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PREFACE 

Conrad's collected works are published by William Heinemann, 

1921-1927; J. M. Dent, 1923-1928; and Doubleday, Page, 192E>. 

Volume and page numbers in the text refer to the Doubleday, Page 

Kent Edition of 1925. Last Essays and Tales of Hearsay (abbreviated 

in the text as Last Essays) was published by J. M. Dent in 1928. 

Conrad's published letters are contained in the eight volumes 

listed below. Frequently cited volumes are followed by the abbrevi

ation used in the text. 

Conrad to a Friend: 1̂ 0 Selected Letters from Joseph Conrad to Richard 
Curie. -ed. Richard Curie. New York, 1928. 

Conrad's Polish Background: Letters to and from Polish Friends. 
ed. Zozistaw Najder and trans. Halina Carroll. London, 19&U. 

Joseph Conrad: Lettres Francaises. ed. G. Jean-Aubry. Paris, 1929. 

Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters. 2 vols. ed. G. Jean-Aubry. 
Garden City, N. Y., 1927~. (Aubry) 

Letters from Joseph Conrad: 1895>-192U. ed. Edward Garnett. 
Indianapolis, 1925̂  (Garnett) 

Letters of Joseph Conrad to Marguerite Poradowska: 1890-1920. 
ed.~John A. Gee and Paul J. Sturm. New Haven, Conn., 19U0. 
(G & S) 

Letters to William Blackwood and David S. Meldrum. ed. William 
Blackburn. Durham, N. C., 195$! ("Blackburn) 

Randall, Dale B. J. Joseph Conrad and Warrington Dawson. Durham, 
N. C., 1968. 

So much good commentary has been written on Conrad that it is 

a pleasure to acknowledge my general debt to several generations 
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of scholars and critics. Specific instances of indebtedness are 

recorded in numerous footnotes. 

I am especially grateful to The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc. 

for permission to quote from Letters from Joseph Conrad, edited 

by Edward Garnett, copyright 1928, by The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 

Inc., (c) 1956 by David Garnett; to Duke University Press for 

permission to quote from Conrad's Letters to William Blackwood and 

David S. Meldrum, edited by William Blackburn; to Doubleday and 

Company, Inc., for permission to quote from the Kent Edition of 

Conrad's works and from Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters, edited 

by G. Jean-Aubry; and to Princeton University Press for permission 

to quote from Bernard Meyer's Joseph Conrad: A Psychoanalytic 

Biography. 

The selected bibliography includes those works which have 

been cited in the text and a number of others that proved generally 

helpful. A Conrad checklist appears occasionally in Modern Fiction 

Studies, and the year's publications on Conrad are annually listed 

in the MLA International Bibliography. An essential bibliographical 

work is Kenneth A. Lohf and Eugene P. Sheehy, Joseph Conrad at Mid-

Century: Editions and Studies, 1895-1955, (Minneapolis, 1957). 
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ABSTRACT 

Conrad often said that, for him, writing was a kind of 

action. Although we cannot be absolutely sure of his meaning, 

it seems likely that he referred to the expressive function of his 

art and, in effect, to the form assumed by some of his most important 

novels. The form is basically ritualistic, its definitive criterion 

being an ability to give opposite feelings simultaneous expression. 

The content of ritual cannot be precisely defined. In primitive 

societies what is essentially the same form of expression is put 

to any number of uses, and the content—the kinds of feelings 

reconciled—changes with this change of function. 

Conrad developed a ritual form principally because of his 

need to express conflicting feelings towards the self and society. 

On the one hand, Conrad held that the self, as the sole center of 

human consciousness, was also the only source of moral value, and 

he felt that self-abnegation meant exchanging intelligence, sensi

tivity, and sympathy for impersonal organization. But, on the 

other hand, he knew that unchecked egoism was morally and psycho

logically destructive. Both attitudes were for Conrad equally 

important, and the major task of his writing life was to discover 

a literary form which could incorporate both points of view. 

Conrad did not discover this literary form until several 

years after he had begun his writing career. Almayer's Folly, 
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An Outcast of the Islands, and "The Return" are damaged by Conrad's 

ambivalent attitude towards his protagonists, and it was his divided 

view of Tom Lingard and Edith Travers that prevented him from 

finishing The Rescue until more than twenty years after the novel 

was begun. In the first three works, Conrad attempted to attack 

egoism, and in The Rescue he attempted to give almost unreserved 

sympathy to a romantic egoist. But in each instance his divided 

attitude caused structural fragmentation. 

With The Nigger of the Narcissus Conrad discovered the ritual 

form which proved an adequate vehicle for his conflicting feelings, 

and he carried this form throughout Lord Jim, "Heart of Darkness," 

and Under Western Eyes. The ritual form was created only after 

Conrad exchanged third-person omniscient point of view for a first-

person point of view—a shift that indicates a new acceptance of his 

divided mind. With the adoption of first-person point of view and 

perhaps as a result of this change, Conrad also learned to use 

patterns of imagery as correlatives of conflicting feeling. The 

dark and light images of The Nigger of the Narcissus and "Heart of 

Darkness," and the earth-air, dark-light images of Lord Jim are, in 

a precise sense, paradoxical. 

The delicate balance of opposites established in the ritual 

novel was not easy to maintain, and in the novels that follow Lord 

Jim, Conrad exhibits a strong desire to give his experience a more 

rational order. At this point, however, he could not choose between 

the self and society, and so in The Secret Agent and, to a large 



extent, in Nostromo, he rejects both. Moral value can be found 

neither in egoism nor in self-abnegation. 

After The Secret Agent, Conrad's double attitude towards 

the self and society began to break down, apparently without his 

being fully aware of the process. In Chance,for instance, he 

maintains the trappings of the ritual novel, but he has already 

decided that in the modern world, moral value stems from the private 

affections of isolated groups of individuals and that large-scale 

social organization is corrupt. World War I only intensified this 

conviction. Although I have not attempted a revaluation of Conrad's 

late works, it is safe to say that they are simpler and more 

rationally ordered than the ritual novels; allegory has been sub

stituted for paradoxical symbolism. The late novels do not reveal 

intellectual decline, but a contraction of sensibility. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Conrad sometimes said that novel writing is a form of action. 

We shall never know exactly what he meant, but he probably had at 

least two different meanings in mind. On the one hand, he was claiming 

that, in spite of appearances, his life did possess an inner coherence. 

He may have been both novelist and sailor, but he wished to assert 

that at the core of his being he was the same man. Comparing his two 

lives, he called writing "the same fate in another garb" (Aubry, I, 

198), and in The Mirror of the Sea he says bluntly: "An artist is 

a man of action. . ." (IV, 33). Approaching the task of writing with 

the man of action's fierce determination to succeed, Conrad wished 

to demonstrate "with a precise intention and a steady mind" that "a 

.book is a deed, that the writing of it is an enterprise. . ." (Last 

Essays, 132). 

But Conrad also based his intuition upon a more complicated 

feeling than a simple resolution to take his profession seriously. 

Without being able to explain himself clearly, he sensed that the 

act of artistic creation was somehow a ritual action. In a key 

letter, written midway in his writing career, he said: 

A good book is a good action. It has more than the force 
of a good example. And if the moralist will say that it 
has less merit—let him. Indeed we are not writing for 
the salvation of our souls. 'A man should not be tame' 
says the Spanish Proverb, and I would say: An author is 
not a monk. Yet a man who puts forth the secret of his 
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imagination to the world accomplishes, as it were, a 
religious rite" (Aubry, II, 89). 

Taken by itself, this statement does not prove that any of 

Conrad's novels are ritualistic in form, but several key works con

firm Conrad's hint, and contemporary literary theory lends added 

support. An appreciation of the expressive function of literature 

has frequently caused contemporary writers to discuss the connections 

between literature and forms of non-discursive action. Kenneth Burke 

(if I understand him correctly) believes that all language is sym

bolic action and that in his poems the poet "dances an attitude.""'" 

And in The Romantic Image, John Frank Kermode has discussed the im

portance of the dance in the imagination of the Romantic poet as an 

image of the perfect union of body and soul.̂  Moreover, a good many 

critics—not to mention poets—have discovered a ritual content in 

literature. Gilbert Murray, for instance, has written extensively 

on the ritual origin of Greek drama and has speculated that Hamlet 

may be a descendant of some prehistoric nature ritual. Northrop 

1. Sometimes Burke seems to mean that all language is a 
kind of action, as in The Philosophy of Literary Form (New York, 
19̂ 7), where he accepts the gesture theory of language origin, and 
in Language as Symbolic Action (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1966), 
where he writes: "Language is a species of action—and its nature 
is such that it can be used as a tool." (p. l£) Elsewhere, however, 
he distinguishes the language of science (information) from the 
language of poetry (action). See A Grammar of Motives (New York, 
19U5), P. 123. 

2. The Romantic Image (London, 1961), p. U8. 

3. See "Hamlet and Orestes," in Five Approaches to Literary 
Criticism, Wilbur Scott, ed., New York, 1962), pp. 253-261. See also 
Murray's "Ritual Forms Preserved in Greek Tragedy," in Jane Ellen 
Harrison's Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion 
(Cambridge, England, 1912J7 pp. 3U1-363. 
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Frye takes for granted the ritual origin of all literature, assigning 

to each genre and mode its appropriate ritual archetype.̂  The associ

ation of literature and ritual seems full of possibilities for 

development and perhaps represents our best hope of understanding 

Conrad's intuitive perception that literature can be a form of action. 

Although the approach to Conrad adopted in this essay owes 

much to Burke, Frye, and other critics, it also diverges significantly 

from their work. The aim here is not primarily to discuss ritual arche

types or specific kinds of ritual, such as initiation rites, ritual 

sacrifices and the like, but rather to define the essential function 

and form of ritual and then to apply this definition to several of 

Conrad's major novels, fitting these ritualistic works into the entire 

course of Conrad's development. 

Ritual functions to resolve both social and psychological con

flict. It promotes social harmony by reconciling the egotistical 

desires and aspirations of the individual with the self-sacrificial 

demands of organized society, and it promotes psychological harmony 

within the individual by resolving the tensions arising from inner 

conflict.̂  In Conrad's case the ritual is more private than public> 

U. In The Anatomy of Criticism, see Essay III, "Archetypal 
Criticism: Theory of Myths," pp. 131-239. See also "The Archetypes 
of Literature" in Fables of Identity: Studies in Poetic Mythology 
(New York, 1963), pp. 7-20. 

5. Accounts of ritual supporting this definition can be 
found in Freud's "Totem and Taboo," trans. James Strachey, in col
laboration with Anna Freud, XIII (London, 1955), pp. 56-61; in 
Frazer's The New Golden Bough, ed. Theodor H. Gaster, (New York, 
1959), pp. 223-270; and in Jane Ellen Harrison's Themis (Cambridge, 
England, 1912). 



its function more psychological than social. Ritual forms embodied 

in literature play no official part in the life of society, and unlike 

the authorized rituals of primitive tribes and religious institutions, 

their social effects are largely incalculable. 

From early in his life, Conrad felt tormenting inner contra

dictions that could be reconciled only through a form of ritual 

expression. He could never decide whether morality was best served 

through the subordination of the self to the demands of society, or 

whether instead self-awareness, sensitivity, and intelligence were 

higher goods than self-abnegation. He often vacillated between two 

extreme positions. Either he exalted the self or he longed to escape 

from self-awareness, seeing self-conscious intelligence as diabolical 

and unnatural. In the summer of I89U, he wrote a letter to Marguerite 

Poradowska in which he expressed a typically ambiguous attitude towards 

the self: 

One must drag the ball and chain of one's selfhood to the 
end. It is the price one pays for the devilish and divine 
privilege of thought; so in this life it is only the elect 
who are convicts— a glorious band which comprehends and 
groans but which treads the earth amidst a multitude of 
phantoms with maniacal gestures, with idiotic grimaces. 
What would you be, idiot or convict (G & S, 72)? 

Conrad never quite resolved his ambiguous attitude towards 

"the devilish and divine privilege of thought." In his letters and 

essays, he argues with considerable force on both sides of the question„ 

For example, he once tried to convince Cunninghame Graham that Single

ton, the selfless, unthinking patriarch of the Narcissus, is the ideal 

man. Cunninghame Graham had suggested that an educated Singleton 

would be an improvement over the character that Conrad had drawn, and 
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Conrad.replied: "Would you seriously, of malice prepense, cultivate 

in that unconscious man the power to think? Then he would become 

conscious,— and much smaller,— and very unhappy. Nov; he is simple 

and great like an elemental force. Nothing can touch him but the curse 

of decay,-r- . . . Nothing else can touch him,— he does not think" 

(Aubry, I, 215). Once Conrad expressed the hope that his son would 

grow up to be a bargeman, "strong, knowing his business and thinking 

of nothing" (Garnett, 136). 

But Conrad could also take the other side of the argument and 

often did so in scathing remarks about the insensitivity of the reading 

public or in his contemptuous treatment of dullards in works like "An 

Outpost of Progress" and The Secret Agent. His reference to unimagi

native persons in A Personal Record is fairly typical; there he writes 

of "those unfortunate beings in whose empty and unseeing gaze. . . 

the whole universe vanishes into blank nothingness " (VI, 176). 

And in "Heart of Darkness" Marlow remarks that self-awareness alone 

is important: "Droll thing life is— that mysterious arrangement of 

merciless logic for a futile purpose. The most you can hope from it 

is some knowledge of yourself— that comes too late— a crop of unex-

tinguishable regrets" (XVI, 15>0). 

In his most reflective moments, Conrad was aware that the 

complete man must always keep in view both an awareness of self and 

a sense of society: "Abnegation and self-forgetfulness are not always 

right," he told Miss Watson. "They are not always right even in the 

noblest cause. ... A man's duties are wide and complex: The balance 
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should be held very even, lest some evil be done when nothing but 

good is contemplated " (Aubry, I, 205). 

From the beginning of his writing career, Conrad struggled 

to discover a form through which he could balance his contradictory 

attitudes towards the self and society. Eventually he found that he 

could create this form only by making his novels as non-discursive 

as possible, or, in other words, by making them kinds of expressive 

action. The essential form of these novels is ritualistic; 

Although words can never be purely discursive or purely 

expressive, certain forms of writing can be largely discourse or 

expression. By expressing his conflicting feelings in as nearly a 

non-discursive manner as possible, Conrad was able to convert con

tradiction into paradox, that is, into a form of expression that 

contains simultaneously two valid and opposite feelings. He could 

make this conversion by learning to base the structure of his novels 

upon patterns of thematic imagery. 

Since an image may contain a complex of feeling which need 

not be bound by logic, it is capable of encompassing a wide and 

varied range of associations. And when an image contains conflicting 

feelings, opposites interpenetrate. In effect, the use of imagery 

may bring about the assimilation of the order of the physical world 

to the immaterial order of feeling. More than once Conrad expressed 

a low opinion of facts, but he hoped that, by means of words, he could 

discover "the image of truth" abiding in facts (Aubry, I, 280). He 

might have said that he hoped to lift facts out of themselves. 
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Although Conrad adapted his use of imagery to the solution of problems 

that were uniquely his own, he was not unlike the French symbolistes, 

or like Yeats, Eliot, and others among his contemporaries in trying to 

endow the representation of things with a most unthinglike significance. 

II 

But it would be a mistake to think that all of Conrad's novels 

are ritualistic reconciliations of opposites, and any reasonably 

complete discussion of Conrad must consider other kinds of novels as 

well. Conrad could not learn to reconcile opposites in imagery until 

he could bring himself to accept the division within himself, and his 

early work evinces not a reconciliation of opposites, but attempts 

to repress and circumvent divided feelings. In Almayer's Folly (1895) 

and An Outcast of the Islands (1896), he attempts to play the role 

of a contemptuous providence heaping scorn upon the heads of his weak 

but absurdly egotistical protagonists. And yet, in spite of himseli", 

Conrad sympathized with these early characters, and in spite of his 

conscious wishes, the full range of feeling insisted upon being heard. 

Consequently, the early works display the defects of a method struggling 

against itself; these novels are hybrid forms rather than integrated 

expressions of opposites. 

The final breakdown of Conrad's early method occurred with 

The Rescue, begun in I896 and abandoned in 1899 j while the first ritual 

novel is The Nigger of the Narcissus (1897). The technical innovation 

separating the first ritual novel from earlier novels was the use of 

first-person point of view. This technical advance made it possible 
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for Conrad to express his conflicting feelings without falling into con

tradiction and incoherence. In patterns of paradoxical images he was 

able to find correlatives for the divided viewpoint of his first-person 

narrator. "Heart of Darkness" (1899) and Lord Jim (1900) are refine

ments of methods first used in The Nigger, and Under Western Eyes (1911) 

is the last of Conrad's ritual novels. 

Conrad's middle years (roughly 1901-1909) show his art taking 

a form, which, by virtue of opposition, is both different from and 

closely related to the ritual novel. Whereas in the ritual novel 

Conrad managed to reconcile the conflicting demands of the self and 

society, in Nostromo (I90i|) and The Secret Agent (1907), he rejected 

the claims of both. He did not eliminate tension by choosing one of 

two conflicting views, but rather he rejected the conflict altogether. 

He was like a logician who is baffled by contradictory conclusions and 

decides to throw them both away. Whereas the ritual novels are forms 

of action, the novels of the middle period, exhibiting logical rather 

paradoxical designs, are forms of contemplation; whereas in the ritual 

novel, patterns of imagery become the center of organization and of meaning, 

in the novels of the middle period, other structural elements are made 

subordinate to plot and idea. While both Nostromo and The Secret Agent 

are in their own ways successful and while both are "very genuine Conrad" 

(Aubry, I, 316), to use Conrad's own phrase about Nostromo, they are 

moral fables rather than rituals, and I have discussed them together 

in a chapter set apart from my analysis of the ritual novel. 

Most critics agree that Conrad's late novels are less success

ful than those of his middle and early periods. The attempts to account 



for this decline have been various. Albert Guerard, for instance, finds 

Conrad falling into sentimentality and stylistic carelessness.̂  

Guerard's touchstone method of evaluation is not always convincing, 

but he does score telling blows against some of the late works and 

against critics who have been too lavish in praising them. Thomas 

Moser finds Conrad trying to write too much about romantic love— 

a subject which, Moser thinks, Conrad knew little about and did not 

7 believe in. Almost everyone agrees that by 1912 or 1913 Conrad was 

desperately weary after nearly twenty years of financial worry and 

unrelieved literary toil. 

I am less concerned with evaluating Conrad's late novels than 

I am with comparing them, formally, with the ritual novels and the 

novels of the middle period. Without doubt several of the late works 

are inferior; among full-length novels we can especially single out 

Chance (1913), The Arrow of Gold (1918), and The Rescue (finally pub

lished in 1920). But more interesting than the failure of these novels 

as art is the basic change they indicate in Conrad's mental outlook. 

For the greater part of his writing career Conrad had been unable to 

choose between the self and society as the custodian of value, and 

in his best novels he reconciles the conflicting claims, doing justice 

to both views. Perhaps because he had been away from the sea for so 

long, perhaps because of his ruthless examination of society in Nostromo 

6. Conrad the Novelist (Cambridge, Mass., 19̂ 8). 

7. Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline (Cambridge, Mass., 
19*7). 



and The Secret Agent, perhaps because feelings long relegated to the 

unconscious suddenly appeared in the light where they could be chosen 

or rejected— for some reason or combination of reasons Conrad lost 

interest in socio-political institutions and social organization. He 

had examined society, judged it and found it corrupt. It became a 

mere backdrop from which evil influences sometimes emanated, but which 

was, for the most part, static and flat, like a painted scene. The 

characters of Conrad's late stories confront the cosmos directly, without 

the support or hindrance of an intervening culture. Living outside 

of society, they have no more hope of escaping suffering than characters 

of earlier stories, but they do have a better chance of finding meaning 

for their lives, and free from the influence of institutions, to estab

lish fuller and more open relationships with others. In the late 

novels polarity dissolves and the self emerges victorious. 

If Nostromo and The Secret Agent are mirror images of ritual, 

the late works stand in opposition to the novels Conrad might have 

created had he been successful with Almayer's Folly and An Outcast 

of the Islands. In his first novels Conrad writes about the absurdity 

and pathos of man's attempt to live outside of society. By 1913 he 

had come to feel that human beings discover a sense of value and of 

meaning for their lives only by cultivating the self and its private 

affections apart from the influence of social institutions. 

The late novels are simpler than the ritual novels and the 

works of Conrad's middle period. Consistency is achieved by giving 

up old loyalties and convictions. But after the bewildering involu

tions of Conrad's most complicated work, the late novels sometimes 
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come as a relief, and certainly the beauty, serenity, and noble 

simplicity of The Rover strike a note as yet unheard in Conrad. 

This is a novel that only an old man could have written, and Suspense 

might have been almost as successful had it not been cut short by 

Conrad's death. 

In Conrad's late work the passionate involvement in life has 

been replaced by an almost untroubled detachment. Conrad has begun to 

see the world like old Peyrol of The Rover. The life of action is be

hind him. He has no desire now to engage language in a fierce and 

unrelenting struggle for truth. He has already achieved what he had 

uncertainly set out to do long ago, when in the boredom of a leave 

ashore, he had impulsively begun Almayer's Folly. He is less aggres

sive in shaping his material than in novels like Nostromo and The 

Secret Agent and less anxious to reconcile contradictions than in the 

ritual novels. He is willing to stand quietly at a distance and catch 

only now and again a glimpse of that truth which floats "within un

fathomable and pellucid depths. . . elusive, obscure, half-submerged 

in the silent still waters of mystery" (XXI, l£li). 



CHAPTER 2 

REBELLIOUS SHADES: 

ALMAYER'S FOLLY AND AN OUTCAST OF THE ISLANDS 

Almayer's Folly is a remarkable first novel and a remarkable 

novel in its own right, but at the time Conrad wrote the book he had 

not fully acquired his artistic common sense. By I89U he was intent 

on being an artist, and he approached his task with admirable resolve, 

with a fine sense of the importance of his calling, and with an heroic 

determination to succeed in spite of obstacles. But as he well knew 

from the beginning of his career, the best intentions have a way of 

producing bad results, and strength always carries within it potential 

weakness. For Conrad the very desire to master his material, to suc

ceed after the manner of Flaubert and de Maupassant, created artistic 

difficulties that were not easily surmounted. "The artist," Flaubert 

had said, "should be in his work, like God in creation, invisible 

and all-powerful. . . For Flaubert this was true; it was a con

clusion he had reached by the process of painful and prolonged 

composition. For Conrad it was not good advice. Between the years 

I89U and 1899, he learned that for him successful writing involved 

not only seizing a lump of material and shaping it to his will, but 

1. Quoted in Walter Allen, Writers on Writing (New York, 19 b 9 ) ,  
p. 137. 

12 
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also a wise passiveness in the face of experience. He learned to look 

with greater indulgence upon his propensity to dream a novel before 

attempting to write it. He learned, above all, an artistic method by 

means of which he could successfully incorporate the dream, the elusive 

non-conceptual activity of his creative imagination. 

The artistic problem was a moral problem as well. In the novels 

beginning with Almayer and running through the unfinished Rescue, Conrad' 

characters seem to fall into extreme moral categories. Almayer and 

Willems, Kayerts and Carlier, Alan Hervey—all of these are intended 

to be either weak and simple, or morally corrupt, or a combination 

of all of these qualities. At the other extreme certain characters, 

such as Nina Almayer and Dain Maroola, are given almost flawless moral 

natures. .Only minor characters, briefly but vividly seen—Babilatchi, 

the old prime minister; Lakamba, the decadent chieftain; Abdulla, the 

Arab trader—are given their just allotment of virtue and vice. In 

his anxiety to gain artistic mastery over his material, Conrad also 

found himself asserting his moral superiority, dissociating himself 

from his characters by means of belittlement and by refusing to grant 

them the complexity of fully realized human beings. 

Confusion was probably inevitable. If Conrad's restless imagi

nation constantly sought to discover the moral element in aesthetic 

experience, ceaselessly attempted to convert aesthetic value to moral 

value, then it is only natural that he should have undercut the morals 

of characters who were meant to be absolutely subject to the domination 

of his will. If, as in his better stories, sympathy tends towards moral 
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justification, it is just as possible for contempt of weakness to become 

moral censure. Hence Conrad faced a critical dilemma— a dilemma all 

the more difficult to overcome because it was not easily seen. In 

Almayer and other early stories, he had tried to write logical, fully 

contained works; he had tried to avoid the irrational and the unac

countable; he had tried to be quintessentially the artist. 

Conrad's early works usually failed to satisfy him because he 

had not fully realized himself in their composition. He could not vouch 

for their sincerity. Of "The Return," for which he had more contempt 

than for any other of his stories, Conrad said: "It is as false as a 

sermon by an archbishop" (Garnett, 129). In retrospect the story seemed 

false because, to use the most general terms possible, he had in his 

artistic zeal been unfaithful to life. He had refused to make provision.-

for the asymmetrical, the irrational, the unaccountable. And so the 

irrational, denied a legitimate outlet, had come in of its own accord 

and against the author's will, producing a hybrid story instead of the 

desired logical form. 

Eventually Conrad discovered Marlow and the use of first-person 

narration, and his stories began to assume a less rational shape while 

conveying, nevertheless, an impression of artistic mastery and encom

passing within their horizons a fund of almost inexhaustible suggestive-

ness. For Marlow "the meaning of an episode was not inside like a 

kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which brought it out only as 

a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of these misty halos 

that sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination of 
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moonshine" (XVI,U8). But in Conrad's earliest novels and stories, the 

meaning is too much inside, and the pressure of unreason often twisted 

the novelistic frame into unwanted shapes. 

II 

The best critic of early Conrad is Edward Crankshaw, and his 

observations make a convenient point of departure for the following 

discussion. Crankshaw believes that Conrad failed in Almayer's 

Folly because he did not possess the facility to invent characters and 

situations and that at the time of writing Almayer he had not yet recog

nized his limitations. Conrad attempted to depict Almayer from the 

inside; he tried to invent the mind of his character and he failed. Not 

until the introduction of Marlow, Crankshaw argues, did Conrad dis-

p 
cover his real talent, which is to make us see from the outside. 

Crankshaw does not try to discover why Conrad could not 

invent Almayer, nor would he consider such an effort relevant. This 

would be essentially a search for meaning, and Crankshaw writes: 

"Bothering about what Conrad meant in 'Heart of Darkness' /or, one 

assumes, any other stor̂ 7 is as irrelevant as bothering about what 

3 
Mozart meant in the Haffner Symphony." But we may say that, at 

bottom, Conrad could not invent the mind of Almayer because he did 

not know what to think of his protagonist, and once he had moved in 

close to make minute inspection, his confusion became apparent. 

2. Joseph Conrad: Some Aspects of the Art of the Novel 
(London, 193̂ 5*̂  

3. Joseph Conrad, p. 37. 
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As long as Conrad keeps Almayer at a distance, he treats his 

character with almost unqualified contempt. Almayer is depicted as 

a simple man with a fixed idea of a despicable kind: 

He was gifted with a strong and active imagination, and 
in that short space of time he saw, as in a flash of daz
zling light, great piles of shining guilders, and realized 
all the possibilities of an opulent existence. The 
consideration, the indolent ease of life— for which he 
felt himself so well fitted— his ships, his merchandise 
(Old Lingard would not live forever), and crowning all, in 
the far future gleamed like a fairy palace the big mansion 
in Amsterdam, that earthly paradise of his dreams, where 
made king amongst men by old Lingard's money he would pass 
the evening of his days in inexpressible splendour. As to 
the other side of the picture— the companionship for life 
of a Malay girl, that legacy of a boatful of pirates— 
there was only within him a confused consciousness of shame 
that he a white man— Still, a convent education of four 
years— and then she may mercifully die. He was always 
lucky and money is powerful! Go through with it. Why 
not? He had a vague idea of shutting her up somewhere, 
out of his gorgeous future. Easy enough to dispose of a 
Malay woman, a slave after all, to his Eastern mind, convent 
or no convent, ceremony or no ceremony (XI, 10-11). 

It would be difficult to find anywhere in Conrad— even in The Secret 

Agent— a character presented more unsympathetically or one more 

singlemindedly intent upon using other people for his own purposes. 

Verloc himself is not more lazy nor more cynical. 

Coming as it does early in the novel and being up to that point 

the most elaborate presentation of Almayer's character, this pas

sage seems to summarize Conrad's view of his protagonists and to 

indicate to the reader what he, too, should think. Conrad's plan 

for the novel must have been something like this: Kaspar Almayer, 

an indolent, dreamy, quite worthless person, finds himself suddenly 

under the patronage of a wealthy old adventurer and trader, Tom 
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Lingard. He is offered a share of the trader's wealth and a position 

in the firm if only he will marry another of Lingard's wards, a Malay 

girl, the lone survivor of a pirate prau which Lingard himself has 

destroyed. Almayer accepts for the reasons given in the quoted pas

sage. But Almayer proves too weak to hold the position which has 

been placed in his hands. He is entirely overcome by the intrigues 

of rival traders, the Malays and the Arabs. His wife grows to despise 

him; his daughter, the only person besides himself for whom he really 

cares, feels contempt for her father and hatred of all Europeans. She 

runs away with a Malay chieftain, Dain Maroola. Utterly defeated, 

Almayer takes to smoking opium and dies. 

Seen in outline, this plot is interchangeable with any of dozens 

of naturalistic novels written in the late nineteenth and early twen

tieth centuries: A weak protagonist is defeated by circumstance and 

his own character and comes to a bad end. However, Conrad is unlike 

the naturalists in his irony, which is directed not at the world or 

at society, but at Almayer. In Conrad there is no reforming zeal, but 

rather an unspoken ideal of human conduct. Those who fail this ideal 

of self-sacrifice, who are unrestrained egoists, deserve the most 

severe moral censure. In this respect Conrad must have seemed old-

fashioned even in 1895. The moral opposite of Almayer is Dain Maroola, 

whose sense of honor and of value in general is feudal. But Conrad's 

vision, whether he admitted it or not, was divided. A part of him 

sympathized with Almayer, was unfaithful to the morality of his sterner 

self, and this part, softer but more human, comes to the fore in 
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scenes that are fully dramatized and whenever Conrad attempts direct 

entry into Almayer's mind. 

Here, for example, is Almayer immediately after he has mistaken 

a mangled corpse for the body of Dain Maroola: 

Day after day, month after month, year after year, he had 
been falling; it was a smooth, round, black thing, and the 
black walls had been rushing upward with wearisome rapidity. 
A great rush, the noise of which he fancied he could hear 
yet; and now, with an awful shock, he had reached the bot
tom and behold] he was alive and whole, and Dain was dead 
with all of his bones broken. It struck him as funny. A 
dead Malay; he had seen many dead Malays without any emo-

' tion; and now he felt inclined to weep, but it was over the 
fate of a white man he knew; a man that fell over a deep 
precipice and did not die. He seemed somehow to himself 
to be standing on one side, a little way off, looking at 
a certain Almayer who was in great trouble. Poor, poor 
fellow! Why doesn't he cut his throat? He wished to 
encourage him; he was very anxious to see him lying dead 
over that other corpse. Why does he not die and end this 
suffering? He groaned aloud unconsciously and started 
with affright at the sound of his own voice. Was he going 
mad? Terrified by the thought he turned away and ran 
towards his house repeating to himself, 'I am not going 
mad; of course not, no, no, no!' He tried to keep a firm 
hold of the idea. Not mad, not mad. Ke stumbled as he 
ran blindly up the steps repeating fast and ever faster 
those words wherein seemed to lie his salvation (XI, 99-100). 

The reader encounters this passage with disappointment and not 

only because it lacks the rich disorder of and suggestive imagery of 

first-rate interior monologue. Principally the passage is disappointing 

because the mind encountered here is not Almayer's. Never before and 

never again does Almayer show enough detachment from himself to stand 

"a little way off looking at a certain Almayer." And never has 

Almayer shown enough complexity to make credible the possibility of 

his going mad. Even at the end, when all is lost, his fate, logically 
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enough, is to slip into total lethargy rather than insanity. By 

imposing severe limits on the range of Almayer's sensibility early 

in the novel, Conrad has, in fact, almost eliminated minute inspec

tion of feeling as a possible approach to the depiction of his 

protagonist. What we actually find here is Conrad's own mind during 

a time of doubt and depression— as it appears in the letters to 

Marguerite Poradowska vihSch he was writing at the same time he was 

working on Almayer1s Folly. Evidently Conrad occasionally required 

a direct outlet in his writing for certain troubling conflicts; he 

required a vehicle capable of carrying these conflicts. But he did 

not make Almayer large enough to stand in for himself. Whatever 

reason Conrad may have had for including this passage and others 

like it— whether as a kind of therapy for himself or to make Almayer 

more sympathetic, blunting the earlier ironic treatment— the effect 

is unhappy. It betrays not only a divided attitude, which need not 

be fatal to a novel, but worse, a confusion of intention. 

The conflict of intention suggested by the quoted passage is 

felt throughout the novel. Whenever Conrad withdraws from Almayer, 

his critical faculties come into play; whenever he approaches more 

closely to dramatize a scene or present an interior monologue, the 

pathos of Almayer's position becomes predominant. It might be argued 

that, since Almayer's case is both pathetic and ludicrous, Conrad's 

presentation can be justified. The argument would have considerable 

force if only Conrad had kept the double perspective always before 

him. Unfortunately Conrad did not, and he could not until he had 
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developed a technique of novel writing peculiarly his own. Jim, for 

example, has something in common with Almayer. Both are romantic 

egoists. But in the later novel, as if reacting to his earlier 

failures, Conrad acknowledges through Marlow the inexplicable sym

pathy that he felt for this kind of person— a sympathy that he could 

not consciously admit in Almayer's Folly and other early work. However, 

Conrad's new sincerity involves a good deal more than owning up to 

feelings that were difficult to accept. In truth Conrad was reluctant 

to accept the limitations of a stern idea of duty; yet discovering 

how to be sincere, in terms of technique, was also a demanding task. 

In spite of Conrad's failure with Almayer himself, the novel 

does have much to recommend it. The confused attitude towards the 

hero does less damage than one might think. For one thing, Almayer 

is not so vividly conceived that there is ever as sharp an antago

nism between Conrad's conflicting views as there are in some other 

early stories. As Crankshaw remarks, Almayer is never really seen 

from the outside, and the reader usually finds that he has a clear 

picture of the physical appearance of Conrad's most striking charac

ters.̂  Lord Jim, to cite one example, begins with a precise and 

lengthy description of Jim. About Almayer's physical appearance we 

know almost nothing. Fortunately, though, other characters are seen, 

and more than that, some minor characters are psychologically convincing 

as well'and are depicted in action, in effectively presented dramatic 

U. Joseph Conrad, p. 77. 
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scenes. Among the most effective scenes are the councils of Babi-

latchi, the one-eyed statesman of Sambir and his master Lakamba; the 

exhortation of Nina Almayer by her witch-like mother; and, despite 

some recent opinions, some of the love scenes. 

As a matter of fact, a great deal of nonsense has been written 

about Conrad's treatment of love. We must recognise that the love 

interest in Conrad's novels is often the most dated part of his work, 

but to say that love was always an uncongenial subject for Conrad—as 

Thomas Moser has done—is to say far too much.̂  It is much nearer the 

mark to say that the excessive courtliness of a nineteenth-century 

Polish aristocrat of French literary education does not suit the taste 

of middle-class Americans in the twentieth century. Implicit in the 

latter statement is another: that Conrad's treatment of love is not 

so consistently distinguished that it rises above the conventions 

of time and place. Moreover Conrad's women characters, especially his 

civilized women, are usually cut from the same mold, and while they 

are addicted to rhetorical gestures, they are seldom dynamic. Natha

lie Haldin does not "move," Constance Garnett said of one of Conrad's 

heroines, and the same could be said about other Conrad women as 

well (Garnett, 23h). But Nina Almayer is one of Conrad's more con

vincing characters, and the love interest in Almayer's Folly is one 

of the most successful aspects of the novel. 

5>. Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline. 
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The success of the love story in Almayer1s Folly results 

from two conditions: first, that the lovers, Dain Maroola and Nina 

Almayer, are both Malays rather than Europeans, and second, that both 

find themselves separated from family and social ties, Dain because 

he is an adventurer far from his home and Nina because she is rejec

ted by the European society that her father tries to force upon her. 

Inherent in the first condition is the remoteness and detachment that 

Conrad required to keep a balanced view of his subject. (In 1896, 

an attempt to write a love story based upon his own experience had 

to be abandoned after a brief struggle.̂ ) However, the second con

dition—the homelessness of the lovers—was just close enough to 

Conrad's own experience to put the couple in a sympathetic light, 

yet not so intimate as to overwhelm him with unassimilated sensations. 

By way of introduction it may be well to mention Thomas 

Moser's interpretation of the love interest in the novel and wherever 

necessary to point out the limitations of Moser's approach. Moser's 

thesis rests upon the conviction that Conrad cannot write about love. 

Bound as he is to this thesis, which sometimes serves him well, 

Moser often finds it difficult to be fair to individual novels, and 

he occasionally proves insensitive to situations that do not conform 

to the anticipated pattern. Anxious to prove that Conrad's intentions 

regarding Dain and Nina were confused, Moser argues that Dain, the 

Malayan prince, the romantic hero, is in reality frightened of a 

6. This fragment, called "The Sisters," has been published 
in Bookman (New York), LXVI (January, 1928), b91-b9%. 



sexual encounter with Nina Almayer. To support his thesis Moser 

quotes the following passage, in which Dain and Nina meet in the 

forest: "In the cold ashes of that hateful and miserable past she 

would find the sign of love, the fitting expression of the boundless 

felicity of the present, the pledge of a bright and splendid future. 

She threw her arms around Dain's neck and pressed her lips to his in 

a long and burning kiss. He closed his eyes, surprised and frightened. 

7 
. . " (XI, 72). Here Moser stops quoting. Had he read further he 

would have discovered the following: "... surprised and frightened 

at the storm raised in his breast by the strange and to him hitherto 

unknown contact, and long after Nina had pushed her canoe into the 

river he remained motionless, without daring to open his eyes, afradd 

to lose the sensation of intoxicating delight he tasted for the first 

time" (XI, 72). The remainder of the paragraph, which states 

clearly that Dain is frightened of the intensity of his own passion and 

not of Nina, does.serious damage to Moser's interpretation of the 

scene. 

Besides occasionally stretching a point, Moser very often 

seems unaware of the dramatic context of individual scenes. For 

instance, in connection with the scene from which I have quoted, 

Moser calls attention to the writhing plant life, the flowers and 

vines, that surround the lovers, and he takes the tangled jungle 

foliage to be a sign of Conrad's unconscious view of the love 

7. Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline, p. £2. 
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situation. In Moser's view, Conrad intended to treat love sym

pathetically, but the atmosphere indicates repressed hostility. 

Moser's thesis is defensible only if one ignores the larger context 

of the scene. Two important factors explain and justify Conrad's 

handling of the scene; we need not resort to pseudo-Freudian explana

tions. First of all, Dain and Nina must live in a world which is 

not only hostile towards their idea of romantic love, but which is 

also hostile to love between them as individuals. Second, the novel, 

taken as a whole, clearly indicates that, however attractive their 

innocence, Dain and Nina are wrong to accept romantic love so uncriti

cally and that they are destined to be disillusioned. 

The perilousness of love for Dain and Nina is one justification 

for the tangled vine imagery. The lovers are endangered by persons 

and circumstances that threaten to separate them or worse: Almayer 

dreams of a splendid marriage in Amsterdam for Nina, unaware of how 

contemptuously she has been treated by the Vincks; Dain is soon to 

be hunted by the Dutch navy; this meeting is observed by Babilatchi, 

who, suspicious of Dain's relation with Almayer and his family, may 

well threaten the young Malay with mischief. Conrad has all of these 

conditions in mind, together with the cruelty of life in the tropics, 

when he writes the following: 

In a moment the two little nutshells with their occupants 
floated quietly side by side, reflected by the black water 
in the dim light struggling through a high canopy of dense 
foliage; while above, away up in the broad day, flamed im
mense ; red blossoms sending down on their head a shower of 
great dew-sparkling petals that descended rotating slowly 
in a continuous and perfumed stream; and over them, under 
them, in the sleeping water; all around them in a ring of 
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luxuriant vegetation bathed in the warm air charged with 
strong and harsh perfumes, the intense work of tropical 
nature went on: plants shooting upward, entwined, inter
laced in inextricable confusion, climbing madly and 
brutally over each other in the terrible silence of a 
desperate struggle towards the life-giving sunshine above— 
as if struck with sudden horror at the seething mass of 
corruption below, at the death and decay from which they 
sprang (XI, 72). 

The passage may be all too representative of the language 

of Conrad's Malay novels and uncomfortably typical of the fin de 

siecle period, but it does not show confusion of artistic intent. 

Conrad associates the lovers with the "broad light" of the sky and 

the open sea: 

'And will you be long away, Dain?' asked Nina in a 
low voice. 

'Long!' exclaimed Dain. 'Would a man willingly 
remain long in a dark place? When I am not near you, 
Nina, I am like a man that is blind. What is life to 
me without light'1 (XI, 72) ? 

In the end Nina and Dain escape upon the sea in one of Dain's praus, 

while "the sun, rising above the calm waters of the Straits, marked 

its own path by a streak of light that glided upon the sea and darted 

up the wide reach of the river, a hurried messenger of light and life 
O 

to the gloomy forests of the coast. . . " (XI, 186). 

8. Moser fails to notice the association of love and light 
and even goes so far as to write the following: "The idea of fer
tility as death recurs in a series of purple passages towards the end 
of the novel describing the hideout where Dain awaits Nina and where 
their love is finally consummated." (Joseph Conrad: Achievement and 
Decline, p. 5U) Dain is uneasy while he is in the hideout— because 
he is being hunted by the Dutch navy. And it is difficult to see 
how Dain's and Nina1s love could have been "consummated" in that 
jungle clearing since Nina arrives only a few minutes ahead of a boat 
full of sailors, and the lovers flee from the spot, along with Babi-
latchi and Almayer, within a few minutes of meeting. 
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The crux of Moser's argument rests upon his belief that Conrad 

fails to treat love as "sympathetically" as he intended. In truth 

Conrad does not accept romantic love as uncritically as his lovers do, 

but unless by sympathetic Moser means the handling of love found in 

magazines for suburban housewives, I do not think we can say that 

Conrad's intentions were confused. In fact, it is only in the love 

story that Conrad comes anywhere near using successfully the technique 

that was to provide the basic framework of the ritual novel. The 

tangled vine imagery, composed of both sinister and positive sugges

tions, reflects both the beauty and promise of love and the forces 

that threaten to undermine it, just as in later novels images • of 

light and darkness contain opposites within themselves, bringing 

together Conrad's divided view of the self and society. Furthermore, 

Conrad explicitly links his love interest to a broader aim which is 

exhibited in Almayer, that is, to a critique of romantic illusion. If 

Dain and Nina are depicted more sympathetically than Almayer, it is 

because they are prepared to live their illusions intensely, and because 

their love is to be subordinated ultimately to a sense of social 

responsibility. 

Conrad makes it abundantly clear that the future will not be 

the idyl that Dain and Nina expect it to be. Time will rob Dain of 

his prowess and Nina of her beauty. Time appears more than once in 

the role of destroyer. Babilatchi, once the proud advisor of sea

going pirates, is reduced to playing tricks for the decadent Lakamba; 

Lingard, the destroyer of Babilatchi's friends, is himself destroyed, 

losing his money and his brig and disappearing in the direction of 
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swept along like the logs of the rain-swollen river. And in one 

of the novel's most effective scenes, Nina's witch-like mother 

advises her daughter as to what she may expect from marriage to 

Dain. Her speech contains the wisdom of a realist, who knows the 

influence a great Ranee may have upon her husband and through him, 

who knows also that in the tropics age treats no woman kindly and 

that eventually there will be "others" (XI, llj.7 —l̂ U). 

Perhaps the most pungent anti-romantic comment on the lovers 

is put into the mouth of Babilatchi when it appears that Dain, Nina, 

Babilatchi, and Almayer will be taken by the Dutch: 

'Then kill me and escape yourseLC,' sobbed out Nina. 
He clasped her close, looking at her tenderly, and 

whispered, 'We will never part 0 Nina J' 
'I shall not stay here any longer,' broke in Babilatchi. 

'No woman is worth a man's life. I am an old man and 
I know' (XI, 183). 

Here, as in Shakespeare's comedies, romantic love is given a certain 

validity even while it is being subjected to the corrective vision 

of mature wisdom. 

Almayer's Folly suffers from Conrad's unacknowledged divided 

view of his protagonist, from a failure to make his protagonist con

vincing, and from the strained rhetoric that afflicts all of Conrad's 

Malay stories. Nevertheless, it is the worthy first novel of a great 

novelist. 

Ill 

It would be pleasant to say that Conrad's art evolved con

tinuously from his earliest work to his most mature productions, but 
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unfortunately this is not really the case. An Outcast of the Islands 

is in some ways less successful than Almayer's Folly, for the con

fusion which appears with only semi-serious consequences in Almayer 

is much more obvious in the second novel. This confusion, together 

with the disasters of "The Return" and the ill-fated Rescue, set 

Conrad seriously thinking about his artistic methods. 

In choosing a protagonist like Peter Willems, Conrad was 

working with familiar material, for Willems is very much like Almayer. 

He is a single-minded egoist, who dreams of a splendid future for 

himself without showing the least concern for other people. Like 

Almayer, he has married a half-caste woman in order to advance his 

career, and like Almayer, he is the unworthy ward of Captain Lingard. 

Yet Conrad seems to have felt that in his first novel he had left 

Almayer too shadowy to make an adequate center of a full-length work, 

and he apparently tried to remedy that defect in An Outcast of the 

Islands. Almayer's decay is brought about by nothing more than 

his own weakness—the weakness of an insignificant man separated 

from his own kind, left to cope with a debilitating climate and na

tive intrigues. His only reason for being in Satnbir at all is that 

Lingard has put him there. 

Willems is essentially like Almayer, but his background, 

his motives, and the causes of his ruin are more complex. First, 

Willems comes to Sambir as a dissatisfied fugitive. Once the con

fidential clerk of Hudig and Co., he has been caught embezzling funds, 

and he has been summarily dismissed. He has had a reputation for 
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cleverness in business, unlike Almayer, and he smarts under the 

humiliation of his new position as Almayer's assistant. In addition, 

unlike Almayer, Willems is capable of genuine sexual passion. The 

cause of his destruction is not only egoism and the influence of 

the tropics, but also Aissa, the beautiful Arab girl, who seems to 

Willems "the very spirit of that land of mysterious forests" (XIV,70). 

Feeling misused by his own race and enslaved by his passion for 

Aissa, Willems shows Abdulla, an Arab trader, the way into the 

river and thereby destroys Lingard's trade and also himself. 

Willem's theft of Hudig's money and his betrayal of Lingard 

are entirely without any kind of moral justification, and Willems 

feels no remorse for either of his crimes. Thus he is fair game 

for Conrad's ironic method. In the following passage, which both 

characterizes Willems and reveals Conrad's moral view of his pro

tagonist, Willems has not yet fallen from his high position: 

Willems walked on homeward weaving the splendid 
web of his future. The road to greatness lay plainly 
before his eyes, straight and shining, without any 
obstacle that he could see. He had stepped off the 
path of honesty, as he understood it, but he would 
soon regain it, never leave it any more I'It was 
a very small matter. He would soon put it right again. 
Meantime his duty was not to be found out, and he trus
ted in his skill, in his luck, in his well-established 
reputation that would disarm suspicion if anybody dared 
to suspect. But nobody would dare I True, he was con
scious of a slight deterioration. He had appropriated 
temporarily some of Hudig's money. A deplorable 
necessity. But he judged himself with indulgence that 
should be extended to the weakness of genius. He 
would be the loser for it, and he would go on unchecked 
toward the brilliant goal of his ambition (XIV, 11). 
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But the ironic method contains severe limitations. It is use

ful only in dealing with relatively simple characters, for it attempts 

to hold them within a framework of moral commentary. To this method 

dramatic scenes and interior monologue are always dangerous. In the 

give-and-take of conversation, characters have a way of coming to life 

on their own. Unless speeches are interspersed with a great deal of 

authorial analysis and unless intensely emotional confrontations are 

avoided, characters tend to burst through the formal controls imposed 

upon them; they often make their appeal directly to the reader's 

sensibility and in doing so may compromise the author's intentions. 

That Conrad felt this difficulty while writing An Outcast of the 

Islands is seen in the following remark to Marguerite Poradowska: "The 

decision is made.• I have changed my title. It will be: 'An Outcast 

of the Islands.' And the work itself is changed. Everything is 

changed except my doubt. Everything—except the fear of those shades 

which one himself calls forth and which so often refuse to obey the 

brain that created them" (G & S, 89). 

In the latter half of Outcast, the ironic tone nearly 

disappears, and the pathos of Willems' position becomes predominant. 

Again Conrad's repressed division of attitude towards a central 

character becomes apparent. Had Conrad not felt, in spite of his 

conscious intentions, that Willems was worthy of sympathy, he 

would not have so prolonged his final abandonment, his physical and 

mental suffering, and his death. Willems is as guilty of heartless 

duplicity as Verloc will be, but one has only to compare the cool, 
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dispassionate presentation of Verloc's demise with the narrative 

of Willems' end to discover the contrast of attitude. Here is 

Willems facing the horror of absolute isolation and inevitable death: 

Round him ceaselessly, there went on without a sound the mad 
turmoil of tropical life. After he had died all this would 
remain! He wanted to clasp, to embrace solid things; he 
had an immense craving for sensations; for touching, pres
sing, seeing, handling, holding on to all these things. 
All this would remain—remain for years, for ages, for
ever. After he had miserably died there, all this would 
remain, would live, would exist in joyous sunlight, would 
breathe in the coolness of serene nights (XIV, 331). 

The very fact that most of the last pages of the novel reflect 

Willems' viewpoint indicates that Conrad must have found his psycho

logy interesting—something one would not have guessed from the tone 

taken earlier in the book. And even earlier there appear, in a 

haphazard way, suggestions that Willems is more complex than his 

overt thoughts and actions would lead us to believe. For example, 

sometimes Willems shows an inexplicable passivity, an unwillingness 

to carry actions through to their logical conclusions. After he has 

brought Abdulla into Sambir, he does not kill Almayer as he should 

have done in order to ensure the success of his action; nor will he 

defend himself when, in a fit of anger, Lingard nearly kills him 

with his bare hands. Willems' inability to act is never explained; 

it remains a mystifying, dark side of an otherwise simple personality. 

Only in the light of later and more mature novels does the 

dark side of Willems become more understandable; then Willems' 

confrontations with Almayer and Lingard begin to seem part of a 

familiar pattern. Willems can be seen as an imperfectly conceived 
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Jim, a man who is often kept from decisive action by basic inner con

flicts. In Lord Jim the conflicts are never reduced to a formula, 

but they are treated at length before being declared mysterious. In 

writing An Outcast of the Islands Conrad either feared the possible 

development of Willems' character or he did not understand Willems1 

potential. By denying Willems' remorse or feelings of guilt, Conrad 

denied even a sketchy explanation of Willems' passivity. 

Comparison with Lord Jim and other later works reveals that 

the confrontations between Willems and Almayer and between Willems 

and Lingard are early and inadequately developed versions of the 

confrontation of a man and his double or alter-ego. Why, it may be 

asked, does Willems show mercy to Almayer unless he sees in that 

other unfortunate ward of Lingard a man like himself? Possibly 

Lingard adopts both Willems and Almayer because he finds in their 

grandiose dreams something which appeals to his own romantic egoism; 

perhaps he cannot mete out justice to Willems because to. do so would 

be to deny a part of himself. For the same reason Willems may be 

unable to fight Lingard. But this is to discuss potential motives, 

not motives that Conrad understands and depicts in the novel. It 

was not until The Nigger of the Narcissus, "Heart of Darkness," and 

Lord Jim that Conrad began to understand the importance of shared 

guilt and other unconscious sympathies as determinants of action. 

That Conrad is unaware of the secret-sharer relationship 

helps to explain the principal weakness of the controlling form of 

the novel. If Conrad does not understand the links that join Lingard, 



33 

Almayer, and Willems, he is also unconscious of his own relationship 

with his protagonist. Therefore, there arises the inevitable con

flict between what Conrad says about Willems and what he feels. Not 

until Conrad was able (or willing) to meet his characters on a basis 

of sympathy, as he does for the first time in The Nigger of the 

Narcissus, could he subordinate his divided attitude to the discipline 

of technique. 

For all of its weaknesses and confusions, An Outcast of the 

Islands is far from a contemptible piece of work. In spite of 

overwriting Conrad does a better job in his second novel than in 

Almayer of evoking the ambiguous spirit of the wilderness. In dis

cussing the Dain-Nina relationship vie noticed that the life-in-death, 

death-in-life nature of the jungle mirrored the danger and inevi

table disillusionment of their love. The love of Willems and Aissa, 

which is based entirely upon physical passion, cannot possibly 

survive the cultural and racial differences that undermine it; there

fore it is reflected directly in tropical nature. It is appropriate 

that this kind of passion should flare up quickly and die away. 

The same futility that characterizes Willems' passion is experienced 

in another form by Lingard, who must learn the folly of his auto

cratic ways. Lingard likes to feel that Sambir belongs entirely to 

him, that he can control every aspect of life in the remote settle

ment. But Lingard is a fool, and the sagacious Babilatchi tells him 

so: "There are forests there. Lakamba rules the land now. Tell 

me, Tuan, do you think the big trees know the name of the ruler? No. 



They are born, they grow, they live and they die—yet know not, 

feel not. It is their land" (XIV, 22$) .  

It is probably Lingard who emerges as the most interesting 

character in the novel, and evidently as the work moved on towards 

completion, Conrad also became increasingly fascinated with the 

flamboyant old adventurer. In Almayer's Folly Lingard had been only 

a shadowy presence hovering in the background of the novel; he was 

an influence but not a personality. But in Outcast a crucial scene, 

the confrontation of Willems and Lingard, is presented entirely 

from Lingard's point of view. At this point in the novel, the psy

chology of the victim of treachery was more interesting to Conrad 

than the psychology of the traitor. Or perhaps it offered Conrad 

some sense of protection to see the world, if only temporarily, 

through the eyes of one who is bluff and hearty and sound. In any 

case, Conrad's next novel was to have Lingard as its hero. But in 

The Rescue the dark side of Lingard suddenly appears in the open, 

and once again Conrad watched helplessly as a simple man grew complex. 

IV 

After he had finished An Outcast of the Islands at the end 

of 189S>, Conrad was not far from the major crisis of his writing 

life. The conflict between intention and performance was to grow 

more acute and to demand a definite resolution. As Conrad grew 

more skillful in rendering the first impression of his protagonist, 

as that impression became more distinct and vivid, the conflict 

between it and the emergent uncontrolled qualities became more 
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noticeable and more destructive. The main trouble with Almayer's 

Folly is that Almayer is not vividly conceived; the conflict of intent 

is secondary. In An Outcast of the Islands the conflict is great 

enough to make the latter half of the novel strangely inconsistent with 

the first half. In "The Return" the conflict is absolutely ruinous. 

"The Return" was not written until the summer of 1897—a 

year and a half after the completion of Outcast. During the interval 

Conrad had written The Nigger of the Narcissus and had been trying 

without success to write The Rescue. He apparently wrote "The Return" 

both as a relief from The Rescue and also as an experiment; he wished 

to solve some of the artistic problems which the novel had raised. (In 

"The Return" Conrad tried to approach a love story similar to the one 

in The Rescue from the point of view of the dull and unsympathetic 

husband.) But the artistic problems which The Rescue raised were not 

to be solved for more than a year, and far from giving relief, "The 

Return" only caused more difficulty. 

In "The Return" Conrad intended to expose "the gospel of the 

beastly bourgeois" (Garnett, 111). His central character, Alan Hervey, 

a typical Londoner of the upper middle class, is shown as a hollow 

man—incapable of love, incapable of rudimentary honesty, incapable of 

any passion more elevated than a fear of losing his image of respec

tability. Conrad intended to expose "the fabulous insincerity of that 

man's convictions" (Garnett, 107). For that purpose he devised a 

variation upon his recurring theme of betrayal and its consequences. 

Often in the early Conrad—in An Outcast of the Islands, in "The 

Lagoon," in "Karain" and in The Rescue—a man betrays his friends 
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for the love of a woman. But in "The Return" Mrs. Hervey leaves her 

husband for a journalist, a business partner of Hervey's, and she 

returns again only because she has decidedthat, in all honesty, she 

cannot love her husband nor anyone else. The "whole point of the 

joke" was to lie in Hervey's desperate and false protestations of 

sincere love, in his absurd lectures upon duty and social stability 

(Garnett, 107). 

At the beginning of the story, the reader is asked to see 

Hervey as a respectable, unpleasant and unsympathetic person. At 

a West End station he emerges from a commuter train along with dozens 

of other men who are dressed exactly as he is. All look alike, with 

empty and self-satisfied expressions: "He was tall, well set up, 

good-looking and healthy; and his clear pale face had under its common

place 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" (VIII, 119)• Nor is his wife his 

superior in understanding and sensitivity. They have been married for 

five years, "but they were no more capable of real intimacy than two 

animals feeding at the same manger, under the same roof, in a luxurious 

stable" (VIII, 122). 

When Hervey discovers that his wife has left him, the tone of 

the story begins to change. The method of ironic commentary gives way 

to direct dramatic representation; the exposure of Hervey's hollowness 

gives way to the depiction of genuine emotion— terror and hysteria. 
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Harvey's speeches to his wife are disingenuous enough; he clearly does 

not believe in the morality he professes, but the feeling that moti

vates these speeches is not dishonesty, but fear, and the fear is 

real. Conrad's original aim of satirizing Hervey is replaced by a 

disposition to take Hervey seriously, and just as in An Outcast of the 

Islands, pathos begins to take precedence over moral judgment. 

Hervey's fear has complex, if undetermined, roots. Conrad 

could not understand the character he had created, but Hervey acquires, 

quite apart from his creator's intentions, a complexity of his own. 

Evidently Conrad intended that Hervey should have been afraid that 

the loss of his reputation will mean the end of his less than admirable 

hopes and plans, but Conrad did not intend that the intensity of 

Hervey's emotions should overshadow his aim of criticizing a particular 

way of life. At first Hervey does worry only about what other members 

of his set will think when they learn that his wife has left him, but 

•gradually he begins to see open beneath him the chasm of life, filled 

with the unaccountable passions and uncertainties that he had so 

carefully avoided, and he is overwhelmed by loneliness— the loneli

ness which, although inherent in his domestic arrangement, he had 

been too underdeveloped emotionally to feel. Understanding a funda

mental condition of existence for the first time, Hervey becomes 

more than just another materialistic businessman. 

By the end of the story, Hervey is not a general type, but an 

individual who can choose the truth over the false life he has been 

living: 
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Why was this assurance of safety heavier than a burden 
of fear, and the day that began presented itself obsti
nately like the last day of all— like a today without a 
tomorrow? Yet nothing was changed, for nobody would know; 
and all would go on as before— the getting, the enjoying, 
the blessing of hunger that is appeased every day; the 
noble incentives of unappeasable ambitions. All— all the 
blessings of life. All— but the certitude immaterial and 
precious— the certitude of love and faith. He believed 
the shadow of it had been with him as long as he could 
remember; that invisible presence had ruled his life. And 
now the shadow had appeared and faded he could not extin
guish his longing for the truth of its substance (VIII, 
180-181). 

And vihen Hervey discovers that, after an unsuccessful flirtation with 

passion, his wife is willing to return to the same false arrangement, 

he stalks out of the house and does not come back. 

After it was too late, after a publisher had rejected "The 

Return" and Conrad had exhausted himself mentally and emotionally 

• trying to improve the story, he does seem to have understood the 

main cause of its failure. In response to some comment of Garnett's, 

Conrad wrote: "Exactly. Another man goes out than the one who came 

in. T'other fellow is dead" (Garnett, 129). Conrad understood that 

the simple man whom he had derisively led forth at the beginning, was 

not the tormented but honest man who walks.away at the end, and he 

must have acutely regretted the abrupt and unintentional transition 

from satire to psychological melodrama. 

Yet "The Return" might have been saved had Conrad known how 

to use some of the undeveloped tendencies of the story's opening. 

Although Conrad began with the idea of despising Hervey and others like 

him, even in the early portions of the story he creates the potential 

for turning satire into pathos. In later years, upon rereading 
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"The Return," Conrad found that it consisted "for the most part of 

physical impressions" (VIII, x). This is true, and it is partly 

through these impressions that the pathetic element manages to 

assert itself alongside the satiric intention. There is the woman 

dressed in black, with her arms full of packages, who darts in dis

tress into a third-class compartment before the doors of the railway 

carriages slam shut with a noise "sharp and spiteful like a fusilade;" 

the man doubled up with coughing among the "acrid fumes" of the rail

way platformj the commuters in dark overcoats, who walk away very fast 

"with the hurried air of men fleeing from something compromising; from 

familiarity or confidences; from something suspected and concealed— 

like truth or pestilence" (VIII, 118-119). Life in London held 

Conrad in a state of disturbed fascination as did life in the tropics, 

and the sympathy which he felt for the human victims of the city and 

of the jungle, unless recognized and provided for in his narrative 

methods, could only be harmful to the form of his stories. 

In summary, "The Return" bears all of the marks of apprentice 

work. It is mainly important for containing so transparently the 

problems that threatened Conrad's art and for having caused Conrad 

a good deal of trouble. Several of Conrad's letters to Garnett, 

written in late 1897, are devoted to "The Return," for Conrad wanted 

desperately to discover what had gone wrong: "Perhaps before the 

book comes out I shall see the true daylight from somewhere and then— 

and then! I must talk it over with you. I do not want to defend 

it. I want only to thoroughly understand" (Garnett, 107). His 
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conscientiousness was to bear fruit, if not soon enough to rescue 

this story, at least within the next two years. 

V 

It is difficult to know how well Conrad understood the reasons 

for his artistic difficulties at the time he was writing "The Return." 

Certainly his success with The Nigger of the Narcissus had not taught 

him how, invariably, to avoid the problems which his divided vision 

caused, nor, for that matter, to capitalize consistently upon the 

opportunities which the same vision afforded him. Conrad was no 

critic; he could not understand what he could not feel. And perhaps 

there is no other way than for an artist to feel himself either right 

or wrong. Involving psychological, moral and political elements, the 

double nature of Conrad's viewpoint cannot be easily summarized and 

labeled. At any rate, it is clear that even after he had written such 

masterpieces as Lord Jim and "Heart of Darkness," Conrad was capable 

of repeating his earlier mistakes. The novelette, "The End of the 

Tether" (1902) provides a good example of the recurring ailment. 

"The End of the Tether" is the story of old Captain Whalley, 

a famous master in his day, who is driven by poverty and love for his 

daughter to conceal encroaching blindness, thereby opening the way 

for the wrecking of his ship and, simultaneously, his suicide. By 

unlawfully serving as a captain while blind, Whalley becomes an 

unintentional accomplice of the ship's owner, Massy, who tampers 

with the ship's compass in order to cause the wreck and collect the 

insurance money. We are fortunate in having Conrad's explicit 
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statement concerning his moral intent for the story. He wrote the 

following to David Meldrum: 

The Eliot episode has a fundamental significance insofar that 
it exhibits the first weakening of old Whalley's character 
before the assault of poverty. As you notice he says nothing 
of his position but goes and takes advantage of the information. 
... A character like Whalley cannot cease to be frank with 
impunity. . . . The pathos for me is in this that the con
cealment of his extremity is as it were forced upon him. 
Nevertheless it is weakness— it is deterioration. Next 
he conveys a sort of false impression to Massy— on justi
fiable grounds. I indicate the progress of the shaking the 
character receives and make it possible to thus by and by 
present the man as concealing the oncoming blindness—and 
so on; till at last he conceals the criminal wrecking of 
his ship by committing suicide. And always there is just 
that shadow, that ghost of justification which should secure 
the sympathy of the reader (Blackburn, 169-170). 

But in the story Conrad's intention of showing Whalley's 

deterioration is not nearly as clear as "that shadow, that ghost of 

justification." Just as in his early work, Conrad had relied upon 

third-person narration, and just as there, he had been unable to con

trol the tone of the story.9 Certainly the reader is told that Whalley 

is doing wrong, and certainly Whalley feels guilt on account of his 

deception: "He had nothing of his own— even his own past of honor, 

of truth, of just pride, was gone. All his spotless life had fallen 

into the abyss" (XVI, 319). Even Whalley's faith in a just and 

benevolent Providence can be seen, after the disaster, as a kind of 

hybris— the pride of one who feels himself under the special 

9. Lawrence Graver notes that critics usually overlook 
Whalley's moral failures and see the captain as a wholly sympathetic 
and admirable character. "Critical Confusion and Conrad's 'The End 
of the Tether.'" Modern Fiction Studies, IX (196b), 390-393. 
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protection of God. All of this is clear enough in the abstract; one 

familiar with the whole body of Conrad's work knows that for a charac

ter to expect anything but disaster is foolhardy. But just as in 

"The Return," the vivid physical impressions, the whole tone and hue of 

Conrad's language, combine to undercut the moral intention. Old 

Whalley's strikingly dignified appearance would itself be enough to 

secure the reader's sympathy. Combine this appearance with good man

ners, a simple but pious soul, fortitude in the face of bad luck, and 

it is unnecessary to add the care of an impoverished daughter and the 

treachery of a wretched, whining villain like Massy. Conrad may have 

been sure of his attitude towards Whalley, but he still was not the 

master of third-person narration. 

It was so difficult for Conrad to strike a balance between his 

sympathies and antipathies that the slightest technical inadequacy 

caused a distortion of his intention and a misinterpretation of meaning. 

He was able to strike this precarious balance only in his ritual novels. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE CRISIS OF Hffi RESCUE 

The third of Conrad's full-length novels was to have been 

called The Rescuer.̂  He began the novel in late March, 1896, and 

almost from the beginning he encountered difficulties. By the 

middle of April he had sent the first chapter to his publisher (Aubry, 

I, 188), but within a month he was seeking relief in a short story; 

he wrote "The Idiots" in May while on his honeymoon at Isle Grande 

(Garnett, £U). By early June he was already referring to the novel 

as "the stupid Rescuer," but he told Edward Garnett that he was 

almost finished with Part I (Garnett, 57). On June 11, he sent Part 

I to London, and soon afterwards serious problems began to arise: 

"To be able" to think and unable to express is a fine torture. I'm 

undergoing it— without patience. I don't see the end of it. It's 

very ridiculous and awful. Now I've got all my people together I 

don't know what to do with them. The progressive episodes of the 

story will not emerge from the chaos of my sensations. . ." (Garnett, 

59). 

1. "The Rescuer Manuscript," a fragment consisting of 598 
holograph pages is held by The British Museum— Ashley 1*787. Under 
the title of The Rescue, the novel was serialized in Land and Water 
from January 30 through July 31, 1919, and in the American magazine, 
Romance, from November, 1919, through May, 1920. It was first 
published as a book in 1920. In this chapter "The Rescuer Manuscript" 
is abbreviated as follows: RMs. 
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Summer found him writing more short stories, first "An Outpost 

of Progress" and then "The Lagoon" (Garnett, 6U). The Rescuer was 

beginning to seem "ghastly," apparently because Conrad was unable to 

create "the yacht people, fche artificial civilized creatures that are 

to be brought in contact with Lingard" (Garnett, 63). In the summer 

of I896, Conrad abandoned The Rescuer altogether in order to devote 

his full attention to The Nigger of the Narcissus, which he finished 

early in 1897. Jubilant at his success with The Nigger, Conrad ex

claimed to Garnett: "Now I have conquered Henley I ain't 'fraid of 

the diwle himself. I will drink to the success of The Rescuer" 

(Aubry, I, 198). But in February, 1897, he wrote of his intention to 

begin "Karain," and he said: "The Rescuer sleeps yet the sleep like 

of death. Will there be a miracle and a resurrection" (Garnett, 

88-89) .? 

During the year 1897, Conrad continued to work at The Rescuer, 

but unfortunately no miracle occurred. That summer he sought relief 

in "The Return" and unwittingly slipped into a nightmare which was, 

if anything, more terrifying than the one he had tried to escape 

(Aubry, I, 206-207). In August he changed the title to The Rescue, 

and he told William Blackwood that he hoped to finish in January, 

I898 (Blackburn, 5-6). The prediction proved inaccurate. Not until 

the winter of 1898 was he able to finish even Part II. In March, 

while in bed with "nervous trouble," he wrote Garnett a gloomy account 

of his difficulties: 

I sit down religiously every morning, I sit down for eight 
hours every day— and the sitting down is all. In the 
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course of that working day of eight hours I write three 
sentences which I erase before leaving the table in des
pair. There's not a single word to send you* Not one I 
... I seem to have lost all sense of style and yet I 
am haunted, mercilessly haunted by the necessity of style. 
And that story I can't write weaves itself into all I 
see, into all I speak, into all I think, into the lines 
of every book I try to read. . . (Garnett, 13U-135). 

Shortly afterwards Conrad wrote "Youth," and he began the 

story which was later to become Lord Jim. He stood unknowingly on 

the threshhold of his most productive period, and still he plodded 

forward with the "damned and muddy romance," and felt guilty for 

evading the difficulties it presented (Garnett, 130). He was dis

couraged enough to consider returning to the sea. Gradually, however, 

he became absorbed with Jim, which was beginning to grow longer than 

anticipated, and he felt more hopeful about himself if even less 

optimistic about The Rescue. Although he had finished with Part 

III of The Rescue by the end of I898, his interest in "Heart of 

Darkness" at the beginning of 1899 far outweighed his concern for 

p 
the longer work.11 

How much of Part IV was written in 1899 cannot be precisely 

determined, but there is reason to believe that most of the one hundred 

and ninety-six pages of Part IV which make up the final portion of 

"The Rescuer Manuscript" existed in some form by the end of 1899. 

Both extrinsic and intrinsic evidence support this conclusion. From 

a study of the manuscript it is clear that Conrad carries his initial 

2. The title page of Part IV of "The Rescuer Manuscript" 
bears the date, December 21, 1898. 



conception through to the final page, whereas the conception was 

drastically revised in the published novel. Second, Conrad's letters 

to Garnett suggest that at least until November of 1899, he was 

making slow, if painful, progress with the manuscript. 

My view conflicts with those of Thomas Moser and J. D. 

Gordan, both of whom believe that the novel was abandoned in Feb

ruary, 1899.̂  Moser and Gordan base their opinions on the fact that, 

after February, 1899, Conrad does not say specifically that he is 

working on The Rescue, mentioning the novel by name. Moser also 

cites a letter which Conrad wrote in 1916 to his agent, J. B. 

Pinker: "I am sending you 135 PP. of Part IV consisting of old 

(2h pp.) newly arranged, rewritten and new stuff" (Aubry, II, 172). 

From this Moser concludes that only twenty-four pages of Part IV 

had been written in 1899. Of course, we can never say exactly 

when any part of the manuscript was written, nor how many drafts 

any page or portion went through to reach its present form, nor even 

that the most excised and interlined pages are the ones that gave 

Conrad the most trouble. Anyone who has written knows that the 

cleanest of his manuscript pages may be clean only by virtue of any 

number of drafts that have ended in the waste basket. The first 

twenty-four pages of Part IV, it is true, are written on a kind of 

paper different from both the preceding and following pages, but 

3. Thomas Moser, "'The Rescuer Manuscript': A Key to 
Conrad's Development—and Decline," Harvard Library Bulletin, X 

(1956), 325>~35>5>; and John D. Gordan, Joseph Conrad: The Making of a 
Novelist (Cambridge, Mass., I9U0), p. 211. 
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the pages following these twenty-four suggest, by their numerous 

interlinings and excisions and by the half-pages pasted to the bottom 

of full pages, that most of Part IV was not composed in 1916, but 

"rewritten" and "rearranged" just as Conrad said. Probably the 

existing version of the manuscript does not differ materially from 

a version completed by the end of 1899. Most of the "new stuff" 

probably consists of interlined passages and added half-pages. All 

of this must remain conjectural, but it is certain that even if 

Conrad did write the final part of the manuscript in 1916, he had 

not changed his earlier conception, whereas in the version pub

lished in 1920, Part IV of "The Rescuer Manuscript" has been dras

tically shortened and its meaning has been greatly changed. 

Moreover, Conrad's letters to Garnett suggest, even if 

they do not say so explicitly, that Conrad did work at the novel 

after February, 1899. On Good Friday, 1899, he wrote: "McClure 

is trying to ram The Rescue into the Atlantic Monthly but the R 

is not finished yet—not yet—not yet" (Garnett, 1$2). Pressure 

from his publishers would very likely have induced Conrad to do 

some work on the novel in spite of his greater interest in Lord 

Jim and his collaboration with Ford Madox Hueffer. Also, in October 

he wrote to Garnett in unmistakable reference to The Rescue, for 

it was only this novel that Garnett was shown in manuscript; Lord 

Jim was sent directly to Blackwood's 

U. In the introduction to Letters from Joseph Conrad, Garnett 
writes: "Apart from The Rescuer, which he continued to send me, 
chapter by chapter, he had confidence in himself and was receiving 
encouragement from various quarters. . . After The Rescuer, for 
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If I don't sent proofs or type, it is because there is, 
alas, so little to send and what there is, is not worthy. 
I feel it badj and, unless I am hopelessly morbid, I 
cannot be altogether wrong. So much I am conceited; I 
fancy that I know a good thing when I see it. I am 
very weary of the difficulty of it. The game is not 
worth the candle; of course there is no question of 
throwing up the hand. It must be played out to the end, 
but it is the other men who hold the trumps and the 
prospect is not inspiring (Garnett, 1̂ 6). 

In other words, October of 1899* found Conrad distracted 

and overwhelmed by other commitments but working slowly and painfully 

at The Rescue. In November, however, he may have given up entirely. 

"Your question about The Rescue," he wrote to Garnett, "sent a shiver 

down my back. Jim's dragging his slow length along—apres nous 

verrons" (Garnett, 1̂ 9). Still, while reviewing his production for 

the year, he told William Blackwood in December that he had written 

"other pages scribbled over—pages not destined for the 'House,' but 

I can't pretend to look upon them with satisfaction" (Blackburn, 80). 

That is, he had done other work besides "Heart of Darkness" and Lord 

Jim, which were written exclusively for Blackwood's Magazine, and 

besides Seraphina, the work of collaboration, which was submitted to 

Blackwood but rejected. Conrad's hopeless feeling about these "other 

pages" indicates that he was referring to The Rescued 

many years to come, he no longer sent me his manuscripts for private 
criticism." (Indianapolis, 1928), p. 27. 

5. William Blackburn, the editor of the Conrad-Blackwood 
correspondence, assumes that Conrad refers to The Rescue. Besides 
these references, Conrad told David Meldrum in April, 1900, that 
"the R shall be finished before long. . ." (Blackburn, 89). If 
Conrad had not written most of Part IV in 1899} it seems unlikely 
that he would have felt that the novel was so near completion. 



Although Conrad considered taking up the manuscript in 

September, 1900, in 1902, and in 1910, he probably did little 

work on it until 1916, and he did not resume the novel in earnest 

until 1918. By 1918, he had become so crippled by gout that he 

was forced to dictate the concluding parts of the story, and "The 

Rescuer Manuscript" remained a fragment. 

II 

The fullest statement of Conrad's intentions for The Rescue 

are found in an epitome which he sent to his publisher, William 

Blackwood: 

The human interest of the tale is in the contact of Lingard, 
the simple, masterful, imaginative adventurer with a type of 
civilized woman—a complex type. He is a man tenacious of 
purpose, enthusiastic in undertaking, faithful in friendship. 
He jeopardizes the success of his plans first to assure her 
safety and then absolutely sacrifices them to what he be
lieves the necessary condition of her happiness. He is 
throughout mistrusted by the whites whom he wishes to save; 
he is unwillingly forced into a contest with his Malay 
friends. Then when the rescue, for which he had sacri
ficed all the interests of his life, is accomplished, he 
has to face his reward—an inevitable separation. This 
episode of his life lifts him out of himself; I want to 
convey in the action of the story the stress and exaltation 
of the man under the influence of a sentiment which he 
hardly understands and yet-.which is real enough to make 
him as he goes on reckless of consequences. It is only at 
the very last that he is perfectly enlightened, when the 
work of rescue and destruction is ended and nothing is 
left to him but to try and pick up as best he may the 
broken thread of his life. Lingard—not the woman—is 
the principal personage. That's why all the first part 
is given up to the presentation of his personality. It 
illustrates the method I intend to follow. I aim at 
stimulating vision in the reader. If after reading the 
Part 1st you don't see my man, then I've absolutely 
failed and must begin again—or leave the thing alone 
(Blackburn, 9-10). 



Besides giving a general idea of the novel's plot, Conrad's 

summary is important for suggesting two things: first,,that his 

primary objective is to make us see Lingard, "the simple, masterful, 

imaginative adventurer," and secondrthat Mrs. Travers is to be "a 

complex type" of civilized woman. And yet in "The Rescuer Manu

script" Conrad is as unsuccessful in making Lingard simple as he is 

in making Mrs. Travers complex. 

In contrast to his treatment of Almayer and Willems, Conrad 

obviously intended to take a sympathetic view of his hero. If, 

in his first two novels, he had given moral commentary precedence 

over visual representation, he would be certain that the characters 

of The Rescue were seen. As if correcting an obtrusive moral bias, 

he told Garnett that he aimed at "pictures—pictures—pictures" 

and "no damned mouthing" (Garnett, 108). And as if abrogating all 

moral intentions for the story, he said that he wanted to make it 

a "glorified book for boys" (Garnett, 108). But in spite of his 

aim and in spite of his fine success at making us see, Conrad was 

not a writer who could leave moral judgment out of his presenta

tion. In Conrad's novels and stories, if the moral viewpoint is 

not controlled throughout, it appears in a haphazard fashion, even 

if against the author's will. 

As a result of Conrad's mistaken intentions, Lingard threa

tens to become an egotist of boundless proportions and without 

adequate commentary, either direct or oblique, to serve as a moral 

corrective. Within the framework of third-person narrative, Con-rad 
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could discover no way of presenting a balanced view of his protag

onist.. The difficulty is the same as that which marred Almayer's 

Folly and An Outcast of the Islands, but in reverse. Conrad began 

his first two novels with a contemptuous attitude towards Almayer 

and Willems; almost against his will he learned sympathy. He began 

The Rescue with a sympathetic view of Lingard, but found that he 

could not restrain his need to write moral commentary. Artistically 

it was not enough to express, here and there, a divided view of 

Lingard. The double attitude, the appreciation of the romantic ego 

and the criticism of egoism, had to be kept always in view, so that 

when the reader had finished the last page of the novel, he would 

hold in his mind a single, unified impression— a complex impres

sion but by no means confused. Unfortunately, the picture of Lingard 

in "The Rescuer Manuscript" is confused as well as complex. Conrad 

does not show enough artistic sophistication to make his tendency to 

idealize the romantic egoist compatible with his knowledge that 

unrestrained egoism is a dangerous and incomplete way of life. 

On the one hand, Conrad intends to make Lingard a hero of 

mythic proportions. The hint is dropped early in the novel, where 

there is an explicit comparison of the action in the novel with the 

Trojan War. In both The Rescue and the Trojan romance, destruction 

and disaster result from the passionate devotion inspired by a 

woman. The mate, Shaw, who is depicted unsympathetically as being 

conventional and respectable, takes a dim view of the motivation 

behind the Trojan war, and later he objects vehemently to the 
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"lawless" proceedings of his own captain. Elsewhere Lingard's 

personality and action are compared to the spirit of Elizabethan 

adventurers. To Mrs. Travers, perhaps the most idealized of all 

Conrad's women, Lingard seems a figure from books, and she is over

whelmed by his energy and passionate enthusiasm, which she contrasts 

with the dreary insincerity of London society. Conrad emphasizes 

especially the difference between Lingard and the pompous and stupid 

Mr. Travers. Of Lingard Mrs. Travers thinks: "There was greatness 

in the idea that possessed that simple soul; there was nothing sordid 

in the romantic impulse; it was as pure and hot as a clear flame" 

(RMs, 3lU). And she confronts with amazement his open, guileless 

manner of expressing himself: "There were in plain sight his per

plexities, affections, doubt, his violence, his folly— and the 

existence they made up was lawless perhaps but not vile" (RMs, 323). 

Yet there is another side of Lingard which is sinister rather 

than attractive. If he is faithful in friendship and straightforward 

in speech and action, he is also an autocrat, capable of tyranny and 

devastating anger. For example, he revels in the power he holds over 

his brig. It is his kingdom and his subject, obeying him without 

question; without him it is nothing— "a thing powerless and des

picable; a mere combination of decaying matter. . ." (RMs, 17). 

He is excessively eager to fight, especially where his own honor is 

concerned, and he even contemplates destroying all Malays in the area 

simply to prove to Mrs. Travers that he is a great man (RMs, 3̂ 0). 

Moreover, his motives for helping Hassim and Immada regain their 



kingdom are far from disinterested: 

The opportunity to make war and to make history had been 
offered to him. The islands, the shallow sea, the men 
of the islands and the sea seemed to press on him from 
all sides with subtle and irresistible solicitation. 
They surrounded him with a murmur of mysterious pos
sibilities, with an atmosphere lawless and exciting , 
with a suggestion of power to be picked up by a strong 
hand (RMs, 187). 

Thus Conrad is aware of the potential of Lingard's character 

for both good and evil, but he fails to convey a unified impression 

of his hero— an impression which simultaneously takes into account 

both Lingard's strengths and weaknesses. This is a failure of 

technique, particularly in shaping an imagistic structure for the 

novel. 

Conrad had no more success in presenting an integrated view 

of his heroine, Mrs. Travers. His attitude towards Mrs. Travers, 

like his view of Lingard, is sharply divided. On the one hand, 

Mrs. Travers is an unbelievably idealized creation— absolutely 

perfect in beauty and understanding. Some idealization was ob

viously necessary, for she must be an unusually attractive woman if 

she is to distract a man as resolute as Lingard from his commitments 

But it was unrealistic of Conrad to think that Mrs. Travers could 

help to bring about the disastrous resolution of the action without 

sharing some of the guilt with Lingard. If Mrs. Travers is to be 

a femme fatale, she, too, must have a sinister side, and she must 

be a complex personality, just as Conrad said she would be in the 

summary which he sent to William Blackwood. Conrad evidently did 

not realize until it was too late that an idealized character is 



a simple character and that he had not sufficiently prepared his 

heroine for the role she was to play.̂  

Conrad intended to write a version of the story D. H. Lawrence 

was later to do so successfully. A woman who is bored with the sham of 

civilized society comes suddenly into contact with a primitive, virile 

man, who makes her see that life can, after all, be large and full 

and passionate. But in Conrad's novel there was to be at the end that 

7 "giving in" of which Lawrence disapproved in all of Conrad's work. 

Mrs. Travers was to discover that she was not prepared to give herself 

to the violent and crude life which Lingard offered. She was to find 

herself compelled to assert her femininity in opposition to his mascu

line vigor—in order to "satisfy her conscience and her pity" (RMs, 

56l). She was to work against Lingard to rescue her husband, whom she 

despised, because she could not bear to give up her complacency and 

the continuity of her life. She was, in short, to behave very much 

like Mrs. Hervey of "The Return" who comes back to her husband after a 

brief, unconsummated adventure in extra-marital romance. 

6. Thomas Moser argues that Conrad had difficulty in de
picting women characters and in writing about romantic love because 
of repressed feelings of misogyny. Although Moser applies his 
thesis much too liberally to Conrad's work, certainly the idealized 
and wooden characterization suggests some kind of inhibition. The 
tendency to idealize was perhaps a defense against feelings Conrad 
did not wish to acknowledge. See Joseph Conrad: Achievement and 
Decline. 

7. On October 30, 1912, Lawrence wrote to Edward Garnett: 
"The Conrad. . . makes me furious—and the stories are so good. 
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 for giving in." The Collected Letters 
of D. H. Lawrence, ed. Harry T. Moore, Vol. I, ("London, 1 9 6 2 ), p. 1S>2. 



All of these intentions are apparent in the last one hundred 

pages of "The Rescuer Manuscript"—pages which ara almost entirely-

omitted from the published version of the novel. As Lingard and Mrs. 

Travers sail towards the shore where Travers and d'Alcacer are held 

prisoner, she begins to see Lingard as the enemy: "The impetuous and 

deliberate passion in his life, his lust of conquest, his lust of 

generosity were like a triple wall encircling the men she had to save. 

This was her task. She had to save them—to satisfy her conscience 

and her pity; she had to defend its integrity against the magnifi

cence of this man's instincts" (RMs, 5>6l). Meanwhile, Lingard 

recklessly confides more and more in Mrs. Travers, revealing his 

plans and his most intimate thoughts. She makes a half-hearted 

attempt to warn him that their interests are no longer the same: 

"I fear," she said softly, "you are preparing for yourself a ter

rible deception" (RMs, 576). But he is not to be discouraged as 

he sets himself up for betrayal. He discourses upon the enormous 

importance of luck: "I tell you I believe in it. There's nothing 

like luck. ... I recognize you. You were my luck" (RMs, 591-

596). 

Obviously Mrs. Travers is going to betray Lingard, and she 

is going to do it consciously; yet shortly after this speech the 

manuscript ends, and in the published version of the novel, the 

long conversation between Lingard and Mrs. Travers is omitted, and 

there is no betrayal. In The Rescue, published in 1920, Mrs. Travers 

fails to present the ring which would save Hassim and Immada only 



because she mistrusts Jorgenson and because she feels sorry for 

Lingard: "He was not in a state to be told anything, and it seemed 

to her that she did not want to speak, that in the greatness of 

compassion she simply could not speak" (XII, Ul8-Ul9). 

Resulting entirely from chance, Mrs. Travers' "compassion," 

and old Jorgenson's hatred of life, the resolution of the published 

novel is far from convincing, and it is in this changed ending that 

The Rescue differs most significantly from "The Rescuer Manuscript." 

Not only are Lingard and Mrs. Travers absolved of all guilt in the 

published version, but a good many technical preparations for the 

original ending (which are unhappily retained) completely lack 

meaning. Immada's fear of Mrs. Travers becomes completely pointless, 

and Mrs. Travers' remark that she must save the two men because she 

has "no kingdoms to conquer" has no significance whatever (XII, 21̂ ). 

In addition, the continual warnings of the dangers of domesticity 

as they are reflected in the cases of the respectable Shaw and the 

timid crew of the yacht have no organic function if Lingard's resolu

tion is not to be overcome by Mrs. Travers. The early characterization 

of Jorgenson is also misleading. Jorgenson is originally seen as 

a man like Lingard, only older and more unlucky, but he must be 

changed into a motiveless villain in order to blow up the Emma. 

In brief, Conrad's narrative method has been no more success

ful in presenting a unified view of Mrs. Travers than it has been 

in presenting a balanced picture of Lingard. If she is to betray 

Lingard, then Conrad must prepare the reader fcr the betrayal; the 
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early idealized descriptions must be qualified. Had Conrad carried 

out the originalpLanof"The Rescuer Manuscript," Mrs. Travers 

would have been a hybrid character, a strange combination of romantic 

heroine and villainess. By the time Conrad actually completed the 

novel, his moral universe had become simpler. He was, by then, more 

willing to allow his plot to turn upon the working of fortune. Had 

he not, after all, used this same method to resolve the action of 

Chance? If, as Guerard has shown, evil in the late Conrad is 

usually outside of central characters rather than within, then 

Conrad would have felt no need to demonstrate the guilt of his hero 
O 

and heroine. Nevertheless, The Rescue is inferior to several of 

Conrad's other late works. Good things can be said about novels 

like Victory and The Rover. If the worlds they present are morally 

and technically simpler than the worlds of Lord Jim and Nostromo, 

the two later novels do shov; Conrad in firm control of his material. 

But The Rescue poses a problem in the manner of early Conrad and 

solves the problem by the method of late Conrad. The two methods 

and the two worlds are not compatible. 

Conrad faced one further problem in "The Rescuer Manuscript," 

a problem which proved intractable again by reason of inadequate 

technique. Using third-person narrative, Conrad was as incapable 

of dealing with the novel's political situation as he had been of 

characterizing his hero and heroine. 

8. Conrad the Novelist, p. 25>7. 
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The LingarcL of "The Rescuer Manuscript" holds complicated and 

conflicting political views, just as did Conrad himself. Of Conrad's 

political views, J. H. Retinger writes: "By descent a conservative 

belonging to the Polish gentry, by tradition a democrat, he was in 

reality at times almost Utopian in his ultra-conservative ideas, 

at others he professed an extreme, almost fanatical radicalism. . . 

In like manner, Lingard is a benevolent autocrat ("King Tom") and 

a natural aristocrat whose beliefs can be passionately democratic. 

Besides restoring Hassim and Immada to their throne, Lingard wishes 

to revive the Malay confederacy. In that confederacy "every man had 

a voice in the choice of a supreme ruler; the village headmen attended 

the hereditary chiefs of districts to represent in great councils 

the interest of the common people" (RMs, $69). 

In addition, Lingard's hatred of Mr. Travers springs from 

deeper sources than Travers' interference with his project. Lingard's 

only memory of his native Devon fishing village is of "poverty, cold, 

hunger, hard work— and death" (RMs, I4I4.2). He reflects bitterly 

that, while he is about to risk the dreams of a lifetime in order 

to rescue the yacht, in English waters the yacht probably would not 

so much as alter its course to save a boatful of drowning fishermen. 

Moreover, Travers proves to be an aristocrat with no sense of noblesse 

oblige, a man interested solely in the furtherance of his political 

career (RMs, 23k). He stands for an establishment which, unlike the 

court of Prince Hassim, cares nothing for the welfare of the common 

9. Conrad and his Contemporaries: Souvenirs (London, 19Ul)s 
p. 77. 



people. From his descriptions of Travers, it is clear that Conrad 

shares Lingard's dislike for the Englishman: 

Between those two men ̂ Lingard and Carter7 weatherbeaten, 
sunburnt, and tanned, he stood without a mark of weari
ness or exposure, with the air of having been born 
invulnerable. He had a full pale face; and his complexion 
was perfectly colourless, yet amazingly fresh, as though 
he had been kept all the time rolled up in damp clothes 
stored at the bottom of the hold and only that moment 
let out into the light of day (Ms, 2hl). 

But evidently Conrad was afraid that the novel would give a 

mistaken idea of his political views and of his feeling for Great 

Britain. In the published version he removed all of Lingard's demo

cratic sentiments and greatly softened his treatment of Travers. 

Like the personalities of his hero and heroine, the political 

situation brought to the surface some of Conrad's most conflicting 

feelings, and demanded from him the highest expression of his artistic 

technique. Before he was able to handle these issues successfully, 

as in Nostromo and Under Western Eyes, Conrad had to make a greater 

effort of detachment. He found that his political novels were most 

successful when his own political opinions were least on display; he 

also found it less disturbing to make his irresponsible politicians 

Russians or South Americans. Conrad never really felt free to criti

cize the people and institutions of his own shore of refuge. 

And yet some of Conrad's dislike of Travers must have grown 

out of his own ambiguous feelings towards England. A young Polish 

nobleman cast up on the shores of the British Isles, alone and knowing 

little English, must surely have encountered enough snubs and humili

ations to make him capable of depicting Travers as both a villain 
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and an Englishman. The solitary walks through London that threatened 

to "rush in and overwhelm" The Secret Agent may actually have over

whelmed parts of "The Rescuer Manuscript." 

Ill 

Conrad's frustrating experience with "The Rescuer Manuscript" 

set him experimenting in both theme and technique. Some experiments 

proved inconsequential; some, like "The Return," led Conrad into 

difficulties as discouraging as those presented by "The Rescuer 

Manuscript." But at least one story which Conrad wrote during this 

period of crisis pointed the way towards the ultimate solution of 

those problems that had damaged his first novels and stories. 

"Karain" (written in the winter of 1897) shows Conrad learning to 

construct by imagery rather than ideas, and it reveals Conrad's 

earliest use, except for The Nigger of the Narcissus, of a first-

person narrator to imbue imagery with a double meaning. If "Karain" 

does not contain the complex interpenetration of opposite feelings 

that we find in "Heart of Darkness" and Lord Jim, at least in this 

early story, Conrad works out a structure that turns largely upon 

the opposition of light and dark images, and he tries to show that 

both light and darkness are part of a comprehensive reality. 

The protagonist of "Karain" has a good deal in common with 

Lingard. Karain is also a romantic egoist and a man of action with 

charismatic qualities, and like Lingard, he is vulnerable. Lingard's 

imaginative egoism, the very source of his power, makes him also a 

sentimentalist, willing to sacrifice the enterprise of a life-time 
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to the appeal of a lady in distress. In like manner, the powerful 

unconscious energy that gives Karain his magnificent presence, that 

makes him the unquestioned leader of his people, also lays him open 

to the sinister phantoms of his imagination. Having betrayed and 

killed his friend for the love of his friend's sister, Karain is 

haunted by the ghost of the betrayed. 

In "Karain" Conrad nearly succeeds in doing justice to 

both the strengths and weaknesses of his protagonist. Karain is 

brought into a precisely defined contact with a narrator, whereas 

Conrad had been too unsure of himself to clarify his attitude 

towards Lingard. The narrator of "Karain" is the captain of a schooner 

which has been carrying guns and ammunition to support one of Karain's 

wars. As a European, the narrator can view the Malays with some 

detachment; they are to him both splendid and absurd, both barbarous 

and sympathetically human. "No man will speak to his master," the 

narrator says; "but to a wanderer and a friend, to him who does not 

come to teach or rule, to him who asks for nothing and accepts all 

things, words are spoken by the campfires, in the shared solitude 

of the sea, in riverside villages, in resting-places surrounded by 

forests—words are spoken that take no account of race or colour" 

(VIII, 26). Perhaps because Conrad had tried to be too much the 

"master" of his characters in his third-person narrations, they would 

not open up to him, would not speak with their true voices, but 

having lodged his point of view in one of his characters, Conrad 

can give a coherent account of Karain. 
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The meaning of "Karain" is to be found mainly in the imagery 

which surrounds the protagonist; images become the principal means 

by which Conrad investigates the question of truth and illusion. 

At first Karain appears to the narrator in the brilliant 

light of the tropical sun, surrounded by the pomp of state and his 

worshipful followers, a man who not only seems invulnerable to 

darkness, but who very probably has no existence at all outside of 

the light. The whole land appears as if "nothing could survive 

the coming of the night" (VIII, 5). The bay, where the schooner 

anchors, is like "a bottomless pit of intense light" (VIII, £), 

and everything is like a great stage with Karain at its center: 

In many successive visits we came to know his stage 
well—the purple semicircle of hills, the slim trees 
leaning over houses, the yellow sands, the streaming 
green of ravines. All that had the crude and blended 
coloring, the appropriateness almost excessive, the 
suspicious immobility of a painted scene; and it 
enclosed so perfectly the accomplished acting of his 
amazing pretences that the rest of the world seemed 
shut out forever from the gorgeous spectacle. There 
could be nothing outside. It was as if the earth had 
gone on spinning and had left that crumb of its sur
face alone in space. He appeared utterly cut off 
from everything but the sunshine, and that even seemed 
to be made for him alone (VIII, 7-8). 

This brilliant and crude light makes the perfect vehicle 

for carrying the feeling which the Europeans have for Karain. The 

genuineness of Karain's magnificence remains unquestioned by his 

followers, but the skeptical foreigners wonder "what depth of hor

rible void such an elaborate front could be worthy to hide" (VIII,6). 

The light seems to deny, by its very intensity, that it has the 

power to reveal the inner truth of things. 
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This inner truth is revealed only during the schooner's last 

stop at the bay. Then it becomes apparent that darkness has always 

had a stronger grip upon Karain's mind than light. In the middle 

of the night, during a fierce thunder storm, Karain appears in the 

dimly lighted cuddy of the schoonerj far from presenting an heroic 

appearance, he is wet and bedraggled and panting with fear and 

exhaustion. The narrator and his fellow officers learn that Karain's 

old sword bearer, whose function was to ward off evil spirits, has 

died, and that since the time of the old man's death, Karain has been 

tormented by the ghost of his betrayed friend. 

Although the narrator does not believe that the ghost is real, 

he does believe in the power of Karain's illusion. "It was amazing," 

he says. "To him his life— that cruel mirage of love and peace— 

seemed as real, as undeniable, as theirs would to any saint, philo

sopher or fool of us all" (VIII, UU). Recognizing that a charm 

against evil may also be a powerful illusion, Hollis, one of the 

ship's officers, gives Karain a talisman contructed from a ribbon, 

the palm of a lady's glove, and a jubilee sixpence. As Karain 

accepts the gift, "someone on deck dragged off the skylight cover 

and a flood of light fell into the cabin" (VIII, £1). The story 

refuses to make any statement about ultimate realities: the solid 

things that exist in broad daylight and the phantoms of the inner 

darkness are equally true or equally false, as the case may be. 

Conrad is anxious to assert that light and darkness are 

part of a comprehensive reality (or illusion), but he fails to 
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discover quite the "illuminating episodewhich would give the whole 

truth an imagistic significance.̂ - The industrial civilization of the 

West, trusting in things that can be seen by daylight, and the people 

of the East, haunted by phantoms of the night, each represent only 

a part of the truth. Conrad's problem is to assert both truths simul

taneously, but in attempting to do so, he reduces the truths to ideas, 

to qualities of contrasting civilizations, instead of exploiting 

their capacity to be extended by means of imagery through a wide range 

of associations. 

Although Conrad does attempt to make the last incident of 

the story such a revealing episode, he fails to discover a workable 

formula. Years after his encounter with Karain, the narrator meets 

Jackson, another of the ship's officers, in the Strand. There they 

talk, surrounded by the filth and confusion of the city, by the empty 

faces of the hurrying crowd, by all the trappings of a civilization 

founded upon materialism. Gazing at the scene, Jackson remarks: 

"Yes; I see it, ... It is there; it pants, it runs, it rolls; 

it is strong and alive; it would smash you if you didn't look out; 

but I'll be hanged if it's as yet as real to me as. . . that other 

thing. . . say, Karain's story." "I think,11 says the narrator 

ironically, "that decidedly, he had been away from home too long" 

(VIII, ££). Thus Conrad did try to give both truths (or both illusions) 

equal status, but he could not consistently attach his expression 

11. At one point Conrad attributed his failure with The 
Rescue to his inability to imagine an "illuminating episode" 
(Garnett, 6U). 
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of divided feelings to thematic images. While "Karain" is more suc

cessful than The Rescue and most other early stories, it is not an 

entirely satisfactory piece of work. 

In The Rescue, however, Conrad failed even to make a start 

at developing a viable structure of thematic imagery. Evidently he 

began with an abstract notion of what his characters should be, and 

when he had become deeply engaged with the story and his divided 

feelings had come to the surface, he was unable to give those feelings 

direction. Like a helpless bystander, Conrad watched himself be

coming more and more entangled in an impossible situation. Early in 

the struggle, he told Garnett that he was afraid of himself: "I 

am so afraid of my likes and dislikes, of my thought and my expression 

that I must fly to you for relief— or condemnation" (Garnett, U9). 

And much later, after two years of mind-numbing labor, Conrad said 

that he thought he had taken the wrong approach from the beginning 

but that he was in "waist deep" and had not "the heart to start all 

over again (Garnett, 1J4.O). It may be that by the time Conrad made 

this second remark, he had begun to see why The Rescue had gone 

wrong; at least he was already at work on Lord Jim, which was to be 

a much more successful book. But The Rescue was never to be com

pleted according to original plans, and it would never rank as one 

of his best works. 

In "The Rescuer Manuscript" Conrad attempts to deal once 

more with his ambiguous feeling towards the romantic egoist. If 

he had not yet acquired the technical ability to make his divided 



vision viable, he was at least a better artist for having struggled 

to achieve a more perfect artistic sincerity. 



CHAPTER U 

THE RITUAL NOVEL: 

THE NIGGER OF THE NARCISSUS AND "HEART OF DARKNESS" 

The Nigger of the Narcissus is the first of Conrad's ritual 

novels, that is, the first novel in which he successfully balances 

the conflicting demands of the self on one side and organized society 

on the other. For the first time he intentionally splits the 

controlling point of view between an omniscient author, who admires 

self-abnegation and devotion to social ideas, and a first-person 

narrator, who is sympathetic towards egoism and involved in the 

story as a declared egoist. This shift in point of view held the 

most important consequences for the development of Conrad's artj 

his sympathy is not something imposed upon his work but a part of 

its very fiber and the inspiration of his evolving technique. Having 

chosen to accept and to represent his divided view of the self and 

society, Conrad turned his art towards the expression of paradox. 

He attempted to achieve a through interpenetration of conflicting 

feelings in the form of his novels, and technically this was a diffi

cult feat. Nothing better demonstrates than the form of The Nigger 

of the Narcissus how a great novelist's craftmanship is inseparable 

from his vision of truth. 

The omniscient author accepts the traditional organization 

of shipboard society as just and necessary. In him we still hear 
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the uncompromising voice of the Conrad who could tell Marguerite 

Poradowska that "in oneself one is nothing" and that "a man is 

worth neither more nor less than the work he accomplishes with 

honesty of purpose and means, and within the strict limits of 

his duty towards society" (G & S, J46). Apparently the tradition 

of the sea is alive and healthy even though the sailors of the 

earlier part of the century were stronger and less complicated 

than the men of the Narcissus. Singleton, the sturdy old patri

arch of the forecastle, is said to be one of the last of his 

kind: 

He stood, still strong, as ever unthinking; a ready 
man with a vast empty past and with no future, with 
his childlike impulses and his man's passions already 
dead within his tattooed breast. The men who could 
understand his silence were gone— those men who 
knew how to exist beyond the pale of life and within 
sight of eternity. They had been strong, as those' 
are strong who know neither doubts nor hopes. They 
had been impatient and enduring, turbulent and de
voted, unruly and faithful. Well-meaning people 
had tried to represent those men as whining over 
every mouthful of their food; as going about their 
work in fear of their lives. But in truth they had 
been men who knew toil, privation, violence, de
bauchery— but knew not fear, and had no desire 
of spite in their hearts. Men hard to manage, but 
easy to inspire; voiceless men— but men enough 
to scorn in their hearts the sentimental voices 
that bewailed the hardness of their fate. It 
was a fate unique and their own; the capacity 
to bear it appeared the pivilege of the chosen! 
Their generation lived inarticulate and indispen
sable, without knowing the sweetness of affections 
or the refuge of a home— and died free from the 
dark menace of a narrow grave. They were the 
everlasting children of the mysterious sea. Their 
successors are the grown-up children of a discon
tented earth. They are less naughty, but less 
innocent; less profane, but perhaps also less 
believing; and if they have learned how to speak, 



they have also learned how to whine. But the others 
were strong and mute; they were effaced, bowed and 
enduring, like stone caryatides that hold up in the 
night the lighted halls of a resplendent and glorious 
edifice. They are gone now—and it does not matter. 
The sea and the earth are unfaithful to their children; 
a truth, a faith, a generation of men goes—and is 
forgotten, and it does not matter I Except, perhaps, 
to the few of those who believed the truth, confessed 
the faith—or loved the men (III, 2U-25). 

This passage is representative of the moral position of 

the omniscient author, who takes old Singleton as his moral norm. 

The first-person narrator, however, observes the action from a 

significantly different viewpoint. Although he, too, is often 

critical of the crew, he is also a sympathetic participant in the 

action, and he is vulnerable to the same forces that threaten them. 

Like the other crew members, he is an egoist who is susceptible 

to the deception and self-deception of James Wait. The tension 

between contrasting points of view, working through imagery and 

plot, imbues the novel with its unique form. 

The previously quoted passage, characterizing the men of 

Singleton's generation, makes a good point of departure for dis

cussing the complex of feeling out of which the novel is made. The 

passage is notable for suggesting a contrast between generations 

of seamen; Singleton and men like him are "the everlasting children 

of the mysterious sea," while the men of the next generation "are 

the grown-up children of a discontented earth." This contrast is 

gradually expanded into a contrast of land and sea. 

This contrast of land and sea is alluded to at several 

points throughout the novel. The Narcissus is clean, white, and 



resplendent, while the tug that serves her is a creature of the 

earth, resembling "an enormous and aquatic black beetle, surprised 

by the light, overwhelmed by the sunshine, trying to escape with 

ineffectual effort into the distant gloom of the land" (XXIII, 27). 

There is also between land and sea an opposition of moral value. 

When the Narcissus reaches port, she ceases to live—"the shadows 

of soulless walls fell upon her, the dust of all continents leaped 

upon her deck. . ." (XXIII, l6£). And the clerk who pays off the 

crew thinks Singleton "a disgusting old brute" and the despicable 

Donkin "an intelligent man" (XXIII, 169). But this contrast, while 

pervasive, exists only at the rational level. Alongside the moral 

views of the omniscient author and beneath them, other forces are 

at work welding together elements which the conceptualizing intellect 

has analyzed into parts. The essential unity of land and sea is 

suggested through imagery which, while seeming to support the 

opposition of the two elements, actually reinforces the broader 

sympathy of the first-person narrator—a sympathy which tends to 

dissolve oppositions. In addition, the plot of the novel works 

through a series of distinct stages of development in the psycho

logical and social life of the crew to suggest this same unity. 

The contrast of land and sea, seen as a moral contrast in 

the difference between two generations of seamen, is supported by 

the juxtaposition of images of light and darkness, but these images, 

like Conrad's own sympathies, are unstable. They have a tendency 

to contain opposite feelings. At first, as I have indicated, the 



land is seen in terms of shadows and gloom, while the ship and sea 

are dazzling with light. Even before the ship leaves port the 

contrasting pattern of light and dark images begins. The forecastle 

is the one bright spot of light amidst an enveloping darkness. Inside, 

in the crude light, heads protrude over "the white rims of berths," 

while the "bodies were lost in the gloom of those places that re

sembled narrow niches for coffins in a white-washed and lighted 

mortuary" (XXIII, 8). Later the berths are said to have "yawned 

black, like graves," while "a leg hung over the edge very white and 

lifeless. An arm stuck straight out with a dark palm turned up, 

and thick fingers half-closed" (XXIII, 22). In the morning the 

Narcissus goes to sea, and one of Conrad's finest descriptive pas

sages grows up around the contrasting images of darkness and light: 

"the short black tug" attends upon the Narcissus, as within sight 

of "the distant gloom of the land," she runs out to sea, "a high 

and lonely pyramid, gliding all shining and white through the sunlit 

mist." Then, left alone, she "seemed to stand resplendent and still 

upon the restless sea, under the moving sun. Flakes of foam swept 

past her sides; the water struck her with flashing blows; the land 

glided away slowly fading. . ." (XXIII, 28). The contrasting 

images of light and darkness, of land and sea, sometimes culminate 

in a moral observation: "The true peace of God begins at any spot 

a thousand miles from the nearest land" (XXIII, 31)» 

The images of light and darkness are also focused upon the 

characters of the novel, and again a contrast is made. James Wait 



is a black man, and he also carries darkness within him: "A black 

mist emanated from him, a subtle and dismal influence, a something 

cold and gloomy that floated out and settled on all the faces like 

a mourning veil " (XXIII, 3k). Wait's darkness is associated with 

the gloom of the land through the "children of the discontented 

earth" whom he influences. Donkin, Wait's accomplice in causing 

dissension, is seen first under "a black fantasy of rags" and is 

throughout a creature of the shadows (XXIII, 12). From the safety 

of the shadows he taunts the officers and incites the crew to mutiny. 

In contrast, Singleton, the only man who cannot be undermined by 

Wait, is almost always seen in the light and in terms of whiteness. 

He is white-haired and white-bearded. And "the muscles of his big 

white arms rolled slightly under the smooth skin" (XXIII, 7). Even 

in the darkness, "Singleton's white head flitted here and there in 

the night, high above the deck, like the ghost of a bird" (XXIII, 125). 

Conrad is obviously aware that he is using patterns of con

trasting images, and evidently he is also aware of the complex of 

feelings which the images contain. His double awareness is, I think, 

shown in the following passage: "Singleton stood at the door with 

his face to the light and his back to the darkness. And alone in 

the dim emptiness of the sleeping forecastle he appeared bigger, 

colossal, very old, old as Father Time himself, who should have come 

there into this place as quiet as a sepulcher to contemplate with 

patient eyes the short victory of sleep, the consoler" (XXIII, 2ij.). 

Singleton, that is, instinctively rejects the darkness and accepts 



the light, but what does his attitude mean? Quite unambiguously 

it means that he is unmoved by the mysterious complications and 

sympathies that, through James Wait, afflict the other men. Most 

of the crew are frightened by Wait's "accomplice," by the "stalking 

death" that he seems to carry with him. They are sometimes eager 

to believe that Wait is shamming and sometimes are maudlin about 

the approaching death of a man whom they hate. Wait and death 

are clearly associated with the imagery of darkness, but it is 

also clear that Singleton can remain uninfluenced by Wait because, 

in a sense, Singleton is already dead and that the imagery of 

whiteness like the imagery of darkness is associated with a kind of 

death. 

Singleton has so subordinated his self-interest to the 

demands of the tradition and his work that his self is in fact dead. 

Like the other men of his generation, he exists "beyond the pale 

of life and within sight of eternity." The "death" of Singleton 

and others like him means life to the tradition, to society as a 

whole, while they themselves are mute, bowed down, and enduring. 

Without self-consciousness, they are also without creative energy, 

and as we shall see, incapable of the half-absurd, half-noble heroism, 

which is left to less perfect, more human and more vulnerable members 

of the crew. The ambiguity of Singleton's position, the ambiguous 

nature of the light and whiteness is clear from the imagery: the 

white, brightly lighted forecastle is sepulchral; white flesh can 

be deathly; the high white ship is like a pyramid. Moreover, the 

descriptions of Singleton almost invariably show him standing 
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silently in a sculptured pose, like a thing inanimate. 

In contrast, the other men are often seen in the midst of 

violent activity. Donkin is seen in the shadows, birdlike, flapping 

his arms, or with his arm whirling like a windmill as he hurls a 

belaying pin at the captain. Donkin's face goes through the con

tortions of fear, hatred, and rage, while Singleton's features 

remain immobile. And Belfast, the effervescent Irishman devoted 

to Wait, is given to abrupt violent movements and shifting emotions: 

"His eyes danced in the crimson of his face, comical as a mask, 

the mouth yawned black, with strange grimaces'.' (XXIII, 8). Thus, 

often there is a suggestion of death in the images of whiteness 

and light and a suggestion of life thriving amidst the darkness, 

as well as the more obvious associations of light and life, and 

darkness and death. The omniscient author, favoring the life of 

society and the death of the individual, directs us towards the 

light; but the first-person narrator, whom Conrad also acknowledges, 

is irresistibly drawn towards the darkness of the self. 

It should not much surprise us that a conceptual contrast 

should be broken upon the rack of imagery. The image, John Crowe 

Ransom writes, "cannot be dispossessed of a primordial freshness, 

which the idea can never claim. An idea is derivative and tamed. 

The image is in the natural or wild state. ... We think we can 

lay hold of the image and take it captive, but the docile captive 

is not the real image but only the idea, which is the image with 
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its character beaten out of it."-1- The image used to reinforce an 

idea must prove an unfaithful servant, and no imagery is less docile 

than images of light and darkness. We need only to think of Melville's 

chapter on "The Whiteness of the Whale," or to remember that, in 

Cassirer's view, myth originally treated light and darkness as one 

essence.̂  We might also recall that the white moon goddess, who 

Robert Graves thinks is the inspiration of all great poetry, 

existed in a "triple capacity of white raiser, red reaper and 

dark winnower of grain."3 

II 

But if Conrad relied upon the capacity of light and dark 

images to contain opposite feelings, he also did more. He empha

sized and reinforced their ambiguity by using first-person 

narration to balance and qualify the moral position taken by the 

omniscient author. He had, in his first two books, occasionally 

used characters to fill in more or less long stretches of narrative, 

but their narratives never seriously challenged the moral viewpoint 

of the omniscient author and never left their mark upon the overall 

form of the novel. In The Nigger Conrad introduced a controlling 

consciousness which is torn between the attractions of light and 

darkness, and as a result he came to rely upon an intricate pattern 

1. The World's Body (New York, 1938), p. 115. 

2. Language and Myth, trans. Suzanne Langer, (New York, 
19U6), p. lh. 

3. The White Goddess (London, 1952), p. 69. 



of thematic imagery to contain opposite meanings. 

Perhaps the form which Conrad evolved in The Nigger is not 

entirely successful. Certainly no one was more tormented than he 

by the inevitable shadow falling between the conception of a work 

of art and its execution. At any rate, he has been accused of 

compromising his artistic conscience because his point of view 

shifts between authorial omniscience and first-person narration.̂  

In dealing with this charge and in preparation for a detailed dis

cussion of point of view in the novel, one can make three points. 

The first has little to do with the intrinsic worth of the novel. 

Although The Nigger of the Narcissus is the third of Conrad's novels 

it is still apprentice work. Because Conrad's aims were more than 

usually complex, they took longer in the working out. The other 

two points are more important. Point two is that the novel shows 

a specialized use of first-person narration, which does not contain 

much potential for further development. The narrator is not so 

much an individual member of the crew as he is the crew's collective 

consciousness, and this method, obviously, can only be useful in 

depicting a small tightly organized body of men; it is of no use, 

for instance, in novels which, like "Heart of Darkness" and Lord 

Jim, are more comprehensive in scope and setting. The final point 

takes us back to Conrad's reasons for using first-person narration 

at all. He did not use the method simply to account for facts, to 

U. Marvin Mudrick, "The Artist's Conscience and The Nigger 
of the Narcissus," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, XI (19f>7)> 268-297. 



make the story more plausible by documenting sources of information. 

This, it should be said, is what Ford Madox Ford saw in Conrad's 

method, but Ford was, much more than Conrad, interested in the craft 

of the novel as craft; he worried about subtleties of technique that 

never occurred to Conrad, and yet perhaps he missed the real reason 

behind Conrad's use of first-person narration—the moral reason, 

Conrad's need in the interest of truth to balance and control his own 

involvement in the story by admitting sympathy with egoism. And, 

as Ian Watt has ably shown, a critic who complains about shifts of 

point of view in The Nigger is really trying Conrad ex post facto 

by a "law" of criticism that hardly existed before the publication 

of Percy Lubbock's Craft of Fiction in 1921.-' 

Marvin Mudrick contends that Conrad "has made us almost 

nervously sensitive to the point of view" because "I, a member of 

the crew, restricted in my opportunities but thoughtful and observant, 

tell you all that I see;" and, Mudrick believes, Conrad compro

mises himself whenever he shows us the inside of a character's 

mind or dramatizes a scene which "I" could not have witnessed.̂  

Mudrick is, of course, wrong to claim that the "I" narrator exists 

in the usual sense, for Conrad goes out of his way to avoid using 

the singular form of the pronoun. At the beginning of the novel, 

the action is seen through the eyes of an omniscient author, and 

5. "Conrad Criticism and The Nigger of the Narcissus," 
Nine tee nth-Century Fiction, XII (1958)* 257-283. 

6. Mudrick, p. 292. 
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the shift to first-person plural comes only gradually. The nominative 

case of the pronoun is used once in chapter one, and the possessive 

form is used once quite early in chapter two: "Along the main deck, 

Mr. Baker grunted in a manner bloodthirsty and innocuous; and kept 

all our noses to the grindstone. . ." (XXIII, 31). Here the location 

of the point of view is established as being among the crew, the 

men of the forecastle, as distinguished from the officers. This 

distinction is important. As we shall see, the narrator exists 

mainly as an objectification of the crew's vulnerability to James 

Wait, and for a time the officers are not susceptible to Wait's 

appeal. This contrast between officers and men is parallel to the 

contrast between land and sea. The officers are men of the sea, 

while the crew are children of the earth. But just as the concep

tual contrast of land and sea is to prove essentially false through 

the imagery of light and darkness, so Conrad subordinated the 

progression of events to the imagistic meaning. The circle of 

Wait's influence eventually widens to include the officers as well 

as the men. 

First-person plural is not used with any frequency until 

well into chapter two. Then Wait's sudden appearance on deck disrupts 

the harmony of shipboard society. Wait disturbs the crew by con

tinually talking of his approaching death: 

It was just what they had expected and hated to hear, that 
idea of a stalking death, thrust at them many times a day 
like a boast and like a menace by this obnoxious nigger. 
He seemed to take a pride in that death which, so far, had 
attended only upon the ease of his life; he was overbearing 
about it, as if no one else in the world had ever been 



intimate with such a companion; he paraded it unceasingly 
before us /Italics are mine7 with an affectionate persis
tence that made its presence indubitable, and at the same 
time incredible (XXIII, 36). 

From this point, near the middle of Chapter Two, first-person plural 

is used frequently whenever the subject is Wait's effect upon the 

crew. 

The real clue to the meaning of Conrad's use of first-person 

plural is found in the rescue scene. During the storm several 

members of the crew risk their lives to pull Wait out of the deck

house where he has been trapped. The men who perform this feat 

are Belfast, an emotional Irishman much affected by Wait; Archie, 

a musical Scotsman who has given up playing the concertina for 

Wait's sake; Wamibo, a Russian Finn who is always said to be 

dreaming; the Boatswain, the non-commissioned officer who would 

be expected to lead such an expedition; and an unnamed presence. 

Except for the Boatswain, each man participating in the rescue is, 

by reason of his character, particularly susceptible to Wait's appeal. 

Had not Conrad meant to imply that the unnamed presence represents 

the whole crew, he surely would have used first-person singular 

during the course of this scene, but unless we read carefully, we 

may fail to notice the unnamed presence at all. At the cost of 

some inconvenience to himself, Conrad deliberately avoids using 

"I": "Belfast howled 'Here goes!' and leaped down. Archie followed 

cannily, catching at shelves that gave way with him, and eased 

himself in a great crash of ripped wood. There was hardly room 

for three men to move" (XXIII, 66). Thus, only two men are said 
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to have leaped into the shop, but three men are actually in it. The 

third presence, the "we" narrator, represents the collective sus

ceptibility to egoism. 

That Conrad used first-person plural narration to represent 

the crew's vulnerability to Wait is further underscored in the last 

half of the novel. Except for the final paragraph, in which Conrad 

commemorates the men and the way of life, the last use of "we" comes 

at the end of the last disturbance caused by Wait (XXIII, 15>7). 

The next time first-person appears, it is in the singular form. 

After the crew no longer exists, the men having gone their separate 

ways, Conrad steps forward for the first time as "I," the author 

of the novel and a former member of the crew, and he implies that 

this "I" is not to be identified entirely with the first-person 

plural narrator. At the very end of the story, the "I" figure 

comes upon Belfast who says: "Poor Jiml When I think of him I 

have no heart to drink. You were his chum, too. . . but I pulled 

him out. . . didn't I" (XXIII, 171)? But in truth we pulled him 

out. Belfast does not recognize the "I" figure as the man who was 

with him in the carpenter's shop because that presence has ceased 

to exist with the crew. Significantly, however, he does recognize 

the "I" figure as a friend of Wait's. And this is true. By the 

end of the novel, the circle of persons influenced by Wait is far 

more inclusive than the men of the forecastle. It has come to 

include the officers as well and by implication, most human beings 

on land and sea, including the author of the novel and the reader. 
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The ever-widening influence of Wait, depicted through the 

progression of events, parallels the interpretation of meaning con

tained in the light and dark images, and thus the plotline becomes 

integrated with the imagistic pattern; and all of this has the 

effect of strongly qualifying the moral stance of the omniscient 

author, who, at the beginning of the novel, sets up the conceptual 

contrast of land and sea. The moral and psychological life of the 

crew passes through five distinct stages: (1) the essential 

innocence of the ship and crew, corresponding to the original contrast 

between land and sea; (2) the crew undermined by Wait, with the 

officers remaining unaffected; (3) the storm, in which egoism is 

shown to have positive as well as negative aspects; (U) the mutiny, 

in which the captain himself succumbs to Wait's influence; (£) the 

final stage, in which there is no difference between the society of 

the ship and the society of the land. 

Just as, at the beginning of the novel, the sea and the ship 

are seen in terms of light images and the land in terms of darkness, 

so the ship and its crew are essentially innocent until Wait's decep

tive egoism begins to prevail. The ship is at first "a fragment 

detached from the earth," "a small planet," "a minute world;" and 

the captain rules from "the Olympian heights of his poop" (XXIII, 31). 

The crew's life is entirely governed by the ship's routine. To the 

sound of the ship's bells the watch is changed and the helm relieved, 

while in their leisure time the men engage in good-natured argument 

or tell fantastic yarns: 
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The men working about the deck were healthy and contented— 
as most seamen are, when once well out to sea. The true 
peace of God begins at any spot a thousand miles from the 
nearest land; and when He sends there the messengers of 
His might it is not in terrible wrath against crime, 
presumption and folly, but paternally, to chasten 
simple hearts that know nothing of life, and beat undis
turbed by envy or greed (XXIII, 31)< 

Wait changes all that. The once-innocent men become self-

conscious and guilty: "They resembled criminals conscious of 

misdeeds more than honest men distracted by doubt. . ." (XXIII, 3 k ) .  

But the real source of the men's guilty consciences is in fact 

doubt, for being unable to make up their minds about Wait, they 

cannot make up their minds about themselves. They are unable to 

tell whether Wait is shamming illness or whether he is dying. If 

he is shamming, they have, as properly self-effacing crewmen, a 

right to hate him, and they do; but just in case he is really about 

to die, as self-conscious egoists, they identify their fates with 

his and become excessively sentimental about his condition. Through 

Wait's mysterious and fascinating appeal, the men lose faith in 

the outward appearance of things. The social order of the ship, 

with its demand of self-abnegation, no longer seems perfectly 

natural; the men have also become aware of the compelling but 

uncertain world of subjective thought and feeling, and they are 

unable to choose between the two orientations. The fascination 

of introspection makes it impossible for them to be indifferent 

to Wait as the selfless Singleton is, and yet, after Wait really 

does seem to be dying, they cannot say with Donkin that he is 

"a bloomin' black fraud." Their dilemma is uniquely human. In 



his firm belief in the objective world and his indifference to all 

that is rnysterious, Singleton is almost superhuman; and Donkin, in 

his egomania, his self-interested readiness to spread untruths on 

every side and to accept all lies, is something less than human. 

The imagery of unsavory birds which Conrad attaches to Donkin 

reminds us that he is only a "thing." But the men are caught 

between the conflicting and uniquely human desires to know the 

truth and to be deceived. 

For some time, however, the officers remain immune to Wait's 

appeal. They remain the godlike rulers of the minute world. Their 

invulnerability continues throughout the storm (about which I shall 

have more to say later), but after the storm the disorder emanating 

from Wait and encouraged by Donkin also affects them until the 

crew is on the verge of mutiny. The last blow to harmony aboard 

the ship is delivered when the captain accuses Wait of shamming 

and orders him confined to his cabin. At this the crew comes close 

to uncontrollable rebellion. Obviously the captain's decision is 

unwise, but evidently Alistoun cannot help encouraging Wait in his 

illusory belief that he is not going to die. The Captain's humanity 

his sympathetic egoism, is revealed at last: 

When I sattf him standing there, three parts dead and so 
scared—black amongst that gaping lot—no grit to face 
what's coming to us all—the notion came to me all at 
once, before I could think. Sorry for him—like you 
would be for a sick brute. If ever creature was in 
a mortal funk to die J ... I thought I would let him 
go out in his own way. Kind of impulse. It never 
came into my head, those fools. . .h'm (XXIII, 127) I 

From this point the Narcissus is no longer a detached planet with 



human and Olympian inhabitants. The ship is a part of the earth, 

and like all earth-dwellers, its crew on the poop as well as on the 

main deck is afflicted with a common humanity. 

If there is still a god aboard the Narcissus, it is not the 

captain, but Wait, and Donkin is his priest: The deckhouse "repainted 

white, had in the night, the brilliance of a silver shrine where a 

black idol, reclining stiffly under a blanket, blinked its weary eyes 

and received our homage. Donkin officiated. He had the air of a 

demonstrator showing a phenomenon. . ." (XXIII, 105). Worshipping 

Wait in his brightly lighted cabin, the crew participates in an 

inversion of the original meaning of light. Whiteness can no longer 

be associated with selfless innocence and freedom from doubt. Light 

has become the instrument of darkness, just as, during the storm, 

the once-pristine sea produces foam "of a dazzling whiteness born from 

the black turmoil of the waves" (XXIII, 77). The ship appears to 

be as beautiful and innocent as before, but everything has changed: 

The moonlight clung to her like a frosted mist, and 
the white sails stood out in dazzling cones as of 
stainless snow. In the magnificence of the phantom 
rays the ship appeared pure like a vision of ideal 
beauty, illusive like a tender dream of serene peace. 
And nothing in her was real, nothing was distinct 
and solid but the heavy shadows that filled her decks 
with their unceasing and noiseless stir: the shadows 
darker than the night and more restless than the 
thoughts of men (XXIII, lU£). 

Having brought the progression of events to the point of 

supporting the inherent ambiguity of images of light and darkness, 

Conrad is now in a position to qualify the meaning of the original 

contrast between land and sea. Paradoxical feeling, working through 



imagery and supported by the tension between first-person narration 

and authorial omniscience, overrides the conceptual aspects of the 

novel. As the Narcissus speeds through the channel, the land also 

appears to be a ship, bearing the same ambiguous humanity as the 

Narcissus: 

The dark land lay alone in the midst of waters, like a 
mighty ship bestarred with vigilant lights—a ship 
carrying the burden of millions of lives—a ship 
freighted with dross and with jewels, with gold and 
with steel. She towered up immense and strong, guarding 
priceless traditions and untold suffering, sheltering 
glorious memories and base forgetfulness, ignoble 
virtues and splendid transgressions (XXIII, 162-163). 

Each image of light and darkness is in some sense the micro

cosm of the whole novel, for each one is associated with an inextricable 

combination of life and death, truth and illusion. Only the imagistic 

structure can reconcile opposites in paradox, and it is because 

Conrad achieves this reconciliation for the first time in The Nigger 

of the Narcissus that the book can be called the first of his ritual 

novels. 

Ill 

In accepting the paradoxical nature of light and darkness, 

Conrad has given the self a status hitherto denied it, and his 

artistic interest in the self was to grow. The radiant darkness of 

James Wait is much the same as the illuminating darkness of Kurtz's 

Africa. In the face of this darkness, the old lights soon became 

inadequate, and Conrad had no choice, if he was to remain an honest 

man, but to explore the darkness in the hope of finding there some 

saving truth or unexpected moral value. In The Nigger of the 



Narcissus Singleton is no doubt the most admirable member of the 

crew—in contrast to "the emissaries of light" in "Heart of Darkness 

But even Singleton's virtues are those of heroic endurance rather 

than of an active and creative energy. 

The fact that the tendency to egoism is collective and is 

expressed through a first-person plural narrator suggests that 

another kind of community exists beside the obvious organization 

of shipboard society. This is the community of shared egoism, in 

which self-fulfillment and social cohesion are both possible. For 

the bulk of the novel this community has a negative and destructive 

existence, but during the storm it becomes clear that egoism does 

have some positive aspects. Certainly the men who save Wait from 

the deckhouse perform an ambiguous action, as they rescue something 

that is actually harmful to the ship, and significantly the officers 

take almost no interest in the expedition. But for the moment the 

action draws the men together as they pass Wait from hand to hand 

towards the safety of the poop. Moreover, the great hero of the 

storm episode is the cook, Podmore, who, in spite of the heavy seas 

and an utterly destroyed galley, manages to supply the men with 

hot coffee. And no one is more tormented by Wait than Podmore. 

A fanatically evangelical Christian, Podmore cannot rest until he 

has tried to "bag Wait for glory." Wait inspires his religious 

imagination and his conceit: 

A tide of sudden feeling swept him clean out of his body. 
He soared. He contemplated the secret of the hereafter. 
It commended itself to him. It was excellent; he loved 
it, himself, all hands, and Jimmy. His heart overflowed 
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with tenderness, with comprehension, with the desire to 
meddle, with anxiety for the soul of that black man, 
with the pride of possessed eternity, with the feeling 
of might. Snatch him up in his arms and pitch him 
right into the middle of salvation. . .(XXIII, 11!?). 

Even though the cook is a comic creation, he is also a genuine 

hero, whose words, "As long as she swims I will cook," become a 

household saying aboard the Narcissus. Podmore is a comic version of 

Lord Jim, and to him we can also apply Marlow's words: "Your 

imaginative people swing farther in any direction, as if given a 

longer scope of cable in the uneasy anchorage of life" (XXI, 2 2 k ) .  

Interestingly enough, the actions of Wait's rescuers and of 

the cook are, each in its own way, ritual actions. This association 

between the acts of a handful of desperate sailors and Conrad's 

own method of writing is not so farfetched as it sounds when we 

recall that Conrad once called writing "rescue work:" 

Action is its essence, the creative art of a writer of 
fiction may be compared to rescue work, carried out in 
darkness against cross gusts of wind swaying the action 
of a great multitude. It is rescue work, this snatching 
of vanishing phases of turbulence disguised in fair 
words, out of the native obscurity into a light where 
the struggling forms may be seen, seized upon, endowed 
with the only possible form of permanence—in this world 
of relative values—the permanence of memory (III, 13). 

In the novel itself and in this action by its characters, the 

individual and the group are both exalted and made subordinate to 

each other, while under ordinary circumstances, society is made 

healthy only by self-abnegation. The benefits and the curse of 

egoism are conferred upon the whole crew as, like some sacred or 

profane host, Wait is passed from hand to hand, or as the men drink 



in turn, like communicants at the altar, from the same tin of coffee. 

The storm situation is not typical of the social life aboard the ship; 

it is, like all rituals, born out of a momentary circumstance created 

by the threat of dissolution. If the life of society is a cycle and 

the life of the individual is a finite, linear segment of the cycle, 

ritual expresses neither the segment nor the cycle, but the point 

at which they meet, interpenetrate and are fused in paradox. 

Conrad's grip upon existing sc?iety was precarious, and the solidarity 

he celebrated was not usually the solidarity of shared social, 

political and cultural convictions, but the contradictory solidarity 

"that knits together the loneliness of innumerable hearts" (XXIII, 

xvi). 

However suspicious Conrad was of egoism, however much he 

regretted the necessity of introspection, the farther his imagination 

wandered from the sea, the more skeptical he became about society's 

ability to imbue the individual with a sense of value. The very 

fact that he turned to ritual expression shows that he no longer 

could even pretend that self-abnegation is the only good. In The 

Nigger of the Narcissus Conrad begins in earnest that search of the 

dark interior of the self which was to occupy him for at least the 

next fourteen years and to lead eventually to the reversal of his 

earlier convictions. 

IV 

If first-person narration is to be used extensively, it 

must reside in a single character rather than in the collective 



consciousness of a group. Conrad could not develop the ritual novel 

beyond The Nigger of the Narcissus until he had discovered Marlow. 

What Conrad needed was a man to stand in for himself— a man who 

shared his sensitivities and his divided sense of value. Through 

Marlow Conrad was able to give his stories an air of intimacy without 

being openly confessional. On the omniscient author Conrad was only 

willing to confer what he considered were his strengths, but 

upon Marlow he would heap his weaknesses as well. 

It seems, however, that Conrad must have come upon Marlow 

partly by accident, only gradually discovering his moral and technical 

usefulness. At any rate, Marlow first appears in a story which is 

not unusually complex. "Youth"(written in the spring of 1898) is a 

straightforward narrative of reminiscence. It does show, however, 

how closely Marlow's experience parallels Conrad's own, for the story 

of Marlow's experience in the Judea is almost an exact account of 

Conrad's youthful voyage as second mate of the Palestine. And if 

the first-person narration of "Youth" is not used to explore moral 

complexities, it did give Conrad practice in communicating through 

a more individualized persona, which means, above all, practice in 

developing an easier, more natural, and more colloquial style. In 

The Nigger of the Narcissus, whenever he wished to generalize as 

omniscient author, Conrad was writing sentences like these: 

On men reprieved by its disdainful mercy, the immortal 
sea confers in 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 compli
cated and acrid savor of existence. They must without 
pause justify their life to the eternal pity that commands 
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toil to be hard and unceasing, from sunrise to sunset, 
from sunset to sunrise 5 till the weary succession of 
nights and days tainted by the obstinate clamor of 
sages, demanding bliss and an empty heaven, is redeemed 
at last by the vast silence of pain and labor, by 
the dumb fear and dumb courage of men obscure, for
getful and enduring (XXIII, 90). 

In contrast to this portentous and rather awkward rhetoric, 

here is Marlow on the same subject: 

You fellows know there are those voyages that seem ordered 
for the illustration of life, that might stand for a sym
bol of existence. You fight, work, sweat, nearly kill 
yourself, sometimes do kill yourself, trying to accomplish 
something— and you can't. Not from any fault of yours. 
You simply can do nothing, neither great nor little— 
not a thing in the world— not even marry an old maid, 
or get a wretched 600-ton cargo of coal to its port of 
destination (XVI, 3-1+). 

"Youth" is not much more than a story of adventure, recalling 

the glamor and strength of youth and its passing in "a flick of sun

shine," but it shares the rhythm of its prose with "Heart of Darkness" 

and Lord Jim, and that in itself is a considerable strength. 

Chronologically, it is difficult to decide which story comes 

first, Lord Jim or "Heart of Darkness." Conrad began Lord Jim in 

the spring of 1898 but abandoned it later in the summer to plod dog

gedly ahead with The Rescue. He in turn interrupted The Rescue to 

write "Heart of Darkness" in January and February of 1899. He then 

took up The Rescue again, but before the end of 1899, he was giving 

his full attention to Jim, which he finally finished in September, 

1900. In any event, from the end of 1898, he was able to draw upon 

his experience of either "Heart of Darkness" or Lord Jim to hel£ 

him in the writing of the other, and so the two stories are, for all 
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practical purposes, contemporaneous. I wish to discuss "Heart of 

Darkness" first because it is the first profound Marlow story that 

Conrad completed and because, more than Lord Jim, it continues the 

imagistic pattern of The Nigger of the Narcissus and pursues that 

novel's line of inquiry. 

"Heart of Darkness" continues the use of light and dark images 

that we found in The Nigger of the Narcissus. Again the images of light 

are associated with society, while images of darkness are associated 

with the self, and these images have, if anything, even more ambi

guous connotative meanings than in The Nigger. Since "Heart of 

Darkness" is only tangentially a sea story, light is not the light 

of seafaring traditions but of European civilization in general, and 

Conrad was far less sure about the soundness of broad cultural and 

national ideals than he was about the ideals of the sea. Conse

quently, the light is even less certainly a positive influence than 

in the earlier novel, and the darkness, if even more terrible, is 

also fecund and illuminating. 

At the center of the story stands Kurtz, the humanitarian 

apostle of enlightened progress and the devil-god of an African 

tribe. In the double nature of Kurtz's character is to be found 

the essence of Conrad's divided views of the self and society. For 

a story at once so profound and so indefinite, Conrad required a 

first-person narrator, who is both sympathetically involved in the 

action and also detached from it. The real Kurtz or the whole Kurtz 

lives primarily in Marlow's memory and through Marlow in the listeners 
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on board the Nellie and in the reader. Marlow was absolutely necessary 

if Conrad was to be true to his double vision. To enter, as omni

scient author, into a soul as evidently "mad" as Kurtz's would destroy 

both our sympathy and Conrad's emphasis upon universals. One feels 

also that for Conrad himself such an excursion must have been too 

shockingly dark. This is not to mention that the story could not have 

appeared in Blackwood's Magazine nor perhaps anywhere else in the year 

1899. Marlow's refusal to know the details about those "unspeakable 

rites" is essential to Conrad's desire to concentrate upon significance 

and to avoid sensationalism. At the same time, had Conrad chosen 

to withdraw from all sympathetic contact with Kurtz and to judge him 

from on high, he could not have established the atmosphere of intimate 

understanding that was necessary if Kurtz was to be intelligible and 

representative. 

Successful as Conrad is in "Heart of Darkness" at integrating 

a double viewpoint, there is still some evidence of the confusion that 

marred Almayer's Folly and An Outcast of the Islands and that forced 

Conrad to drop The Rescue. Marlow (and Conrad) cannot decide whether 

Kurtz's actions and passions are those of a hollow man, in which case 

Kurtz is hardly different from the other white men, his colleagues, 

or whether his actions and passions differ from theirs by being genuine. 

Is Kurtz a bona fide devil or only another "papier-mache'Mephistopheles" 

like the brickmaker of the Central Station? Does Kurtz fall through 

excess or deficiency? 
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Apparently while the story was still in the planning stage, 

Conrad could not quite decide whether he was going to write about 

an essentially worthless person, like Almayer, Willems and the 

characters of "An Outpost of Progress" or whether he was about to 

depict a different kind of man. There can be no doubt that by the 

time he had finished, he was convinced, like most of his characters, 

that Kurtz was "a remarkable man," but vestiges of the opposite 

attitude remain. For instance, Conrad writes that the wilderness 

"echoed loudly within him /Kurtz? because he was hollow at the 

core"(XVI, 131); when Kurtz is dying he is called a "hollow sham" 

with a soul "avid of lying fame, of sham distinction, of all the 

appearances of success and power" (XVI, lij.7-lW3); it is said that 

Kurtz's eloquence hides "the barren darkness of his heart" (XVI, lU7). 

Conrad's self-protective contempt, reminiscent of the earlier 

stories, hardly seems appropriate in view of Kurtz's actively evil 

life, which is very far from a sham, horrible as it is, and far from 

barren. A hollow man could not embrace idealism and depravity 

with such passionate energy nor suffer as intensely as Kurtz obviously 

does: "I saw on that ivory face the expression of sombre pride, 

of ruthless power, of craven terror—of an intense and hopeless 

despair" (XVI, lU9). 

The confusion about the substance of Kurtz's character is 

not the same as the divided view of the self and society which 

comprises the principal set of opposites reconciled by the form of 

the story. And yet, though a definite weakness and source of confusion 
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for critics, it is not entirely inconsistent with the mood Conrad 

succeeds in evoking. Marlow's reaction to, the wilderness and to his 

whole African experience is ambiguous because his mind is divided 

• from the very beginning. In one sense the only "reality" is the 

standard of behavior which Marlow is accustomed to believe is 

civilized. The journey to Africa is a voyage to a different moral 

universe as well as to a strange geographical location. The gunboat 

shelling the coast, the brutal confusion of the coastal station, 

the cruel inefficiency of the central station—all seem to him 

"absurd" and "unreal" because he has never seen, nor expected to see, 

anything like that sort of behavior. The shock of rapid physical 

and moral change upsets his mental equilibrium and his civilized 

preconceptions. But, in another sense, all of this is real. 

Another side of Marlow, which he had not recognized before, responds to 

the appeal of the wilderness: 

The earth seemed unearthly. We are accustomed to look 
upon the shackled form of a conquered monster, but there— 
there you could look at a thing monstrous and free. It 
was unearthly, and the men were—No, they were not in
human. ... It would come slowly to one. They howled 
and leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces; but what 
thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity— 
like yours—the thought of your remote kinship with 
this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly. Yes, it was 
ugly enough; but if you were man enough you would admit 
to yourself that there was in you just the faintest 
trace of a response to the terrible frankness of that 
noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning in it 
which you—you so remote from the night of first ages— 
could comprehend. And why not? The mind of man is 
capable of anything—because everything is in it. All 
the past as well as the future (XVI, $6). 
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And this feeling of kinship, Marlow concludes, is "truth—truth 

stripped of its cloak of time" (XVI, 97). 

Depending upon whether he is attempting to see things as a 

civilized man, or whether he has accepted what he calls the inner 

truth, Marlow finds either savage or civilized behavior unreal. 

Sometimes the evil that Kurtz represents seems to grow out of an 

incomprehensible void and seems to be hollow and unreal—not because 

Marlow cannot understand, but because, drawing civilization around 

himself like a cloak, he will not understand.? Sometimes, on the 

other hand, all civilization seems to be absurd sham and darkness 

the only reality. Marlow feels this especially after he returns 

to Europe and looks upon ordinary people "whose knowledge of life" 

seemed "an irritating pretense" (XVI, l£2). 

'But, in the final analysis, both the light of civilization 

and the darkness of the self have their own validity. They are 

two truths that must be accepted at one and the same time, even 

though they are rival truths, the one constantly vying to replace 

the other, demanding of us that we make a decision. The civilized 

mind, fond of discourse and logic, finds it difficult to choose 

7. One answer to F. R. Leavis's charge that the story is 
damaged by "adjectival insistence upon the inexpressible and the 
incomprehensible" is that Marlow's difficulty lies, not in under
standing, but in accepting what he knows and in giving adequate 
expression to his contradictory knowledge. See The Great Tradition 
(London, 19h8), p. 177. On this point see also James Guetti, 
"'Heart of Darkness' and the Failure of the Imagination," Sewanee 
Review LXXIII (1965), pp. U88-£oU. 
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contradictory realities. In fact the only way that one can affirm 

both truths is through a form—a ritual form—that transcends dis

cursive language, expressing an order of reality in which the law 

of contradiction does not apply. 

In "Heart of Darkness" the forces of darkness and the forces 

of light participate in a conflict that involves several layers of 

meaning. The conflict ends with Marlow's acceptance of both truths. 

We can follow the course of this conflict by examining the pattern 

of light and dark images, which, we shall discover, reveals this 

tension, not only in the whole configuration, but also in each 

individual image, so that the sense of struggling opposites is always 

in our minds as we read the story. Let us begin with a key juxta

position. After Marlow has landed at the coastal station he comes 

upon "the grove of death," a shady spot near the river where sick 

and wornout Negroes have crawled off to die. One of the men crawls 

towards Marlow and seems to beg him for something: "He had tied 

a bit of white worsted round his neck—why? Where did he get it? 

Was it a badge—an ornament—a charm—a propitiatory act? Was there 

any idea at all connected with it? It looked startling round his 

black neck, this bit of white thread from beyond the sea" (XVI, 67). 

Whether or not the Negro understands the meaning of the 

"white worsted," it is clear to the reader that the collar is 

symbolic of the subjugation of the darkness to the light. Here this 

means the exploitation of Africa by Europe. The "emissaries of 

light," coming out of their city like a "whited sepulchre" (XVI, ££), 



have, in the name of progress and for ivory and precious metals, 

laid waste to the jungle and disrupted a way of life. The luckless, 

dispossessed Africans whom Marlow sees sprawled in the grove, 

stumbling under heavy burdens, chained together in gangs of prisoners, 

or lying dead along the trail are the victims of progress and of 

light. On the socio-political level this is the meaning and the 

result of the conflict of darkness and light, and probably a more 

devastating indictment of imperial expansion has never been written. 

So long as Marlow remains at the coastal station, light 

appears almost wholly in negative terms. The images of light are 

ironic images; the civilizing pretences of the Europeans are really 

instruments of a moral darkness. Total condemnation is mitigated 

only slightly by the presence of the company's chief accountant, 

who, dressed all in white, keeps his books in apple-pie order amidst 

the general desolation and confusion. Although the man is indifferent 

to suffering, he has at least kept his head, has managed to carry 

on with a normal routine; and farther up the river, Marlow will 

also discover that there is a kind of salvation in work. If work 

can teach us nothing, at least it can keep us from being destroyed 

by the truth. And as Marlow journeys towards the interior, he 

needs defenses, for the power of darkness grows. 

Away from the sea, the light fades. The people and the 

activities at the central station are much the same as on the coast— 

a manager who inspires mistrust, a brickmaker who makes no bricks— 

but all of this is surrounded by a vast expanse of jungle, mile 
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after mile of wilderness—"great, expectant, mute" (XVI, 8l)— 

against whose somber immensity the plans of the disorganized and 

indolent Europeans seem fantastically pretentious: "The great walls 

of vegetation, an exuberant and entangled mass of trunks, branches, 

leaves, boughs, festoons, motionless in the moonlight, was like a 

rioting invasion of soundless life, a rolling wave of plants, 

piled up, crested, ready to topple over the creek, to sweep every 

little man of us out of his little existence" (XVI, 86). At this 

point, the darkness is still an African darkness, more ominous and 

less subdued than on the coast, capable of closing over the heads 

of the doomed Eldorado expedition, but not yet holding more than its 

original meaning. 

By degrees the darkness becomes more powerful, and its 

meaning becomes more inclusive. "Going up that river," Marlow 

says, "was like travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the world, 

when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings" 

(XVI, 92-93). To go backwards in time, according to the theories 

of evolution current in 1899 as they are today, is also to go deeper 

into the mind, to turn up the primal stuff of human nature from under 

the civilized veneer. Penetrating "deeper and deeper into the 

heart of .darkness" (XVI, 9$), Marlow begins to see the natives as 

"prehistoric man" (XVI, 96), to look upon the nature of civilized 

man as "the shackled form of a conquered monster" (XVI, 96) and to 

understand that the African darkness is also the darkness of the race 

and of the self. 
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At last Marlow reaches the Inner Station, and Kurtz emerges 

from the dim background of the tale where he has been but a rumor. 

Now the meaning of darkness concentrates almost exclusively upon 

the self. Whether or not Kurtz's actions and appetites are primi

tive is now almost irrelevant; what is important is that they are 

unrestrained. Civilized men and savages live their lives within the 

bounds of definite convictions and definite codes of conduct; 

Marlow's cannibal crew and Europeans back home respect certain 

O 
taboos and adhere to a rudimentary sense of decency. But Kurtz 

"had kicked himself loose from the earth. . . he had kicked the very 

earth to pieces. He was alone. . ." (XVI, lUi). Being suddenly 

alone, he finds that the number of possible actions has become 

infinite. Perhaps Kurtz turns his back upon civilization because 

he is hollow; perhaps "the mind of man is capable of anything 

because everything is in it;" perhaps absolute plenitude and utter 

emptiness, existing beyond all measurement, are really the same 

thing. The one certainty is that Kurtz's intelligence is "concen

trated. . . upon himself with horrible intensity" (XVI, lUU). 

There is a danger—a serious danger—of making the imagistic 

progression from light to darkness, and from African darkness to 

the darkness of the self seem too schematic. In this story Conrad 

8. Harold R. Collins has noticed that the cannibal crew of 
the steamboat, who have not lost their tribal identity, show remar
kable restraint in the face of great temptation. "Kurtz, the 
Cannibals and the Second-Rate Helmsman," Western Humanities Review, 
VIII (195k) 299-310. 
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does not use imagery with mathematical precision, as he does in 

The Secret Agent. He uses color as a painter would, exploiting all 

of its potential for suggestion, yet using as well Marlow's ambiguous 

view of the self and society to give direction to the meaning of 

images. Consequently he is able to produce a blend of opposites. 

Marlow knows that "the sunlight can be made to lie" (XVI, l£U), 

but he also finds value in the honest belief in goodness and civili

zation of Kurtz's Intended, in "the great and saving illusion that 

shone with an unearthly glow in the darkness" (XVI, 1$9). He 

carries away from Africa an impression of overwhelming darkness, 

of a "triumphant darkness" (XVI, 1̂ 9), but "the farthest point of 

navigation and the culminating point of my experience. . . seemed 

somehow to throw a kind of light on everything about me and into 

my thoughts" (XVI, £l). 

The ambiguous potential of light and darkness informs every 

scene, not as a denotative certainty that can be labeled and cate

gorized, but as a complex of sinister and positive suggestions. 

Along the coast the brilliance of the sea meets "a colossal jungle 

so dark-green as to be almost black" (XVI, 60). One night at the 

Central Station a grass hut burns; "the flame had leaped up high, 

driven everybody back, lighted up everything— and collapsed" (XVI, 76). 

The river gleams in joyless sunshine while the dark forests crowd in 

on every side; a "white fog" springs up "very warm and clammy, and 

more blinding than the night" (XVI, 101). Marlow confronts Kurtz's 

Intended in a scene composed of shadows and a glimmering light 
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that falls upon the white marble fireplace and upon the pure brow 

and fair hair of the woman. Throughout all of these scenes runs the 

suggestion that light can be false and furtive as well as true and 

enduring, that darkness can both obscure and illuminate. 

The technical and moral problem that Conrad faced was to affirm 

the validity of the light and the darkness simultaneously, and he 

could do this only by means of what is in essence a ritual form. 

While Marlow is confronted with a "choice of nightmares" as he 

watches over the dying Kurtz and while Kurtz is destroyed by choosing 

the darkness, Conrad, if he was to be true to himself, could make 

no such choices. This formal problem, exacerbated by the nature of 

language, brings us to the very center of the story's meaning; for 

it is essentially this problem that destroys Kurtz and takes Marlow 

to the brink of the precipice. 

Typically Conrad's role as author is to experience in the act 

of writing the ordeal facing the protagonist. The crisis that is born 

out of the inherent qualities of the human mind appears most basically 

and most clearly in the nature of language: Kurtz, who first appears 

to Marlow as a disembodied voice discoursing eloquently upon every

thing under the sun (XVI, 113), has evidently based his view of reality 

upon the basic structure of discursive language. That is why in 

politics he "would have made a splendid leader of an extreme party" 

(XVI, l£U); it is also why his pamphlet shifts abruptly from the most 

noble ideals to the terse injunction, "Exterminate all the brutes!" 

(XVI, 118) Kurtz lives totally under the spell of words, beyond the 
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inarticulate multitudes who "may be too much of a fool to go wrong" 

(XVI, 116), and yet below Marlow's (and thus Conrad's)ability to syn

thesize opposites in paradox. Kurtz, that is, has been unwilling to 

tolerate contradiction even for a moment; giving in to the tendency 

of language to demand either positive or negative structure, he 

has felt compelled to live either in brilliant light or in total dark

ness. In his painting of Justice, blindfolded and carrying a 

torch against a sombre background, Kurtz seems temporarily to have 

achieved a deeper, more non-discursive insight into the nature 

of things, and in his final cry of horror, which Marlow calls a 

"moral victory" (XVI, 15>l), he seems to have understood where his 

gift of language has led him. But the transcendent insight comes 

too late; Kurtz has lived his life as "a shadow darker than the 

shadow of the night and draped nobly in the folds of a gorgeous 

eloquence" (XVI, l̂ f?). 

The literary artist also must live by means of words, and it 

is easy to see why he should be attracted and repelled by a man like 

Kurtz. Marlow, like Conrad a most untypical seaman, is sufficiently 

drawn towards Kurtz to look directly at "the inconceivable mystery 

of a soul that knew no restraint, no faith and no fear, yet struggling 

blindly with itself" (XVI, ll;S>); he is sufficiently fascinated to 

stand precariously looking down "at a man who is lying at the bottom 

of a precipice where the sun never shines" (XVI, ll+9). Speaking 

afterwards of both physical death and moral destruction, Marlow 

remarks: "He had made that last stride, he had stepped over the 
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edge, while I had been permitted to draw back my hesitating foot" 

(XVI, l£l). Temporarily Marlow escapes from brooding upon Kurtz's 

case by work; he has to live "in an infernal mess of rust, filings, 

nuts, bolts, spanners, hammers, ratchet-drills. . (XVI, lit?). 

But, being a sensitive man, Marlow must ultimately confront the 

darkness, and being civilized by conviction as well as by habit, he 

must also justify the light. 

Marlow's dilemma brings us to an important scene, one which 

helps to give us a vital insight into the structure of the whole: 

that is, Marlow's meeting with Kurtz's Intended and his lie. When 

the Intended asks Marlow to repeat Kurtz's last words, Marlow 

replies: "The last word he pronounced was your name" (XVI, l6l). 

He neglects to mention the real words, "The Horror] The Horror'! 

(XVI, lit!?)! In view of Marlow's earlier statement that he hates 

and detests a lie, (XVI, 82) the fabrication has captured the 

attention of the critics and has stimulated a good deal of comment. 

The attention is merited even if the commentary has often been 

misleading. 

The interpretations of Marlow's lie have been numerous and 

diverse. Thomas Moser finds in it more evidence of Conrad's misogynyj 

Marlow, he believes, has intended to do Kurtz justice but decides 

finally that the woman does not deserve to know the truth.9 Kenneth 

Bruffee takes a position exactly the opposite of Moser's. He 

9. Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline, p. 81. 
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writes: "However hollow or dead the civilization she stands for 

may be. . . Kurtz's Intended is nevertheless worthy, does neverthe

le s s  d e s e r v e  n o t  t o  h a v e  t o  f a c e  t h e  t r u t h  a b o u t  K u r t z . T e d  E .  

Boyle contends that Marlow's lie carries "the torch of a higher kind 

of truth,"''""'" and Robert Penn Warren calls the lie a "true lie."̂  

With the last two opinions we begin to approach the truth of the matter, 

but all of the foregoing views suffer from the same weakness: they 

fail to consider the scene in relation to the controlling plan of 

the story. 

In one sense the lie is true. Marlow affirms, as he must, 

the value of civilization, of light. But the truth is only partial, 

for the whole truth also contains the opposite of light, darkness. 

Marlow tells a lie because had he actually repeated the words, 

"the horror, the horror," it would have been "too dark altogether" 

(XVI, 162). That is, Kurtz's real words would have given as false 

an impression as the words Marlow actually reports and would have 

caused unnecessary pain and bewilderment. What Marlow needed to 

get at the whole truth was leisure and an atmosphere of calm (not 

an emotion-charged drawing room) to tell the tale as suggestively 

as it appears in "Heart of Darkness." Like the ancient mariner, 

he must continue the story to the end when once he has begun, for the 

10. "The Lesser Nightmare: Marlow's Lie in Heart of 
Darkness," Modern Language Quarterly, XXV (I96I4.), 325-326. 

11. "Marlow's 'Lie' in 'Heart of Darkness,'" Studies in 
Short Fiction, I (I96U), l6l, 

12. "Introduction" to Nostromo (New York, 195>l), p. xxiii. 
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whole truth only exists in the total form of the story. And if 

Marlow does not transfix his listeners with a glittering eye, he 

knows that, trapped on board The Nellie, they will not leave him 

until the changing of the tide, even if some may fall asleep. 

In order to grant both light and darkness their due, Marlow 

ultimately finds a means to affirm the truth of both at the same 

time. While face-to-face with Kurtz's Intended he has a vision of 

truth, but at the time he is helpless to give this truth expression: 

I saw her and him in the same instant of time—his death 
and her sorrow—I saw her sorrow in the very moment of his 
death. Do you understand? I saw them together—I heard 
them together. ... I asked myself what I was doing there, 
with a sensation of panic in my heart as though I had blun
dered into a place of cruel and absurd mysteries not fit 
for a human being to behold (XVI, 157). 

And then Marlow tells his lie. The mystery is cruel and absurd 

because it is full of those contradictions that puncture our illusions 

and humiliate our love of logic, and for the moment the mystery 

is intolerable. Thus Marlow at first oscillates between violent 

extremes. But gradually the mystery takes shape in a viable form. 

After his initial rejection of his fellow Europeans who "devour 

their infamous cookery" and "gulp their unwholesome beer" (XVI, 1!?2), 

and after, taking the opposite tack, he gallantly confirms the illusions 

of the Intended, Marlow begins to take a more realistic view—all 

the more realistic because it is paradoxical. The only way the 

paradox can be expressed is through the story itself, and especially 

through the pattern of images which are capable not only of suggesting 

opposite meanings, but of suggesting them simultaneously. 



106 

As each image of light and darkness carries, to some degree, 

the double meaning of the whole structure, so the whole structure 

possesses, to a large extent, the instanteneity of the individual 

image. Marlow does see Kurtz and Kurtz's Intended in the same in

stant of time, and he successfully expresses his vision. In the 

pattern of imagery, each image is qualitatively much like any other; 

it is a universal in the artistic world. In contrast, an event has 

greater particularity. It is related to other events not by quali

tative identity, but by causal and temporal relationships. Only 

the imagistic pattern is capable of embodying paradox. 

Out of his divided attitude, reconciled in paradox, Marlow 

envisions, a potential human community that transcends both the light 

and the darkness. This community, which is only glimpsed at the 

moment Marlow confronts Kurtz's Intended, is implied in the form of 

the story. It is made up of those— Marlow and ideally his lis

teners— who can look upon the worst that human nature can do and 

afterwards turn their knowledge of evil to the uses of a civilization 

that is based upon a full understanding of humanity rather than upon 

self-deceptive illusion. If self-knowledge comes too late for Kurtz, 

Marlow sees, understands and lives to tell about it. For this reason, 

"Heart of Darkness," which depicts man at his worst, also shows man at 

his best in the wisdom of Marlow, and consequently, it is far from a 

depressing piece of work. However terrible the vision a great work 

of art may show us, it is itself a triumph of human effort and it leaves 

us exalted. 



CHAPTER £ 

THE RITUAL NOVEL: LORD JIM 

There is a mystery at the heart of Lord Jim which makes 

the novel one of Conrad's most baffling and compelling books. The 

mystery springs, as in other Conrad stories, from the union of 

qualities that logically should be opposites, and although Jim's 

character remains a center of interest, an occasion for wider and 

deeper speculation, the mystery transcends the boundaries of an 

individual personality. The novel asks two closely related questions, 

one broadly philosophical, the other ethical. First, "What is the 

underlying reality of human nature and of the cosmos?" And second, 

"How should a good man live?" Like the Platonic dialogue, whose 

basic concerns the novel reflects, Lord Jim offers only tentative 

answers. The truths that Conrad seeks, like the truths postulated 

by Plato, are essentially mystical; they can scarcely be expressed 

in words at all and certainly not as abstractions. They can be made 

effective in language only if language can be made to turn away from 

its discursive function. 

In order to discuss a structure with the far-reaching impli

cations of Lord Jim, we must find a center, and in a novel which 

sets out to reconcile opposites, we should expect this center to 

be its thematic imagery, for only the image is truly capable of the 

integration required. In Lord Jim a set of images that develops 
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early in the novel converges upon a specific point, an interview 

between the narrator, Marlow, and Stein, and then, expanding out

ward from this interview, enriched with even more inclusive 

significance, the images are carried through to the end of the 

book. The imagery develops as a natural consequence of Marlow's 

divided feeling for Jim— a young ship's officer of impeccable 

background and stalwart appearance, who fails a test of courage, 

impulsively abandoning his ship after it has struck a derelict and 

seems certain to sink. Marlow's sympathy, like the examination of 

the affair at the official inquiry, "beats futilely round the well-

known fact" (XXI, £6), and finding that the fact is adamant, that 

it can neither be denied nor explained away, Marlow is drawn instinc

tively behind the fact, towards the human meaning that goes beyond 

all question of professional competence. This meaning turns upon 

images. Ideas, facts, laws— all fail to approach the essential 

truth. Conrad told Garnett that he "wanted to obtain a sort of 

lurid light out Q&J the very events" (Garnett, 171), and in the 

final analysis, this light counts for more than the events themselves. 

The patterns of imagery converge upon some general remarks 

of Stein that are nearly meaningless in themselves but touch the 

imagistic patterns with enough conceptual significance to make them 

discussible. Discoursing upon a favorite butterfly, a specimen from 

his collection, Stein— the merchant, naturalist, adventurer, and 

philosopher— remarks: "This is Nature— the balance of colossal 

forces. Every star is so— and every blade of grass stands so— 
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and the mighty Kosmos in perfect equilibrium produces— this. This 

wonder; this masterpiece of Nature— the great artist" (XXI, 208). 

Stein does not, and probably cannot, tell us what he means by Nature, 

but from the manner in which the idea is illustrated, by both Stein 

and the form of the novel, it seems that he refers to the most funda

mental shape of reality. Stein collects not only butterflies, but 

also beetles as repulsively misshapen as the butterflies are delicate 

and beautiful. The two contrasting realities are representative of 

the forces of opposition working throughout the universe. 

Man, too, is a part of Nature, although, in Stein's words, 

man is "amazing, but he is not a masterpiece" (XXI, 208). The trouble 

with man is that the opposing forces are rarely balanced or integrated. 

Man tears himself to pieces pulling in opposite directions: "He wants 

to be so, and again he wants to be so, . . . He wants to be a saint 

and he wants to be a devil— and every time he opens his eyes he sees 

himself as a very fine fellow— so fine as he can never be. . . . In 

a dream. . ." (XXI, 213). Stein collects both butterflies and beetles 

and leads both an active and a contemplative life so as to reconcile 

the opposing forces in himself, but although he is outwardly successful, 

he is, to use his own expression, still "a man": "And do you know how 

many opportunities I let escape; how many dreams I had lost that had 

come in my way" (XXI, 217)? 

In the context of the novel, Stein speaks with considerable 

authority. He is the last of several commentators whom Marlow consults 

about Jim's case, and he is the only one who plays an active role in 
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shaping Jim's destiny. And except for Marlow, Stein is probably alone 

in understanding the double face of reality. Marlow's interview 

with Stein gathers in strands of thematic imagery and gives them a 

new direction; the butterflies and beetles become a variation upon 

an imagistic theme that begins early in the novel. The beetles are 

associated with darkness and earth, and the butterflies with air and 

light. And everything-- earth and air, darkness and light— are part 

of one comprehensive reality. Because these opposites combine to 

form a unity that can be given no name more specific than Mature, the 

substance of -this underlying order can be discovered only through 

imagery. 

Against his will, Jim partakes of both sides of Nature. With 

a character formed partly by stories of adventure and partly by the 

moral ideals of a country parsonage, Jim holds a high opinion of him

self. He is convinced that some lofty destiny awaits him. But, on 

account of "a fiendish and appalling joke" (XXI, 121), his courage is 

tested more than is fair. As mate of the pilgrim ship, Patna, Jim is 

guilty with other members of the crew of going off in a small boat, 

leaving the ship to sink with all passengers. Part of the joke is that 

the rusty old steamer should strike a floating derelict on a calm 

night in the middle of the Arabian Sea and part that the ship should 

not sink after all— a French gunboat rescues the Patna, and Jim and 

his captain lose their certificates. From the moment he leaps from 

' the Patna, Jim is tormented by conflict. He has been accustomed to 

look down upon the rest of humanity from some high place. As a 
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trainee he looks down from the foretop "with the contempt of a man 

destined to shine in the midst of danger" (XXI, 6); from the hos

pital he looks down complacently upon the town spread out beneath 

himj from the height of the bridge he surveys the crowded decks of 

the Patna. But when he abandons the ship, it is as if he has "jumped 

into a well— into an everlasting deep hole. . ." (XXI, 111). 

A man who thinks of himself as belonging to light and air has 

been made, as if by an act of a diabolical power, to plunge into the 

darkness, and he recoils from his fate. "Trying to save. . . his idea 

of what his moral identity should be" (XXI, 81), Jim will not admit 

to anyone that he has been a coward. This unflinching belief in the 

ideal of courage, in defiance of facts, is Jim's curse and also, as 

Marlow eventually sees, a source of "greatness as genuine as anyone 

ever achieved" (XXI, 2UU). 

Although Jim is unique in believing so fervently in his own 

heroic potential, he is also "one of us"; his inability or unwilling

ness to recognize the opposite faces of reality is typically human. 

Jim's own view of himself is apparent from the way he dresses— always 

immaculately and always in white. And his belief has the power to 

influence others— Marlow and a whole series of employers. "The 

young chap. . . just stared into the sunshine. . . ," Marlow says, 

"clean-limbed, clean-faced, firm on his feet, as promising a boy 

as the sun ever shone on. . ." (XXI, I4.0). But Jim also lives under 

a cloud; his dark side, that appeals to Marlow's own underself, exists 

whether Jim will admit it or not: "He appealed to all sides at once— 

to the side turned perpetually to the light of day, and to that side 



112 

of us which, like the other hemisphere of the moon, exists stealthily 

in perpetual darkness, with only a fearful ashy light falling at times 

on the edge" (XXI, 93). 

From a complicated series of juxtaposed opposites, Conrad has 

drawn a map of reality (or Nature) as he conceives reality to be. 

With the exceptions of Stein and Marlow, every character denies one 

or other of the opposing truths, even though fully developed characters 

cannot help embodying the whole of reality in their personalities and 

X 
actions. Placed in orbits around Jim by Marlow's unresting desire 

to penetrate to the heart of Jim's case, each major character is, 

like Jim, a microcosm in himself and a part of a more comprehensive 

whole. Each one is largely characterized in terms of the principal 

thematic imagery. 

On board the Patna the other crew members are associated 

with darkness and earth. All indulge the gross sides of their natures 

while lacking even the slightest touch of idealism. The captain, a 

grotesquely fat Australian German, is slovenly in dress and in the 

performance of his duties and without moral scruple. The engineers, 

and especially the chief, are drunkards. Even the crew's effort to 

leave the ship is undignified; their struggle with a reluctant life 

boat resembles a scene of low comedy (XXI, 101). Their worthlessness 

is part of the cosmic joke that draws Jim into the dark side of reality. 

1. The crew of the Patna and other minor characters are not 
fully developed. Conrad makes the crew as worthless as possible, 
i. e. wholly creatures of darkness, in order to put Jim in a more 
sympathetic light. And, of course, it is impractical for a novelist 
to depict all of his characters fully. 
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Afterwards, in a flash of unconscious insight while afflicted with 

delirium tremens, the chief engineer says that the ship was full of 

"reptiles" (XXI, £lj. And in spite of an idealized conception of 

himself, Jim shares the guilt of his crew mates. 

The human animals who are Jim's fellow sailors are one part 

of a more general assault of darkness. Jim is brought down by a 

combination of the unmitigated cowardice of his companions, the 

terrifying gloom of the threatened hold, the approaching squall that 

is "black, black" and moving up stealthily from behind (XXI, 102), 

and by his own weakness— by the "weakness unknown, but perhaps sus

pected, as in some parts of the world you suspect a snake in every 

bush. . .» (XXI, U3). 

If Jim's fellow criminals are made of clay, one of his judges, 

Captain Brierly, seems to be one of the immortals. Brierly sits on 

the board of inquiry because, at the age of thirty-two, he is one 

of the most successful captains in Eastern waters, having collected 

medals and testimonial gifts from shipowners and heads of state 

throughout the world. A man of enormous egoism, Brierly treats 

everyone in a condescending manner. And yet Brierly is no more 

successful than Jim's crewmates at integrating the opposing aspects 

of reality. Shortly after the inquiry Brierly commits suicide. 

His reasons are obscure, but it is suggested that Jim's case appeals 

also to the hidden side of Brierly and that he cannot bear to see 

Jim's example darken his own honor and the honor of the profession. 

Brierly and Jim have much in common. They come from the same stock 
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(their "people" even know each other), and both are externally-

arrogant and self-contained, maintaining in the courtroom expres

sions of "gloomy impudence" and "contemptuous boredom" respectively 

(XXI, 69). Jim's position moves Brierly sufficiently for him to put 

aside his mask temporarily and suggest to Marlow that they bribe 

Jim to run away: "Let him creep twenty feet underground and stay 

there I By heaven 1 I would" (XXI, 66). Within a week, Brierly has 

done that very thing. He has been unable to accept the darkness and 

the light together. 

All persons have the potential to turn either to the darkness 

or to the light; the difficulty lies in accepting the double potential. 

Another character with whom Marlow talks has been, like Brierly, 

directly concerned in the Patna affair. He is a French lieutenant, 

a member of the gun boat crew, who remained on the Patna for thirty 

hours while it was being towed into port. While Marlow talks about 

Jim's case, the Frenchman hears him out sympathetically, but even 

though the lieutenant admits to having been frightened at various 

times in his life, he will tell no self-denigrating anecdotes. "I 

have contended," he says, "that one may get on knowing very well 

that one's courage does not come of itself (ne vient pas tout seul). 

One truth the more ought not to make life impossible. . . . But the 

honor—the honor monsieur! That is real. . ." (XXI, lU8). After 

Marlow suggests that honor may "reduce itself to not being found 

out" (XXI, II4.9), the French lieutenant retires with dignified alacrity, 

and Marlow watches him in the street driven "down wind with his hand 

to his head, his shoulders braced, and the tails of his coat blown 



lis 

hard against his legs" (XXI, II4.9). The Frenchman accepts weakness 

in the abstract but flees from particularity; he prides himself 

upon the brightness of his honor, though Marlow knows that the 

one unassailable fact of the Frenchman's life is its obscurity. 

He is "one of those steady, reliable men who are the raw materials 

of great reputations, one of those uncounted lives that are buried 

without drums and trumpets under the foundations of monumental 

successes" (XXI, lU3—lUU). 

With the introduction of the French lieutenant, darkness 

comes to be associated with obscurity—an honorable obscurity—and 

not only disgrace. The same association holds good in the anecdote 

of Bob Stanton, a chief mate drowned at sea while trying to rescue 

a hysterical woman. Like the lives of Jim's colleagues aboard the 

Patna, Stanton's life is more comic than heroic, and his death after 

a futile wrestling match with a woman larger than he, is also more 

comic than tragic; the struggle is reminiscent of Jim's crewmates' 

tussle with the life boat. "Bearded to the waist like a gnome" 

(XXI, 13>0)—a mythological cave-dwelling dwarf—Stanton represents 

a positive, earthy obscurity in contrast to both undignified cowar

dice and lofty dreams of grandeur. He achieves heroism without 

actually seeking it. Stanton's opposite is a man named Chester. 

He is "a strange idealist" whose mad schemes for making an easy 

fortune revolve around an impractical plan for gathering some 

unobtainable guano. Chester achieves baseness and absurdity even 

though he dreams of wealth and power. 
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Even from characters presented as briefly as Chester and 

Bob Stanton, it is clear that light and darkness participate in an 

interchange of qualities, that the light may be approached via the 

darkness and vice versa. For Jim, for Stein, and even for Marlow, 

light is sometimes discovered amidst the darkness. The process can 

reverse itself as well. Jim's pre-occupation with heroism is a 

major cause of his failure and disgrace. Had not Jim become infected 

with the languor of the East, retiring more and more into dreams 

of glory, he would not have accepted a berth on a ship as obviously 

disreputable as the Patna; he had once been the mate of a fine sailing 

vessel, but he had drifted into a less demanding position. And yet 

had he not jumped from the Patna, Jim would never have discovered 

Patusan; he would never have had the chance to fulfill the expecta

tion of his most exalted dreams. Jim's career, the discovery of 

darkness in light and of light in darkness, parallels Stein's 

discovery of his prize butterfly. After Stein has saved himself 

from an ambush by killing three men, he notices the shadow of a 

butterfly pass over the forehead of one of the dead men, and he 

captures the prize on "a small heap of dirt ten feet away" (XXI,210). 

Capturing this great prize has been one of Stein's main objects in 

life, and it comes to him unexpectedly after a brush with death, 

just as Jim's opportunity comes to him only after his disgrace. 

Evidently Stein and Marlow have different reasons for sending 

Jim to Patusan. Stein seems to know that Jim is romantic, that he 

needs a chance to live up to his idea of himself. Marlow, on the 
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other hand, having been disappointed by Jim's habit of quitting 

his job whenever the Patna affair is mentioned, decides at last to 

follow Brierly's advice, and he suggests to Stein that they "bury 

him in some sort" (XXI, 219). The imagery of the final section of 

the novel does suggest that Patusan is a sort of grave. 

But Patusan is also an opportunity. Jim's journey to the 

remote Malay settlement, more than forty miles up a winding jungle 

river, is, like his leap from the Patna, a "jump into the unknown" 

(XXI, 229). And at first the leap seems almost as disastrous, for 

Jim is captured by Rajah Allang and imprisoned in a stockade. He 

escapes from there by leaping impulsively (as he had jumped from the 

Patna) over the palisade. Once out, he runs for his life and 

attempts unsuccessfully to jump a muddy creek where he is almost 

buried alive. To escape "he struck out madly, scattering the mud 

with his fists. It fell on his head, on his face, over his eyes, 

into his mouth" (XXI, 2£li). Thoroughly covered with mud, Jim 

reaches Doramin's house and glory. Within a short time, he has 

achieved the destruction of Sherif Ali, a notorious brigand and 

religious fanatic, and has become the unquestioned ruler of Patusan, 

his word alone being good enough to settle any dispute in the land. 

In short, Jim lives up to his high idea of himself only after he 

has been willing (albeit unconsciously) to face the darkness; he 

emerges into the light only after burying himself in the earth. 

But because, as Stein and Marlow both know, a human being 

cannot really escape from the double reality of his own nature, 



118 

Jim's success can never be complete. During Marlow's visit to 

Patusan, Jim leads him to the top of a hill, "high in the sunshine" 

(XXI, 26̂ ), where he had defeated Sherif Ali, and where he seems 

to Marlow "to represent in his persistent youth the power and perhaps 

the virtues, of races that never grow old, that have emerged from 

the gloom" (XXI, 265). On that summit the Patna affair has been 

reduced to "a shadow in the light" (XXI, 265). And yet the shadow 

remains, and all of Jim's successes are fated to take place in the 

greenish gloom of a vast forest, far from the gaze of his own people. 

The impossibility of complete success is symbolized by the two 

steep hills that dominate the landscape of Patusan; they stand 

"very close together, and separated by what looks like a deep fissure, 

the cleavage of some mighty stroke" (XXI, 220). Jim can ascend one 

of these hills, and he does so when he defeats Sherif Ali, but he 

can never climb both at the same time; he can never conquer the 

whole of his nature. He lives neither in brilliant sunlight nor 

in complete darkness, but in a half-light, deceptive yet revealing, 

like the light of the moon: "The moon. . .rose exactly behind these 

hills, its diffused light at first throwing the two masses into 

intensely black relief, and then the nearly perfect disc, glowing 

ruddily, appeared, gliding upwards between the sides of the chasm, 

till it floated away above the summits, as if escaping from a 

yawning grave in gentle triumph" (XXI, 220-221). 

Thus Jim's victory over himseLC is partly deceptive, seeming 

to Marlow real and unreal by turns. There is a purity in his triumph 
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which seems to live in his white figure going throughout the jungle 

to arbitrate the disputes of the natives, and in his love for the 

Malay girl Jewel, herself often dressed in white, appearing sometimes 

in the pose of a butterfly with folded wings (XXI, 308), and yet 

the purity is unreal like the light of the moon, which is "cold and 

pale, like the ghost of dead sunlight" (XXI, 2U6). Jim has nothing 

to guide him but feeling, which is "like a fickle companion that 

today guiding you on the true path, with the same eyes, the same 

step, the same impulse, tomorrow will lead you hopelessly astray" 

(XXI, 23!?). Marlow also must rely on feeling, and in his attitude 

towards Jim and towards the possibility of human communication, he 

displays a skepticism so radical as to approach the formulation of 

a metaphysical truth. Nothing is certain because there is nothing 

which does not contain the opposite of itself. In Lord Jim, as 

in some Eastern religions, mysticism and nihilism are separated by 

the thinnest of partitions. 

The only certainty is that human beings can never permanently 

balance the forces of light and darkness in themselves. If Jim 

has been more successful in following his dream than any man has the 

right to expect, it is inevitable that some day darkness will 

reassert itself; and Jim finally dies as "an unavoidable consequence" 

of his life, a victim of "profound and terrifying logic" (XXI, 3̂ 2). 

At the height of his reputation, Jim is brought down by the treachery 

of a ruffian named Gentleman Brown (reputedly the son of a baronet), 

who comes from essentially the same stock as Jim and Brierly and 
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who serves as a "blind accomplice of the Dark Powers" (XXI, 35U). 

To discover why Jim should be vulnerable to a man like Brown, 

we must return again to Marlow's conversation with Stein. Jim's 

case moves Stein to speculate upon the cosmos and human nature. 

The key difference between man and the rest of nature, Stein believes, 

is that man will not accept himself as he is: 

A man that is born falls into a dream like a man who falls 
into the sea. If he tries to climb out into the air as 
inexperienced people endeavour to do, he drowns—nicht 
war?. . . . No! I tell you! The way is to the destruc
tive element submit yourself, and with the exertions of 
your hands and feet in the water make the deep, deep 
sea keep you up. So if you ask me—how to be (XXI, 2lU). 

Stein's remark, like many statements in the novel, is diffi

cult. Evidently the "dream"—the belief in one's own superior 

destiny—is also "the destructive element," but interestingly Stein 

says that a man "falls" into the dream, whereas throughout the 

book, the dream has been associated with images of air and of light. 

Further, Stein says that attempting to escape the dream is like 

climbing out into the air, whereas the denial of the dream has 

usually been associated with earth, as, for instance, in the case 

of Jim's bestial crewmates. The fact that Stein reverses the direc

tions usually associated with the dream and its denial suggests 

the same interpenetration of opposites as that found in the patterns 

of imagery. The surest way down is an attempt to move upward and 

vice versa. That is why there should be such a "profound and 

terrifying logic" in Jim's destruction by his opposite, the degraded 

Gentleman Brown. The antithesis of Jim is also himself. 
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After Brown and his men have blundered into Patusan seeking 

loot and have been trapped there, Brown manages to persuade Jim 

that he and his men should be allowed to escape to the sea. But on 

the way down the river the desperadoes ambush a band of Malays, 

killing Dain Waris, the son of chief Doramin and the friend of 

Jim. Having accepted full responsibility for the decision about 

Brown, Jim allows himself to be shot by Doramin. The disaster 

occurs'as a direct result of an interview between Jim and Brown. 

During the interview Brown manages to get inside of Jim and appeal 

to his hidden, dark side: 

He asked Jim whether he had nothing fishy in his life to 
remember that he was so damnedly hard upon a man trying to 
get out of a deadly hole by the first means that came to 
hand—and so on, and so on. And there ran through the 

. rough talk a vein of subtle reference to their common blood, 
an assumption of common experience; a sickening suggestion 
of common guilt, of secret knowledge that was like a bond 
of minds and of their hearts (XXI, 387). 

And Jim cannot resist this appeal. In all of his actions, in his 

whole attitude towards life, Jim has been unwilling to acknowledge 

the dark side of himself; he has tried to climb out of "the destruc

tive element;" he has tried to live, to use Brown's words, as if 

he were "one of those people that should have wings so as to go 

about without touching the dirty earth" (XXI, 383). The dark powers 

can overcome Jim precisely because Jim refuses to admit that these 

powers exist in himself; unacknowledged, they cannot be controlled. 



122 

Since Jim incorrigibly believes that nothing can touch him, he must 

2 remain young and innocent and vulnerable. 

But true to Conrad's belief that a quality always contains 

its opposite, the novel suggests that Jim's defeat is also a victory. 

Although in the end the social order that Jim has built up with his 

own hands falls about his head, and he loses the love, the friend

ship and the respect that he once possessed, Marlow can still say: 

He passes away under a cloud, inscrutable at heart, for
gotten, unforgiven, and excessively romantic. Not in 
the wildest days of his boyish visions could he have 
seen the alluring shape of such an extraordinary success I 
For it may well be that in the short moment of his last 
proud and unflinching glance, he had beheld the face of 
that opportunity which, like an Eastern bride, had come 
veiled to his side (XXI, Ul6). 

The dream, Marlow is saying, can be attained finally and permanently 

only through death, which, in its incontrovertible proof of vul

nerability, negates all dreams and yet can, in truth, transport the 

dreamer to a realm where nothing can touch him. The dream may, after 

all, be a dream of self-sacrifice and death, disguised by the splendid 

trappings of heroism and egotistical glory. 

2. Unlike the heroes of Greek tragedy, Jim never recog
nizes evil in himself. Dorothy Van Ghent writes: "In contrast 
with the captain of tThe Secret Sharer,' Jim repudiates the 
other-self that has been revealed to him; at no time does he con
sciously acknowledge that it was himself who jumped from the 
Patna— it was only his body that had jumped; and his career 
thenceforth is an attempt to prove before men that the gross fact 
of the jump belied his identity." The English Novel: Form and 
Function (New York, 19f?3), pp. 233-23U. 
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II 

The mysticism and radical skepticism of Lord Jim extend from 

speculations, both explicit and implied, concerning the nature of 

reality into the area of ethics. Stein not only offers opinions 

upon nature, but also faces the question, "How to be?" And the 

novel makes this question one of its most fundamental concerns. 

Again we discover that actions that appear to be opposites share a 

common essence, that morality and immorality spring from a common 

source. 

Jim, Stein, and to a large extent Marlow, are romantics. 

Marlow attaches this label to Jim and Stein, and not without some re

luctance, he admits that he could be called the same thing. Nor 

would Conrad have written a novel like Lord Jim if he had not been 

a romantic himself. The word romantic has many meanings; here we 

are concerned with one only: the romantic is more interested in 

inner realities than with external appearances. Thus, for him, in mat

ters of morality, the motive is more important than the deed. Jim 

will not blame himself for abandoning the Patna if only he can per

suade himself that he has not really been afraid; Stein can forgive 

Jim for deserting Jewel because by facing Doramin, Jim has been true 

to the dream; and Marlow probes compulsively into Jim's case because 

facts— that is, the external circumstances— cannot convince him 

of their ultimate reality. 

In contrast, certain characters (and sometimes Marlow) are 

unromantic or even anti-romantic. The French lieutenant is concerned 
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with his reputation but remains unmoved by the subtleties of the inner 

life j Jim, he says, is "too fine" for him (XXI, ll;9). Alone and 

embittered, Jewel cares nothing for Jim's dreams; she knows only 

that he has deserted her. And Marlow can see, unlike Jim, that 

"the real significance of crime is in its being a breach of faith with 

the community of mankind" (XXI, 157). Marlow feels uneasy about 

being so drawn to Jim, uneasy, that is, about his own romanticism: 

"I don't mean to say that I regret my action, nor will I pretend 

that I can't sleep o'nights in consequence; still the idea obtrudes 

itself that he made so much of his disgrace while it is the guilt 

alone that matters" (XXI, 177). But Marlow is, nevertheless, 

fascinated by the inside of things and amazed and baffled by the 

strange commingling of opposites he discovers in the motives of 

human action. 

The dream, Marlow realizes, is motivated by egoism, by 

"a sort of sublimated, idealized selfishness" (XXI, 177); and he 

realizes, too, that the appeal Jim has for him lies in "the secret 

sensibility of my egoism" (XXI, 15>2). Jim's egoism forms an in

separable part of his romantic view of life, and for Marlow the ego 

is both fascinating and a source of dismay. Marlow likes to think 

of the brotherhood of seamen as "an obscure body of men held together 

by a community of inglorious toil and by fidelity to a certain 

standard of conduct" (XXI, 5>0). This community has substance, he 

thinks, only if men subordinate themselves to the demands of their 

duties; the code of conduct must be pitiless if the tradition is 
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to survive. And if the code is harsh, it is also simple; it can 

be summarized in a few words or enforced adequately by a court 

of inquiry. On the other hand, the subjective world of motive and 

intention must always be shadowy and elusive. Marlow's views of 

Jim are "like those glimpses through the shifting rents in a thick 

fogiibits of vivid and vanishing detail, giving no connected idea 

of the general aspect of a country" (XXI, 76). 

Still, vague and confusing as glimpses of the inner person 

must be, Marlow feels that there are issues at stake which are 

"beyond the competency of a court of inquiry." Jim's inner conflict 

"was a subtle and momentous quarrel as to the true essence of life 

and did not want a judge" (XXI, 93). Moreover, having discussed 

Jim's case with Stein, a German and a metaphysician, Marlow feels 

that "we had approached nearer to absolute truth, which, like 

Beauty itself, floats elusive, obscure, half submerged in the silent 

still waters of mystery" (XXI, 216). Although he does not accept 

Stein's views without criticism and although he sometimes gets 

"heartily sick" of Jim, Marlow learns that Jim's egoism (and Brierly's 

and his own) does not really stand in opposition to the code, but 

that it is, instead, the very foundation upon which the code is 

built. 

After the Patna incident, Jim seems to Marlow appallingly 

indifferent to the fate of the passengers entrusted to his care and 

unhealthily obsessed with his own suffering, but Marlow finds later 

on that the clue to the nature of Jim's egoism can be seen in his 
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reasons for facing the board of inquiry. Marlow remarks upon his 

own egoism and Jim's: "No doubt he was selfish, too, but his sel

fishness had a higher origin, a more lofty aim. I discovered that, 

say what I would, he was eager to go through with the ceremony of 

execution. . ." (XXI, l£3). Jim's reasons for facing the inquiry 

are ambiguous because Jim, for all of his unconscious complexity, 

is pathetically inarticulate when he tries to explain himself. But 

just as Jim apparently jumped from the Patna, not so much through 

simple fear as through the immobilizing power of his "confounded 

imagination" (XXI, 88), so, at the time of the inquiry, his egoism 

seems sublimated to an end other than mere survival. Marlow and 

Brierly agree that the board torments Jim because he lets them 

(XXI, 66), and Marlow speculates that the strange passiveness which 

Jim felt during his last moments on the Patna may have resulted 

from "a certain readiness to perish," from "a desire for peace" 

(XXI, 88). 

That Jim's high-minded selfishness is inextricably bound 

up with the idea of self-sacrifice is made even clearer during the 

Patusan episode. Jim devotes himself to the Malays for two reasons: 

to prove himself worthy of his self-concept and also to make himself 

an exalted servant of something larger than he— of society and 

society's ideals. Through Jim's stammering comes his firm belief 

that he can be faithful to himself, to the Malays, and to the ideals 

of his own kind all at the same time: "Only try to think what it 

would be like if I went away. Jove J Can't you see it? Hell loose. . 

. . I must go on, go on forever holding up my end, to feel sure that 
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nothing can touch me., I must stick to their belief in me to feel 

safe and to ... . keep in touch with. . . those whom, perhaps I 

shall never see any more" (XXI, 33U). 

Jim's egoism reaches the point at which it nearly transcends 

itself and becomes its opposite. Having become, in his words, 

"responsible for every life in the land" (XXI, 39h), he gives up his 

own life when this responsibility passes from his hands, for without 

his social role, which has become one with the dream, he is nothing, 

and Marlow wonders whether the final sacrifice may be "that supreme 

opportunity, that last and satisfying test for which I had always 

suspected him to be waiting. . ." (XXI, 339). 

But if egoism can be sublimated to become an ideal of self-

sacrifice, it can also become "the mad self-love" of a Gentleman 

Brown (XXI, 383); egoism, that is, is the common essence of an exalted 

self-abnegation and of the insane destructiveness of one who "had 

slapped the world's face, . . . had spat on it," who harbors the 

"illusion of having trampled all the earth under his feet" (XXI, 383). 

In the intensity of their devotion to their respective forms of 

egoism, Jim and Gentleman Brown become almost inhuman: Jim "goes 

away from a living woman to celebrate his wedding with a shadowy 

ideal of conduct" (XXI, Ul6), while Brown, in his death agonies, 

"clawing the air with skinny fingers, . . . bowed and hairy," 

resembles "some man-beast of folklore" (XXI, 383). The fascination, 

wonder, bewilderment and horror that Marlow finds at the bottom of 

Jim's story lies in this: that the actions which we admire and those 
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we loathe arise from a common source, that, in the underlying order 

of things, our usual categories of right and wrong, of good and evil, 

are thoroughly mixed. 

Ill 

Although Marlow must face a denial of our common illusions 

terrible enough to drive a man like Brierly to suicide, there re

mains the possibility that, having put aside conventional means 

of perception and judgment, we shall still have sufficient light to 

live by. For if the mixing of conventional categories means giving 

up old certainties, it also means, in some ways, a renewal of hope. 

If the underlying reality of moral action is closely related to the 

basic motivations of immorality, it is true also that egoism can 

redeem itself and merge with its opposite; if the language of con

cepts, depending upon the law of contradiction for its fundamental 

structure, proves inadequate to grapple with a paradoxical reality, 

a form can be discovered, nevertheless, wherein paradox can be em

bodied. Out of this form comes an acceptance of contradiction, which, 

though no panacea, provides us with the first requirement of that high 

purpose that Matthew Arnold demanded of all great art: "to see life 

clearly and to see it whole." In Lord Jim we see that light and dark

ness, earth and air are the inextricable elements of a single 

comprehensive reality. 

Throughout the novel, as Marlow struggles to understand the 

essential reality of Jim's case, he is frustrated by the tendency of 

language to inhibit his intended meaning. Both Marlow and Jim realize 
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that ordinary speech can give little help in understanding the 

underlying truths. As Jim stands before the board of inquiry, "the 

sound of his own truthful statements confirmed his deliberate opinion 

that speech was of no use to him any longer. That man there ̂ arlow7 

seemed to be aware of his hopeless difficulty" (XXI, 33). And in 

spite of numerous interviews, Marlow cannot understand Jim, partly 

because Jim wants to deceive himself and Marlow about the reality of 

the Patna affair, but mostly because the inner nature of Jim's per

sonality resists definition; language cannot cope with the contradictory 

reality it encounters. The result is that Marlow's relation with 

Jim runs the gamut of emotion, from frustration, disgust and despair 

to profound and sympathetic intimacy. Marlow can be encouraging or 

critical, sharply ironic or deeply moved by turns, depending on the 

side of Jim that happens to be evident at any given moment and also 

upon Marlow's own shifting moods as he fluctuates between a desire for 

simplicity and stability and a longing for deeper insights. But com

munication is always threatened by "the blight of futility that lies 

in wait for men's speeches" (XXI, ll|8), and Marlow is led to ask: 

"Are not our lives too short for that full utterance which through 

all our stammering is of course our only and abiding intention?" . 

(XXI, 229} 

Although genuine understanding may be impossible, at least 

Jim can be made to exist. Critics may be right to condemn Marlow for 

carrying mystification to such great lengths; we grow weary such 

phrasies as "the essential sincerity of falsehood" (XXI, 93), and 
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of hearing Marlow say that truth and illusion are essentially the same 

and that the difference between them hardly matters. We begin to 

wonder whether Conrad has not reached a reductio ad absurdum of his 

double vision. But if we regard these statements as "stammering," 

as the unsatisfactory forms of genuine truth, we shall look for co

herence elsewhere, and we may conclue that Lord Jim is not a form of 

discourse, but a form of action. 

Marlow cannot talk about Jim successfully, but he can express 

Jim's reality through the imagistic structure of the novel. Marlow's 

identification with Jim (which is also Conrad's identification) pro

duces a set of complex feelings that can find their equivalents only 

in imagery, and through imagery Jim is made to exist for the reader. 

In contrast to Conrad's earlier method, the novel is more an action 

than a discourse, because, like Jim's own action, it is expressive 

rather than discursive; it makes the reader see and feel even if he 

cannot explain his experience. And perhaps, as Marlow suggests, the 

reader, who has the advantage of looking with detachment upon the novel 

as a whole, can see more clearly than Marlow himself: "He existed for 

me, and after all it is only through me that he exists for you. I've 

led him out by the hand; I have paraded him before you. Were my 

commonplace fears unjust? I won't say— not even now. You may be 

able to tell better, since the proverb has it that the onlookers 

see most of the game" (XXI, 22h). 



CHAPTER 6 

THE MORAL FABLE: NOSTROMO AND THE SECRET AGENT 

In one of his frequent moods of pessimism, Conrad wrote the 

following to Cunninghame Graham: 

The attitude of cold unconcern is the only reasonable 
one. Of course reason is hateful,— but why? Because 
it demonstrates (to those who have the courage) that 
we, living, are out of life,— utterly out of it. The 
mysteries of a universe made of drops of fire and clods 
of mud do not concern us in the least. The fate of a 
humanity condemned ultimately to perish from cold is 
not worth knowing about (Aubry, I, 272). 

The key word is reason. Because of the vast, impersonal scheme of 

the universe which modern science had discovered, Conrad thought 

it as unreasonable to be hopeful about man's ultimate fate as it 

was to believe that, in relation to the cosmos, human destiny was 

really of the slightest importance. As a result, the attitude of 

"cold unconcern" dominates those of Conrad's novels which are the 

most reasonable, that is, the most controlled by a premeditated 

logical design. It was this effect of logic that Conrad seems to 

have been aiming at in both Almayer1s Folly and An Outcast of the 

Islands. In those novels he failed, coming against his will to feel 

that his protagonists were at least important enough to merit his 

sympathetic concern. Nevertheless, as early as 1896, Conrad did 

carry his cold tone and logical design through one complete short 

story, "An Outpost of Progressj" somewhat softened and modified, 
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this mood and this method were also to appear in Nostromo (I90I4.), 

and they would entirely dominate the structure of The Secret Agent 

(1907). 

These stories differ from the ritual novel in two important 

and closely related ways. First, the controlling point of view 

is that of third-person omniscient author rather than first-person 

narrator. Second, the aforesaid condition, in Conrad, has the 

effect of making the central meaning of the novel lodge not in 

images, but in ideas. While the novels contain plenty of irony 

and ambiguity, they do not reach the level of paradox, for only 

the image can effectively synthesize conflicting feelings. The 

opposing feelings expressed through first-person narration seem to 

empty into and fill up the imagery of a work, and may unconsciously 

produce that very imagery as the only adequate vehicle of the complex 

inspiration. But when Conrad writes as omniscient author, he feels 

required to be rigorously consistent, to insist upon the fundamental 

insignificance of his characters, and to underscore the superiority 

of his own moral position to theirs. 

I have suggested in another chapter that Conrad's god-like 

pose in his third-person narrations may have been necessary to his 

own personality—perhaps on account of his nobleman's pride, perhaps 

because he was not so certain about his professed beliefs that he 

could directly indulge in sympathy for moral weakness. However, 

Ford Madox Ford mentions another, more general reason that the 

omniscient author must assert his authority: 
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A narrator. . .being already a fictional character may 
indulge in any prejudices or wrong-headednesses and any 
likings or dislikes for other characters of the book, 
for he is just a living being like anybody else. But 
an author-creator, presenting his narration without 
passion, may not indulge in the expression of any preju
dices or like anyone of his characters more than any 
other; for, if he displays either of these weaknesses, 
he will to that extent weaken the illusion that he has 
intended to build up. 

Ford surely overestimates the degree of impartiality that a novelist 

can achieve in regard to his characters. Neither Conrad nor Ford 

would intrude as shamelessly as Arnold Bennett does, but even in 

the novels of Conrad and Ford, one always knows who is being depicted 

sympathetically and who is not. Yet Ford's remark is valuable for 

suggesting that the novelist has a position to maintain, that he is 

the god in charge of the ordinary lives in the artistic universe 

and that upon his divine intelligence, upon his infallible logic, 

depends the illusion of that artistic world's reality. 

The omniscient author's infallibility does not absolutely 

preclude construction by images, but it does, I think, drastically 

curtail the use of paradoxical images, and these are essential to 

Conrad's ritual novel. Paradoxical imagery must be illogical, for 

a paradox must simultaneously embrace two opposite realities. In 

contrast, non-paradoxical imagery may contain several meanings 

which are distinct but not opposites. This kind of imagery may 

be mistaken for paradox, if its meanings are an amalgam of illusion 

and reality, but such an image is really a kind of irony. Falling 

1. "Techniques," Southern Review, I (July, 1935), 33\ 
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thus within the law of contradiction, non-paradoxical images have 

much in common with ideas. For instance, the silver of Nostromo 

appears both as image and idea, and each form mirrors the other. 

As an idea, in its abstract significance, the silver appears to be a 

good at first, but is soon revealed to be an evil. In exactly the 

same way, the image of the silver, the purity of its appearance, 

masks the fatality of its attraction for human beings. As both 

image and idea, the silver may create the illusion that it is a 

good, but there can be no doubt that in reality it is an evil. 

One may contrast this situation with the truly interpenetrating light 

and dark images of "Heart of Darkness" and The Nigger of the Narcissus. 

The images and events of a novel usually exist in a state 

of tension with each other, for the pattern of events, or the plot, 

develops in time through a sequence of causes and effects. The 

plot, therefore, may be more or less important depending upon the 

contrasting kind of organization. In Conrad's ritual novels imagery 

always qualifies the meaning of events. The double point of view, 

appearing through images, often overshadows the mind which has 

invented the plot. For example, the endings of stories like Lord Jim 

and "Heart of Darkness" seem to have been designed originally to 

illustrate a definite point—that the most civilized men may decay 

in isolation from their own kind, that the romantic dream is not 

attainable in this world—but within a context of elaborated imagery, 

the events themselves are greatly changed and become less important 

and less engaging than their surroundings. All of this is in 
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contrast to the novel that is centered in ideas. The more consistent, 

more logical viewpoint of the omniscient author orders events to 

express a definite moral position, making of the plot an illustrative 

fable, and without the counter effect of an imagistic pattern. 

For this reason, those novels which employ third-person narration 

and are centered in ideas may be called moral fables. 

Conrad's first moral fable was "An Outpost of Progress," 

written in the summer of 1896. Much later he called it "the lightest 

part of the loot I carried off from central Africa" (VIII, ix). In 

his mind, and quite rightly, "Heart of Darkness" was a much more im

portant story. Comparing the two stories, he told David Meldrum 

that "Heart of Darkness" "'takes in' more—is a little wider— 

is less concentrated upon individuals" (Blackburn, 38). Conrad 

almost surely meant that "Heart of Darkness" was the more suggestive 

of the two works, and he was himself aware of the reason for the 

differences. Conrad was suspicious of "An Outpost of Progress" 

because he had constructed it consciously, and he was convinced 

that his best work was produced by intuition rather than by pre

meditated design. "You are right in your criticism of 'Outpost,'" 

he told Garnett. "The construction is bad. It is bad because 

it was a matter of conscious decision. . .things get themselves into 

shape—and they are tolerable. But when I want to write—when I 

do consciously try to write or try to construct, then my ignorance 

has full play. . ." (Aubry, I, 193). Since he had concentrated upon 
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a logical design, Conrad also knew that the main interest centered 

upon plot. "The sting of the thing," he said, "is in its tail" 

(Aubry, I, 201). 

These views stand in marked contrast to Conrad's opinion of 

"Heart of Darkness," In the later story, as in "An Outpost of 

Progress," Conrad was "writing up" to an ending (Blackburn, 5l), 

but the construction and the effect were to be entirely different. 

"The idea is so wrapped up in secondary notions," he wrote to 

Cunninghame Graham, "that you, even you!—may miss it. And also 

you must remember that I don't start with an abstract notion. I 

start with definite images and as their rendering is true some 

little effect is produced" (Aubry, I, 268). This difference between 

"abstract notions" and "definite images" is the key difference 

between the two stories and, indeed, between the moral fable and the 

ritual novel. 

"An Outpost of Progress" concerns two Europeans— Kayerts, a 

former civil servant and Carlier, a former soldier—who are left 

at an isolated post in central Africa for the purpose of gathering 

ivory. They find themselves incapable of that task and most others; 

they are undermined by the climate and finally destroyed by their 

isolation. Their ends are murder and suicide. But Conrad does not 

pity these men. He preserves a tone of scathing contempt from the 

beginning of the story to the end. The following judgments are never 

altered: "They were two perfectly insignificant and incapable in

dividuals, whose existence is only rendered possible by the high 

organization of civilized crowds" (VIII, 89). And again: "Society, 
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not from any tenderness but because of its strange needs, had taken 

care of these 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 condition of being machines" 

(VIII, 89). 

This kind of judgment and tone pursues the men from their 

first landing at the station to their violent and grotesque deaths. 

Conrad looks on contemptuously as at first they potter cheerfully 

about the station; as they become increasingly gloomy and irritable; 

as, on account of their weakness and gullibility, Makola, their 

assistant, sells the company's men into slavery in exchange for ivory; 

as they acquiesce in Makola's treachery, first accusing Makola and 

then each other; as they are exasperated and made savage by isola

tion and the failure of their illusions and finally engage in a 

deadly quarrel. In the last scenes Conrad emphasizes not the pathos, 

and certainly not the tragedy, of their end, but the macabre humor. 

In a kind of parody of Hector and Achilles dashing around the walls 

of Troy, they chase each other around their tumbledown hut, until in 

fear and desperation Kayerts shoots his companion, who, it turns out, 

is unarmed. The immediate cause of the quarrel has been a lump of 

sugar. Then, just as the long-overdue company steamboat arrives, 

Kayerts hangs himself: "His toes were only a couple of inches above 

the ground; his arms hung stiffly down; he seemed to be standing 

rigidly at attention, but with one purple cheek playfully posed on 

the shoulder. And irreverently, he was putting out a swollen tongue 
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at his Managing Director" (VIII, 117). Just as there is no division 

of attitude in the story, there is no ambiguity about the relative 

value of the self and society. Neither self-abnegation to social 

values nor egoism is sufficient to impart meaning to the lives of 

Kayerts and Carlier, for egoism is only self-centeredness without 

self-knowledge and society merely a mechanism for keeping people 

safe, comfortable and unthinking. 

After the death of Carlier and shortly before his suicide, 

Kayerts reaches a position of total nihilism. With frenzied egoism 

he tries to justify the murder of Carlier: "He argued with himself 

about all things under heaven with that kind of wrongheaded lucidity 

which may be observed in some lunatics" (VIII, llU-115). But neither 

his maniacal logic nor a lingering belief in civilization is sufficient 

to keep him from absolute despair. In the shrieks of the steamboat 

whistle— "rapid and piercing, like the yells of some exasperated 

•and ruthless creature"— Kayerts hears the voice of his own people: 

"Progress was calling to Kayerts from the river. Progress and civi

lization and all the virtues. Society was calling to its accomplished 

child to come, to be taken care of, to be instructed, to be judged, 

to be condemned; it called him to return to that rubbish heap from 

which he had wandered away so that justice could be done (VIII, 116). 

We should not think that Conrad entirely shares Kayert's 

nihilism. Certainly the tone of the story implies that other values, 

the antithesis of the characters', are possible; but that these values 

are only implied is proof of Conrad's pessimism. "You want from men 
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faith, honor, fidelity to truth in themselves and others," he told 

Cunninghame Graham. "You want them to do all this, to show it 

every day, to make out of these words their rules of life. . . . 

What makes you dangerous is your unwarrantable belief that your desire 

may be realized. This is the only point of difference between us. 

I do not believe" (Aubry, I, 215). 

II 

Like several of Conrad's full-length novels, Nostromo was 

to have been much shorter than it actually became. In December, 1902, 

as Conrad was beginning to turn the subject over in his mind, he 

thought that the completed story would contain thirty or forty 

thousand words (Blackburn, 171-72). By March, 1903, the work had 

already gone beyond its envisioned bounds. By then Conrad thought 

that the final length would be at least sixty to seventy thousand 

words and that he could not finish before June (Blackburn, 170). 

In fact the novel grew to be Conrad's longest and was not finished 

until late in the summer of I90I4. 

Although Nostromo is like Lord Jim, The Nigger of the Nar

cissus, and even "Heart of Darkness" in growing from a relatively 

simple conception into a work of much wider significance, it is 

unlike the earlier stories in the manner of its growth. In Nostromo 

Conrad had originally intended to narrate only the story of a man 

who had stolen a lighter full of silver during a South American 

revolution (IX, xiii), just as in Jim he was to have been concerned 

solely with a young man's impulsive and morally self-destructive 
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leap from a damaged pilgrim ship (XXI, viii). But in this shared 

growth from an intended short story or novelette the similarity ends. 

The addition of the Patilsan section and numerous episodes, running 

parallel to Jim's action or contrasting with it, changes the entire 

complexion of the novel. In the end we see the hero in a light 

entirely different from that which illumines the early chapters of 

the book. The additions complicate, qualify, and even contradict 

our first impressions, until we can no longer be sure that, intellec

tually, we understand Jim nor what he represents. The novel arouses 

a unity of feeling, yet its meaning constantly eludes analysis. 

In contrast, the core episode of Nostromo is neither qualified nor 

contradicted by other incidents in the novel. Instead, it assumes 

the position of a basic fable, reflected by other characters and 

related incidents, as Conrad follows his original idea through a 

multi-layered fabric of social, political and personal meaning. 

The basic story of an incorruptible man of the people, corrupted 

by the silver of the mine and killed by an austere revolutionist 

and champion of the people, illustrates Conrad's thesis that no 

action can be both moral and successful; and the whole impressive 

elaboration of characters and sub-plots is directed to the same 

end. Everything in the novel focuses upon this central idea. 

Unlike Lord Jim and Conrad's other ritual novels, Nostromo goes 

beyond ordinary discursive language only to the extent that it 

transforms ideas to narrative. Perhaps it is because Nostromo 

contains a nearly paraphrasable central idea that Graham Hough finds 



iia 

the novel something of a tour de force, and perhaps for similar 

reasons F. R. Leavis thinks the novel hollow at the core.̂  The 

appearance of being contrived, however ingenious the structure, 

results from the elaboration of a definite idea; while in the ritual 

novel the matrix of interpenetrating opposite feelings provides a 

resonant, mysterious and yet solid center. 

The ritual novel, it has been noted, attempts to resolve a 

conflict between the cyclical and linear concepts of time—an 

integration which is one aspect of a vastly more complicated con

jugation of opposites that cluster about an unknown center. 

Nostromo not only fails to attempt such an integration, but actually 

seems designed to show that the interpenetration of these opposites 

is illusory. On the one hand, the Republic of Costaguana has no 

history at all, but only futile cycles of relatively stable and in

tensely disordered and bloody episodes. On the other hand, individuals 

can only change linearly. Participation in the political life of 

the Republic inevitably means either moral or physical destruction, 

and without a chance of redemption; there is no chance, that is, 

of returning to a former state. Thus society and the individual 

can never participate in an interchange of qualities: No action 

can induce society to change linearly, and by the same token, the 

individual can never b;e a part of the social cycle, but only its victim. 

2. "Chance and Joseph Conrad," in Image and Experience: 
Studies in a Literary Revolution (London, I960), p. 216; and The 
Great Tradition (London, 19U0), p. 200. 
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In the light of this fatal opposition, the characters of the 

novel can be divided into two groups: those who are skeptical of 

social progress and are reluctant to commit themselves to any-

socio-political enterprise, and those who believe that the future 

of society can really be different from the past. The latter 

group are deluded, and although their wrong headedness takes various 

forms under the influence of different personalities, they are all, 

to some degree, fools. Taken together they make up a hierarchy of 

error, ranging from the ludicrous and rather pathetic faith of 

Captain Mitchell to Charles Gould's nearly tragic belief in "material 

interests." 

Some of the most revealing passages in Nostromo are those 

narrated by Captain Mitchell, the British Consul and the director 

of the Oceanic Steam Navigation Company in Sulaco. These sections 

are rich in irony of character, for Mitchell, who thinks himself 

a particularly acute man, understands almost nothing of what he 

sees. Every political alarm for him marks an "epoch," every inci

dent affecting the state is an "historical event;" and when the 

Blancos of Sulaco (the aristocratic party), in alliance with European 

and American capital, free themselves at last from the tyranny of 

the brothers Montero, Mitchell is convinced that a new age has 

dawned—prosperous, progressive and unending. With masterful 

irony Conrad lets us see the final events of the victory, and the con

dition of the new state through Mitchell's eyes as the old captain 

gives a nameless but important visitor a grand tour of the city. 
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In pompous and complacent accents, Mitchell tells how the Monterists 

were defeated by the combined forces of General Barrios, the bandit 

troop of Hernandez, and the San Tome''miners; and he proudly shows 

his guest the broad streets of the city, complete with electric 

lighting and tram cars; the stately casas and spacious plazas; the 

shops; the bars; the clubs. 

To Mitchell all of this seems permanent. But sometimes he 

unconsciously points to the reality that underlies the splendid 

appearance; for instance, he tells of the rescue of Charles Gould 

by his miners— "The miners of San Tomê  all Indians from the 

Sierra, rolling by like a torrent to the sound of pipes and cymbals, 

green flags flying, a wild mass of men in white ponchos and green 

hats, on foot, on mules, on donkeys." And Mitchell concludes: "Such 

a sight, sir, will never be seen again" (IX, U77). Mitchell speaks 

more truly than he knows. His words are echoed by Dr. Monygham: 

"Do you think that now the mine would march upon the town to save 

their Senor Administrator?" The truth is that, under the splendid 

appearance of prosperity, the mine, like all previous liberators— 

the Bentos, the Monteros and the rest— has become a tyrant in the 

eyes of the people. "The time approaches J' Dr. Monygham says, "when 

all that the Gould concession stands for shall weigh as heavily 

upon the people as the barbarism, cruelty, and misrule of a few years 

back" (IX, 511). 

By the end of the novel, that time is not far off. The 

Italians, who once fought for the railroad, have formed secret 
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societies, which include among their number anarchists and other 

incendiaries. Antonia Avellanos and Father Corbelan are conspiring 

with political refugees to annex the rest of Costaguana to Sulaco. 

When Dr. Monygham suggests that the "material interests" may not 

permit annexation, Father Corbelan replies hotly: "Let them beware, 

then, lest the people. . . claim their share of the wealth and their 

share of the power" (IX, j?10). Evidently the whole dismal cycle of 

separation and union, of revolution and reaction, is to be repeated. 

Few residents of the regenerate Sulaco recall that long ago the mine 

had also been a power in the land and that the miners "had risen upon 

their English chiefs and murdered them to a man" (IX, $2). 

Captain Mitchell may be one of the least perceptive characters, 

but he is not alone in believing in progress. Sir John, the financier • 

of railways, tells Mrs. Gould: "We can't give you your ecclesias

tical court back again; but 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" (IX, 36).' 

But worth to Sir John is measured only in pounds sterling. Don 

Vincente Ribiera, the weak and well-meaning dictator, pledges him

self to promoting the welfare of his country after what he hopes has 

been "this last struggle" towards "a period of peace and material 

prosperity" (IX, 119). Shortly afterwards he finds himself flying 

before Pedro Montero's rag-tag cavalry. A more vivid and more moving 

character than either Sir John or Don Vincente is the civilized and 

idealistic aristocrat, Don Jose Avellanos. Although he has lost his 
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fortune and has suffered physical torture at the hands of Guzman 

Bento, he still believes in the future. He expresses this faith elo

quently in his history, Fifty Years of Misrule, and after the San 

Tome'Mine has established order in Sulaco, he plans to write another 

book, "wherein all the devotions to the regeneration of the country 

he loved would be enshrined for the reverent worship of posterity" 

(IX, II4.2). But the second history is never to be written, and the 

first never to be published—its manuscript pages are used by re

bellious National Guards as wadding for their muskets. Don Jose'' 

himself dies, worn out, during the struggle with the Monterists. 

His belief in progress is more noble and disinterested than the 

European and American capitalists' and more enlightened than Mitchell's, 

but like them, he fails to realize that history must by cyclical 

rather than linear. 

Like Don Jose'Avellanos, Charles Gould is victimized by the 

idea of progress; he loses not his life, but his soul. Gould returns 

to Gostaguana in order to overcome "the curse of futility" which, 

Decoud says, rests upon the character and activity of all Costa-

guaneros. Charles Gould's Uncle Henry has been shot by Bento, 

and his father has died through worry over exorbitant taxation and 

the concession of the San Tome'Mine. Gould hopes to change this pattern 

of failure and despair. He finds the mine abandoned ("a paradise 

of snakes'), and with the help of Holroyd, an American capitalist, 

he transforms the ruin into the most potent economic force in the 

country. "What is wanted here," he tells his wife, "is law, good 
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faith, order, security. Any one can declaim about these things, 

but I pin my faith to material interests. Only let the material 

interests once get a firm footing, and they can continue to exist" 

(IX, 8U). Gould's original intention, then, is to transform the coun

try by means of the mine, but he soon begins to confuse means with ends. 

Soon the mine becomes of first importance and the welfare of the 

country a distant second. Worse, Gould gradually becomes estranged 

from his wife, sacrificing love to the requirements of his silver, 

and he becomes willing to sacrifice anyone, including himself, 

that the enterprise might succeed. For instance, he contributes 

to the death of Decoud and the moral destruction of Nostromo when 

he sends them out of Sulaco with a consignment of silver he could 

easily have afforded to lose. And his intention of blowing up the 

mine rather than have it fall into the hands of rebels shows the 

thinking of a fanatic who is hardly considering the country first. 

Long before the end of the novel, Gould has become like the spectral 

gringos of the Azuera, his soul held captive by the fascination 

of treasure. Mrs. Gould is more perceptive than her husband, but 

she is helpless to change the situation; she understands that 

"there was something inherent in the necessities of the successful 

action which carried with it the moral degradation of the idea" 

(IX, 521). 

Not only Charles Gould, but every other character in the 

novel, finds successful moral action impossible. There seems to be 

nothing between noble failure, with ideals intact, and moral 
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degradation, nothing between the opposite fates of Gould and Don 

Josê Avellanos. The curse upon society is that it cannot change, 

and yet in change is its only salvation; and the curse upon individuals 

is that they can change only for the worse. Individuals can survive 

morally only by hugging their ideals closely and in practice failing 

to achieve their ends; they must choose between moral and practical 

failure. Just as in the ritual novel, society and the individual 

have opposite requirements, but in Nostromo there seems to be no 

possibility that these can be united. This fatal inversion of needs 

and abilities is seen clearly by Martin Decoud. On the one hand, the 

socio-political life of the country is "une farce macabre": "Ima

gine an atmosphere of opera-bouffe," Decoud says, "in which all 

the comic business of stage statesmen, brigands etc., etc., all 

their farcical stealing, intriguing and stabbing is done in dead 

earnest. It is screamingly funny; the blood flows all the time, and 

the actors believe themselves to be influencing the fate of the 

universe" (IX, l£2). But no change is possible, because immediately 

anyone attempts reform, he himself is changed; the system consumes 

him: "It seemed to him ̂ ecoud7 that every conviction, as soon as 

it became effective, turned into that form of dementia the gods 

sent upon those they wish to destroy" (IX, 200). 

Decoud's opinions are close to Conrad's. They are close 

to views found in the letters, and more important, they run parallel 

to the opinions of the authorial commentator and are borne out by 

the events of the novel. Decoud (like Conrad an exile) proves to 
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be a good judge of his country, and when his passion for Antonia 

Avellanos (modelled after Conrad's first love) lures him into action, 

he is destroyed as he himself might have predicted. But Conrad 

cannot entirely approve of Decoud, because Decoud lacks compassion, and 

in spite of the farcical elements in the social and political life 

of Costaguana, the novel takes suffering seriously., Decoud is like 

the Conrad of "An Outpost of Progress" and The Secret Agent, and 

in Nostromo Conrad judges this "cold unconcern" harshly. He accuses 

Decoud of "barren indifferentism posing as intellectual superiority" 

(IX, l£2). 

Decoud's opinions may be right, but his attitudes are all 

wrong, and apart from authorial comment, the true voice of moral 

authority in the novel is Mrs. Gould's. Mrs. Gould shares Decoud's 

opinions. Costaguanan politics seem to her "a puerile and blood

thirsty game of murder and rapine played with terrible earnestness 

by depraved children " (IX, I4.9). But while Decoud is cynical and 

indifferent, or pretends to be, Mrs. Gould is always "intelligently 

sympathetic" (IX, 86). To be sure, she has almost no influence in 

the country— though called "the First Lady of Sulaco"— but she 

comes to understand, to love and most important, to respect the 

customs of the peasants of the Campo and the Indians of the Higuerota, 

as well as those of the Blanco aristocrats. She looks on appalled, 

gives comfort where she can, but remains essentially passive and 

self-controlled; she never indulges in emotional outbursts against 

her fate or the nation's. She is too wise to be lured into action. 
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The reason Conrad is skeptical about the results of action 

is his feeling that motives are usually unworthy. All action, Conrad 

believed, is motivated by eg9ism. Conrad also accepts this fact in 

the ritual novel, but there he is anxious to justify the ego as much 

as possible, to create through the very form of the novel an integra

tion of personal and social values. Yet he could never entirely shake 

off the belief that egoism is wrong and somehow decadent. The whole 

moral tradition of western civilization and more particularly of 

Christianity, which influenced Conrad more than he would admit, en

couraged him to believe that genuine selflessness would be far better 

if only it could be achieved. But Conrad did not really believe that 

self-abnegation was possible, and at times he slipped into what he 

called "a period of mental and emotional reaction" (IX, xvii), in 

which egoism appeared to be an unredeemable defect in the make-up of 

human nature. When this mood was upon him, all action seemed futile. 

It is this mood which is responsible for the harsh judgments of "An 

Outpost of Progress" and The Secret Agent and for the more compas

sionate pessimism of Nostromo. In his letters Conrad reserved his 

most pessimistic remarks for the socialist and incorrigible optimist, 

Cunninghame Graham: "La socieWest essentiellement criminelle— 

ou elle n'existerait pas. C'est 1'egoisme qui sauve tout,— ab-

solument tout,— tout ce que nous abhorrons, tout ce que nous aimons. 

Et tout se tient" (Aubry, I, 269). Nostromo concentrates on the 

criminality of society and 'tout ce que nous abhorrons." The main 

trouble with Costaguana is that no active personality can break 



i$o 

out of the circle circumscribed by the ego, and so thoroughly 

does Conrad apply this theory that he throws it like a net over 

characters as different as Antonia Avellanos and General Montero. 

Conrad's theory is illustrated by the core fable, which 

concerns the activities and fate of Nostromo, and this fable has 

its center in the silver of the mine. The silver is the inspiration 

of almost all activity in the novel; it is the object to which 

almost all characters attach their egoistical desires. To mine the 

silver, to ship it, to seize it by force, to take it by stealth, to 

conceal it, to discover its hiding place—these are the pre-occupa-

tions and obsessions of almost every resident of the Treasure House 

of the World. The fact that, in one way or another, the silver 

destroys them all leads us to the meaning of the silver as structural 

and thematic center. The silver becomes the reflection of and, to 

some extent, the symbol of society. Like society, it is unchanging 

and thus the exact opposite of the inevitable fate of men, and like 

society it destroys the men it attracts. The more completely a 

man identifies himself with society, the more he becomes involved 

in the public life of the country, the more completely is he destroyed. 

What is true of society is also true of the silver. 

The. core fable, concerning the destruction of Nostromo, is 

the microcosm of the novel. The fable begins in a triple illusion 

which is gradually disproved. Through the course of events, the 

silver changes from an illusory good to an obvious evil; Nostromo, 

who is closely associated with the silver, appears at first to be 
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incorruptible and then is not so much made corrupt as shown to have 

been corrupt from the beginning; and the unity which seems to exist 

between the requirements of the individual and society is exploded. 

In a word, the illusion is that the awful fixity of the silver's 

(or society's) demands can ever be adapted to human needs. 

A victim of this central illusion, Nostromo likes to think of 

himself in association with the silver. Here, for example, he des

cribes to Decoud the qualities necessary to a man who would save 

the treasure: 

Honesty alone is not enough for security. You must look to 
discretion and prudence in a man. And always remember, 
Senor, before you open your lips for a confidence, that 
this treasure may be left safely here for hundreds of 
years. Time is on its side, Senor. And silver is an 
incorruptible metal that can be trusted to keep its value 
forever. . . ."An incorruptible metal," he repeated, as 
if the idea had given him a profound pleasure. "As 
some men are said to be," Decoud pronounced inscrutably. . . 
(XI, 299-300). 

Nostromo may seem to boast with good reason. His real 

name is Gian Battista, but he has won his nickname by indefatigable 

service to the material interests of Sulaco and especially to the 

0. S. N. Company, his employer. A Genoese sailor who has deserted 

his ship, Nostromo soon becomes the capataz of the harbor Cargadores— 

an invaluable body of men, with Nostromo at its head, for putting 

down uprisings among the rebellious populace. Nostromo also serves 

in many unofficial ways as a "troubleshooter" for the whole province. 

He guides capitalists across the mountains, carries out dangerous 

negotiations with the bandit Hernandez, and makes the famous ride 

to Cayta to bring back Barrios and his troops. Nostromo's employers 
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trust him completely, for he is courageous, resourceful, and they are 

convinced, absolutely incorruptible. Decoud, always the cynic and 

always an acute observer, reflects "that this man was made incor

ruptible by his enormous vanity, that finest form of egoism which 

can take on the aspect of every virtue" (XI, 300). Nostromo cares 

nothing for his private life; he has in fact no private life at all. 

He lives only for his reputation. 

Gradually it becomes clear that by entirely submerging his 

private life in a public role Nostromo is not incorruptible but 

radically corrupt. Like the silver, Nostromo is not what he appears 

to be, and it is only necessary for events to make his corruption 

apparent. First, Nostromo lets the insatiable desire for reputation 

come between him and his duty to friends. He is like Charles 

Gould in sacrificing personal relations to his obsession. When 

Signora Teresa Viola is dying, Nostromo is too busy looking after 

the treasure to go for a priest. Although Teresa has been like a 

mother to him, she can do nothing to enhance his prestige. Second, 

Nostromo's craving for unblemished glory actually leads to his 

becoming a thief. After Decoud has used four ingots of silver 

to drown himself, Nostromo cannot reveal the location of the remain

der of the treasure because people might think that he took the ingots 

or that he killed Decoud. Even if he were not directly accused, 

there would remain after the event a lingering doubt, and where his 

reputation is concerned, Nostromo cannot tolerate doubt. His 

vanity drives him to choose reputation over truth, and finally, 
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concentrating bitterly upon his exploitation by capitalists, he 

determines to steal the rest of the silver. When he is shot by 

Giorgio Viola while stealthily growing rich, it is more than an 

accident. The shooting is a retribution whose meaning reverberates 

throughout the book. Every character in the novel who falls under 

the influence of the silver, that is, is drawn for whatever reason 

into the public life of Costaguana, is, in one way or another, 

destroyed. 

But the ending of the novel is not an artistic triumph. 

The core fable is unable to bear successfully the whole structural 

weight which Conrad has built upon it.. Above all, the affairs of 

Giorgio Viola, the austere republican and Garibaldino, are never 

fully integrated with the novel's principal theme. Apparently his 

life was to have been one more instance of the impossibility of 

successful moral action, for his shooting of Nostromo, who is re

peatedly called a man of the people, is an act which negates a long 

life spent in the service of democracy. But Viola's only motive 

for the act is the protection of his daughter from an undesirable 

suitor (confused in the darkness with Nostromo), and this motive 

has no bearing upon the socio-political situation, as it should 

have if the irony is to be more than gratuitous. Either Conrad 

has been too anxious to lavish ironies upon his story, in the service 

of the idea and in defiance of probability, or, as seems just as 

likely, he has gradually been distracted from the material of the 

intended short story and drawn towards the much broader sweep of 

Costaguanan life. 
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Ford Madox Ford perceives something of the weakness of the 

ending when he writes: 

After months and months or even years and years of des
perate and agonized thinking, despairingly and at the 
dictates of Pinker or Pawling or old Mr. Blackwood 
or some other cheque-withholding Minister of Destiny, 
he contrived any old end for his book and let it go at 
that, such a book remaining forever after in his mind 
as a record of human failure and of the futility of 
human effort. For obviously the building up of such 
an immense fabric as the earlier pages of Nostromo was 
meant to lead to an impressive, protracted and dwelt-
upon end. Yet actually the book. . . is finished off 
with the quick deft touches of a Maupassant Gonte and 
the rapid invention of any efficient writer of short 
stories. 3 

Ford's judgment is correct, but he confuses the order of events in 

Conrad's procedure of composition; the short story came first and 

the "immense fabric" only afterwards. At first, as Conrad told 

Cunninghame Graham, the novel was to have been concerned "mostly with 

Italians" (Aubry, I, 31f?), and only later did the idea of Charles 

Gould's obsession and the varied life of Sulaco, from the harbor to 

mountains and Campo, begin to take precedence in Conrad's imagi

nation. The trouble with the ending of Nostromo is that Conrad began 

to write not with definite images in mind, but with an idea which 

the story plot was to illustrate. An idea, without the malleability 

of an image, can be extended in rough fashion throughout the structure 

of a novel, but never so thoroughly welded with that structure that 

all seams and joints are invisible. 

3. "Decennial. (It is Ten Years on the Day of Writing since 
the Last Book of Joseph Conrad's Writing was Posthumously Published 
in New York)", London Mercury, XXXII (July, 193$), 225. 
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In Conrad's novels extremes meet—in the paradoxical imagery 

of the ritual novel and also in the more consciously elaborated 

design of the moral fable. Thus, if Nostromo is destroyed by giving 

himself wholly to the demands of society, Conrad is at pains to show, 

also, that the extreme opposite, the withdrawal from all human 

contact, is no answer to the question of how best to live. Whether 

self-chosen or imposed by society, isolation in Conrad's stories 

always leads to the disintegration of the personality. Egoistical 

motives may be suspect and for Conrad a frequent cause of dismay, 

but egoism "sauve tout—absolument tout," and the ego is sustained, 

for good and evil, only by action and by contact with other human 

beings. The fate of the isolated man is revealed in the death of 

Martin Decoud. 

Decoud's personality is the opposite of Nostromo's. Nostromo 

glories in his public role; Decoud participates in politics only 

because he loves the inveterate idealist and revolutionist, Antonia 

Avellanos. Nostromo is a man of action, instinctive, direct and without 

self-criticism; Decoud is an ironist, cynically reflective about 

other men's motives and his own, and reluctant to commit himself to 

any action or even to a definite philosophic position. Although 

the men are opposites in every way—perhaps because they are such 

extreme opposites—neither can survive. Nostromo is shot because of 

his audacity, and Decoud shoots himself. After three days alone 

with the silver on the Great Isabel, "Decoud caught himself enter

taining a doubt of his own individuality. It had merged into the 
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world of cloud and water, of natural forces and forms of nature. 

In our activity alone do we find the sustaining illusion of an 

independent existence as against the whole scheme of things of 

which we form a helpless part" (IX, Ii97). After ten days, believing 

that his plans have failed and having entirely lost "the sustaining 

illusion" of egoism, Decoud commits suicide, using four ingots of 

silver to carry his body to the bottom of the placid gulf. 

Decoud's death, like Nostromo's, illustrates a theory of per

sonality and action, and again we must ask whether the death is a 

necessary outcome of character and situation or whether, once more, 

a premeditated design appears too prominently in the direction of 

events. Again theory rather than necessity seems to have been the 

controlling factor. First, this rather precipitate suicide, after 

only ten days alone, casts doubt upon the reality of Decoud's love 

for Antonia—a doubt which Conrad does not acknowledge and which he 

dared not acknowledge, for love is Decoud's sole reason for becoming 

a politician. Second, Decoud the exile, the reflective and aloof 

journalist, is accustomed to living alone with his thoughts and 

should not, one would think, become so easily demoralized by isola

tion. But probably the abstract motivation of the suicide is the 

best clue to the weakness of the scene: neither guilt, nor madness, 

nor fear of capture has induced Decoud to destroy himself, but a 

lost sense of egoism—a sense of loss which Conrad is able to convey 

only in the most general terms. 
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Nostromo holds out no hope for the reform of society or the 

redemption of individuals, but everyone need not end his life like 

Decoud and Nostromo. Outside of society's organized institutions— 

outside of governments and armies and businesses—people are still 

able to communicate and to see each other as ends rather than means. 

The hope of civilization resides not in revolution and reform but in 

private friendship: in Dr. Monyghamfc self-sacrificing devotion to 

Mrs. Gould, in the mature love of Teresa and Giorgio Viola, in the 

camaraderie of the old soldier Don Pepe and the pious Father Roman, 

in Mrs. Gould's personal attention to the needs of the poor. These 

friendships and devotions, which have nothing to do with social 

organization, seem trivial to the shapers of Costaguana's political 

and economic destinies, and they are given less attention than 

larger more spectacular social forces, but that Conrad allows them to 

exist at all is significant both for this novel and for the future 

development of his art. This private honor and affection, in 

contrast with public corruption, marks out Nostromo from Conrad's 

gloomiest stories, such as "An Outpost of Progress" and The Secret 

Agent; and it is upon private virtues, not upon society, that 

Conrad was to base whatever hopefulness his last novels contain. 

By 1913 or thereabouts Conrad had given up society as entirely 

corrupt and had begun to write about human relationships that exist 

altogether beyond the pale of social organization. By then society 

was either purely destructive or irrelevant. 
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Although in Nostromo Conrad is sbill concerned mainly with 

characters who live in the shadow of socio-political institutions 

rather than with outcasts like Heyst and Lena or Monsieur George 

and Rita de Lastaola, he emphasizes at the end of the novel that 

only personal love, faith and dignity are really important. Upon 

hearing Nostromo's confession, Mrs. Gould will not allow the dying 

capataz to tell her where the remainder of the treasure is buried. 

She wants it to be lost forever, and given the close association of 

the silver and the public life of the country, it is as if she has 

asked to be done with politics and business for good. And Nostromo's 

final success—perhaps his only true victory—is that, in spite of 

all, Linda Viola still loves him and vows to be true to his memory. 

The public deeds .done in the service of "material interests" are 

soon forgotten, but Nostromo's memory is to live in the heart of a 

woman whom he has rejected: '"I shall never forget thee. . .Never, 

Gian BattistaJ' ... It was another of Nostromo's successes, the 

greatest, the most enviable, the most sinister of all" (IX, 556). 

Ill 

With Nostromo Conrad entered upon a new phase of his career. 

By a "subtle change in the nature of the inspiration" (DC, xi), he 

was drawn away from the sea and the comforting and familiar values of 

the sailor, and towards the intrigues, imbroglios and moral chaos 

of politics. The sea, he must have discovered, was a relatively 

specialized subject for a novelist and sailors an untypical breed 

of men. It is not surprising that, after several years of writing 
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upon nautical subjects, Conrad should have begun to think "that 

there was nothing more in the world to write about" (DC, xi). He 

must have known, however, that if he was to explore fully the prob

lems which held him in their spell—the moral and psychological : 

adaptation of the individual to the life of the group—he had to 

develop his obsessive theme in the context of a broader, more typical 

society. 

For Conrad, to abandon the sea was to become less hopeful 

about man individually as well as collectively. We have seen that 

in Nostromo society is corrupt and that individuals can create some 

meaning for their lives only by replacing commitment to abstract 

social values and ideals with personal friendship, by seeing other human 

beings, not as the means to achieve some political or economic end, 

but as ends in themselves. Yet, destitute as many characters are 

of good qualities, some at least mean well, and some are honest 

enough and selfless enough to communicate genuinely with others. 

Moreover, the atmosphere of Nostromo retains some of the glamor 

and exoticism of the sea stories, a sign that Conrad still found 

the world full of a self-renewing beauty. Nostromo was inspired 

partly by memories of youth—"memories of that distant time when 

everything was so fresh, so surprising, so venturesome, so interes

ting: bits of strange coasts under the stars, shadows of hills in 

the sunshine, men's passions in the dusk, gossip half-forgotten, 

faces grown dim. . ." (IX, xiii). 
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The inspiration of The Secret Agent was different; and although 

both novels share the method of omniscient narration and both center 

upon a socio-political subject, they are different books. Memories 

of youth influenced the writing of The Secret Agent, too, but in 

this case, it was the disturbing memory of solitary walks through 

London. Whereas the atmosphere of Nostromo is distinctly romantic, 

the setting of The Secret Agent is "a monstrous town more populous 

than some continents and in its man-made might as if indifferent 

to heaven's frowns and smiles; a cruel devourer of the world's 

light" (XIII, xiii). Nevertheless, the two works are also closely 

related. As the novel which chronologically follows Nostromo, The 

Secret Agent continues to explore the moral climate of a modern 

industrial society, and it carries one step further the trend which 

Nostromo begins: In the early sea stories Conrad, at least at the 

level of opinion, advocates subordinating the self to the values of 

the group; but Nostromo shows society to be corrupt, with such 

goodness as exists in the world being the property of private persons. 

Going one step beyond Nostromo and reaching a position almost the 

exact reverse of that held in the early stories, The Secret Agent 

shows Conrad rejecting both society and the individual it spawns. 

He had not written such a pessimistic story since "An Outpost of 

Progress." To use his own words, Conrad had felt, during the 

writing of The Secret Agent, "aimless amongst mere husks of sensation 

and lost in a world of other, of inferior, values" (XIII, ix). 
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Despite its unrelieved pessimism, despite its scathingly-

ironic tone, The Secret Agent deserves to be classed with Nostromo. 

Because Conrad uses the method of third-person narration, the moral 

viewpoint is consistent, as it is in Nostromo, and this condition 

contrasts with the divided viewpoint of the ritual novel. The moral 

significance of the story, as in Nostromo, is controlled by plot and 

idea, and is not, as in the ritual novel, a product of a tension 

between plot and imagery. It is not that The Secret Agent contains 

no imagistic patterns; on the contrary, several critics have shown 

just how carefully Conrad has interwoven complex strands of re

inforcing imagery.̂  But the images complement rather than qualify 

the meaning of the plot. For example, the repeated beast-of-prey 

imagery and the images of cannibalism underscore the victimization 

of one human being by another which the sequence of events shows 

to be a condition of life in an urban industrial society. 

In addition to these points of similarity, Nostromo and The 

Secret Agent are alike in turning both plot and imagery to the de

flation of some of society's most cherished illusions. Just as the 

silver and commitment to public life were shown to be illusory goods 

in Nostromo, so in The Secret Agent an even more general support of 

conventional morality is questioned and shown to be insubstantial. 

U. See, for example, Elliot B. Gose Jr., "'Cruel Devourer 
of the World's Light': The Secret Agent," Nineteenth Century 
Fiction, XV (i960), 39-5>l; Norman N. Holland, "Style as Character: 
The Secret Agent," Modern Fiction Studies, XII (1966), 221-231; and 
R. W. Stallman, "Time and The Secret Agent," Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language," I (1959), 101-122. 
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For what is under attack is reason itself, and more specifically, 

the analytical faculty by which we distinguish one department of life 

from another and one social class from another, the respectable 

from the disreputable and the law-abiding citizen from the outlaw. 

It is a basic irony, perhaps the most basic of all, that 

Conrad should use as his principal weapon against reason nothing else 

than reason itself. The Secret Agent is one of Conrad's most con

sciously constructed, not to say, contrived works. Albert Guerard 

certainly undervalues the novel when he compares it with Graham 

Greene's "entertainments," but Conrad himself was skeptical about 

the work and denied more than once that it had any social or poli

tical significance.̂  He would only say that he had been successful 

artistically (Aubry, II, 38). 

The method of turning a weapon against itself has obvious 

limitations, for one is deprecating one's own work along with the 

subject under attack. But in the context of Conrad's whole career, 

the attack upon reason is an important event. It is an attempt 

to justify earlier work in which Conrad had given up rational control 

and logical form for the ritual novel, and it foreshadows the ambi

guous part reason is to play in late novels. Having successfully 

constructed such an elaborate rational form, Conrad could never again 

fully accept paradox as a satisfactory formulation of truth, but, on 

the other hand, having exposed the limitations of reason, he could 

5. Conrad the Novelist, pp. 22k-226.  
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not wholeheartedly recommend it as a valid approach to experience. 

Thus, in his late novels Conrad resolves his divided view of the sel£ 

and society by choosing the self, and he recommends that the heart 

rather than the head be given control over men's actions. 

In The Secret Agent Conrad's aim was to mirror moral chaos 

by means of reason. The poet, it has been said, discovers similari

ties in opposites, congruence in incongruity, and harmony in discord. 

He works by associations to join objects, events, experiences, 

phemomena that conventionally we hold to be separate and different. 

Broadly speaking, these associations can be made in two ways: they 

can be the product of feeling, in which case they are oblivious to 

rational processes and do not hesitate to embody contradictions; or 

the associations can be produced by the process of rational thought. 

The poet may think much as the scientist does; that is, he may clas

sify experiences on the basis of congruities that can be described 

discursively. And though he associates by reason rather than feeling, 

the poet's work may be disturbing and strikingly original, for he may 

choose as his criteria of classification features of life which no one 

has noticed or, more likely, which no one has been willing to notice. 

A new and aggressive use of reason may demolish old categories which 

have been maintained only by force of inertia and credulity. 

To achieve his goal of rational construction, Conrad needed 

an image to approximate the central idea— something roughly equiva

lent to the silver of Nostromo. In this case he required an image 

to reflect the idea of chaos. This image appears as the maze of London 
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streets, where house numbers are never where they should be; as the 

amorphous jostling crowds that flow through those streets; as the 

endless intersecting circles drawn by the idiot, Stevie; as the 

mangled remains of Stevie after he has been disintegrated by a bomb; 

as the shape of the book itself and finally as the shape of society. 

Perhaps the most explicit manifestation of this pattern can be found 

in the circles that Stevie draws: 

. , .circles, circles, circles; innumerable circles, concen
tric, eccentric; a coruscating whirl of circles that by their 
repeated curves, uniformity of form, and confusion of 
intersecting lines suggested a rendering of cosmic chaos, 
the symbolism of a mad art attempting the inconceivable. 
The artist never turned his head; and in all his soul's 
application to the task his back quivered, his thin neck, 
sunk into a deep hollow at the base of the skull seemed 
ready to snap (XIII, l;£-L|.6). 

Stevie's mad circles, his "mad art," is a parody of the 

novel's form. But the novel, a more complete argument, is not only 

an image of what man's life in society is really like, but also a 

rebuttal of more conventional views. Most men in the twentieth 

century believe that the scientific interpretation of the world 

is unquestionable, and it is at this naive faith that Conrad hurls 

some of his most effective missiles. Science, says the sinister 

Mr. Vladimir, the first secretary of the foreign (obviously Russian) 

embassy, is "the sacrosanct fetish of today" (XIII, 31). Obviously 

Conrad agrees. Since the very structure of the novel questions 

the scientific approach to life by jumbling conventional categories, 

Conrad's art is something like Stevie's, and Stevie's, ironically, 

something like the effect that both Mr. Vladimir and the anarchist 
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called the Professor wish to produce with bombs. In one more 

inversion of appearance and reality, the anarchists, except for 

the Professor, are mostly tame and respectable, while Mr. Vladimir, 

who can speak "with an amazingly guttural intonation not only utterly 

un-English, but absolutely un-European" (XIII, 2U), is really 

anarchistic as regards Western Europe in his total lack of sympathy 

for the urban bourgeoisie. He, too, is contemptuous of the common 

man's love of science; he directs Verloc to bomb the Greenwich 

Observatory because he knows that an attack upon art would not be 

sufficiently outrageous: 

A bomb in the National Gallery ̂ tr. Vladimir says7 would 
make some noise. But it would not be serious enough. 
Art has never been their fetish. It's like breaking a 
few back windows in a man's house; whereas, if you want 
to make him really sit up, you must try at least to 
raise the roof. There would be some screaming, of 
course, but from whom? Artists—art critics and such 
like—people of no account. Nobody minds what they 
say (XIII, 32-33). 

The majority of men are contemptuous of art and, in truth, 

the artist cannot offer a formula of salvation; he can only be of 

some use to those who wish not to reform but to reject the rat 

warren they have constructed for themselves. Conrad has temporarily 

lost faith in the efficacy of action, including literary action; 

and in the "mad artist" Stevie he has drawn a parody of the artist— 

a compassionate, pathetically ineffectual person, who, tricked into 

action, becomes the most complete victim of all. But Stevie, though 

an "idiot," is the most enlightened person in the book. He senses 

that men really need not the power which the bourgeoisie hope to 
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gain through science, nor the universal brotherhood that the anarchists 

offer the world, but compassion and understanding among individuals. 

Like Auden, Stevie senses that man needs "not universal love/ But 

to be loved alone." 

Still, most people have made a god of science. On that point, 

as one of the incongruous intersections of a multitude of circles, the 

anarchists and the bourgeoisie are in complete agreement. Comrade 

Ossipon ("the doctor"), a failed medical student who invokes Lombroso 

as an Italian peasant would invoke a saint (XIII, 297), preaches 

salvation through a scientific program of hygiene. He can tell from 

Stevie's ear lobes that the boy exemplifies a classical form of 

degeneracyI Also, the Professor, perhaps the only serious anarchist 

among the whole London colony of radicals, believes firmly in the 

scientific method. A former lecturer in a technical college, the 

Professor has devoted his entire life to constructing a perfect 

detonator. Anarchists and bourgeoisie alike share the illusion that 

science is going to make them happier. But, as depicted in the 

novel, the only contribution of science is destructive. The bomb, 

directed against science, constructed by the methods of science, 

destroys Stevie, the only character capable of unscientific compassion. 

If the benefits of science are mythical, so is the banal 

and conventional approach to experience that has given rise to the 

popular conception of science and by extension, so is the compo

sition of society as most men see it. The willingness to be deceived 

about society, the belief, as Winnie Verloc has it, that "life doesn't 
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stand much looking into," poisons all existence. Every character 

in the novel bases his life upon deception—either an active 

exploitative deception or a passive willingness to appear what he is 

not. All action consists in deceiving either one's supposed friends 

and fellow workers or one's opponents; and since deception cuts in 

all directions, there is, to begin breaking down opposites, very-

little difference between friends and enemies. This situation 

results in as bleak a picture of human life as can be imagined. 

Egoism is never the potentially transcendent egoism of Lord Jim, 

nor even the monstrous and impressive depravity of "Heart of 

Darkness;" it is something small, secret and squalid. Of the opposite 

poles of self-abnegation and self-assertion that attracted Conrad 

throughout his life, The Secret Agent presents the worst of both 

worlds. The characters are absolute egoists without the least touch 

of the sailor's self-subordination to the task and without the 

romantic egoist's potential of rising above social standards. Society 

(if it can be called that) is composed entirely of mediocre egoists. 

Small wonder, then, that Avrom Fleishman has discovered in 

the repetition of the words private, secret, and fool a clue to the 

novel's structure.̂  Centrally, the family that clusters about Verloc, 

the counter-spy, agent provacateur, and police informer, is more 

than willing to deceive and to be deceived. Winnie, who is eventually 

forced to face the whole brutal truth about her husband and about 

6. "The Symbolic World of The Secret Agent," ELH: A Journal 
of English Literary History. XXXII (June, 1965), 198. 
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society, marries only to provide a secure home for her idiot brother, 

though Verloc believes that his wife loves him for himself. Winnie's 

mother, widow of a victualer, leaves the Verloc household so that 

Verloc will not feel overly burdened with dependents; she does not 

(or will not) understand that Verloc hardly gives one thought in a 

fortnight to his family. Verloc1s deceptions are almost too nu

merous to recount: his anarchist friends do not know he is in the 

employ of a reactionary power; his employers at the embassy do not 

know of his contacts with the English police any more than the 

police know about his relation with the embassy. To his wife he 

is only a shopkeeper with a sideline which is "in a way political," 

and to Stevie he is only a good man. 

No one is more worthy of being deceived than Verloc's 

anarchist friends, for to a man they are impostors. Except for the 

Professor, who is no one's friend, each is totally dependent for 

sustenance on the system he allegedly wishes to destroy. Karl 

Yundt, an impotent and senile old terrorist, who has "never in his 

life raised personally as much as his little finger against the 

social edifice" (XIII, U8), is alive only because an old witch of 

woman, for some unknown reason, devotes herself to nursing him; 

Ossipon, an inglorious Don Juan, lives off gullible shop girls; 

Michaelis, "the ticket-of-leave apostle," is patronized and petted 

by a woman of the upper classes. All are timid and conventional in 

their behavior and are more enemies of "discipline and fatigue" 

than of society (XIII, £3). 



16? 

Although the police are more active than the revolutionists, 

they, too, are adepts at deception, both in regard to their social 

function and their methods of work. Always alert to the intersection 

of circles, Conrad has a good deal of fun playing with the notion that 

the mentality of policemen-and the mentality of burglars are of the 

same order. The police are not simply "good," as Stevie believes; 

they and the thief are part of the same system. The thief's job is 

to steal, and the police exist, as Winnie understands, "so that 

them as have nothing shouldn't take anything away from them who 

have" (XIII, 173). Because extremes nearly always meet in Conrad's 

world, a police inspector can feel affection for the burglar and can 

understand the workings of his mind. 

The family of policemen and government officials, like the 

Verloc family and the fraternity of anarchists, functions by mutual 

deception, and so takes its place in the pattern of congruent 

incongruities. Writing in the author's note Conrad remarks that an 

inspiration of the story was the retort of a home secretary, exas

perated by a dynamite outrage of the l880's: "Your idea of secrecy 

over there seems to consist of keeping the Home Secretary in the 

dark1? (XIII, xxi)I In the police department of The Secret Agent 

nearly everyone's idea of how to do his job properly is to keep 

superiors and subordinates in the dark about his intentions. 

When the dynamite attempt is announced, the two officials 

concerned with the investigation are at cross purposes with each 

other, and yet they must pretend that they desire the same results— 
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that, in fact, the moral universe is a simple contest between 

"good" policemen and "evil" criminals. Inspector Heat, the man 

most directly concerned with the case, becomes alarmed when the 

evidence begins to point to Verloc. Since the arrest of Verloc 

would threaten his network of police informers, he hopes to indict 

Michaelis. But there he is thwarted by the Assistant Commissioner, 

who must protect Michaelis. That saintly ticket-of-leave anarchist 

is a protege of a wealthy, influential lady, who is a special friend 

of the Assistant Commissioner's wife. In order to achieve their 

separate ends, Inspector Heat and the Assistant Commissioner deceive 

each other: Heat withholds evidence from his superior and the 

Assistant Commissioner, in disguise, conducts an investigation behind 

Heat's back. 

•All of this deceit and deception has its comic side. The 

structure of the novel, in fact, falls into the classic comic mold, 

with dishonest characters being eventually unmasked so that they 

are seen for what they really are. The unmasking is often an instru

ment of moral commentary, and humor arises from the farcical 

misunderstanding and heavy ironies which the deceptions bring about. 

In the end we are satisfied to see most characters receive their 

just deserts. But when an author is serious about his moral inten

tions, when the disguises and hypocrisies of his characters have 

moral implications which are relevant to the business of real life, 

then pathos or tragedy may overbalance or threaten to overbalance 

the comic elements. For example, Shakespeare's Comedy of Errors 
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and Jonson's Volpone employ essentially the same structure, but the 

former is pure farce, and the latter, because the moral issues are 

serious, threatens to become tragic. 

The Secret Agent, even more than Volpone, is a serious 

comedy. Although the characters lack depth, resembling the humors 

characters of Jacobean comedy, their suffering is too credible, 

their fates are too gruesome for us to find them entirely comic. 

Even macabre humor is not an adequate label for much of the novel's 

action. In spite of Conrad's ironic method, the pathetic creeps 

in, partly because of the intrinsic nature of the subject and partly 

because sometimes, though rarely, Conrad loses his ironic detachment. 

Although he disposes of Stevie coolly enough and of Verloc with an 

honest craftsman's pleasure in his work, he sometimes brings in the 

pathetic. . Using his well-established method of time-shift, he 

juxtaposes the death of Stevie with the cab-ride scene in which 

Stevie becomes inarticulate with rage at the suffering of men and 

beasts in general and of the cab horse in particular. This scene, 

dominated by an ancient horse and an impoverished cripple of a driver, 

a pair who are ignored by bourgeoisie and anarchists alike, is 

pathetic in itself and made' more so by juxtaposition with the death 

of Stevie, the center of healthy unreason. 

At the end of the novel, the element of pathos even appears 

in Conrad's style. In the "Author's Note" Conrad writes that he 

had deliberately chosen the "ironic treatment" and he continues: 

"It is one of the minor satisfactions of my writing life that having 
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taken that resolve I did manage, it seems to me, to carry it right 

through to the end" (XIII, xxiii). Probably Conrad was thinking 

of his failure to maintain the ironic method in Almayer1s Folly 

and An Outcast of the Islands and of the damage the failure did to 

the unity of those books. However, he is being unduly optimistic 

about his success with The Secret Agent when he says that he carried 

the treatment "right through to the end." He very nearly succeeds; 

but shortly after Mrs. Verloc murders her husband in a scene unequaled 

for detached reportage, the melodramatic and the pathetic begin to 

submerge the ironic, and Mrs. Verloc begins to behave, quite unexpec

tedly, like a conventional lady in distress. She forgets all too 

quickly her maternal passion for Stevie and shifts suddenly to a 

fluttering, shrieking concern for her own safety. Her throwing 

herself into Ossipon's arms only to be betrayed again is the stuff 

of sheer melodrama (XIII, 291). Worse than the nature of the 

events themselves is Conrad's increased willingness to write straight 

dramatic scenes, to let characters speak for themselves, without 

interposing a screen of cool, deprecating authorial comment. We 

are expected to take seriously the naked emotions of persons who, up 

to this point, have been reduced to a single attitude, passion or 

response. For instance, E. M. W. Tillyard is right to say that 

Ossipon's conscience, given the narrow range of feeling permitted him, 

could not have been permanently damaged by his betrayal of Winnie 

Verloc.''' 

7. "The Secret Agent Reconsidered," Essays in Criticism, 
XI (1961), 309. 
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This lapse of tone and characterization is, however, a 

fairly minor weakness when one considers the virtuosity of the whole 

performance. With amazing skill Conrad has brought the world into 

sharp refocus as if by a giant lens that emphasizes what we usually 

choose not to see and shows us by distortion recesses of modern 

life where usually we dare not look. This exposure may be less 
/ 

shocking to readers of the 1970's than to readers of the first 

edition (we are used to double espionage), but the technical feat 

remains. 

As we describe the achievement of The Secret Agent, technical 

is exactly the right word. Conrad has attempted to approximate by 

ingenuity effects which, in the ritual novel, he had achieved by 

feeling. He has joined conventional opposites by irreverent reclas

sification, whereas in the ritual novel divided feelings have been 

reconciled in imagery. It is interesting also to see Conrad raising 

to the level of articulate consciousness, intentions which hitherto 

had been intuitive or even instinctive. We have seen, for instance, 

that the ritual novel attempts to reconcile two opposite notions of 

time. The sense of being, or changelessness, which is embodied in 

the pattern of imagery and which must always be the condition of 

the paradoxical world, is reconciled with the sense of linear change 

or becoming that is stimulated by the plot. The first notion of time 

is subjective; the second can be measured by clocks. In The Secret 

Agent, as part of his attack upon an orthodox, complacently scientific 
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way of regarding experience, Conrad argues that our conventional 

way of marking time may also be an illusion. 

At least one critic has noticed the importance of time in 

the construction of The Secret Agent. Robert Stallman writes: 

"The theme of The Secret Agent has to do with time—the destruction 

and confusion of time itself; the confused chronology of narrated 

events, by their disarrangement from time, effects a structure 

which is at one with the theme."® Stallman is correct, even if he 

shows too much enthusiasm for his thesis. The theme of The Secret 

Agent is not basically about time; but the scrambling of clock 

time is one more means by which Conrad criticises conventional modes 

of perception. 

Time shifts play an important part in the organization of 

events in this novel as they do in many of Conrad's books. The 

pivotal point for these shifts is the dynamite attempt upon the 

Greenwich observatory in which Stevie is killed. The first seven 

chapters proceed in straight chronological order, with the exception 

of more or less brief flashbacks, to a point just after the- explosion. 

Then we move back in time to the cab ride that takes Mrs. Verloc's 

mother to the almshouse. From there, again with the exception of 

flashbacks, the events proceed chronologically to the end of the 

story. The center from which events ebb and flow like a tide is the 

explosion. 

8. "Time and The Secret Agent," p. 111).. 
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The imagery of chaos reveals the relation of the explosion 

N 
to the form of the book. If intersecting circles—"a rendering of 

cosmic chaos"—reflect the form of the book, and if Stevie's scrambled 

remains are another version of this same chaos, there must be some 

connection between the form of the book and the explosion, and also 

between the time sequence of the book and the chronology of an ex

plosion. Apparently, by the distorted arrangement of events and by 

the intersection of multitudinous circles, Conrad was trying to 

achieve the effect of instantaneousness. This view is supported by 

a perception of Inspector Heat as he stands beside Stevie's remains: 

The shattered violence of destruction which had made that 
body a heap of nameless fragments affected his feelings 
with a sense of ruthless cruelty, though his reason told 
him the effect must have been swift as a flash of lightning. 
The man, whoever he was, had died instantaneously; and yet 
it seemed impossible to believe that a human body could 
have reached that state of disintegration without passing 
through pangs of inconceivable agony. No physiologist, 
and still less of a metaphysician, Chief Inspector Heat 
rose by the force of sympathy, which is a form of fear, 
above the vulgar conception of time. Instantaneous I 
He remembered all he had ever read in popular publica
tions of long and terrifying dreams dreamed in the 
instant of waking; of the whole past life lived with 
frightful intensity by a drowning man as his doomed head 
bobs up, streaming for the last time. The inexplicable 
mysteries of conscious existence beset Chief Inspector 
Heat till he evolved a horrible notion that ages of 
atrocious pain and mental torture could be contained 
between two successive winks of an eye (XIII, 87-88). 

Here Conrad makes conscious and explicit a truth that he has 

already embodied in the ritual novel: that subjective experience 

is of an entirely different kind than the observations and measure

ments by which we describe the physical world. The law of 

contradiction that logic has developed as an analogue to the 
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properties of matter, and time as measured by clocks and regulated 

1 by the movement of the earth have little to do with "the truth of 

my own sensations." We cannot measure suffering by elapsed time nor 

deny the reality of feelings that do not conform to our idea of 

consistency. Conrad knew that the inner world not only exists, but 

has a form of its own. The novelist, if he is lucky and if he 

retains an open mind, can discover this world and reveal it in his 

work. 

But in The Secret Agent Conrad does not actually rediscover 

tfre inner world that he embodies so well in the ritual novel. He 

shows clearly that science is not the only way of regarding experi

ence, that science is not the best way, that it is not even a good 

way. But because the novel is itself a product of rational thought, 

he does not make the rival way effectual. The shape of the novel 

is an explosion brought about by destructive irony. The Secret 

Agent is a work of rejection. 

An essential part of the ritual novel is the concept of 

action; the novel is a form of action in itself and the protagonists 

are capable of moral action. But neither condition exists in The 

Secret Agent. The novel does not synthesize divided feelings, for 

Conrad's attitude towards all characters is the same—contempt 

modified by the slightest touch of pity. Nor are any of the charac

ters capable of moral action. Except for Stevie, each character is 

an unregenerate egoist who works in darkness and in disregard of his 

fellow human beings in order to hatch his own schemes. The schemes 
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may not be wholly base (certainly Winnie Verloc's maternal passion is 

not), but they are always carried on secretively in contempt for the 

feelings of others and often with total unconcern for others' physical 

safety. 

Though Stevie sometimes has a confused glimpse of a higher 

morality, he is incapable of action. When Verloc inspires Stevie 

to stop drawing circles and to strike a blow for social justice, 

the boy can only clench his fists, mutter to himself, squint horribly 

and blow himself to bits. He should have stuck to drawing circles, 

and essentially Conrad has done this in The Secret Agent. He has 

restricted himself to contemplation. He is content to let language 

remain an instrument of thought, to withhold the divided sympathies 

that, given full play, would force him into action. In this mood 

of reaction he accepted the gloomy fact that men could not both know 

the right and do it. The only men who can act in this world, momen

tarily bleaker than the one Conrad usually envisioned, are those 

who, like Inspector Heat, never doubt convention: "Chief Inspector 

Heat was not very wise—at least not truly so. True wisdom, which 

is not certain of anything in this world of contradictions, would 

have prevented him from attaining his present position. It would 

have alarmed his superiors and done away with his chances of promo

tion. His promotion had been very rapid'J (XIII, 8U). 

Summarizing his view of the novel, Albert Guerard writes: 

"The Secret Agent is not (so far as ideas are concerned) a work of 

exploration and discovery. It dramatizes positions already securely 
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held and carries no farther than a casual essay might have."9 The 

comparison of The Secret Agent with "a casual essay" is illuminating. 

Certainly there is nothing "casual" about the work, but it has 

enough in common with an essay to make the parallels worth exploring. 

Almost like a critic wrestling with his own novels, Conrad struggles 

to bring his feelings about man's life in society to a higher level 

of consciousness, to convert these feelings to ideas that can be 

observed and examined critically. If psychological satisfaction and 

artistic success are to be had from the imagistic reconciliation 

of divided feelings, another kind of satisfaction results from being 

able to name and to understand. To be sure, this mining of the 

unconscious cannot be accomplished without loss; too much ore is 

left below and too much undergoes a frustrating metamorphosis when 

exposed to the light of day. But the urge towards discursiveness 

is also strong, and for contemporary Western man, a product of a 

culture which reveres the scientific intellect, the pull towards 

rational understanding can be overwhelming. Although Conrad uses 

The Secret Agent as an occasion to attack the scientific view of 

life, he shows, in the very method of his book, that he was himself 

being drawn away from paradoxical expression by the magnet of reason. 

This movement towards increased consciousness and logical 

consistency was not to cease with The Secret Agent. By the time 

Conrad came to write "The Secret Sharer," he was able to write 

9. Conrad the Novelist, p. 221*. 
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analytically about his own struggle to reconcile divided feelings in 

his earlier work, and shortly afterwards he began to feel compelled 

to reject one set of opposites in favor of the other. Conrad's late 

novels fail to utilize the rich vein of paradoxical truth that his 

creative unconscious, freed by the acceptance of opposites, has 

brought to the ritual novel. Once these opposites had become ideas, 

as in Nostromo and The Secret Agent, the contradictions had to be 

resolved. 



CHAPTER 7 

"THE SECRET SHARER" 

In Nostromo and The Secret Agent Conrad brings his conflicting 

feelings to a higher level of consciousness than in the ritual novels, 

and in "The Secret Sharer" he is not only conscious of the basic 

conflicts that give form to the story, he is also aware that these 

same conflicts have shaped the structures of his earlier novels. 

The young captain's divided view of Leggatt is also Conrad's ambiguous 

attitude towards his characters, and in both cases the conflict 

grows out of sympathy with egotistical self on the one hand and with 

the self-denying demands of society on the other. 

External evidence supports formal analysis in indicating that 

"The Secret Sharer" is one of Conrad's most consciously constructed 

stories. For one thing it was written rapidly, in less than a week, 

Mrs. Conrad tells us,l and for Conrad rapid writing usually meant 

conscious control. When he had to wait for the "inner voice," his 

p 
work was often delayed. In the second place Conrad told Garnett 

1. Joseph Conrad and His Circle (New York, 193f>), P. 77. 

2. For instance, Conrad told J. B. Pinker: "I generally sell 
a work before it is begun, get paid when it is half done and don't 
do the rest until the spirit moves me. I must add that I have no 
control whatever over the spirit—neither has the man who has paid 
the money" (Aubry, I, 278). 

180 



181 

that "every word fits and there's not a single uncertain note" 

(Garnett, 2 h )—an unusual claim for him, even about his most success

ful work. Furthermore, 1909, the year of the story's composition, 

was crucial in the development of his literary career. It was the 

year he began to publish A Personal Record, the book of reminiscences 

written, in part, to defend himself and his methods of writing. He 

had recently been troubled by Arthur Symons' charges of lawlessness. 

Symons had confused Conrad with his characters, notably Kurtz 

(Aubry, II, 73), and even after Conrad's death, Symons, looking 

backward, imagined Conrad "squatting like some satanic spider in his 

web. . .throwing out. . .tentacles in the darkness."3 Thus "The 

Secret Sharer" was written at a time when Conrad was pre-occupied 

with his literary and personal reputation, and like A Personal 

Record, it can be read as a defense of himself and an affirmation of 

his solidarity with the human race and of his "piety" toward all things 

human on grounds other than a conventional homage to what conventional 

people call right and wrong. If Conrad had been unable to establish 

a relation between James Wait and the crew of the Narcissus, between 

Marlow and Kurtz, between Jim and Gentleman Brown, his art either 

would not exist at all, or would be something markedly different 

and probably inferior. Conrad was well aware of the sources of his 

art; he was aware, too,' of how the general public would misunderstand 

those dources. He wrote A Personal Record and "The Secret Sharer" 

3. Notes on Joseph Conrad with Some Unpublished Letters 
(London, 1925), p.~H. 
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both for the general public and for the discerning. In the auto

biography he left large areas purposely vague, and he suggested answers / 

to crucial questions but did not answer them explicitly. In "The 

Secret Sharer" Conrad talks about his work under the cloak of 

allegory and symbol. 

To regard "The Secret Sharer" as a commentary on art is not 

an entirely new approach. In an article called "Life, Art and 'The 

Secret Sharer'" R. W. Stallman develops the thesis that Leggatt 

stands in the same relation to the captain as the captain stands to 

Conrad, and that the captain's experience is the experience.of every 

artist during his lonely struggle for truth.̂  Stallman also recog

nizes the centrality of "The Secret Sharer" to the whole body of 

Conrad's work, but he does not make as much of this insight as he 

could. While I do not deny the story has universal implications, I 

think we may, with some assurance, do what Stallman explicitly 

hesitates to do; we may directly apply the central theme of the story 

to Conrad's own career. 

First of all, let us consider the character and position of 

the young captain. Like Conrad, in the capacity of both writer and 

sailor, he considers the responsibilities attendant upon successful 

action as a test of his moral fitness. As the new captain of the 

ship, he feels distinctly "strange;" he worries about being faithful 

k. Forms of Modern Fiction: Essays Collected in Honor of 
Joseph Warren Beach, ed. William Van O'Connor (Minneapolis, 19U8J7 
pp. 229-21x2. 
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to "that ideal conception of one's own personality every man sets 

up for himself secretly" (XIX, 116). Because he is a stranger to 

the ship, his behavior disconcerts the crew. He immediately shocks 

his officers by taking the anchor watch upon himself. He takes this 

unheard-of course of action because he feels insecure in his position 

as captain (he does not know the crew and he hesitates to overwork 

them), and he hopes that being on deck alone, he can get on terms 

with the ship. His deviation from accepted routine opens the way 

for the appearance of Leggatt and for Leggatt's appeal to his hidden 

sympathies. 

In what way had Conrad tried to avoid "routine procedure" in 

his early novels? The key, I think, is found both in the stories 

themselves and in letters which Conrad wrote to Edward Garnett and 

Edward Noble in 1895. On October 28, l8<?3>, Conrad advised Noble 

not to throw himself away in "fables," and he continued: 

You must squeeze out of yourself every sensation, every 
thought, every image,—mercilessly, without reserve and 
without remorse: you must search the darkest corners 
of your heart, the most remote recesses of your brain,— 
you must search them for the image, for the glamour, 
for the right expression. And you must do it sincerely 
at any cost: You must do it so that at the end of 
your day's work you should be exhausted, emptied of 
every sensation and every thought, with a blank mind 
and an aching heart. . .(Aubry, I, 183). 

On September 2k he wrote gloomily to Edward Garnett about his 

inability to revise An Outcast of the Islands: "All my work is 

produced unconsciously (so to speak) and I cannot meddle to any 

purpose with what is in myself. ... It isn't in me to improve 

what has got itself written" (Garnett, lj.1). In both Almayer and 
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Outcast Conrad did obviously attempt to bring his whole being to 

bear upon his work; he tried to explore deeply, but he was not pre

pared for the effect this would have upon himself and the form of 

his novels. For one thing, in spite of his advice to Noble, he 

could not escape "remorse;" his letters are full of it. And in his 

novels he could not avoid withdrawing rather fearfully from his 

creations, while hiding his uneasiness beneath a mask of contempt. 

Thus divided, Conrad could not always control his characters, and there 

is often a gulf between his original conception of a character and 

what that character actually is. To put all of this again in the 

context of "The Secret Sharer," Leggatt appears because the captain 

has decided to do something unusual, because in fact he has been 

inordinately conscientious about his duty. In terms of writing, 

Conrad had been willing to look inside himself, not only because 

he wanted to achieve more than a superficial relationship with his 

craft but because being inexperienced, lacking art, he did not know 

what else to do. 

At his first appearance on the ship, Leggatt seems to 

represent the captain's unconscious mind or inner self which the 

captain confronts after he has broken with established routine. In 

support of this view critics have commented upon the fact that 

Leggatt comes from the sea, often a symbol of the unconscious, and 

upon Leggatt's phosphorescent, fishlike appearance.̂  But to reach 

See Guerard's essay in Conrad the Novelist, (pp. 21-33) 
and Robert A. Day, "The Rebirth of Leggatt," Literature and 
Psychology, XIII (1963), 7h-8l. 
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this condition of being part of the captain, Leggatt has had to 
\ 

undergo a transformation whereby he has given up an independent 

existence. This kind of transformation has its parallel in Conrad's 

method of writing: he rarely invented his characters, but gave 

artistic form to the lives of real people involved in real incidents, 

sometimes going so far as to retain the real names of his models.̂  

As long as he is part of the captain, even Leggatt seems to doubt 

that he actually exists; being seen gives him reassurance.̂  And when 

the steward unaccountably fails to notice Leggatt after blundering 

into the captain's stateroom, the captain begins to wonder whether 

Leggatt is visible to anyone but himself (XIX, 1̂ 9)• At the end of 

the story, however, it is necessary for Leggatt to acquire again an 

existence of his own. 

Once Leggatt has made his appeal and has been brought on 

board, the captain must decide what to do with him. At first he 

tries to hide Leggatt in his cabin, and despite several narrow 

escapes, he does manage to conceal his alter-ego from the other 

members of the crew and from Leggatt's captain, the ironically 

6. The occurences aboard the Sephora that Conrad relates in 
"The Secret Sharer" are based upon events that actually took place 
on board The Cutty Sark in 1880. More often than not Conrad's novels 
and stories are based either upon some yarn he had heard while serving 
at sea or were suggested by some book of history or reminiscences. 
(See Norman Sherry, Conrad's Eastern World (Cambridge, England, 1966), 
pp. 2̂ 3-259.) 

7. Leggatt tells the captain: "I didn't mind being looked 
at. I—I liked it. . . It had been a confounded lonely time—I 
don't mean while swimming. I was glad to talk a little to somebody 
that didn't belong to the Sephora. ... I don't know—I wanted to 
be seen, to talk with somebody, before I went on" (XIX, 136). 
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named Archbold. But the game cannot go on for long; it is both 

dangerous and nerve-wracking, threatening the captain with insanity, 

and through the captain endangering the ship. The captain must 

devise some means to escape an impossible situation. 

While Leggatt is on the ship, both he and the captain are 

threatened by the forces of respectability. These forces, as they 

appear in the story, seem roughly to fall into two parts, conventional 

justice and domesticity. Justice is wielded by Archbold; domesticity 

emanates from his wife. Archbold's idea of justice—which is based 

solely on facts—finds its parallel in the mentality of the young 

captain's first mate, who likes "to account to himself" for every 

triviality, and in the "twelve respectable tradesmen" that will try 

Leggatt should he 'ever be caught. The domestic influence of Archbold's 

wife, which powerfully affects the moral tone of life aboard the 

Sephora, has its parallel, on the young captain's ship, in the social 

meals at which the captain must preside. Two of these communal 

gatherings are depicted in some detail, and they are contrasted with 

the solitary meals which Leggatt must take from tins. In terms of 

imagery, the double threats of conventional justice and domesticity 

are suggested byabunch of bananas hung on either side of the rudder 

casing and by the bowl of flowers on the cuddy table. 

The captain is contemptuous of this kind of respectability, 

but he cannot entirely turn away from it. He is the captain of a 

ship, a social organization, and he has to do his duty, which is a 

social virtue. And he cannot, over the long run, be loyal both to 
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Leggatt and to the ship, for to do so is to feel split in two, to 

risk insanity. But the captain discovers that by means of a single 

difficult act, he can have it both ways: he risks the ship to give 

Leggatt a chance for freedom; at the same time the complicated 

maneuver which he has to perform on Leggatt's behalf gives him a 

chance to get "on terms" with the ship, and in the end gives him 

renewed self-confidence and makes him a better sailor. 

Transposed into terms of writing, the problem the captain 

faces while Leggatt is on the ship parallels that faced by Conrad 

as long as he held an unacknowledged double attitude towards his 

characters. While he would not openly admit to sympathy with creations 

who, in the eyes of the world and his sterner self, were less than 

admirable, while he tried to hide the "secret sharer," both he and 

his novels were torn in two. His unconscious mind, far from being 

an asset, was an artistic liability. His unconscious attitudes kept 

disrupting his formal conceptions in an uncontrollable manner, just 

as Leggatt upsets the ship's routine. On the other hand, the writer, 

like the captain, has to live in a society which he did not make; 

and his art, like the captain's, has a social function. Loyalty to 

Leggatt at the cost of his career would mean the end of art. Without 

destroying himself, the captain must actively affirm his sympathy 

with Leggatt and grant him an independent existence. 

The release of Leggatt is achieved only by bringing the ship 

into the very shadow of the land and risking the possibility of 

running aground. Hence another set of images is brought into play. 
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For the land, by the end of the story, has come to be associated 

with chaos, respectability, and conventional notions of justice. 

It is the world of non-art as opposed to the sea, the world of art. 

At the beginning of the story, the islets near the shore suggest 

"ruins of stone walls, towers and blockhouses" (XIX, 113), and the 

captain rejoices "in the great security of the sea as compared with 

the unrest of the land" (XIX, 119). His complacency is to be shat

tered, but the trial he faces only qualifies the truth of his feelings. 

The flowers which the owners provided for the cuddy table, he re

flects, will be the last the crew will see for three months (XIX, 129); 

that is, another connection with the shore, suggesting domesticity, 

will also be lost. And in terms of character, the captain of the 

Sephora proves to be a bad sailor, largely because he has brought 

his wife with him and because he retains for voyage after voyage 

an old second mate and an old steward as a land-bound institution 

might grant special privileges to relatives. Leggatt, who is of the 

sea, alone saves the Sephora when, during the gale, he manages to set 

a reefed foresail. In the end, when Leggatt leaves the young captain's 

ship to wander on the land, he faces the possibility of "punishment" 

(XIX, 175>); that is, he may be tried according to conventional ideas 

of justice. Thus the land is both an impediment in itself and also, 

indirectly, it is a destructive influence on the character of seamen. 

As it happens the only thing that saves the ship from running 

aground is the "floppy hat" which the captain has given to Leggatt 

as protection from the sun. (Seeing the hat float forward, the captain 
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realizes the ship has gained sternway, and he shifts the helm,) 

A hat, it has been said, may be a symbol of the personality, and if 

this is true, the release of Leggatt suggests the final transforma

tion of a part of the inner self into an independent creation who 

lives in art. Until his release, Leggatt is dependent on the captain 

for everything—perhaps for his very existence. Thus, the mechanism 

of release means salvation for both. By recognizing his unconscious 

mind and accepting it through action, the captain becomes an artist, 

and Leggatt, having gained freedom and life, can help him, as in like 

manner a character who is properly understood co-operates with the 

novelist. Leaving behind the hat, Leggatt becomes "a proud swimmer 

striking out for a new destiny" (XIX, 175). As Conrad told Arthur 

Symons in 1908: "Once the last page is written the man does not 

count. He is nowhere" (Aubry, II, 73). Or as he wrote in an essay 

published in 190f>: "Books have their fate. . .and it is very much 

like the destiny of man. . .the art of their creators is not sufficient 

to give them more than a moment of life" (III, U-5). In terms of 

writing, Leggatt will have to take his "punishment" at the hands of 

critics and a reading public addicted to the morally improving 

wares of the circulating libraries. 

In truth, as Conrad boasted, almost every word of "The Secret 

Sharer" does "count." The pattern of the story is so intricate 

that a single essay cannot possibly explore its full meaning? it 

justifies in every way the great quantity of critical writing which 

has been expended upon it. For example, even the scorpion that 

crawls into the mate's cabin and drowns in the inkwell of his writing 
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desk is realted to the central theme 5 it subtly suggests an association 

between the Leggatt-captain relationship and literary creation. In 

the same way, when the captain intentionally misunderstands Archbold 

because of an alleged deafness due to "disease," we think of Conrad, 

in several letters, making a connection between disease and the 

process of writing.̂  r. w. Stallman correctly observes that "'The 

Secret Sharer' is the microcosm of Conrad's imaginative work."? 

But Stallman is wrong, I think, to say, without qualification, 

that in the end the captain lives up to an ideal conception of himself̂  

The captain is successful only after accepting a basic moral re-orien-

tation. If, as one critic has noticed,̂ - the captain does not 

accept his "common lot" like the captain in The Shadow-Line, it is 

not because he is less mature, as that critic believes, but because 

"The Secret Sharer" is much more than a story of the sea. The kind 

of affirmation required of the captain in "The Secret Sharer" is the 

same as that often required of characters in Conrad's political 

8. In early 1902, Conrad told David Meldrum that 1901 had 
been a disastrous year but that he had been healthy: "While when 
writing Lord Jim in ten months or less I had been feeling always on 
the brink of the grave. Explain it who may. And perhaps true 
literature (when you 'get it1) is something like a disease which 
one feels in one's bones, sinews and joints" (Blackburn, 137). 
After finishing Nostromo Conrad wrote to Garnett: "I drop you these 
lines just to say that Nostromo is finished; a fact upon which my 
friends may congratulate me as upon recovery from a dangerous 
illness" (Garnett, 190). 

9. "Life, Art and 'The Secret Sharer,'" p. 238. 

10. "Life, Art and 'The Secret Sharer,'" p. 2U2. 

11. Carl Benson, "Conrad's Two Stories of Initiation," 
Publications of the Modern Language Association, LXIX (195U), U6-£6. 
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novels and as that which, as a writer, Conrad often required of 

himself. In The Shadow-Line the ideals of the Merchant Service make 

morally successful action possible without separating the individual 

from organized society, but the captain in "The Secret Sharer," 

like Conrad the writer, discovers that the true idea can be achieved 

only after the false one has been rejected. 

Today a good many problems in philosophy, psychology and the 

social sciences are being re-examined in the light of an intensive 

re-study of language. What often emerges from these studies is a 

recognition of the inadequacy of language to express basic human 

emotions and relationships. Conrad was also aware of how words 

conceal as much as they reveal and of how they foster the illusion 

of communication where none really exists. As a corrective he tried 

to define community in non-conceptual terms. He did so in full 

knowledge of the horror of lost identity, but with the awareness 

that, when words fail to express genuine sentiments, society also 

fails. "Half the wards we use," he once said, "have no meaning 

whatever and of the other half each man understands each word after 

the fashion of his own folly and conceit" (Aubry, I, 272). True 

community, Conrad believed, is based upon the unarticulated sym

pathies that resist analysis, that cannot be expressed by the 

politician's jargon or the generalizations of the scientist. The 

sense of solidarity with the human race can only be expressed through 

an action, which, in its ability to reconcile opposites, is essen

tially ritualistic. By means of allegory and symbol, "The Secret 
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Sharer" depicts this reconciliation as it occurred during the creation 

of Conrad's best work and as it stands embodied in the structure of 

his best novels. 



CHAPTER 8 

TRANSITION: UNDER WESTERN EYES AND CHANCE 

In both The Secret Agent (1907) and Under Western Eyes 

(1911), Conrad writes about the clashing forces of revolution and 

reaction, but he denied that The Secret Agent had any socio-poli

tical significance (Aubry, II, 37), while he said that he was trying 

in Under Western Eyes "to capture the very soul of things Russian" 

(Aubry, II, 6U). His contrasting attitudes become understandable 

when one considers the methods used in these very different books. 

Whereas The Secret Agent had been constructed in "a mood of mental 

and moral reaction" by the method of third-person narration, Conrad 

returned in Under Western Eyes to the form of the ritual novel. 

Under Western Eyes shows Conrad again creating characters towards 

whom his feelings are ambiguous, and the meaning of the work, like 

the meaning of earlier ritual novels, depends more upon images than 

plot. But it soon becomes apparent that the pattern of thematic 

imagery, which contains Conrad's divided views, does not require 

the presence of a narrator. While Conrad uses the old professor 

of languages to narrate much of the story, thematic imagery arises 

not from the narrator's divided feelings towards the protagonist, 

but from Conrad's ambiguous use of Christian myth. In comparison 

with his role in the earlier ritual novels, the narrator has dwin

dled in importance to the stature of a relatiTrely minor character. 

193 
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Unlike Marlow, the professor of languages does not create 

the structure of the novel. He does little more than introduce 

Razumov's diary to the reader and narrate the facts of his friend

ship with Natalia Haldin and his acquaintance with Razumov and other 

members of the revolutionary circle. In contrast, Marlow stands 

squarely between the reader and the protagonists of both "Heart 

of Darkness" and Lord Jim. Of Jim, Marlow can say: "He existed 

for me, and after all, it is only through me that he exists for you" 

(XXI, 22h). But the narrator of Under Western Eyes will make no 

such claim; instead he remarks modestly in the very first sentence 

of the book: "I wish to disclaim the possession of those high 

gifts of imagination and expression which would have enabled my pen 

to create for the reader the personality of the man who called 

himself, after the Russian custom, Cyril son of Isidor—Kirylo 

Sidorovitch—Razumov (XXII, 3). The professor's modesty is more than 

a pose. Although he does help to give us a detached view of the 

protagonist, his commentary balancing scenes constructed from 

Razumov's diary, he does not create our experience of either the 

character or the novel. Rather Conrad approaches in a tentative way 

the method which Ford Madox Ford places one step beyond first-person 

narration and which Ford takes credit for inventing. Ford writes: 

That we did succeed in finding a new form I think I may 
permit myself to claim, Conrad first evolving the convention 
of a Marlow who should narrate, in presentation, the whole 
story of a novel just as, without much sequence or pur
sued chronology, a story will come up into the mind of a 

i 
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narrator, and I eventually dispensing with a narrator but 
making the story come up in the mind of the unseen author 
with a similar want of chronological sequence.! 

We can never be certain exactly what function Conrad intended 

the professor of languages to perform. In replying to some early 

criticism of his character, Conrad would write only in general terms: 

He was useful to me and therefore I think that he must be 
useful to the reader both in the way of comment and by 
the part he plays in the development of the story. In my 
desire to produce the effect of actuality it seemed to me 
indispensable to have an eye witness to the transactions 
in Geneva. I needed also a sympathetic friend for Miss 
Haldin, who otherwise would have been too much alone and 
unsupported to be perfectly credible (XXII, viii-ix). 

General as these comments are, we can see that in his use of the 

professor Conrad was trying to solve a persistent artistic problem 

and also that he had begun to theorize about his reasons for using 

first-person narration. Evidently he required a "sympathetic 

friend" for Natalia Haldin because his attempts to create major 

women characters had rarely been successful, and he feared he 

would be unable to construct the young Russian girl's character 

from the inside. The professor, he felt, could interpret her per

sonality. Furthermore, it was a theory of Ford Madox Ford, who 

had collaborated with Conrad and who shared many of Conrad's views, 

that a story became more credible when it was told by a character 

rather than by an obtrusive omniscient author. Ford held that the 

use of a narrator was one means by which the author could resist 

1. "Techniques," Southern Review, I (July 1 9 3 5 ) ,  33. 
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the temptation to project his own personality into the action.2 If, 

as the above remark seems to indicate, Conrad had come to see credi

bility as the principal reason for using first-person narration, he 

must have forgotten the psychological and moral needs served by his 

narrators in the earlier ritual novels, or he must never have been 

so conscious of those needs that he could have explained them in a 

theory of the novel even if he had wished to do so. In any event, 

having forced his conflicting views of the self and society into 

the background in Nostromo and The Secret Agent, and having written 

about the resolution of this conflict in "The Secret Sharer," 

Conrad found that in Under Western Eyes first-person narration had 

become more a technical tool than an inherent requirement of his 

art. Although the novel reveals that divided feelings were still a 

part of Conrad's psychology, it also shows that Conrad had found 

another way to give them expression. 

The narrator's immediate role in Under Western Eyes (the role 

underlying the title) is to serve as a socio-political commentator. 

By having an English narrator comment upon Russia and Russians, 

Conrad apparently hoped to build detachment and objectivity into 

his artistic method. But of the several functions the narrator 

fulfills, he is least successful as a socio-political pundit. The 

professor is a man of such fastidious temperament, a man so afflicted 

with an upper-middle-class Victorian mentality, that he cannot 

achieve a clear view of the social and political forces at work in 

2. "Techniques," 33. 
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Russia. For all of his sensitivity in small things, he is not the 

man to make fine distinctions in matters affecting the body politic. 

He can only shrink from what he observes, condemning autocrats and 

revolutionists with equal fervor. He believes that all revolutions 

are morally reprehensible even though autocrats may be evil too and 

oblivious to all rational appeal.̂  

Moreover, the professor's generalizations about Russia and 

Western Europe are much too facile. While his belief that the Russian 

character is tainted with "mysticism" and "cynicism" may be just to 

a degree and, as Gide remarked, even prophetic,̂  the terms should 

not be applied indiscriminately to all Russians. Such categories can 

scarcely do justice to Razumov, whose Western characteristics the 

professor hardly perceives. Perhaps the most mistaken of all the 

professor's judgments are the contrasts he makes between Russia and 

Western Europe. These were unsound even in 1911, and today they have 

3. The professor's idea of revolution has been criticized 
by Irving Howe in Politics and the Novel (New York, 1957), p. 90. 
Howe writes: This view of revolution "reduces history to a cycle of 
enforced repetition and frees us, conveniently, from the need to 
study either specific revolutions or their complex consequences." 
The professor's idea of revolution seems also to have been Conrad's. 
Of the French Revolution Conrad said: "It is the bitter fate of any 
idea to lose its royal form and power, to lose its 'virtue' the 
moment it descends from its solitary throne. . . . The degradation 
of. . . the French Revolution is made manifest in the person of its 
heir. . .̂ fJapoleon7" (III, 86). 

k. Journal (Paris, 19Ul), 13 December 1917, p. 6Ul, quoted 
by Morton Dauwen Zabel in "Introduction," Under Western Eyes, Double-
day Anchor Edition, (Garden City, N. Y., 1963), pp. xviii-xix. 
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become a dated part of a strikingly modern novel. The harshest 

thing the professor can say about the West is that its institutions 

foster mediocrity. This same criticism is a favorite among the Russians, 

for whom the very atmosphere of Geneva exudes dullness, complacency, 

and hateful compromise. Neither the professor nor the Russians seem 

aware that in Western Europe economic rivalry and national hatred are 

about to destroy the society in which the professor feels so safe, 

even as revolution will destroy autocracy. The professor's compla

cent belief in the stability of Western Civilization was mistaken 

before World War I, and today his view gives parts of the novel a 

Victorian tone and outlook inconsistent with the depiction of charac

ters whose ideological obsessions place them squarely in the twentieth 

century. 

Conrad might justifiably have made his narrator a Westerner 

of limited insight if only he had given other Western Europeans 

substantial roles in the novel. He might have used these other 

Westerners to comment upon the professor's views, to qualify these 

views, perhaps to contradict them, to put the narrator in perspective 

by involving him in a larger context of social analysis. In Nostromo 

this method is used brilliantly to emphasize the sharp contrast 

between reality and illusion in the passages narrated by Captain 

Mitchell. But in Under Western Eyes these other characters do not 

appear, and consequently, it is not Natalia Haldin, but the profes

sor who stands too much alone. His position is so exposed that, 

like Marlow, he seems often to speak for Conrad, even though his 

limited under s tanding of persons and events sometimes suggests 
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that he is being treated ironically. Just how much the narrator 

speaks for Conrad cannot be precisely determined, but judging from 

Conrad's letters and essays, we can probably assume that the pro:-

fessor's view of Russia is similar to Conrad's, but that Conrad 

was more critical of Western Europe than the professor is. 

A good many of Conrad's views seem also to have been 

put into the mouth of Razumov, whose life experience is more like 

Conrad's than is the professor's, even though by 1911 Conrad was, 

like his narrator, an elderly Englishman who was suspicious of 

Russians. But Razumov's predicament closely parallels the young 

Conrad's. Conrad's future was also blighted by the taint of revo

lutionary fanaticism; his father had left him to bear the burden 

of being "the son of a Revolutionist" just as Razumov has been left 

to live with the suspicions arising from his association with Haldln.̂  

Nor was the mature Conrad's predicament so different from 

Razumov's. As a writer Conrad felt himself misunderstood by his 

5. See especially "Autocracy and War" (III, 83-llli). 
Conrad was more alert than the professor to the danger of war among 
"virtuous, industrious democratic states" (III, 106). 

6. So much did Conrad feel the strain of being called "the 
son of a Revolutionist" that he denied his father was a revolutionary 
at all (VI, ix). Probably the burden of being a revolutionist's son 
was more psychological than political. Conrad might have made a 
career in Austrian Poland, for his father had rebelled against Russia. 
But the whole idea of revolution became offensive to Conrad, probably 
on account of the influence of Tadeusz Bobrowski, his maternal uncle. 
See Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biography (New York, 
i960), pp. 30-32. 
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Western European audience and even by his friends, who, he thought, 

were much too eager to apply the word Slavic to the qualities of his 

mind and temperament. And just as Conrad was continually called a 

Slav even by such close friends as Edward Garnett, so Razumov is 

simply a Russian to the professor, and all of Razumov's Western 

qualities— his taciturnity, his realistic ambitions, his rational 

political views— pass virtually unnoticed. 

Since Conrad's experience and his point of view are divided 

between the professor and Razumov, the professor's influence upon 

the shape of Under Western Eyes is much less significant than Marlow's 

influence upon "Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim. In the earlier 

ritual novels, Marlow speaks for Conrad. Marlow understands the whole 

meaning of those stories— indeed he creates the whole— while the 

professor fails to understand much of the matter he relates. As we 

become engrossed in the scenes described in Razumov's journal, we 

forget that the narrator exists, even though he has ostensibly edited 

and organized those scenes. When, from time to time, the professor 

interrupts the story to hold forth in his own right, we find his 

presence annoying and unnecessary. In consequence of the narrator's 

comparatively minor role, the novel acquires a tone, a shape and a 

meaning quite independent of his understanding and influence. 

II 

Whatever the professor may think of them, most characters 

on both sides of the ideological wall are seen as whole persons who 

deserve sympathy as well as censure. Only Peter Ivanovitch, the 
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inspired feminist, and his "Egeria," the vindictive Madame de S—, 

are dismissed with contempt. They are, in Conrad's words, "the apes 

of a sinister jungle" (XXII, ix). More hateful than contemptible 

is Necator, the police agent who kills on both sides, and Conrad 

notes that he represents "the perfect flower of the terroristic 

wilderness" (XXII, ix). But most persons have sympathetic qualities 

as well as weaknesses and limitations. Among the aristocrats and 

reactionaries are Prince K— and Councillor Mikulin, the first full 

of good intentions but old and obtuse, the other mild and considerate 

for a bureaucrat, something of a thinker, eventually a stoic victim 

of the system he has defended. Among the revolutionaries are Tekla, 

the dame de compagnie of Peter Ivanovitch, with her limitless com

passion and her inexhaustible capacity for suffering; Sophia Antonov-

na, dedicated, doctrinaire, and intelligent, made of the same 

incorruptible stuff as old Viola of Nostromo; Victor Haldin, the 

mystical, well-intentioned idealist who mistakes Razumov's charac

ter and opinions and involves him in the assassination of De P—; 

Haldin's sister Natalia, young and inexperienced, full of innocent 

illusions, whose vision of "concord and justice" strikes one of the 

few hopeful notes in the novel. 

Caught between these forces is the student Razumov, who wants 

only to pursue his studies in order to achieve whatever distinction 

his abilities can bring him. Under Western Eyes is the story of 

Razumov's struggle, for in such a world non-involvement is impossible. 

Speaking from a past in which he, too, has studied, Councillor 
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Mikulin tells Razumov: "You see, Kirylo Sidorovitch, abstention, 

reserve, in certain situations, comes very close to political 

crime. The ancient Greeks understood that very well" (XXII, 2 9 k ) .  

Detachment is impossible for Razumov, and yet what courses 

are open to him? He sees the revolutionaries as intoxicated fana

tics, as destroyers only, without sound principles of reconstruction. 

The reactionaries are equally irrational— pathologically suspicious, 

unnecessarily cruel, totally unreceptive to new ideas. Their instru

ments are men like de P—, the victim of Haldin's bomb, who "served 

the monarchy by imprisoning, exiling, or sending to the gallows men 

and women, young and old, with an equable, unwearied industry" (XXII, 

7). Until Haldin draws him into politics, Razumov has never formed 

an articulate opinion concerning the violent forces in collision 

all around him. He has considered himself a Russian, nothing more. 

And when his betrayal of Haldin forces him to the desperate rationali

zation of his deed, his political credo stands hopelessly at odds 

with any active force in Russia. He pins a scrap of paper containing 

the following words to the wall of his room: "History not Theory/ 

Patriotism not Internationalism/ Evolution not Revolution/ Direction 

not Destruction/ Unity not Disruption" (XXII, 66). 

Taken at face value, Razumov's political views seem to be 

more realistic and more humane than any that can be offered by 

either the revolutionaries or the reactionaries. But the whole 

tendency of the novel reveals that his views are based upon illusions 

as misleading as the apocalyptic visions of a Haldin or the 
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pathological suspicions of a General T— . Razumov's political 

views are generalizations, and in an atmosphere where reasonable 

and continuous political action is rendered impossible by the 

violent collision of opposing forces, general ideas can never 

provide a foundation for moral action. 

A main theme of Under Western Eyes shows that generalizations 

are incapable of getting at the truth of human experience. The 

novel demonstrates that man is capable of both bestiality and goodness, 

and that no general idea can tell us how to span the chasm separating 

these contradictory realities. The novel shows that language, 

whose discursive form reflects the order of ideas, has become man's 

principal means of deluding himself about his identity. This theme 

binds the whole book together in its sweep from Geneva to Siberia 

and in its widely varied characters, from the scrupulous old professor 

of languages to the monstrous police spy and terrorist, Necator. At 

the center of meaning is Razumov's betrayal of Haldin, and at the 

center of Razumov's story is the night scene during which he carries 

out his betrayal. 

Razumov's midnight walk through the snowy streets of St. 

Petersburg is perhaps the best constructed scene in all of Conrad. 

It brilliantly conveys the atmosphere of a city under the twin 

assault of poverty and cold, and it shows brilliantly the working 

of Razumov's mind as he moves step by step towards betrayal. It is 

especially effective as the vital center of the novel. It radiates 

patterns of imagery that are picked up and developed in other parts 



of the novel, and it is the microcosm of the whole book's meaning. 

Here the theme of the novel is stated: By means of general ideas 

expressed in language, Razumov is able to disguise the fear and selfish

ness which are basic, instinctual motives in the betrayal of Haldin, 

and he is able to argue away equally basic sympathies which might 

have caused him to take another course. Cutting himself off from 

the influence of sense impressions, Razumov becomes the victim of 

logic and language. 

When Razumov leaves his rooms—the rooms that shelter the 

assassin—he has no conscious intention of going for the police. 

He does not approve of Haldin's action, but he intends to help 

Haldin escape by bringing the sledge driver Ziemianitch. However, 

Ziemianitch, "the true Russian man," the "bright Russian soul" 

(I use Haldin's words), proves to be dead drunk, the victim of an 

unhappy love affair. In a fit of anger Razumov thrashes the des

pondent lover without being able to rouse him. Having done this, 

Razumov rages to himself: "AhI the stick, the stick, the stern 

hand. . ." (XXII, 31). Then, in a mood brought on by the Ziemia

nitch episode, he begins to think of politics. Disappointment with 

a single Russian peasant, horror at the "hive of human vermin" 

where Ziemianitch and other hopeless derelicts live, outrage at 

the injustice of his position—all have the effect of pushing 

Razumov towards a political position diametrically opposed to 

Haldin's. What Russia "needed was not the conflicting aspirations 

of a people, but a will strong and one: it wanted not the babble 
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of many voices but a man—strong and one! (XXII, 33) Here we see 

the feelings arising from a particular experience become the 

foundation for a doctrine. Razumov has generalized too soon; he has 

taken the first step towards betrayal. 

Having hastily embraced a doctrine, Razumov will not let it 

go. Even though each step towards betrayal is marked by a vivid 

sense impression which interrupts Razumov's thought, the Ziemianitch 

episode is the only one that changes the direction of his action. 

Because he has turned away from the external world and become increa

singly the victim of his rationalization, Razumov does not act upon 

what he sees; he is pulled towards the palace of Prince K by the 

fascination of "overpowering logic" (XXII, 33). Recognizing that no 

logic, however rigorous, can cope with the profound contradictions 

of life, Conrad makes the following comment upon Razumov's thought: 

"A train of thought is never false. The falsehood lies deep in the 

necessities of existence, in secret fears and half-formed ambitions, 

in the secret confidence combined with a secret mistrust of ourselves, 

in the love of hope and the dread of uncertain days" (XXII, 33-3U). 

And when, shortly afterwards, Razumov appears ready to sacrifice 

people on the altar of his principles, Conrad takes an ironic view of 

his protagonist's logic: "The grace entered into Razumov" (XXII, 3 k )  J  

7. Razumov is guilty of what the semanticist S.I. Hayakawa 
calls "Dead-Level Abstracting." See Language in Thought and Action 
(New York, I96H), pp. 188-190. Razumov makes broad political gene
ralizations without relating his general ideas to what he sees 
about him. He is like a logician whose syllogisms are all unim-
peachably valid and egregiously false. 
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As he broods upon the viciousness of Haldin's action, Razumov 

is suddenly brought to himself by the collision of two sledges and 

the shout of one of the drivers: "Oh, thou vile wretch". (XXII, 36)1 

The remark, of course, applies to Razumov, and unconsciously Razumov 

knows it, for he suddenly has a vision of Haldin lying in the snow 

with the backs of his hands covering his eyes. But Razumov has be

come increasingly impressed by his own doctrinaire logic, and he 

marches over the specter's breast. Choosing thought over his vision, 

Razumov takes the second step towards betrayal. Now all that is 

required is a practical means of turning Haldin over to the police. 

By this time Razumov has come to a fashionable part of 

town, and he feels superior to the shallow and frivolous people he 

sees there. The startling contrast betireen life in the fashionable 

section and the horrors of the "enormous slum" inhabited by Ziemianitch 

and his friends would have the effect of undermining Razumov's 

certainty if he had not already chosen thought over the evidence 

of his senses. By now he uses sense impressions only to enforce 

what he has already decided to do: "The glimpse of a passing grey 

whisker, caught and lost in the same instant, had evoked the complete 

image of Prince K— ..." (XXII, lj.0). Only a moment earlier 

Razumov had failed to see any significance in "a pretty woman with 

a delicate head, and covered in hairy skins of wild beasts down to 

her feet, like a frail and beautiful savage. . ." (XXII, UO). In 

order to understand the meaning of this impression, Razumov would 

have to open his mind to contradictions, to give up the fatal logic 
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that leads him towards destruction, for the woman and not the whiskers 

best mirrors the nature of the Czarist regime, with its incongruous 

mixture of French culture and oriental barbarism. But Razumov has 

turned his back upon the objective world in favor of misleading 

logic. Because he can no longer see things as they are, he betrays 

a living man out of what he takes for principle. His choice of action 

is not, as he believes, between two rival political beliefs, but 

between a particular person on one side and an abstraction on the 

other. 

The image of the woman dressed in the skins of wild beasts 

links the night scene with one of the novel's most important actions— 

the story of Peter Ivanovitch. Man, the novel says, is in part a 

clothed beast, and he disguises this truth from himself by means of 

manners, ideals, language, logic, and all the other trappings of a 

civilized existence. In relation to the whole novel, the story of 

Peter Ivanovitch takes on the character of an illustrative fable. 

Once a worldly guards officer, Peter Ivanovitch suddenly acquires a 

conscience, engages in revolutionary activities and is exiled to 

Siberia. He escapes and wanders eastward towards the Pacific coast, 

dragging his chains behind him, living on berries and wild honey, 

while his clothes rot off his back: 

His naked tawny figure glimpsed vaguely through the bushes 
with a cloud of mosquitoes and flies hovering about the 
shaggy head, spread tales of terror through whole districts. 
His temper grew savage as the days went by, and he was 
glad to discover there was so much of a brute in him. He 
had nothing else to put his trust in. For it was as 
though there had been two human beings indissolubly joined 
in that enterprise. The civilized man, the enthusiast of 
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advanced humanitarian ideals thirsting for the triumph of 
spiritual love and political liberty; and the stealthy, 
primeval savage, pitilessly cunning in the preservation 
of his freedom from day to day, like a tracked wild 
beast (XXII, 122). 

But Peter Ivanovitch proves to be incapable of understanding 

the whole truth of his experience. He comes away from it not with 

a view of man's dual nature, but with "the conviction of woman's spiri

tual superiority" (XXII, 121). Because it is a woman who finally 

helps him, he becomes an inspired feminist, and by writing a book 

on his experiences, wherein he expounds his doctrine of feminism, 

he finds a way to seal his illusions safely within a vial of language. 

As the leader of the Geneva circle of revolutionaries, he appears 

mostly as a voice—a deep, rumbling, impressive voice—while he lives 

in disguise behind dark glasseŝ  and a thick beard, and while he 

indulges the primitive side of his nature by mistreating Tekla and 

by fastening onto Madame de S— for her money. Peter Ivanovitch's 

blindness parallels Razumov's. Both have used discursive language 

to create and sustain their illusions. 

Few characters are free from some self-created illusion. 

The old professor admits that a life spent as a teacher of languages 

has crippled his imagination: "If I ever had these gifts in any 

sort of living form they have been smothered out of existence a long 

8. Peter Ivanovitch's dark glasses apparently have a symbolic 
meaning indicating falseness or blindness or both. Claire Rosenfield 
contends that eyes are "the most persistent and consistent image" 
in the novel. Paradise of Snakes: An Analysis of Conrad's Political 
Novels. (Chicago, 1967), p. 166. 
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time ago under a wilderness of words. Words, as is well known, are 

the great foes of reality" (XXII, 3). And the professor, like other 

characters, has his illusions. Alongside his unfounded belief in the 

stability of Western Civilization , the professor seems also to be 

misled by his chivalric attitude towards women. He can say that "no 

woman is ever completely deceived" (XXII, l8£), even though Natalia 

Haldin is certainly taken in by Razumov, and even though Sophia 

Antonovna is not only taken in by Razumov, but also by Nikita, who 

she believes harbors no "malice" (XXII, 271), and by Peter Ivanovitch, 

whom she persists in calling "an inspired man" (XXII, 382). 

Sometimes, however, the professor is a useful instrument for 

disclosing the illusions of others. Natalia Haldin looks forward 

to a time of "concord" (XXII, 10k), but the professor thinks that 

her words reveal a typically Russian simplicity, "a terrible corroding 

simplicity in which mystic phrases clothe a naive and hopeless 

cynicism" (XXII, 10U). For Natalia: Haldin concord seems to have some 

abstract significance that she cannot apply to particular instances. 

After Razumov has confessed and has been maimed for life, she does 

not find it possible to show him mercy. During the confession she 

feels her heart turning to ice (XXII, 3f>6), and afterwards she brushes 

aside Tekla's suggestion that she visit Razumov in the hospital 

(XXII, 373). Perhaps only Tekla is without illusions. She has spent 

her life caring for the broken victims of revolution and for animals, 

towards whose mute intelligence she is drawn by some instinctive 
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sympathy. In the end Tekla devotes herself to nursing the maimed 

Razumov: "There was nothing in that task to be disillusioned about 

about" (XXII, 379). 

Although the characters of the novel use language to disguise 

unpleasant truths, Conrad does not try to argue that man's salvation 

lies in accepting these as the only truths. They represent only a 

part of reality. Man's nature may be partly bestial, but to act 

as though this were the whole story is to imitate the career of the 

hateful Necator, whose speech, in contrast to typical Russian 

eloquence, resembles the squeaking of some ferocious but ignoble 

beast.̂  Although visions of concord and justice may disguise the 

fact that there is little chance of establishing either generally, 

to give up all hope of making life more harmonious and more just is 

to accept as a moral norm the vengeful attitudes of the worst 

revolutionaries and reactionaries and to accept as inevitable the most 

debased kinds of treachery and oppression. Had Razumov not found 

within himself some innate sense of justice, which, being altruistic 

rather than self-serving, was repelled by betrayal, he would never 

have confessed his crime. Just when he had made himself completely 

safe from suspicion, when he has been virtually assured of a long 

and fruitful career as a police spy, he feels that "the choking 

fumes of falsehood had taken him by the throat" (XXII, 269). He 

comes gradually to understand that he must tell the whole truth. 

9. The squeaking voice is Nikita's most distinctive charac
teristic. At one point Sophia Antonovna refers to his speech as 
"barking" (XXII, 271). 
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From the very first Razumov tries to tell as much of the truth 

as he can without giving himself away. He must make these half-

confessions in order to ease the tensions that are tearing him in 

opposite directions: towards loyalty to general principles on one 

side and towards loyalty to flesh and blood on the other. Even 

while Haldin is still in the room, Razumov relieves his inner torment 

by revealing as much of the truth as possible, admitting implicitly 

that his superior, independent logic is a fraud. "The most unlikely 

things have a secret power over one's thoughts," Razumov tells 

Haldin—"the grey whiskers of a particular person—the goggle eyes 

of another" (XXII, 5>9). And then, fighting back Mephistophelian 

laughter, Razumov fairly shrieks a lie which ironically is also the 

truth that he has consciously rejected at the cost of psychological 

suffering: "You tell me, Victor Victorovitch, not to be anxious! 

Why! I am responsible for you" (XXII, 60). 

Razumov's unacknowledged sense of responsibility is the 

cause of his strange behavior in Geneva. There, too, he must make 

half-confessions for the sake of psychological relief. For instance, 

he invites the sympathy of the old professor when, in a state of 

agitation, he reveals a basic truth about his dilemma: "Don't you 

think a Russian may have sane ambitions? Yes—I had even prospects! 

Certainly! I had, and now you see me here, abroad, everything gone, 

lost, sacrificed" (XXII, 191). 

But these half-confessions can never by a substitute for a 

truthful account of the whole affair. In the end Razumov escapes 
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from the prison of his superior logic mainly because of "the trustful 

eyes" of Natalia Haldin. As he puts it in a confessional letter to 

her: "I could never succeed in driving away your image" (XXII, 3!?8). 

Razumov learns that a man cannot live sealed off from his impressions 

of the outer world even if these impressions are contradictory. 

One revolutionist may be a mystical destroyer, another a cynic, a 

third a monster who delights in killing—but another may also be an 

innocent young girl. Razumov learns that unless one is willing to 

accept isolation and eventual madness, he must remain sensitive to 

the contradictory face of reality. 

It is not that Razumov could have saved his career and his 

moral ideals by helping Haldin escape from Russia. His fate would 

have been different, and his thought would have assumed a different 

shape, but internal conflict would still have tormented him for the 

rest of his life. Thus Razumov's dilemma is both like and unlike 

the problems facing the protagonists of the earlier ritual novels. 

Although Razumov is like earlier characters in being forced to choose 

between conflicting loyalties and impulses, his decision cannot be 

seen as a choice between the self and society. Instead it must be 

seen as a choice between conflicting inclinations within the self— 

towards general principles (partly inspired by fear) on the one side 

and sympathy with an individual human being on the other. Razumov's 

crime, unlike Jim's, is no crime under the laws of his country, but 

a commendable action. He has not betrayed organized society. At 

the same time he has not really chosen the community over the 
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individual, for he knows of no community that exemplifies the princi

ples he believes in. Jim, Kurtz and the crew of the Narcissus choose 

between egotistical aspirations and the values embodied in existing 

societies, while Razumov, who rejects both Russian autocracy and the 

mediocre liberalism of Western Europe, is a man alone. He knows 

that he is a Russian, but for him Russia is nothing more than a vague 

spiritual presence. Thus, in the context of Under Western Eyes, 

Razumov speaks the truth when he says, "All a man can betray is his 

conscience" (XXII, 37). The trouble is that a man's conscience can 

be torn in different directions. 

Because Razumov is doomed no matter what course of action he 

chooses, there is no certainty about what decision should have been 

made as there is in Lord Jim and the earlier ritual novels. Any 

decision Razumov makes must contradict a part of his moral nature. 

His course of action is monstrous only because it is the one he 

chooses; another decision probably would have had equally disastrous 

results. Like some key figures of Greek drama—like Oedipus and 

Creon, for instance—Razumov most choose between equally demanding 

loyalties and equally dangerous alternatives. He can never avoid 

suffering; he can only rise to an understanding of his fate. 

Ill 

Razumov's perception of opposites at the time of his con

fession is similar to the understanding that Conrad wished to impart 

to the reader through the form of the novel. Razumov learns to 

comprehend the opposing loyalties within himself and to see that the 
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outer world is full of contradictions that defy logical thought. 

Similarly, the reader comes to see that moral issues of the novel 

are thoroughly ambiguous. Razumov not only betrays a fellow human 

being, but is betrayed as.well. Haldin thinks of himself as an 

instrument rather than as a whole personality. Serving a "higher 

purpose," just as Razumov serves a "superior logic," Haldin kills 

several innocent peasants along with the hated De P , and regar

ding Razumov as just another tool to be used in accomplishing his 

plan, he draws the unfortunate student into a web of suspicion and 

intrigue. Like Razumov, his victim and betrayer, Haldin simplifies 

experience by abstracting it. Conrad's task was to render an accurate 

account of these conflicting moral currents so that the reader can 

see Razumov and Haldin as men who are guilty of similar crimes and 

who suffer similar fates. 

Conrad found that he could best dramatize this moral ambiguity 

within a framework of Christian myth.-1-0 The story of Christ's 

betrayal and suffering provided him with a source of imagery and a 

rough model for his plot. But there is no one-to-one relation between 

myth and plot. On the contrary, the two are different enough to 

comment upon each other. Insofar as myth comments upon plot, it 

injects universal meaning into particular events. The relevance of 

the myth derives from the enduring recurrence of basic human experiences. 

10. I use myth in a broad sense to mean any religious, 
philosophical or socio-political narrative which contains universal 
or at least widely recurring human experiences. 
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And insofar as the plot comments upon myth, it re-examines and 

revitalizes an old story. The myth gives moral depth to the novel, 

while the novel, with a gift of fresh experience, renews the literary 

interest of the myth. In his use of myth Conrad intended to acknow

ledge the power and beauty of the Christian story and to show that 

the orthodox interpretation of Biblical events was too simple to 

reflect his own awareness of moral complexity. Conrad was no 

orthodox Christian, and for him a typical story of betrayal contained 

no blameless victims and dark betrayers, but only men whose motives 

were never entirely worthy nor wholly base, whose fates were never 

quite deserved nor completely unjust. 

The pattern of Christian imagery and allusion, like the 

pattern of beast imagery and the thematic exploration of the limits 

of logic and language, begins with the night scene in which Razumov 

decides to turn Haldin over to the police. This scene remains a 

point of reference throughout the book as characters try to discover 

what really happened on that night of mysterious events. 

The moral ambiguity of Haldin's and Razumov's actions is 

subtly suggested early in the scene. While in Razumov's room, 

Haldin characteristically lies on his back with the backs of his 

hands over his eyes (XXII, 23). In other words, his body takes the 

shape of a cross. Later, when Razumov has a vision of Haldin lying 

in the snow, the specter also assumes the shape of a cross (XXII, 37). 

By walking across the spectral Haldin's breast, Razumov exhibits 

two areas of blindness: He denies the Christian ideal of brotherhood 
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by betraying a fellow human being, and he fails to recognize that 

this image of Haldin is the cross he will have to bear for the rest 

of his life. Seeing himself as a kind of Christ, Haldin tells 

Razumov that his soul will inhabit the world after his body dies. 

Razumov thinks him mad. He does not understand the meaning of Haldin's 

words until later. 

After betraying Haldin, Razumov begins, in spite of the resis

tance of his conscious mind, to identify himself with his victim. He 

begins to see that he is about to share his destiny with a man who 

seemed to be his opposite, and he begins to feel the irony of his 

11 
position. Throwing himself onto his bed and lying there with his 

hands beneath his head, Razumov remembers suddenly that Haldin lay 

12 
on the same bed in a similar position (XXII, 70). He begins to 

think about Haldin, locked up in the fortress, and reflecting upon 

his own sleeplessness, he recalls that Haldin also was sleepless 

before the assassination (XXII, 70). He believes that Haldin 

probably can sleep now that every uncertainty has been removed. 

11. Claire Rosenfield writes: "Razumov has been posessed 
by his own second self, the phantom of Haldin." Paradise of Snakes, 
p. lhh. 

12. But Razumov's position is not identical to Haldin's. 
The backs of Haldin's hands cover his eyes while Razumov's hands 
are beneath his head. Razumov's eyes are wide open, staring up
ward. Given the importance of visual imagery and eye imagery in 
this novel and given Conrad's dictum that the writer's task is 
principally to make us see, the difference in position is signi
ficant. Razumov is beginning to see the truth, while Haldin, in 
contrast, carries his illusions to the grave. It is significant, 
too, that the deluded Peter Ivanovitch wears dark glasses and that 
in the end Razumov is made deaf but not blind. Then, undistracted 
by the misleading babble of words, Razumov can see at last. 
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Razumov continues to identify himself with Haldin during the 

interview with Councillor Mikulin, and in this scene allusions to 

Christianity again help to shape the narrative. While talking with 

Mikulin, Razumov experiences a vision that shows how deeply, if 

inarticulately, he feels the parallel between his mental suffering 

and the physical suffering of Haldin. Razumov "beheld his own brain 

suffering on the rack— a long pale figure drawn asunder with terrific 

force in the darkness of a vault whose face he failed to see. It was 

as though he had dreamed for an infinitesmal fraction of time of some 

dark print of the Inquisition. . (XXII, 88). The figure's face 

is obscure because Razumov is unwilling to make a conscious association 

between his predicament and Haldin's, but certainly the "long pale 

figure" reminds us of Haldin.. Later in this scene Mikulin tells 

Razumov the details of Haldin's execution, and we see that the ironic 

association of Haldin and Razumov, who act out the passion of Christ 

(both victims and both betrayers), is further compounded by the 

religion of the system that consumes them. Just before his execution, 

Haldin is asked to "atone for his crime by an unreserved and full 

confession which should help to liberated from the sin of rebellion 

against the Divine laws and the sacred Majesty of the Ruler of our 

Christ-loving land. . ." (XXII, 93). Haldin dies unrepentant, but 

Razumov, who comes to an understanding of his suffering, does confess 

and does atone for his sin. 

After hearing of Haldin's death, Razumov murmurs, "He had a 

belief in a future existence" (XXII, 9k)* Already Razumov begins to 
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sense that Haldin lives in him, that the phantom of which he had been 

so contemptuous has become an irradicable part of his secret life. 

Now Haldin's prophecy about his own importance acquires the most 

chilling ironic meaning: "The destroyers of souls which aspire to 

perfection of human dignity, they shall be haunted" (XXII, 58). 

And we recall also with a sense of irony the words of Razumov when 

he faces Haldin after returning from the palace of Prince K—: 

"It's done" (XXII, 55). These words not only prove false so far as 

Razumov is concerned, but echoing the words of Christ dying upon the 

cross, they show once again how interchangeable are victim and betrayer. 

Although Razumov is as much a victim as Haldin, the members 

of the revolutionary circle in Geneva could not possibly see the situa

tion in that way. To do so they would have to possess a sense of 

irony, and as Sophia Antonovna admits, the revolutionary mind hates 

irony (XXII, 279). She understands that neither mocking comic irony 

nor the painful irony of tragedy respects the revolutionary's rigid 

•categories of good and evil. 

Since Haldin's friends wish to see in him a martyr with Christ

like qualities, they often call his betrayer a Judas or a devil. Not 

surprisingly the most explicit parallel between Haldin and Christ is 

made by his mother, who says: "Even amongst the Apostles of Christ 

there was found a Judas" (XXII, 115). Conrad gives this one-sided 

view of Haldin an ironic emphasis by drawing implicit parallels 

between Christ's career and Haldin's. Like Christ, Haldin sleeps 

in a stable; he is the leader of a devoted band of disciplesj he 
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believes that his spirit will inhabit the world after his death; he is 

interrogated and tortured and answers not a word. Without doubt Conrad 

invites the reader to see Haldin as a deluded mock Christ, directing 

most of our sympathy towards Razumov. But Haldin is also a man, and 

Razumov cannot rise to a tragic view of fate until he understands not 

only that has he been sacrificed to the gods of revolution, but that 

13 
he has sacrificed Haldin to the gods of logic. 

In order:'to understand the moral nature of his situation, 

Razumov has to give up feelings of being martyred— of righteous 

indignation— and accept the martyrdom of Haldin as a parallel fact. 

He has achieved this understanding by the time of his confession, 

when he can ask Natalia Haldin, "I wonder who was the greatest victim 

in that tale" (XXII, 353)? That Razumov can arrive at this perception 

while the revolutionists can only cling to their illusions elevates 

Razumov above them and justifies Albert Guerard's calling the book "a 

great tragic novel. 

13. Conrad's ambiguous view of the Haldin-Razumov conflict may 
have resulted partly from his divided feelings towards Adam Mickiewicz, 
Poland's greatest patriotic poet. Mickiewicz was one of Conrad's 
childhood heroes. (See Zdzislaw Najder, Conrad's Polish Background 
(London, 196U), p. 10.) But in later life, perhaps due to the influence 
of his uncle Tadeusz, Conrad came to suspect that Polish chauvinism 
was dangerous windy rant, and as one who had abandoned Poland, he was 
himself attacked in the press by the violent patriot Eliza Orzeszkowa. 
Like Haldin's followers, Mickiewicz saw a parallel between Christ and 
the revolutionary movement. He believed that the death and dismember
ment of Poland was analogous to the crucifixion of Christ and that 
the rebirth of Poland would parallel the resurrection. (See W. 
Weintraub, The Poetry of Adam Mickiewicz (The Hague, 19f?U), pp. 197-207.) 
For an excellent discussion of Conrad's inner feeling for Poland see 
Bernard C. Meyer, Joseph Conrad: A Psychoanalytic Biography (Princeton, 
1967)-,.pp. 5U-70. 

ll;. Conrad the Novelist, p. 231. 
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Earlier in the chapter the psychological aspects and, to some 

extent, the epistemological aspects of Razumov's confession were 

discussed. It was shown that to rely upon logic apart from sense 

impressions is psychologically unsatisfactory and an unsuccessful way 

of arriving at truth. Now let us briefly examine the more pointedly 

moral aspects of the confessions as they are set forth through the 

use of Christian imagery and allusion. 

Haldin's friends insist upon identifying his betrayer with 

Judas, and first information indicates that this Judas is Ziemianitch, 

the unfortunate sledge-driver, who, like Judas, hangs himself 

shortly after his master has been captured. But Razumov, the man 

whom Haldin's friends really seek, is a Judas only from their point 

of view. Razumov is in reality a much more ambiguous figure than 

Judas, and if, like Christ's betrayer, he must suffer extremities 

of guilt, he is also a man sinned against as well as sinning, who 

never reaches Judas's depth of despair. Although Razumov's act of 

confession proves to be physically self-destructive, the parallel 

between the confession and the suicide of Judas is far from exact. 

The suffering which Razumov endures during and after the confession 

makes it a moral victory, a sacrificial act of atonement whereby he 

turns away from evil. More than a Judas, Razumov is a common sinner 

capable of receiving grace. 

This grace is symbolized by the rain that, in Razumov's own 

words, "washes" him "clean" after he leaves the HaldinS' townhouse 

to take his confession to the members of the revolutionary circle 

(XXII, 357). The association with Christian baptism, by which the 
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soul is cleansed of original sin, and with the concept of redemption 

is clear; and if the symbol has become hackneyed through overuse in 

twentieth-century fiction, it was fresher in 1911, and it effectively 

underscores the moral climax of the novel. 

Through Christian imagery and allusion to Christian myth, 

Conrad expresses a divided view of Razumov and of the book's central 

moral issue, and thus Under Western Eyes takes its place among the 

ritual novels. Yet by 1911 Conrad's artistic method and his psycho

logy had changed sufficiently to point to the direction his art was 

to take in his last years. In Under Western Eyes the narrator is 

no longer needed to express divided views; he has been retained on 

entirely different grounds. The old professor serves only as a 

useful part of the novel's technical apparatus, and after unneces

sarily reviving Marlow in Chance, Conrad found that, except in 

autobiographical stories, he had little use for first-person narrative. 

Even the thematic images of Under Western Eyes are different from 

the thematic images of the earlier ritual novels. Whereas the earlier 

ritual novels have been built around non-conceptual or pre-mythic 

images—principally images of light and darkness—the images of 

Under Western Eyes are derived from a particualr myth. That is, 

they have a rather clearly defined discursive content. This kind 

of imagery is more precise and less suggestive than the imagery of 

the earlier ritual novels, and like the changing role of the narrator, 

this new use of imagery shows Conrad bringing his art to a higher 

level of consciousness. 



222 

Conrad's novelistic technique changed because his disillusion

ment with society and his growing faith in the Tightness of private 

feeling resolved the divided views that had created a need for the 

ritual novel. The elevation of private feeling to be found in the 

late novels is foreshadowed in Under Western Eyes as it had been in 

Nostromo. Razumov is troubled by a conflict between certain conserva

tive principles and a loyalty to a particular human being, not 

between the egotistical aspirations of the self and the values of 

society. Consequently, the central moral problem of Under Western 

Eyes makes a contrast with the central concerns of the earlier 

ritual novels and continues the negative view of organized society 

found in Nostromo and The Secret Agent. 

From the enforced self-reliance of Razumov, it is not such 

a great step to the late novels. In them society hardly exists at 

all, and in its more complete manifestations, it is an evil influence. 

It may be diseased against the will of individuals who are virtuous 

in themselves as in The Shadow-Line; or it may be convulsed in value-

destroying war as in'The Warrior's Souiy "The Tale," and The Rover; 

or, as in Victory and The Arrow of Gold, it may be a source of des

tructive slander, later magnified into violence, that reaches out to 

envelop protagonists who justifiably try to get as far from society 

as they can. 

IV 

In Chance, which was published in 1913, two years after Under 

Western Eyes, Marlow appears for his last and most dazzling performance 



223 

as the narrator of a Conrad novel. His role in Chance, like his roles 

in "Heart of Darkness" and Lord Jim, proves to be very different from 

the part played by the old professor in Under Western Eyes. Whereas 

the old professor justly disclaims his importance to the structure 

of Under Western Eyes, Marlow again shapes the novel he narrates. 

As an integrated action, Chance has no existence apart from him. 

He ingeniously traces the connection among characters so widely-

separated that they are completely unknown to each other, and he 

always stands between the characters and the reader. Only through 

a screen of Marlovian commentary can their personalities be glimpsed 

at all. In contrast, the old professor is hardly more than the self-

effacing editor of Razumov's journal. It is not he but Razumov who 

knows the inside of men and events. 

Yet Marlow's relation to the characters of Chance is in one 

important way like the relation of the old professor to the charac

ters of Under Western Eyes and far different from his relation to 

Jim and Kurtz in the earlier novels. Like the old professor, the 

Marlow of Chance does not hold divided views of the characters, nor 

are his feelings deeply engaged. He remains a brilliant raisoneur, 

physically separated and emotionally aloof from the protagonists, 

Flora de Barral and Captain Anthony. He does not meet Anthony at 

all, and he meets Flora only twice and then for brief instances. 

Although Marlow's first meeting with Flora occurs under circumstances 

that might conceivably lead to intimacy— he assists the Fyne dog 

in preventing her suicide— no emotional attachment results; Marlow 
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protects himself from Flora's appeal by laying down a fog of banter and 

half-serious misogyny. At the second meeting, he is a patient and 

sympathetic listener and a minor manipulator, preventing an unpleasant 

meeting between Fyne and Flora. But his feelings are never really 

committed to either Flora or Anthony.̂  

Because Marlow is emotionally detached from Flora and Anthony, 

Chance cannot be classified with Conrad's ritual novels. The ritual 

novel is marked by the expression of integrated opposite feelings 

which are centered either in a narrator as in Lord Jim and "Heart of 

Darkness" or in a pattern of imagery existing independent of a narrator 

as in Under Western Eyes. The Marlow of the ritual novels is deeply 

affected by Kurtz and Jim; he identifies himself sympathetically with 

their characters and actions, while at the same time he struggles 

against his own vulnerability to the evil and weakness that engulf 

them. The effect of merging opposites is achieved by a different 

means in Under Western Eyes; there the thematic use of Christian 

myth expresses a divided view of Razumov and points up the moral 

ambiguity of his action. But the expression of opposite feelings, 

either by means of a narrator or through an independent pattern of 

images , plays no part in Chance. 

I?. Walter Allen has written that in Lord Jim and "Heart of 
Darkness" Marlow is "involved in the action and changed by it," 
whereas in Chance "he is scarcely involved and certainly not changed." 
The English Novel: A Short Critical History (London, 19$h), pp. 36£-366. 
And John A. Palmer writes about both the Marlow of Chance and the 
professor of Under Western Eyes: "The later narrators are more dog
matic and perhaps more cynical; and they are less emotionally 
involved." Joseph Conrad's Fiction: A Study in Literary Growth 
(Ithaca, New York, 1963), p. 136. 
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Marlow's main motive for prying into the lives of Flora and 

Anthony seems to be curiosity; he gets pleasure from challenging puz

zles and from gossip. Early in the novel Powell says of Marlow: 

"He's the sort that's always chasing some notion or other round and 

round in his head just for the fun of the thing" (II, 33). And 

Powell is right. Marlow does become interested in Flora and Anthony 

for "the fun of the thing." Having met Powell by chance and having 

been reminded by Powell of the Ferndale and Captain Anthony, Marlow 

happens to remember Fyne, Anthony's brother-in-law. From this 

casual association grows an intricate and ingenious yarn. The tale 

becomes long and complicated not, as in Lord Jim, because Marlow 

is anxious to see all sides of the issue, to mete out judgments when 

he must and to snatch at justifications when he can, but because he 

is a man of acute perception, limitless curiosity, and indolent 

habits. A sailor ashore, with little to occupy him but his random 

thoughts, Marlow has the leisure to obey the promptings of a lively, 

well-tuned imagination. As the first narrator—the I persona—says 

to Marlow: "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" 

(II, 311). Although Marlow protests that his tale is hardly "a 

story for boys," he is certainly more the detached, calmly inquisi

tive sleuth of a detective story than he is the divided soul of the 

ritual novel. 
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That Marlow must defend himself against charges of triviality-

shows how different is the spirit of Chance from the spirit of the 

ritual novels. No story, as Conrad realized, is either trivial or 

important in itself. Seen through the eyes of an immortal and 

against the background of the universe, all human tales are trivial; 

seen at eye-level, from the viewpoint of our common mortality, every 

human story has the power to move us. An author is free to choose the 

perspective that suits him best. In Lord-Jim and "Heart of Darkness" 

Marlow is aware of man's littleness and of his greatness. Jim may 

sometimes be a coward and an irresponsible egoist, but he also repre

sents all of us; he sticks in our memory as a white figure standing 

in isolated and tragic grandeur against a background of menacing 

jungle. And Kurtz, besides being a "remarkable man" in every way, 

is a symbol of European civilization: "All Europe contributed to the 

making of Kurtz" (XVI, 117). 

If Conrad had chosen to do so, he might have made Flora de 

Barral and Captain Anthony as significant as Kurtz and Jim. Certainly 

in Chance Conrad deals intelligently with serious contemporary issues. 

He deals with problems that seemed of first importance to writers 

like Shaw, Wells, and Galsworthy, with problems that filled the minds 

of the general public and the pages of their newspapers. He con

siders the position of women in society, the dangers of speculative 

capitalism, and the unhappiness that results from the repression of 

powerful feelings. The subjects he treats are those that concerned 

the feminists, socialists, and Freudians— all influential groups 

in the Edwardian and Georgian worlds. 
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Of these subjects Conrad held that only psychology was of 

first importance; at no time in his career did he believe that socio

political issues were as important as the moral and psychic dramas 

of the individual. Consequently, he often scorned persons who sub

merged their personal lives in social problems, and he usually adopted 

a mocking attitude toward the promise of social reform. In Chance, 

for instance, he ridicules the feminist, Mrs. Fyne, and unlike many 

of his contemporaries, he expresses no faith that socialism will 

remedy the evils of capitalism. He attacks human greed and folly 

more than the economic system. For the most part Conrad's views of 

contemporary issues were old-fashioned. Only on the psychological 

question did he find himself on the side of the future. In Chance, 

along with the Freudians, he holds that to repress powerful feelings 

is to "fling a glove in the face of nature" (II, 3̂ 1); he contends 

that the self-denying magnanimity of Captain Anthony is "an abnormal 

growth" (II, Ul6). 

Conrad had taken a predominantly mocking view of his charac

ters in other works— in the whole of "An Outpost of Progress" and 

The Secret Agent and in large parts of Nostromo and other stories— 

but he had never taken this view while using a first-person narrator. 

Evidently Marlow has grown into that god-like figure that, as third-

person narrator, Conrad had once tried to become; in Chance Marlow 

feels sure enough of himself to take the lofty tone that Conrad had 

been aiming at in Almayer's Folly and An Outcast of the Islands. That 

Conrad can impart this attitude and tone to Marlow indicates at least 
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one of two things: either Conrad had overcome the inner conflict 

that had made a consistently ironic tone impossible in his early-

novels, or he was not writing about a subject that deeply engaged 

him. 

Indeed, Conrad had overcome his conflicting feelings towards 

society and the individual; for him society had come to be so corrupt 

that it no longer had much claim upon the good man's loyalty. But, 

considering the second alternative, we can hardly say that the subject 

did not engage Conrad, for in Chance he deals once again with the rescue 

theme— a theme that fascinated him throughout his whole career, 

appearing not only in The Rescue, but in other works as well. 

V 

Evidently there was never any interdependence between Conrad's 

fascination with rescues and his conflicting feelings towards the 

self and society, for he continued to write about rescues and the con

flicting motives of rescuers even after the other conflict had been 

resolved. Captain Anthony is the descendant and predecessor of a 

substantial company of rescuers, whose common ancestor is Tom Lingard. 

Lingard not only tries to save people in The Rescue, but in all of 

the novels in which he appears, he is a rescuer—first, last, and 

always. He rescues Almayer, he rescues Almayer's wife, and he 

rescues Willems. And Lingard is far from the only rescuer among 

Conrad's characters. Dain Maroola rescues Nina Almayer, and the crew 

of the Narcissus rescues James Wait. Jim, a would-be rescuer, has to 

be rescued several times by Marlow before he finally succeeds in 
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rescuing a Malayan village from brigands. Marlow also rescues 

Kurtz when the depraved emissary of light tries to crawl back to 

his savage disciples. Kurtz himself is a fallen savior who has dreamed 

of rescuing Africans from savagery. Nostromo is a great rescuer of 

men and property, and Charles Gould rescues the San Tome' mine from 

the jungle. That the rescuers of The Secret Agent are false is one 

measure of the novel's pessimism. To Winnie, Adolph Verloc seems to 

be Stevie's rescuer, though he turns out to be an instrument of the 

boy's destruction, and Comrade Ossipon, another seeming rescuer, 

betrays Winnie once he has her money. By saving Flora de Barral, 

Captain Anthony simply takes his place in a long tradition of rescu

ing, and as we shall see in the following chapter, he is also to 

have successors: Axel Heyst, Monsieur George, Peyrol. 

Although the rescue is a typical theme of light fiction and 

of the movies, it need not run to sensationalism and melodrama, 

nor need it be void of psychological interest. Indeed, as Conrad 

fully understood, the rescue situation vibrates with psychological 

nuances.It is an opportune action for dramatizing the mixed 

feelings of rescuer and rescued alike, for revealing the heated 

fusion of opposites that Conrad perceived to be a universal trait of 

the human mind. This fusion of opposites can best be observed in 

Lingard, who feels both chivalric concern and violent passion for 

16. Bernard C. Meyer's Freudian interpretation of the rescue 
theme is predictable if not exhaustive. He holds that rescue fanta
sies "contain consistent allusions to the Oedipus complex, namely, 
derivatives of the daydreams of a small boy of gaining the undisputed 
possession of his mother." Joseph Conrad: A Psychoanalytic 
Biography, p. 83. 
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Mrs, Travers, and who both despises Mr. Travers and feels an obli

gation to save him, because both he and Travers are Europeans and 

Englishmen in an alien land and because Travers is the husband of 

the woman he loves. Among all of the rescuers in Conrad's work, 

Anthony is the one who most resembles Lingard. 

Unlike Lingard, Anthony is not torn between loyalties to 

rival cultures or between loyalty to himself on the one hand and to 

his duty as an Englishman on the other, but he does experience 

psychological conflict as he rescues Flora from her unhappy past. 

Much like Lingard, he is magnanimous and possessive, chivalrous and 

cruel: "What seemed most awful to her /Flora? was the elated light 

in his eyes, the rapacious smile that would come and go on his lips 

as if he were gloating over her misery. But her misery was his 

opportunity, and he rejoiced while the tenderest pity seemed to 

flood his whole being" (II, 223-22k). Anthony evidently inherited 

these traits from his father, the sentimental poet and domestic 

tyrant. Like his father, Anthony has the gift of "etherealizing 

the common place" (II, 193) and of bullying those who come near 

him. Using an adjective often applied to Lingard, Marlow remarks 

that Captain Anthony's is basically a "lawless" nature (II, 3^1). 

Like Lingard, Anthony acts out of "something more spontaneous, 

perverse and exciting" than "pity alone" (II, 2 2 k ) .  

Besides possessing similar personalities, Anthony and Lingard 

face similar problems. Just as Lingard must act to save Travers, 

whom he hates, for the sake of Mrs. Travers, whom he loves, so 
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Anthony's action is determined by Flora's loyalty to her convict 

father. Instead of acting in his own interest and Flora's, he is 

forced by his scruples and his respect for Flora to act in the 

interest of de Barral. He takes the ruined financier on board the 

Ferndale, thereby ensuring de Barral's safety from scandal and the 

end of his own domestic peace. 

We can never be sure what kind of relation Conrad saw between 

Chance and The Rescue or whether he saw any relation at all, but 

the similarity of character and theme in these two novels can lead to 

some interesting speculations about the development of Conrad's art. 

It may be that in Chance Conrad was having another try at solving 

problems which had brought "The Rescuer Manuscript" to a standstill. 

It is interesting to note, for instance, that Conrad considered 

resuming work on The Rescue in 1910 but that instead he decided 

to devote his full attention to Chance, which he had begun as early 

as 1906 and had interrupted in order to write Under Western Eyes and 

a number of short stories. Thus he considered the two novels 

together, and though their themes and characters were similar, he 

found Chance more manageable. 

The reason Chance proved more manageable can be found by 

contrasting the techniques of the two novels, especially Conrad's 

method of depicting character. In The Rescue, by means of third-

person narration, Conrad makes it his special business to see Lingard. 

"If after reading the Part 1st you don't see my man," Conrad told 

his publisher, "then I've absolutely failed and must begin again— 
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or leave the thing alone" (Blackburn, 9-10). Anthony is not nearly 

so well seen as Lingard; in fact Conrad does not seem to care much 

whether Anthony is seen or not. Marlow never lays eyes on the man. 

For direct observation of Anthony we must rely entirely upon Powell, 

who, Marlow admits, is basically a simple man without much 

"penetration" (II, 26l). 

In other novels Conrad occasionally gives the task of 

narration to men of limited perception. He does this successfully 

with Captain Mitchell of Nostromo and less successfully with the 

old professor of Under Western Eyes. The method works only when 

the perceptions of the narrator are juxtaposed with a clearly 

defined reality. In Chance the method does not work; the limited 

intelligence of the narrator serves no purpose whatever—unless to 

excuse artistic carelessness. 

Powell sees Anthony for the first time in the shipping office 

where Powell has gone looking for a job and where Anthony has gone to 

find a replacement for his injured second mate. If Conrad really 

wanted Anthony to be seen, then this is the time to convey a telling 

impression. If, later in the novel, Anthony is to be accepted as 

a romantic hero with a dark, exotic, lawless look, then something of 

this character and appearance ought to be touched upon at this 

first meeting between narrator and protagonist. Instead we find 

this glimpse of the romantic Captain Anthony: "A tall, active man 

rushed in with great strides. His face looked very red below his 

high silk hat. You could see at once he was the skipper of a big 
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ship" (II, 16). After signing on Powell as his second mate, Anthony-

walks away with a "heavy swinging step" (II, 22). 

This red-faced man with the heavy step hardly seems to be 

the same Anthony as the dark agile figure of later chapters. In 

Part II Conrad tries to account for the discrepancy by having Marlow 

indirectly quote Powell as follows: 

He /Powell̂  tells me that it was only then that he saw his 
captain for the first time. The day before, in the shipping 
office, what with the bad light and his excitement at this 
berth obtained by a brusque and unscrupulous miracle, did 
not count. He had then seemed to him much older and heavier. 
He was surprised at the lithe figure, broad of shoulder, 
narrow at the hips, the fire of the deep-set eyes, the 
springiness of the walk (II, 27U). 

However, since Powell spoke with Anthony for a full ten to 

fifteen minutes in the shipping office and since, at such a time, 

the captain and mate would each have been taking the measure of the 

other, Powell's assertion that he had not the opportunity to see 

Anthony does not seem very convincing. These contradictory impressions 

are especially baffling in a writer who has said that a work of art 

"should carry its justification in every line" and who has frequently 

lived up to his high ideals. Upon reflection, it seems likely that 

the discordant impressions of Anthony result from two complementary 

conditions. The first condition has little bearing upon a discussion 

of Conrad's artistic development: chapter one of Chance was intended 

originally to be part of a different story (Aubry, II, 1U5-1U6), and 

the protagonist of this story was not at first intended to be the 

lover of Flora de Barral, but a middle-aged skipper whose difficulties 

stemmed from a cargo of dynamite. The clashing impressions of 
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Anthony show that Conrad was unable to weld the stories together 

without leaving tell-tale seams.̂  The second condition is more 

important: in Chance Conrad evidently hoped to avoid the diffi

culties which had steered The Rescue upon the rocks; he hoped to 

avoid trouble by placing multiple narrators between himself and 

his characters, thereby protecting himself against divided feelings. 

The use of multiple narrators led Conrad to rely more upon interpre

tive commentary and less upon images of sight—so much less that 

his descriptions of Anthony become careless, almost irrelevant. 

Not only is the theme of Chance similar to that of The Rescue, 

but the history of the former novel's composition was also marked by 

indecision and delay; and significantly Conrad finished Chance after 

considering it side by side with the unfinished "Rescuer Manuscript." 

After a period of indecision and frayed nerves, Conrad was trying to 

decide in the summer of 1910 whether he should go on with Chance, 

which he had worked on intermittently since 1906, or return to the 

long-neglected Rescue, which he had not touched for ten years. In 

August 1910, he told Galsworthy that he was about to resume work on 

The Rescue (Aubry, II, llij.), and in September, after Gordon Bennett 

had offered to serialize his work in The New York Herald, he told 

17. Conrad contemplated writing a story called "Dynamite" as 
early as May, I898 (Garnett, 138). The story was to have been only 
£,000 words long, suggesting that all attention was to be focused on 
the dynamite and that the love-interest was to be of only minor impor
tance. From some of the foreshadowing that irrelevantly remains in 
Chance, it appears that "Dynamite" was to have ended with an explosion. 
In May, 1898, Conrad was writing "Youth," and so evidently he was much 
occupied with the idea of exploding ships. 
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Galsworthy that the serialized work would not be Chance (Aubry, 

II, 118-119). Yet shortly afterwards Conrad did decide to use 

Chance, and by the spring of 1911 he was devoting himself exclu

sively to the novel, which he finished on March 25, 1912 (Aubry, 11,138). 

Since the themes of the two novels are much alike, it may 

well be that thinking about The Rescue helped Conrad to get on with 

Chance. It may even be that rereading "The Rescuer Manuscript" 

helped Conrad to find a plot. In the "Author's Note" to Chance 

Conrad writes about a period of indecision during which he did not 

know what to do with his characters. Then it occurred to him that 

Flora de Barral might be given to Captain Anthony; that is, Conrad 

may have seen an opportunity to turn Anthony into a Lingardian rescuer: 

At the crucial moment of my indecision Flora de Barral passed 
before me, but so swiftly that I failed at first to get hold 
of her. Though loth to give her up I didn't see the way of 
pursuit clearly and was on the point of becoming discouraged 
when my natural liking for Captain Anthony came to my assis
tance. I said to myself that if that man was so determined 
to embrace a "wisp of mist" the best thing for me to do was 
to join in that eminently praiseworthy adventure. I simply 
followed Captain Anthony (II, ix-x). 

But the rescue plot was treated much differently in Chance. 

Having got too close to the characters of The Rescue, Conrad keeps 

an extravagant distance from the main persons of Chance—at one 

point five narrators stand between the reader and the action.̂  

And having been lured into fatal intimacy through great reliance upon 

images of sight, Conrad seems in Chance to be unconcerned about 

18. When Anthony brings Flora on board the Ferndale for the 
first time, he is observed by the shipkeeper, who tells the mate, who 
tells Powell, who tells Marlow, who tells the I Persona, who tells us. 
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rendering precise visual impressions of his characters. Perhaps it 

was when Conrad realized how to avoid the pitfalls of "The Rescuer 

Manuscript" that he decided to plunge ahead with Chance. "The 

Rescuer Manuscript," after all, had been completed almost to the end 

of Part IV. To set it straight would have required the courage and 

energy to begin all over again. Chance must have been far less complete 

and hence more salvageable. 

If Conrad did think that Chance could profit from mistakes 

made in The Rescue, he must have been at least temporarily unaware of 

a central irony—he was no longer vulnerable to the divided loyalties 

that had destroyed the coherence of The Rescue. Already he had 

virtually given up loyalty to social institutions in favor of the self. 

An examination of the view of society presented in Chance will show 

that the elaborate narrative technique was unnecessary. 

VI 

In the unfinished Rescue Conrad was torn between a critical 

view of Lingard's dashing, imaginative, lawless egoism and a feeling 

of sympathetic identification with these same qualities. He was 

also torn between an idealized view of Mrs. Travers as an English 

lady and a feeling that she, too, was lawless and that for Lingard 

she must prove a femme fatale„ It would be a mistake to rigorously 

classify these feelings, but we may say that conflicting views of 

the self and society are basic. Should one pursue self-cultivation, 

following his instincts and feelings, attempting to overturn or 

change social institutions and conventions that come in conflict with 
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his conscience, or should one subordinate these feelings and desires 

to a sense of duty towards society and social values as they are? 

This conflict is basic not only to the unfinished Rescue, but to 

almost all of Conrad's early work. 

But with Conrad's moral fables, which are works of rejection, 

mocking both society and the individual, the conflict of feeling 

begins to grow unstable; and with the writing of "The Secret Sharer," 

the conflict begins to break down. In that story the captain directs 

his energy towards the protection of an "outlaw" from the punishment 

of society. Though the captain manages to do his duty both to 

society and his own ego—his experience being an allegory of the 

ritual novel—there can be no doubt that Conrad draws a more sympa

thetic picture of the outlaw than he does of respectable society. 

This emphasis points to the distribution of sympathy in later novels. 

Although Under Western Eyes takes a ritual form, the conflict is more 

internalized than the earlier ritual novels. No extant society 

deserves Razumov's loyalty; instead there is a conflict between 

conservative principles, on the one hand, which demand loyalty to a 

system, however unpleasant, for the purpose of bringing about 

gradual change, and a less definite loyalty to a fellow human being, 

on the other hand, which recognizes no ideological differences. The 

ritual form remains, but the claims of any existing society have 

been greatly diminished. 

The negative view of society also pervades Chance, but now it 

is not the Russian socio-political system under attack, but the 
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system of Western Europe, more specifically the evils of speculative 

capitalism and the cruel, soul-destroying materialism of an urban 

industrial society. After he had finished The Secret Agent, Conrad 

told Cunninghame Graham: "By Jove J If I had the necessary talent I 

would like to go for the true anarchist which is the millionaire. 

Then you would see the venom flow" (Aubry, II, 60). In Chance 

Conrad goes for the millionaire with a vengeance; mainly he goes for 

the Great de Barral, the director of a vast network of hollow savings 

and loan companies: The Orb Deposit Bank, The Sceptre Mutual Aid 

Society, The Thrift and Independence Association. 

De Barral is seen alternately as an inhuman monster and a 

pathetic victim, as a perpetrator of a vicious system and as grist 

for the system's mill. At one point Marlow remarks: "The greed of 

that absurd monster /de Barral/ is incalculable, unfathomable, 

inconceivable" (II, 69-70). But Marlow also says that de Barral 

has been "a mere sign, a portent" (II, 7U) and that the public has 

consumed him just as he has consumed the public. A man without 

imagination or administrative ability, de Barral "had been the prey 

of all sorts of swindlers, adventurers, visionaries, and even lunatics" 

(II, 81). It is hard to say who is more pathetic and who is more 

culpable—the ruined spectators at de Barral's trial, who, on the 

verge of tears, laugh hysterically at the account of de Barral's 

absurd investments, or de Barral himself, who stands trembling and 

weeping in the dock, begging for more time. Certainly de Barral tells 

the truth when he says to the people of the courtroom, including 

judge and counsel: " Why now I think of it, it took me most of my 
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time to keep people, just of your sort, off me" (II, 83). Thus 

Conrad does not attack individuals so much as a system based upon 

greed and exploitation, and he does not despair at the system so 

much as at the duplicity, cupidity, and credulity of human nature. 

The human traits that make possible the career of a de Barral also 

stand behind the rapacious respectability of Flora's horrible 

cousins, behind the uncompromising, almost rabid, feminism of Mrs. 

Fyne, behind the pointless cruelty of Flora's governess. No system, 

Conrad was convinced, could change human nature. 

If the picture of human evil in Chance is generalized to 

include all levels of society, it is not extended offshore; the 

society of seamen remains curiously immune. The sailors of the novel 

consider themselves the moral superiors of land dwellers, and their 

view of themselves is not contradicted. Here is Captain Anthony 

speaking to his first mate: "The world is a confoundedly ugly place, 

Mr. Franklin. You don't know anything of it? Well—no, we sailors 

don't. Only now and then one of us runs against something cruel or 

underhand, enough to make your hair stand on end" (II, 270-271). 

In the first chapter of the book, Powell and Marlow also express a 

skeptical view of the competence and morality of landsmen (II, 3 - h ) .  

In their own eyes at least, sailors are a superior breed of men. 

We would be mistaken to say without qualification that 

Anthony and Powell speak for Conrad. Anthony may be proud of his 

goodness and contemptuous of land-bound society, but Conrad shows, 

by means of plot and Marlow's commentary, that Anthony is in reality 
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much like his father, Carleon Anthony, who was both an author of 

delicate love poetry and. a cruel domestic tyrant. The novel gives us 

no reason to believe that Anthony ever understands the conflict 

within himself. Flora understands it, and Marlow understands—even 

Powell understands. But Anthony remains perched high upon the stilts 

of his self-righteousness. 

Still, when Anthony is compared with other figures of the 

novel, he becomes a more sympathetic and admirable person. A 

comparison with Mrs. Fyne, his sister, is especially instructive. 

Both are products of the neglect and unreasonable demands of their 

father, but being a man and in Victorian England much freer than his 

sister, Anthony can run away to sea, where he can counterbalance the 

hereditary and environmental influence of his father with the salutory 

influence of The Merchant Service. Life at sea fosters in Anthony a 

healthy contempt for the taboos that have nearly choked the joy out of 

middle-class life. He carries off Flora without much worrying how 

it will look to other people; on the other hand, respectable landsmen 

can never be so bold. For instance, little Fyne, Anthony's brother-

in-law, can never shake off the solemnity of the respectable civil 

servant. A pedestrian (hence the opposite of a sailor), Fyne gravely 

weighs the proper against the improper, and consequently he suffers 

greatly over the shocking elopement of Flora de Barral and his 

brother-in-law. 

The taboos that circumscribed people of the Fynes' social 

class were much more stringent for women than for men. Mrs. Fyne's 
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personality has suffered more damage than her brother's, more even 

than her husband's. While Captain Anthony takes an almost perverse 

pleasure in sexual restraint and in a rather unsettling magnanimity 

and while Fyne has been reduced to an absurd solemnity, Mrs. Fyne has 

become violently hostile towards what she believes are infringements 

of women's rights; she has been driven to propound theories which, 

if taken seriously, would free women from any obligation to be fair 

or decent when dealing with men. Ironically what upsets Mrs. Fyne 

most about Flora's elopement is her fear that a pupil has actually 

followed her feminist advice. This split between theory and feeling 

in Mrs. Fyne is all that, in Conrad's view, keeps her from becoming 

monstrous. Mrs. Fyne's best point is not her feminist theory, but 

her intuitive insight. As Marlow remarks: "She could as yet, before 

the task of evolving the philosophy of rebellious action had affected 

her intuitive sharpness, perceive things which were, I suspect, 

moderately plain" (II, 91). That Mrs. Fyne should be driven to de

velop such theories at the expense of her natural impulses, speaks 

against the organization of conventional society. That Anthony, 

though still afflicted with his father's sentimental delicacy, should 

have broken with much respectable shibboleth and come to a freer 

and yet more responsible existence speaks well of life at sea. 

The moral contrast between land and sea is seen further 

in the effect de Barral has upon life aboard the Ferndale. Since 

de Barral brings to the ship all the values of the financier, his 

influence proves destructive. Deprived of money and position, 
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de Barral focuses his insane greed upon his daughter, and his life 

becomes a perpetual plot as he broodingly looks for a way to get 

Flora away from Captain Anthony. Perhaps de Barral is not quite 

in character when he attempts melodramatically to poison his son-

in-law; at least Conrad has replaced the weak and bewildered man 

of the early chapters with a sinister old schemer, and he has done 

so without bothering to show the changes taking place. However 

that may be, it is clear that de Barral's presence aboard the ship 

represents a breath of foul air from the land. Compared to the mis

deeds of de Barral and others in the world of finance, the sins of 

sailors are as white as snow. Even the maternal possessiveness of Mr. 

Franklin is nothing compared with the greed of de Barral. Only 

when the sharp eyes of the literal-minded Powell— a younger, more 

handsome MacWhirr— have foiled the murder attempt can the crew 

settle down to the idyllic routine of life at sea. 

Chance is not the only Conrad novel in which the contrast 

between land and sea is made. The same theme is developed in The 

Nigger of the Narcissus, but in that novel Conrad makes no such 

simplistic dichotomy as that made by Anthony and Powell. The con

trast between land and sea is, in fact, shown to be essentially 

false; the Narcissus becomes a little world freighted with the same 

imperfect humanity as the earth. But the personalities of the 

sailors in Chance are not sufficiently developed to show such a 

complex relationship between sea-going and land-bound society. 

Thus the rather na'i've contrast made by the sailors appears also to 

be Conrad's own. 
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While Chance is a less exact transcript of reality than The 

Nigger of the Narcissus, it reveals a common viewpoint of Conrad's 

late novels. In the late novels good and evil are not mixed within 

the protagonists; rather main characters are assailed by evil from 

19 
the outside world. And this evil seems almost invariably to 

emanate from a society which the central characters try to leave 

behind. 

In Chance it is Flora de Barral especially who feels the full 

force of society's cruelty. First she is neglected by her father, 

who is too busy with his financial affairs to care for her properly, 

and then when her father's empire falls, she is viciously insulted by 

her governess, a woman driven by motiveless hatred, and made to feel 

worthless and unlovable. Following an unhappy period as victim of 

spiteful, vulgar cousins and a time spent in a German household where 

the husband tries to seduce her, Flora reaches a nadir of despair. 

She thinks continually of suicide. Then she meets Captain Anthony, and 

her flight from evil and cruelty begins. All the while Flora has been 

an innocent victim; her furies have been outside of herself. When 

de Barral takes the poison intended for Anthony and dies, nothing 

stands between Flora and the consummation of her marriage and the 

achievement of her happiness. 

19. Although some moral and psychological conflicts ob
viously exist within Anthony, it is not these conflicts, but forces 
from the outside that threaten his happiness and his life. Critics 
often note that evil in the late novels exists outside of the main 
characters— a point first made by Douglas Hewitt in Conrad: A 
Reassessment (Cambridge, England, 1952). However, as the next 
chapter will show, Hewitt's view must be qualified. 
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The characters of Flora and Anthony and their relation to 

society have much in common with the characters and predicaments 

of heroes and heroines of other late stories. Like Heyst and Lena, 

Flora and Anthony flee towards the isolation of a private world and 

are pursued; like the captain in The Shadow-Line, they see a ship 

manned by good men enveloped by evil emanations from the larger world; 

like Monsieur George and Rita de Lastaola, they are hurt by the 

gratuitous, refined cruelty of supposedly civilized people. Flora 

and Anthony are also like the Lingard and Edith Travers of The 

Rescue—not of "The Rescuer Manuscript." Both pairs of lovers find 

an ideal love threatened by obligations to friends and relatives. 

The undivided view of the self and society found in Chance 

makes the elaborate narrative technique of the ritual novel unneces

sary.̂  Marlow is an interesting character in his own right, but he is 

superfluous to what seems to be the main action of the novel. That 

is why some critics have said that our interest should not center 

upon Flora and Anthony at all, but upon Marlow. The love story, 

they argue, is trivial; only the great edifice of imagined particulari

ty that Marlow builds upon the slightest evidence is worthy of our 

attention. "Chancewrites William York Tindall, "is Conrad's 

portrait of the artist.̂  

20. See Frederick R. Karl in A Reader's Guide to Joseph 
Conrad (New York, i960), p. 2̂ 2. 

21. "Apology for Marlow," in Robert C. Rathburn and Martin 
Steinman Jr., eds., From Jane Austen to Joseph Conrad: Essays 
Collected in Memory of James T. Hillhouse (Minneapolis, 1950), p.285. 
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But if Conrad could not resist putting Marlow upon display 

for one last baroque performance, a rather showy tour de force, he 

must have realized, nevertheless, that he and Marlow were growing 

apart. Marlow has changed from a care-worn, divided, deeply 

introspective man to a charming, garrulous, untroubled idler. 

Conrad has changed too, but not quite in the same way. The man who 

admires the austere silence of Peyrol in The Rover, the amused 

reticence of Mills in The Arrow of Gold, the principled silence of 

Axel Heyst in Victory, the brief, cryptic advice of Captain Giles in 

The Shadow-Line, the soldierly terseness of the narrator in "The 

Warrior's Soul"—this man would quite naturally be suspicious of a 

great talker who bases his conclusions on the frailest evidence — 

casual observation, hearsay, surmise. As a matter of fact, a similar 

habit of gossip marks the villains of Conrad's late novels. 

Schomberg's wild tales lead to disaster for Axel Heyst; Hamilton 

spreads malicious stories about the captain in The Shadow-Line; 

Blunt, by telling slanderous lies, provokes Monsieur George to a 

nearly fatal duel; and the fanatical Jacobin Scevola uses this same 

disregard for truth to massacre many innocent people. 

Of course, Marlow is no villain—his gossip is only a little 

malicious. But Conrad had begun to see the self as something solid 

and independent with a separate capacity for good and evil (meta

physically as it were), and quite naturally he began to mistrust 

the old spinner of words who had, in the ritual novels, attempted 

to span a discursive chasm with a network of interconnected opposites. 
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For Conrad the chasm existed no longer; he could fulfill his artistic 

intentions by means of rationally designed structures. 



CHAPTER 9 

THE TRIUMFH OF THE SELF: 

THE SHADOW-LINE, VICTORY, AND THE ROVER 

For the past twenty years Conrad's late novels have been 

centers of controversy. Until 19̂ 0 or thereabouts, most of his 

critics thought the late work equal to any he had ever done, and 

some found his crowning achievement in books written after 1912. 

At mid-century the tide of critical judgment began to turn, and by 

i960 the idea of Conrad's decline had become almost a dogma. Now 

the tide may be turning again, but it is still too early to predict 

the degree to which the former reputation of the late novels will be 

restored. 

Although I cannot avoid making critical judgments in this 

chapter, it should be stated clearly at the outset that my principal 

aim is not the revaluation of Conrad's late work. Of course, some 

judgments are implicit in the discussion. I have discussed The 

Shadow-Line, Victory, and The Rover at length because I think them 

worthwhile, and I have said almost nothing about Suspense and The 

Arrow of Gold because the first book is a fragment and the second 

1. For an account of the reputation of Conrad's late work 
see "Achievement and Decline: A Bibliographical Note," in John 
A. Palmer, Joseph Conrad's Fiction: A Study in Literary Growth 
(Ithaca, New York, 1966), pp. 260-268. 

2U7 
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is a failure. My main concern has been to discuss the form Conrad's 

art took after he had reconciled his conflicting views of the self 

and society. This form pleases admirers of allegory more than devo

tees of psychological realism, and it is more attractive to 

rationalists than to those who hold that the best art rejects logical 

form. 

I prefer Conrad's anti-logical ritual novels to his allegories, 

but I think it necessary, nevertheless, to refute a central charge 

that the achievement-and-decline critics have made against his late 

work. Probably Bernard C. Meyer states their position best. He 

contends that after a serious nervous illness in 1910 Conrad no 

longer had the will to explore his inner self. Meyer, a trained 

psychiatrist, adds scientific authority to the observations of 

critics who have long argued that characters in Conrad's late novels 

can be divided into heroes and villains and that evil is never 

2 located inside of Conrad's protagonists. Meyer attributes this 

moral polarization to Conrad's fear of himself, to a need to project 

inner conflicts upon the outside world. He describes the effect of 

projection as follows: 

Carried to an extreme, projection may attain the propor
tion of paranoid thinking, characterized by delusion and 
other gross distortions of reality. Yet even in its less 
pronounced forms the recourse to projection as an attempted 

2. The argument was first made by Douglas Hewitt in Conrad; 
A Reassessment, seconded by Thomas Moser in Joseph Conrad: 
Achievement and Decline, and continued by Albert J. Guerard in 
Conrad the Novelist. Meyer's book is Joseph Conrad: A Psycho
analytic Biography (Princeton, 1967). 
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solution to intolerable inner contradictions must re
sult in some warping of the sense of reality, particularly 
the reality that is implicit in a reasonable degree 
of self-knowledge. And if by such a process it is 
possible to attain a condition of relative conflict-
free stability, it is at best a precarious stability, 
demanding constant vigilance and allowing neither 
searching introspection nor daring flights of fancy. In 
retreat from unsettling doubts and ambivalence, and in 
quest of comforting certainties, the subject tends to 
view the world in black and white simplicity, to the end 
that people are reduced to stereotypes, thoughts to 
platitudes, and the turmoil of life to a set of easy 
formulas.3 

As it applies to Conrad's novels, Meyer's criticism can be summarized 

in two sentences: (1) Conrad's late novels do not exhibit a 

"reasonable degree of self-knowledge." (2) Reality in the late 

novels has been reduced to "black and white simplicity." Neither of 

Meyer's assertions is accurate. 

Those critics are mistaken who hold that protagonists of 

Conrad's late novels are always "good" in contrast to their "evil" 

adversaries. This situation does prevail to a large degree in Chance 

and in the eviscerated Rescue, but even in a novel as unsatisfactory 

as The Arrow of Gold, there is a clear relationship, a strongly 

implied similarity, between the hero Monsieur George and the gro

tesquely evil Ortega. In the same way Mr. Jones is Axel Heyst's 

double, and Brun Scevola is a secret-sharer of old Peyrol. The 

difference between the secret-sharer relationships in the late novels 

and in the early novels is that in the late work Conrad can contem

plate these associations with equanimity, whereas he had formerly 

3. Joseph Conrad: A Psychoanalytic Biography, p. 222. 
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made the recognition of the double a central point of the novel and 

had depicted the recognition in an emotionally tense, highly 

dramatic scene. Moreover, in the early novels Conrad's main problem 

was to develop a viable technique; he had to find a means of pre

senting his view of the double with the balance of sympathy and 

detachment which was, for him, the essence of artistic sincerity. 

In contrast, the later novels may be seen as powerful emotions 

recollected in tranquility. Conrad recognizes the existence of 

the dark self, but he does not view the double as a serious moral 

and psychological threat. 

When we closely examine Conrad's late novels, we discover 

that he still recognizes as truth some of the main tenets of his 

earlier work. Beauty and ugliness, love and hatred, good and evil, 

he realizes, are often inextricably mixed in persons, events, and 

institutions. Heyst, for instance, finds a mysterious combination 

of happiness and misery, love and suffering after he rescues Lena 

from Schomberg's hotel. Peyrol retires from the world only to 

engage in his most demanding adventure, and he sacrifices himself 

for a naval officer—a representative of a group the old gunner has 

mistrusted all of his life. If the late novels are structurally 

more simple than the earlier ones, it is because Conrad's feelings 

had become simpler. He no longer felt the self existed in a para

doxical relation with society, and he no longer had much fear of 

his own darker self. Such complexities as occur in the late novels 

result from intellectual subtlety, not from complicated feelings. 
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Yet no one who carefully reads The Shadow-Line, Victory, and The 

Rover can come to the conclusion that Conrad has reduced the world 

to a "black and white simplicity." 

In denying that Conrad's late novels reveal a considerable 

degree of self-knowledge, Meyer, oddly enough, seems to undercut 

a basic principle of psychoanalysis. The psychiatrist should agree, 

one assumes, that purposeful journeys to the interior of the self 

produce self-awareness and self-acceptance. No one could have been 

more purposefully introspective than Conrad, and unless his mental 

powers declined precipitately after 1910, it is an affront to common 

sense to argue that a life of meditation would not have produced 

wisdom in old age. The impressive technical achievements of Victory 

and of Chance argue against mental decline, and an analysis 

of Conrad's characters militates against any contention that Conrad 

knew less about himself after 1910 than he did before. His psycho

logy had changed, and in truth the change proved somewhat destructive 

to his art, but Meyer's criticism is largely mistaken. 

The change that took place within Conrad was a change of 

feeling, and it came about partly because of changing conditions in 

the larger world, and partly because of changes in Conrad's own 

life. In part Conrad's rejection of society must have resulted 

from the increasing remoteness of his sea experience. The farther 

his time spent with the Merchant Service receded into the past, 

the more likely he was to feel alienated from organized society. 

Because he was a writer whose art thrived upon isolation and 
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because he was a foreigner, Conrad never became deeply involved in 

English society. He lived in the country, on intimate terms with 

a small group of friends, and he made almost no contact with the 

larger literary society of London. In his fiction English ladies 

and gentlemen are, as he admitted, "cut from the regulation pattern" 

(Aubry, I, 16U). He could successfully depict members of the English 

middle class and aristocracy only by removing them from their own 

milieu— to remote places like Costaguana and Patusan. And even then 

he sometimes fails, as he did with the Travers in The Rescue. When 

he attempted to write about the English upper and middle classes at 

home, the results were unhappy. 

Conrad came to feel more and more that his artistic values 

were alien to the industrial society that surrounded him. He often 

self-consciously contrasted the selfless dedication of the artist 

with the materialism of society at large. With Flaubert and Thomas 

Mann, he held that the creation of great art depended upon the sacri

fice of the self, and this ideal, he realized, was the very opposite 

of those cherished by a capitalistic society. Early in his career 

he wrote to Cunninghame Graham: "You and your ideals of sincerity 

and courage are strangely out of place in this epoch of material 

preoccupations. What does it bring? What's the profit? What do 

we get by it? These questions are the root of every moral, intel

lectual or political movement" (Aubry, I, 229). Later, in novels 

like Nostromo, The Secret Agent, and Chance, Conrad again registered 

his hatred of materialism, and later still, as economic rivalry 
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caused Europe to blunder into war, Conrad turned his attention away 

from society altogether, writing instead about isolated men whose 

nationalities hardly matter, whose environment is the cosmos. 

But the changes that did most to determine the form of Conrad's 

late novels took place inside of Conrad himself. Above all, the 

conscious recognition of the secret sharer— the dark self within— 

and the acceptance of this other self gave him a sense of inner confi

dence he had not known before. The nervous illness he suffered in 

February of 1910, only a few months after he had completed "The Secret 

Sharer" and immediately after finishing Under Western Eyes, marks, 

without doubt, a turning point in his psychological life.̂  Unlike 

Meyer, however, I do not think that psychologically the change was 

for the worse. Instead, I believe, Conrad emerged with a new accep

tance of himself— with a calm which allowed him to view his inner 

tensions with equanimity and which, therefore, made the double or darker 

self a much less ominous figure in his late fiction. The illness of 

1910 was like a crisis fever; the period afterwards was a time of con

valescence. 

This does not mean that Conrad's late novels benefited from 

his psychological health. The artistic problem posed by a need to 

acknowledge a sincere and sympathetic feeling for a buried self had 

been the major challenge of Conrad's writing life, and he had met 

this problem by evolving the brilliant literary form which I have 

U. See Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biography, 
pp. 372-373. 
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called the ritual novel. The elimination of the problem led to the 

relaxing of creative tension. Conrad's psychology became much like 

that of Peyrol in The Rover. The following description of old Peyrol 

might also apply to the elderly Conrad: 

Having learned from childhood to suppress every sign 
of wonder before all extraordinary sights and events, 
all strange people, all strange customs, and the most 
alarming phenomena of nature (as manifested, for in
stance, in the violence of volcanoes or the fury of 
human beings), he had really become indifferent— 
or perhaps utterly inexpressive. He had seen so 
much that was bizarre or atrocious, and had heard so 
many astounding tales, that his usual mental reaction 
before a new experience was generally formulated in. 
the words "J'en ai vu bien d'autres" (XXIV, 2h). 

Having spent his life both in action on the sea and in purposeful 

introspection during the writing of his novels, Conrad, too, had 

seen much that was "bizarre" or "atrocious," but so certain was he 

that the self could assimilate and control the disruptive elements 

within that in his late novels he holds up the self as the source 

of moral value, while he rejects organized society as a destructive 

influence. 

II 

A cursory reading of The Shadow-Line (1917) may lead us to 

believe that it is more like Conrad's early work than anything 

written after Under Western Eyes. Although its setting is the East— 

the same setting as "A Smile of Fortune" (1912), "Freya of the Seven 

Isles" (1912), and Victory (1915)— The Shadow-Line seems to have 

little in common with these other late stories. Whereas these 

stories deal with romantic love, The Shadow-Line returns to the 
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ordeal theme of The Nigger of the Narcissus, "Heart of Darkness," 

and Lord Jim. Our initial impression is enforced when we learn that 

Conrad first considered writing The Shadow-Line in 1899 under the title 

of "First Command" (Blackburn, £/+). 

Reminding us also of the early stories is the character of the 

captain-narrator. Among all of Conrad's characters he most recalls 

Marlow—not the Marlow of Chance, but the earlier Marlow, a man who 

is thoughtful, introspective, suspicious of himself, a man who worries 

about failing to meet the challenges of life and who is capable of 

sympathizing with those who have failed. The captain-narrator's 

empathy with failures and sinners is less conscious than the early 

Marlow's sympathetic identification with Jim and Kurtz, but it is 

clear, nevertheless, that Hamilton, the loafing perpetual resident of 

the sailor's home, and the insane former captain of the captain-

narrator's ship represent potential fates. Like Marlow, however, the 

captain-narrator never actually disgraces himself. He comes through 

his test worn and wiser, but still intact. 

One might expect that the captain-narrator would have something 

in common with Marlow merely from reading the "Author's Note" to the 

tale. There Conrad calls The Shadow-Line "personal experience" 

(XVII, ix), and in a letter to J. B. Pinker he wrote that the story 

is "exact autobiography" (Aubry, II, l8l). Although Conrad exag

gerated the autobiographical element, the external events of the 

£. For a thorough discussion of autobiographical elements in 
the story, see Norman Sherry, Conrad's Eastern World (Cambridge, 
England, 1966), pp. 211-291. 
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story are probably closer to those of Conrad's own life than are 

the events of any other story except "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness"— 

stories which Marlow narrates. In "Youth" and "Heart of Darkness" 

Marlow speaks for Conrad, but in The Shadow-Line Conrad speaks for 

himself. Perhaps Conrad realized that the Marlow of Chance had 

become so different from the Marlow of "Youth," so superciliously 

garrulous, that he could never again be used in an autobiographical 

story. 

The external similarity between The Shadow-Line and the 

early Marlow stories suggests that there might also be other like

nesses. It would seem, for instance, that the central problem of 

The Shadow-Line is the potential weakness of the protagonist and his 

fear of failing the great test of his first command. His weakness 

and fear would put him in the tradition of the early protagonists— 

Almayer, Willems, James Wait, and Jim. They, too, are brought down 

as much by internal weakness as by the force of circumstance. In 

contrast, Conrad's late protagonists are likely to be more victims 

of external evil than of their own weakness. They usually respond 

to destructive external forces with related tendencies within 

themselves, but they suffer mainly because of bad luck. This 

apparent difference between The Shadow-Line and other late stories 

has caused some achievement-and-decline critics to rank it with earlier 

work. For instance, Albert Guerard writes that the book is Conrad's 

"final important achievement as an artist.But searching analysis 

6. Conrad the Novelist, p. 32. 
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reveals that the difference between The Shadow-Line and other late 

stories is more apparent than real. 

The Shadow-Line is definitely not the story Conrad would 

have written in 1899 if he had been able to carry through his original 

intentions. It gradually emerges that the great danger is not the 

possibility of the captain-narrator's betraying the service. He 

may carry an unrealized potential for betrayal, but in point of fact 

the service betrays him. The sense of a failed society links The 

Shadow-Line with other late stories. 

The feeling of betrayal by what in Conrad's work has been 

a rock-like institution does not strike one immediately. No one is 

to blame for the "green sickness of late youth" (XVII, 5), the 

inexplicable feeling of restlessness and boredom, that causes the 

narrator to give up a comfortable berth at the beginning of the story. 

The young man begins to feel quite early that in some vague way life 

has let him down, and that everything, including the respected 

Captain Giles, is "stupid and overrated" (XVII, 23). Up to this 

point the narrator has behaved in an irritating, ill-natured way, 

and so his judgment does not have our assent. But as the situation 

unfolds and the narrator begins more and more to blame himself for 

endangering his ship and crew, we see that in reality he deserves 

little of the blame. 

Captain Giles is, of course, sound, and his advice, if not 

subtle, is filled with the wisdom of an experienced and unpretentious 

man. But the other residents of the Sailor's Home hardly set good 
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examples for a confused young officer. One resident, who is called 

simply the "supine stranger," never speaks, for he is almost always 

either groggy or asleep, suffering from the repercussions of night

time carousals. The man is an example of what may happen to one who 

lets his moods govern his conduct, and his condition points obliquely 

towards a potential fate for the moody young narrator. Captain 

Giles identifies this victim of debauchery as the captain of a 

rajah's yacht and remembers him as a "nice boy" who had come out from 

Europe several years before. Another resident is Hamilton, a digni

fied snob who is either incapable of acquiring a job or unwilling to 

do so. Hamilton's arrogance also parallels the irritable egoism of 

the narrator. Instead of the nearly ideal officers of the Narcissus 

and of men like the crew of the Judea in "Youth," the profession 

of the sea is represented principally by ineffectual or unsavory 

persons. All are in some sense like the steward of the home, who 

has been to sea in an unknown capacity—"possibly in the comprehen

sive capacity of a failure" (XVII, 9). 

The atmosphere of the home, which is at first merely an 

unwholesome influence, gradually becomes actively hostile to the 

narrator's interests. To Hamilton the narrator is a "rank outsider," 

and he often abuses the narrator behind his back. The air of 

conspiracy is further compounded by the pathetic, scheming steward, 

who keeps the news of a vacant command from the narrator, hoping 

that if he tells only Hamilton, the genteel loafer will pay his bill 

and disappear. Only the shrewd observation of Giles prevents his 

scheme from working. 
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Nor does the environment become les3 hostile for the narrator 

after he has received his first command. The captain of the steam

ship that gives him his passage to Bangkok is "the first really 

unsympathetic man" he had ever met: "All I knew was that he disliked 

me and had some contempt for my person" (XVII, U7). The young 

captain-narrator is in for an even ruder shock to his sense of tradi

tion and brotherhood of the sea when he goes aboard his own ship 

for the first time. Consistent with an emotional, perhaps hyper

sensitive nature, the captain-narrator experiences flights of high 

emotion as well as moods of deep depression. Once aboard he roman

ticises his position; he feels that each former captain has left 

something behind with the ship so that he seems to communicate with 

"a sort of composite soul, the soul of command," and he feels himself 

"the latest representative of what for all intents and purposes was 

a dynastyj continuous not in blood, indeed, but in its experience, 

in its training, in its conception of duty, and in the blessed 

simplicity of its traditional point of view on life" (XVII, £3). 

However, it soon becomes clear that the former captain of the ship 

had a unique sense of duty and that he was far from a traditionalist. 

The former captain, it seems, had gone mad, and his last act on 

earth had been an attempt to destroy his own ship and crew. He was 

guilty of the "betrayal of a tradition which seemed. . . as impera

tive as any guide on Earth could be" (XVII, 62). 

The sense of a failed society continues after the ship gets 

under way. Although the captain-narrator remarks later that his 
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crew is "worthy of my undying regard," they, too, let him down, 

albeit involuntarily. For example, the mate, Mr. Burns, is half 

dead of malaria, and when feverish he rages against his dead captain. 

True, he gives the captain-narrator some good advice in saying that 

the ghost of the former captain must be faced and overcome, but he 

proves in the main to be a destructive influence; he undercuts the 

captain-narrator's sanity at a time when the young man is being 

tested by a whole series of malignant events. The rest of the crew 

are gallant, but they, too, suffer from malaria, and when it is 

discovered that the former captain has substituted some worthless 

powder for quinine, they go under all at once, leaving the captain-

narrator and Ransome, a man with a bad heart, and a kind of double 

for the captain-narrator, to manage the ship by themselves. The 

captain-narrator's experience of betrayal—the experience that begins 

in the Sailors' Home—reaches its climax during the storm that 

threatens the ship just before she reaches port. Standing helplessly 

in the thick darkness, the captain-narrator suddenly recognizes a 

truth that has been growing inside of him throughout the whole story. 

He recognizes each man's isolation from the group: "He /the helmsman/ 

was alone, I was alone, every man was alone where he stood" (XVII, 113). 

The sense of isolation is not new in Conrad, not even in the 

sea stories, for isolation is one of the burdens of command. It is a 

' fact of life for the stolid Captain MacWhirr and a terrifying fact 

for th9 blind Captain Whalley. What is new about this sense of 

isolation is that it exists because a tradition has failed or become 
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unsympathetic. In depicting this failure of organized society, The 

Shadow-Line is like the other late stories. In spite of the captain-

narrator's insistence that he is at fault (in regard to the missing 

quinine, for instance) and in spite of his feelings from time to time 

that he is "shirking it" or that he is "no good," his feelings of 

guilt are without foundation. Like Marlow, he may fear failure, 

and his personality may contain traits that link him with undesirables 

like Hamilton, but he has no reason to feel guilty, for he acquits 

himself well. Remaining on deck for forty hours, he brings his 

ship into port. 

Conrad's changing view of The Merchant Service can be best 

pointed out by comparing The Shadow-Line with an earlier sea story, 

"Typhoon" (1903). Conrad was himself aware that the two stories 

might be compared. The Shadow-Line he placed with "The Secret 

Sharer" among his "Calm-pieces," and "Typhoon" and The Nigger of the 

Narcissus he called his "Storm-pieces'.1 (XIX, ix). This contrast of 

subject matter is quite important. In the Storm-pieces, which are the 

early stories, a ship's crew is tested by the direct assault of the 

sea, but in the Calm-pieces, which are the late stories, a pestilential 

immobility of the ship finds its parallel in an insidious inner 

weakness affecting not so much the protagonist as shipboard society. 

In both stories the central character manages to do his work by him

self outside the ken of the other crew members. In "The Secret 

Sharer" the captain manages both to maintain the integrity of his 

inner life and to command his ship, and in The Shadow-Line the 
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captain carries on virtually alone after the crew has been laid 

low by fever. 

In contrast, The Merchant Service of the Storm-pieces is 

essentially sound. If the captain-narrator's predecessor in The 

Shadow-Line is a ship-destroying lunatic, Captain MacWhirr of 

"Typhoon" is stolid, unimaginative, thoroughly competent; he radi

ates a sense of well-being throughout his ship and throughout the 

entire tale. An embodiment of the traditional discipline of the sea, 

he holds himself to be the implacable enemy of disorder. He cannot 

prevent the typhoon from looting his ship, but by '."facing it—always 

facing it" (XX, 89), he can uphold the honor of the Service, sink or 

swim, and regardless of consequences, he can maintain his composure 

and his belief in the fitness of the tradition. Though the storm does 

its worst, MacWhirr remains almost unshakable: "The hurricane 

with its power to madden the seas, to sink ships, to uproot trees, 

to overturn strong walls and dash the very birds of the air to the 

ground, had found this taciturn man in its path, and, doing its 

utmost, had managed to wring out a few words" (XX, 90). 

There is also a threat from within the ship just as there is 

in The Shadow-Line. In addition to the storm, MacWhirr must cope with 

a mob of coolies, his passengers, whose sandal-wood chests have 

burst and who, consequently, are frantically scrambling for loose 

dollars, filling the 'tween decks area with a most unseemly uproar. 

Moreover, the second mate loses his nerve and has to be forcibly 

subdued. And though Jukes, the first mate, does not actually fail 
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in his duty, he experiences moments of despair and panic when he 

comes near to letting go. Throughout it all, MacWhirr nearer loses 

sight of his values. With "a humane intention and a vague sense of the 

fitness of things," he stops the coolies from fighting. He reasons 

that if the ship had to sink, "then, at least, she wouldn't be 

going to the bottom with a lot of people in her fighting tooth and 

claw" (XX, 85). He subdues the second mate without making a fuss 

over him because he knows that the man is "no good." He also knows 

what to say to Jukes when the young man falters. And after the 

storm MacWhirr instinctively doe3 the fair thing by dividing the 

loose dollars equally among the coolies. 

The scene in which the money is distributed is one of the 

most significant in the story for showing the strength of the tradi

tion and its sense of justice and decency amid the forces of chaos 

and ruin. If the sight of the coolies struggling for money in the 

dimly-lighted 'tween decks area is a glimpse into a materialistic 

hell, the final scene gives us a glimpse of a social organization 

transcending its material basis. The scene is the visual climax 

of the story, a vignette of the combination of unpretentious decency, 

idealism and practicality that characterized The Merchant Service. 

The following account is given by Jukes in a letter to a friend: 

We finished the distribution before dark. It was 
rather a sight: the sea running high, the ship a 
wreck to look at, these Chinamen staggering up on 
the bridge one by one for their share, and the old 
man still booted, and in his shirt-sleeves, busy 
paying out at the charbroom door, perspiring like 
anything, and now and then coming down sharp on 
myself or Father Rout about one thing or another 
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not quite to his mind. He took the share of those 
who were disabled himself to them on the No. 2 
hatch. There were three dollars left over, and 
these went to the three most damaged coolies, one 
to each (XX, 102). 

MacWhirr starts the story as a figure of fun (if not quite 

a butt of jest) and by the end he has risen to a qualified heroic 

stature. This metamorphosis can be seen in one representative 

incident. Before the Nan-Shan leaves port, Jukes and MacWhirr dispute 

briefly about the significance of the Siamese flag under which she 

sails. Jukes, a true-born Englishman, would rather sail under the 

Union Jack, and referring to the white elephant in a red field, he 

says: "Queer flag for a man to sail under, sir." His captain, 

however, appears too grotesquely literal minded to catch Jukes' 

meaning, and after looking up the flag in the code book, where he 

finds that color and measurements are correct, he answers: "There's 

nothing amiss with that flag" (XX, 10). Later it becomes clear that 

MacWhirr's failure to understand symbols has kept him from the tyranny 

of symbols—the fate' of most characters in Under Western Eyes and the 

potential fate of Jukes. A man of few words with a positive contempt 

for conversation, MacWhirr never disguises truth with fine language 

or mistakes the symbol for the thing. He cannot see why flying the 

Siamese flag makes any difference, for, he says, "We are on board all 

the same" (XX, 83). The strength of the Merchant Service depends upon 

a definite substance or reality, not merely upon symbols. And with 

all of his rock-like qualities MacWhirr has the full strength of the 

tradition vested in him, giving him virtually the power of life and 
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death over his men, requiring that the full responsibility for the 

success or failure of any voyage rest upon his shoulders. During 

the height of the storm, Jukes listens to MacWhirr on the speaking 

tube and finds both comfort and inspiration: "The small voice 

shoved aside the shouting hurricane quietly" (XX, 72). 

By the time Conrad came to write The Shadow-Line, no institu

tion had as much solidity for him as that possessed by the Merchant 

Service personified in Captain MacWhirr. One would not notice this 

change of attitude if he confined his reading to Conrad's non-fic-

tional work. During World War I Conrad wrote some of his most 

rhapsodic essays on the Merchant Service, and he made some of his 

most definite pronouncements on the importance of traditional 

institutions.1 And yet these essays are inconsistent with the spirit 

of fiction written during the same period. While the essays extol 

Great Britain's seamen, the courage of her people and the excellence 

of her institutions, the fiction communicates the profound feeling 

that society has failed. 

That Conrad should have been disillusioned with organized 

society in 1916 is hardly surprising; that he should have wished to 

disguise this disillusionment even from himself is hardly surprising 

either. Britain was struggling for her life in a war she had no 

certainty of winning. Later, historians would say that the war was 

a direct result of attitudes inherent in some of the most basic aims 

7. The titles of three of the essays are revealing: "Well 
Done" (1918), "Tradition" (1918), "Confidence" (1919) (HI, 179-208). 
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of British (and. European) society. For instance, the self-abnegation 

that had made the Merchant Service so admirable could be turned to 

the creation of an impersonal fighting machine; the imperialistic 

expansion which the Merchant Service had served became the hasis 

of a deadly European rivalry. Although Conrad had never approved 

of the exploitation of undeveloped countries and had even, for the 

most part, condemned British colonial ventures, he had written words, 

too, in "Heart of Darkness" and in "Youth" which had intimated the 

superiority of British colonial policy and also of the British 

Q 
character. This same national arrogance, exaggerated to absurd 

pomposity in some areas of European society, became a main cause of 

war. Conrad never publicly regretted any of his former views; he 

expressed his disappointment by simply turning away to write about 

isolated individuals. 

Still, we know from Conrad's letters and from biographical 

accounts that the war was an enormous shock to his nerves. His 

sense of a crumbling society must have been something like the 

feeling which prompted Ford Madox Ford to write his Tietjens tetra

logy, Parade1s End. In response to some despairing words of Ford, 

Conrad wrote: "YesI mon cherl our world of fifteen years ago has 

8. In "Youth" Marlow remarks that "something inborn and 
subtle and everlasting" makes the work of English sailors more 
thorough and "masterful" than the work of French or German crews. 
In "Heart of Darkness" he distinguishes British colonialism from 
that of the other European nations. Commenting on a political map 
of Africa, he says: "There was a vast amount of red—good to see at 
any time, because one knows that some real work is done in there." 
He also contemptuously mentions "a purple patch to show where the 
jolly pioneers of progress drink the jolly lager-beer" (XVI, 55). 
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gone to pieces. What wi.ll come in its place, God knows, but I 

imagine doesn't care" (Aubry, II, 169). Not only was Britain, 

Conrad's refuge from calamity, threatened, but Poland was once 

again a battlefield—a battlefield upon which Conrad and his family 

were very nearly trapped when their visit to Poland was cut short 

by the outbreak of war. In 1917, after the Russian Revolution had 

heaped disaster upon disaster in the Polish Ukraine, the land of his 

birth, Conrad expressed in a letter to Hugh Walpole the feeling that 

his entire cultural heritage was being cut from beneath him: "Are 

those gracious Shades of my memory to turn into bloodstained Spectres? 

C'est possible, vous savez. And those houses where, under a soul-

crushing oppression, so much noble idealism, chivalrous traditions, 

the sanity and the amenities of Viestern civilization were so valiantly 

preserved, — are they to vanish in smoke" (Aubry, II, 19U)? 

As the war grew in intensity, Conrad's son Borys enlisted 

in the artillery, and he was at the front at the time Conrad wrote 

The Shadow-Line. Sometimes Conrad suffered from morbid premonitions 

that Borys had been killed, and then he took to brooding in his 

room for days on end. The great national ship that Conrad so movingly 

invokes in the last pages of The Nigger of the Narcissus was in danger 

of sinking, and as a sailor, Conrad knew that when one's ship fails it 

is as if the whole world has failed. 

Ill 

The Shadow-Line is fairly typical of Conrad's late work even 

though the appearance of the story might lead us at first to think it 
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more representative of an earlier period. In contrast, Victory 

(1915) appears to be more typical of those novels written during and 

after World War I. Yet if we define typicality entirely in terms 

of Chance and The Rescue, we shall form a misleading idea of the 

novel. We might think, for instance, that Victory presents only a 

continuation of the interests and concerns exhibited in Chance. A 

good man (Anthony-Heyst) and a good woman (Flora-Lena) are hounded 

by grotesquely evil figures (de Barral-the Unholy Trio) and are 

saved or destroyed entirely according to the whim of fortune. 

Anthony, it might be said, escapes the death de Barral prepares for 

him because Powell happens to see the attempted poisoning, and Heyst 

and Lena are destroyed because Davidson arrives too late to save 

them. We have, it seems, two blatantly melodramatic situations. 

And in Chance melodrama does sufficiently characterize the action— 

melodrama which Conrad recognizes as such and treats ironically but 

melodrama nevertheless. Victory, too, has a considerable melodrama

tic content, but it is also an allegory. If both novels depict a 

radical polarity in the moral universe, in Victory Conrad has 

qualified and complicated that polarity and has given it philo

sophical form. 

Allegory does not automatically insure artistic success5 it 

may be merely pretentious or an attempt to clothe vacuity in respec

table trappings. Albert Guerard, Thomas Moser, Douglas Hewitt, 

J. I. M. Stewart and other critics have contended that the allegory 

in Victory is unsuccessful, and for various reasons, ranging from 
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Guerard's criticism of the book's style to Hewitt's attack upon its 

polarized moral world to Moser's criticism of the love interest, the 

novel has been condemned— often without qualification.̂  But among 

Conrad's critics there has also been a long tradition of praise for 

Victory. Muriel C. Bradbrook discusses the book along with the works 

of Conrad's political period— Nostromo, The Secret Agent, and Under 

Western Eyes— and she writes that if Victory is not the best novel 

among them, "it is the most firmly modelled, the most boldly wrought."̂  

Paul Wiley believes that the change in Conrad's late work "is best 

accounted for by changing inspiration and not by declining energy," 

IT 
and he finds much to admire in the allegorical structure of Victory. 

John A. Palmer has also attempted to counteract the judgment of the 

novel's detractors. He finds in Victory "the high point of Conrad's 

third period," and he has made a thorough analysis of the novel's 

"rhetorical and allegorical structures."̂  

So controversial a novel deserves close scrutiny, as do the 

central interests of its critics. The critics of Victory can be 

divided into two types— those who demand realism and those who do 

9. The novel has been attacked by Guerard in Conrad the 
Novelist, pp. 272-278; Hewitt in Conrad: A Reassessment, pp. 103-
111; Moser in Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline, pp. 130-178; 
and J. I. M. Stewart in Joseph Conrad (New York, 1968), pp. 220-
231. 

10. Joseph Conrad: Poland's English Genius (Cambridge, 
England, 19̂ 1), p. 62. 

11. Conrad's Measure of Man (Madison, Wisconsin, 195U), 
p. 133. 

12. Joseph Conrad's Fiction: A Study in Literary Growth, 
p. 169 and p. xi. 
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not mind seeing realism sacrificed to "deeper" or "richer" meanings. 

The first group includes Hewitt, Guerard and Moserj the latter group 

is best represented by Wiley and Palmer. Clearly the two groups are 

divided by a chasm that can never be bridged, for they want entirely 

different sorts of artistic pleasure. No amount of allegorical 

profundity will make certain actions of Victory more realistic. 

Lena's struggle with Ricardo, Heyst's lack of ingenuity in escaping 

from the island, the speeches and character of Mr. Jones, the des

criptions of Pedro— none of these are convincing at the level of 

realism. On the other hand, each of these elements has its place 

in the allegorical framework, and Palmer has shown how skillfully 

Conrad leads the reader from a strictly realistic presentation 

into allegory. Critics who find Victory unconvincing go wrong 

only when they try to argue that "mental fatigue" (to use Guerard's 

13 
term) played some part in the failure. A mind that can create 

the intricate allegorical patterns displayed in the novel is not 

about to lapse into senility. If the creative intelligence behind 

Victory shows blindness at all, it is the blindness of pride, for 

Victory is an amazingly ambitious novel. 

Guerard and other detractors have not been alert to alle

gorical subtleties. For instance, Guerard holds that the following 

passage exhibits "failure of imaginative power and imaginative 

common sense" because Lena could not possibly remember the instructions 

13. Conrad the Novelist, p. 2£6. 
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that Heyst gives her.-̂  Just before Heyst sends Lena away to hide 

in the jungle and before he goes to keep his appointment with Jones, 

he says: 

Wait in the forest till the table is pushed into full 
view of the doorway, and you see three candles out of 
four blown out and one relighted— or, should the lights 
be put out here while you watch them, wait until three 
candles are lighted and two put out. At either of these 
signals run back as hard as you can, for it will mean 
that I am waiting for you here (XV, 372). 

Guerard criticizes the realism of this passage when obviously 

it is only a case of Heyst's showing a keener awareness of allegory 

than of practical expedients. If Heyst cannot think of a way for 

Lena and himself to escape, he is at least aware, as Palmer has 

observed, that each candle represents a "life" and that either 

signal means that the villains have been defeated.̂  

Conrad evidently hoped to succeed at both the level of realism 

and of allegory. While preparing a stage version of Victory, he 

asserted that Lena's failure' to tell Heyst about Ricardo's attack 

upon her was intended to be psychologically convincing. He told 

Christopher Sandeman: 

Perhaps you are right, but I still think the psycho
logy quite possible. My fault is that I haven't made 
Lena's reticence credible enough. ... I need not tell 
you that while I wrote, her silence seemed to me truth 
itself, a rigorous consequence of the character and the 
situation. It was not invented for the sake of the story 
(Aubry, H, 18U). 

For story I think we may read allegory. It is obvious that Conrad did 

lU. Conrad the Novelist, p. 260. 

l£. Joseph Conrad's Fiction, p. 190. 
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not intend to sacrifice surface realism to deeper meaning, and his 

intention is justifiable. Victory is a more satisfactory novel for 

containing an allegorical structure than if it were only a romantic 

story, but it would be more satisfactory still if the allegorical 

and realistic levels were not in conflict. 

The allegorical structure of Victory has been thoroughly 

studied from several points of view. Donald A. Dike has noticed 

parallels between Victory and Shakespeare's Tempest;̂  Paul Wiley 

has discovered a re-enactment of the Edenic myth— "a situation 

relating. . . closely to the Biblical setting of humanity's conflict 

17 with the powers of darkness. . . ." Seymour L. Gross, sharpening 

and supporting Wiley's perception, has offered considerable docu

mentary evidence to show that Conrad gives "Satanic overtones" to the 

T R 
characters of Jones and Ricardo; and John A. Palmer, drawing upon 

the observations of all of these critics, has attempted to fit the 

allegorical structures of Victory into the whole body of Conrad's 

work. He attempts ' to show how Conrad "gradually moves toward the 

periphery of his total vision, exploring its social and metaphysical 

associations as he goes, and bringing more and more of that vision 

19 
into developed artistic form. ..." All critics tend to support 

16. "The Tempest of Axel Heyst," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 
XVII (September 1962), 95-113. 

17. Conrad's Measure of Man, pp. 1J?5-156. 

18. "The Devil in Sanburan: Jones and Ricardo in Victory," 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, XVI (June 19̂ 1), 81-85. 

19. Joseph Conrad's Fiction, p. xiii. 
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an observation made by Muriel C. Bradbrook in 19Ul: "The characters 

are drastically simplified, and take on something of the quality of 

figures in a morality playj each represents a facet of experience, 

or a type of mind, and with statuesque impressiveness they remain 

fixed in that representative pose throughout the simple narrative 

of few, violent and sudden events."2° 

No doubt Victory is not the "simple narrative" that Bradbrook 

thought it was, but her view of the novel as a morality play is worth 

pursuing, and it will help us to support the underlying idea of this 

chapter: that in the late novels Conrad was concerned almost 

exclusively with developing the moral and psychological dimensions of 

the self in isolation from organized society. 

Usually the morality play structure as it appears in prose 

fiction or in drama contains but one or two real characters, and 

often the only real character is the hero—Everyman or Mankind, 

Christian or perhaps Axel Heyst. All of the other figures who 

appear on the stage or in the narrative are externalized states of 

mind or passions. If the allegorical structure of Victory does 

indeed follow this same pattern, then the only real character is 

Axel Heyst. Everyone else is merely a passion or state of mind. Thus 

all of them are but parts of a whole personality, and all are less 

complex than Heyst. 

But before we hastily say that Victory is simply a modern 

morality play, we ought to add that the allegory of the medieval 

20. Joseph Conrad: Poland's English Genius, p. 62. 
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morality play is ill-adapted to the modern view of man and to the 

tools of the modern critic. Partly this is true because we have 

lost faith in ethical certainties. That in itself is enough to put 

off critics who demand moral ambiguity, who assert that only ethical 

confusion is convincing. But more important than the changing 

moral climate is the changing view of human psychology between the 

end of the middle ages and the twentieth century. This change 

produced a clear-cut distinction between objective and subjective 

reality, or between those phenomena which are located outside the 

mind and those which are said to be inside. 

It is not my intention here to show how the rise of the 

empirical sciences first isolated and later crystallized this distinc

tion. I wish only to assert the importance of the change. It is of the 

utmost importance, for instance, that in plays like Everyman and The 

Castle of Perseverance we are never quite sure whether the personified 

figures are inside the character—that is, are actually passions, 

inclinations, instincts—or whether they are forces in the external 

world, located somewhere or nowhere in the cosmos. And for the 

auditor or reader it does not seem to have made much difference where 

these realities were located. One did not have to decide whether 

evil was located in the human heart or whether it stalked abroad in 

the world, for he hardly made any distinction between those two 

places. In ethical matters there seems to have been no inside and no 

outside. 
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The refusal to distinguish between internal and external 

forces of good and evil gave the medieval writer of morality plays 

a certain freedom of action unavailable to twentieth-century writers 

and critics. In the twentieth century we instinctively try to 

locate almost everything we experience within the bounds of time 

and space. For example, critics of Conrad talk about "internal" 

weakness or "internal" evil as compared with related "external" 

forces. Medieval writers made little attempt to locate these 

things in time and space. In spite of the scientific influence 

which a man writing at the turn of the twentieth century could 

hardly avoid, Conrad, like medieval authors, attempted to overcome 

the distinction between an objective and a subjective reality. We 

have seen this clearly in his ritual novels. There a subjective 

reality (self) is reconciled with an objective reality (society). 

Conrad is at pains to discover the paradoxical formula by which 

these antagonists can be made to merge and interpenetrate. By the 

time he came to write Victory this particular paradox had been 

resolved, but in concentrating his moral vision upon the self in 

isolation, he discovered that the boundaries of the self were no 

less permeable than they had been before. But now the self partici

pates not in the reality of social institutions, but in a world of 

metaphysical value. Applied to Victory, this new orientation means 

that in the morality-play structure of the novel we cannot say with 

certainty that characters like Lena and Mr. Jones are really states 



of mind or parts of Heyst's personality or that they have, in fact, 

independent existences. Conrad attempts to have it both ways. 

And in large measure he succeeds in his attempt. He does 

so by writing two overlapping allegories instead of only one. Or 

to use another metaphor, we may say that the whole allegorical 

structure is like a solid block of material through which fibers of 

two different sorts have spread and entwined. From one allegorical 

orientation, certain characters do represent parts of Heyst's 

personality, and from another orientation, all characters have 

independent existences. Admittedly we do violence to the unity of 

the novel when we divide the allegory into two parts. Nevertheless 

it is useful to see in Victory both a philosophical allegory and a 

moral allegory. In the philosophical allegory Lena and Mr. Jones 

represent conflicting aspects of Heyst's personality, and in the 

moral allegory any character is as real as any other, though most 

seem to represent certain moral ideas. In both the philosophical 

and moral allegories, two polarities are in conflict: in the 

philosophical allegory life struggles with death, and in the moral 

allegory good struggles with evil. The philosophical allegory is 

internalized, taking place mainly inside Heyst, while the moral 

allegory is for the most part given social dimensions. The three 

evil characters who disrupt life on Samburan are the emissaries of 

corrupt society. 

Let us begin our analysis of Victory with a discussion of 

the philosophical allegory. 
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We find at the outset that Heyst has a good deal in common 

with Mr. Jones. Their relationship is underscored at several diffe

rent times. The astute Ricardo recognizes both Jones and Heyst as 

gentlemen, and both, for their separate reasons, have left their 

proper spheres of society to become drifters. Jones claims to have 

been driven out by the morality of conventional people, and his 

misogyny, his effete, effeminate appearance, his penciled eyebrows, 

and his shrill voice all suggest that he is homosexual as well as 

Satanic. Heyst, on the other hand, has become a drifter in response 

to his father's scorn of life and to the elder Heyst's injunction, 

"Look on, make no sound"(XV, 175). The impression that Jones and 

Heyst make upon the reader is, as Douglas Hewitt has remarked, far 

from similar.̂  After being treated ironically for a few pages at 

the beginning, Heyst early secures our sympathy while Jones becomes 

more and more grotesque. Furthermore, in contrast to Jones's 

appearance Heyst has a sturdy, resolute look, complete with broad 

shoulders, a ruddy complexion, and martial moustaches. 

Nevertheless, Heyst and Jones are subtly linked from early 

in the book. Both are shown to be death-oriented. Jones's inclina

tion towards death is revealed in his associations with satanism, 

and he is, like some other fin de siecle satanists, aware of these 

associations and rather proud of them. Although our emotional 

response to Heyst is far different from our response to Jones, he, 

too, is associated with satanism. Conrad leads us to accept the 

21. Conrad: A Reassessment, p. 106. * 
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strange relationship between Heyst and Jones in the most skillful way. 

He does this by at first linking Heyst with Satan in a light-hearted, 

half-serious manner long before Jones is introduced into the novel. 

After Heyst has rescued Morrison from the clutches of the Portuguese 

officials, Morrison, who is a pious man, wonders whether Heyst was 

sent by Providence, and then almost simultaneously with that happy 

thought, he fears that his benefactor might have been sent by the 

Devil (XV, 17). His fears, it is hinted, may be justifiable, for 

his sense of indebtedness is so great that he will not allow Heyst 

to leave his side, but involves the reluctant Swede in a futile 

scheme to make a fortune in coal. Had Morrison been less grateful 

and Heyst less delicately afraid of hurting Morrison's feelings, 

the disastrous project would never have been begun. After the coal 

company fails, Morrison returns to Europe on business where he 

dies "the victim of gratitude and his native climate" (XV, 22). 

Morrison's gratitude proves fatal largely because Heyst is so passive, 

so little involved in life, that he will not take the trouble to 

disengage himself from an absurd arrangement. 

Thus there is a grain of truth in the gossip of the hateful 

Schomberg. When Schomberg calls Heyst a "devil," he is in a sense 

correct, even though he has no understanding of the true relationship 

of Heyst and Morrison, but speaks out of malice. In the same way, 

the other European traders and sailors in the area unconsciously 

approach an underlying truth when they playfully call Heyst "The 
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Enemy" (XV, 2li), even though they refer only to the possibility of 

the Diamond Coal Company's destroying their trade. 

The subtly suggested satanism or death-orientation of Heyst 

is the first link with Jones; the second is Heyst's mistrust of 

women as shown in his relationship with Lena, the orchestra girl 

whom he steals away from Schomberg. Heyst rescues the girl out of 

pity. Certainly he does not love her, nor does he understand her. 

The mistrust of Lena that Heyst feels up until a few moments before 

her death begins at their first meeting. While still at Schomberg's, 

he is astonished at her ability to feign emotion, and he reflects 

that the faculty of deception "was inherent in them /women/-, they 

seemed to be created with a special aptitude" (XV, 81). Heyst is 

cool and restrained with Lena throughout 'the novel, right up until 

the time he understands at last the sacrifice she has made for him. 

Though he makes love to her, he is never able to love her in the full, 

open way that she desires—at least not until it is too late. 

Heyst's similarity to Jones is recognized by others and 

commented upon after the two meet, and their relationship is made 

even clearer by contrast with Ricardo. The henchman or "secretary" 

of Mr. Jones recognizes that both Heyst and his employer are "gentle

men" while knowing full well that he is not, and so he says to Heyst: 

"You and the governor ought to understand each other" (XV, 36k). 

Ricardo also suspects that Heyst mistrusts Lena (XV, 287), while he 

himself cannot "imagine a fellow half-trusting a woman" (XV, 27U). 

When Ricardo decides to trust Lena, he does so completely. Moveover, 
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Jones himself senses his affinity with Heyst when he remarks crypti

cally: "We pursue the same ends, ... only perhaps I pursue them 

with more openness than you—with more simplicity" (XV, 320). At 

the crisis of the action, Heyst and Jones find themselves standing 

together, appalled observers of life, while Lena and Ricardo engage 

in a struggle for power—a sexual struggle which is an inherent 

part of the natural world. She attempts to secure Ricardo's dagger 

in order to satisfy her instinct of sacrifice on behalf of the one 

she loves, and Ricardo attempts to gratify his instinct of sexual 

conquest by seducing her. Heyst does not realize that Lena has 

acted for him, and he accepts Jones's view of the scene for some 

minutes afterwards, turning the full force of his scornful irony 

upon the dying Lena: "No doubt you acted from instinct. Women have 

been provided with their own weapon. I was a disarmed man, I have 

been a disarmed man all my life as I see it now" (XV, I4OI4.). Only 

then does he notice that Lena has been shot and that she has captured 

Ricardo's knife. 

But, of course, the personalities of Jones and Heyst are not 

identical. Jones pursues his ends with more "simplicity"—to use 

Jones's own word. Heyst is said to have contempt for life (XV, 177) 

and to scorn life (XV, 212), and there can be no doubt that he shares 

Jones's death-orientation to a considerable degree. But in spite 

of his official scorn, Heyst is also attracted to life; Jones is but 

a part of his whole personality. Another part is occupied by Lena, 

who seems to be aware of some allegorical role. "Do you know," 
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3he tells Heyst, "it seems to me, somehow, that if you were to stop 

thinking of me I shouldn't be in the world at all" (XV, 187). And 

she also discovers that "addressing her, he was really talking to 

himself" (XV, 196). With his hollow voice, his cadaverous appearance, 

his hatred of women and his satanic associations, Jones represents 

an inclination towards death, while Lena, with her vitality and her 

instinct for self-sacrifice represents the pull of life. She wants 

Heyst to become involved in life by committing himself fully to 

her. "You should try to love me. . .," she says. "Do try'.' (XV, 221)J 

Hearing these words, Heyst feels that "Life had him fairly by the 

throat" (XV, 221). 

In her allegorical role Lena is more than an ordinary woman. 

At times she acquires the grandeur and mysteriousness of a goddess, 

and once she seems to sit posed upon a throne. Heyst "came up to 

the bungalow, and, at the very limit of the lantern's light, on the 

top step, he saw her feet and the bottom part of her dress. The 

rest of her person was suggested dimly as high as her waist. She 

sat on a chair, and the gloom of the low eaves descended upon her 

head and shoulders" (XV, 2li5>). At another time Heyst recognizes in 

her "the charm of art tense with life," and he thinks that "the 

proportions of her body" suggest "reduction from an heroic size" 

(XV, 2̂ 2). To Ricardo, viewing her through a curtain, Lena looks 

"strangely big and shadowy" (XV, 288), and for Wang, listening 

through the curtain, the struggle between Ricardo and Lena seems to 

involve spirits rather than human beings: "The mysterious struggle 
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was going on with confused thuds of bare feet, in a mute wrestling 

match, no human sound, hiss, groan, murmur, or exclamation coming 

through the curtain" (XV, 290). Lena not only represents the pull 

of life, but is, in some sense, Life, and she is not only an attrac

tive woman, but also Woman. 

Representing the life force in the novel's philosophical 

allegory, Lena is linked with Ricardo in an association as strange 

as the one joining Heyst and Jones. Conrad's point is, I think, 

that both Lena and Ricardo are of the natural world, while Jones 

is out of the natural world and thus out of life. Heyst, too, is 

out of touch with nature or indifferent to it, while Lena feels a 

primitive affinity with natural phenomena, sensing signs and portents 

that are entirely hidden from Heyst (XV, 355). However, the con

trast between the naturalism of Ricardo and the supernaturalism of 

Jones is the most obvious onej it is noticed even by Schomberg 

who finds he has to deal with a "cat" (Ricardo) and a "spectre" 

(Jones) and also an "ape" in the form of the atavism, Pedro (XV, llj.8). 

Ricardo, as has often been observed, is associated with cat imagery 

throughout the book. He prides himself upon not being "tame," or, 

to use Heyst's words, he consistently exhibits traits of "instinctive 

savagery" (XV,329). Whereas Jones speaks "in a voice which did not 

seem to belong to the earth," Ricardo discourses "in extremely loud 

and terrestrial accents" (XV, 239). When Ricardo drinks from the 

water pipe after nearly dying of thirst at sea, he feels that the 

water is "life," and he asks Jones: "Didn't you feel life itself 
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running and soaking into you, sir?" But Jones answers not a single 

word (XV, 23£). 

Ricardo immediately recognizes the affinity between himself 

and Lena, and the first time he sees her, he attempts to steal by 

means of rape, the life force that is in her, so that, emerging 

exhausted from the struggle, she startles Heyst "by the dead pallor 

of her cheeks, by something lifeless in her eyes" (XV, 306). In 

the final conflict the tables are turned. Then the magnetism of 

Lena's life force so overpowers Ricardo that he sinks onto the floor— 

"as if," he says, "I had been pouring out my life-blood here on these 

planks" (XV, 39&). After their first encounter, the attempted rape, 

Lena and Ricardo talk calmly, and both grow to feel that they have 

something in common with the other. (Some commentators have not been 

slow in criticizing the realism of the scene.) Ricardo believes he 

has met someone who shares his own vivacity, his love of life, and 

he becomes more and more willing to leave Jones for Lena. He feels 

that, like himself, Lena is not "tame" (XV, 29h) and that she is 

a girl "of his own sort" (XV, 336). Still, the fact that Ricardo 

and Lena are both associated with life or the natural world does not 

prevent them from being antagonists, for, like Heyst and Jones, 

they are moral opposites. 

The moral allegory is much less complex than the philo

sophical allegory; the sides are more obviously drawn. The three 

desperadoes are embodiments of evil, and Heyst and Lena share a 

harmonious, if not estatic, life that is threatened by their arrival. 
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It is the moral allegory that can be discussed in terms of the Eden 

myth, and it is also the moral allegory that has seemed objectionably 

simplistic to critics who prefer moral ambiguity. Nevertheless, when 

we read Victory as a redaction of the Eden myth, we find that Conrad's 

interpretation of the Biblical story is far from orthodox, and we 

find also that the moral world of the novel, simple though it is, 

becomes more complicated at the points where moral and philosophical 

allegories intersect. 

In Conrad's version of the Eden story there is still conflict 

between innocence and evil, but in Victory evil does not really subvert 

innocence, because innocence, in itself, is worth little. The victory 

of the novel's title is the triumph of earned goodness. Viewing 

Lena's deception in the context of the entire novel, especially in 

the context of the philosophical allegory, we see clearly that Conrad 

has little respect for a fugitive virtue. The unsullied goodness of 

the passive man takes no part in life; the only virtue worth having 

has borne the test of action. Thus Lena is not condemned for deceiving 

Ricardo on behalf of Heyst or for deceiving Heyst for his own good. 

Conrad would agree with Milton's Eve, who argues: 

For good unknown sure is not had, or, had 
And yet unknown, is as not had at all.22 

At her death Lena's thoughts are filled with a mixture of 

truth and illusion. She is wrong to think that she has physically 

triumphed over Jones and company; life has not defeated death. But 

22. Paradise Lost, Book IX, 11. 756-757. 
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her sense of moral victory is no illusion. The following passage, 

representing Lena's point of view, shows that she is both right and 

wrong about the outcome of her struggle with Ricardo: "The very 

sting of death was in her hands; the venom of the viper in her para

dise, extracted, safe in her possession— and the viper's head all 

but lying under her heel" (XV, 399). 

By the time of Lena's death and shortly before his own, Heyst 

also comes to realize that virtue has no meaning apart from actionj 

he reaches a position diametrically opposed to the one he holds at 

the beginning of the novel. 

Throughout the story Heyst vacillates between action and with

drawal, between his natural impulses encouraged by Lena and the contempt 

of life encouraged by the philosophy and example of his father. But, 

whatever his actions, Heyst's philosophy remains fairly constant until 

it has been deeply undermined by the arrival of the unholy trio. In 

theory Heyst consistently favors detachment while the pattern of his 

life is determined by a conflict between his philosophy and his in

stincts. A man who is unable to endure the sight of injustice or 

helpless suffering, Heyst impulsively intervenes to save Morrison 

from the Portuguese and to snatch Lena from Schomberg and Mrs. 

Zangiacomo. Afterwards he feels regret. He eventually learns that 

he has indirectly contributed to Morrison's death and become the 

subject of Schomberg's gossip, and he finds that after bringing 

Lena to Samburan, he has not the means or the will to protect her. 

In the aftermath of his involvements he remembers the teaching of 
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his father. After the Tropical Belt Coal Company affair, he laments 

to Davidson: "All action is bound to be harmful. It is devilish. 

That is why the world is evil upon the whole" (XV, $b). And later, 

regretting both his involvement with Morrison and Lena, he tells 

the girl: "I only know that he who forms a tie is lost. The germ 

of corruption has entered his soul" (XV, 199-200). 

Heyst's attitude towards action begins to change only after the 

three desperadoes have firmly established themselves on Samburan, and 

he understands at last that a fight is inevitable. Then he no longer 

laments his involvement; he can only regret that he has lived too 

long "watching the mere shadows and shades of life" (XV, 318) to be 

able to solve what he later calls "this charmingly simple problem" 

(XV, 3!?0). The problem can be solved only with a gun, a knife or 

some kind of club. But drawing a parallel between his own character 

and the complexities of a skeptical modernity, Heyst says he dates 

"too late" to use a weapon (XV, 361). 

Although Heyst feels moral regret after his involvement with 

Morrison and Lena, contending that action is responsible for evil in 

the world, he realizes at the end that life is more important than 

goodness. A moral victory gained at the expense of life is nothing 

if not sterile, and by the end of the novel, Conrad has placed the 

philosophical allegory above the moral allegory, thus establishing 

a clear hierarchy of value. Heyst's final words to Davidson para

phrase the central point of the book: "Ah, Davidson, woe to the man 

whose heart has not learned while young to hope, to love— and to 
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put its trust in life?. (XV, UlO) i  Heyst's last words not only 

represent the total rejection of his wrong-headed philosophy, but 

also form the climax to a series of fleeting intuitions, as when 

he envies Wang's "obedience to his instincts" (XV, 181) or when 

he tells Lena: "If you begin to think, you will be unhappy" 

(XV, 193). Heyst's final view of life is seconded by the omni

scient author, who calls reflection "a destructive process" (XV, 91), 

and it is a view that also seems to be Conrad's, for he writes 

in "The Author's Note:" "The habit of profound reflection, I am 

compelled to say, is the most pernicious of all the habits formed 

by civilized man" (XV, x-xi). 

The allegorical structure of Victory reflects a typical, 

if heightened, concern of Conrad's late novels. All of the alle

gorical complexities concentrate upon the personalities of individuals, 

and the allegory attempts to translate traits of personality into 

cosmic equations of good and evil, of life and death. Conrad makes 

no attempt to analyze society, but assumes instead, from the very 

beginning, that organized society is almost wholly evil. Lena 

expresses her sense of society's hostility when she says simply, 

"They are too many for me" (XV, 76). Heyst speaks more forcefully 

and more explicitly: "The world is a bad dog. It will bite you 

if you don't look out" (XV, 57). 

The only society actually represented in the novel is the 

parody of European life centered in Schomberg's table d'hote. Schom-

berg's hotel is an evil place for exactly the same reason that the 
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urban societies of The Secret Agent and Chance are evil, and the 

shipboard society of "The Secret Sharer" and the sailor society of 

The Shadow-Line are unhealthy for much the same reason. Schomberg's 

table d'hote, like the other societies, is a hotbed of deception. 

There slanderous stories, created and carefully nursed by Schomberg, 

add to the general pattern of deception in a place where the orches

tra girls are prostitutes and the conductor is a pander, where the 

"manly" proprietor is, in reality, tame, domesticated, less courageous 

and resourceful than his ostensibly weak and frightened wife. Hence it 

is perfectly appropriate that Schomberg's besetting vice should be 

gossip, a form of evil that depends upon society for its existence. 

Heyst's father, the nihilistic philosopher, had warned against 

involvement in society; his last words had been, "Look on—make 

no sound" (XV, 17!?). And Heyst finds that when he participates in 

society, he begins to share in its deceptions. He finds himself 

adopting various disguises which earn him a number of satirical 

nicknames. He is called variously Enchanted Heyst, Hard Facts, 

The Utopist, and The Enemy. His playful smile and ironic wit are 

also deceptions; they are instruments of survival in a hostile world. 

Nevertheless, Conrad does not condone withdrawal from all human 

contact, and he shows that the meditative, ascetic life of the 

hermit is bleak and incomplete. Neither life in society nor isolation 

leads to fulfillment. That can only be found in the unreserved love 

of a man and a woman. Heyst comes to understand the importance of life 

only after life has been lost, that is, after Lena has been killed. 
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Since Victory has traditionally been seen as a novel very 

close to Conrad, the ending of the book becomes even more poignant. 

The relation between Heyst and his father must have been much like 

the relation between Conrad and Apollo Korzeniowski, and both 

relationships proved destructive for the son. The younjg Heyst lived 

alone with his father during the last years of the philosopher's 

life, just as Conrad was a mute and helpless onlooker while his 

poet father died slowly of tuberculosis and despair. The description 

of the elder Heyst's last book characterizes equally well the final 

outlook of the democratic idealist Korzeniowski. The elder Heyst 

"claimed for mankind that right to absolute moral and intellectual 

liberty of which he no longer believed them worthy" (XV, 91). And 

when Conrad remembered his father in response to a question of 

Edward Garnett, he recalled not Korzeniowski's revolutionary ardor, 

but his "terrible gift of irony" (Garnett, 167). 

Heyst's final regret is also Conrad's. Like Heyst, Conrad 

had been a wanderer and an outsider among the men he worked with; 

Heyst is an eccentric Swedish baron who wins for himself a string 

of ironic nicknames, and Conrad's fellow sailors were put off by his 

aristocratic manner and called him "The Russian Count."2̂  Heyst is 

so suspicious of life, so filled with the spirit of negation, that 

he is unable to love or to follow his instinct for action, and Conrad, 

as his biographers have shown, was often moody and withdrawn and 

subject to prolonged fits of lethargy and depression. When Conrad 

23. Baines, p. 96. 
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looked back on the novels preceding Victory, he must have noticed 

the same skepticism towards action as that shown by Heyst. Success

ful moral action is possible in neither The Secret Agent nor Nostromo, 

and in the ritual novel moral action is never accomplished without 

the difficult reconciliation of the antagonistic claims of the self 

•and society. Even Victory—the novel in which Conrad hoped to 

assert his belief in life—reveals a conflict between Conrad's inten

tion and his achievement, between his intellectual plan for the novel 

and his vision. Lena never really convinces us of her vitality. 

She is given an impressive marmoreal quality, but she is never really 

a moving, living figure. For Conrad, as well as for Heyst, the 

appreciation of life may have come too late. 

In Victory Conrad had hoped to say that being faithful to 

life is a simple matter of following one's instincts and that intel

lectual sophistication is a futile attainment. He had hoped to 

enforce this message through the form of the book. By rejecting 

the complicated imagistic structures of earlier novels in favor of 

allegory, he seemed to be arguing that, while there is complexity 

enough in the world, it is futile to think about these complications. 

But much as he longed for simplicity, Conrad was blessed and cursed 

with a subtle intellect. No sooner had he reconciled the paradox 

that gives structure to the ritual novels, than new conflicts appear. 

The philosophical allegory intersects with the moral allegory, and 

the claims of life and death and the claims of good and evil, 
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relatively simple in themselves, become thoroughly enmeshed to form 

another complex picture of reality. 

IV 

Like Victory, The Rover (1923) is one of Conrad's most 

personal books, and like Victory, it takes an allegorical form. But 

the later novel leaves a far different impression with the reader. 

It is, first of all, a more intimate book than Victory. In Axel Heyst 

Conrad created a man much like himself, but he went on to wring as 

much universal meaning out of the story as he possibly could, and 

the ultimate effect is one of coldness. On the other hand, the 

allegorical structure of The Rover is firmly rooted in the facts of 

Conrad's life. Using the same kind of telescoped allegory as that 

employed in Victory, Conrad presents in narrative form some significant 

truths about the life of the exile and the life of the artist. 

The protagonist, Peyrol, is a man whose spiritual and emo

tional life has been much like Conrad's. Peyrol has spent his life 

far from home among alien people, and he has supported himself not 

only by working as a respectable sailor, but also by piracy. He 

has been a member of The Brothers of the Coast, a group of sea-going 

brigands who admire skill, daring, and endurance, and who hold no 

prejudices against a man on account of his nationality. The brother

hood of novelists is also international in character, and it also 

exists beyond the pale of respectable society. Early in his career, 

in letters to Marguerite Poradowska, Conrad wrote of spiritual 

similarities between the criminal and the artist, and he made a 
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similarity between protagonist and outlaw double a central fact 

of his best work. In contrast to earlier protagonists, Peyrol 

passes easily from the life of the respectable sailor to the life of 

the outlaw. It is as if Jim and Gentleman Brown, or Leggatt and the 

young captain, or Heyst and Mr. Jones have been collapsed into one 

man. Performing the conflicting roles of ship's captain and novelist, 

Conrad must have felt in his own life a similar fluctuation between 

respectable and suspicious activity. 

The Rover opens with Peyrol at the end of his career, returning 

to the place of his birth in order to retire and, perhaps, to prepare 

for death. Conrad, too, near the end of his life talked of returning 

to Poland. But just as Peyrol finds it impossible to renounce the 

life of action and has to engage in one last desperate adventure, so 

Conrad remained in England, in harness, and died while writing 

Suspense. 

If The Rover is, indeed, an allegory of Conrad's personal 

life, it is by no means a simple chronological account of that life 

transposed into different terms. Observed from another angle, the 

novel deals with incidents closely related to Conrad's youth; it 

involves characters and events similar to those described in The 

Mirror of the Sea. Peyrol is Dominic Cervoni grown older and a 

little more mellow, and Real, whose parents have died in a revolution 

and who has resolved to form no human ties, shares his personality 

and background with Axel Heyst and fits what was probably Conrad's 

conception of himself as a young man. Another similarity between 
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the action of The Rover and Conrad's own experience can be found in 

the girl Arlette. She is a girl of rural origin who is for a time 

the victim of a sadistic man; her background, if not so much her 

personality, is similar to that of Rita de Lastaola in The Arrow of 

Gold, an admittedly autobiographical story based upon Conrad's 

youthful love affair. 

Moreover, the climaxes of both The Rover and The Mirror of the 

Sea involve attempts to run a blockade, and in each instance the 

pursued craft is destroyed. In The Mirror of the Sea, however, the 

end is failure and regret, while Peyrol accomplishes everything he 

intends to do. Also, the crew of Peyrol's tartane is much like the 

crew of the ballancelle Tremolino. Not only does Peyrol have much 

in common with Dominic Cervoni, but the craven abjectness of Brun 

Scevola makes him the same kind of furtive criminal as Dominic's 

disreputable nephew Cesar. In both instances, the Dominic-Peyrol 

figure destroys the Cesar-Scevola figure: Peyrol brings Scovola 

aboard so that he is killed by musket fire, and Dominic knocks Cesar 

into the water so that he is drowned by the weight of the money belt 

which he had stolen from Conrad. 

But there are also some interesting differences between the 

action of The Rover and Conrad's own life. Lieutenant Real—the 

figure most resembling the young Conrad—does not go to sea aboard 

the tartane but stays behind to marry and live a long and prosperous 

life as a respectable citizen. And the money belt that plays a part 

in The Rover does not sink with a thief, but is dropped by Peyrol 
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deliberately into a well, where it is discovered many years later. 

These changes may indicate that, for psychological reasons, Conrad 

edited his past, imagining his life as it might have been. We know 

know that he did a good deal of editing even in writing that pur

ported to be autobiographical. How much more pleasant Conrad's 

Marseilles days would have been if the loss of his money had been a 

deliberate rejection of wealth rather than a consequence of mis

management. And Conrad's Marseilles experience ended with an 

attempted suicide, while Lieutenant Real finds happiness. 

Still, the autobiographical element in The Rover is something 

more sophisticated than wishful fantasy. In this book, more than in 

any other, one gets the sense of some "sacred ritual taking place 

2h behind the veil." One feels that the book is somehow intimate and 

deeply personal as well as secretive. For example, the final events 

of The Rover seem to conclude, symbolically, an important cycle of 

Conrad's life. Peyrol dies in the shadow of an English corvette, 

and the last words he hears are the commands of an English officer. 

Conrad marked the beginning of his professional life with a related 

event that occurred in Marseilles harbor. As a young man he pulled 

along side the British ship James Westoll and heard himself addressed 

in English for the first time. The experience was so important to 

Conrad that he made it the conclusion to his autobiography, A Personal 

2I4. In the "Author's Note" to The Mirror of the Sea, Conrad 
quotes a critic who used these words to describe the Mirror (IV, ix). 
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Record. The strong similarity between an important event of Conrad's 

youth and the death of Peyrol, the strange intermingling of auto

biographical material drawn from youth and old age— both conditions 

seem to express Conrad's feeling that linear time is unreal, that 

essentially experience is either timeless or cyclical. Conrad often 

said that his life was like a dream, and we have seen that in his 

art he often attempted to create structures which, like dreams, 

are not bound by linear time. He made a feeling of timelessness an 

essential part of the ritual novel, and in The Secret Agent he writes 

more self-consciously of the relationship of linear time and eternity. 

Nevertheless, The Rover is not one of Conrad's ritual novels. The 

"secret rite" remains a secret; Conrad's personal sense of timelessness 

never finds its equation in the form of the novel. 

If the sense of timelessness never becomes a part of the 

structure of The Rover, in the manner of Conrad's ritual novels, it 

does appear in the reflections of old Peyrol, who feels the dream

like quality of his own varied life. He has been a sailor loyal 

to both king and Republic; he has been a mutineer, and he has fought 

against mutineers; he has been a pirate, and he has been entrusted 

with the serious responsibility of bringing a legitimate prize back 

to Toulon. He is a man of calm, deliberate judgment who can become 

jumpy and impassioned when aroused; he is a man of action who finds 

it possible to do nothing for years on end. While cleaning a razor-

blade, Peyrol meditates upon the mysterious variety of his life: 

Cleaning the razor-blade (one of a set of twelve in a 
case) he had a vision of a brilliantly hazy ocean and 
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an English Indiaman with her yards braced all ways, 
her canvas blowing loose above her blood-stained 
decks overrun by a lot of privateersmen, and with 
the island of Ceylon swelling like a thin blue cloud 
on the far horizon. He had always wished to own a 
set of English blades and there he had got it, fell 
over it as it were, lying on the floor of a cabin 
which had been already ransacked. 'For good steel— 
it was good steel,1 he thought, looking at the blade 
fixedly. And there it was, nearly worn out. The 
others too. That steelI And here he was, holding 
the case in his hand as though he had just picked it 
from the floor. Same case. Same man. And the steel 
worn out. 

He shut the case brusquely, flung it into his sea-
chest, which was standing open, and slammed the lid down. 
The feeling which was in his breast, and had been known 
to more articulate men than himself, was that life was 
a dream less substantial than the vision of Ceylon lying 
like a cloud on the sea. Dream left astern. Dream 
straight ahead (XXIV, 232-233). 

In truth, Peyrol's amazement has "been known to more arti

culate men.than himself," for it is essentially this same amazement 

that Conrad attempted to mold into the shape of the ritual novel. 

Peyrol is still the same man who picked up the fine English blades, 

but the blades have worn out because, in spite of our sense of 

timelessness and cycle, the objective world insists upon linear 

change, and we perceive this change with our senses. Much as it 

troubles him, Peyrol is two men— a physical man who moves steadily 

on towards death and an inner spiritual man who intuits a world of 

timelessness. Perhaps this frustrating conflict is best seen in 

Peyrol's meeting with Symons, the English sailor. Symons also has 

been a Brother of the Coast, and he had been a follower of Peyrol. 

But Peyrol's dark hair has grown white, and Symons no longer recog

nizes his old chief. Faced with the conflict of objective reality 
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with his emotional perception of life, Peyrol can only fling the 

razor-case into his seachest. A more articulate man might have turned 

this conflict into art. 

That the tensions which Peyrol feels are the raw materials 

of art adds another dimension to the allegorical structure of the 

novel. It seems likely that in The Rover Conrad is also writing about 

art, just as he is in The Secret Agent and "The Secret Sharerj" from 

this angle of vision, certain details concerning Peyrol's last voyage 

assume a new significance, and the personal allegory of the novel can 

be extended into Conrad's artistic life. In the context of the 

artistic allegory, Peyrol's tartane becomes an image of the artist's 

soul, and the acts of preparing the tartane for sea and of running 

the blockade come to parallel Conrad's actions in writing the novel. 

Obviously Peyrol's final voyage only parallels Conrad's 

artistic activity during his last period of development. The actions 

are not identical, and there is no mathematically precise, one-to-one 

relationship between actions in the novel and in Conrad's life. If 

The Rover could be reduced to a formula, it would not be worth reading. 

But the whole direction of Peyrol's work in renovating his boat and 

taking it out to sea recalls not only aspects of the creative process 

in general, but also certain features peculiar to Conrad's late novels. 

What remains after we have abstracted allegorical meaning from The Rover 

is that residue of particularity that saves the novel for art. 

For the novelist writing tends to be an ambiguous activity 

which offers psychological health through self-expression on the one 
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hand and which, on the other hand, demands self-sacrifice. Conrad 

was fully aware of this ambiguity. The imagistic structures of the 

ritual novels are implicit proof of the psychological service these 

books rendered Conrad. But he also realized that writing was a self-

sacrificial action, and he often made this point in letters and essays. 

In light of the ambiguous effect the act of creation has on the novelist, 

Peyrol's tartane gradually emerges as an image of the artist's soul. 

This interpretation of the tartane corresponds perfectly with a tradi

tional image, for in dreams and in poetry the soul often appears as 

a boat. More important, the history of Peyrol's craft and his rela

tionship with it reinforce this reading. Before Peyrol obtains the 

boat, it is the property of Brun Scevola, and its cabin has been used 

as a slaughterhouse for royalists. Working daily on the beach, 

Peyrol carefully renovates the boat, cleaning, painting, and carefully 

refitting from stem to stern, replacing disorder with order, and 

removing the signs of violence. His only audience during this opera

tion is a mysterious cripple, a manly spirit in a wasted body, who 

wins Peyrol's respect through strength of character and mind. Perhaps 

Conrad intended the cripple to represent Hephaestus, the Greek god 

of fire and the arts, but whether or not Conrad had such an explicit 

meaning in mind, it is certain that the cripple is an inspiration 

for Peyrol. And since artists have so often suffered some crippling 

disability, from the blindness of Homer to the obscure hurt of Henry 

James, it is appropriate that this inspiration should be a help in 

the performance of a craft. 
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The occupants of the tartane on its final voyage make even 

clearer the association between the boat and the artist's soul, and 

their characters and roles also indicate that the voyage is not only 

meant to have some universal significance, but that this boat is also 

Conrad's soul and more particularly his soul during the time he wrote 

his late novels. Three men sail in the tartane— Peyrol, Michel, and 

Scevola— and each one represents a facet of the artist's personality. 

Peyrol and Michel could easily represent aspects of a single 

personality, since morally and emotionally they are much the same. 

The first time Peyrol sees Michel he thinks that "if he had remained 

at home he would have probably looked like that man" (XXIV, 16). The 

difference between the two men is only a matter of mental and physical 

degree. Like Peyrol, Michel is a sailor, but whereas Peyrol has roamed 

the world, Michel keeps an old boat for fishing on a salt pond; and 

like Peyrol, Michel inspires confidence and devotion, but whereas 

Peyrol is a leader of men, Michel must be satisfied with the worship 

of a decrepit old dog. At the end both men are alone in the world; 

they must die leaving no one behind. 

Each at his own level, Peyrol and Michel represent the feudal 

virtue of reciprocal loyalty. Seen in a broad literary context, they 

are the descendants of a long line of masters and men— Don Quixote 

and Sancho Panza, Tom Jones and Partridge, Matthew Bramble and Humphrey 

Clinker, Mr. Pickwick and Samuel Weller. Seen in the context of 

Conrad's own career, the mutual respect of Peyrol and Michel reflects 

Conrad's admiration for simple virtuous men like Singleton, MacWhirr, 
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and Davidson, and also Conrad's view that a mainstay of society-

ought to be "simple fellowship and honorable reciprocity of 

services" (VI, ix). Conrad evidently believed that the artist 

needs something of Michel's honest credulity in his nature, something 

of the saving naivete that Ford Madox Ford recognized in Conrad 

himself.̂  

Although Scevola is a grotesque, he also has his place in 

the soul of the artist. By the time Conrad came to write The Rover, 

he could accept without flinching the presence of the undesirable 

double. Scevola is the descendant of James Wait, Gentleman Brown, 

Kurtz, and Mr. Jones, but this latest manifestation of the dark 

self is not so threatening as his earlier counterparts. Peyrol 

does, of course, share certain experiences and traits with Scevola. 

Both have participated in massacres, Peyrol as a pirate and Scevola 

as a Jacobin. And both are sexually inhibited. Probably Scevola 

is sexually impotent; he is a "poor creature" and "patient as far 

as women are concerned" (XXIV, 167). Although women admire Peyrol 

and although he once experienced "a spell of crazy love for a 

yellow girl" (XXIV, 2$), he also mistrusts sex, preferring the 

banter of the aged Catherine to encounters with the sexually stimu

lating Arlette. Conrad was fully aware of Peyrol's psychology and 

of the traits Peyrol shares with Scevola, but he could contemplate 

the relationship without the bewildered sense of discovery that 

accounts for much emotional tension in The Nigger of the Narcissus, 

2f?. "Decennial," London Mercury, XXXII (July 193$ ) ,  231. 
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Lord Jim and "Heart of Darkness." James Wait, Gentleman Brown and 

Kurtz are threatening figures, but for Peyrol, Scevola "had ceased 

to be an offense to his sight and a disturber of his feelings" 

(XXIV, U8). Just as Conrad's protagonists and, no doubt, Conrad 

himself once suffered from the intrusion of a darker self, so 

Scevola once owned the tartane. But all of that has passed. In 

Conrad's late novels the double is stripped of his power, and when 

the tartane puts out to sea, Scevola is a helpless prisoner. Peyrol— 

the artist's best self—gives the orders and steers. 

Relating to Conrad's life at sea and to his life as an artist, 

the allegorical structure of The Rover rehearses the method of 

overlapping allegory used in Victory, but in contrast with the 

earlier novel, Conrad made no attempt to link any of the characters 

with such abstract qualities as life and death or good and evil. 

Instead he was intent upon affirming the historical authenticity 

of his narrative. The Rover was to have been the first of a series 

of novels set in the time of the Napoleonic wars; Suspense, Conrad's 

unfinished novel, was to have been the second book of the series. 

In these books Conrad intended more to recreate the spirit of an 

era than to move about the counters of philosophical allegory. 

The historical figures in The Rover are nothing but them

selves. Admiral Nelson, for instance, is the stereotyped hero 

that we have all read about in juvenile histories: "His thin locks 

fell lank against the pale cheeks and the whole face in repose 

had an expression of suffering with which the fire of his one eye 
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presented a startling contrast" (XXIV, 273). Moreover, Nelson is 

a bit too conscious of the pathos and heroism of his part: "»I am 

like that white-headed man /Peyrol/ you admire so much, Vincent,' 

he pursued, with a weary smile, 'I will stick to my task till perhaps 

some shot from the enemy puts an end to everything. . .(XXIV, 

275>-276). Such premonitions—unless one is willing to appeal to 

the most uncritical popular sentiments—are justifiable only when 

allotted to fully developed characters. 

The personal allegory that we discover in The Rover is 

appropriate to the work of an old man looking back over his life, 

and it is fitting that the book should have been Conrad's last 

completed novel. But The Rover is a summary in other respects as 

well. It reiterates views that Conrad had held since writing 

Chance ten years earlier. Once again the protagonists, the sympa

thetic main characters, have withdrawn from society, whose institutions 

lie in ruins, the Church and all military and civic institutions 

having been nearly destroyed in the Revolution. Real, the son of a 

cidevant, has lost his parents; Arlette has been forced to participate 

in the bloody destruction of her own social class. Peyrol has not 

felt society cut from beneath him only because he was born an 

outcast, a beggar's child without a last name. From the time of 

his squalid childhood, he instinctively holds himself aloof from 

a declared loyalty to institutions. He has served King and Republic, 

but he is too independent to take sides except as a means of saving 

his skin: 
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By the time he had heard of a Revolution in France and of 
certain Immortal Principles causing the death of many-
people, from the mouths of seamen and travellers and year-
old gazettes coming out from Europe, he was ready to 
appreciate contemporary history in his own particular 
way. Mutiny and throwing officers overboard. He had seen 
that twice and he was on a different side each time. As 
to this upset, he took no side. It was too far—too big— 
also not distinct enough. But he acquired the revolu
tionary jargon quickly enough and used it on occasions, 
with secret contempt. What he had gone through. . . had 
put a drop of universal scorn, a wonderful sedative, 
into the strange mixture which might have been called 
the soul of the returned Peyrol" (XXIV, 25). 

Peyrol considers himself a good Frenchman, but he wants no part of 

the Jacobins' chauvinistic fervor; he terms their fanatical dedica

tion "damned nonsense" (XXIV, 22). 

Peyrol's "universal scorn" has only the partial approval 

of the author, for the good in Conrad's late novels, if not 

discovered in social organization, is found only in open and affec

tionate relationships with other human beings. Peyrol will never 

learn to love either the Revolution or the Church. In fact, he is 

so detached that he does not even mind being addressed as "citoyen" 

or mistaken for a priest. Further, Peyrol will always be suspicious 

of persons whose status results from institutional sanction rather 

than naked prowess, of landlubber admirals and incompetent 

"epaulette wearers" of all sorts. But he will eventually sacrifice 

himself to save another man's life and to preserve the happiness 

of a captivating young girl, and sacrificial action will become 

possible only after his scorn has been tempered with love. 

The conflict between scorn and love in the soul of the rover 

introduces a new element into Conrad's fiction. For the first time 
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Conrad dramatizes the conflict between hatred of institutions on 

the one side and affection for individuals on the other. This 

conflict does not appear in either Chance or Victory. In those 

novels characters like de Barral and Schomberg are unsympathetic 

precisely because of their institutional associations. Nor does 

the conflict appear in The Shadow-Line, where the narrator's hostility 

for the Merchant Service is largely unconscious, turning in upon 

itself and taking the form of guilt. But in The Rover, Real is a 

sympathetic person in spite of his being a naval officer, and 

Peyrol overcomes his hostility for the man's position to sacrifice all 

for the man. 

Peyrol's sacrificial action goes a long way towards estab

lishing a community that is more positive than any society found 

in Chance, Victory, or The Shadow-Line. Through the medium of 

sacrifice, an order based upon affection and mutual respect emerges 

at Escampobar Farm, and at the end we see the influence of these 

positive foundations spreading into the community at large. Real 

becomes mayor of the commune, and the Escampobar changes from the 

tainted home of pariahs to a radiant center of value. Conrad is 

not saying that love conquers all, only that no social organization 

deserves our support unless it is based upon positive feelings. 

The Rover is not Conrad's finest novel, nor his subtlest, 

but it is by no means as contemptible as some critics have tried to 

make out. The deliberately simple plot and the unpretentious, 

matter-of-fact style result not from mental weakness, but from 
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certainty. Conrad could write The Rover as he did because he 

was more certain of his identity than at any other time in his 

literary career, and, as he told Garnett, he was able to exchange 

his typically involuted structures for brevity (Garnett, 298). He 

knew that the soul of the artist is composed of opposites, but he 

no longer felt their pull. Thus the arduously evolved structure 

of the ritual novel was no longer necessary. A life of self-dis

covery through literary achievement had resolved some of Conrad's 

major psychological conflicts. . Just as Peyrol prepares the tartane 

for its death voyage, making sure that everything aboard is pro

perly arranged, so Conrad seems to have arranged the furniture of 

his mind in the last years of his life. 

But Conrad's certainty was not complacency. He was not 

writing the same novel over and over again. The Rover is the first 

of his works that can be fairly called a historical novel. In the 

book he dealt with subject matter he had never touched before, 

writing at last the Napoleonic novel that had been at the back of 

27 his mind for years. And yet new subject matter is not the most 

important innovation in The Rover. Most important is Conrad's 

restless exploration of the relation between the self and the group, 

26. In Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline, Thomas Moser 
writes: "The productions of Conrad's last years are virtually 
without a redeeming feature" (p. 180). And in Guerard's view, "The 
Rover, at its best a true adventure story for boys, is at its worst 
a course-grained study of feeble-minded and inarticulate people" 
(Conrad the Novelist, p. 281*). 

27. Baines, p. 1i36. 
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and the perception, here stated explicitly for the first time, that 

in order to establish a healthy community, we must also look inside 

the institutions to the men who compose them, and we must see these 

men as individuals and judge them compassionately. In the ritual 

novel Conrad had attempted to reconcile the egotistical needs of 

the self with the demands of organized society, and in the novels 

following "The Secret Sharer" he rejects organised society in favor 

of personal relationships. In The Rover Conrad may have been groping 

towards some new idea of community—an idea based upon a synthesis 

of individual needs and radically transformed institutions. But 

he died before this synthesis could be completed. 



CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSION 

Departures were always important to Conrad. Both as ship's 

officer and novelist, he seemed to invest a beginning with an 

almost magical significance as if it could foreshadov; the fate of 

the whole undertaking. A false start could foredoom a novel or a 

voyage; a book's fate could parallel that of the barque Palestine, 

which, setting out for the East, was forced to turn back twice and 

finally blew up and sank in the Indian Ocean. 

Conrad's nautical superstitions were aroused by the beginning 

of his own literary career. Feeling vaguely dissatisfied with 

Almayer's Folly and An Outcast of the Islands and thoroughly exas

perated by the recalcitrant Rescue, he thought seriously in 1898 

of abandoning literature altogether. But just as the crew of the 

Palestine managed to reach land in small boats, so Conrad lost only 

The Rescue, but not his career. By experimentation and long labor, 

he managed to discover the literary form through which he could do 

justice to his own temperament. The task of writing was similar to 

that of a ship's officer, only more difficult. As Conrad told 

William Blackwood, the novelist's mind often loses "its reckoning 

in a grey sea of words, words, words; an unruly choppy sea running 

crosswise in all the endless shifts of thought" (Blackburn, 133). 

307 
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A sailing ship must end-ore the buffeting of powerful, 

irrational adversaries and turn these forces to its own advantage. 

In like manner, Conrad had to learn to harness the energy of his 

unconscious mind. At first, his unacknowledged and perhaps undis

covered sympathy with the romantic egoist caused serious formal 

problems, for he had intended to make his official authorial voice 

that of a stern and pitiless moralist who demanded self-subordina

tion to the requirements of society. As he began to see how useless 

it was to resist basic self-defining sympathies, he took steps to 

ensure that when he entered a novel, he would at least finish his 

voyage— even if he could not predict his exact destination or time 

of arrival. 

Beginning with The Nigger of the Narcissus arid continuing 

through Lord Jim and "Heart of Darkness," Conrad used first-person 

point of view to imbue his novels with a flexible structure that 

could contain his contradictory attitudes. Instead of trying to be 

consistent in his views, he found correlatives for his feelings in 

patterns of imagery. By means of these images, he was able to con

vert contradiction into paradox and thus to accept feelings he had 

earlier found intolerable. 

Essentially, The Nigger of the Narcissus, "Heart of Darkness," 

and Lord Jim exhibit ritual forms. These novels reconciled contra

dictions for Conrad in the same manner that, say, a ritual dance 

brings together opposites for a primitive tribesman or that the 

celebration of the Mass reconciles the temporal and eternal for a 
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Christian. Through his ritual novels, Conrad was able to affirm 

both the value of the self and of social ideals. 

Since the ritual attitude had to be maintained in the face 

of a pervasive scientific rationalism, it is hardly surprising that 

several of Conrad's novels are more logically formed. In Nostromo 

and The Secret Agent Conrad actually completed the rational struc

tures attempted in Almayer's Folly and An Outcast of the Islands. 

It was not that he had reconciled his divided view of the self and 

society. Instead, he rejected both, expressing, especially in The 

Secret Agent, his gloomiest sentiments concerning man's nature and 

his life in a science-dominated society. Artistic triumph though it 

is, The Secret Agent did not please Conrad. Perhaps he thought that 

having rejected both contemporary society and the individual it pro

duced, he had side-stepped a central literary concern. Besides 

that, he had written himself into a pessimistic blind alley, which 

violated the bonds of sympathy he had established with characters 

in his ritual novels. In an essay published in 1905, he wrote: 

What one feels so hopelessly barren in declared pessi
mism is just its arrogance. It seems as if the discovery 
made by many men at various times that there is much evil 
in the world was a source of proud and unholy joy among 
some of the modern writers. That frame of mind is not 
the proper one in which to approach seriously the art of 
fiction. It gives an author—goodness only knows why— 
an elated sense of his own superiority (III, 8-9). 

In the novels that follow The Secret Agent Conrad does 

become more hopeful about the possibilities of the individual if 

even less optimistic about contemporary society. As Europe moved 

gradually towards war and social upheaval, Conrad presented a bleak 
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picture of unregulated capitalism in Chance and an equally dark 

portrayal of Russian autocracy in Under Western Eyes. His last 

important full-length novels— Victory and The Rover-- are 

concerned with personal relationships almost entirely removed from 

the influence of organized society. Thus Conrad gradually resolved 

the conflict that had made the ritual novel necessary. At the 

same time, he was becoming more conscious of the elements which 

had made up the ritual novel, and in "The Secret Sharer" he wrote an 

allegory of his own literary development. 

While the resolution of psychological conflict made Conrad's 

late novels more tranquil than those of his early and middle periods, 

the loss of tension did not improve the quality of his art. In the 

late novels there is no intellectual falling off, but rather a 

diminished intensity of feeling and a loss of emotional subtlety. 

For Conrad himself, this change apparently did not seem a decline, 

for a part of him had always been suspicious of complications and 

had trusted the downright, if unimaginative, sailor more than the 

man of imagination and intelligence. In 1909 Conrad wrote approvingly 

to Galsworthy: "There is none of the subtleness akin to decay in 

your conception of human problems" (Aubry II, 96). Shortly thereafter, 

he began to purge his own work of the mistrusted subtleness that had 

been its most salient and most positive characteristic. 
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