankind have 

served to suppress his writings in the manner that Conrad suggests 

in relation to Heyst's father. 

This is the "philosophy" of Heyst, and it would appear to be very 

much the philosophy of Conrad, in purely intellectual terms, but it 

is not entirely the philosophy of the book. Just as Lawrence's novels 

are more acceptable than his essays because in the novels the repre- 

sentative of Lawrence's "gospel" comes into creative conflict with 

other points of view, so also in Victory. Conrad not only allows ano- 

ther point of view, represented by Lena, but allows it to win the 

pyhrric "victory" of the title. 

In the counter-argument, the forces of decency may be thinly 

spread, yet they can create a network of secular "Providence" by 

which Heyst rescues Morrison, and Lena and Davidson rescue Heyst. 

Moreover, in Lena herself there is more than this-she may begin as 

a lost Cockney musician, but she grows, a little improbably perhaps, 

into a sort of Earth-mother who embodies all kinds of ancient, posi- 

tive forces that Heyst is gradually forced to recognise as a valid 

alternative to his negative attitudes, and she can even defeat the 
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tiger-like Ricardo in a wrestling match. Even if, in the end, she 

seems to grow a little larger than life, -we are encouraged to accept 

it by the way in which, her growth is shown to spring from the new 

security that Heyat has given her. 

After one of his early oonversitiona with Lena, we are told of 

Heyst that "that human being so near and still so strange, gave him a 

greater sense of his own reality than he had ever known in all his 

life", and later, when she repeats some of her Sunday-school wisdom, 

he wonders "whether you are just a little child, or whether you re- 

present something as old as the world". Thus, although Lena has 

to die, if one can believe in her reality, then her "victory" in 

finally converting Heyst from "world-negation" is a genuine one, and 

Heyst's last affirmation, "Ah. Davidson, woe to the man whose heart 

has not learned while young to hope, to love--and to put its trust 

in lifel" is moving, and at the same time, realistic, in the sense 

that it does not suddenly make Heyst a different man, able to go 

out and face the world, like the swimmer at the end of "The Secret 

Sharer", but merely makes him realise that his life could have been 

different, if what he had learned about life had been different. 

Thus, the father's philosophy, although it is treated as intellec- 

tually irrefutable, and is never argued against, is nevertheless 

finally "refuted" by life, in that it has failed to save the son, 

and is justifiably abandoned by him in the light of Lena's coura. - 

geous love, which has shown him at least the possibility of a better 

way. 

This, it would seem, is very much Conrad's own final position: 

considered rationally, life Is a business where the rewards do not 

cover the expense, and where the more sensitive and "decent" you are, 

the greater the cost. Nevertheless, man is not a rational animal 

and ideas are dangerous, so one must act decently and soldier on. 
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Conrads affirmations are always tentative and ambiguous, but when 

the "for" and "against" seem to be tottering on the balance he 

shrugs his shoulders and-casts his chairman's vote on the side of 

"Life". This is an attitude we find consistently expressed in all 

his books from The Nigger of the Narcissus onwards, and supported 

by his essays and letters: it is demonstrated, with its full ambiguity, 

in the fate of Deooud in 3Postromo, and its contrast with the final 

summing up by Captain MMitchell, in which the moral value of his af- 

firmations can stand even though we are made aware of the limitations 

of intellect and imagination that underly them. If intellect and ideas 

force us to deny the world, then this is a kind of judgment on their 

danger and decadences it is the simple-minded who get on with the 

world's work "in a blessed, warm mental fog!, so let us give them 

our blessing, and share the warmth-for without it we die, unblessed 

and alone. 

If the free-wheeling intellect must reach the conclusion that 

life should be denied-and the Platonic insistence on a "true world" 

elsewhere can be seen as little more another form of the denial- 

then the intellect makes itself suspect, and yet paradoxically, the 

conclusion that the intellect is decadent and suspect must itself be 

an intellectual conclusion. If I reach the conclusion, in relation 

to my intellect, that I must not be staken in" by it, it becomes a 

little difficult to decide in this context, which is the "me" and 

which is the "it". 

To doubt everything, intellectually, and them to doubt the into- 

llect itself, is the paralysing situation in which the "Last Man" 

finds himself. When Heyst has wondered of Lena, "Whether you are 

just a little child, or whether you represent something as old as 

the world", she says, 
" Jell and what about you? * 
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"II? I date later-much later. I can't call myself a child, but 

I am so recent that I may call myself a man of the last hour--or is 

it the hour before the last? I have been out of it for so long that 

I am not certain how far the hands of the clock have moved--since--' 

" He glanced at the portrait of his father, exactly above the 

head of the girl, and as it were ignoring her in its painted austerity 

of feeling" (p. 359). 

The father, representative of the pure, corrosive intellect, 

weighing up life and finding that its wages are counterfeit, can 

ignore the girl, but Heyst who is human, with instincts such as 

sympathy and sexual desire, and by whom "no decent feeling was ever 

scorned", cannot believe in anything, but he can still be moved by 

instinot, and instinct can move the intellect. 

Earlier in the story, when Heyst is pacing up and down at night 

in the garden of Sohomberg's hotel, contemplating the rescue of Lena, 

the author tells us that he was "accustoming his mind to the con- 

templation of his purpose, in order that by being faced steadily it 

should appear praiseworthy and wise. For the use of reason is to 

justify the obscure desires that move our conduct, impulses, pas- 

sions, prejudices and follies, and also our fears. " (p. 83). This 

also, is Schopenhauerian doctrine: the "Will" is the master, and the 

intellect its servant, the only exception being the "philosophical 

genius" who can attain to a kind of pure "will-less" knowledge, by 

which he discovers that the "will", and the world, which is but the 

phenomenal "appearance" of the "will", must be denied and negated. 

This is the final "truth" which Schopenhauer believed that Buddha 

had discovered, whereas Christianity dragged down by its Old Testa- 

ment "earthiness" had got only half way there. 

But Heyst is not, like his father, a pure "genius". He still 

possesses some of "the original Adam": 
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He reflected, too, with the zones of making a discovery, that 

hie primeval ancestor is not so easily suppressed. The oldest 

e in the world is just the one that never ceases to speak. If 

could have silenced its imperative echoes, it should have 

an Heyst's father, with hie contemptuous, inflexible negation of 

effort] but apparently he could not. There was in the son a lot 

that first ancestor who, as soon as he could uplift his muddy 

from the oeleetial mould, started inapeoting and naming the 

of that paradise which he was so soon to lose. (pp. 173-174) 

Under the influence of his father, Heyat had once attained to 

the "will-less" knowledge of true "genius"--"he had been used to 

think clearly, and sometimes even profoundly, seeing life outside 

the flattering optical delusion of everlasting hope, of conventional 

self-deceptions, of an ever-expected happiness. But now he was 

troubled; a light veil seemed to hang before his mental visions the 

awakening of a tenderness, indistinct and confused as yet, towards an 

unknown woman". (p. 82) In Schopenhauerta adopted Indian terms, Heyat 

had "pierced the veil of Karma", and attained to salvation,, but now, 

as once before when faced with Morrison's plight, he is tempted to 

fall back into the world of delusion, to act, and "a light veil" 

hangs "before his mental vision". 

Unfortunately, the veil is never opaque enough to allow him any 

pure instinctive movement towards Lena. For a simple man such as 

Sohomberg, the deception of his intellect by the "will" is complete, 

so that he can be genuinely convinced that Linda really desires him, 

and it is only by some evil magic that Heyst has won her, but for 

Heyst, the consciousness of the veil prevents him from ever giving 

Lena a full affirmation of love. He cannot escape from his father, W!: 
s4-7 

and so he cannot believe in "love". On the last night before the 
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denoument he site "with a vivid consciousness of the portrait... 

above his head", and reads from his father's book, "Of the stratagems 

of life the most cruel is the consolation of love-the most subtle, 

too; for the desire is the bed of dreams" (p. 219). 

Here the Schopenhauerian belief that sexual love is a delusion 

by which nature attains her ends has added to it a post-Freudian post- 

script that makes it also "the bed of dreams", an insight that essen- 

tially undermines Schopenhauer's belief that there is another kind of 

love above that of the "world", expressed in the saint's selfless 

love of others. The second passage that Heyst reads from his father's 

book about the psychological insight that is given to "men of tormented 

conscience or of a criminal imagination" sounds like a reflection of 

Nietzsche's comments on Dostoevsky in Twilight of the Idols ( 9.45. ). 

It is another example of the way in which the ideas of Heyst and his 

father are, as it were, Schopenhauer brought up to date, with further 

insirhts from Nietzache or Freud, making it all more thoroughly nihi- 

listic: Hegst is truly the "last man". 

That even Hebrew thought was not immune to Sohopenhauerian sus- 

picions is evidenced by the story of the Flood, which postulates ! ah- 

weh also as coming to the conclusion that the world must be negated. 

At the beginning of the book we are told that "An island is but the 

top of a mountain. Axel Heyst, perched on it immovably, was surroun- 

ded, instead of the imponderable stormy and transparent ocean of air 

merging into infinity, by a tepid, shallow sea, " (p. 4), and this 

feeling of living "after the deluge" is picked up by Lena as she 

looks out from the hill that they have climbed. In their subsequent 

conversation about "the deluge" Conrad has rather brilliantly seized 

upon the one point of contact between Lena's Sunday-school education 

and Heyst's "world-view"-and it also foreshadows the invasion, and 

the destruction of their own private world that in to begin that very 
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night. (pp. 191-192) 

Although the general supposition of Heyat'a philosophy is that 

nothing keeps its promise, that everything is counterfeit, we are 

asked to believe that in Lena he meets, as it were, the genuine 

article. 

Although there can be nothing trat "appearances"--as Heyst 

says, "Appearances-what more, what better can you ask for? In 

fact you can't have better. You can't have anything else" (p. 204)- 

this, all we "last men", successively enlightened by Kant, Schopen- 

hauer, and Nietzsche, know well enough, yet in Lena, if Heyst's last 

affirmation is to be accepted, it seems that we must be able to de- 

termine some "substance" behind the appearances, some justification 

for saying "yes" to the world. For the novelist, this is not a matter 

of philosophical logic, but of making us believe in Lena. 

It is on this that everything depends, but our ansvmv to the 

question of whether we think that Conrad himself believed, and whe- 

ther he makes us believe, is likely to depend very much on our own pro- 

vious convictions as to the nature of the universe. It cannot be said 

that we are made to believe in the possibility of what Lena becomes 

by any convincing analysis of her past, but then this, if presented 

in terms of naturalistic psychology, would be only another demonstra- 

tion of ultimate unbelief: we have to be won over, if we can be won, 

by simply accepting Lena as the representative of "something as old as 

the world", and, by believing in her, be persuaded to accept the uni- 

verse in all its terror and joy. If she cannot be entirely justified 

in realistic terms, it is because she is intended to represent some 

order of reality that we cannot justify because, if it exists, it is 

precisely that which justifies us. 

Conrad is sometimes very provocative in the way what he teases 
411) 

us with the question. For Heyst, Lena is becoming ultimately 
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"genuine"; her "reality" justifies life, and therefore justifies hope, 

love and trust in life, and yet perhaps even Lena is nothing but deoept- 

ion and "appearance"? Vhen they are about to part after one of their 

conversations in the music hall, Heyst tells her, in order to allay Sohom- 

berg's suspicions, to pretend to smiles 

"Get away now, " he said rapidly, "and try to smile as you go. " 

She obeyed with unexpected readiness; and as she had a not of very 

good white teeth, the effect of the mechanical, ordered smile was joyous, 

radiant. It astonished Heyst. No wonder, it flashed through his mind, 

women can deceive men so completely. The faculty was inherent in them; 

they seemed created with a special aptitude. Here was a smile the origin 

of which was well known to him, and yet it conveyed a sensation of warmth, 

had given him a sort of ardour to live which was new to his experience. 

( p. 81). 

So is Len's "reality", which gives him the "ardour to live" just 

one of Nature's tricks with the bons structure of the human jaw? But in 

case we are too easily tempted to say "yes", he returns to the question 

when Lena and Beyat meet later in the garden, and we learn that Lena had 

not really understood what Heyst had meant, so the smile could have been 

"genuine", for he had after all given her something to smile about. But 

even if at this level it is genuine, is it not but "the consolation of 

love", the "most cruel of the stratagems of life"? 

If one goes through the book, assembling its scraps of philosophical 

comment, they can, when put together, appear quite weighty, as well as 

remarkably consistent, but if they are put back, and the work is viewed 

as a whole, what is most remarkable id the lightness with which Conrad 

conveys his learning, his ability to carry the ordinary reader along with 

him. The philosophy comes only in the occasional comment, clothed in 

poetic imagery: 'Action--the first thought, or perhaps the first impulse, 
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on earthl The barbed hook, baited with the illusion of progress, to 

bring out of the lightless void the sheets of unnumbered generations" 

(p. 174). "Progress" is not perhaps the perfect word in the context, 

but even so, the shade of Schopenhauer might well say, "I wish I had 

written that! " Or also it is conveyed in the playful conversation of 

Heyst and Lena, in terms that with her "sunday school" education she 

can readily understands: and yet, essentially, it represents a degree of 

epistemological sophistication that probably could not have been found 

in any English acadmV of Conrad's time. It can make some of Bertrand 

Russell's preoccupations look quite naive, and one is not surprised to 

read in his Portraits from-Memory that a conversation with Conrad left 

him 'half appalled and half intoxicated.... I came away bewildered, and 

hardly able to find my way among ordinary affairs" (p. 84). is if in 

the hope of transferring some of the numen. Russell subsequently named 

his son John Conrad. 

In its setting� and the outward circumstances of its "love affair"# 

Victory seems to have much in common with popular romantic fiction, and 

in the way that it concludes, Conrad seems to be deliberately mocking the 

conventional adventure story. It is part of their standard mechanism that 

the author should plant, not too conspicuously, somewhere in the story, 

the possibility of a last-minute rescue, and Conrad does this with a kind 

of ironic "over-kill". There is the possibility that Wang will repent 

and come back with the gun, that Ricardo and Jones will quarrel and des- 

troy each other, that Lena will capture Ricardo's knife, or that David- 

son will return with his ship. Everyone of these unlikely bets comes off$ 

time and again the U. S. Cavalry arrives, but still no orte wins. Lena 

must die, perhaps because death is part of what it means to represent 

the Earth and its "unnumbered generations", and Heyst is not in the pos- 

ition to accept a happg ending, only to conceive the possibility of it, 

if he had had a happier beginning. 



Victory is not the kind of story for which one can expect there to 

be much in the way of factual "aources's, or to gain much from them in 

understanding of Conrad's art. Most of what could be known is given in 

the Author's Note, in which he tells us at some length of where he met 

the originals of Jones, Ricardo and Pedro, perhaps in the hope that this 

will make them seem more real, but the contacts were brief, and at that 

time-his voyages to Latin America-Conrad did not speak English. Ricar- 

do, based on a type of seaman, is the one who is trusted to do most of 

the talking., and his half-educated style and his admiration for the forms 

of gentility are convincing enough. 

Conrad declines to tell us where he met the flesh and blood indiv- 

idual who stands behind the ihfinitely more familiar figure" of Hegst, 

"because I fear to give my readers a wrong impression, since a marked 

incongruity between a man and his surroundings is often a very misleading 

circumstance" (p. ai). Whatever we are meant to make of this, the "infin- 

ite familiarity" sounds like a hint that he can be seen as the author's 

alter ego. But that there was at least a real "outward form" is confirm- 

ed by a letter he wrote in 1917 in which Conrad says that lieyst dated 

back to "my visual impression of the man in 1876; a couple of hours in 

a hotel in St Thomas (West Indies), There was some talk of him after he 

left our party; but all I heard of him might have been written down on 
1 

a cigarettte paper. Facept for these hints he's altogether 'invented'" 

Thus, 1'eyst's provenance is in fact the same as that of his three vis- 

itors-Conrad's third voyage to the west Indies, when he was only eight- 

een years old. Ne was not therefore observing then with the eyes of a 

mature curiosity, and it is inevitable that their characters had to be 

largely "invented", and a little cursorily, except for 11078t, whose in- 

ward nature becomes very much Conrad's own. 

In the Author's Note, Heyst is remembered as "a m7steri2Us Swede 

right enough. Whether he was a baron, too, I am not so certain. lie 

G7 

} 
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himself never laid claim to that distinction. His detachment was too 

great to make any claims big or small on one's credulity" (p, xi). It 

must be said that from this "cigarette-paper" sketch, one's impression 

is not so much of a man who, like geyst, wished to slip through the world 

unobserved, as of a man rather concerned with making an impression of 

aristocratic detachment, and in the case of one young mariner at his 

table, sucosading so well that thirty-seven years later it was still 

vivid enough to become the basis for a book, and he may even have also 

contributed to the formation of Conrad's own personal style. 

In regard to Lena, Conrad says that the incident of "the pinch" 

occurred in a cafe in the South of France, but he was not tempted to do 

anything about it, so that the girl's look of "dreamy innocence" was 

all that he carried away as an endowment for Lena (p, xviii), It may be 

that throughout the story she remains a little indistinct, but in so far 

as she represents the power of instinct and emotion, in contrast to 

Heyst's precise but destructive intellect, a oerYain vagueness in the 

outline of her psychology is justified: to make her too clear, to 

psycho-analyze her, would be to destroy her very raison d'etre. 

In Conrad's +atern World. Sherry provides a fascinating glimpse of 

the possible origin of Zangiacomo and his band, and perhaps even into ' 

the mood of Heyst when he contemplates the rescue of Lena. Amongst con- 

temporary journals in Singapore, Sherry found references to "the celeb- 

rated Tingel Tangel", which was "kept by an old Austrian named HIackmeier, 

with a ladies orchestra. The girls were Austrian and Poles. " They 

"played in a string band and danced for the guests wearing white muslin 

frocks and blue sashes" (pp. 24.4-245). Sherry admits that the girls in 

Vices wear red sashes, but "Conrad could quite easily have changed the 

colour of the sashes from blue to crimson", a suggeatiof that does not 

unduly strain our faith in his powers of invention. 

"The girls were Austrian and Poles"s we could meditate long on the 
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thought of the lonely young Polish exile going into the Singapore "Tingel 

Tangel" and finding Polish girls. Perhaps they were all as ugly as 

Lena's companions? Or was there one pitiable young face that tempted him 

to walk at night, like Heyst, and wrestle with "the obscure desires that 

move our conduct"? Vain meditation, for it is not the kind of thing that 

Conrad gives away in an Author's Note, or in any other kind of note, but 

only, transmuted, in the books themselves. 

The house-boy, Wang, is not a character of the kind that presupposes 

any particular source, but no doubt represents the residue of Conrad's 

casual observation of his race, to the brief extent of , rhich he refers 

in an essay on "The Merchant "Farina" in Notes on Life and Letters (pp. 

181-182). Wang is not romantic, l and cannot see Lena asý damsel in 

distress. ne is not saintly, like Davidson, nor evil like Jones, nor 

savage like Ricardo; he is outside the whole mythology and psychology 

of the West. fie is "tame", cool, and logically selfish. 11e obtains his 

wife not by "rescuing"her, but by making a mutually advantageous bargain 

with the "savages", grows vegetables for the only available market, behind 

a wooden fence, and deserts his employer as soon as he appears to be on 

the losing side, taking with him the only weapon on the island. 'ven his 

final return is not motivated by concern for Heysto but only for the vil- 

lage on which he now depends. I#is shooting of Pedro seems to say that 

this is one way of dealing with the "brute force" of this world, while 

the mere sophisticated powers can be left to destroy themselves. At the 

end, only Wang survives, not by consciously affirming, or denying, the 

world, not by being occidentally "good" or "evil", but by being Chinese. 

It may be an oversimplified view of what it means to be "Chinese", for 

to Conrad, orientals do not seem to be very much more substantial than 

they are for Ricardo and Schomberg: "a play of shadows the dominant race 

could walk through unaffected and disregarded in the pursuit of its in- 

comprehensible aims and needs" (p. 167). Even so, Wang represents the 
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essential truth of an attitude that is not limited to the Chinese, though 

once it did seem most typical of them. 

In terms of lieterary technique, Vio offers problems of "view. 

point", in which, it appears, the urgency of what Conrad has to say is 

allowed to override the demands of strict consistency. After a witty 

opening on the fate of the Tropical felt Coal Company, it presents us 

with a picture of Heyst as "an inert body", smoking his last cigar with 

only the distant volcano as company-"he made in the night the same sort 

of glow and of the same size as that other one so many miles away" (p. 4). 

With its paradoxical--and prophetic-assooiatione of both peace and 

possible eruption the image has rightly been praised, but it also serves 

to illustrate a certain vagueness in the manner in which the story is 

told. From what viewpoint would the glow of the cigar and the glow of 

the volcano appear of "the same size"? Presumably from some point very 

close to, but not quite identified with Heyst, and that rather imprecise 

position seems to sum up very well the "point of view " of the tale. It 

begins with an unspecified narrational "I", representing "we, out there", 

but this attempt at distancing is not maintained very rigourously, or ." 
for very long. We are told at once, for instance, that Heyst never sat 

outside in the evenings, and that he never talked to himself. From there 

we go back to a Marlow-type gathering of information--"I met a man once- 

-the manager of the branch of the Oriental Banking Corporation in Malacca 

-to whom Heyst exclaimed, in no connection with anithing in particular 
(it was in the billiard room of the club) 11 am enchanted with these 

islandal'" (p. 6). This, followed by the description of Hegst moving 

in an enchanted circle with a radius of eight hundred miles from "a 

point in North Borneo" is excellen$iy done in the best "Marlow" style. 

It is followed by an account of Heyst's relationship with Morrison writt- 

en in the same manner, but giving details of Heyst's feelings and so on 
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that could hardly have been known to the narrator. In this way Part I 

of the story ends after about fifty pages, and then with Part II, we 

change to an "omniscient" point of view which tells us of Heyst's in- 

most thoughts, but can still dodge back to to an external point of view 

at the beginning of the second chapter. The story then drifts back into 

omniscience, and the narrational "I" never appears again, not even at the 

end of the story. 

Judged by the previous standards of Conrad's art, and particularly 

by the lengths to which he went in Chance to preserve at least the app' 

earance of consistency, it seems a strange lapse. It is as if James) 

witticisms about the spilt buckets in Chanc (pe above), which Con- 

rad admitted to be "the only time a criticism affected me painfully" 

(Baines, p. 460n. ), has not stimulated him to improve the apparatus, but 

simply to abandon it. One can well believe that Conrad was hurt by the 

criticism, for James' suggestion that the real interest and excitement 

of the story lay in seeing how he overcame the difficulties caused by 

his own technique is a particularly cruel thing to say to an author who, 

if he consciously used techniques at all, had always used them to over- 

come limitations or to illuminate the real substance of what he had to 

say. Unlike James, no stenographer ever parenthetically recorded him 

referring to "the climax of the romantic hocus-pocus of air sought total 
2 

effect". And so in Rim rather than be pilloried as "absolutely 

alone as a votary of the way to do a thing that shall make it undergo 

the most doing", he will show that he can get along alright without any 

of this kind of "doing" at all. 

Although the absence of a narrator for the main action of the story 

can, in one sense, be "explained" by the fact that there is not much 

analysis to be done-one cannot imagine a narrator even more sophistic- 

ated than 11eyst to "analyse" him, unless it were his father--this abs- 

ence deprives Conrad of what was always a very valuable by-product of 

the method, the opportunity to describe the action in distanoed retro- 
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spent. As Cuerard says, the story has to take on "that presentness Con- 

rad found so hard to manage. An occasional sentence suggests that he ', 

tried to view or imagine his material retrospectively. But he obviously 

did not succeed" (pp. 273-274). 

In view of the particular nature of what Conrad wants to do in Via- 

t rr --to give us some of his own thoughts through the mind of Heyat, 

whilst keeping him at the centre of the action--and, in any case, the 

difficulties of finding a post for acjoutside observer on such an isol- 

ated character, a kind of qualified omniscience does seem to be the most 

practical solution, even though in terms of art it may seem a little 

primitive compared with the accomplishment of Lord 7im Whether or not, 

as suggested above (p. above) Conrads "high art" was largely an un- 

conscious product of the traditional story-teller's skills, and a means 

of overcoming certain limitations, he certainly shows himself ready en- 

ough to abandon it when it does not help him to get on with what he wants 

to say. 

If one acknowledges the pier of what he has to say in VictorY and 

can grant that ultimately, to say what one has to say in the most effect- 

ive manner is the highest art, then questions of consistency in "view- 

point" may seem lees important. Thus, although for the most part the 

book is written from what might be called an "omniscient" viewpoint, it 

is not a simple, unconditional omniscience, but one that is primarily 

concerned with revealing the mind of ßeyatt the thoughts are the thoughts 

of Heyst, from whose viewpoint, whenever he is present, the others are 

seen. This is particularly noticeable, and effective, in relation to 

Lena. If tieyst represents the intellect, and its predicament, the girl 

represents those other qualities of instinot and emotion that are needed 

to save the intellect: it is most appropiate therefore, that while Con- 

rad may often tell us what Heyst is thinking, with the girl we are told 

only what she feels, or more often, how she appears, as her body express- 
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es her emotions. In this way we can see that in so far as Conrad uses 

"omniscience", he uses it not so much as a vay of escape from the prob- 

lem of the "doing" as ,a method of "doing" that assists in the contrast 

between intellect and-motion that is the main theme of the story. 

Tue, in the eoeae in which Leas tells Ueyst about $abomberg'a all- 

egationa that be murdered Morrison (III, 4)r what we know of Lena's 

thoughts we learn only from her words, so that we are left, like 8"'t 

himself, quite unoertain, as to whether she regards h! m as "guiltyz this 

is a logioal, almost legal, problem that for her simply dose not exist. 

Similarly, in the final ecenee., and when ehe died, Lena is treated in 

terms of her emotions#, Heyst in terms of his thoughts. She dies, happy, 

believing that the paralysing barriers of thought have broken down, that 

"he was ready to lift her up in his firm arme and take her into the santt- 

uary of his innermost heart-for ever! ", but the reader knows that it is 

not so: that Heyst is "cursing his fastidious soul, which even at that 

moment kept the true cry of love from his lips in its infernal mistrust 

of life" (p. 406), and Davidson guesses that his decision to die must 

have been because "he couldn't stand his thoughts before her dead body" 

(p" 410). 

Although Vices has its particular strengths, they are hardly 

such as to refute the general theory of "aohievment and decline" (p.... is 

above). As Guerard shows in some detail, there are stylistic lapses 

that compare badly with the beat of his earlier work (pp. 254278). 

And even it one accepts the stereotyped form of the three invaders as 

being. to some degree justified by the philosophical conception of the 
3 

book-. what its defenders call its qualities of "allegory"--it is never- 

the-less written in a wholly "realistic" style that it is inevitably 

weakened by any lack of a corresponding realism in the events and char- 

aotere. Thus Leavie says that "melodramatic as is the action of the 

latter part of the book, it is so 1geg-end this is true of the whole 

book--as to invite the cinematographer" (p. 227), bitt this serves only 
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to underline the weakness, for the eye of the camera is not the instrum- 

ent for capturing mythology. It has always been Conrad's great strength 

that his symbolism staffs wholly within the rules of "realism", and if 

Victory falls below his past standards, it is doubtful casuistry to try 

to represent it as rising above them to a level of allegory. Leavis 

does not make this particular claim, but the more subtle, thdugh ultim- 

ately equally indefensible one, that the "melodramatic boldness of the 

art" is "Elizabethan" (p. 229). The unusually lengthy Author's Note, 

referred to above, in which Conrad tries to give more factual substance 

to his three visitors would seem to be a tacit admission that he himself 

is aware of a weakness here. 

If Heyst on his lonely island,, which is also the top of a mountain, 

after the deluge, symbolises well enough Conrad's intellectual isolation, 

it also symbolises his position in English literature: he seems to have 

neither predecessors nor followers. No Englishman could see us from 

outside quite as he does, and no other foreigner has mastered our lang- 

uage as he did. His methods of "time-shift" and narration may have been 

imitated, and indeed have permanently affected the way the world writes 

its fiction, but in his task and his outlook , there are no obvious 

followers. One may see traces of his style and his methods in Scott 

Fitzgerald, Faulkner, and many lesser writers, but none of them are as 

philosophically sophisticated or as free from sentiment, as tough, scept- 

ical and humanely "anti-liberal" in the overall texture of their work. 

Conrad belongs to *woorld literature" more obviously than to English 

literature-like Kurtz, "all of Europe went into his making", includ- 

ing the nightmares, and all of Europe can appreciate what he made. 

V. S. Pritchett has called Conrad "our great exotio", and even if, 

as seems possible, he should Dome to be regarded, in other lands, as 

the greatest English novelist, it is unlikely that he will ever be 

granted that title in England itself-he remains too much of "a bloody 



11 c 

foreigner". If it is true, as Goethe said, that Shakespeare's Romans 

are Englishmen in togas-but he added, "And what magnificent English- 

men! "--then no doubt some of Conrad's best Englishmen can be seen as 

Slavs in spotless ducks, and thinking of Jim, we can say.. What fine 

Slavsi It is probably true that it is only when, like Captain MaoWhirr 

or Charles Gould, they are seen almost wholly from outside, that they 

are unequivocally English. His first two books are about Dutchmen, then 

letgl"K in 'An Outpost of Progress", the "all-European" Kurtz, the 

Norwegian Falk, an Italian and a "boulevardier" among Latin-Americans, 

Verloc, Razumov, Renouard, Heyst--a host of foreigners who have in com- 

mon that they are not at home. 

Conrad is not evangelical enough, or common-sensioal enough, not 

affirmative, humorous or didactic enough to fit the tradition of English 

literature, not even the ý'reat Tradition. Ne comes nearest to it in 

Chance, and it marks his decline. The enlightened snobbery of Jane Aus- 

ten, the Middlemaroh moralism of deorge Eliot, the cheerful expectations 

of Dickens, the Non-Conformist didacticism of Lawrence, may be"limitat* 

ions" from some distant world-embracing point of view, but it is these 

limitations that provide the frame for their art, that give them their 

flavour and make them English-and save them from the mere frivolity -''1 

that seems to be the fate of the English writer who loses his moral frame. 

Being English, it was part of their birthright that they could take for 

granted certain moral and social foundations that give a reassurance to 

even)heir most rebellious gestures. For them, the social crust over the 

world's chaos was thicker than it was for Conrad, and if they had any 

curiosity about what lay beneath, it had something of the innocent curi- 

osity of the childs they were not in danger of disappearing "without tr- 

ace, swallowed up in the immense indifference of things". 

At least we can be grateful, if also a little perplexed, that by 
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certain accidents of destiny and inclinations of character this *world- 

hiatorical"figure came to our island and chose to wrestle with our ill.., 

ogical language, for in so doing, he added to our literature philosoph- 

ical depths, sociological insights and psychological subtleties that no 

writer native-born could have hoped tp provide. 

Notes 

1. Conrad Collection, Yale University Library, quoted, Jerry Allen, 

The Sea Years of Joseph Conrad. p. 37. 

2. Quoted in contrast with Conrad's attitudes, by EkIard Crankshaw, 

Joseph Conrad: Some Aspects 
-of 

the Art of the Novel. p. 7. 

3. See, for example, John A. Palmer, Joseph Conrad's Fiction. Ch. S. 
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