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ABSTRACT 

Conrad's use of religious terminology has attract

ed mainly archetypal criticism to date, and the valid

ity of this approach is tested in chapter one. An 

assessment of Conrad's beliefs begins with a study of 

the Polish a~d personal religious influences of his 

childhood and continues in chapter four by showing 

how, under the tuition of his guardian's letters, he 

developed a kind of work ethic, to which he brought 

the religious intensity of his father; initially towards 

his life at sea, later towards his vocation as a writer. 

Literature, in fact, is shown to be the crucial back

ground, not only to his attacks on Christianity but 

also to the pessimism shown in his letters to RIO B. 

Cunninghame Graham in the late' 18908. 

The following chapters study literal religious 

references in conrad's writing8~ Chapter five invest

igates the sources of Conrad' 8 knowledge of Isla:n and 

shows how his fictional Muslims expose the shortcomings 

of th3ir European counterparts. Critical views of his 

use of Eastern religions (particularly Buddhism) are 

analysed/in chapter six and the usage itself scrutinis

ed, whilst chapter seven is concerned with conrad's 

treatment of Christianity and its failings. 

In the final chapters, tne figurative religious 

language is studied. The terms "devil" and "soul" are 
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given secular interpretations, such as "excessive 

egoism" (devil) and man t s "will" or "power of choice" 

(soul). Generally, the figurat i ve religious language 

(including mm,erous biblical allusions) shows the 

results of the inadequacies of literal religio~ L~ the 

modern world by indicating man's obsessions for less 

spiritual occupations such,as his passions, his own 

ego, his personal illusions, his vocation, his self

conception or the material and political pursuits of 

society. Examples are drawn from the whole canon and 

usually shovJ such conduct to lead to disaster. In 

this spiritual crisis, hope lies in such simple ideas 

as fidelity, faith and love but these notions are 

seldom atta.ined. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

Throughout the text; the following abbreviations 

have been used for the titles of Conrad's books: 

AF Almayer' s Folly 
OI An outcast of the Islands 
NN The Nigger of the "Narcissus" 
TU Tales of Unrest 
LJ Lord Jim 
I youth: A Narrative and Two Other Stories 
T Typhoon, and Other Stories 
N Nostromo 

MS The Mirror of the Sea 
SA The Secret .Agent 

ASS A Set of Six 
UWE Under Western Eyes 

PR A Personal Record 
TLS 'Twixt Land and Sea 

C Chance 
V Victory 

'NT Within the Tides 
SL The Shadow-Line 
AG The Arrow of Gold 
Re The Re scue 

NLL Notes on Life and Letters 
Ro The Rover 

S Suspense 
TH Tales of Hearsay 
LE Last Essays 

Sis The Sisters 

With the exception of The Sisters, published by 

U. Mursia (Milan, 1968), the edition used is the Dent 
Collected Edition, 21 volQ~es (London, 1946-54). 
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Lt'.tRODDCTION 

In 1906, whilst at the height of his creative 

powers, Joseph Conrad wrote an essay on John Gals-

worthy, in which he concentrated particularly on The 

Man of Property, the earliest part of The Forsyte 

~. The manner in which he wrote of the book is 

very interesting. For Conrad speaks of the Forsytes 

and of their obsession with property as follows: 

The practical faculty of the Forsytes has 
erected it. into a principle; their ideal
ism has expanded it into a sort of 
religion which has shaped their notions of 
happiness and decency, their prejudices, 
their piety, such thoughts as they happen 
to have and the very course of their 
passions. Life as a whole has come to be 
perceptible to them exclusively in terms 
of property. Preservation, acquisition-
acquisition, preservation. Their laws, 
their morality, their art and their 
science appear to them, justifiably 
enough, consecrated to that double and 
unique end. It is the formula of their 
virtue. (LE, 128) 

Soames Forsyte's town house is "one of the temples 

of property, of a sort of unholy religion whose 

fundamental dogma, public ceremonies and awful 

secret rites, forming the subject of this remarkable 

novel, take no account of human dignity" (LE, 129). 

The incidents of the book can be viewed "in the 

light of the unquenchable fires burning on the altar 

of property" (LE, 131). 



2 

The passage in Galsworthy's novel that inspired 

this kind of treatment seems to have been the 

following: 

This great and good woman, so highly 
thought of in 'ecclesiastical circles, was 
one of the principal priestesses in the 
temple of Forsyteism, keeping alive aay 
and night a sacred flame to the God of 
Property, whose altar is inscribed with 
those inspiring words: "Nothing for no
thing, and1really remarkably little for 
sixpence." 

The point is that this is the only passage in 

the novel that likens the Forsytes regard for pro

perty to a religion and yet it is this one aspect 

that Conrad has cho.sen to pin-point as an illustra-

tion of the extent of the Forsytes' pre-occupation. 

Galsworthy made the comparison once within his 

novel; Conrad makes it five times during his review 

of that novel. The question that arises is why such 

a short paragraph (in a novel of over 350 pages) 

should have attracted Conrad's attention in this way. 

Clearly he found the comparison striking and signi

ficant, indicating that such metaphorical use of 

religious terminology met with his approval, but it 

is equally evident that he found it important and 

appealing. 

Why this should be so becomes clear when read-

ing Conrad's writings, for religion in its literal 

form (the appearance of a Christian priest, for 

1 The Forsyte Saga (London: Heinemann, 1924), 
pp. 255-56. 



example) or in a metaphorical guise (as he saw 

Galsworthy using it) plays an important role in his 

works. This has not gone unobserved by critics but 

the current state of Conradi an criticism has led to 
. . 

Conrad's use of religloll'S-, language attracting some 

questionable interpretations, mostly archetypal and 

allegorical in nature. This practice and its 

dangers need consideration and are taken up in 

chapter one, but, in the meantime, it may be per-

tinent to preface that study with an analysis of 

the types of criticism that Conrad's work receives 

in general. .It was the widely diverging interpre

tations of Conrad's fiction, particularly The 

Nigger of the "Narcissus", that caused Ian Watt to 

coin the terms "homeophoric" and "heterophoric" in 

an attempt to categorise the varying approaches. 

Briefly stated, Watt's definitions are: 

Homeophoric: an interpretation which is a 

natural extension of the impli

cations of the narrative content 

and which retains a consistent 

closeness to it; 

Heterophoric: an interpretation which goes 

beyond any demonstrable connec-

tion between the literary 

object and the symbolic meaning 

it has been given and tends to-

wards allegory; 

Mythophoric: a variety of heterophoric which 



depends on allusions to a speci

fic body of mythical, religious 

or literary knowledge; 
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crypto,horic: a subdivision of mythophoric in 

which. the whole body of knowledge 

invoked is one of the depth

psychologies, depending upon 

analogies which Freud and Jung 
", 

agree to be hidden and uncon-

scious. 2 

British critics, by and large, have tended to 

confine themselves to the homeophoric areas of 

interpretation, leaving their American counterparts 

to tread the less certain ground of heterophoria. 

The chief danger of this latter approach arises from 

the temptation to force Conrad's fiction to ,.dwell 

within the bounds of a restrictive premise. In such 

an instance, on discovering that certain features of 

the fiction fit into the theory with a degree of com

fort, the heterophoric critic maybe induced to 

provide some purely speculative explanations in 

order to admit the more recalcitrant aspects. Thus, 

Gustav Morf, finding (not surprisingly) clear traces 

of Conrad's Polish background evident within the 

novels--the use of the third of May, the date of an 

important Polish constitution, for the date of 

Sulacan independence in Nostromo, for example3--

2 "Conrad Criticis~ and The Nigger of the 
'Narcissus'," Nineteenth Centul!Y Fiction, 12 (1958), 
272-75. 

3 The Polish Heritage of Joseph Conrad (New York: 
Haskell House, 1965), p. 147. 
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proceeds to interpret most of the canon from this 

~olish standpoint. This leads him to such unsup

ported conjectures as the source of the name Patna 

in Lord Jim, which, he claims, Conrad could have 

misread as Patria (Fatherland) from a distance as he 

watched the ship enter Singapore harbour. 4 Such 

arguments are as irrefutable as they are insupport

able; nevertheless, the assumption of a cryptophoric 

or mythophoric message to be discerned only by the 

perceptive initiate who has learnt to read the signs 

(especially if those signs are primarily the reflect

ion of the critic's own pre-occupation) has led to 

some ingenious heterophoric theories regarding 

Conrad's use of religious terms in his books. As a 

result, however,. the use of this terminology as a 

whole has not been explained, nor have its more 

homeophoric possibilities been fully explored. 

A certain restraint is necessary in most 

heterophoric criticism; a degree of detachment, per

haps, since (as will be seen later) , it is not un;';: 

known for any deficiencies in such arguments to be 

attributed to alleged failings on the part of the 

novelist. Furthermore, to build a thesis around 

Conrad's use of religious terminology, one needs to 

consider all aspects of that terminology. Criticism 

so far in this field has tended to be selective, 

paying much attention to the novelist's use of the 

4 The Polish Shades and 
(New Yor: Astra Boo s, 

Conrad 
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Bible and practically ignoring other aspects such as 

the use of Islam in the early novels, which is fre

quently dismissed as being simply "exotic." 

This current study, therefore, seeks to achieve 

a balanced view of Conrad's use of religious~anguage 

by taking into account all its varied manifestations 

and by adopting a more homeophoric approach than the 

subject has received hitherto. The Polish religious 

background and its ramifications; certain religious 

and quasi-religious elements of Conrad's childhood; 

the impact of twenty years of Thaddeus Bobrowski's 

admonitions--these are some of the many influences 

that have an impact on Conrad'~ writings. Conrad's 

many letters need careful scrutiny, not in isolation 

(as they are "usually treated), but in the context of 

the background of Conrad's life, against which they 

were written. Seen in this light, the picture that 

emerges differs sharply at times from the previously 

accepted views, especially in relation to the 

letters wrJtten to R.B. cunninghame Graham in the 

late 1890s. 

These and other considerations act as a neces

sary foundation to the analysis of the religious 

terms (literal and figurative), that follows; an 

anaiJ.:y.sis that shows just how appropriate it was for 

Conrad to have been attracted to that one short para

graph in The Man of Property. The word "obsession" 

appears frequently during this analysis, especially 

during the later chapters, and an early definition 
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may, therefore, be in order. The Concise Oxford 

English Dictionary defines the word "obsess" as 

follows: ,,( Of evil spirit, delusion, or i'ixed idea) 

haunt, harass, preoccupy, fill mind oi', (-ed by; 

with)." It is with these meanings rather than any 

more specific psychological definition, that the 

word is used; its appropriateness becoming evident 

when one considers how often Conrad's characters are 

preoccupied with an "idea" and how frequently demon

ic imagery comes to cluster around it. 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE ARCHETYPAL APPROACH AND ITS DAI.~GERS 

i. Introduction 

One of the dangers of archetypal criticism is 

neatly outlined by Tony. Tanner in a review of Claire 

Rosenfield's book, Paradise of Snakes, which applies 

such techniques to conrad's political novels. 

Tanner complains: 

D .. .. the uniqueness of novelistic detail 
is lost by reference back to certain rudi
mentary shapes or outlines which in their 
generality can subsume the most hetero
geneous material if the critic so wishes. 
A man can scarcely get into a boat but he 
will find himself engaged in a repetition 
of ~'a night-sea journey into an. ambiguous 
region either in the dark interior of the 
earth or below the waters of the sea." 

To the archetypal critic, literature, it seems (like 

English Law), works by precedent. Man is born, grows 

through childhood to adulthood, takes a mate, pro

creates and dies (or, as T ... So Eliot's Sweeney put it 

so succinctly, "That's all the facts when you come to 

brass tacks: / Birth, and copulation and death") .. 2 

1 -
, .. ,,' Rev .. of Paradise of Snakes:. An Archetypal ;= 

Anal~iS of Conrad's PO'li tical Novels" by Claire 
Rose leld, Modern Language Review, 65 (1970), 407. 

2 The complete Poems and Plays of T. S. Eliot 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1969), p. 122. 
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Since literature is intimately concerned with the 

lives of human beings, each work can be seen as a 

variation of detail within the set pattern. It 

would obviously be ludicrous to talk of the arche

typal "Birth, and copulation and death" theme; thus 

such criticism must imply a cut-off point whereby 

the deliberate evoking of an age-old myth can be dis

tinguished from the inevitable repetition of a motif; 

inevitable because no work of fiction can be wholly 

new. The difficulty comes with the fixing of that 

point since echoes of the past are unavoidable. An 

undeniable mythical basis to one novel may lead 

critics to unfortunate temptations, as John J. White 

points out: 

Given the knowledge that such a mytho
logical work can exist as a kind of 
palimpsest, critics may be encouraged to 
attribute hidden mythological motifs to 
novels where they do not really occur or 
cannot be shown definitely to b~3of much 
import to the work in question. 

White warns: "Such speculations,. possibly resulting 

in the mythological allegorization of novels, take 

place when it is suggested a certain myth is latent 

in a text, although in fact all that has been 

located is an extraneous myth with an archetypal 

pattern in common with the novel in question. ,,4 

3 Mythology in the Modern Novel (Princeton: 
Princeton Univ.: Press',. 1971},· p. 50. 

4 Whi t e, p. 51. 
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Conrad t S religious language has ati!racted many 

critics with a liking for the myth and the archetype. 

Northrop Frye, whose Anatomy of Criticism seems to 

have fathered some of the se appro ache s, warn s: "In 

pointing out the latent apocalyptic or demonic 

patterns in a literary work, we should not make the 

error of assQ~ing that this latent content is the 

real content hypocritically disguised by a lying 

censor. It is simply one factor which is relevant 

to a full critical analysis. ,,5 

Frye's definition of an archetype--IIA symbol, 

usually an image, which recurs often enough in 

literature to be recognizable as an element of one's 

literary experience as a whole,,6_- is loose enough to 

be applied to almost any work of literature by an 

indiscriminate critic. A jungle is a wilderness and, 

therefore, gives connotations of the Fall; a modern 

city c.an be likened to a jungle and thereby yield 

the same connotations; a journey must always be a 

quest whose seeker should receive enlightenment and 

knowledge on his return (if he fails to return his 

quest is unfulfilled); a murdered man can be seen to 

be a slain and resurrected God even if he omits to 

become resurrected. Clearly archetypal analysis re-

qUires some regulation. As it stands, a historical 

novel dealing with (say) the voyage of Columbus 

5 Northrop Frye, Anatomt of Criticism (Prince
ton: Princeton Univ. Press, 957), p. 158. 

6 Frye, p. 365. 
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could easily be interpreted as an archetypal quest, 

especially since the journey is across water. 

But even a deliberate allusion to a myth does 

not indicate that the myth can be automatically 

applied wholesale to the work in question. If we 

read in a novel that "People seemed frightened to 

show their eyes; they averted them swiftly from one 

another as if they had heard that the Gorgon had 

returned and was even now at large in their city," 

this does not mean that we need to start looking for 

a Perseus figure or apply a mytholog~cal pattern to 

the work. The simile could simply show the stead-

fastness with which people in big cities tend to 

avoid eye-contact with each other. Literary and 

biblical allusions are not lacking in Conrad's work 

and the temptation to assume that such aspects must 

be the key to allegorical interpretations has not 

been avoided. Douglas Hewitt expressed his reserva

tions about this kind of critical approach in the 

Preface to the Second Edition of his Conrad: A 

Reassessment. Two of the samples Hewitt produces 

there illustrate what might be called interpretation 

by rhyming possibility (Heyst!Christ) and interpre

tation by anagram (Holroyd= Holy rod).? The second 

of these methods even accepts imperfect anagrams; 

thus Jeffrey Berman suggests that "'Conrad t and 

'Decoud' are almost close enough to be called 

? Douglas Hewitt, Conrad: A Reassessment, 2nd 
ed. (London: Bowes and Bowes, 1968), p. xi. 
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anagrams. ,,8 The "curj')us resemblance" that Berman 

sees will not he evident to many_ No-one has yet 

suggested "Hirsch" as a near anagram of Christ, 

though, on the evidence of the fore-going, it is only 

a matter of time before this happens. Two critics 

have already pointed out that Hirsch is shot in a 

"crucifixion posture, ,,9 and this assumption, together 

with Hirsch's Jewishness, leads Adam Gillon (to whom 

the merchant is "Conrad's Archetypal Jew") to wonder 

if Conrad realises that in death Hirsch resembles 

the mystery of Christ. 10 In fact, however, the mer

chant of Esmeralda has his arms twisted behind his 

back "and wrenched so terribly that the two clenched 

fists, lashed together, had been forced up higher 

than the shoulder blades" (li, 427). In order to 

form the traditional pose of crucifixion, the arms 

would need to be stretched out, not "wrenched" behind 

the back. Nevertheless, Bernard Meyer, accepting 

Gillon's reasoning, moves on to suspect "an identi-

fication of Conrad with Hirsch and with Christ 

too,,,11 but if one disallows the "crucifixion 

posture" then Gillon's speculation and Meyer's sus

picion are based on very little evidence. 

8 Jeffrey Berman, Joseph Conrad: Writing as 
Rescue (New York: Astra Books, 1977), p. 93. 

9 Adam Gillon, Conrad and Shakespeare and other 
Essays (New York: Astra Books, 1976), p. 177; Leo 
Gurko, Joseph Conrad: Giant in Exile (New York: 
Macmillan, 1962), p. 13? 

10 Gtllon, p. 179. 

11 Bernard Meyer, Joseph Conrad: A Psychoanaly
tic BiographY (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 
T97D), p. 353. 
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ii. Christ-figures 

For the archetypal critic, there are a number 

of Christ figures in Conrad's fiction. The unfortu-

nate Yanko Goorall of "Amy Foster" is one such 

figure. Robert J. Andreach, the title of whose book, 

The Slain and Resurrected God, bespeaks his thesis, 

claims that Doctor Kennedy's "constant allusions to 

the number three, the cross, and Yanko's being a 

creature of the woods and trees suggest that for him 

the castaway may have been a Christ-like figure 

"'different from. • • mankind' "(XX. 111) who des-

cended into the underworld: he was washed ashore 

mysteriously, was taller than the others, sang and 

danced among the dead, got with child a woman who 

can no longer remember him and died mysteriously. ,,12 

This assertion merits analysis. In the sense 

that Christ told His followers that what they did 

(or didn't do) for the least of His servants, they 

did (or didn't do) for Him, every human beigg in 

need is a Christ-like figure. On the more specific 

level, however, the threes relate to the men who 

arrange Yanko's passage (X, 116), the number of 

dollars a day he would earn in America (repeated 

three times - X, 116), the number of boys who throw 

stones at him, the number of villages in which he 

is a topic of conversation (X, 119), the miles of 

12 Robert J. Andreach, The Slain and Resurrect
ed God (New York: New York Univ. Press, 1970), p. 36. 
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. beach on which the dead bodies from the wreck were 

being carried (T, 123), the number of weeks Yanko is 

at Swaffers' before Kennedy sees him digging the 

garden (X, 127), and the number of Norfolk pines on 

SWaffer's lawn (X, 129). One could just as easily 

make something of the three miles and a half to 

Foster's cottage (T, 140), three and a half being a 

time, times and the dividing of time explained in 

the Books of Daniel and Revelations. The references 

to the cross generally reflect empty religious 

ostentation (there can be no doubt that the practice 

of Christianity is severely criticised in the story) 

and one fails to see how Christ was Ita creature of 

the woods and trees." He is not so much "different 

from • • • mankind" as "so different from the man-

kind around" (X, 111) and it is difficult to discover 

what the other aspects of Yanko's life have in 

common with Christ at all. Meyer also sees Yanko as 

Christ-like, claiming, in a footnote: "It will be 

recalled that Yanko escapes from drowning by clinging 

to a hen coop containing 11 ducks, which number plus 

the surviving man may have reference to the number 

of the Apostles. ,,13 With this reasoning, Yanko must 

become an apostle--one of twelve--as well as Christ. 

Meyer likens Yanko's final cry "'Why?' • • • in the 

penetrating and indignant voice of a man calling to 

a responsible Maker" (!, 141) to the cry of Christ on 

13 Meyer, -p. 352n. 
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the Cross, "My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken 

me?" and this, at least, is reasonable, though one 

could just as easily liken Decoudis final.words in 

Nostromo, "It is done" <.~, 501) with the final words 

of Christ on the cross, "It is finished" (John 19:30, 

though Luke 23:46 has different words). Meyer's 

other evidence is "the Christ-like portrait of Yanko, 

whose long hair flows over his shoulders and who is 

reviled and pelted with stones by the natives. ,,14 

But long hair need not always be indicative of a 

Saviour and it is the children who pelt him with 

stones. 

Clearly Christianity is a featUre of "Amy 

Foster" and the fate of Yanko serves as an illustra-

tion of the inadequacy of its practices in an 

English coastal village. But, in a sense, Yanko is 

every man cast upon a foreign shore (a po si tion that 

Conrad was peculiarly able to appreciate); a rever

sal of the motif of the civilised man cast away on 

an island peopled by savages. If his final cries 

of "why" and "Merciful" are echoes of the cruci

fixion (they are certainly less tenuous connections 

than most of the evidence produced by Andreach and 

Meyer), they act as an indictment of the emptiness 

of the villagers' religious protestations by remind

ing us of the Christian charity which, in this case, 

has been effectively withheld. Allusion does not 

14 Meyer, p. 352. 
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mean identification; some of the more bizarre inter-

pretations seem to be based on the assumption that 

it does. 

To Edwin M. Moseley, Lord Jim is "Christ as 

Tragic Hero." 15 Lord Jim, Crime and Puni shmen t and 

Fathers and Sons are noted as novels which "express 

orthodox religious attitudes on the part of the 

authors and tend to handle the Christ figure tradi-
16 tionally and respectfully." Mo seley speaks of 

"godlike Stein" (without supporting the assertion) 

and comments: 

One almost thinks of the first half of the 
book as the Old Testament, in which man 
fails his responsibility and is driven 
from place to place as if seeking some
where to hide his guilt. In this half of 
the book Jim is the archetypal Adam; he is 
clearly Everymane Similarly, the second 
half of the book is a kind of New Testa
ment, in which the protagonist is no 
longer Man but a god who assumes the shape 
of man to show him by a life of sacrifice 
the way to redemptiono In this half of 
the book • • • Jim develops as the arche
typal Christ; he is clearly t~e sacrifi
cial scapegoat for Everyma.'1.. 

To take this view, however, is to lose track of much 

of Jim's significance. There are apocalyptic over-

tones to the final scene with the aspect of the sky 

and Jim's decision to take the responsibility "on 

his own head" (LJ, 415), but these reflect the 

extent of his egoism and his pretensions. There are 

15 Edwin M. Moseley, pseudon~s of Christ in the 
Modern Novel (pittsburgh: Uhiv. 0 Pittsburgh Press, 
1963), p. 3, 

. ·16 
Moseley, p. viii. 

17 Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
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undeniable godlike connotations to Jim's position in 

Patusan but the way one approaches this is a key 

factor in interpretation. Moseley seems to see Jim 

as a deliberately evoked Christ figure. Bruce John

son, on the other hand, also sees him as godlike but 

relates him to his milieu--the age of Rajah Brooke 

and the motif of the white man as god among the 

natives. Johnson's analysis--embracing the use of 

the motif by Rider Haggard, stevenson and particu

larly Kipling18_-seems far more pertinent to Lord 

Jim than Moseley's. For Moseley's emphasis would 

imply that Conrad's starting point for the novel was 

Christ; that the purpose of the book, in short, was 

to re-awaken interest in Christianity. His con-

clusions are based on what he regards as a religious 

motif rather than religious,larrgu~g53 and in his pre-

face he talks of "the pattern of learning through 

suffering as endlessly and recurrently dramatised by 

Christ, ,,19 going on to assert that an author's "lack 

of conscious intention could not keep the pattern 

out of the modern awareness even if the author tried 

to do so. ,,20 On this basis, Moseley's choice of 

books could be purely random; whether they like it or 

not, modern novelists will fulfil his thesis. To 

identify Jim as a Christ figure (an unresurrected one, 

let it be noted) is to impose a simplistic notion on 

. t@ ... Bruce Johnson, Conrad I s Models of Mind 
(Minneapolis: Uni v. of Minnesota,.,Prass,· 191·1) ,,··pp.91-
93. 

19 Moseley, p. x. 

20 Ibid., p. xi. 
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a complex book. Podmore, at the height of his 

attempt to convert James Wait, becomes "a voice--a 

fleshless and sublime thing, as on that memorable 

night--the night when he went Walking 'Oyer tl'.e sea, to 

make coffee for perishing sinners" (NN, 116); Lingard 

tells Edith Travers "It began by me coming to you at 

night-~like a thief in the night. Where the devil 

did I hear that?" (Re, 398)--both unmistakeable echoes 

of Christ. But this does not make either Podmore or 

Lingard archetypal Christ figures, though it may in

dicate that, in their "supreme conceit" (NN, 116) 

they think or act as if they are. In other woras the 

motif often serves to indicate the aspirations of the 

character, not to show him as an archetypal version 

of the figure to whose station he hopes to aspire. 

Thus, if Jim is a saviour figure in patusan, it is 
;--

more because this is what he has aspired to be (as a 

result of reading, not the Bible, but "a course of 
-- -

light holiday literature" [LJ, ti), rather than his 

being modelled to fit an archetypal pattern with a 

necessarily limited allegorical meaning. 

Moseley bolsters his assertions by the discovery 

of a "whi te-and-black pun" that he feels Conrad 

employs "in the dualism of man's nature and the dual

ism of Christ-as-Man 9 ,,21 But he fails to illustrate 

this from the text, contenting himself with comments 

such as "Christ the white one, appeared in the guise 

21 Moseley, p. 30. 
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of man, the black one" and deciding' that, at the end, 

Jim "becomes the true white man in his giving of him

self as the scapegoat for all men, white and black. 

Interestingly, the final devil whom Jim faces is a 

white man named Brown who tempts and tests Lord Jim 

as satan taunted Christ. ,,22 Brown is certainly 

associated with "the dark powers" in the novel but 

Moseley's conclusions continue to see Jim solely in 

terms of pretensions and not in terms of character. 

It is this kind of equation (that allusion 

means identification) that seems to lie behind the 

readings of "Heart of Darkness" that make Mr. Kurtz 

a perverted form of Christ. But, again, if Kurtz's 

promise of "I will return" is evocative of Christ's 

promise of a Second Coming, it is also an empty 

gesture illustrating the intense egoism of the man. 

W.L. Godshalk sees Kurtz. as a "diabolical Christ" 

on the grounds that "Marlow's journey toward and 

meeting with Kurtz has certain ironic parallels with 

the Christian myths. ,,23 He builds on the religious lan-

guage--such aspects as the likening of the river to 

a snake (echoing the evil of Eden), the ironic re-

ferences to 'pilgrims' and the frequent repetition 

of demonic imagery for example--but runs into cer

tain difficulties, one of which can be seen from 

the following extract which comes after a discussion 
:-

22 Moseley, p. 31. 

23 W.L. Godshalk, "Kurtz as Diabolical Christ," 
Discourse 12, No.1 (Winter 1969), 101. 
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of the harlequin as Kurtz's "last disciple"; a dis

cussion which has equated fishermen (the original 

apostles) wi th sailors (the harlequin and Marlow): 

By themselves these references to disciple
ship might appear as a piece of inadver
tence or a wry but momentary jest; however, 
coupled with Marlow's description of 
Kurtz's death, the parallel with Christ is 
inescapable. Like Christ, Kurtz gives a 
final cry of desolation, "The ho.rror! The 
horror!" and at his· death, "It was as 
though a veil had been rent .. " The identi
fication of Kurtz as paradoxical Satan
Christ points to a deeper and more subtle24 
use of Christia~ ideology in the story. . 

This is n1eant to echo the passage "the veil of 

the temple was rent in twain" (Mark 15:38) which fol-

lows the death of Christ, but in building up his case, 

Godshalk has obscured the chronology of events in the 

instance of Kurtz. For the passage "it was as 

though a veil had been rent" precedes Kurtz's last 

cry and is used by Marlow to describe the effect of 

the change that comes over Kurtz's features. The 

use is p in fact, ambiguous since one cannot be sure 

whether the veil has been rent for Marlow (enabling 

him to see Kurtz as he really is) or for Kurtz 

(aware, at last, of his approaching death). It 

seems more likely to be the latter since it is Kurtz 

who has "that supreme moment of complete knowledge" 

(r, 149) that leads to the final cry. The possibil-

ity of a biblical allusion still remains but, clear-

ly, Godshalk's inaccurate chronology has spoilt his 

24 Godshalk, p. 103. 



case . 

. Other difficulties arise with the application 

of specific biblical verses to parts of the text. 

Godshalk quotes Mark 6: 8-- "And commanded them that 

they should take nothing for their journey save a 

staff only"--and appliesi t to Marlow's pilgrims, 

making them ironic inversions of the disciples. 25 

But Luke 9: 3 says, ".And he said unto them, Take 

21 

nothing for your journey, neither staves, nor scrip, 

nei ther bread, neither money • • • " and A. M. Hol-

lingsworth quotes this verse to apply to Christ's 

lower apostles since Marlow (in the eyes of his 

aunt) is "something like a lower apostle" who is 

"worthy of his hireo,,26 Luke 9:3, however, applies 

to the twelve disciples; the admonition to a further 

seventy (who would, presumably, be the lower 

apostles) appears in the following chapter of the 

Gospel from which "the labourer is worthy of his 

hire" comes (Luke 10:7), and this chapter prohibits 

the carrying of purse, 'Scrip and shoes but makes no 

mention of staves. Marlow is obviously being iron-

ical about the "pilgrims" and there is little doubt 

that his irony forms a link between the idealistic 

pretensions of Europe and the harsh reality of Africa, 

but conflicting Gospels (Mark 6:8 and Luke 9:3 both 

25 Godshalk, p. 101. 

26 A. M. Hollingsworth, "Freud, Conrad and the 
Future of an Illusion," Literature and Psychology, 5 
(Nov. 1955), p. 79. 
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apply to the twelve apostles) make specific biblical 

. reference a hazardous business. Just to add to the 

confusion, W.B. :Stein, who sees the work in the oon-

text of Mahayana Buddhism, comments of the pilgrims, 

"Specifically, they are inversions of the Bodhis

attvaand his staff. ,,27 In each of these cases the 

critic seems to have fallen into the dangers of 

over-specificationo Pilgrims have traditionally 

carried staves; it is the presence of the staves in 

fact that causes Marlow to call the agents 'pilgrims' 

in the first place. He refers to them as "faithless" 

from the beginning; thus to seek out a particular 

religious source is more likely to obscure than to 

elucidate a reasonably straightforward point. 

This identification process is taken still fur

ther by Stanley Renner, who sees the whole of "Heart 

of Darkness" as "an exercise in metaphorical Christ

ology, ,,28 though he prudently remarks that "It is 

not necessary for the parallel details to be identi

cal, or in the same order, for it to be true that in 

his rendering of Kurtz Conrad was contriving a sug

gestive parallel to the Christian Savior. ,,29 Renner 

allocates roles to characters, objects and incidents. 

Thus the voyage of the steamer becomes a "voyage of 

27 W. B. Stein, "'Heart of Darlmess I A Bodhis
attva Scenario," Conradiana 2, No. 2 (Winter 1969-70), 
46. 

28 Stanley William Renner, "Joseph Conrad and 
Victorian Religion," Diss. Univ. of Iowa 1970, p. 290. 

29 Renner, PP" 292-93. 
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historical criticism in search of the truth about 

Christ"; 30 the steamer itself represents science as 

opposed to the sailing ship which represents faith;31 

Kurtz's native woman represents primitive believers, 

the Intended, enlightened believers and the church;32 

Kurtz on the stretcher is compared to depictions of 

Christ on ivory crucifixes;33,Kurtz's room on the 

steamer is compared to Christ's tomb following a view 

that Christ was taken down alive from the cross;34 

the empty cabin Marlow finds is equated with the 

empty tomb and resurrection35_-the list is exhaust-

ive. Having considered whether the harlequin can be 

equated with St. Paul or st. Luke, Renner finally 

decides that he represents contemporary Russian 

literature that Conrad did not like. 36 The pattern 

having been set and the identification made, all 

facets of the story must be made to fit. But the 

effect of this identification is to diminish Kurtz 

as a character andl~Heart of Darkness" as a story. 

Renner's case, in fact, rests on Conrad's alleged 

absorption with scientific historical biblical 

30 Renner, p. 305. 

31 Ibid., p. 194. 

32 Ibid., pp. 340-42. 

33 Ibid., p. 298. 

34 Ibid., p. 323. 

35 Ibid., p. 324. 

36 Ibid., pp. 354-55. 



criticism and there is no evidence to suggest that 

he was·· so absorbed. This doubtful background thus 

comes to dominate any mpre direct and more easily 

proven sources, as well as leading to an arbitrary 

extension of religioU.s .l'8l}gua,K~. The comment of 
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the accountant--IIHe will be a somebody in the admin

istration before long. They, above--the Council in 

Europe, you know--mean him to be" (Y, 10)--is taken 

by Renner, together with Kurtz's tour of duty of 

three years, "to call to mind Christ, who also was 

sent from above to minister on earth for three years, 

after which he was to return above and be indeed a 

somebody in the administration. ,,31 But this is only 

likely to call to mind Christ if one's mind is al

ready on Christ and Renner fails to note that Marlow 

has also been recommended by the same people who 

sent Kurtz (Y, 19). He also overlooks the fact that 

the accountant has served "three terms of three 

years out there" (Y, 14) showing that three years is 

not necessarily a significant time but a standard 

term of appointment; indeed, Conrad himself was 

appointed 'for just such a period. 38 Marlow's refer-

ences to the Romans, Renner takes as a reminder of 

the times of Christ but in fact it was common 

31 . Renner, p. 294. 

38"TO Karol Zagorski," 22 May 1890, Letter 9, 
Conrad's Polish Background, ed. Zdzis~aw Najder, 
trans. HaIina carroll (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1964), po 211. 
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practice at the time to compare the situation in the 

Congo with that in Britain in Roman times. 39 To 

Renner the steamer means science but the ship Conrad 

sailed on in t~e Congo ~ a steaner (just as the 

Palestine ~ a sailing ship) and one Can hardly 

make a point about him not changing this autobio-

graphical fact. Undoubtedly, Kurtz has begun with 

fine ideals which, coming from Christian Europe, 

will inevitably bear resemblance to those of Christ; 

undeniably he is associated with devils and allows 

the natives to deify him. But if Kurtz is symbolic 

he is surely symbolic of every European's negative 

potential or, as L. Feder put sit, ." . • • the pot

ential hell in the heart of every man. ,,40 To narrow 

down the story (and Kurtz) to dwell within the con-

fines of a restrictive thesis is, in effect, to 

nullify the sense of universality that Conrad has 

brought to his tale. Identification inevitably 

tries to fix time and place, both of which are de-

liberately vague. 

The last of these Christ figures discovered by 

critics in Conrad's work is Axel Heyst; an inevit-

able choice, perhaps, since he saves a girl who is 

called Alma and Magdalen. Charles Walcutt, however, 

39 Some examples are given in Ruth Slade, ~g 
Leopold's Congo (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 19 , 
p. 68 and Norman Sherry, Conrad's Nestern World 
(London: cambridge Univ. Press, 1971), pp. 120-21. 

40 L. Feder, "Marlow's Descent into Hell," 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 9 (1955), po 2910 
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feels that his very name is enough to suggest the 

association, claiming that· "The Christian symbolism 

is boldly announced with the name of Heyst. However 

it might be pronounced in Swedi$h, it is certainly 

rhymed with Christ by an English-speaking reader. ,,41 

others, Meyer among them, endorse this line of rea-

soning, yet the "certainly" of Walcutt's statement 

is rather strong here since the name could just as 

easily be pronounced 'Haste' by an English-speaking 

reader (and often is). The Swedish pronunciation 

would seem to be Hayoost (which does not really help 

much).42 Heyst's very scepticism is also used to 

support the assertion: 

Yet the asceticism of the idea calls up 
images of religious commitment: Heyst is 
profoundly kind, gentle, cultivated, 
intellectual. With almost inexhaustible 
ambiguities and indirection he is identi
fied with Christ ••• not directly but 
obliquelyv He is perhaps a Christ of the 
modern world, the world in which the folly 
of action has been so powerfully demon
strated by both secular and religious 
atrocities that this thinking Christ would 
never undertake to save mankind by action 
or preachment., .An ironic version of Christ, 
then--ironic and tangential, and of course 
partial--in his total cow~itment to the 
ideal of doing no wrong. 

This commitment to identification leads Walcutt to 

41 Charles C. Walcutt, Man's Changing Mask,: 
Models and Methods of Characterisation in Fiction 
Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1971), p. 272. 

42 Swedish Simplified: .An Eas and Ra id Self 
Instructor, part London: Hugo's Language Institut~ 
n. de ), pp. 7-8. 

43 walcutt, p. 268. 
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some strange assertions, notably in'respect of Jones 

(identified as satan) when he recoils from Schom-

berg's mention of a woman: 

On the story level, the reaction shows 
Jones' abhorrence of women; on the sym
bolic level, it is the devil offended by 
lack of respect--and also perhaps recall
ing that the present forms of his angelic44 
followers are the hissing vipers in hell. 

But the image of a viper is produced by the narrator 
"-

to describe the effect of Schomberg's statement on 

Jones. It does not appear in the conversation 

between the two men, hence there is nothing for 

Jones to recall. Walcutt also runs into dif.ficulties 

with Wang who "is something of a puzzle in the 

Christian pattern" and concludes that "If there is a 

Christian ideal of service here, it is not really 

apparent and does not seem to enrich the theme. ,,45 

In other words, the pattern having been imposed, 

Conrad is now to be criticised for producing a char-

acter who does not fit into it. Walcutt cites 

Heyst's charity as an instance in which he is 

Christlike but the amount of Morrison's debt is not 

large and, in fact, it is Morrison's own charity--

his feeding of hungry villages with rice for no 

return--that is closer to the ideal. Davidson too 

proves to be charitable; if one is to follow this 

44 Walcutt, p. 275. 

45 Ibid., p. 275. 
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line of criticism, the connotations'of his name (son 

of David) could lead to similar speculations. 46 

The biblical allusions in Victory are many and 

varied--travelling the whole gambit of Eden, the 

Deluge, Christ and the Apocalypse--and indeed could 

act as a trap for those critics who must identify 

characters with archetypes. Berman is one of these 

who seems to get into a thorough muddle with his 

list of correspondences: 

It is not difficult to discover the one
to-one correspondences; indeed it is too 
easy, as the characters themselves rea
lize: Heyst (whose name rhymes with 
Christ )--Adam ("There must be a lot of the 
original Adam in me"); Lena--Mary Magdal
ene ("I am not what they call a good 
girl"); Jones-- satan ("an insolent spe~7re 
on leave from Hades"); Samburan--Eden. 

Thus we have Adam and Mary Magdalene facing satan in 

Eden. Similar confusion comes from Richard E. 

Butler who talks of "Satanic Jones" and '.iChrist-like 

Heyst" and thinks of Lena as the "devout worshipper 

of Heyst (her Christ)" being tempted by the snake 

(Ricardo), with Davidson as a "sort of wandering 

Jew. ,,48 This last interpretation, which reads a 

little like a biblical mixed grill, highlights the 

46 Since these words were written, just such a 
speculation has come to light in Dennis M. Walsh, 
"Christian Allusion in the Fiction of Joseph Conrad," 
DISS. Univ. of Notre Dame 1973, p. 182. 

47 Berman, p. 173. 

48 Richard E. Butler, "Jungian and Oriental 
Symbolism in Joseph Conrad's Victory," Conradi ana, 3, 
No.2 (1971-72), 48-50. 
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dangers of seeking archetypes to label. Not the 

least of the comments that can be made is that there 

are no signs that Lena is ever tempted by Ricardo 

whom she understands perfectly. If he is the "viper 

in her paradise," he is there as potential destroyer 

not as tempter. Heyst (presumably) is an ironic 

Christ because he saves two people only for the re

cipients (Morrison and Lena) to die as a result of 

their gratitude, but he also has affinities to Adam 

and speaks of himself as a "man of the last hourI! 

(y, 359). Little wonder, then, that critics who 

insist on labelling characters have become confused 

and have fallen back on such terJls as "an inverted 

parallel, ,,49 or "mirror image, ,,50 though) whilst the 

first of these critics is talking about Christ and 

Mary Magdalene, the second is talking of Adam and 

Eden. 

iii. The Fall 

Identification, therefore, leads to confusion, 

principally because it is assumed that the original 

story to which allusion has been made must either be 

reproduced, parodied or inverted in some way. This 

practice leads to some curious speculations in The 

49 Andreach, p. 96. 

50 Sam Bluefest, "Samburan: Conrad I s Mirror 
Image of Eden," conradiana) 1, No. 3 (1969), 90. 
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Nigger of the "Narcissus". Leo Gurko thinks that 

"Captain Allistoun and his officers, Baker and 

Creighton suggest God and his loyal angelic entourage; 

their initials, A,BfC, point to the beginning of 

things, ,,51 but one could say the same for Archie, 

Belfast and Charley. Gurko is one of a number of 

critics who see the pattern of the Fall in the novel, 

though few of them are as detailed in their equa-

tions as W.R. Martin, who regards Wait's dignified 

entrance and bearing and the likening of the black 

man to a "sick tyrant" and a "hated prince" as evid-

ence to cast Wait as satan. The crew, he equates 

wi th fallen man and Allistoun with God and he follows 

these parts through to liken the captain's calling 

out of Donkin to God's calling for Adam. He notes 

that, like Adam, Donkin get s a "bad di scharge" and 

comments on Allistoun's lack of knowledge of the 

prayer book that "God does not know how to pray. ,,52 

No-one would deny that demonic images cluster around 

Wait but identification here is not only too simplis-

tic; it leads, as in Martin's case, to obvious 

absurdities. Is Donkin to be equated with Adam for 

example? It would follow from Martin's equations. 

And how can the novel be said to contain the pattern 

of the Fall when the indications are that life for 

most of the crew is very much the same at the end of 

51 Gurka, p. 72. 

52 W.R. Martin, "The captain of the Narci ssus, " 
En~lish Studies in Africa 6 (1963), 196. 
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the woyage as it was in the beginning? Wait has been 

an incident, not aturaing point. 

This pattern of the Fall is one that critics 

commonly see in Conrad's work. Paul Wiley sees him 

as employing "central allegorical themes of Fall and 

lost Eden, "53 and particularly applies this to An Out-

cast of the Islands, which he sees as "a transference 

of the themes. of Paradise Lost to a tropical setting" 

when the Men created by Lingard is destroyed by Will

ems through his passion for fissa. 54 Wiley argues: "By 

this treachery the forces of disorder enter Lingard's 

world and destroy his rule. Since excess of passion 

motivates Willems' dealings with an infernal host in 

the Arabs and their leader, Abdulla, the pla-t of the 

novel contains parallels with the story of the Fall 

of Man. "55 But the "forces of disorder" were already 

present in Sambir (in the figures of Lakamba and 

Babalatchi), the Arabs are not described by Conrad as 

being infernal (they are a "hellish crowd." to Al-
", - . 

mayer, L 01, 164) but, in his turn,he. is a "friend of 

Satan" t~'them [21, 11~} and Wiley's subsequent asser

tion that the meeting of the chiefs with Abdulla re

calls the debate in hell in the Second Book of Para-

diae Lost is not borne out by a comparison of the 

texts. There is more to support the likening of Lin

gard to God giving judgment. later in the book since 

53 Paul L. Wiley, Conrad's Measure of Man, (1954; 
rpt. New York: Gordian Press, 1970), p. 209. 

54 Wiley, p. 39. 55 Ibid., p. 40. 
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the text specifically connects his mood with that of 

the storm brewing overhead,but again the instance is 

hardly sufficient for an overall pattern. Moreover, 

on this basis Lingard could also be equated with the 

devil since on two occasions it is revealed that Al-

mayer has "sold himself" to him (01, 91, 300). 

Wiley does not consider "II Conde" among his 

"Fall" patterns (though he applies the pattern to 

most of the novels) but John Howard Wills is quick 

to remedy the deficiency and decide that the unfort

unatecount's experience is an allegory of the Fall 

and expulsion from Eden. This conclusion is made on 

the basis of the pleasant gardens of the Villa 

Nazionale (Eden) and the aural symbolism of the music 

which ends with a crash (as of a gate) when the young 

man holds him at knife point. 56 The article also 

gives (as alternative allegories) those of Red Riding 

Hood and the Wolf and later the "Ivory Tower" myth of 

fin de si~cle literatureo Thus it is not even neces-

sary to produce - religious terms for an archetyp.al 

critic to apply a pattern (or, in this case, three 

at once). 

This is not to deny that Conrad does allude to 

the Fall at times; sometimes very directly (such as 

in "The Return"). But even the more explicit refer

ences do not denote a complete pattern or a need to 

delineate roles. And if the pattern does exist in 

56 John Howard Wills, "Adam, Axel and II Conde," 
Modern Fiction studies,1 (Feb. 1955), 22-23. 



33 

one particular work, that is no guarantee that it 

must inhabit others. 

iv. Names and Numbers 

Names and numbers are a frequent starting point 

for allegorical associations, especially in "Youth." 

John Howard Wills sees an irony in the change of 

name!'from .historical Sissie to fictional Celestial 

and feels that Conrad was "through her, revealing the 

true nature of the heavenly cities, which Western men, 

from biblical times onward, have desperately struggl

ed to attain. ,,57 William Bonney also uses names to 

~~tect a crisis of faith: 

• • • in the destruction of the Judea, a 
vessel which to Marlow seems like "The old 
village church at home" (y, 18), whose 
motto is "Do or Dietl whose captain is a 
feeble and incompetent Beard, steward an 
aged Abraham, and mate "Mann" himself, 
there is figured forth the de~~se of Judeo
Christian linear metaphysics. 

Norman Sherry's investigations reveal that the cap

tain of the Palestine was captain Elijah Beard, but 

this thoroughly biblical name becomes the more neu

tral "John" in "Youth. ,,59 The mate's surname, like 

57 John Howard Wills, "A Neglected Masterpiece: 
Conrad's 'Youth,'" Texas Studies in Language and 
Literature, 4 (1962-63), 600. 

58 William W. Bonney, "Eastern Logic Under My 
Western Eyes: Conrad, Schopenhauer and the Orient," 
Conradiana 10 (1978), 244-45. 

59 Norman Sherry, Conrad's Eastern World (London: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1966), p. 17. 
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the captain's, remains unchanged. The pilot's name 

(Jermyn in "Youth") is connected with "German" bi bli

cal criticism by Renner and "Jeremiah" the prophet 

by James W. Matthews;60 the original name remaining 

unknown. These last two critics both see significance 

in the change of the name from Palestine to Judea 

(though Matthews seems to think she was called Jerus

ale~61 Matthews talks of the significance of the 

number I'three " in the story--ci ting such examples as 

the number of times the light is out for the Celestial 

and the fact that the storm in the Atlantic abates on 

the third day which he sees as a false resurrection. 62 

Renner speaks of the "flames of skepticism" arising 

from the metaphorical combustion which denotes loss 

of faith. 63 Both critics refer to the scene where, 

having prepared the lifeboats, Marlow returns to the 

ship to find the captain asleep and the cre~ enjoying 

their "last meal aboard" (y, 32-33), as a possible 

parody of the Last Supper, the ship's complement being 

thirteen. 64 Since two of the crew remain in the life-

boat Marlow has just left, however (y, 31), there are 

numerical objections to this last interpretation, and 

it is pertinent to remember that there were actually 

60 Renner, p. 256; James W. Matthews, "Ironic 
Symbolism in Conrad's 'Youth I," Studies in Short 
Fiction,XI;2 (Spring 1974), 121. 

61 Matthews, p. 121. 

62 Ibid., p. 120. 

63 Renner, p. 261. 

64 Matthews, p. 123; Renner, p. 263. 
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thirteen hands on board the historical Palestine. 65 

In the circumstances it is surprising that nothing 

was made of the fact that the fire goes out on the 

Judea on a Friday and the ship blows up on the Sun-

day (!, 22); an obvious temptation for critic s 

seeking biblical parallels (another false resurrec

tion perhaps), especially since, historically, the 

fire would have gone out on a Monday and the ship 

blown up on a Wednesday (March 12 and 14 of 1883).66 

This is not to suggest that the names in "Youth" 

are not important but in assessing the extent of 

their importance it seems pertinent to consider in 

whose eyes they achieve this status (the youthful 

Marlow) and why (his romantic illusions). One of 

these illusions is the reality of names. Bangkok is 

a "blessed name" (Y, 15), so too is Java (I, 36) and 

these are explained by Matthews as indicating the 

"allurement of the East" and "the human desire to 

return to the so urce of life"; 67 interpretations 

which are followed by the claim that "The East has 

a further symbolic attraction in that it is the 

origin of the great religions of the world. ,,68 But 

the origin of the Judeo-Christian religion is surely 

not in Bangkok or Java; geographical manipulation 

65 Sherry, Conrad's Eastern World, p. 297. 

66 Ibid., R. 298. 

67 Matthews, p. 119. 

68 Ibid. 
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notwithstanding, these names will not fit in to the 

religious framework he has erected. Taken as a whole, 

the names in "Youth" can be said to illustrate the 

romantic illusions of Marlow as a youth; they are 

emblems of these illusions, in a way. To seek signi-

ficance in names and numbers in the way that Matthews 

does is not only to diminish (almost to ignore) the 

fact of the historical voyage and its details but 

also to distort certain elements which fit less con-

veniently into the pattern. Ian Watt comments of 

this sort of practice that it "is surely to emphasize 

novelty at the expense of truth; and the literary 

effect of such interpretation is to reduce what Con

rad actually created to a mere illustration. ,,69 

There are thus numerous pitfalls awaiting the 

critic who takes names and numbers as a key to his 

interpretation. The number three is particularly 

popular as having special Christian overtones. Jim's 

trial lasts for three days, his imprisonment in the 

Rajah's stockade lasts for three days (LJ, 249) and 

his reign in patusan for three years (LJ, 367) but an 

analysis of the frequency of numbers in the book gives 

the following results which cannot be said to have 

significance: two-183 times, three--73 times, four--

34 times, five--21 times, six~~24 times, seven and 

eight--12 times and nine--three times. 70 Three days 

69 Watt, "Conrad Criticism," p. 273. 

70 James W. Parins et al,A Concordance to Con
rad's Lord Jim (New York: Garland, 1976), pp. 151-82. 
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and three years have significance in the story of 

Christ, but how does one tell when a three carries 

Christian overtones and when it is just a three? In 

the early pages of "The End of the Tether," it is 

disclosed that Whalley has been captain of the Sof

ala "for the last three years only" (I, 166) and 

this is quickly followed by a reference to "the three 

palms of the next port of call" (I, 167). It would 

be tempting to treat this as an allusion to the end 

of Christ's mission and to suggest that these details 

indicate that Whalley is nearing the end of his term 

of office and approaching his calvary. The Sofala 

remains in port for three days, however (I, 167), 

also significant in a Christian sense) but there would 

be obvious folly in. attempting to see resurrection 

possibilities here. Moreover, three palms are also 

mentiOned at the conclusion of "The Planter of Mal-

ata" (WT, 72) but if they are echoes of Calvary there, 

it must simply be as an ominous portent for the pro

tagonist;. certainly not an indication of a Christ-

like figure or Christian pattern. 

v. A Sample, I: R.J. Andreach, The Slain and Resur
rected God 

Patterns can sometimes dominate an entire book 

and this happens with Andreach's The Slain and Resur

rected God which considers the works of both Conrad 

and Ford as attempts to recreate the Christian myth. 

Andreach maintains that within Conrad's work the 
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heroine appears as an agent of redemption for the 

male who will turn to her. Where there is no woman 

(as in "The Secret Sharer") a feminine landscape 

(~Xoh-ring with its two hills and a low point) serves 

the purpose. 71 This leads Andreach to some unusual 

assertions. One can accept that Decoud meets his end 

because he turns away from Antonia and that redemp

tion (in a sense) would have been his had he kept 

faith in her, but it is difficult to agree with An-

dreach I s other assertion that Decoud "scorns" the 

1Ti:tt'gt.i.l1ru. mystery" of the Great Isabel "by burying 

his silver in her" (the Great Isabel being a femin

ine landscape). 72 

In fact Andreach exemplifies one of the dangers 

facing the critic who builds up an archetypal inter~ 

pretation of Conrad's novels on the basis of rel

igious·laflguage. Having decided that "Heart of Dark

ness" "delineates the archetypal pattern he continued 

to refine throughout his career,,73 --the pattern of 

separation--initiation--return undertaken by the 

mythic quester--he attempts to fit most of the Con

radian canon into this one pattern (with its saving 

qualification of refinement) together with the insti-

tution of the redemptive heroine. In "Heart of 

71 Andreach, pp. 43-44. 

72 Ibid. , p. 70. 

73 Ibid. , p. 44. 
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Darlmess" itself, this leads him to the following 

statement: "Once inside, the temptation to be Kurtz, 

to destroy her belief in her fiance and to be her 

man-god, became more vividly alive every moment of 

their conversation because she presented herself to 

him as the Russian had to his master. • • 0 He could 

have captured her soul. ,,74 Quite how destroying the 

Intended's illusions about Kurtz would have made 

Marlow her II man-god " is never quite explained and, 

indeed, seems more appropriate to the declared 

temptation of Razumov towards Natalia Haldin in Under 

Western Eyes. 

Andreach's theory of the role of the heroine 

is more supportable at some times than at others. 

One can accept Emilia Gould as a redemptive agent 

for Dr. Monygham and also see reasons to support the 

extension of this role to Natalia and Lena. Speaking 

of Victory, Andreach argues: 

In his eyes he sees reflected his soul, the 
center, the source of his religious and 
moral life. Since the Conradian heroine 
progressively becomes a figure of Mary, 
there develops in the fiction the suggest
ion that the concealed reality may be 
Christ, the slain and resurrected god of 
the Western tradition, the 19urce of redem
ption in the hero himself. " 

Thus, "Since Razumov sees in Natalia's eyes both his 

potential for betrayal and his potential for love and 

74 Andreach, p. 48. 

75 Ibid., p. 77. 
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self-sacrifice, the suggestion is that he sees in her 

eyes both the potential satan and the potential Christ 

within himself. n76 But though this position might be 

defensible here, when applied elsewhere it seems less 

apt. Becoming absorbed in Rita almost proves fatal to 

M. George and a similar obsession with Edith Travers 

(whom Andreach connects with Dante's Beatrice on the 

grounds that Conrad had originally thought of naming 

the character Beatrix),77 brings disaster to Lingard 

(which may be why Andreach has earlier decided that 

this was "an abortive attempt to create a medieval 

Beatrice'I). 78 He also claims that nConrad progressively 

suggests in his fiction a nineteenth-century Beatrice, 

a woman who when she unveils herself allows the male 

a glimpse into his own concealed reality. ,,79 The hero

ine thus becomes both Mary and Beatrice. The con

nection of-Emilia Gould with Mary is made explicit in 

Nostromo by her association with the statue of the 

Virgin in the Casa Gould but Lena is connected more 

with the other Mary (Magdalen); there is no evidence 

to associate Natalia with the Virgin (she is Andreach's 

prime Beatrice figure though there is no real reason 

to make that association either), and one can hardly 

76 Andreach, p. 92. 

77 Ibid. , p. 63. 

78 Ibid. , p. 24. 

79 Ibid. 
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accept Winnie Verloc, Flora de Barral, Rita de Last

aola, Edith Travers or Arlette in either role. Where 

then (one may ask) are these progressively developing 

Mary and/or Beatrice figures? Emilia Gould does not 

inhabit all of Conrad's work. 

This see;ns to be a prime example of the o.ver

extension of a model--in this case allowing one novel 

or one character to set a pattern for the whole 

canon. This practice is at its most evident in his 

assessment of The Secret Agent. This novel contains 

many mythic echoes but it is surely going too far to 

say of Verloc's return from the Embassy that "he does 

not return a transformed questor reborn into life" 

and to assert that Verloc "completes the tripartite 

archetypal pattern without completing the mythic 

journey. ,,80 Again it is the use of religious termin-

ology--in this case "the path of his morning pilgrim

age" (SA, 37)-that helps to form this conclusion but 

the use of "pilgrimage" here is surely to emphasise 

the extent of Verloc's devotion to his position as 

agent, not to suggest an archetypal pattern. But the 

pattern having been set (more by Andreach than by 

Conrad) the characters must adhere to it. Thus Ver

loc becomes "the archetypal slain god against his 

wishes; he achieves his destiny without realising 

it.,,81 Not content with deifying Verloc (whose only 

80 Andreach, p. 80. 

81 Ibid., p. 81. 
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claim to this rank would be the religious terms used 

to describe the way he is regarded by Stevie), And

reach similarly elevates Winnie's brother. Andreach 

(and Claire Rosenfield too) think that the descrip-

tion of Stevie's beard "a growth of thin fluffy 

hair" which "had come to blur, like a golden mist, 

. the sharp, line of his small lower jaw". (SA, 10). is 

suggestive of a god. Later, he comments assertively: 

No matter what he is meant to suggest, though, 

Stevie remains the archetypal slain and resurrected 

god. ,,82 

Andreach also finds another quester in the 

Assistant-Commissioner, who descends into the under-

world ttto the feminine triangle, through which the 

hero must pass to approach the mystery of the circle. 

He does not complete the quest .• ~ • But his jour-

ney takes the reader to Stevie's resurrection in 

Chapter VIII. ,,83 To regard a Conradian time-shift as 

a "resurrection" is an example of the wayan arc he-

typal approach can be over-extended. For if one re

gards Stevie as "resurrected" in Chapter VIII, he has 

only returned to die again in Chapter IX. On this 

basis there would be many resurrections in the Con-

radian canon. 

Andreach makes a similar assertion about Winnie 

to the one he made about Stevie; "No matter what she 

is meant to suggest, though, Winnie remains the 

82 Andreach, p. 115. 

83 Ibid., p. 820 
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archetypal virgin-mother who offers her brother-son 

to mankind. ,,84. Reference to Winnie as virginal when 

the descriptions of her stress her sensuality seems 

singularly inapt, and if Verloc's selling of porno

graphy "makes a sacred IJiystery familiar, ,,85 it must 

be remembered that Winnie, with her unwillingness to 

look deeply into things, is aiding and abetting her 

husband in the act. 

At this stage it might be as well not to dis

count completely all the results of archetypal 

criticism. In Andreach's case, the interesting 

Points he makes tend to become submerged beneath a 

welter of dubiously supported speculation, but it 

would be inaccurate to assert a total absence of 

archetypes and myths from Conrad's novels. Undoubt-

edly there are many there, biblical and otherwise, 
\ 

but to assume a pattern is to come close to allegor

ising what may not be allegorical, which can lead to 

the kind of absurdities C.T. Watts points out in 

considering R.O. Evanff attempt to equate the charac

ters of "Heart of Darkness" with those of Dante's 
. 86 
Inferno. At what point, then, can it be said that 

the archetypal critic is out of bounds? 

84 Andreach, p. 116. 

85 Ibid., p. 85. 

86 Cedric Watts, Conrad's 'Heart of Darkness': 
A Critical and Contextual Discussion (Milano: Mursia 
Internation81, 1977), pp. 58-59. 



vi. A sample) II: Claire Rosenfield, Paradise of 
Snakes 

Any answer to this question will naturally 

differ from individual to individual but, as an 
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attempt, an assessment of Claire Rosenfield's Para-

dise of Snakes may assist. The book is sub-titled 

An Archetypal Analysis of Conrad' s Political Novels, 

focussing on Nostromo, The Secret Agent and Under 

Western Eyes. An early comment on Nostromo could 

act as a starting point: 

To extend this distinction between history 
and tradition, one need only relate both 
to the concepts of a perfect and of a fall
en world. Sulaco, though it s orange groves 
and isolation suggest Eden, is very aiffer
ent from our conception of paradise. It is 
inextricably part of the fallen world. 
Though most of its people are very primi
tive, a decadent Spanish aristocracy exists 
to remind us that the equality of Eden has 
long since been forgotten. Or perhaps we 
might say that this is a microcosm of the 
fallen world, possessing within its natural 
barriers all sorts of evil. The Golfo 
Placido which leads to it grows so dark 
that it hides from the "eye of God Himself" 
the work of man's hand. Although the "lux
uriant beauty of the orange gardens bears 
wi tness to its [Sulaco' sJ anti qui ty," al
though it had once found "inviolable sanc
tuary from the trading world," thi~7para
disiacal state could not continue. 

In the passage preceding this, Rosenfield has assert

ed that "Everything which surrounds the treasure--

superstitions, guardians, landscape, images used to 

87 Claire Rosenfield, Paradise of Snakes: An 
Archetypal Analysis of Conrad's Political Novels 
(Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1967), p. 50. 
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describe it or link it with the natural world--re-

veals figurations which have existed in folklore, 

fairy tale, myth, and legend. ,,88 That, one can accept 

fairly easily. With the passage under discussion, 

however, it is not so clear. Orange groves and iso

lation are not enough to suggest Eden and, surely, if 

one is to accept the notion of a Fall, every novel 

must inevitably be concerned with a fallen world. 

Every novel must also deal with inequalities; the 

existence of a privileged class will only give re

minders of the "equality of Eden" if Eden is one's 

starting point and all things are being regarded in 

relationship to it. There is a difference,. too, 

between a sanctuary and a paradise. Bliss is not a 

pre-requisite of a sanctuary; the place is little 

more than a denial of threatening negative forces. 

Paradise, on the other hand, is wholly positive in 

connotation and bliss is a pre-requisite here. Life 

has never been anything but hard for most of the in

habitants of Sulaco; they have never existed in a 

state of bliss. The city has been a sanctuary sim

ply because conditions could have been much worse 

had Sulaco's relative lack of importance not caused 

most revolutionary activity to take place elsewhere. 

Such an analysis may act as a key to determining 

admissible and nofradmissible assertions--in other 

words the starting point for interpretation should 

always be the novel which will suggest the myth rather 

88 Rosenfield, p. 50. 
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than working from the myth to the novel. Rosenfield, 

consequently, seems on much firmer ground when dis-

cussing the "paradise of snakes," Don Pepe' s term for 

'" the San Tome gorge. To think of Genesis at this stage 

is clearly admissible and whether one agrees that 

"Conrad presents a demonic paradise, a parody of the 

Eden of Genesis" or that the Goulds are "the Adam and 

Eve who first yield to the temptations of power,1I89 

the interpretation has the text as its starting point. 

One has to decide on the purpose of the allusion, 

thoug~ before allocating mythical roles. "Paradi se of 

Snakes" indicates a place of destructive temptations 

and one can hardly argue with Rosenfield that it is 

ominously prophetic. But Emilia Gould is an unlikely 

Eve figure, and Rosenfield's assertion that the 

"jumbled and tangled natural setting •.• represents 

the irrational of the individual or the prehistory of 

the new race born of material interests" is really 

the kind·of statement one has to either take or 

leave. 90 The starting point--a tangled wilderness--is 

so general and so common that almost any application 

of it could still seem valid. It could, for example, 

reflect the inextricable coils of materialism into 

which Charles Gould is about to stumble; not prehis-

toric but prophetic, in other words. One criterion 

for acceptance must be the extent to which the inter-

89 Rosenfield, p. 51. 

90 Ibid. 
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pretation supports the theme and, in this case, any 

number of interpretations would do that. 

Holroyd as "a kind of God figure" is not unrea

sonable given the financier's pretensions, though one 

fails to see how the financier distributing his time 

"wi th regard to geographical importance" can be lik

ened to "God dispensing justice to humanity. ,,91 The 

association of Emilia with the Virgin Mary is more 

acceptable since it arises explicitly from the text 

but one stops short on the statement that Nostromo's 

early life "is a parody of the characteristics which 

otto Rank and, after him, Lord Raglan, assign to the 

hero myth." The danger here is that "parody tI could 

be a rescue word for an interpretation which doeanot 

really fit. Rosenfield feels that "The exposure myth 

whereby the elected infant child, born in unusual 

circumstances, is committed to the waves by the man 

who represents the father in authority if not in fact, 

is here in changed form," by Nostromo' s fleeing from 

a cruel relative "acro ss the traditional body of 

water to a strange land. ,,92 She also applies this 

"expo sure myth" to Stevie in The Secret Agent, to

gether with the requisite authorities (whom Conrad 

would not have known): 

His family ties are equally a perversion of 
the pattern which is part of the composite 
myth of the hero as described by otto Rank, 
Jung, or Joseph Campbell. The hostile 
parent who, because of a prophetic threat 

91 Rosenfield, p. 53. 

92 Ibid., p. 59. 
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to his power, sets the elected hero adrift 
in a basket or cask becomes in this novel 
an irascible brewer with a tendency to 9~e, 
assail closed doors, and fling objects. 

There is surely no "prophetic threat" to the father's 

power here; certainly not from a "slobbering idjut" 

(SA, 242), as the father describes Stevie. Rosenfield 

goes on, however, to cite Winnie as "the. equivalent of 

the stepmother of the exposure myth," and sees the 

same background for Razumov whose father "does not 

abandon his son to the wilds of the forest or to the 

deep se,aj rather he simply dismisses him to all of 

Russia." In Razumov's case, the "emotionless entity" 

of Russia "is the eqUivalent of the stepmother of the 

exposure myth of the abandoned hero. ,,94 These are 

examples, it would seem, of the text being forced to 

fit the myth rather than the myth being suggested by 

the text. One has, after all, to look no further 

than Conrad's own life to see an orphan going away 

across· JJthe traditional body of water." The myth in 

Nostromo is "in changed form"; in The Secret Agent it 

is "a perversion of the pattern;' in Under Western 

Eyes "the equivalent of . . . " Rosenfield runs into 

particular difficulties of this kind when discussing 

Linda Viola as "the reward for the hero's victory 

• the beautiful w'oman at once mother, virgin, • • 

93 Rosenfield, p. 105. 

94 Ibid., p. 132. 
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But this role is traditionally filled by 
the blond woman, the innocent, the repre
sentative of the world of reason. Accord
ing to Mario Praz, the dark woman is 
usually the temptress, the vampire, the 
creature who, whether through her own 
volition or because of something beyond 
her control, has a pact with the devil for 
the destruction of the hero. And Linda 

. does partake of this irrationality. She 
is passionate rather than submissive. 
When she suspects Giselle's duplicity, she 
behaves like a vampire; she flings "her
self upon the chair in which her indolent 
sister was lying and impressed the mark of 
her teeth at the base of the whitest neck 
in Sulaco." Yet with typical Conradian 95 
irony the pattern is again reversed. 

It is reversed, apparently, because Linda, as well as 

being capable of depths of emotion, is also the light

house keeper. But for the pattern to become reversed, 

Giselle would have to become vampirish and Linda in

nocent. It is not so much that the pattern is revers-

ed; it plainly does not fit and again this is because 

the myth has been the starting point, not the novel. 

By such reasoning any dark heroine who is treacherous 

fulfils the mythic pattern; any dark heroine who is 

true simply reverses it. One way or another the arch

etypal critic has his way, but in doing so spoils his 

case. 

It is often such little details, arising, it 

seems, from the compulsion to complete the pattern, 

that are the least acceptable. In her discussion of 

The Secret .Agent, these tend to devalue the larger 

insights, some of which are quite interesting. Does 

95 Rosenfield, pp. 71-72. 
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the description of the Professor's india-rubber tube 

as a "slender brown worm" really recall to the reader 

the snake of Eden "responsible for mankind's loss of 

a timeless and incorruptible world;' for example?96 It 

does if one is looking at things from a "snake in 

Eden" Point of view, but it would not to a reader less 

genesis-orientedo Similarly the catherine wheels set 

off by Stevie do not generally recall the martyrdom 

of st. Catherine as Rosenfield suggests but are re

garded simply as an ordinary (and very common) fire

work. 91 After all, the catherine wheels are accompan

ied by "a set of fierce rockets" and "loudly exploding 

squibs" and are not specially highlighted (SA, 9). On 

the other hand, there is something to be said for the 

assertion that Ossipon's seeing of snakes when Winnie 

holds on to his legs is evocative of Eden since the 

connexion of snakes and woman would generally bring 

this to mind. The fact that the comparison is made by 

the ultra-scientific Ossipon simply adds to the irony. 

One problem Rosenfield. faces is the question of 

Conrad's intentions, and she admits that "Conrad him

self would have been the first to question any criti

cal statement which categorically asserted that he was 

consciously employing archetypal patterns. ,,98 She also 

claims that "the symbolic and archetypal become mean

ingless if we ignore the literal description of the 

96 Rosenfield, pp. 83-84. 

91 Ibid., pp. 89-90. 

98 Ibid., p. 91. 
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ci ty. ,,99 Her comments that London's' topography resem

bles the classical labyrinth and that the city's 

primary characteristics are confusion and irration-

ality are reasonable enough since they can be support-

ed by the text. Her comments that water is tradition-

ally a symbol of life and rebirth but here appears 

only with negative connotations is similarly support-

able •. But Rosenfield then descends through degrees of 

metaphor--London as monster; monster as Satan, the 

serpent; satan as leviathan (the fallen world into 

which Adam fell); leviathan as sea-monster; sea-mon-

ster as the sea--and quotes Northrop Frye's assertion 

that "as the leviathan, in his aspect as the fallen 

world, contains all forms of life imprisoned within 

himself, so as the sea he contains the imprisoned 

life-giving rain waters whose coming marks the 

. ,,100 Sh al t F . d' t . th sprlng. e so quo es rye as ln lca lng e 

applicability of "a dark winding labyrinth for the 

monster's belly, ,,101 and then goes on to claim that 

this is "an assertion which the myths of the Mino-

102 taur and Jonah support." But the minotaur dwelt 

within the labyrinth (not vice-versa) and the Bible 

gi¥es no indication of a labyrinth within the great 

fish that swallows Jonah. Speaking of the leviathan, 

Frye claims that, "as denizens of his belly, there-

99 Rosenfield, p. 91. 

100 Frye, pp. 1~1-92; Rosenfield, p. 98. 

101 Frye, p. 190; Rosenfield, po 97. 

102 Rosenfield, p. 97. 
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. 103 fore, we are also metaphorically under water." 

This, of course, is Frye's interpretation; we have 

no way of knowing it was Conrad's. Rosenfield uses 

it to interpret the negative dampness of the city 

and the abundance of fish imagery, much of which is 

incited by Sir Ethelred's bill for the Nationaliza-

tion of Fisheries. This kind of metaphorical pro

gress is perhaps not too fanciful i~ one can regard 

London as a kind of earthly hell (a demonic city); 

certainly it is described as "the enormous town 

slUmbering monstrously on a carpet of mud under a 

veil of raw mist" (SA, 300). There is, therefore, 

some textual basis to the assertion which does seem 

to support the theme. The same can be said of the 

last cab ride, whose mythical connotations are clear

ly hinted at in the novel. Thus, to equate the cab 

with the ferry boat to Hades is supportable not only 

from the death imagery that surrounds both the veh-

icle and its destination but also from the context 

(Winnie's mother is being taken on her last living 

journey to the place where she will die). To see the 

Assistant-commissioner as one who "more than any 

other character, resembles the traditional quest-hero" 

is not so clear. His journey to Brett Street is seen 

as a journey to the underworld--the ferry being a 

hansom cab--though since London as a whole is seen in 

Rosenfield's eyes as a kind of "modern underworld" it 

could be claimed that the Assistant-commissioner is 

103 Frye, p. 191; Rosenfield, p. 98. 
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already in residence there and is not, therefore, go

ing "across the threshold of one world into another. ,,104 

There is certainly a dream-like atmosphere to the 

journey but one questions the assertion that his get-

ting Ita little splashed" represents a baptism. 105 

vii. Conclusion 

Rosenfield goes on to apply this kind of treat-

rnent to Under __ western Eyes, again with varying de

grees of acceptability and otherwise. Archetypal 

criticism is sometimes valid, therefore, though it 

seems more effective when evoking a general back-

ground reference than when it attempts to take a 

specific piece of action and slot it into a particu

lar archetype. Frye's book (to which most arche

typal critics hearken) is, in some respects, a 

collation of categories into which literature may be 

confidently placed. The list is so exhaustive that 

a work of literature can hardly avoid coming within 

its headings under one form or another. The arche-

typal critic must beware, therefore, lest he achieve 

little more than an identification of type and the 

temptations and pitfalls of this approach are bound 

to be accentuated by an author's use of a religious 

lexis. The foregoing analysis has yielded the fol

lowing practices that can be labelled as unacceptable 

104 Rosenfield, p. 99. 

105 Ibid., p. 100. 
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or dubious: 

1) the supporting of a possible allusion with 

evidence that cannot really be connected 

with that allusion (e.g. Andreach's asser

tion that Yanko Goorall' s being "a creature 

of the woods and trees" helps to link him 

wi th Christ); 

2) the assertion that an allusion connecting a 

certain character with a religious or myth

ological figure indicates an identification 

of the character with the figure by the 

author rather than indicating the extent of 

that character's pretensions or aspirations 

(e.g. Moseley's reading of Lord Jim as 

/ archetypal Christ); 

3) the assumption that a religious reference 

of a general nature can be elucidated by 

producing a specific scriptural source (e.g. 

the opinions of Godshalk, Hollingsworth and 

Stein on the significance of the pilgrims' 

staves in "Heart of Darlmess"); 

4) the mis-application of a scriptural source 

(e.g. Hollingsworth's citing of Luke 9:3 to 

apply to "lower apostles"); 

5) the disregarding of undoubted autobiograph

ical elements of a work (e.g. the symbolism 

of steam and sail in "Heart of Darkness" 

and "Youth" and many other elements of Ren

ner's thesis); 
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6) the disregarding of aspects of the text un

favourable to an archetypal thesis (e.g. 

Renner's failure to note that Marlow has 

been specially recommended by the sa~e 

people who sent' Kurtz and that the Account

ant has also been appointed for terms of 

three years); 

7) inattention to the source of an image or 

allusion within the text (e.g. Walcutt's 

assumption that Mr. Jones is aware of the 

simile of the wriggling viper which is, in 

fact, invented by a narrator, not in attend

ance as a character); 

8) the determination to fit each character into 

a pattern decided upon by the critic and to 

blame the author for any difficulties in 

casting (e.g. Walcutt's puzzlement over 

Wang and Andreach' s feeling that Edith Tra

vers represents 'an abortive attempt to cre

ate a Beatrice figure); 

9) the assumption that suggestive na~es and 

numbers must indicate an allegory (e.g. 

Matthews and "Youth"); 

10) the application of the pattern of a novel 

and the attitude of one character to the rest 

of the Conradian canon (e.g. Andreach and his 

Mary/Beatrice figures); 

11) approaching the novel from the myth instead 

of allowing the novel to suggest the myth 
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(e.g. Rosenfield's application of mythic 

heroines to Linda and Giselle and her appli-

cation of the exposure myth); 

the taking of an everyday word or image and 

investing it with mythic or religious signi

ficance not supported by its context (e.g. 

Rosenfield's comments on catherine wheels 

recalling the martyrdom of st. Catherine and 

the image of a worm recalling Eden). 

Perhaps the biggest danger facing archetypal criticism 

is that of failing to treat the characters of a novel 

as characters. It is hardly fair to talk of Conrad 

parodybg hero myths because he happens to produce 

characters with faults that fail to conform to the 

archetypal pattern. To regard Jim as archetypal Christ, 

Kurtz as diabolic Christ or Wait as satan is, in many 

respects, to cease regarding them as individual char

acters. If there are echoes of scripture that seem to 

suggest these connections it is important to regard 

such connections, not as the end of the investigation 

(assuming an archetypal pattern forthwith), but as the 

beginningo What is the purpose of the allusion? What 

does it tell us about that particular character? 

Frye's warning (quoted at the beginning of this chap

ter), that a latent apocalyptic or demonic pattern is 

only one factor of a full critical analysis, has gone 

unheeded by many of his devotees and by others. True, 

a number of them admit the existence of autobiographi

cal and other elements in the text but frequently such 
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comments seem to be mentioned as a necessary acknow-

ledgement before moving on to the real heart of the 

matter. Ian Watt's comment is worth repeating here: 

"the literary effect of such interpretations is to 

reduce what Conrad actually created to a mere illus

tration. f! At its worst, this type of criticism is too 

simplistic; not only does it fall into one or more of 

the twelve malpractices listed above, it also fails 

to go deep enough. When Albert Guerard (oue of the 

most respected critics on Conrad) complains about 

Wai t 's internal monologue in The Nigger of the "Nar

cissus" on the grounds that "we are approaching the 

mysterious Negro's death, and it has been the very 

convention of the novel that Wait must remain shadowy, 

provocative of large speculationr in a word, sym

bolic, ,,106 what h~ is, in effect, complaining about is 

the fact that Conrad is making Wait a character, an 

individual human being, instead of just a symbol. A 

character does not cease to be a character because he 

symbolises something. Here then is an instance of a 

critic stopping short and blaming the author for an 

apparent discrepancy when this very discovery should 

have encouraged him to go deeper. To discover the 

purpose of an author must be an important goal of any 

critical quest but to assume that that quest has been 

fulfilled when obvious inconsistencies still remain 

can be simply presumptuous. 

106 Albert J. Guerard. Conrad the Novelist (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1958), p~ 107. 
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Rosenfield, though overdoing the mythic applica-

. tion at time.s., .. does consider this question of purpose 

in her book. In her eyes, archetypal patterns are 

used ironically to reflect modern civilization's 

sickness and irrationality by evoking a time when 

heroes were heroic and society was stable. Here is a 

rationale, sufficiently general to obtain some degree 

of acceptance. For this concept shows myth as an 

ingredient that is available for a novelist's use 

rather than as a restrictive structure within which 

he has to perform;. which is the kind of situation 

produced by such theses as those of Andreach, Moseley 

and Renner. 

Religious ·lang~e, then, can easily lead to a 

restrictive interpretation if its purpose is not in

vestigated fully. If Wait is connected with Satan, 

for example, why is he so connected? What is there 

about his character that leads to this suggestion? By 

whom is this connection made? Simply to assert the 

pattern of the Fall and claim that this is Wait's 

role in that pattern, is to beg these important ques~ 

tions, and this, by and large, is what the more 

heterophoric of Conrad's critics have tended to do. 



CHAPTER T'NO 

GENERAL BACKGROUND: RELIGION IN POLM~ 1820-70 

Conrad's earliest religious background was that 

of Polish Catholicism and the state of religion in 

Poland during his early years is, therefore v of some 

importance. Under the oppressive yoke of the three 

occupying powers, particularly, in conrad's case, 

Russia, Polish religion became intensely nationalistic 

(as Conrad himself was later to affirm in a letter to 

his aunt), 1 and its principalfeatures--iu particular, 

the power of the clergy over a largely illiterate and 

superstitious laity, and the elevation of patriotism 

to a mystical religious belief--frequently appear as 

elements of his fiction. 

i. The Catholic Church 

The state of Christianity in Poland, certainly 

during the early years of the nineteenth century, was 

exposed in an anonymous painphlet entitled "Jourrley to 

1 conrad wrote: "Don't forget that with us rel
igion and patriotism are closely akin"; "Conrad to 
Marguerite Poradowska," 8 sept. 1894, Letter 72t 
Letters of Joseph Conrad to Mar uerite Poradowska 

, rans. an e. 0 A. 'Gee and au J .. 
-::::S""t";;"u-r-m--'r(-r1~940; rpt. Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat 
Press, 1973), p. 78. 



60 

Darktown," published in 1820, which, provoked by re-

actionary post-Napoleonic war elements within Poland 

in which the Roman catholic bishops were well to the 

fore, was severely critical of the backwardness of 

the clergy and of their claims of predominance in the 

fields of education and culture. 2 The pamphlet was 

violently opposed, yet the conduct of the Polish 

clergy during the course of the next fifty years did 

little to refute its strictures. False predictions 

of a comet in 1857 (the year of Conrad's birth) cau-

sed some priests to proclaim the imrni:nEimt approach of 

the end of the world, forcing the authorities to send 

troops to guard the Jewish quarter of Warsaw, "lest 

working men, anxious to ensure their passage into 

heaven, should seek to purchase it by a massacre of 

the Jews,,;3 an event which prompted the British Con-

sul of the time to comment, "It is curious to observe 

in the 19th century a movement and its consequences 

which remind us forcibly of the dark period of the 

middle ages. ,,4 In one small town, Turek, three days 

rioting followed attempts by the Christian population 

to prevent the repair of the synagogue, illustrating 

the anti-Se~itic tendencies that pervaded all classes 

2 The cambridge History of Poland from A~ustus II 
to Pilsudski (169'7-1935), ed W. F. Reddaway e ar (Cam
bridge: TQ'(:l.m.b-ridga-1Jniv'e pOres's,. 194-1), p. 282. 

3 R. F. Leslie, Reform and Insurrection in Russian 
Poland 1856-1865 (London: Univ. of London, The Athlone 
Press, 1963), p. 51. 

4 Quoted in Leslie, p. 51. 
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of Poles and from which Conrad himself was not entire-

ly free. 

With an 80% illiteracy rate reported in 1859 

(higher still amongst the peas~t population),5 

priests had certain responsibilities towards their 

often ignorant and fanatical flocks; responsibilities 

they seem not to have discharged satisfactorily, 

either because they themselves were ignorant and fana-

tical or through a more unscrupulous exercise of power 

on their part. The period was dominated, in the Rus-

sian part of Poland at least, by the two ill-fated 

insurrections of 1830 and 1863 and the often turbu-

lent years between,during which the clergy used 

their undoubted influence in varied and sometimes 

contradictory ways. During the 1863 insurrection, for 

example, priests in the Ukraine, in conjunction with 

the police, were instrQ~ental in persuading the pea-

sants there to rise up and slaughter a group of Polish 

patriots who were hoping to win their support for the 

uprising. 6 The earlier activities of Father S:Ciegienny 

in the 1840's, on the other hand, "attempting to incite 

insurrection by claiming the support of Pope Gregory 

XVI and exhorting the peasants to "rally around the 

standard of the Virgin Mary against her enemies and 

the enemies of the Fatherland and the People, ,,7 

5 Leslie, p. 50. 

6 cambridge, p. 380. 

7 Le sl ie, p • 66 . 
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though unsuccessful, still illustrate how many of 

the clergy were not above manipulating the ignorance 

of their charges by false appeals to their religious 

fervour. During the crisis-laden years immediately 

before 1863 the clergy did nothing to moderate the 

passions of their congregations. Angry at the deter

mination of their Polish Head of Government, Alex-

ander Wielopolski, not to be manipulated by any fac-

tion in Poland and to act fairly to all religions, 

including the Jews, a small body of priests arrogated 

to themselves the title of "Catholic Clergy of the 

Kingdom of Poland" and published a handbill which 

maintained that Catholicism was the national religion 

of poland. 8 Parish priests came to regard it as a 

patriotic duty to condemn Wielopolski from the pulpit 

and the effectiveness of this course of action can be 

gauged from the fact that there were four times as 

many priests as schoolteachers in Poland and, though 

badly educated, the priest was still greatly respect

ed. Wielopolski's stand united both the Catholic 

hierarchy ("that pillar of Polish conservatism"), 9 

and the more radical parish priests against him. 

These two factions of the Church were generally at 

loggerheads, the bishops tending to support attempts 

to come to terms with the Russians, the lesser clergy 

supporting the cause of national independence, but 

8 Leslie, p. 107. 

9 Ibid., p. 123. 
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both were adamant that Roman Catholicism (and, by 

implication" themselve.s} 13houJ-d: enjoy a prj, vileged 

position among religions in Poland. This is not the 

place to discuss Wielopolski's political aims, but 

they do seem to have been those of compromise and 

moderation, and Church support could have helped to 

avert the. impassioned and.:ill-advised . actionstwD 

years later. Instead, the Church's stand seems more 

appropriate to the days of Innocent III if the views 

of the Warsaw clergy can be taken as representative. 

In a letter to their Archbishop--forwarded to Wielo

polski and distributed among the population--they 

maintained the following: 

We recognize in the church the authority of 
the successor of st. Peter and the authority 
of the bishops, the successors of the 
apostles; we know that this authority has 
been given to them from heaven for the 
government of the church, that this author
ity ought to be recognized 18Y everyone who 
is a member of the church. 

In making such statements, the Polish clergy 

showed themselves to be completely unrealistic as some 

of their other grievances illustrate. For, like their 

government, the Polish Catholic Church was not an 

autonomous entity, able to indulge itself in its every 

whim, but a restricted body under the close supervision 

of Russia--a control that became still tighter after 

the events of 1863. An Orthodox Russian stood at its 

head, despite Polish protests. Marriages between 

10 L l' 124 es 1e, p. .• 
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persons of the Catholic and Orthodox Faiths had to be 

celebrated in the Orthodox church first and then in 

the catholic one and, from 1847, any children of such 

a marriage had to be brought up in the Orthodox Faith. 

Restrictions were placed on the content of catholic 

sermons and (from 1845) direct contact with the Vati-

can was forbidden, all such communications having to 

be directed through the government. A gesture of 

defiance, such as that taken by Archbishop Bia~obrzeski 

after Russian troops had cleared Polish churches on 15 
\ 

October 1861 on the singing of patriotic hymns by the· 

congregations, could only be short-lived. Biarobrzeski 

closed the churches in protest at what he regarded as 

an act of sacrilege but he was quickly exiled to Russia 

and replaced by a more compliant Archbishop--Felinski--

who opened them again. Earlier in that same year 

(February 1861) troops had fired on the crowd after 

demonstrators had become mixed up with a funeral pro

cession. During the fracas, a man started to use the 

cross as a club, the breaking of which caused the crowd 

to cry out that the Russians were defiling holy Catho

lic objects. 11 Church grievances further included the 

confiscation of church land (in return for salaries).12 

From their official spiritual overlord, the sup

reme Pontiff in Rome, however, the Polish clergy 

11 Leslie, p. 94. 

12 Manfred Kridl,A Survey of Polish Literature 
and Culture, trans. o. Scherer-virski (New York: 
ColQ~bia Uhiv. Press, 1956), p. 243. 
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received little worthwhile support.' After the abor

tive rising of November 1830, Pope Gregory XVI, in 

the Papal brief "Impensa Charitas" of February 1831, 

called upon them to obey their Tsarist superiors, 

whilst the encyclical "Cum Primum" of 1832, address-

ed to the Polish bishops "in words binding upon their 

consciences, ,,13 enjoined as a duty their co-operation 

with Tsarist authorities. The spirit of collabora-

tion between Pope and Tsar reached its calmination in 

the Concordat of 3rd August 1847, intended as an 

alliance between the two powers as forces for restor-

ation. The 1863 insurrection persuaded the Russians 

that Papal attempts to check the Polish clergy had 

failed and, after Pi us IX had complained about 

Alexander II's peremptory reorganisation of the Church 

in Poland, the Tsar revoked the Concordat, broke off 

diplomatic relations with the Vatican and transferred 

the spiritual supervision of the Church, previously 

distinguished from its "ecclesiatical administration," 

to the college at st. Petersburg. 14 Though short-lived, 

the very existence of the Concordat is sufficient to 

reveal the Papacy as an ally of Autocracy, the action 

being seen as part of a process of dogged support for 

all legitimate monarchs, no matter how absolute they 

might be, as a reaction to the setbacks the Church 

13 Friedrich Heyer, The Catholic Church from 
1648 to 1870 (London: A. & C. Black, 1969), p. 234. 

14 Heyer, p. 235.· 
• 
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had suffered through the French Revolution and Bona

parte.15 Such alignments are often noted in Conrad's 

fiction. 

ii. Polish Messianism 

It has already been observed, however, that 

Polish religion tended to be very nationalistic in 

character, to the extent that the nation itself seem-

ed to· become an obj ect of veneration and awe. With 

such an outlook, the failure of the 1830 insurrection 

was a tremendous blow which historians have seen as 

having a religious significance for the Poles: 

Divine intervention did not come e The 
Poles saw their country, the nation chosen 
to bear the torch of Christian faith, as 
they believed, to the eastern frontier of 
Europe, deserted. They had to adjust their 
minds to grim reality: God had let the 
very inrsrument of His own purposes be des
troyed. 

By way of her romantic poets, safely escaped to 

Paris in what came to be known as The Great Emigra-

tion, ideas of a Messianic role for Poland began to 

spread. The Poles had been defeated in 1831; now a 

greater sacrifice was required. Poland, the Christ 

of nations, was being crucified for the sins of the 

world but would rise again on the Third Day as the 

herald of God's Kingdom on Earth. Thus "an impassion-

15 E. E. Y. Hales; Revolution and Papacy 1769-
1846 (London: Eyre & spottiswoode, 1960), p. 279. 

16 cambridge, p. 321. 
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ed patriotism that takes the sacred lineaments of a 

religion became the basic principle of Poland's ro

mantic literature. 1117 

Ideas such as these appeared in the Books of the 

Polish Nation (1831) by Adam Mickiewicz, greatly in-

fluenced by the visions of the mystical Andrzej 

Towi~ski. 18 Mickiewicz's works, banned in Poland, 

were smuggled in to be avidly read in secret and 

quietly circulated despite threats of punishment by 

the authorities, which, of course, simply enhanced 

their attraction. Their devote{s included Apollo 

Korzeniowski, Conrad's father, whose choice of Konrad 

as one of the Christian names for his son was undoubt-

edly influenced by the use of the name by Mickiewicz 

in Konrad Wallenrod (the story of a Lithuanian 

patriot who becomes Grand Master of the Teutonic 

Knights so that he can lead them into a trap) and in 

Forefathers' Eve III (where a Lithuanian youth, 

Gustav, becomes reborn in a Russian prison and assumes 
.----

the name of Konrad). 

Mickiewicz was one of three major romantic poets 

whose influence and popularity in Poland were wide-

spread. The other figures--Julius Sl'owacki (Conrad's 

17 cambridge, p. 325. 

18 E. K. Hay, The Political Novels of Joseph Con
rad (Chicago: Chicago Univ. Press, 1963), p. 36. 
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personal favourite)19 and Zygmunt Krasinski--wrote in 

similar vein. Stowacki's Anhelli (1837) put forward 

ideas of Poles preparing themselves for martyrdom and 

of the coming of the great "King Spirit" who appeared 

from age to age and would surely come to Poland before 

long. Krasinski's Dawn (1843) was still more explicit 

in its message: 

• • . and I heard 
A voice that called in the eternal sky: 
As to the world I gave a Son, 
So to it, Poland, thee I give. 
'My only Son he was--and shall be, 
But in thee my purpose for Him lives. 
Be thou then the Truth, as he is, everywhere. 
Thee I make my daughter! 
When Thou didst descend into the grave 
Thou wert, like Him, a part of humankind. 
But now, this day of victorY'20 
Thy name is: 'All· Humanity! 

Krasinski's death in 1859 caused much re-reading 

of his greatest work, the re-newed enthusiasm for 

which was fed to some extent by the successful example 

of Italy, whose famous hero, Garibaldi, also became a 

popular figure amongst the Poles as a fellow fighter 

for freedom. 21 

To Poland's catholic base, therefore, must be 

added this strange mixture of mystical nationalism if 

19 Zdzi~aw Najder quotes the following comments 
by Conrad given in an interview in 1914: "My father 
read me Pan Tadeusz and asked me to read it aloud too. 
More than once. I preferred Konrad Wallenrod and 
Grazyna. Later I prefer~ed S£owacki. Do you know Why 
Sl"owacki? II est l'ame de toute la Pologne, lui"; 
Conrad's Polish Background, p. 9. 

20 Cambridge, p. 323. 

21 Garibaldi, it seems, became "the hero of the 
Warsaw youth and town poor"; S. Arnold and M. Zychowski, 
outlinetWist~!) of Poland (Warsaw: Polonia Publishing 
House, 964?l, p. 127. 
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a full picture of Polish religion is to be achieved. 

Even Polish societies could acquire names with relig

ious overtones--that formed amongst the Polish stud

ents of Kiev ... W·as called The Trinity, for example. 22 

This passionate sense of mystical destiny reached a 

crescendo in the early 1860 s, culminating in the 

arrival of the long-awaited Third Day--the insurrec

tion of 1863--and failure. To some Polish historians, 

however, the religio·us connotations linger on: 

It had assuredly no chance of success. 
Nevertheless, this act of despair has left 
a memory sacred to every Pole. No sacrifice 
for the national cause had, in fact, ever 
been s02~isinterested and of so moving a 
nature. 

iii. Summary 

Thus the picture that emerges of religion in 

Poland during the period can be summarised as follows. 

Within the catholic Church, at the lowest level, there 

were many parish priests, ill-educated yet possessing 

considerable influence over their mainly illiterate 

and often fanatical parishioners. The Church hierar-

chy ,smarting under Russian rule, wanted to maintain 

an elitist position for Catholicism in Poland. They 

22 The cambridge History of Poland cites Apollo 
Korzeniowski (Conrad's father) as being the moving 
spirit behind this society (Qambrid,e, p. 369), but 
this is disputed by E.K. Hay (p. 42 • 

23 o. Halecki, A History of Poland (1942; rpt. 
London: J.M. Dent, 1955), p. 240. 
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pressed for the restitution of Church lands and a 

larger degree of autonomy _ particularly in relation 

to the filling of empty sees, and the right to com

municate directly with the Papacy. Both groups 

meddled massively in politics and exerted their in

fluence over their congregations to achieve their 

ends, performing, as it were, before a backcloth of 

mystic messianic fervour that dominated the litera

ture of the time and pervaded Polish thinking to a 

disastrous extent. 

In retrospect, the application of religious 

terms to their nation's destiny can be seen to have 

blinded the Poles to the harsh realities of Russian 

troops and European politicians, whose sympathy did 

not extend to active support. Amidst impassioned 

calls to sacrifice and martyrdom, the cooler counsels 

of moderation were unlikely to be heeded. Irrational 

religious nationalism had become a fatal obsession and, 

in the early days of Conrad's youth, it led the Poles 

to disaster .. 



CHAPTER THREE 

SPECIFIC BACKGROUND: RELIGION IN CONR.AD' SLIFE 

1857-95 

i. Family Influences 

Conrad was born in the Ukraine in 1857 as Jozef 

Teodor Konrad Nal'~cz Korzen1.owski, the son of a man 

who was deeply imbued with the messianic visions of 

Poland's romantic poets, especially Mickiewicz. 

Significantly, conrad's first sense of identity was 

that of "Pole, Catholic, nObleman,,,1 expressed by him 

at the age of five in a letter to his grandmother. 

Earlier, his baptism had been greeted by Apollo 

Korzeniowski with verses that exemplify the fathar's 

nationalistic beliefs: 

My child, my son, if the enemy calls you 
a nobleman and a Christian--tell yourself 
that you are a pagan and that your nobility 
is rot. • • • My child, my son--tell your
self that you are without land, without 
love, without Fatherland, without h~~anity-~ 
as long as Poland, our Mother, is enslaved. 

This intense patriotic passion prompted a move 

1 Quoted by Najder, Conrad's Polish Background, 
po 8. 

2 Ibid., p. 5. 
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to -iVarsaw where Apollo I s fiery political acti vi ties 

led to his arrest in October 1861 and subsequent 

exile to Northern Russia with his fa,nily during the 

following May. Both Conrad and his mO~her, Evalina, 

suffered from severe illness during the journey; in

deed, for a while, the boy was near to death. When 

death did come, however, it claimed his mother in 

1865 and his father four years later. In a sense, 

then, Conrad's childhood epitomises the fate of Pol

and during these years. Inspired by a deep religious 

nationalism, evoked by the great Romantic poets, 

Apollo, unwittingly, led his family to disaster and 

death. As a very young child, Conrad seems to have 

held a simple belief, asking the poor at the church 

"to pray for the return of his father from warsaw,,3 

(Apollo, initially, had gone there alone). Certainly 

the letters of Apollo are full of religious refer-

ences such as the following extract, written during 

the early days of exile: 

We have set up and are maintaining a 
chapel: it is the centre around which we 
live. Vie pray a great deal, ardently and 
sincerely. Apart from us, there are people 
from '30, '46 and '48 who since '56 are 
allowed to return but stayed. 

For them our arrival was like a few 
drops of water that have fallen on to a 
layer of unslaked lime. They remembered 
their speech, their customs, their church. 
The priests instruct their children; we 
encourage them to join in common prayer and 
to take part in the life of the community, 

3 Quoted in Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad: A 
Critical Biography (London: Weidenf'eld and Nicolson, 
1959), p. 10. 



. 
for it would4be a shame to let the sheep 
garow shabby. 
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As Evalina's health steadily declined, the tone 

of the letters became more mournful: 

We are wretched and unhappy indeed, but 
thank God that we have been allowed to bear 
this fate together. We pray that God re
move the chalice of bitterness from our 
lips--for we have drunk from it overmuch, 
more than enough. But we thank him that 
our lips jointly drink up that potion. We 
should not change it for negtar i·f each of 
us had to drink separately. 

After Evalina' s death, Conrad was left alone with 

a father whose general state of mind can best be gaug

ed from another letter: 

I have passed through heavy and even 
terrible days of brooding on God's blessings, 
and if I survive, it will be thanks not to 
my own, . but to God's strength. I know I 
have not suffered and never could suffer 
like our Saviour, but then I am only a 
human being. I have kept my eyes fixed on 
the Cross and by that means fortified ~ 
fainting soul and reeling brain. The sacred 
days of agony have passed, and I resume my 
ordinary life, a little more broken but with 
breath still in me, still alive. But the 
Ii ttle orphan is always at my side, and I 
~ever forget my anxiety for him. • • • I 
teach him what I know, but that, unfortun-· 
ately, is little. I shield him from the 
atmosphere of this place, and he grows up as 
though in a monastic cell. For the memento 
mori we have the grave of our dear one, and 
every letter which reaches us is the equiva-

4 Andrezej Busza, Conrad's Polish Literary Back-
ground and Some Illustrations of the InflUence of . 
Polish Literature on His Work, AntemuraIe 10 (Rome: 
Institutum Hlstoricum Polonicum, 1966), p. 164. 

5 Quoted in Baines, p. 16. 
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lent of a daY60f fasting,' a hair shirt or 
a discipline. / 

Towards the end of his life, Apollo could be 

found "sitting motionless in front of his wife's 

portrait." The visitor who found him thus continues: 

he did not move and little Conrad, who was 
coming in behind me, put his fingers on 
his lips and said: 'Let's go quietly 
through the room, because father always 
looks intently at Mother's portrait on the 
anniversary of her death--al17day, saying 
nothing and eating nothing. ' 

Conrad later confirmed that Apollo was "withal 

of strong religious feeling degenerating after the 
·8 loss of his wife into mysticism and despair." The 

young Conrad was, therefore, subject to his father's 

gloomy disposition and cultish obsession with his 

dead wife; another example, this time on a very per-

sonal level, of religious sentiments being misappli-

ed to no good purpose. 

Apollo's last days were spent in Cracow (in 

Austrian Poland) and Conrad himself has described 

the religious atmosphere that attended his father's 

sick-room with its "noiseless nursing nuns": 

Our domestic matters were ordered by the 
elderly housekeeper of our neighbour on 
the second floor, a Canon of the cathedral, 

6 Quoted in Baines, pp. 19-20. 

7 Quoted in Baines, p. 23. 

8 "To Edward· Garnett," 20 January 1900, Letters 
from Conrad 1895 to 1924 t ed. Sdward Garnett, (London: 
The Nonesuch Press, 1928), p. 168. 
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lent for the emergency. She, too, spoke 
but seldom. She wore a black dress with a 
cross hanging by a chain on her ample 
bosom. And though when she spoke she moved 
her li~s more than the nuns, she never let 
her VOlce rise above a peacefully murmuring 
note. The air around me was all piety, re
signation, and, silence. (NLL, 167-68) 

He also describes an attempt (albeit a half

hearted one) on the-- part of one of the nuns to res

trict his reading: 

I read! What did I not read! Sometimes 
the elder nun, gliding up and casting a mis
trustful look on the open pages, would lay 
her hand lightly on my head and suggest in 
a doubtful whisper, "Perhaps it is not very 
good for you to read these books." I would 
raise my eyes to her face mutely, and with 
a vague gesture of giving it up she would 
glide away. (NLL, 168) . 

The incident may have been trifling, but the fact 

that Conrad could still recall it some 45 years later 

indicates that it had some impact on the boy who may 

have felt that it signified the opposition of 'religion 

.to the acquisition of lmowledge. Certainly this is 

one of the faces it reveals in his fiction, notably 

in No stromo . 

Apollo's final illness caused his son to exper

ience "moments of revolt which stripped off me some 

of my simple trust in the government of the universe" 

(NLL, 168), and the father's death left the boyan 

orphan. At the funeral Conrad's grandmother des

cribed how "with bitter tears, he prayed for the 

soul of his father lmeeling between the priest and 

" . the nuns, until at length Mr Buszcynsk1 took him 
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away and pressed him to hi s heart. ,,9 Soon after, the 

first of many letters Conrad was to receive from his 

uncle and guardian, Thaddeus Bobrowski, began thus: 

My dear little Konrad, 
It has pleased God to strike you with 

the greatest misfortune that can assail a 
child~-the loss of its Parents. But in 
His goodness God has so graciously allowed 
your very good Grandmother and myself to 
look after you, your heatiSh, your studies 
and your future destiny. 

Whether Conrad was able to endorse this view 

is unlalOwn ; it might well have seemed a som-ewhat-per-

verse pleasure on the part of the Deity to a boy of 

twelve. There appears to be more than a hint of 

authorial opinion in the opposing view taken by the 

external narrator of "Gaspar Ruiz": 

Some proverbs are simply imbecile, onhers 
are immoral. That one evolved out of the 
native heart of the great Russian people, 
"Man discharges the piece, but God carries 
the bullet," is piously atrocious, and at 
bitter variance with the accepted concept-
ion of a compassionate God. It would in
deed be an inconsistent occupation for the 
Guardian of the poor, the innocent, and 
the helpless, to carry the bullet, for 
instance, into the heart of a father. (ASS,18) 

In fact, as Gustav Morf has pointed out, the proverb 

in question is not Russian but polish. 11 

Conrad was later to claim that his dislike of 

9 Quoted in Baines, p. 24. 

10 "Bobrowski to Conrad," 8/20 September 1869, 
Letter 1, Conrad's Polish Background, p. 35. Najder 
explains that Bobrowski often gave both Julian and 
Gregorian dates in the letters. 

11 Polish Shades, p. 40. 
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Christianity began two years after the death of his 

father,12 whilst Andrezej Buszapoin t s out that "In 

the Poland of Conrad's childhood 'Christian festivals' 

were first and foremost family occasions. It is 

therefore not surprising that Conrad, who was an 

orphan from the age of eleven, developed an early dis~ 

like for them. For him they were only painful re

minders of his dead parents and his lonelinesse" 13 

Gustav Morf also feels that Apollo's death marks the 

end of Conrad's Christian faith: , 

The young Conrad had been brought up in the 
Roman catholic religion which, especially 
in Poland, repudiated the "good for the 
good's sake" principle. He expected 0 •• 

that, in this life, every good action shall 
have its reward, and that every bad action 
shall be punished. The miserable death of 
his father (who was a "good" man if ever 
there was one) shattered his religious be
lief to its foundations. From that moment, 
hi~ "p~ssim~~tic" outlook was fixed in its 
maln llnes. 

There are, however, no letters from Conrad to 

indicate the decline of his belief in Christianity. 

The letters to his uncle are not extant and none of 

Bobrowski's letters touch on the subject (from which 

one can only infer that it was never raised). From 

catholic Cracow (in 1874) Conrad moved to Marseilles 

at a time when the catholic Church was undergoing a 

12 "To Edward Garnett," 22 December 1902, Letters 
from Conrad, p. 188. 

13. Busza, p. 133~~ 

14 Polish Heritage, p. 110. 
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deep crisis. The dogma of Papal Infallibility, pro

mulgated by the Vatican Council in 1870, was somewhat 

rudely followed that same year by the occupation of 

Rome by Victor Emmanuel II; an act which deprived 

Pope Pius IX of his temporal power. No longer was 

there a Papal state and the Pope's self-imprisonment 

within the Vatican must have seemed little more than 

a futile gesture to all but the most ardent of Catho-

lics. Conrad was, doubtless, not greatly affected by 

this but he does seem to have had some experience of 

the Church's vain and unrealistic support for the 

lost causes of 'legitimacy' if the conduct of his 

Catholics in The Arrow of Gold is any reflection of 

actual Catholic backing for the Carlist cause. 

The crisis of Conrad's career in Marseilles came 

with his suicide attempt in 1878; an attempt which 

shows that his faith was certainly not profound at 

this stage. Even if one accepts the story of the duel 

that Conrad put around the spiritual position for a 

Catholic is still not improved for, as Jerry Allen 

explains, "The Church in Poland, as in other countries, 

held that to fight a duel was to commit not one but 

two major sins; attempted murder and attempted sui

cide.,,15 

Until 1890, when Conrad's correspondence with 

Marguerite Poradowska begins, we have only the letters 

15 Jerry Allen, The Sea Years of Joseph Conrad, 
(New York: Doubleday, 1965), p. 89. 
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of Thaddeus Bobrowski to Conrad upon which to build 

a picture of the future novelist. References to God 

are sprinkled liberally throughout the letters but 

more, it seems, from habit than from any earnest 

belief. Thus, on receiving one of innumerable re-

quests from his nephew for money, the uncle accedes, 

trusting that the sum in question will secure Con-

rad I S career and warning that "if it serves no pur-

pose, as has been the case uQ till now--then you will 

answer for it to your own conscience and to God. ,,16 

Most other references are of similar brevity; there 

is nothing in the nature of a theological discussion. 

Bobrowski's comments on the severe illness (pneumonia) 

which struck down his brother and left him an-invalid, 

however, may not have met with Conrad's concurrence. 

According to Bobrowski, "God has mercy on his servants, 

and eventually kept him alive, ,,17 but since this uncle 

was now functioning on one damaged lung and, with a 

deteriorating heart, was facing "a slow, prolonged 

death," his nephew may have experienced some diffi-

culty in tracing the mercy of God in this news. The 

uncle duly died a month or two later. 

16 "Bobrowski to Conrad," 16/28 May 1878, Letter 
7, Conrad's Polish Background, p. 52. 

17 "Bobrowski to Conrad," 24 March/5 April 1886, 
Letter 32, Conrad's Polish Background, p. 100. 
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ii. Other In£luences 

From 1878 Conrad's surroundings were generally 

English--either the country itself or the merchant 

seamen with whom he had most to do. His sojourns 

within the land that was to become his home would 

have enabled him to observe the Protestant wing of 

Christianity in operation and, whilst we are unaware 

of the extent to which he consciously watched the 

progress of Victorian religion, it is obvious from 

his later writings that the hypocritical elements 

certainly came within his purview. Although his 

periods of time spent away from England, particularly 

in the East, clearly enabled him to make some contact 

with other religions, notably Islam and Buddhism, it 

seems unlikely that he closely investigated the 

tenets of these faiths while he was there. Instead, 

the acquaintance he shows with them in his writings 

is probably the result of his reading. As will be , 

shown later, there have been suggestions that his 

knowledge of Buddhism was gained, not from the East, 

but from the works of Schopenhauer and Arniel. Simi-

larly, much of his information about Islam can be 

seen to have come from Sir Richard Burton's account 

of his pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina; a book which 

would have shown him that the Faith of Muhammad was 

experiencing a similar decay to that of Christianity 

(albeit a more violent one). 
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Thus, on an extensive scale, religion was in 

decline and society with it (or . .soit seemed). The 

feeling of fin de si~cle evoked by the writers of 

the decadence, both in France and in England, cer

tainly reflects such a premise, becoming quite ex

plicit in Baudelaire's reference to "the autumn of 

ideas. ul8 Historically, such times had seen the birth 

of new religions,and the formation of various 00-

ventist groups·(notably the Mormons and Seventh Day 

Adventists) towards the middle of the nineteenth cen

tury--the same time, incidentally, as that of Polish 

Messianism which is also adventist in spirit--suggests 

that some, at least, felt a need for spiritual renewal; 

the disappointing of their hopes leading frequently to 

disillusion and doubt. 

Religious belief in late Victorian times, in 

fact, had a number of crises to contend with even if, 

by and large, it did not have early expectations of a 

dramatic fulfilment of the Book of Revelations. To 

take ·one's stand resolutely behind a l~teral inter

pretation of the Bible, including the Book of Genesis, 

seemed clearly untenable to many thinking people in 

the light of the findings of Charles Darwin, and the 

unrealistic and often bigoted fundamentalism exhibit

ed by many of the clergy, notably Bishop Wilberforce 

during his public confrontation with T.H. Huxley, 

could only alienate the more impartial observers. 

18 Quoted in R. Pog~ioli, "The Autumn of Ideas," 
Massachusetts Review, 2 l1960-61), 663. 
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This apparent relegation of the long cherished story 

of creation to the realms of mythology was accompan

ied by new methods of biblical criticism that made 

suspect the historical data contained in the Holy 

Book, not only in its Old Testament, but in the Gos

pels themselves. Stanley Renner produces much evid

ence, mainly the product of German criticism to 

emphasise this last point and shows how even the life 

of Christ Himsel£ became a matter of question. He 

fails to show, however, apart from simple assertion, 

just how relevant this is to Conrad, who shows little 

interest in his writings either in the strictures of 

new biblical criticism or in the quest for the his

torical Jesus; the two areas that prompt Renner's 

whole interpretation of "Youth" and "Heart of Dark

ness".19 This is not to say that Conrad was not aware 

of these issues but there are very few signs that he 

was greatly affected by them. He clearly kept 

abreast of scientific discoveries and theories, how

ever, for it is a scientific view of the universe 

(which denied individual man personal immortality in 

another realm) and the implications of the second law 

of thermodynamics (which denied mankind as a species 

immortali ty in this one) that. form' the substance of 

his gloom-laden letters to Cunninghame Graham in the 

late 1890's. 

19 Renner, pp. 241 ff. 
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iii. Conrad's Letters to Marguerite Poradowska 

Conrad's comments on Christian doctrines are 

mainly to be seen in the'letters he wrote to Marguer

ite Poradowska (his aunt in Brussels). In September 

1891 (a year after his Congo adventure), for example, 

he refutes the doctrine of expiation o He begins by 

maintaining that "if these convicts found solace in 

expiation they would no longer be convicts but angels 

(Catholic angels) fallen into misfortune" (a view 

that implies that his aunt has misunderstood human 

nature just as Lord Jim misunderstands the nature of 

Gentleman Brown). He continues: 

I astonish and perhaps scandalize you by my 
joking about criminals, while you think me 
capable of acceptine; or eV,en admitting the 
doctrine (or theory) of expiation through 
suffering. That doctrine, a product of 
superior but savage minds, is quite Simply 
an infamous abomination when preached by 
civilised people. It is a doctrine Which, 
on the one hand, leads straight to the In
quisition and, on the other, discloses the 
poss~8ilities of bargaining with the Eter
nal. 

The words in parenthesis here "(or theory)" are 

signii'icant, of course;'Conrad is not only rejecting 

the doctrine but also questioning whether it is a 

doctrine at all. Expiation cannot exist because of 

the finality and inevitable consequences of each act 

of life upon which "all the weeping and gnashing of 

20 "To Marguerite Poradowska," 15 September 1891, 
Letter 30, Letters to Poradowska, po 36. 
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teeth and the sorrow of weak souls" can have no effect. 

Conrad is here asserting man's full responsibility for 

his own actions and the need for him to accept those 

actions; maintaining that "I shall never need to be 

consoled for any act of my life 0 • • because I am 

strong enough to judge my conscience rather than be 

its slave, as the orthodox would like to persuade us 

to be." Here also, then, is a negative view of ortho

doxy, but fictionally, it is the likes of Brown and 

Jones who are in no need of consolation for their 

acts in contrast to characters such as Jim, Razumov, 

Nostromo and Falk, all of whom feel the need to un

burden themselves of guilt in some way. Jim should 

clearly come to terms with his actions on the P2tna 

rather than seek absolution for them but Razumov's 

confession seems to elicit approval since it puts an 

end to the lie he is living. The attempted confess

ion of Nostromo to Mrs,Gould would seem unnecessary 

according to this code (unless it is seen as an 

attempt to exorcise the spell of the treasure) and 

that of Falk would certainly be out of place. But 

these characters were all in the future at this 

time and it may be that, when he came to write fic

tion, Conrad found his code here too vague or simpli

stic to be workable in all cases. 

In March 1892, he is telling his aunt that she 

is "carrying the spirit of self-sacrifice too far" 

in looking after an elderly relative who "doubtless 

possesses all the virtues which are the Creator's 
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universal gift to mankind--but not Charity which is 

a gift straight-from the Eternal to the elect. For 

Charity is eternal and universal Love, the divine 

virtue, the sole manifestation of the Almighty which 

may in some manner justify the act of creation." The 

problem is, Conrad feels: 

abnegation carried to an extreme • -. • be
comes not a fault but a crime, and to re
turn good for evil is not only profoundly 
immoral but dangerous, in that it sharpens 
the appetite for evil in the malevolent 
and develops (perhaps unconsciously) that 
latent human tendency towards hypocrisY21 
in the ••• let us say, benevolent." 

As a result, he decides, "You have thrown aside dig-

nity, affections, memories! And why? Have you 

found the peace which is the reward of sacrifices 

accepted by the Master of our souls?" 

The dichotomy evident in this letter--Conrad 

attacking a Christian doctrine whilst still appar-

ently acknowledging the existence of a "Creator," an 

"Almighty," a "Master of our souls "--will be noted 

again more than once in his fictional, non-fictional 

and private writings. The letter was written from 

Port Adelaide whilst Conrad was serving on the 

Torrens (and in the process of creating Almayer's 

Folly). An earlier letter, which is sometimes taken 

as a repudiation of faith, was written in London be

tween berths (just before the Torrens offer) and, 

considering its overall- content, .has perhaps been 

21 "To Marguerite Poradowska," 5 March 1892, 
Letter 35, Letters to Poradowska, p. 42. 
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taken rather too seriously. Obviously at a low ebb, 

having made comments about vegetating and the theor

ies of Descartes on thinking and eXisting, Conrad 

compares himself to Punch being gazed at with frigid 

astonishment by well-made dolls and d·ontinues, "Upon 

my word. I pardon them; once upon a time I was a 

Christian! ,,22 This comment appears more flippant 

than deeply felt and should be related to the mood 

of frustration during a period of inactivity and 

isolation rather than taken as a profound statement 

concerning a loss of faith. It is usual when join-

ing a religion to make a protestation of faith in 

one form or another. A declaration of disbelief is 

rarely called for, however, if that faith should 

wane in later years. Moreover, the extent of belief 

or disbelief within any human being is likely to be 

in a state of flux so that even the most devout 

believer may have periods of doubt whilst a residue 

of early faith may still be present in the most out

spoken of atheists. Conrad was neither of these and 

one must take into account the possibility that his 

comments reflect a particular transitory mood rather 

than a deliberate philosophy. One must also remem-

ber that his letters were written to be read by the 

recipient only (certainly at this stage) and may, 

therefore, have been composed to achieve a particu-

lar effect. Zdzis~aw Najder has shown that one 

22 "To Marguerite Poradowska," 16 October 1891, 
Letter 32, Letters to Poradowska, pp. 38-39. 
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letter to his aunt, protesting a pervading depression 

on Conrad's part, was written the day after a cheer-

ful letter to Emilie Briquel and has suggested an 

amatory purpose behind both letters, depression being 

used as an excuse for the aunt whilst Conrad concen

trated on the younger girl. 23 It can be unwise, 

therefore, to consider letters in isolation unless 

one is also considering the likely purpose of the 

correspondence. 

Basically Conrad's concern in many of these 

letters seems to be the extent to which a practition

er of Christian virtues (as he saw his aunt to be) 

could be exploited by others. This concern appears 

again, for example, in a letter of October 1892 in 

which he speaks of the "forgetfulness of wrongs, 

afflictions, and storms" which is not only "very 

Christian" but is also "most convenient for that 

troop of worthies which travels about the world poi

soning life to right and left, handing you the cup 

of gall. 'Come drink, miserable sinner. It won't 

kill you. It will only wring your heart--a mere 

trifle! Come drink--and forget! '" Su.ch forgetful-

ne ss, Conrad felt, could only end "in a soft crumb

ling of disappointed hopes, of cheated affections, 

of righteous indignation that has been outraged, of 

dignity that has been abandoned, that has been 

thrown to the winds all for that fatal word uttered 

23 "Conrad in Love," Polish Perspectives, 15, 
No. 11 (Nov. 1972), 30. 
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with a f:al:se semblance of religious' feeling. ,,24 

-Here is a clear awareness of hypocrisy, similar. 

to that encouraged by self-sacrifice, only this time 

Conrad is suggesting (by the, fact that the religious 

feeling is not just a "semblance" but a "false sem

blance II) that the virtue is being deliberately evok

edby others for their own ends. Affections and 

dignity are obviously of importance to Conrad since 

this is the second occasion one has had cause to 

note them. Although moved specifically by his aunt's 

case in this particular instance (whatever he may 

have wished their relationship to be), this senti-

ment is repeated to a large extent five years later 

in a letter to Miss watson. This time it is a 

close friend, E.L. Sanderson, whose unselfishness 

seems to have led to trou~le: 

One hates to preach a lower creed. I have 
ventured before to do so to him. • • • 
Abnegation and self-forgetfulness are not 
always right. They are not always right 
even in the noblest cause ••.• A man's 
duties are wide and complex: the balance 
should be held very even, lest some evil 
should be don25when nothing but good is 
contemplated. 

Conrad had already illustrated this last point with 

the character of Lingard in An Outcast of the Islands. 

This later letter simply confirms his rejection of 

24 "To Marguerite Poradowska," 4 Oct. 1892, 
Letter 39, Letters to Poradowska, p. 47. 

25 "To Miss Watson," 27 June 1897, G. Jean-Aubry, 
Joseph Conrad: Life and Letter~, 2 vols (London: Hein
emann, 1927), 11205. Hereafter abbreviated as "LL." 



89 

the efficacy of certain Christian doctrines, though 

he was willing to concede to Cunninghame··Graham that 

"Abnegation-- self- sacrifice means something" in com-

parison with Fraternity which "means nothing unless 

the Cain Abel business. ,,26 Clearly Conrad is preach-

ing moderation in such virtues, not their elimination; 

it is extremes that he seems to oppose. 

Most of the letters to his aunt take place be

tween 1890 and 1895, embracing (roughly) the period 

of gestation of Almayer's Folly, the time of Conrad's 

Congo journey (in Which, indeed, his aunt played an 

important part), his voyages on the Torrens and his 

final arrival as a novelist. The correspondence has 

some importance, therefore, in cataloguing some of 

his thoughts and moods whilst at the cross-roads of 

his career. In addition to his comments on Christian 

doctrines, the main feeling that pervades these let-

ters is one of fatalism. Thus, in a letter which 

laments the harshness of existence, Conrad writes of 

"the brutality of the inevitable-since everything 

is inevitable!" and talks of the poignant sorrow 

and bitter regrets caused by accidents: 

For here there is always the thought of 
what might have been, the regret for things 
unaccomplished, the despair over the use
less sacrifice of a love on which depended 
the happiness of those who remain stunned 
with astonishment at the inexplicable 
cruelty of the Invisible that guides in
animate things to destroy a life necessary 

26 "To R.B. cunninghame Graham," 8 Feb. 1899, 
Letter 31, Joseph Conrad's Letters to Cunninghame· 
Graham, ed. C.T. watts, (cambridge: cambridge Univ. 
Press, 1969), p. 117. 
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to the happiness of innocent beings of that 
being not yet conscious! Truly we are the 
slaves of fate before our birth, and we pay 
tribute to misfortune before we have known 
what it is. Does it, I fearfull~7ask my
self, follow us beyond the tomb? 

Again this letter is a reaction to bad news from 

his aunt and the response is suitably sympathetic. 

The extract reveals scepticism in a Beneficient Crea-

tor if He can allow apparently "inexplicable cruelty" 

to occur. The fea,rs of mis-fortune following beyond 

the grave implies a sense of pre-ordained destiny 

that one is powerless to alter. Clearly, however, it 

is the decrees of life on earth that cause this scep

ticism; Conrad needs no other tutor.. He is also not 

far away from exhibiting the kind of fatalism shown 

by the Muslims of his early novels, the first of 

which he was in the process of writing. Later that 

year (on receiving the berth on the Torrens) he com-

ments, "But what good are plans? Destiny is our 

master! ,,28_the kind of outlook -Marlow shows in 

"Heart of Darkness" when he talks about "Destiny. My 

Destiny! Droll thing life is--that mysterious arran-

gement of merciless logic for a futile purpose" 

(Y, 150). 

-The-legacy of ConradtsPolish experiences is 

plain from these letters. It had cautioned him 

27 "To Marguerite Poradowska,-" 8 July 1891, 
Letter 25, Letters to Poradowska, pp. 30-31. 

28 "To Marguerite Poradowska," 5 March 1892, 
Letter 35, Letters to Poradowska, p. 41. 
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severely against illusions and the expectation of 

miracles, against the folly of mis-applied devotion 

and the dangers of religious obsession, against the 

prospects of receiving rewards for exemplary Christ-

ian conduct; in all probability it constituted the 

major factor in his undoubted diminution of faith. 

The events in Marseilles certainly seem to suggest 

that by the time Conrad. reached England his Catholi

cism was very definitely on the wane. The voyage up 

the Congo in 1890, during which it is clear that he 

came upon many Christian missions, could only have 

revealed to him the ineffectiveness of missionaries 

in the face of their brutal European companions 

whose tacit fa~ade of Christianity could not have 

appeared in a more cynical light. This, then, form

ed Conrad's religious background as he began to 

write and it would seem to explain, in many respects, 

the use he was to make of religious terminology with

in his works. But this needs to be seen also in the 

light of his later religious outlook, to which we 

must turn. 



CF-APTER FOUR 

CONRAD'S LATER RELIGION 

i. Conrad's Catholicism 

The state of Conrad's religious belief has 

attracted some vastly differing interpretations over 

the years, from steadfast Catholicism to antagonistic 

atheism. The evidence (as one would expect) is con

tradictory. An anecdote of Jessie Conrad illustrates, 

at least, that Christianity had very little place in 

the author's household. She is here speaking of 

their younger son, John: 

His father alluded to him as a little pagan 
and refused to let him learn any religion 
until he was turned six years old. Then he 
chuckled with delight because the boy's 
first words when he heard of the crucifixion 
were "It's disgusting, it ought to be for
gotten, it's not a thing to be proud of." 
Possibly such an opinion is unique, but it 
would not have been possible if the chfld 
had been taught any religion whatever. 

John Conrad himself, however, recalls a quite 

different incident with his father; in which, during 

a walk, the pair spent some time in a church: 

1 Joseph Conrad and His Circle, (London: 
Jarrolds, 1935), p. 151. 
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We carried on, pausing now and then to look 
at some tombstone and then, as though think
ing aloud he said,. tprofani ty is the pre
serve of the devil'. Then as we passed 
through the lychgate he said, 'Don't assume 
that because I do not go to church that I 
do not believe'21 do; all true seamen do in 
their hearts.! 

There were, indeed, times when Conrad would 

identify himself as a Catholic, as Jessie reveals 

when describing how J.B. Pinker, aided by Protestant 

Swiss waiters, parodied a catholic procession; the 

fun coming to an abrupt end at the Conrad's sitting-

room door when Conrad "flung it open and said icily: 

'Yes, and I'm a catholic, aren't I?'" Jessie contin

ues, "I heard the singer's voice murmuring insinuat-

ingly. I could not catch what was said, but the 

effect was a peal of amused laughter from the 'Catho

lic' and I lmew the storm was over. ,,3 Her use of 

quotation marks for "Catholic" and the fact that, 

clearly, Pinker had forgotten Conrad's religious 

heritage, suggest strongly that the novelist's 

oatholicism, at this stage, .was nominal .only. E. K. 

Hay shows another instance of this old identity, 

citing a letter from Conrad in which he is refusing 

to join a London club: 

2 

I was born a R.C. and though dogma sits 
lightly on me I have never renounced that 
form of Christian religion. The booklet 
of rules is so, I may say, theological 
that it would be like renouncing the faith 

Joseph Conrad: Times Remembered, (Cambridge: 
cambridge Univ. Press, 1981), p. 152. 

3 Joseph Conrad and His Circle, pp. 228-29. 
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of my fathers. 
Of course you will understand, my dear, 

that it is not with me any question of the 
principles but merely a matter of correct 
conduct. I do not think it would be correct 
for me.:to ask you to put my name down, and 
indeed I do not think it could be done since 
one of the cO~ditions of membership is to be 
a Protestant. 

In the same letter, Conrad also reveals that he had 

earlier refused to join a Catholic Association because: 

I discovered that the members engaged them
selves with all their might and power to 
work for the restoration of the temporal 
power of the Pope. Conceive you that im
becility! Of course I pointed out that 
this was a political object, that the accom
plished fact had all my sympathy and that I 
certainly would not lift a5finger to re
establish temporal power." 

These instances show that, whilst Conrad was not 

a practising catholic, he never revoked his faith, 

and he did, indeed, receive a Catholic burial on his 

death, attended by "the blessed mutter of the mass," 

as Cunninghame Graham put it, quoting (with uninten

tional irony) the words of a Protestant. 6 It is also 

clear that he was not willing to allow his erstwhile 

faith to be attack in his hearing or to join any 

organisation which would effectively force him to 

4 "Conrad to Gordon Gardiner," 8 Oct. 1923, 
quoted in Hay, p. 192~. 

5 Ibid., p. 193~. 

6 "Inveni Portum--Joseph Conrad," in Redeemed 
and Other Sketches (London: Heinemann, 1927); rpt. 
Selected Modern EnfliSh Essays, 2nd series, compo 
Humphrey SUmner Mi ford (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1932), p. 55. The quotation is from Robert Brown
ing's poem "The Bishop Orders His Tomb. II 
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disavow it, though both these factors could be ex

plained as simple.defence of heritage. His comments 

on the temporal aspirations of the Church are inter

esting when compared with the grievances of the 

clergy in Poland and the' fierce interests of Corbe

lk in Nostromo. 

This residue of Catholic identity could explain 

why Bernard Meyer perceives a difference in religious 

stance between Conrad's fictional and non-fictional 

writings and discovers "powerful and poignant OVer-

tones of a deep and abiding devotion to that early 

Catholic faith" within the fiction and protestations 

of atheism within his life. 7 The former stance he 

supports by asserting that Conrad identified himself 

with Christ in his novels (as was noted in chapter 

one);, the latter he bases mainly on two letters to 

Garnett (to be considered later), but spoils his 

case by misquoting Jessie Conrad. Meyer's footnote 

reads as follows: 

According to Jessie Conrad he asserted that 
he was "a hater of priests • • • and a 
determined atheist." She noted that during 
their stay in catholic Brittany Conrad 
never r~moved his hat when passing a 
church. 

In context, however, Jessie's statement reads as 

follows: 

7 Meyer, p. 351. 

8 Meyer, p. 351n. 
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Our guide and friend was our driver, a 
round-faced man of forty, from whom we hired 

._the carriage. He was a widower with a lot 
of small children and he was an excellent 
father. Conrad told me that he was a hater 
of priests and, in that land of Catholic 
Faith, a determined atheist. It's a fact 
that he never took off his hat when passing 
a church, but he was a kindly man and 
scrupulously honest in his charges. 9 

The atheist here, therefore, is not Conrad but the 

guide. 

Catholic identity is also claimed for Conrad by 

certain catholic writers, one of whom, Patrick Bray

brooke, can assert that "Conrad was both a mystic and 

a believer in collective worship" who "sought reality 

by looking at his own soult.but • • • knew also that 

he could not hope to find it without the aids of the 

Church," which "was for him the means by which the 

individual was introduced into the presence of God. ,,10 

Braybrooke asserts that Conrad "held fast to his re

ligion all through his life" for this "was the found

ation, and entire motive of his philosophy,,,11 but 

his support for these statements is scanty and not 
• 

all Catholic writers agree with him. John K. Ryan, 

for example, complains of Conrad's treatment of 

Catholic characters in his novels, especially in The 

Arrow of Gold "where the characters like Therese and 

Marquis de Villarel are wretched caricatures, tra

vesties unworthy of the man who wrote 'The Nigger 

9 Joseph Conrad as I Knew Him (London: Heine
mann, 1926), p. 29. 

-;10 Some Victorian and Georgian Catholics (1932; 
New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1969), p~ 142. 

11 Braybrooke, p. 166. 
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of the Narcissus' and 'Youth t .,,12 The bias of such 

comments is obvious, of course, particularly when one 

considers the character of the bigoted Protestant, 

Podmore,in the first of the books Ryan cites with 

approval. 13 

Outside the Catholic circle with its apparent 

need to know whether Conrad could be considered as 

"one of us," most critics feel that he lost his 

faith at an early age. Certain statements criticis-

ing Christianity in Conrad's letters to Garnett and 

the gloomy world picture emerging from his corres-

pondencewith cunninghame Graham, are usually cited 

as evidence for this view. 14 Before these can be 

taken as conclusive, however, they need to be seen in 

a wider context than hitherto, it being a common 

failing of mankind to voice only grievances and not 

sati sfactions. 

One first needs to consider a letter Conrad 

wrote to his aunt on his return to London from his 

first voyage-on the Torrens. Conrad is here giving 

advice in respect of another nephew of hers: 

12 "Conrad's Catholicism Questioned," America, 
19 April 1924, p. 14. . 

13 For other Catholic comments, see, for ex
ample, A. Hilliard Atteridge, "Conrad the Catholic," 
The catholic Mind, 22 Feb. 1925, pp. 78-80; Phillips 
Temple, "The Fatalism of Joseph Conrad," America. 28 
November 1942, pp. 213-14; Michael Williams , "Liter
ature XIII--Jo seph conrad," America, 15 November 
1915, PPe 113-14. 

14 Working on this assumption, it seems, has 
caused at least two critics to misread a passage of 
The Nigger of the "Narcissus", claiming an atheistic 
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• • • one becomes useful only on realizing 
the utter insignificance of the individual 
in the scheme of the universe. When one 
understands 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 li~its of his duty towards soc
iety, only then is one the master of his 
consci~§ce, with the right to call himself 
a man. 

Such work ethics are similar to the advice Conrad 

himself had often received from his Uncle Thaddeus. 

In the previous November, for example, having berated 

his nephew for pessimism, Bobrowski considers that 

narrative stance. The passage in question reads: 
"till the weary succession of nights and days taint
ed by the obstinate clamour of sages, demanding bliss 
and an empty heaven, is redeemed at last by the vast 
silence of pain and labour, by the dumb fear and the 
dumb courage of men obscure, forgetful and enduring" 
(NN, 90). Albert J. Guerard's interpretation of this 
is-''The dignity of man lies in his vast silence and 
endurance; a dignity tainted by those who clamor for 
the reward of another life" (Guerard, p. 104), whilst 
H.M. Daleski comments "Indeed the passage insists it 
would be the height of folly to seek for manifesta
tions of the divine in nature since 'heaven i is 'emp
ty', and the t sages' who have obstinately demanded 
'bliss' despite the fact of that emptiness have only 
succeeded in 'tainting' life, which is 'redeemed' not 

. by their 'clamour' but by the 'vast silence' of dog
ged suffering and work" (Joseph Conrad: The Way of 
Dispossession [London: Faber and Faber, 19'771, p. 30). 
But the punctuation of the passage makes it clear 
that it is in fact the sages who are demanding "an 
empty heaven" in addition to "bliss," and the taint
ing effect of this shows that such a position is 
condemned by the narrator. 

15 "To Marguerite Poradowska," 4 September 1892, 
Letter 37, Letters to Poradowska, pp. 45-46. 
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each individual should contribute to mankind, not 

with dreams of leadership, "but rather thinking of 

himself as a modest tiny ant which by its insignifi

cant toil in fulfilling its modest duty secures the 

life and existence of the whole nest.,,16 Both ex-

tracts advocate a sense of vocation and there is 

(as we shall see) much to recommend R.R. HOdge~views 

on the importance of this word to Conrad. Hodges 
-

claims: "Conrad's ideal was that a man's profession, 

his true work, should also be a vocation, a calling, 

and some ·of· the old religious meanings cling to the 

world [sic]." 17 

Certainly it can be said that Conrad had little 

time for institutionalised forms of religion as his 

remarks to Edward Noble in 1895 make clear: 

Everyone must walk in the light of his own 
heart's gospel. No man's light is good to 
any of his fellows. That's my creed from 
beginning to end. That's my view of life-
a view that rejects all formulas, dogmas 
and principles of other people's making. 
These are only a web of illusions. We are 
too varied. Another8man's truth is only 
a dismal lie to me. 

Conrad's religion evidently underwent consider-

able change during the course of his life and his 

use of a religious lexis can be said to indicate the 

nature of the change. Devotion to an institutional-

16 "Bobrowski to Conrad," 28 Oct./9 Nov. 1891, 
Letter 62, Conrad's Polish Background, p. 154. 

17 . 
The Dual Heritage of Joseph Conrad (The 

Hague: Mouton, 196'1), p. '/6. 

18 "To Edward Noble," 2 Nov. 1895, LL, I, 184. 

THE lItlRM'i 
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ised belief thus becomes devotion to "his own heart's 

gospel" and in Conrad's case this proved to be his 

vocation, to which he would bring his "few simple 

ideas," notably "the idea of Fidelity" (PR, XIX). 

ii. Conrad's Vocation, I: The Sea 

The two vocations that (figuratively speaking) 

acted as Conrad's particular deities were the craft 

of the sailor with his mystic attraction for the sea, 

and the craft of the writer; the latter being used 

many times to describe the former with suitably re-

ligious terms. One brief passage in A Personal Re-

cord brings the two together, in fact: 

I had better say that the life at sea 0 • • 

is not, upon the whole, a good equipment 
for a writing life. God forbid, though, 
that I should be thought of as denying my 
masters of the quarter-deck. I am not 
capable of that sort of apostasy. I have 
confessed my attitude of piety towards 
their shades in three or more tales, and if 
any man on earth more than another needs to 
be·true to himself as he hopes to be saved, 
it is certainly the writer of fiction. 
(PR, 108) 

The tone of this is not entirely serious, of course 

(though it is not entirely flippant either) but the 

note is still struck. Soon after this passage, Con-

rad relates the initial attraction of the sea and 

compares it deliberately with a religious belief: 

In that faint, ghostly sUUITd there live 
the memories of twenty years, the voices 
of rough men now no more, the strong voice 
of the everlasting winds, and the whisper 
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of a mysterious spell, the murmur of the 
great sea, which must have somehow reached 

. my- inland cradle- and ent.ered .my.unconscious 
ear, like that formula of Mohammedan faith 
the Mussulman father whispers into the ear 
of his new-born infant, making him one of 
the faithful almost with his first breath. 
I do not know whether I have been a good 
seaman, but I know I have been a very 
faithful one. (PR, 110) 

._ Rel.igious images are thus abundant in Conrad's 

maritime memories and whilst he is, of course, using 

the terms metaphorically, their very usage indicates 

to some degree, the sense of vocation he felt was 

necessarY_ Thus when Conrad compares the captain's 

state-room to the "sanctum sanctorum of a temple" 

(MS, 5), there is an underlying seriousness to the 

apparently playful comparison. His descriptions of 

a theft on board , committed "in such a way as to 

bring the profoundest possible trouble to all the 

blameless souls animating that ship" is regarded as 

being in the nature of a spiritual crime: 

I am really in doubt whether the crime 
should not be entered under the categorY 
of sacrilege rather than theft. Those 
things belonged to the captain! There was 
certainly something ±n the nature of the 
violation of a sanctuarY ••• (NLL, 186) 

Discovering the theft the steward is described as 

being "a prey to a sort of sacred horror" (NLL, 187) 

and the whole incident is a "deed of darlmess" (NLL, 

186), for a ship "has to be respected, actually and 

ideally; her merit, her innocence, are sacred things" 

(NLL, 188) 

Beneath the apparent mocking effect of the 
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inflated language (describing, after all, an instance 

po.f pe.~ty. :t.~eftJ,· . .1i~s. j;be_ ,se:r;JQu.sn.~.~~ 9.t:, ,~,po~~I:Ltial 

undermining of solidarity; that vital component of 

shipboard life that is so important a feature of The 

Nigger of the "Narcissus'''. 

Like a literal religion, this c;r:-eed of the sea 

,is investedwith-Tts .·own'f'o;rm. c>.taft~r::=life •. When 

remembering a 10 st shipmate, Conrad remarks, "may the 

god of gales who took him away so abruptly. between 

New Zealand and the Horn, let his soul rest in some 

Paradise of true seamen" (MS, 45), whilst, for the 

,wrongdoers, "I could imagine no. worse .eternal. punish-

ment for evil seamen who die unrepentant upon the 
, . 

earthly sea than that their soUl,s should be conderrmed 

to man the ghosts of disabled ships, drifting for 

ever across a ghostly and tempestuous ocean It (MS, 64). 

It is, thus, a fitting reminder of the faith that in 

the episode of the Tremolino, Dominic Cervoni should 

feel (after wrecking his boat to escape coastguards), 

that ·the deed "lies. upon my soul." (MS,179). 

Some of the real harshness of the calling is 

indicated ,in his final work, the unfinished "Legends," 

in which he directly contrasts his sailors of the sea 

with the saints of Christianity. Here he is concerned 

with the false or fatuous which creeps into worthy or 

noble stories: 

Or even into .a holy story. The Golden Leg
end itself. The legend of saints and their 
miracles is an awful example .of that danger 
--as anyone who turns over a few pages of 
it may see. Saintliness is made' absurd by 
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themselves. It_ lacks spirituality in a 
surprising way. (LEt 45) 
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This, as it hap,pened, was to be Conrad's final tribute 

to his erstwhile comrades of the sea: 

They did not work miracles, to be sure, 
but I have seen them repeatedly do all that 
men can do for their faith--if it was only 
the faith in their own manhood. And that 
is something, surely. But there was some
thing more in it, something larger--a fide
lity to the demands of their calling which 
I verily believe was for all of them I knew, 
both afloat and ashore, vocational quite as 
much in its way as any spiritual call a 
man's nature has ever responded to. And 
all that for no perceptible reward in the 
praise of man and the favour of gods--I 
mean the sea gods, an indigent, pitiless 
lot, who had nothing to offer to servants 
at their shrine but a ward in some hospital 
on shore or a sudden wedding with death in 
a great uproar, but with no gilding or fine 
words about it. La mort sans phrases. 
(LE,45). 

His attitude is most explicit, however,Jin a letter 

to William Blackwood: 

A wrestle with wind and weather has a moral 
value like the positive acts of faith on 
which may be built a doctrine of salvation 
and a rule of life. At any rate men en
gaged in such contests have been my spirit
ual ~at~ers t~O long for me to change my 
convlctlons. 

19 "To William Blackwood," 26 Aug. 1901, Joseph 
Conrad: Letters to William B~ackwood and David S. 
Meldrum, ed. Willia~ BlaCkburn (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
Univ. Press, 1958), p. 133. 
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iii. Conrad's Vocation, II : Literature 

These particular aspects span almost twenty 

years of writing and show that Conrad was true to his 

creed. His fictional treatment of it is most marked 

in The Nigger of the "Narcissus" (1896), but the Pre

face to that work, being not about the sea but about 

the task of the writer, indicated a conscious ad

herence to a new vocation. This transition, however, 

,was a painful one. Almayer's Folly had been worked 

out at a fairly leisurely pace whilst Conrad was 

still at sea and his second novel does not seem to 

have caused him too many traumas. But The Sisters 

petered out and its successor, The Rescue (origin

ally The Rescuer), was to follow a tortuous passage 

for over three years, stretching its author on a rack 

of despair in the process before being finally put 

aside. 

It was during this time of crisis (1896-99) that 

Conrad's gloomy letters to Cunninghame Graham were 

written and whilst these have been frequently cited 

as evidence of a peSSimistic world view on the part 

of the author, the context in which they were written 

has been generally neglected. In the course of these 

letters, Conrad likens the universe to a knitting 

machine knitting unchangeably and remorselessly and 

expresses his despair at the futility of existence 

in the face of the news from science that the world 
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would one day perish from cold. He felt that Graham 

was too much of an idealist whilst he (Conrad) saw 

things as they were. Man was naturally egotistical-

no reform of institutions could improve the situation. 

This"is melancholy indeed; little wonder such 

comments" should be taken to indicate a loss of belief, 

especially since the letter containing his considera

tion of final extinction also proclaimed that "Faith 

is a myth and beliefs shift like mists on the shore. 

• • • As our peasants say: 'Pray brother, forgive me 

for the love of God'. And we don't know what forgive

ness is, nor what is love, nor where God is. Assez. ,,20 

The let"ter ended, "But salvation lies in being 

illogical. Still I feel remorse." 

In a way this was a time of religious crisis but 

this was only incidentally to do with Christianity 

and more to do with vocation. To the craft of liter-

ature Conrad brought the same sense of integrity that 

he had taken to the art of seamanship and the back

ground to his despair is the soul-searching that 

accompanied his doubts of being worthy of his new 

profession (or belief). Generally it has been 

assumed that the despair shown in his letters is the 

real Conrad and that this mood has been transmitted 

to his novels, whereas there seems to be a case for 

reversing this assumption to assert that the despair 

of his letters was caused by the difficulties of com

position. In other words it was not the despair, 

20 14-15 Jan. 1898, Letter 7, Conrad to Cunning
hame Graham, p. 65. 
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reflected in the letters, that caused the novels but 

the writing of novels that caused the despair. The 

religious terms Conrad applies to the art of writing 

show that he had elevated it to the same high posi

tion as the calling of the sea. The despair thus re-

flects, in a very real sense, a spiritual crisis as 

Conrad reached a state of creative torpor over The 

Rescue. He was failing in his new belief and now, 

dependent on that belief, were his wife Jessie and 

(from January 1898) a son, Borys. This was no time 

for authorial paralysis to set in; family responsibi-

lities demanded creative energy. 

One can see the mood develop in the letters to 

Garnett written in 1896. When giving up The Sisters 

(on Garnett's advice) Conrad was almost philosophical 

in his attitude: 

If one looks at life in its true aspect 
then everything loses much of its unplea
sant importance and the atmosphere becomes 
cleared of what are only unimportant mists 
that drift past in imposing shapes. When 
once the truth is grasped that one's own 
personality is only a ridiculous and aim
less masquerade of something hopelessly un
known the attainment of serenity is not 
very far off. Then there remains nothiag 
but the surrender to onets impulses, the 
fidelity to passing emotions which is per
haps a nearer approach to 2truth than any 
other philosophy of life. 

21 23 March 1896, Letters from Conrad, p. 23. 
One could note, perhaps, that in the next year Con
rad was writing to Miss watson (in the letter about 
E.L. Sanderson that has already been cited) that "You 
must sacrifice the best of your impulses to do the 
mo st good • • • " (27 June 1897, LL, I, 206). Clear
ly, any abs~lutist stand Conrad made needed to be 
qualified. 
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In this letter Conrad announced his intention of 

beginning The Rescuer. Five months later this plan 

had plunged him into despair: 

••• I have been living in a little hell 
of my own; ina place of torment so subtle 
and so cruel and so unavoidable that the 
prospect of theological damnation in the 
hereafter has no more terrors.for mee22It 
is all about the ghastly "Rescuer". 

These lamentations continue for a full page during 

which the novelist confesses to being "paralysed by 

doubt" with "just sense enough to feel the agony" but 

"powerless to invent a way out of it. ,,23 

His only solution was to write short stories but 

this diversion seems to have troubled his sense of 

artistic integrity. His comment to Garnett nine days 

later shows the sense of being unfaithful to a creed; 

a feeling made apparent by the reference to the ~lost 

soul~ ~f which is an image that appears several times 

in his letters with the same connection: 

There is only 6,000 words in it so it can't 
bring in many shekels ••• Don't you think.! 
am a lost soul?--Upon my word.I hate every 
line I write. ·1 wish I could tackle the 
Rescuer again. I simply can't! An~4I live 
in fear that is worse than mortal. 

From this state he was rescued for a while by 

22 5 August 1896, Letters from Conrad, p. 42. 

23 Ibid., p. 43. 

24 14 August 1896, Letters from conrad, p. 47. 
Where ellipsis points appear in the original material 
(as here), this is indicated by three unspaced per
iods. 
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his old belief, the sea, this time in the fictional 

form of The Nigger of the "Narcissus", but whilst 

writing the last pages of this work Conrad wrote "May 

the Gods help you. I am all right--have sold myself 

to the devil. Am proud of it. ,,25 This may indicate 

that he still felt his true purpose was hig, 'Rescu~r/l 

and that he was compromising his beliefs in writing 

anything else. The context is not too olear, how

ever. What is olear is his oomment on the trouble-

some work a month later: "The Resouer sleeps yet the 

sleep like of death. Will there be a miraole and a 

resurreotion? Qui~n sabe!"26 The applioation of rel

igious terms to his art (whether serious or not) 

shows the development of the new vooation and his 

sense, of artistio int,egri ty is shown again by this 
.' 

oomment to E.L. Sanderson (speaking of The Nigger of 
. - - -. .--"'. -. -

the "NarciSSUS"): 

I am conoeited about It,--God knows,--but 
He also knows the spirit in whioh I approa
ohed the undertaking to present faithfully 
some of His benighted and suffering crea
tures~ the humble, the obscure, the sinful, 
the erring upon whom rests His Gaze of in
effable PitY.27MY conscience is at peace in 
that matter • 

. ' . . -.. 
But the Rescuer came to overwhelm him again: 

I trust you are well. I am so sO--horribly 
irritable and mUddle-headed. Thinking of 

25 10 Jan. 1897. Lette~s from' c~nrad, p. 67. 

26 1 Feb. 1897, L~tt~~s-'f~m' con~ad, p. 13. 

27 "To E.L. sanderson," May 1897, LL, I, 205. 
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Rescuer; writing nothing; often restraining 
tears; never restraining curses. At times 
thinking the world has come to an end--at 
others convinced th~it has not yet come 
out of chaos. But generally I feel like 
the impenitent thief on the cross (he is2gne 
of my early heroes)--defiant and bitter. 

Two months after this letter, the correspondence 

with Graham begins, in the midst, it will be noted, 

of another unavailing attempt to come to grips with 

the Rescuer. Conrad's first letter to Graham reveals 

part of his creed; his integrity as a writer: 

Mr. Kipling has the wisdom of the passing 
generations--and holds it in perfect sin
cerity. Some of his work is of impeccable 
form and because of that little thing he 
shall sojourn in Hell only a very short 
while. He squints with the rest of his 
excellent sort. It 1s a beautiful squint~ 
it is a useful squint. lUld--after all-
perhaps he sees round the corner? And 
suppose Truth is just round the corner like 
the elusive and useless loafer it is? I 
can't tell. No one can tell. It 1s1m
possible to know. It is impossible to know 
anything tho' it is possible to believe a 
thing or two~ . 

Pray do not regret your letter; I mean 
to hold my beliefs--not that I think it . 
matters in the least. If I had your eye
sight, your knowledge and your pen it would 
matter. But I haven't. Nevertheless I 
shall persist in my beastly attitude. 
Straight vision is bad form--as you know. 
The proper thing is to look round the corn
er, because, if truth is not there--there 
is at any rate a something that distributes 
shekels--And what2~etter can you want than 
the noble metals? 

2~ "To Edward Garnett," 11 June 1897, Letters 
from Conrad, pp. 84-85. 

29. 5. August 1897,' Letter 1, Conrad to Cunning
hame Graham, p. 45. 
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Part of the creed, it seems, is that any prosti

tution of the art (writing for money instead of from 

conviction) attracts the terms of the demonic. Con

rad once more attacks hypocrisy, this time within his 

profession, but the letter shows the extent of his 

problem and, in many ways, the cause of his gloom. 

Conrad's Jtstraight vision" was not attracting the 

"shekels, It nor was it causing enough to be written, 

and it may be that his cynicism about the "noble met

als" derived, in part, from the fact that he was not 

receiving enough of them. His integrity was proving 

unprofitable, in short, but he still needed money to 

live. 

The position with The Rescue (the title had 

changed by now), had still not altered as is clear 

from a letter to Garnett in October: 

I can't get on with the Rescue. In all 
these days I haven't written a line, but 
there hadn't been a day when I did not wish 
myself dead. It is too ghastly. I positiv
ely don't know what to do. Am lout to the 
end of my t~oher? Sometimes I think it 
must be so. ' 

By December the position was becoming more and 

more urgent since Conrad was only one month away from 

fatherhood and, to add to this additional impending 

burden, was involved in a dispute with Adolf Krieger 

over a debt; an event that hurt him deeply as his 

letter to Garnett shows: 

30 11 Oct. 1897, Letters from Conrad, p. 100. 
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MY soul is like a stone within me. I am 
going through the awful experience of losing 
a friend. Hope comes every evening to con
sole me but he has a hopeless task. Death 
is nothing--and I am used to its rapacity. 
But when life robs one of a man to whom one 
has pinned one's faith for twenty years the 
wrong Beems too monstrous to be lived down. 31 

This, then, constitutes the background to Con

rad's excessively pessimistic letters to Graham, six 

of which were written in December 1897 and January 

1898. The concept of the self-evolved knitting mach

ine, knitting remorselessly "time space, pain, death, 

corruption, despair and all the illusions,n32 came in 

the letter of 20 December; the despair over "humanity 

condemned ultimately to perish from cold" ~ a letter 

of 14 January 1898, coinciding with the birth of Bor

Y8. 33 The general tenor of the letters is well-known 

and need not be reproduced here. What they reflect, 

however, is little more than the morbid thoughts that 

to some degree are present in everyone and require 

only a crisis of personal circumstances to bring them 

to the fore. 34 This crisis was obviously evident in 

Conrad at the time and it is argued that it was the 

religious intensity he brought to the art of writing 

and his temporary inability to fulfil his new creed 

that provided the essential background for his des-

31 5 Dec. 1897, Letters fro~ c~nr8d, pp. 107-08. 

32 Letter 5, Conrad. to cunninghame . Graham, pp. 
56-57. 

33 
.. 

Letter 7, Conrad to cunninghame Graham, pp. 
63-65. 

34 Conrad confessed that ttthis is morbid" in one 
part of his letter of 6 Dec. 1897 (Letter 3, Conrad 
to cunninghame· Graham, p. 49). 



Since then I've been better but have been 
unable to write. I sit down religiously 
every morning,. I sit down for eight hours 
every day--and the sitting down is. all. In 
the course of that working day of 8 hours 
I write 3 sentences which I erase before 
leaving the table in despair. There's not 
a single word to send you. Not one!. And 
time passes--and McOlure waits--not to 
speak of Eternity for which I don't care a 
damn •. Of McOlure however I am' afraid. 

I ask myself som'etimes whether I am be
witched, whether I am the victim of an evil 
eye? But there is no IIjettaturan in Eng
land--is there? I assure you--speaking 
so berly and on -my . word of honour--that 
sometimes it takes all my resolution and 
power of self control to refrain from but
ting my head against the wall. I want to 
howl and foam at the mouth but I daren't do 
i tfor fear of waking that baby and alarm
ing my wife. It's no joking matter. After 
such crises of despair I doze for hours 
still half conscious that there is that 
story I am unable to write. Then I wake 
up, tryagain--and at last go to bed com
pletely done-up. So the days pass and noth
ing . is done. At night I sleep. In the 
morning I get up with the horror of that 
powerlessness3~ must face through a day of 
vain efforts. . 

It is not for nothing that the word 'religiously' 

1s used here, reinforcing his commitment and adding 

to the extent of his despair. With McOlure having 

35 Between 11. June 1896, when part one of the 
manuscript of 'The Rescuer" was sent off to London, and 
19 December 189~p -when part four was be~un,Conrad 
wrote less than 300 pages of the novel {about 150 in 
the final version). Of the 200 pages written for 
part four, almost half were eventually scrapped. The 
last 18 pages of manuscript, in fact, became only 11 
pages of book. (The Rescuer manuscript is item 4787 
ot the Ashley-Wise Collection in the British Museum, 
LondonJ . 

36 29 March 1898, Letters from Conrad, pp. 126-27. 



113 

purchased the serial rights for The Rescue in America, 

the pressure on the author-was greater than ever,and 

this long extract shows, in some detail, the domin

ance the unfinished book had achieved over Conrad's 

life at this time. Little wonder he should write 

again to Garnett in June that ItI am living in a hell 

of my own It; 37 1i ttle Wonder, also, that a sudden de

mand for more -Rescue" material should prompt him to 

write in this manner to cunninghame Graham: 

Ride on to the tree and to the right
for verily. there is a devil at the end of 
every road. Let us pray to the potbellied 
gods, to gods with more legs than a centi
pede and more arms than a dozen windmills, 
let us pray to them to guard us from the 
mischance of arriving somewhere. As long 
as we don't pray to the gods made in man' s 
image weare sure of a most glorious per
dition. 

Don't know tho'. I wouldn't give two 
pence for all its glory--and I would pray 
to a god made like a man in the Ci ty-- and 
do you know for what? For a little forget
fulness. Say half an hour. Oh bliss. I 
would give him ~ soul for it and he would 
be cheated. To, be cheated is godlike. It 
is your devil who mak~~ good bargains, leg
ends notwithstanding. 

This passage can be seen as revealing the auth

or's forebodings, for Conrad is clearly fearful of 

the consequences of his inability to write (he men

tions McClure's demand for material in the postscript 

of the letter). The reference to "gods made in man's 

image" reverses the biblical view of man (made in 

37 June 1898, L~tter~ fr~~ Conrad, p. 132. 

38 26 August 1898, Letter 24, C~~~ad' t~ Cunning
hameGraham, p. 101. 
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God's image), and indicates either formulas (by impli

cation, man-made), to which Conrad could not adhere, 

or the British tendency to portray God and Christ as 

elderly and youthful Anglo-Saxons, claiming each to 

be "one of us" as it were. It was, of course, "a man 

in the city" (McClure in America) who was putting 

pressure on the novelist and, obviously, the traumas 

of writing constitute the things Conrad would like to 

. forget, together with impending deadlines. Towards 

the end of the letter, he thinks Wistfully of his pre-

vious vocation, for "to get to sea would be salva

tion. "39 

Conrad was to experience such traumas over most 

of h~s books, even to the extent of suffering a ner

vous breakdown after the writing of Under Western 

~, but never again was he to go through such diffi

culties of composition for such a sustained period of 

time and it is significant that never again was he to 

produce such a procession of pessimistic letters. On 

his recovery from the breakdown that followed Under 

Western. Eyes, he wrote thus to Galsworthy: 

I am thus coming back to the world. Yet 
that isn't exactly it. It's very much like 
coming out of one little hell into another. 
Don't think I am ungrateful to gods and men 
••• by saying this. One can't help that 
feeling. I am glad enough to have changed 
one hell for another, for I do.not feel eith
er helpless or hopeless. On the contrary, 
there is a sort of confidence,--but indeed 
it may be only the sign of an incipient 

39 26 August 1898, Letter 24, Conrad to Cunning
ham& Graham, p. 102. 
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softening of the brain! However, I am glad 
enough to feel it on any terms. Anything 
better than black depression40which may be 
the sign ot religious mania. 

It one can take Conrad's vocation as his religion 

then his black depressions do indeed indicate reli

gious mania and his recognition of this state in bet

ter times indicates an abill ty to appraise its lack 

ot validity. In this respect, it is interesting to 

consider one ot the earliest letters Conrad wrote to 

his aunt (in March 1890) betore his Congo experience. 

The occasion ot the.letter was the recent death of his 

aunt's husband: 

Life rolls on in bitter floods, like the 
grim and brutal ocean under a sky covered 
with dark clouds, and there are days when 
the poor souls who have embarked on the 
disheartening voyage imagine that never has 
a ray of sun been able to break through 
that dreary veil; that never will the sun 
shine again; that it has never even existed! 
EYes that the sharp wind of grief has filled 
with tears must be pardoned if they refuse 
to see the blue; lips that have tasted the 
bitterness of life must be pardoned if they 
refuse to utter words of hope. Especially 
must the unhappysoul·a be pardoned who have 
elected to make the pilgrimage on foot, who 
skirt the shore and gaze uncomprehendingly 
upon the horror of the struggle, the joy at 
victory, and the deep despair of the van
quished; these souls who receive the casta
way with a smile of pity and a word of 
prudence or reproach on their lips. They 
especially must be pardoned, "for they know 
not what they do!" 

This is how I feel about him, about you, 
about those with you; but I ask you to re
member, I beg you to understand, that it is 
permitted a soul dwelling in a body torment
ed by pain, exhausted with illness, to have 

40 "To John Gal swo rthy , " 17 May 1910, LL, II, 108. 
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Under the 
the, mind sees 
soul unguided 

Now that soul is delivered; it has re
cognized its error. It requires your par
don. You must give it, wholly, without 
reserve, with complete forgetfulness of 
your personal suffering; not as a sacrifice, 
but as a duty. So giVen, your pardon will 
incline a little· towards the human ideal of 
Divine Justice, towards that Justice which 
is the only hope, the only refuge, of souls 
who have fought, sU{fered, and fallen in the 
struggle with life. 

Here we have a sympathetic eorrespondent consol

ing a bereaved one, speaking of souls in a conven

tional religious sense but also of Divine Justice as 

a human ideal. The theme is forgiveness and the 

harshness of existence, but, the early sentences se~m 

almost prophetic if applied to the writer. Perhaps 

Conrad could write in such a vein here because he had 

experience of the feeling (in Marseilles, maybe); 

certainly he was to reach this state of mind later. 

More importantly, though, he reco'gnises the falseness 

of such peSSimism; pessimism akiri to that shown in 

those letters to Cunninghame Graham at the time of 

The Rescue. In fact, in Conrad.' s fiotional world, 

the outlook of Axel Heyst, regarding "Man on this 

earth" as "an unforeseen accident which does not 

stand close investigation" (I, 196) and choosing non

involvement as his course of action, would fit very 

well into those letters and it may be that Victory 

41 "To Marguerite 'poradowska," 2'-25 March 1890, 
Letter 5, Conrad. to Poradowska, pp. 8-9. 



117 

represents Conrad's fictional rejection of that earli

er pessimism. Conrad rejects it directly in au essay 

on "Books": 

It must not be supposed that I claim for 
the artist in fiction the freedom of moral 
Nihilism. I would require from him many 
acts of faith of which the first would be 
the cherishing of an undying hope; and hope 
it will not be contested, implies all the 
piety of effort and renunciation. It is 
the God sent form of trust in the magic 
force and inspiration belonging to the li1e 
of this earth. Weare inclined to forget 
that the way of excellence is in the in
tellectual. as distinguished from emotional 
humility. What one feels so hopelessly 
barren in declared pessimism 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 were a source of 
proud and unholy joy unto some of the modern 
writers. (NLL, 8) 

This was written in 1905, but there are few signs of 

hope in The Secret Agent which Conrad was about to 

write, illustrating perhaps that his philosophy was 

very muoh a matter of mood. If anything, The Secret 

Agent seems to show all the elements that Conrad was 

condemning. 

Conrad is consistent, though, in applying re

ligious terms to his art, however playfully these may 

be used. A successful author, in his eyes, becomes a 

kind of literary holy man, for example: 

We live like a family of anchorites •.. From 
time to time a pious pilgrim appartenant a 
la grande fraterni te des lettres comes to 
pay a visit to the celebrated Joseph Conrad 
--and to obtain his blessing. Sometimes he. 
gets it and sometimes he does not, for the 
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hermit is severe and dysp~ptiC.42 

This seems almost sardonic in tone (it follows anoth

er battle with The Rescue and the geginning of "Heart 

of Darkness") but the expansion ot such imagery in a 

letter to Arthur SYmons in 1908 is apparently used to 

convey a sincere approach, especially since Conrad 

had also used the same set of images in a letter to 

Garnett the day ~efore: 

One thing that I am certain of is that I 
have approached the object of my task, 
things human, in a spirit of piety. The 
earth is a temple where there is going on 
a mystery play, childish and poignant, 
ridiculous and awful enough, in all con
science. Once" in I've tried to behave de
cently. I have not degraded any quasi
religious sentiment by tears and groans; 
and if I have been amused or indignant, 
I've neither grinned nor gnashed my teeth. 
In other words, Itve tried to write with 
dignity, not out of regard for myself, but 
for the sake of the spectacle, the play 
with an obscure beginning and an unfathom
able denouement. I don't think that this 
has been noticed. It is your penitent 
beating the floor with his forehead and the 
ecstatic worshipper at the rails that are 
obvious to the public eye. The man stand
ing quietly in the shadow of the pillar, if 
noticed at all, runs the r4~k of being sus
pected of sinistEr designs. " 

Conrad had reported to Garnett the previous day that, 

according to Symons, "I gloat over scenes of cruelty 

and am obsessed by visions of spilt blood, ,,44 thus 

42 "To 1\ng,Efl ... e .. Z8gorska, n 18 Dec. 1898, LL, I, 
262. 

43 "To ArthUr Symons," 29 A.yg. 1908, LL, II, 83-84. 

44 "To Edward Garnett," 28 Aug. 1908, L~tters trom 
Conrad p p. 225. 
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part of the purpose of this elaborate imagery ie to 

repudiate the charge (whioh he had, in faot, done 

much more eimply earlier in the month).45 The Seoret 

Agent wae hie most recent novel at this stage, the 

pervasive ironio tone of whioh embraced both the 

grotesque dismemberment of Stevie and the violent 

death of Mr. Verloo, and can appear to be either 

callous or detached, depending on individual inter

pretation. For the present purpose, however, it is 

significant that Conrad ohose to defend his art in 

religiou!l terms, and his protestations of "piety to

wards things human" were to be repeated six weeke 

later in a letter toE.V. Luoas which also olaimed 

that "a man who puts forth the secret of hie imagin

ation to the :world aocomplishes, as it were, a rel

igioue rite. ,,46 Some yeare later, when struggling 

with SUepense, it may well be the temple of litera

ture that Conrad hae in mind when he writes: 

I can't get my teeth into the novel. I am 
al t'ogether in the dark as to what it is 
about. I am depressed and exasperated at 
the same time and I only wish I could say 
to myself that I don't care. But I do oare. 
A horrid state. Don't forget me in your 
prayers. You who have never4,trayed beyond 
the precinots of the Temple. 

45 "To Arthur SYmons," Monday, Aug. 1908, LL, II 
72-73. 

46 "To E.V. Lucas," 6 Oct. 1908, LL, II, 89. 

47 "To Jack and Ada Galsworthy," 10 May 1921, LL, 
II, 257., It ie certainly unlikely that this commen~ 
was meant literally to denote orthodox religious belief 
since Galsworthy had also strayed from that temple, 
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The use of language here is still figurative, of 

course, but the comparisons are plain and emphasise 

Conrad's acute sense of integrity towards his art. 

Two letters to Garnett in 1904 reflect his unease at 

writing articles for magazines, the first of which 

concerns the edition of the Speaker> in which Conrad's 

article on Anatole France appeared. Conrad writes, 

"strengthen his faint soul by pointing out that the 

thing is low down and commonplace enough to please ' 

the divine mediocrity of the only god he knows--his 

public. "48, 

There is a great irony in this point of view, of 

course, for whilst Conrad's major works were not 

written to pander to public taste (and he was suit

ably bitter about works that were), he was still nat

urally anxious to be read, since this alone provided 

him with his livelihood. The second letter shows a 

still greater sense of apostasy in writing for maga

zines (and, therefore, for money); 

, 

A few days later I saw (and read) in the 
'Standard' a warm and gentlemanly apprecia
tion of the dumminess of your dummy. Amen! 
And I beheld the bald summit of my ambition. 
Some day I shall write a thing that'll be 
reviewed thus and not otherwise. Then in 
the dead of night,in the woods about the 

holding the ethics of Christianity in high esteem 
whilst rejecting its dogmas and divine foundation. 
To an unrecorded correspondent, in fact, Galsworthy 
wrote (in terms similar to Conrad's), "In this age I 
think we all have to find ourselves--no glib formulas 
will help us, and those people who believe in flog
ging the dead horse of outworn religions are dead 
wood>in our[tree" (M.E. Reynolds, Memories of John 
Galsworihy London: Robert Hale, 193bJ, p. 81 ). 

48 "To Edward Gamett," 6 July 1904, Letters 
from Conrad, p. 192. 
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Cearne, wearing the cope and the pointed 
mitre of a High Priest, in the secrecy of a 
persecuted faith, by the light of a torch 
held by David clad in the white vestments-
you shall bury my tame and impotent soul. 
You'll bury it alive--by God--and go home 
smilin~9ironically, and sleep no more that 
night. 

The art of literature would, it seems, be the "per

secuted faith." 

There is a note of self-mockery here, showing 

that Conrad was aware of the exalted plane to which 

he elevated his vocation and could see it in a wider 

perspective at times. But despite the wry humour of 

his exaggerated imagery, one can still perceive ser

ious intent beneath. To be universally popular, he 

seems to say, one must relinquish the essential in-

tegrity of true writersand to do that would be to be-

tray one's creed. 

iv. Conradls Comments on Christianity 

It is against this background that Conrad's com

ments on Christianity must be set. Two letters to 

Garnett are frequently cited in this connection but 

the oontext requires careful consideration. The 

earliest of these is chiefly concerned with the press 

reviews of the youth volume before it turns to Christ-

ianity: 

49 "To Edward Garnett," :3 sept. :1904, Letters 
from conrad, p. 194. 



122 

J. El'wood sent me wortl that the thing 3ells 
decently and that if the Christmas does not 
kill it or if ••• 

It t s strange how I always, f,rom the age 
of fourteen, disliked the Christian religion, 
its doctrines, ceremonies and festivals_ 
Presentiment that some day it will' work' my 
undoing, I suppose. Now it's quite on the 
cards that. the Bethlehem legend will kill 
the epic, and the bogie tale, and the touch
ing, tender, noble captain Newcombe-
Colonel Whalley thing. Hard. Isn't it? 
And the most galling feature is that nobody 
--not a Single Bishop of them--believes in 
it. The business in the stable isn't con
vincing; whereas my atmosphere (vi~B re
Views) can be positively breathed. 

These comments are clearly a reaction to the news that 

the presence of Christianity could have effects on his 

livelihood; not a carefully thought out refutation of 

theological premises. Evident in Conrad's remarks is 

the exasperation that, because of the religion's 

hypocritical followers the fruits of his vocation (the 

new source of his devotion) could be spoiled. In such 

circumstances, too much could easily be made of Con

rad's professed dislike of the religion since the age 

of fourteen and of the general tenor of the comments. 

The second attack on 0hristianity is again con

nected with literature; the catalyst this time being 

a discussion of Tolstoy (the subject of a book by 

Garnett that Conrad had just read). Having spoken of 

the Russian t 8 "anti-sensualism," ConradOontinues: 

Moreover the base from which he starts-
Christianity--is distasteful to me. I am 
not blind to its services but the absurd 

50 22 Dec. 1902, Letters from Conrad, pp. 188-89. 
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oriental fable from which it starts irri
tates me. Great, improving, Boftening, com
paB~ionate it m~be but it has lent itself 
with amazing facility to cruel distortion 
and is the only religion which. with its 
impossible standards, has brought an infin
ity of angu~fh to innumerable souls--on 
this earth. . 

Such comments pickup-the remarks he made on Christ

ian doctrines to his aunt and Miss Watson in the 

1890's, but once again this can be seen as a reaction 

and, in this case, an earlier letter (to Galsworthy) 

is pertinent. Having pronounced his friend "a human

itarian moralist," Conrad. writes: 

I don't believe that it will ever lead you 
intothe~ratuitous atrocity, of, say, Ivan 
nltith Lsic] or the monstrous stupidity-c;? 
sue a thing as the Kreutzer Sonata, for 
instance; where an obvious degenerate not 
worth looking at twice, totally unfitted not 
only for married life but for any sort of 
life, is presented as a sympathetic victim 
of some sort of sacred tr~~h that is sup
posed to live within him. 

Clearly, Conrad. feels that, within the works he cites D 

Tolstoy is me·ralising. The "anti-sensualism" he 

spoke of to Garnett is an important ingredient of The 

Kreutaer Sonata and it may well be that Conrad re

garded Tolstoy's views as an example of "cruel dis

tortion." The cause of the outburst, therefore, 

would be what Conrad saw as an attempt by a fellow 

artist to propagate a particularly ascetic view of 

~ 5~. "To »iward Garnett," 23 Feb. 191A·, Letters 
from Conrad, p. 265. 

52 "To John Galsworthy p II Wednesday 1908, LL, II 
77. 
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the religion. This reading of Conrad's complaint 

W'ouldtend to Bupport E. K. Hay's feeling that too " 

much can be made of these remarks to Garnett (though 

for different reasons). Hay comments: 

If ,jUlY ,sllb34'!ot~, were Conrad' 8 religion, I 
should argue'·' that ••• Conrad is himself 
no mean advocate of "a purer form of 
ChristianityH and that his religiousscep
ticism goes little deeper than the impasse 
many reach when finding that the presump
tions and oommitments necessary to main-

~:!~i~~ ~n~~i!~d!~~~'f:~i~~i:;!Yo~~o~:~53 

Unfortunately she does not elaborate on this view and, 

apart from citing Conrad's refusal to join a Protest

ant club (noted earlier), does not support it. The 

remarks to Garnett, she feels, "are not borne out in 

Conrad's life and other writingse,,54 

This, of course, remains to be seen, but before 

moving on one should also consider J.E. Saveson's 

comment that, in the second of the two letters to 

Garnett, "Both the substance and the phrasing recall 

Nietzsche's analysis of spiritualized cruelty and his 

attack on the as·oetic ideal. ,,55 Conrad mentioned the 

philosopher in a letter to Ford in 1903,56 but before 

53 Hay, pp. 192-93. 

54 Ibid., p. 192~. 

55 Conrad: The Later Moralist (Amsterdam: Rodopi 
N.V., 1974), p. 29. 

56 "To Ford Madox Hueffer," Tuesday 1903, LL, I, 
313. Certainly the following passage from Beyona Good 
and Evil is interesting when applied to Lord Jim. 
Nietzsche is talking about the man who attempts indep
endence: 
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accepting Nietzsche as directing Conrad's thoughts on 

Christianity one ought to consider that the views ex

pressed in the 1914 letter to Garnett were not new. 

Gautier had "attacked Christianity because it had 

given mankind sadness and anxiety, with a sense of 

Bin and shame It in the preface to Madamoiselle de Mau

Ei~,57 and this was long before the advent of Niet

zsche. This is not to say that Conrad had read 

Gautier's novel (though he may well have done, since 

he was well read in French literature), but it does 

indicate that there was nothing exceptional in his 

strictures on the religion. Conrad concluded his 

letter: "However I don't suppose these views of mine 

can interest you and I only meant to send you a word 

of thanks. Why I should fly out like this on Xianity 

which has given to mWlkind the beautiful Xmas pudding 

I don't know, unless that, like some good dogs, I get 

snappish as I grow old. ,,58 

He ventures into a labyrinth, he multiplies 
by a thousand the dangers which life as 
such already brings with it, not the small
est of which is that no one can behold how 
and where he goes astray, is cut off from 
others, and is torn to pieCes limb from 
limb by some cave-minotaur of conscience. 
If such a one is destroyed, it takes place 
so far from the understanding of men that 
they neither feel it nor sympathize--and he 
:can' no longer go back! He can no longer go 
back even to the pity of men! (trans. R.J. 
Hollindale LHarmondsworth: Penguin Books, 
1973J, p.. 42) .. 

57 Enid Starkie, From Gautier to Eliot (London: 
Hutchinson, 1960), p. 28. 

5.8 "To mward Garnett," 23 Feb. 1914, Letters 
from Conrad, p. 265. 
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This final comment suggeste that the attack was 

a passing impulse rather than the expression of a 

pervading philosophy, provoked (as has been seen) by 

the premise of a fellow artist. But he used the 

argument in hie fiction 'too, describing the condition 

of M. George in his. obsession with R1 ta ae "the state 

like that of some strange wild faiths that get hold 

of mankind with the cruel mystic grip of unattainable 

perfection, robbing them of both liberty and felicity 

on earth" (AG, 140). This comparison, however, sign

ifies not so much an attack on religion as an indica

tion of the extent of George's plight, which is even 

more serious, in :tact, since "A faith presents one 

with some hope't (AG, 140). That Christianity oan be 

one of these t1strange wild faiths" is shown by the 

"Big, ascetic, gaunt body" of the old Basque priest 

(AG, 115). But this is encroaching on fictional 

usage, where purpose is, inevitably, more complex and 

sustained; and that must await its time in a later 

chapter. 

These two extracts apart, Conrad's comments on 

Christianity are less direct and less detailed. The 

reception of The Arrow of Gold, for example, caused 

conrad to write (again to Garnett) in a somewhat 

cynical vein about Christian newspapers: 

The Church Times (High) the Guardian 
(Evangelical) and the Methodist Times (2 
notices) are most a,ympathetic and--yes-
almost intelligent. I am not joking. Who 
would have thought it possible. • • • My 
misfortune is that I can't swallow any 
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formula and thus am w~~ring the aspect of 
enemy to all mankind. 

Literature again provides the occasion for the re

marks. Conrad I s professed inability to "swallow any 

formula" made him (in hi's eyes) somewhat different 

from "the public" which would "swallow anything n:, 

It will swallow Hall Caine and, John Gals
worthy, Victor Hugo and Martin Tuppero It 
is an ostrich, a clown, a giant, a bottom
less sack. It is sublime. It has appar
ently no eyes and no entrails, like a slug, 
and yet it can weep and suffer. It has 
swallowed Christianity, Buddhism, Mahomed
aniam and the Gospel of Mrs :Eddy. .And it 
is perfectly capable, from the height of 
its secular stability, of looking g8wn upon 
the artist as a mere windlestraw!" 

The religious references in this statement are 

frequently quoted but the context (usually ignored) 

is once again literary, and it is clear that not 

everything the public swallows is bad since the list 

includes Galsworthy, to whom the letter was written. 
-

There is no evidence to suggest that Conrad disliked 

Hugo either, 'whom. he had read in Polish as a child 

(PR, 72). If the intention is to show the lack of .-
discernment on the part of the public it may be that 

Conrad is showing this by setting the lesser lights 

of Hall caine and Martin Tupper against two writers 

of whom he approved and revealing similar lack of 

59 "To :E)iward Garnett," 24 Sept. 1919, Letters 
from Conrad, pp. 289-90. 

60 "To John Galsworthy, n 1 Nov. 1910, §,. II 
pp. 121-22. 
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discernment with the bathos of ilMrs Eddy" following 

the three famous world religions. Se:en thus, the 

apparent dismissal of the religions, which seems 

obvious when quoted out of context, becomes too 

equivocal for any strong assertion to be made. 

Two more of Conrad's better known and often-

quoted comments can also be seen to share the vocat-

ional background. The letter to Garnett in which he 

states "I would rather grasp the solid satisfaction 

of my wrong-headedness and shake my fist at the idio

tic mystery of Heaven," also announced the decision 

to abandon The Sisters,61 whilst a letter to Cunning

hame Graham, in which Conrad had written "I shall be 

inexorable like destiny and shall look upon your 

sufferings with the idiotic serenity of a benevolent 

Creator (I don't know that the ben:Crea: is serene--
. 

but if he is (as they say) then he must. be idiotic) 

looking at the precious mess he has made of his only 

job," was written in the midst of traumas about The 

Rescuer and, indeed, the day after he had written to 

Garnett about the loss of his friend Krieger through 

a dispute over a debt. 62 

At times Conrad could indulge in sardonic humour 

at the expense of Christian exclusiveness; an example 

being a letter written toCunninghame Graham during 

the Boer War: 

61 23 March 1896, Letters from conrad, p. 23. 

62 6 Dec. 1897, Letter 3, Conrad to Cunninghame 
Graham, p. 50. 
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Allah is careless. The loss of your MS. is 
a pretty bad instance; but look--here's his 
very own chosen people (of assorted denom
inations) getting banged about and not a 
sign from the sky but a snowfall and a 
fiendish frost. Perhaps Kipling's Recess
ional (if He unde6~tood it--which I doubt) 
had offended Him. 

During the First World War he wrote with similar 

irony, this time attacking the jingoistic concept of 

"God on our side": 

The age of miracles is past--and the 'Yahudi 
God (Who rules us) seems seems (sic) to dev
elop central European affinities. He's 
played out as a patron. Why not turn over 
the whole Establishment and the Non-confst 
organis~4ions to the Devil and see what'll 
happen. 

At times a streak of Polish anti-semitism seems 

evident: 

I am making preparations to receive The 
Impenitent Thief which (sic) all the hon
ours due to his distinguished position. I 
always thought a lot of that man. He was 
no philistine ~~yhow--and no Jew, since he 
had no eye for the shent-per-shen~5business 
the other fellow spotted at once. 

This view is consistent with that expressed in the 

earlier letter to his aunt where one of his reasons 

for rejecting the doctrine of expiation was that it 

63 19 Dec. 1899, Letter 35, Conrad to cunning
hame Graham, p. 128. 

64 "To Cunninghame Graham," 3 Jan .. 1917, Letter 
71, conrad to Cunninghame Graham, p. 185. 

65 "To cunninghame Graham," 7 Jan. 1898, Letter 
6, Conrad to cunninghame Graham, p. 59. 
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smacked of "bargaining with the Eternal. It When he 

once more complains. about the If Jewish God" (this time 

to Garnett, immediately prior to Christmas 1921) the 

occasion is literature again; in this case the non-

arrival of Garnett's copy of Notes on Life and Let-

ters: -
There must be a special devil with a mis
sionto make trouble between us. As you 
know the Jewish God (under whom you and I 
were born) is not direct in his methods. 
'It would have been simpler to put hatred 
into our hearts without all that low in
trigUing. But I always suspected him of 
being a Futile Person. .. • .. 

Our best wishes my dear Edward. In this 
world where the seasons of curse a and con
gratulations are still ruled by the Jewish 
God it is not prudent to be more precise-
at least for us incorrigible Gentiles. 

But I commend you to the Merciful, the 
Compassionate--the same whom I would like 
to look on me at times. Of6~ourse I know 
He can't do much. Still ••• 

Finally, another well-known comment to Garnett 

comes after Conrad has expressed difficulties of 

writing once more, this time on Under Western EYes: 

I wish I could believe in an intelligent, 
benevolent SUpreme Being to whom I could 
leave the task of paying my debts~-such 
debts as the one lowe you for instance. 
And perhaps there is one. I don't know but 
it is clear that unless there be a God to 
rep~ you in ~~me heavenly coin I shall die 
in your debt .. 

66 22 Dec. 1921, Letters from Conrad, pp. 310-11. 

67 28 Aug .. 1908, Letters from Conrad, pp .. 226-27. 
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v. SUmmary 

The background to Conrad's comments on religion 

is important, therefore~ and almost exclusively to 

do with literature--usually his own •. This had be

come his raison dtetre to suchan exte~t that he 

would lash out at anything which seemed to obstruct 

its progress, be it less talented yet more success

ful writers or religion. To Cunninghamer Graham he 

once wrote, "It· s a pity my style is not more pop

ularand a thousand pities I don't write less slow. 

Of such that do is the Kingdom of the Earth. I 

don't care a damn for the best heaven ever invented 

by Jew or Gentile. And that's a fact. n68 Written 

whilst he was struggling with Lord Jim, this at least 

shows the extent of his aspirations, clearly confined 

to this plane of existence. 

It is when Conrad feels that he is not fulfilling 

his. vocation'.that pessimism sets in.. He was clearly 

at a low ebb Between his return from the Congo and 

his berth on the Torrens (January-November 1891) and 

his uncle's accusation of pessimism relates to this 

period, during Which. of course, apart from his health 

problems, he was not following his calling. The 

creative torpor he experienced over The Rescue(r), 

which he could easily have regarded as another 

68 4 Jan. 1900, Letter 36, Conrad to Cunningham& 
Graham, p. 129. 
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failure of vocation, seems to have provided the 

occasion (if not the substance) of his gloomy letters 

to Cunninghame Graham. 

For the later Conrad, therefore, the object of 

intense devotion (akin to that of a faith and demand-

ing, as it were, prodigious sacrifices from its neo

phyte) was literature, the pursuit of which exercised 

a controlling influence over the state of his mind 

and hls moods. It attracted, in other words, the 

kind of devotion his father had given to Christianity 

and to Poland. 

About his attitude towards Christianity, it is 

clear that conrad was not a practising believer and, 

indeed, would not follow institutionalised religion, 

which would come under the heading of "formulas" he 

could not accept. It is not easy, therefore, to 

accept cunninghame Graham's view that Conrad held 

"the older fa! th • • 0 not only as a fal th, but as a 

bulwark against Oriental barbarism. ,,69 When reject

ing the Protestant club, he claimed to_ hold "a great 

regard and sympathy" for the Church of England,10 but 

that may simply have been a tactful comment to his 

Protestant correspondent. It may also indicate, how-

ever, that it was the formula of Christianity that he 

rejected. Clearly he doubted its mystical beginnings 

and disliked certain of its doctrines especially if 

69 "Inveni Portum--Joseph Conrad," p. 55. 

70 QUoted in Hay, p. 193!!... 
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they hinted at a quid pro quo arrangement with the 

Deity, encouraged latent hypocrisy, prought about 

"anguish" by insisting on "impossible standards," or 

led to the exploitation of devoted individual follow-

ers. He seems to have held a low opinion of its 

clergy (also reflected in the novels, as will be Seen 

later) ,andcertalnly had no liking·' for claims of 

Christian exclusiveness. Some of these are elements 

of the formula, some, simply, the faults of the fol

lowers. ~ Conrad's eyes, then, Christianity needed 

to be less mystical, less demanding and more realis

tic in its appraisal of human frailties and emotions. 

This is not a total disavowal of religion, there

fore, and complaining about .the Deity when things go 

wrong is not at all uncommon, even among the mo st fer

vent of believers (some, indeed, interpret Christ's 

words on the cross in this way). Conrad was certainly 

far from going to the extremes of disbelief and ex

tolling science and material progress as substitutes 

for dwindling spirituality. When a bOQk appeared, 

suggesting that the arts should be enrolled to pop

ularize science as they once had religion, Conrad was 

instantly antagonistic and went on in his review to 

explain just why arts and science would not merge: 

Many a man has heard or read and believes 
that the earth goes round the sun; one 
small blob of mud among several others, 
spinning ridiculously with a waggling motion 
like a top about to fall. This is the 
Copernican system, and the man believes in 
the system without often knowing as much 
about it as its name. But while watching a 
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sunset he sheds his belief; he sees the 
sun as a small and useful object, the serv
ant of his. needs and the witness of his 
ascending effort, sinking slowly behind a 
range of mountains, and. then he holds the 
system of Ptolemy. (NLL, 73-74) 

Conrad felt- ,that the author of the book was "obsessed 

by science, haunted and shadowed by it, until. . " 

bewildered into awe" (NLL, 73) and he concluded that 

"the light of Transfiguration which has illumined the 

profoundest mysteries of our sinful soula is not the 

light of the generating stations" (NLL" 75). 

Conrad was also antagonistic to claims that 

science, through spiritualism, could prove immortal-

ity.. In 1908 he ridiculed the idea in liThe Black 

Mate" and in his essay, "The Life Beyond," vehemently 

refuted the whole proposition. As far as Conrad was 

concerned, "an Immortality liable at any moment to 

betray itself fatuously by the forcible incantations 

of Mr. stead or Professor Crookes is scarcely worth 

havingll (NLL, 68-69), and he continued: 

And to believe that these manifestations, 
which the author evidently takes for mod
ern miracles, will stay our tottering 
faith; to believe that the new psychology 
has, only the other day, discovered man to 
be a "spiriitual mystery," is really carry
inghQ~ility towards that universal pro
vider, Science, too far. (NLL, 69) 

The essay concludes with an interesting paragraph: 

We moderns have complicated our old per
plexities to the point of absurdity; our 
perplexities older than religion itself. 
It is not for nothing that for so many years 
the priest, mounting the steps of the altar, 
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murmurs, "Why art thou sad, my soul, and 
why dost thou trouble me?" Since the day of 
Cration two veiled figures, Doubt and 
Melancholy, are pacing endlessly in the 
sunshine of the world. What humanity needs 
is not the promise of scientifi'o immortBl.
ity, but compassionate pity in this life 
and infinite mercy on the Day of Judgment. 
(NLL, 69) 

In many ways these final extracts epitomise Con

rad '8 attitude tow.ards religion as well as towards 

modern .progress. There is scorn in the reference to 

"modern miracles" but the "tottering faith," though 

initially related to the view of the scientist, is 

. obviously applicable to Conrad, as are the two veiled 

figures. "Doubt and Melancholy" haunted the course 

of Conrad's literary vocation just as here he mentions 

their haunting of mankind. Perplexity "older than 

religion itself" implies that religion is a man-made 

invention (which would be consistent with the "best 

lm.own heaven ever invented by Jew or Gentile"). but 

this is then set against the traditional backcloth of 
. 0 

"the day of Creation" and "the Day of Judgment. n Un-

able to accept the "formula" of religion in all its 

details and doctrines yet similarly unwilling to re

nounce the concept in its entirety; recogniSing the 

validity of scientific discoveries yet sardonically 

critical of the prominence science was acquiring; 

aware of a vague allegiance to both and an adherence 

to neither, Conrad tried to tread a middle path, 

aclm.owledging the beneficial aspects of each and 

similarly condemning their excesses. This precarious 

balance was affected py the fluctuating state of his 
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vocation into which he pumped all the fervour and 

. devotion .of a religious..fai the When his creativity 

was at a low ebb, science's gloomy prognostications 

loomed powerfully in his mind; when religion encroa

ched on his vocation he·would bitterly denounce it; 

when science attempted a similar encroachment, he 

would attacki ts presumption..Truly he could not 

live according to another's formula and the fate he 

wryly envisaged through supporting neither catholic 

nor Protestant ~ould apply also to his conflict be

tween the spiritual and material worlds: 

So you see now I have got to stand between 
the two, a prey to the first inferior devil 
that may come along. My only hope of es
caping the eternal fires is my utter iil
significance. I shall lie low on Jud"ent 
Day ,and will probably be overlooked. 

Conrad seems, therefore, to have established a 

shifting existence between spiritual and material 

extremes, and if (as J .H. Buckley claims), the "great 

polar ideas of the Victorian period were • • • the 

idea of prog~ess and the idea of decad;nce, ,,72 Conrad 

was doubtful, not only of the enthusiasm for the 

former view, but also (in his less harrowing literary 

moments) of the potential despair of the latter. It 

may, in fact, have been a desire to produce an all

encompassing world view which would accommodate each 

valid philosophy, that prompted him to write: 

71 QUoted in Hay, .p. 193!!.. 

72 The ~riumph of~ime (Cambridge, Mass.: Har
vard Univ. Press, 1966), p. 13. 
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The ethical view of the universe involves _',_, 
us at last in so many cruel and absurd con
tradictions, where the last vestiges of 
faith, hope, charity, and even of reason 
itself, seem ready to perish, that I have 
come to' suspect that the aim of creation 
cannot be ethical at all. I woUld fondly 
believe that its object is purely spectacu
lar: a spectacle for awe, love, adoration, 
or hate, if you like, but in this view--
and in this view alone--never for despair. 
Those visions, delicious or poignant, are a 
moral end in themselves'. The rest is our 
affair •••• In this view there is room 
for every religion except for the inverted 
creed of impiety, the mask and cloak of 
arid despair; for every joy and every sor
row, for every fair dream, for every charit
able hope. (PR, 92-93) 



CHAPTER FIVE 

CONRAD'S TREATMENT OF ISLAM .AND HIS SOURCES 

i. Conrad's Sources 

The use of Islam is such a feature of Conrad's 

early fiction that it is pertinent to preface any 

discussion of these works with a consideration of his 

knowledge of the religion. Conrad's Muslims are 

usually bigoted, frequently violent, invariably un

scrupulous and always complacently exclusive. They 

constantly accuse the Europeans of being unbelievers, 

infidels and sons of Satan, and it seems Lnportant to 

ascertain whether Conrad uses them for some more pro

found purposes than at first appears. If it is 

accepted that he had specific reasons for producing 

Christian bigots such as Podmore and Therese, why 

should this not also be the case with his Muslims? 

To many Victorians, the picture of the Conradian 

Muslim (given above) would have constituted the 

standard Arab (to many 3uropeans it still does), and 

it is worth looking at the Arab with whom Conrad had 

the closest connection--Syed Mohsin, the owner of the 

Vidar--to see if this was the case. Clearly it was 

not. According to Norman Sherry's sources, Syed 

Mohsin was "very well known and likedl in Singapore by 
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many of the l!.'Uropean community," 1 mid it seems that 

. th~re wcer~ "otherSyed.~ , in t,he. ,ci 1;Y wh~ were equally 

well regarded. 2 This is not the case with Conrad's 

Syed, Abdulla, in the novels. Syed Abdulla, Sherry 

reveals, was the son of 'Syed Mohsin but does not seem 

to have taken over the trading concerns of his father 

. ~til .,long'after Conrad had left eastern waters for 

gOOd. 3 Conrad .atill cites "Syed Abdullah" as being 

Almayer's enemy in A Personal Record but the name is 

such a common Islamic one that there may have been 

more than one Arab trader of that name in the region. 4 

Conrad certainly knew about many Muslim practices 

and laws. . It is evident from the novel s that he knew 

that a Muslim should not eat the meat of the pig, 

should not consume aJ.cohol, should pray towards Mecca 

atcertain times of day and is allowed up to four 

wives. He knew about the pilgimage to Mecca and the 

, 1 Charles Burton. Buckley".An. Anecdotal History 
of Old Times in Singapore 1819-67 (1902; KuSla Lumpur: 
Unlv. of Malaya Press, 1965), p. 565; quoted in Sherry, 
Conrad's Eastern World, p. 206. 

2 Buckley also makes favourable mention of a 
$yed Omar and a Syed Allie; Buckley, pp. 563-64. 

3 Sherry, Conrad's Eastern World. pp. 206-07. 

4 The name is spelt "Abdulla" in the novels alld 
"Abdullah" inA Personal Record {PR.' 82) and "Because 
of the Dollars" (WT, 177).. TechnICally speaking, it 
should be spelt "ADdu'l'llah." In the absence of a 
standard form of transliteration of Arabic names in 
the nineteenth century, many variations in spelling 
will be noted. Syed, for example, can also be spel t 
Saiyyid, Siyyid, sayyi~, Seiyid, Seyyid or saiyid. 
Original spelling has been retained in all quotations 
and, to avoid confusion,· conrad,' s version of Seyd is 
retained for the text. 
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title--Hadji--that goes with it. Whether he knew 

more or was aware only of the many corrupt practices 

that have bedevilled Islam is an intriguing question. 

In kn. Outcast of the Islands, for example, Abdulla and 

the blind Omar are horrified at the idea of a Christ

ian--an unbeliever--living in their midst, yet this 

in no way contradicts Quranic prescriPtions. 5 On the 

other hand, Islam proscribes theft and murder, the 

very activities Omar has been most proficient in. If 

it could be proved that Conrad knew this--and he 
• would surely have known that murder and robbery were 

not part of Muhammad's scheme of things--one can look 

at the conduct of his Muslims with a different atti-

tude than if one assumes that he shared the common 

European prejudices. Perhaps the attitude depends 

very much on the reader, but, judged against a know

ledge of the religion, Conrad's Muslims can be seen 

to achieve a much greater significance. 

There is, however, no indication in his corres-

pondence of just how deeply he had investigated the 

Faith. Occasionally he would give Cunninghame 

Graham an Islamic greeting such as "Istaghfir Allah! 

O! Sheik Mohammed! I take refuge with the One the 

Invincible," with an air of familiarity with the 

subject, (written in a letter following Graham's wan

derings in Morocco disguised as an Arab), 6 and in .! 

5 QUr'an 5:.'l. 

6 "!o R.B. CUDninghame Graham," 1 May 1898, 
Letter 15, Conrad to cunninghame Graham, p. 84. 
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Personal Record he likens his attraction for the sea 

to "that formula of Mohammedan fa! th the Mussulman 

father whispers into the ear of his new-born infant, 

making him one of the faithful almost with his first 

breath" (PR, 110); but there is little else. 

What knowledge he did have could have come from 

first hand experience during his time in the East 

Indies when working for Syed Mohsin in Singapore, but 

this seems unlikely when one considers Sir Hugh 

Clifford's accusation that Conrad knew nothing about 

Malays; a charge which Conrad cheerfully admitted 

CPR, IV)e If he knew nothing (or very little) about 

Malays, what did he mow of Arabs? 

His only other direct opportunity would have 

come during his stay at Stanley Falls when, as he re

lates in "Geography and Some Explorers~" he was sur

rounded by "the yet unbroken power of the Congo 

Arabs" (LE, 17). Certainly, at Stanley Falls, he 

could have heard of Islamic fanaticism for he was 

there only five years after the death of General 

Gordon at the hands of the Mahdists and only one year 

after rumours had reached Nicholas Tobback at the 

Falls that there were plans to kill all the Europeans 

and establish a Central African empire with its 

centre in Khartoum. 7 This last notion was scarcely 

feasible, there being about a thousand miles of al

most impenetrable jungle between Stanley Falls and 

the Sudan, but it may have seemed rea~ to the iso-

7 Slade, King Leopold's Congo, p. 980 
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lated Europeans. Tobback was still at the Falls dur

ing Conrad's visit. 8 

It seems more likely, though, that Conrad's in

formation was derived from his reading, which, in 

many cases, would have supported the concept of Mus

lims as being a violent, intolerant, fanatical people 

if the press formed any part of it. Gordon's death 

was greatly publicised and the news of the Jihad 

(Holy War) against the infidel, called by the self

proclaimed Mahdi (a Messianic figure for Islam) would 

thus have reached many Victorians. Similar tales of 

Islamic fanaticism (though rather less publicised) 

were also coming out of Iran (with the persecution of 

Baha'is, recorded by E.G. Browne)9 and Morocco (with 

the intimidation of Christian travellers, mentioned 

by Cunninghame Graham). 10 Thus the equation of piety 

with violence, frequently encountered among Conrad's 
"'. 

Muslims--Omar (01), the men of Sherif Ali (LJ) and 

Daman (Re)--would be well understood by Victorian 

readers and could be what they would expect from a 

MUslim. Would they know, however, that this was not 

the way a Muslim was supposed to be. What did they, 

or could they (and Conrad) know about the precepts of 

Islam? 

In fact, they could have learnt a great deal. 

By 1880 there were three full translations of the 

8 Sherry, Conrad t s Western World, p. 68. 

9 A Year AmOn~tthe Persians (1893; London: A. 
and C. Black, 1970 . 

10 
Mo~re b-El- Ac ksa (London: Heinemann, 1898) • 
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QUr'an in print and numerous books about the religion, 

ranging from Christian condemnation to thoughtful 

appraisal. 11 Even some of the former kind--such as 

that of J.W.H. Stobart, written for the Society for 

Promoting Christian Knowledge--could admit that 

"Mahomet speaks of the Christians much more tenderly 

than the Jews, ,,12 and that the idea of predestination 

was "more extreme in the opinion of the followers 

than in actual doctrine. ,,13 Stobart regarded the 

Islamic images of the afterlife as possessing ele

ments of "grossness and possible impurity" (reflect

ing the Christian pre-occupation with sex as sin in 

doing so), 14 and Sir William Muir showed a sim,ilar 

influence when levying charges of sensuality against 

the Prophet. 15 Muir complained that Islam kept the 

people away from Christianity,16 but others proved 

more sympathetic; so much so that one writer could 

11 See Appendix A. 

12 jsi~·~d Itf'- Founder (London: Society for 
Promoting christIan Knowledge, 1878), p. 90!!.. 

13 Stobbart, pp. 96-97. 

14- Ibid., p. 106. 

15 The Life of Mohammad (1861; Edinburgh: John 
Grant, 1912), pp. 510ff. 

16 Muir, p .. 522. 
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comment of Muslims: "Notwithstanding the unfavour

able opinion e~rtained by many--principally in the 

Christian world--against their religious principles, 

I must, in strict justice, add that I have found 

these persons liberal and intelligent, sincere, and 

most faithful friends. ,,17 Elsewhere, the same writer 

comments: "It is worthy of remark that the Prophet, 

as well as his direct successors, had Christian and 

idolatrous servants in their service, and that .it is 

nowhere mentioned that any violence was ever used to 

induce them to become Moslems. ,,18 

others seemed to have shared this view since, at 

the end of the century, the editor of the postumous 

publication of Sir Richard Burton's essay, "El Islam", 

could write that since the essay had been written (in 

the 1850's) "a change has taken place among thinking 

men in the estimate of El Islam among the religions 

of the world" and could go on to cite Lane-Poole and 

BOSWorth Smith as writers who had "cleared away many 

misconceptions concerning the 'Saving Faith,' and 

discussed its meri tsas a humanizing creed." 19 Some 

Victorians, in fact, painfully aware of the short

comings of Christianity, began to see Islam in a new 

light. Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, who wrote a series of 

articles about the future of Islam in 1882 and was 

17 John P. Brown, The Darvishes or Oriental 
Spiritualism (1868; London: Frank Cass, 1968), p. v. 

18 Brown, p. 76. 

19 W.. H. Wilkins, preface to Sir Richard Burton, 
The Jew J The Gypsy and El· ,Islam (London: o. Hutchinson, 
1898L. p .. xlv. 
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later to become a friend of Cunninghame Graham, was 

one who became incz:easingly attracted by its doct~. 

rines. 20 

Thus there were sympathetic writers among those 

who wrote of Islam and its Prophet; writers who could 

dispel the ideas of forcible proselyt1za~nbeing part 

of the creed. Burton, in his essay, commented: "The 

protege of .El Islam paid a small capitation tax, and 

was allowed to practise his faith and to worship his 

God as his law directed. n21 The QUr'an, in fact, would 

have been found to prohibit conversion by force. 22 

. 20 Elizabeth Longford, A Pllfrimaf;e' of pa.~·sion: 
The Life of Wilfrid Scawen Blunt London: WeIdenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1979). Two Incidents in particular 
served to demonstrate to Blunt the failings of Christ
ians during his investigation of Isla'll, . curiously 
coincidental in. a Conradian setting: The first of 
these came while Blunt was in. Jeddah from which. his 
biographer relates, "he carried "away with him a grow
ing faith in Islam--and an 'ugly' story of Christen
dom" (Longford, p •. 168). This "ugly" story was the 
incident of the Jeddah in which. the ship, carrying 
hundreds of MuslIm pIlgrims, was abandoned by its 
British crew. This incident formed the basis for the 
first' part of Lord Jim (Sherry, conrad' s Eastern < 
World, pp. 41-64). • '., 

The eecond incident came in India when Blunt was 
farewelling some Muslim friends at a railway station 
only for a white man to order the natives away. A 
row ensued between Blunt and the other white man (who 
happened to be Chief Medical Officer of the Punjab) . 
and Blunt took legal 'action to enforce an apology. 
The coincidence comes with the name of the city where 
this occurred; the city was Patna (Longford, pp. 203-
04). Blunt, apparently, wrote about the Jeddah in
cident i.n his fortnightly articles on Islam, but it 
is not clear whether he also wrote about his Patna 
experience or whether this attracted any publicity 
outside India. Conrad mentions Blunt as an acquaint
ance of cunn.inghame Graham in a letter dated 30 July 
1898 ~Letter 21, Conrad to Cunninghame Graham, p. 94). 

21 Burton, E1 Islam, p. 332. 

22 QUr'an 2:257; 10:99-100. 
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The only book of this kind that Conrad is known 

to have read is Cunningha~e Graham's Mogreb-EI-Acksa 

Which, being published in 1898, could only have in

fluenced Lord Jim and parts of The Rescue of those 

novels which have Muslim characters. Graha~'s de-

dication revealed his belief that Muslims thought 

they could attain paradise by killing unbelievers and 

also showed a widespread superstition (amongst the 

Moroccan believers at least) that Christians could 

cast spells. The first of these comments may explain 

why Lord Jim "was to be murdered mainly on religious 

grounds. • • • A single act of piety (and so far 

infinitely meritorious)" (LJ, 310). Graham's con

demnation of the Sherifs in his book--hypocritical 

parasites who "occupy a semi-religious, semi-politi

cal position" and who cadge from the rich "for Allah 

and His Holy Prophet's sake Il23_-may have contributed 

to the character of Sherif Ali in Lord Jim (at least 

to the extent of making him a Sherif), whilst his 

criticism of the missionaries as living in a "dream 

world" (conversions being a rarity),24 may have con

tributed to the gullible missionary who thinks he is 

converting Uentleman Brown. Graham, whilst remaining 

a Christian attacked the travellers "who thundered 

through the land, Bible and gun in hand ,,25 and felt 

that "With a fair field, without the adventitious 

23 Cunninghame Graha~, Mogreb-El-Acksa, pp. 109-10. 

24 Ibid., p. 24. 

25 Ibid., p. x. 
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because Islamic racial. equality contrasted favourably 

with the white supremacy of Christianity.26 He .also 

revealed the Arabs' belief that "all Christians are 

influenoed in all they do by money,,;27 that, indeed, 

"the. official Christian t s God is m~ney. "28 

A more potent source for Conrad's ]mowledge of 

Islam seems to be Sir Richard Burton's Personal Nar-

rative of a Pilgrimage to· El-Medinah and Mecah, first 

published in 1855 and reprinted in 1879. 29 There is 

no direot evidence that Conrad read the book but it 

is certainly the kind of book he would have read 

given the fascination he had with explorers such as 

Livingstone, Mungo Park. and ]:nrtoh"lrL'D.Selt; revealed in 

the essay "Geography and Some Explorers." To this can 

be added oertain textual evidence which suggests that 

Burton's narrative was indeed Conrad's major source 

for his knowledge of Islam. There are too many close 

correspondences between Burton's book and Conrad's 

novels for it to be mere coincidence a~-the following 

examples illustrate: 

26 cunninghame Graham, Mogre~Ei~Acksa, p. 123. 

27 Ibid., p. 23. 

26 Ibid., p. 43. 

29 Richard F. Burton, Personal Narrative of a 
Pilgrimage to El-Medinah and MecSh,3 vols.{London: 
Longmans, 1855-56). Further references to this book 
will be made in parentheses within the text, cited 
as II Burt on • II 
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To the invalid you say, "There is nothing 
the matter; .please Allah, except the health." 
(Burton, I, 77) 

"There is no misfortune--please God--but 
the sight?" (Abdulla to the blind Omar, 
01, 122) '. . 

Allah makes all things easy! (Burton, I, 
253) 

ItAllah makes everything easy," interjected 
Babalatchi, piously, from a distance. (01, 
131) --

"Repentance: . I take refuge with Allah.* ••• " 
(Burton, I, 107) 
* A religious formula used when compelled 
to mention anything abominable or polluting 
to the lips of a pious man. (Burton, I, 
107n) --
"Penitence! I take refuge with my God • 
How can he.live under my eyes with that 
woman who is of. the Faith? Scandal! 0 
abomination! II ( 01, 1 20) 

• • 

The generous is Allah's friend. (Burton, I, 
242) 

He was largely charitable because the 
charitable man is the friend -of Allah. 
(01, 110) 

After touching the skin of a strange woman, 
it is not lawful in El Islam to pray wi th
out absolution. For this reason, when a 
fair dame shakes hands with you, she wraps 
up her fingers in a kerchief or in the end 
of her veil. (Burton, II, 47~) 

Abdulla glanced at her swiftly for a second, 
and then, with perfect good breeding, fixed 
his eyes on the ground. She put out towards 
him her hand,' covered with a corner of her 
face-veil. (.Q!, 131) 
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"A Jew. May his .lot be Jehannum!" (Burton, 
I, 161) 

"We gave it to the white woman--may J"ehan
num be her lot!" (Re, 450) 

"Glorified be the Lord my Lord, and glori
fied be the faith, my faith ••• We pray 

. thee for safety in our goings forth and our 
standings still, in our words and our de
signs, in our dangers of temptation and 
doubts, and the secret designs of our hearts." 
(A prayer for safety at sea, recited on the . 
pilgrim ship taking Burton to Yambo; Burton, 
I, 312)· . 

• • • and for a time nothing was heard 
above the crackling of the fire but:· jlhe in
toning of Omar glorifying the. God--his God, 
and the Faith--his faith. (01, 106) 

[The Arab] recited aloud the prayer of 
travellers by sea. He invoked the favour 
of the Most High upon that journey, implored 
His blessings on men's toil and on the 
secret purposes of their hearts. (LJ, 15) 
(Burton's description of the horrorS-of the 
sun's heat on board the pilgrim ship and the 
relief of the nights [Burton, I, 305-0~ 
seems also to have influenced a similar des
cription on the patna eLJ,. 1 q. ) 

Pilgrims, especially those from Turkey, 
carry a "Hamail, It to denote their holy 
errand. This is a pocket Koran, in a hand
some gold. embroidered crimson velvet or red 
morocco case, slung by red silk cords over 
the left shoulder. (Burton, I, 352) 

The Koran in a velvet case hung on his 
breast by a red cord of silk. (Re, 293) 

After vainly addressing the pilgrims • • • 
the boy Mohammed collected about half a 
dozen stalwart Meccans, with whose assist
ance, by sheer strength, we wedged our way 
into the thin and light-legged crowd. • • • 
After thus reaching the stone, despite pop
ular indignation • • • we monopolised the 
use of it for at least ten minutes. Whilst 

• 
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kissing it and rubbing hands and forehead 
upon it I narrowly observed it. (Burton, 
III, 210) 
...- -
iBabalatch:D had even struggled in a pious 
throng for the privilege of touching with 
his lips the Sacred Stone of the Holy City. 
(01, 52) 

This sample of correspondences seems to suggest 

strongly that Conrad did indeed read Burton's account 

of his travels to the Muslim Holy Cities and made 

widespread use of the information contained therein. 

There are many other, less direct correspondences that 

could be hypothesised upon. Burton reveals, for ex

ample, that "Those who tread the hallowed floor are 

bound, among many other things, never again to walk 

barefooted, to take up fire with the fingers, or to 

tell lies." (Burton, III, 293-4), which may be a 

source for Babalatchi's habit of playing with the 

live embers of a fire (01, 122). The one-eyed states

man of Conrad's first two novels is also known to 

break the other two prohibitions Burton mentions; 

prohibltionsthat would apply to him since, as has 

been seen above, Babalatchi has been a pilgrim. 

Conrad's Muslims act like the Arabs of the de-

sert, it seems, although their environment i8 the 

East Indian jungles. For his knowledge of this en-

vironment, Norman Sherry has shown that much of Con

rad's information also came from books, notably 

A. R. Wallace's The Malay Archipelago, from which, 

among other things, Conrad seems to have discovered 

the Muslim burial procedures. Wallace describes how 
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"The body was wrapped up in a new white cotton cloth, ,,30 

whilst in The Rescue one of Lingard's followers 

is buried at sea, "wrap.ped up decently in a white 

sheet, according to Mohammedan usage" (Re, 14). 

Wallace also spoke of the possible influence of Arab 
.. 

priests or H.adjis returned from Mecca, spreading 

strange ideas of Islamic might among Muslim villages,31 

which may be another factor prompting the pre

sence of Sherif Ali in the patusan of Lord Jim. 

From other travel books, Conrad seeks to have learnt 

of the Padris, a Muslim sect which 'began in the 1820s 

with a group of Hadjis zealously desiring to discip

line their lax countrymen into conforming more close

ly to the requirements of their faith. They succeed

ed in beginning a war as well as a reform. 32 In the 

manuscript of The Rescue (though not in its final 

version) such Padris are to be found within Belarab's 

camp; followers of the old chief's father who was 

"full of fight and religion--just the man for the 

Padris" (fol •. 183). The historical delIlise of the 

movement appears in the char~cterisation of these 

followers who are devoted to "a flag known in the 

deserts of central Arabia" which "proclaimed Bel arab , s 

puritanical belief, the memory of a lost cause, the 

30 A.R. Wallace, The Mala; Archipelago, 2 vols. 
(London Macmillan, 1869), II, 78. 

31 Wallace, II, 103-04. 

32 A.S. Bickmore, Travels in the East Indian 
Archipelago (London: John Murray, 1868), pp. 471-12. 
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fidelity of the man who understood the meaning of the 

banner" (fol ... 193). The old men "with the fire of 

belief in their hearts and with austere faces would 

lift in a moment their downcast eyes to the flutter

ing emblem of a purified faith" (fol., 193) and they 

are apt to taunt "their chief with the laxity of his 

principles" (fol •. 194). The way; Cc:tnrad brings dif-

ferent sources together is seen by the way the Padris 

revere the grave of Belarab's father: 

And there was something ironically pathe
tic summing up the futility of belief and 
teaching in this tribute paid to the memorl 
of a wandering and fierce leader to whom 
reverence for the dead was a heathenish 
superstition and who all his life incul
cated aword in hand and pious quotations on 
his lips that there is no God but God and 
that in the matter of graves the best are 
tho se that are forgotten. (fol.: 195) 

Burton (once more) is a likely source here, for 

he reveals a saying of Muharnmad-- "0 Allah cause not 

my tomb to 'become an obj ect of idolatrous adoration! 

May Allah's wrath fall heavy upon the people who make 

the tombs of their prophets places of prayer! "--and 

contrasts it, in a footnote, with other sayings which 

encourage Muslims to visit graveyards, especially 

those of parents (Burton, II, 71L 

This deleted section, in fact, can serve as an 

example of how Conrad's Muslims are generally neg

lected by critics. Thomas Moser is one of the few 

people to consider the passage and he simply dismiss

es its deletion by relating it to the "exotic" writ

ing of Conrad's early period and deciding that the 
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author recognised the limitations of such elements 

when he came to revise the novel. 33 But if one works 

on the assumption that Conrad had a purpose behind 

his Muslim characters, another reason becomes evident. 

The impact of the original is to emphasise the in

ability of these old men to live in the present; they 

are still stirred by "the memory of a lost cause" 

and waste much of their time in remembrance for the 

dead. Their presence would thus act as a further 

warning to Lingard about the futility of pursuing 

lost causes and trying to right the past. What the 

passage would also achieve, however, is an under-

mining of Belarab's position for his act of withdraw

ing from his village "to pray at his father's tomb" 

(.Re, 176) could then be construed as filial disobed

ience. It would also be inconsistent for him to be 

able to outweigh Tengga's power whilst still at the 

tomb on the grounds that Tengga "was not a professed 

servant of God famed for many chari ties and a scrupu

lous performance of pious practices, and who also had 

no father who had achieved a local saintship" (Rep 281), 

if he was also being "taunted with the laxity of his 

principles." Belarab' s standing in the village is 

important for Lingard's enterprise, and the fact that 

even the old chief has faith in the Rajah Laut gives 

a still greater boost to the sailor's prestige. To 

33 "'The Rescuer' Manuscript: A Key to Conrad t s 
Development--and Decline," Harvard Library Bulletin, 
10 (1956), 335-36. 
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have this standing undercut by the discontent of the 

.old.followers of his father would be clearly inappro

priate. 

The Malay Muslims were generally less fanatical, 

it seems. Sir Frank Swettenham remark~d in his Malay 

Sketches (1895) that the real Malay "is a Muhummaden 

. and a fat ali st, but he is also very superstitious. 

He never drinks intoxicants, he is rarely an opium

smoker. ,,34 SWettenham entitled one of his sketches 

"Malay Superstitions" which included the belief that 

familiar spirit s could enter and plague em enemy, but 

which could be exorcised by certain native priests,35 

and this may have had some influence on "Karain," 

although a belief in ghosts among the Malay believers 

is also evident in Alm~yer's Folly and An Outcast of 

the Islands, both written by the time Swettenham's 

book had come out. 

From fictional sources, it seems, however, Con-

roo could not have learnt much. Islam does not seem 

to have been a popular· ingredient in late Victorian 

fiction and though the religion appears in a sympath

etic light in Disraeli's Tancred and also in Kipling's 

short story "The City of Dreadful Night," there seems 

to be little of any import that Conrad could have 

read from these sources. 

34 M:al~! Sketches, (London: John Lane, 1895); 
rpt. in stor es and Sketches b Sir Frank Swettenham 
(Kuala Lumpur: Oxford Un v. Press, 1 

35 Swettenham, pp. 103-04. 
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Overall, it seems that the well-read Victorian 

had ample opportunity to read .about.Islam·· from both 

antipathetic and sympathetic bases. The number of 

publications and reprints in the 18703 and 1880s--. 

coinciding with an increased interest in the Middle 

East caused by the opening of the SUez Canal in .t869 

and the occupation of Egypt by Great Britain in 1882 

--suggest that books about Islam would have a ready 

readership.36 If Conrad read Burton's account of his 

pilgrimage--and the textual corre~pondences seem 

strongly to suggest that he did--he would have known 

not only the way Muslims behaved but also, to some 

extent, the way they ought to behave. It wou1d be 

reasonable to suppose that some of his readers would 

know this too. The disparity between precept and 

practice could be utilised, therefore, not to display 

stereotype Arab fanaticism to an ill-informed Victor

ian public, but to illustrate and indicate some of 

the central issues in Conrad's early fiction; acir

cumstance that makes the presence of Islam a more 

important ingredient of these novels than has been 

generally acknowledged. 

ii. Application: The Purpose of Conrad's Muslims 

Given this background, Conrad's Muslims, indeed, 

appear in a more purposeful light. Their fruniliar 

36 See Appendix A~ 
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and apparently bigoted accusations, for example, can 

be seen to _have relevance if applied_closely to the 

conduct of Conrad's Europeans. The cunning Babalat

chi has more than dogma to guide him when he makes 

the following comments: 

The fate of the Believers is written by the 
hand of the Mighty One, but they who wor
ship many gods are thrown into the world 
with smooth foreheads, for any woman's hand 
to mark their destruction there. Let one 
man destroy anothero The will of the Most 
High is that they should be fools. They 
know how to keep faith with their enemies, 
but towards each other they know only de
ception. (01, 60) 

This common Islamic accusation that white men worship 

many gods is borne out by European obsessions 

throughout the rtavel, highlight ed, indeed ~ by reli-

gious terms. The statement has obvious relevance to 

Willems, who, as a "consistent worshipper in the 

'temple of self, ,,,37 is easily overcome by his sexual 

passion for Alssa and serves to make Babalatchi's re

mark prophetic. The most explicit example, however, 

is that of Almayer in his adoration of Nina: 

And as he stood in the still night, lost 
in his enchanting and gorgeous dreams, 
while the ascending, thin thread of tobacco 
smoke spread into a faint bluish cloud 
above his head, he appeared strangely im
pressive and ecstatic: like a devout and 
mystic worshipper, adoring, transported and 
mute; burning incense before a shrine, a 
diaphanous shrine of a child-idol with 
closed eyes; before a pure and vaporous 
shrine of a small god--fragile, powerless, 

37 Juliet McLauchlan, "Almayer and Willems-
tHow not to be,'" Conradi ana, 11 (1979), 138. 
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unconscious and sleeping.' (01, 320) 

In Almayer I s Folly, where Almayer' s wife also accus

e s European s 0 f having "many god s" (AF. 151), such 

conduct leads him to disaster. 

The accusation of Europeans being "unbelievers" 

or "infidels" is also shown to have some point. Jim, 

as a European, is thus regarded by the Muslim passen

gers of the Patna (LJ, 15,17), who, having "surrend

ered to the wisdom of white men and to their courage, 

trusting the power of their unbelief and the iron 

shell of their fire-shipii (LJ, 17), are proved right 

in this one particular only. The charge has particu

lar pertinency when applied to Jim for, by jumping 

from the steamer, he proves unfaithful to those dreams 

of heroism which are said to have "carried his Soul 

awayfl (LJ, 20). As far as his romantic egoism is con

cerned, he is truly an "unbeliever." 

On two occasions the Muslims are said to be 

"pilgrims of an exacting belief" (g, 15, 17-18) and 

this is also relevant to Jim. If he is to be true to 

his exalted conception of himself, he must be aware of 

it as an exacting belief. Had he been so aware, the 

invocations of the Arab for "blessings • • • on the 

secret purposes of their heartsll (LJ, 15) would have 

been fulfilled on the Patna and Jim would not have 

missed his chance. But Jim's heroic beliefs are 

unexacting, like the comfortable rural Christianity 

of his youth (LJ, 5), and are heedless, therefore, of 

Islamic blessings, valid only for followers of an 
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exacting belief. As a result, the blessing simply 

precedes his disgrace.. Similarly, the blessings of 

Jim's parson father, representative of rural Christ

ianity, are relevant only to the followers of an un-

exacting faith and (for the reader), come immediately 

before the disaster in Patusan which they are power

less to prevent because Jim's belief has now become 

an exacting one. 

One role of the Muslims, then,. is to indicate 

European failings by their apparently bigoted yet, in, 

reality, perceptive accusations. In their other com

ments and deeds, Conrad's Muslims reflect, in an 

exaggerated form~the shortcomings of their Christian 

counterparts. In The Rescue, for example, the Malay 

chief, Tengga, complains that he has been forbidden 

to loot the stranded yacht of Mr. Travers because 

"their skin is like yours and to kill them would be 

wrong, but at the bidding of you whites we may go and 

fight with people of our own skin and our own faith-

and that is good" (Re, 173). Later in -the book, Bel

arab, the head of the village, reveals similar con

siderations, feeling that "It would be even in a 

manner a sin to begin a strife in a community of True 

Believers" (Re, 435). Both comments, however, can be 

seen to echo those of Lingard's Christian mate, Shaw, 

in the opening pages: 

My grandfather was a preacher and, though 
my father served in the navy, I don't hold 
with war. Sinful the old gentleman called 
it--and I think so, too. Unless with 
Chinamen, or niggers, or such people as 
must be kept in order and won't listen to 
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reason; having not sense enough to mow 
what's good for them, when it's explained 
to thembytheirbetters--missionaries, and 
such like au-tho-ri-ties. (Re, 22) 

Thus Muslim exclusiveness on the grounds of re

ligion becomes equated with racial exclusiveness on 

the part of some of the. Europeans; a point which is 

exemplified further by Belarab's denial of paradise 

to the white man (Re, 113)--which smacks also of 

Christian. claims to exclusive salvation--and Shaw's 

attempt to eject the Malay Prince Hassim and his 

sister from the cuddy, on the grounds that they are 

"niggers" (Re, 239). This equation is not peculiar 

to The Rescue, of course--there are many other in-

stances in the early Eastern stories. 

Muslim exelusiveness is loudly proclaimed and 

its religious observances are ostentatiously per

formed. In contrast, the Europeans are relatively 

quiet about their beliefs which are brought forth, 

it seems, only to stress their hypocrisy. Thus the 
- . 

"Protestant wing of the proper Mrs Vinck" (AF, 41) 

proves unaccommodating to .Almayer· s half-caste dau

ghter when Nina proves more attractive to potential 

suitors than the Vinck girls do (AF, 30), and Willems 

remembers various Christian doctrines. on marriage 

(01, 26, 349), and suicide (01, 278) when these seem 

to work to his convenience. 

Islamic protestations, however, prove to be just 

as suspect. syed Abdulla's acceptance of the will of 

God in Almayer's Folly, for example, is shown very 
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ironically: 

Where was the use to wonder at the decrees 
of Fate, especially if they were propitious 
to the True Believers? And with a pious 
ejaculation to Allah the Merciful, the Com
passionate, Abdulla seemed to regard the 
incident as closed for the presentD (AF, 
109) --

SUch overt piety is seen to be at odds with Abdulla's 

dealings as a business man (AF, 28) and his 111-

treatment of the slave girl Taminah (AF, 110); the 

latter action going against Burton's statement that 

"The laws of Mahomet enjoin his followers to treat 

slaves ~ith the greatest mildness, and the Moslems 

are in general scrupulous observers of the Prophet's 

recommendation" (Burton, Iv p" 89)0 Abdulla's pro-

fessed absorption in the delights of the next world 

also do not prevent his appreciation of more earthly 

issues. When suggesting to Almayer that Reshid 

should marry Nina, he presents such a union as a 

profitable alliance, since Reshid will be the first 

Arab in the islands when his uncle has been "called 

to the joys of Paradise by Allah the All-merciful" 

(AF, 45)Q But the indUcements he offers are material 

luxuries and worldly position and his calling upon 

Allah to give Almayer "many more years to gladden the 

eyes of his friends by his welcome presence" (AF, 44) 

is produced either as part of a meaningless ritual or 

to achieve an effect, but certainly not as an expression 

of sincere regard. Conrad's first novel ends with 

Abdulla gazing on the dead Almayer, lithia Infidel he 
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had fought so long and bested so many times. Such 

was the reward a f the Faithful!" The Arab leaves the 

scene, clicking his prayer beads, "while in a solemn 

whisper he breathed out piously the name of Allah! 

The Merciful! The compassionate!" (!F, 208), but, in 

giving instructions for the translation of this work 

into Polish, the author emphasised that "Abdulla re

cites the well-known formula mechanically,n38 a word 

that is also used to describe Belarab's recital of 

formula in The Rescue (Re, 443), and which obviously 

denotes habit rather than conviction. In a later 

novel there is a suspicion (on the part of Rita de 

Lastaola at least) that priests recommend repentance 

from the same cause (AG, 116). Hypocrisy also exists 

in the lesser Muslims.. Thus Mahmat, who fears he may 

have defiled himself touching the body of a possible 

unbeliever before eatingp finds that his greed out

weighs a belief in witchcraft when con~ronted with a 

gold anklet, claiming that "I have a charm against 

the ghosts and am not afraide God is great!" (AF, 

96). There is superstition involved here too, little 

different from the knowledge of Christianity possess

ed by Mrs Almayer who regards the little brass cross 

around her neck "with superstitious awe"; a feeling 

"connected with some vague talismanic properties of 

the little bit of metal and the still more hazy but 

terrible notion of some bad Djinns and horrible 

38 "To Miss Aniela Zagorska, tI 12 Feb. 1923, 
Letter 88, Conrad's Polish Background, p. 287. 
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torments invented, as she thought, for her especial 

punishment by the good Mother SUperior in case of the 

loss of the above charm" (AF, 41). such comparisons 

(or rather exaggerated reflections) are made more 

emphatically in An Outcast of the Islands with the 

description of the Blind Omar at prayer (01, 106) for 

Omar's "ostentatious piety" (01, 58) has been 

accompanied by a life of robbery and murder that 

serve to belie the precepts of the Faith he so loudly 

professes. Nevertheless, this ostentation leads to 

him being. regarded as a "holy man" by Mahmat later in 

the book (01, 354). The narrator adds his own assess-
-I 

ment of Omar's life after his death as Babalatchi sits 

in the hut "from which the fierce spirit of the incom-

parably accomplished pirate took its flight, to learn 

too late, in a worse world, the error of its earthly 

ways" (01, 214). 

Babalatchi and Lakamba are similar characters. 

Babalatchi, as was noted earlier, has been a pilgrim, 

"and after attaching himself to Omar e1. Badavi, he 

affected great piety (as became a pilgrim), although 

unable to read the inspired words of the Prophet" 

(01, 52). He too has engaged in "the manly pursuits 

of throat-cutting, kidnapping, slave-dealing, and 

fire-raising, that were the only possible occupation 

for a true man of the sea" (01, 52). Here, then, is 

another professing a belief that his actions belie; one 

who is quick to produce the appropriate pious phrase 

at the right time. To Patalolo, then Rajah, he re-
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marks that !'Chari ty was a virtue recommended by the 

Prophet "(01, 55) ;.toadoubting -Lakamba .hecries 

"verily our only refuge is with the One, the Mighty, 

the Redresser of ••• " (01, 48); to Willems and Ab

dulla he comment 8 "Allah makes everything easy" (01, 

131). This is especially appropriate when Abdulla 

is present •. Faced with the possibility of the great 

SY'd establishing his trade in Sambir and challenging 

Lingard's monopoly, "Lakamba and Babalatchi have no 

doubt--if Allah wills. They are in the hands of the 

compassionate" (01, 136). 

In the cases of Omar and Babalatchi, the diver-

gence between religious profession and actual prac

tice is extreme and such cynicaJ. manipulation of 

belief is to appear again in Lord Jim; utilised this 

time by Sherif Ali and his men, one of whom "leaning 

on the long barrel of a rifle, exhorted the people to 

prayer and repentance, advising them to kill all the 

strangers in their midst, some of whom, he said, were 

infidels and others even worse--childrenof Satan in 

the guise of Moslems" (LJ, 295). Superstition is 

thus to be encouraged to perpetuate one's power or to 

ensure exclusiveness. The latter reason seems to lie 

behind. the old invalided jurumundits discourse to "a 

small mot of unsophisticated citizens of Sambir" 

that Almayer' s books are "books of magic • • • that 

makes them Uhe white men] great, pOWerful, and ir

resistible while they live, and--praise be to Allah! 

--the victims of Satan, the slaves of Jehannum when 
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they die" (01, 299-300). 

Abdulla, however, is presented more sl.tBtly in 

Conrad's second novel. As a Syed he holds a special 

place among Muslims, being regarded as a direct des

cendant of Muhammad,39 and he appears as an apparent

ly exemplary Muslim who for more than forty years 

"had walked in the way of his Lord": 

Allah had made it his fate to become a pil
grim very early in life. This was a great 
favour of Heaven, ~~d it could not have been 
bestowed upon a man who prized it more, or 
who made himself more worthy of it by the 
unswerving piety of his heart and by the 
religious solemnity of his demeanour. (01, 
109) --

He seems to acquire virtues: 

He . b-ore ·J'lin).ftelt .. · with the humility be
coming a Believer, who never forgets, even 
for one moment of his waking life, that he 
is the servant of the Most High. He was 
largely charitable because the charitable 
man is the friend of Allah, and when he 
walked out of his house--built of stone, 
just outside the town of Penang--on his way 
to his godowns in the port, he had often to 
snatch his hand away sharply from under the 
lips of men of his race and ~reed; and 

. often he had to murmur deprecating words, 
or even to rebuke with severity those who 
attempted to touch his knees with their 
finger-tips in gratitude or supplication. 
(01, 110) 

39 In recognition of his descent, a Syed is 
allowed to wear a green turban. Burton explains: 
"The green turban is an innovat ion in El Islam. In 
.some countries it is confined to the Sayyids. In 
others it is worn as a mark of distinction by pilgrims" 
(Burton, II, 259n.),In Almayer's Folly, it is Lakamba 
(not a $yed) who-wears the green turoan. Swettenham, 
however, talks of the "Famous Seyyid" as having a black 
head-dress (Stories and Sketches, p& 46) so it may not 
have been the practice in the Easte That Conrad knew 
of the Syedts connection with green is shown by his 
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This picture of Abdulla's piety and his success

. ful progre.ss is .. carried. along by Conrad • s mocking of 

Islamic fatalism with such comments as tithe book of 

his destiny contained ••• " or nthe writing on his 

forehead decreed • • • n (01, 109) or "the good 

genie, who ordered the stars at his birth, had not 

neglected ••• " (01,111) • 
. -

The possible sources of his name have already 

been noted. "Abdullah" was also, however, the alias 

under which Burton travelled during his pilgrimage. 

Burton explains that the name means "servant of God" 

which would be very appropriate for the pretensions 

of the character (Burton, I, 20~.). To know the 

meaning certainly adds to the picture of the vener

able Syed and gives extra weight to the phrase "the 

servant of the Most High" which is applied to him. 

Thus far there is little to critiCise since 

there have been no· suggestions of dishonesty in the 

building up of his business. But Abdulla becomes 

overwhelmed by a mania, the desire to get the best 

of Lingard, which becomes "the paramount interest of 

his life, the salt of his existence" (01, 111); a 

mania which appears to interrupt his role as a "ser

vant of the Most High" and induces him to use force v 

to impose his position in Sambir once his ship is 

safely in the river and to assist Lakamba to become 

statement in The ShadOW-Line: " • • • an Arab owned 
her, and a Syed at that. Hence the green border on 
the flag" (SL, 4). 
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the new ruler--though it should be noted that Lingard 

would alsouse·f'orce to restore his own position j:f 

he could (OI, 173). This pre-occupation persuades 

him to accept the position of Willems and !issa, 

though not without many 'misgivings: 

But Omar is the son of my father's uncle ••• 
and all belonging to him are of the Faith 
••• while that man is an unbeliever. It is 
most unseemly ••• very unseemlyo He cannot 
live under my shadow. Not that dog. Penit
ence! I take refuge with my God •••• How 
can he live under my eyes with that woman, 
who is of the Faith? Scandal! 0 abomina-
tion! (OI, 120) . 

. "0 Sin! 0 Temptation!" sighed out Ab
dulla, faintly. "Our refuge is with the 
Most High. Can I feed this infidel for ever 
and for ever? (OI, 121) 

It has already been noted that marriage with 

Christians is permitted by the Qur'an so there is act

ually no good Islamic reason why Abdulla should object 

to the match. By compromising his beliefs (as he sees 

it) he is actually closer to conforming to them; a 

subtle irony if intended. Certainly it illustrates the 

power of his obsession that the apparently scrupulous 

Muslim Syed is thus willing to compromise his sense 

of exclusiveness. We do not see his reaction to Bab-

alatchi's offer of poisoning Willems except to note, 

later, that he does not take advantage of it, pre

ferring instead to hand the outcast over to Lingard. 

Abdulla's word is not worth very much at this stage 

as he shows when commenting to Babalatchi, "1 have 

promised everything, 1 me.aIl to keep much" (01, 134). 

What is not clear from this is whether Abdulla's 
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faith has been corrupted by his mania to get the bet

ter of Lingard or whether this has been his conduct 

all along? Certainly his humility seems to have dis

solved if we are to believe Almayer's account that 

"Abdulla sat amongst them like an idol t cro ss-legged, 

his hands on his lap. He's too great altogether to 

eat when others do, but he presided, you see" (aI, 

116). Abdulla, however, has previously commented 

that he refuses food because "his habits are ascetic 

and hi s temperament inclines to melancholy" (aI, 135). 

One has the choic,e of believing .Almayer (in which 

case the image of Abdulla as an idol amongst icon

oclastic Muslims would comment potently on his state 

of faith), or the Arab. There is also the question 

of what is to happen to Patalolo. The old Rajah 

leaves on Abdulla's ship to go on a pilgrimage to 

Mecca but .Almayer believes that he goes to his death. 

In .Almayer's Folly he departed this life Itby a con

venient decree of providence" (AF, 21), but that is 

still enigmatic, and Almayer is not a r--eliable com-

mentator. 

In varying degrees, therefore, Conrad's Muslims 

show their hypocrisy from a cynical disregard of all 

religious precepts (Omar, Lakamba and Babalatchi) to 

the less cynical but still egotistical Abdulla. Even 

the source of their fatalism is suspect, for the nar

rator reveals that, "Fatalism ies born of the fear of 

failure, for we all believe that we carry success in 

our own hands, and we suspect that our hands are weak" 

(01, 126). 
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Such shortcomings succeed, once more, in reflect

ing, in an exaggerated way, the European and, by 

implication, Christian society that banishes Willems 

out of jealousy and pride. Hudig, in plotting to 

have Willems marry his half-caste daughter by dang

ling the bait of riches and, by involving a priest in 

the plot (01, 35), obtaining the tacit approval of 

the church, can thus be equated with Babalatchi who 

uses A1ssa's sexuality to tempt Willems into betray

ing the secret of the river. There is, in fact, a 

similar pattern to each plat: Willems seduced (first 

by wealth, then by sex), Willems triumphant (before 

his misappropriation at Hudi¥ t.s and at the tim~ of 

his revenge over Almayer) and Willems in decline 

(after his dismissal by Hudig and his disenchantment 

with Alssa). Willems is, therefore, the victim of 

two sets of schemers--Europeans and Arabs--and the 

great emphasis on their religion by the latter group 

simply shows up the emptiness of the shocked p.rotest

ations o·f the former. 

Perhaps the most explicit comparison of Muslim 

with European comes in "Karain" where the accusation 

-of unbelief is placed in the centre of the story. To 

Karain, haunted by the ghost of a companion he killed 

long before, unbelief in his religion means a lack of 

belief in spirits also; an outlook that he shares 

with the seaweed-gatherers of "The Idiots" who, when 

regarding the distraught Susan as an evil spirit of 

some kind, consider that "Millot feared nothing, 
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having no religion, but that it would end badly some 

day" (TU, 80). In fact, Hollis' box reveals that, 

though the haunting is of a different nature, the 

European also has his ghosts, "the homeless ghosts of 

an unbelieving world" (TU, 49). 

But European and Muslim are also linked in the 

Method of keeping the avenging spirit of Matara at 

bay. Earlier this protection has been achieved by 

the presence of an old man, regarded by Karain's fol

lowers as "the old wizard, the man who could command 

ghosts and send evil spirits against enemies" (TU, 

16). The ruler explains: 

When I met him he was returning from a 
pilgrimage, and I heard him intoning the 
prayer of sunset. He had gone to the holy 
place with his son, his son's wife, and a 
little child; and on their return, by the 
favour of the Most High, they all died 
.. .. " and the old man reached his country 
alone. He was a pilgrim serene and pious, 
very wise and very lonely. I told him all. 
For a time we lived together. He said over 
me words of compassion, of wisdom, of pray
er" He warded from me the shade of the 
dead" I begged him for a charm that would 
make me safe. For a long time he refused; 
but at' last, with a sigh and a smile, he 
gave me one. Doubtless he could command a 
spirit stronger than the unrest of. my dead 
friend, and again I had peace. (TU, 42) 

This may be some of Conrad's irony again at the 

expense of Islamic fatalism--death as a favour from 

God--not unconnected, perhaps, with the way Thaddeus 

Bobrowski used to write to him about God's blessings 

when, to the uninitiated, these were not apparent. 

The phrase may also be connected with Burton's comment 

that "Those who die on a pilgrimage become martyrs" 
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(Burton, III, 253~.). The most important part of 

this passage ,- however, concerns the manner in which 

the charm is given--"with a sigh and a smile"--for 

this suggests that it is given in the same spirit as 

Hollis' jubilee sixpence. Swettenham's Malay Sket

ches revealed the antipathy of learned Muslims for 

such superstitions and the wise old man may have been 

drawn as just such a Muslim, hence his reluctance to 

fall in with Karain's superstitious wishes. 40 Karain, 

indeed, comp,romise,s his faith by wearing the portrait 

of Queen Victoria on the sixpence since, as Hollis 

points out, Muslims are not supposed to wear "an en

graved image II( TU, 48). 

If The Rescue can be regarded as belonging to 

Conrad's early period, then Islam virtually disappears 

from the Conrad canon after Lord Jim, presumably be

cause its purposes had been fulfilled or had been 

taken over by something else. Once one has accepted 

the likelihood that Conrad knew enough about Islam to 

realise the shortcomings of its adheren~s and deliber-

ately made use of the disparity between precepts and 

practice, numerous possibilities unfold. Islamic 

exclusiveness is pronounced but even the likeable 

Padre Roman of Nostromo has the feeling of compromis-

ing Catholic exclusiveness by his admiration of the 

heretical Emilia Gould (li, 399), whilst, like the 

Muslims, the Autocracy of Under Western Eyes claims 

40 stories and Sketches, po 114. 
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exclusive belief and brands those who oppose it as 

"perfect unbelievers" (UWE, 51). Many of Conrad's 

novels reveal the hypocrisy, superstition and often 

blind fanaticism abounding within institutionalised 

religions, and it may be that Islam is used in the 

early works not only to give an exaggerated reflect

ion of Christian failings but also to act as a surro

gate for the European's belief; a way of presenting 

the faults of religion without incurring the wrath of 

Christian Victorians. Christian hypocrisy and bigot

ry are dealt with very obliquely in the first two 

novels--there are no fervent representatives centre

stage, as it were. With both Almayer's Folly and An 

OUtcast of the Islands behind him, however, Conrad 

was able to bring the corrupt practices of European 

Christianity to the fore. "The Idiots" reveals a 

complacent and self-seeking clergy living off French 

peasant villagers who are every bit as superstitious 

as their Malay counterparts; indeed the unfortunate 

Susan dies b-ecause she fears that the husband she has 

killed has come back to haunt her and she has, there

fore, much in common with Karain in the later story. 

In The Nigger of the "Narcissus': Conrad felt able to 

present an ostentatiously professing Protestant (the 

bigoted Podmore), but whereas Protestant England 

seemed happy enough to contemplate catholic inade

quacies, at least one of Conrad's friends seems to 

have felt that the portrait of the cook was irrever-
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acceptable, Podmore was coming rather too close to 

home. 

17-2 

The Muslims, therefore, can be said to act as 

harbingers of these and other Christian inadequacies. 

For the manipulation of religion by people such as 

Omar and Sherif _Ui is on a par with its cynical 

utilisation by Guzman Bento or its subtle subjugation 

by the material interests of Nostromo. If the creed 

is different, the outlook is much the same. Islamic 

fatalism may be suspect but it stands the Muslims in 

better stead than the inaccurate presumption of Oap

tain Whalley tolmow the workings of Providence, and 

Lingard would do well to heed Hassim's cry that, as 

to what is written, "Nobody knows" (Re, 77). The 

author's note Conrad produced for Almayer's Folly 

gave warnings against dividing humanity into dis

tinctive categories and hinted, perhaps, that Oonrad's 

Muslims and their religion were not to be regarded in 

isolation (AF, vii-viii). Instead, the-note implied 

that there was a deeper purpose behind their bigotry 

and cunning, a purpose that the well read Victorian 

(with the writings of Burton· and others behi.nd him) 

.. would have been well able to apprehend. 

41 "Conrad to Miss wat son," 27 June 1897, LL, 
I, 206. 



CHAPTER SIX 

CONRAD t S TREATMENT OF BUDDHISM AL'fO HINDUISM 

i.. Buddhism 

The apparent neglect of Islamic aspects of Con

rad's work by critics cannot be said to extend to 

Buddhist references. These are far less pervasive~ 

being little more than the frame narrator's descrip-

tions of Marlow's poses in "Heart of Darlmess" and 

mention of the pagodas in "Falk" and "The Secret 

Sharer, Ii but these alone have been sufficient to 

attract critical attention. 

Some comments are extreme. R. C. Brashers, for 

example, sees the structure of "Heart of Darkness" 

as being parallel to the Buddha's Noble Eight Fold 

Path (right views, right intentions, right speech, 

right actions, right livelihood, right effort, right 

mindfulness and right concentration), and he proceeds 

to divide the book into eight episodes, each of which 
-

is allocated the appropriate stage. The trouble with 

this allocation is that, far from the combination of 

episodes and stages being "too numerous to be accident

al" as Brashers claims. 1 he, more than once, appears 

1 "Conrad, Marlow and Gautama Buddha: On Structure 
and Theme in 'Heart of Darkness, '" conradiana, 1, No. 3 
(1969), 70q 
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to dredge up any incident that will fit. Thus, Mar-

low's action ofgi ving'a biscuit to; a dying native is 

regarded as illustrating his "right intentions," whilst 

his pulling of the steam whistle during the attack on 

the ferry is regarded as the "right action. ,,2 But, 

quite apart from the fact, that the first of these in

cidents could equally well-be regarded as an action 

rather than an intention, any novel is likely to re

flect the eight stages he mentions; the right order 

being obtained by the simple process of selection and 

interpretation. Marlow's struggle wit~ Kurt~ as he 

crawls towards the natives' fire is selected for 

"right effort, ,,3 but it could just as easily have 

been regarded as a "right intention," a "right action," 

or even "right IIpeech" had that, been the desil"ed stage. 

The "matrix of action" is said to begin with Towson's 

book,4 but Towson's book would itllelf be better suited 
'i 

to "right intentions" which Brashers allocates to the 

Outer Station. No doubt Conrad knew about the Eight 

Fold" Path (which is, afterall,very basic Buddhism) 

but Brallhera' application of it to "Heart of Darkness" 

ia too arbitrary to be acceptable. 

W.B. Stein allsumes that Conrad had a very deep 

knowledge of Buddhism since, at one point, he decidell 

that the steamboat "metamorphoses into the Buddhist 

2 Brashers, pp. 64-65. 

3 Ibid •. .t, p. 67." -

4 Ibid., p. 65~-
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doctrine of the ferryboat of redemption. n5 Hia view 

of the pilgrims as "inversions of the Bodhisattva and 

hi's staff n was noted in. 1m earlier chapter but he 

also regards them as "burlesque cOWlterparts of the 

Indian ascetics whose staffs are the badge of their 
. 1/ 6 
mendicancy,' Stein proceeds to revelll a detailed 

knowledge of the meanings of Buddhist iconography. 

Thus the lotus position in which Marlow is first seen 

"exhibits the adept in the inturning moment of absol

ute enlightenment, ,,7 whilst the lifting of his arm as 
" 8 

he lile.gins his tale is "the act of teaching." In 

Stein's eyes, Marlow becomes a Bodhisattva, enlight

ened enough to enter Nirvana but returning through 

compassion to assist those still engaged in the end

less cycle of rebirth; an interpretation that will be 

tested shortly. 

!B a different article Stein also applies this 

kind of treatment to Conrad's first two novels (which 
" 

do not have specific Buddhist referents); suggesting 

that the log which Almayer watches at the beginning 

of Almaler I s Folly (,gt_ 4) and the uprooted tree on 

which Willems has vague thoughts of escaping his 

jungle imprisonment in An outcast of ~he Islands (01, 

330) beth have connections with Buddha's parable of 

5 "'Heart of Darkness': A Bodhisattva Scenario," 
conradiana, 2 No. 2 (1970), 44. 

6 stein, "Bodhissattva Scenario, It p. 45. 

7 Ibid., p. 43. 

8 Ibid., p. 44. 
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the log, in which the log which avoids all abstacles 

_ and .re.achestheoceaa symbolises-the maa,who-reaohea 

Ni:rvaaa. 9 He approaches this point by sugge61ting the 
,// 

influence on Oonrad of Henri-~rederic Amiel, whose 

Journal Intime provides'the epigraph to Almayer'. 
". - ........ ~" 
Folly. This epigraph, Stein claims" ni~di:rectly ack-

"-

nowledges the influence of Amiel and directly admits 

11:f. capitUl~ti~u: to the Eastern view of eid. atence, " 

and he quotes Amiel'. succeeding •• ntence in support 
10 

ot his claim. But, though Amiel may well have had 

a "hesitant, remorseful. surrender to the fatal charm 

of Hindu-Buddhist pessimism,n11 at the time he wrote 

the words which form the epigraph (28 April 1852) his 

concerns still seem to have been on the Judeo-Christ-

ian side of things; indeed the sentence before the 

epigraph refers to Moses. The whole passage reads as 

follows with the translated epigraph underlined: 

Thou too sawest undulating 

9 "Oonrad' s East: Time, History, .. Action.- and 
MAYA," Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 7 
(1965-66), 280-81. 

10 Stein, "Oonrad. 's- East," p. 276. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Amiel's Journal, 2 vols, trans. Mrs Humphry Ward 
(London: Macmillan, 1885), I, 41. 
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stein's suggestions of Amiel's influence on Conrad, 

especially in such expressions as -"absurdity ,""noth

ingness," and "the abyss" are interesting and per-

suasive but Amiel's comments ori Buddhism are certainly 

not deep enough to ycield the kin~ of lmowledge that 

Stein assumes and applies; nor does the epigraph, 

either alone or within its context, indicate the pre

sence of a uniquely Eastern philosophy within the 

novel. 

It is also hard to agree with' him that Islam can 

be regarded as an Eastern philosophy, to be merutioned 

in the same breath as Hinduism and Buddhism, 13 if one 

accepts the usual distinction between Middle Eastern 

and Indian-based religions. Muhammad's emphasis on 

monotheism and an after-life places the religion 

firmly in the Judeo-Christian tradition whose figures 

the QUr'an constantly invokes. Abdulla looks forward 

to paradise, not annihilation, and the only repre

sentative of Hinduism or Buddhism in either book--

the-Brahmin, Dain .Maroola--exhibits such a wholesale 

and passionate commitment to his wooing of Nina that 

he is certainly no repository of Eastern wisdom to 

counteract Western illusions. 

To return to "Heart of Darkness," Jerry Wasser-

man is another critic to see purpose in Marlow's 

Buddha poses: 

13 stein, "Conrad's East," p. 267. 
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Ia a well-known episode in Zen tradition 
t-he Buddha transmi tsthe experience of 
supreme awakening to his chief disciple by 
silently holding up a lotus flower before 
him. The last phase of the narrator's des
cription seema to allude to this tradition~ 
which uses th~ flower as an archetypal ob
jective correlative. But Marlow is without 
a lotu8 1because the experienee he is trying 
to convey here has a different .. mean.ing. 
Its perfect expressio'4is himself as he sits 
before hisd1sciples. 

Thus, just aa Steiaassumea a knowledge of Mahayana 

Buddhism on Conrad's part, Wasserman assumes a similar 
-

knowledge of it. Japanese offshoot, Zen. The abse.ce 

of the lotus flower is, how.ver,oD.e of. two qualifica-. 

tions the narrator makes to ~i8 description of Marlow 

a8 being in the pose of a Buddha (the other being his 

European dress), and it is perhaps not too impertin

ent to remark that a lotus flower would surely be a 

somewhat incongruous ~rnamentin the midst of the 

Thames Estuary. Like these who have seen the key to 

understanding "Heart of Darkness" as residing in such 

aspects of w~stern heritage as the Grail Legend 

.. CTe~ome Thale) 15 or DaJlte' s Iafe:rno (R.-a. Evans), 16 

Wasserman is trying to be too specific, seeing the 

whole pattern in the terms of one of its details • 

. 14 "Narrative Presence: The Illusion of Lan
guage -in 'Heart of Darmess,'n studies in the Novel, 
6 (1974),337. 

16 R.O. Evans, "Conrad's Underworld," Modern 
Fiction studies, 2 (1956), 56-62. 
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Evans, in fact, refutes the terms of an earlier art

icle by Stei~ (on which his later one OR "Heart of 

Darkness" appears to be based) when he claims that 

"I find Aothing ill the description of Marlow's post

ure which makes it necessary to identify him with 

anything more thaA the commonplace image. of Buddha •. 

Such a statue carved in ivor.y and set on a black base 

can. be purchased anywhere i. the Orient for a few 

shillings ... 17 

Evanlll t'eels that "It seems unlikely that Conrad 

knew a great deal about eastern religion,"18 but this 

kind of assumption is just as invalid as the opposing 

ones. Conrad could have read about Buddhism and 

Hinduism in English in some detail (there were suffic

ient books in print). William W. Bonney, however, 

lamenting the "uncritical enthusiasm" of Stein and the 

"dogged" opposition of Evans, suggests that Conrad. 

could have learnt of Buddhism and Hinduism from 

, Schopenhauer "for Schopenhauer discusses at length 

the 'philosophies of the Orient in The World as Will 

and Idea," 19 and he goes on to cite instances of 

Schopenhauer's high opinion of eastern scriptures. 

Bonney's evidence of Conrad's interest in Schopen

hauer is Galsworthy's comment that "Of philosophy he 

17 R.O. Evans, "A Further. Comment on 'Heart of 
Darkness, '" Modern Fiction Studies, 3 (1957-58), 359, 

18 Ibid. 

19 "'Eastern Logic Under My western Eyes': Con
rad, Schopenhauer, and the Orient," Conradiana, 10 
(1978), 230. 
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had read a good deal. Schopenhauer used to give him 

satisfaction twenty years a'1d more ago. ,,20 

From this beginning, Bonney proceeds to disc~ss 

most of the references to Eastern religion in Conrad 

(including some rather oblique ones), working from 

the assumption that, like Schopenhauer, Conrad was 

favourably impressed by the nothingness to which 

eastern thought suggested man was working. Accepting 

(unlike Stein) that Islam's affinities are closer to 

Judeo-Christianity than to Buddhism and Hinduism, he 

sees significance, for example, in the patna being 

named "after one of the most famous Buddhist holy 

cities," regarding the "creation of this irony" as 

"one of Conrad's master-strokes, directly illuminat-

ing the relativism that dominates Lord Jim and in

directly alluding to the darkness that threatens con

stantly to engulf its characterse,,21 In the same book 

he sees the description of the grave of Jewel's 

mother, in which "lumps of white coral shone round 

the dark mound like a chaplet of bleached skulls" 

(LJ, 322), as repeating "one of the central icons of 

Tantrik Buddhism which represents the cyclical, 

annihilatory principle personified under the name of 

20 . 
John Galsworthy, castles in Spain and Other 

Screeds '(London: Heinemann, 1927), p. 91. 

21 Bonney, "Eastern Logic," p. 241. 
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Kali. ,,22 Bonney points out that this goddess is "des

tructi ve "and is _"garlanded with human heads" and 

that Schopenhauer mentions these features in worda 

close to those used by Marlow. This, he feels, makes 

the heads that surround 'Kurtz 'a hut in "Heart of 

Darkness" "take on an important new dimension"; 23 a 

view with. which· Stein would agree since.he takes the 

native woman. as the embodiment of Kali, (ttthe des

tructi ve principle of time "). 24When conMidering the 

heads at the Inner station, however, one should also 

take into account the report of an American mission

ary in the Congo in 1896, who, in writing of death 

and destruction, reported that "twenty-one heads were 

brought back to stanley Falls and have been used, by 

captain Rom (the station commander) as a decoration 

around a flower- bed in front of his house. ,,25 Stanley 

Falls, of course, was the historical "inner station." 

Bonney also considers "Karain" in similar terms, 

seeing the stone idols which Karain encounters in the 

jungle as renditions of Buddha, placing "the protagon

iats' efforts to maintain a sense of murderous pur

pose in time" into "the all-consuming context of the 

Buddhists' void by means of a mute and uncomprehending 

statue~,,26 Both the idols of "Karain" and the grave 

22 Bonney, "Eastern Logic," p. 241. 

23 Ibid., p. 248. 

24 Stein, "Bodhi saattva Scenario, tl p. 49. 

25 QUoted in Peter Forbath, The River Congo (New 
York: Harper and ROW, 1911), p. 374. 

26 Bonney, "Eastern Logic," p. 244. 
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of Jewel's mother, he sees as acting in a similar way 

to the Buddhist pagoda in "Falk," where this symbol 

of Nirvana is considered as effectively denying the 

lust for life that has epitomised Falk's survival and 

desire for wedlock: 

It is not Falk who represents authenticity 
in this tale, nor is the narrator capable 
of perceiving the authentic as such. Only 
the pagoda, an edifice enclosing and intim
atingindirectly the nothingness, bears mute 
witness to the "Annihilation" (F, 210) 
which alone can take the measure of human 
experience, and ~~ich Buddhists treasure 
for that reason. 

Bonney may claim to represent a happy medium 

between the polarities of stein and Ev~s but, clearly, 

apart from substituting Schopenhauer for Arniel as a 
. 28 

source (and ~iel had read Schopenhauer), his out-

look differs very little from the "enthusiasm" of 

Stein. There seems, however, to be a universality of 

experience in man's heritage that makes it difficult 

to make specific identifications with any degree of 

. certainty. Thus the idea of a ferryboat of redemp

tion in Buddhism is close to that of the ferryboat 

that conveys souls to Hades in Greek mythology, and 

the destroyer goddess, Kali, is not greatly different 

from Atropos, the third Greek Fate who cuts the cloth 

of life and who is, indeed, equated with the native 

woman (and the intended) by David Ketterer (her 

27 Bonney, "Eastern Logic," p. 240. 

28 Amiel's Journal, II) 69-74. 
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sister fates, Clotho and Lachesis, being the two wo

men in the company office in the "sepulchral cityll).29 

In the same way, whilst a sense of nothingness as 

the culmination of existence might well be the con

clusion of eastern philosophy, it was also the likely 

alternative to Christian theology once this had been 

put to question. If western man ceased to believe in 

an after-life then, for him too, the end of life 

meant an entry into eternal nothingness. 

There has also been (so far) an assumptioll that 

Buddhist theology (if applicable) -is cited with ap

proval. Critics not so committed to Buddhist inter

pretations (such as C.T. watts) have pointed out the 

ironic possibilities of such religious allusions. 

Speaking of "Heart Of Darlmess," Watts comments: 

Conrad's purposes in comparing Marlow, with 
his still, crossed-legged posture, to "an 
idol" (p. 3), Ita Buddha preachin~" (p. 6) 
and "a meditating Buddha" (p. 79), are 
partly ironic: for this "Buddha" is "in 
European clothes and without a lotus-flower" 
and offers no road to Nirvana. Like the 
eastern idol to the eyes of a western tour
ist, Marlow may seem the possessor of more 
knowledge than he can express. However, a 
few positive connections are the following. 
Like Buddha, Marlow instructs by means of 
paradoxes; he offers eloquent warnings 
against eloquence, while describing the 
snares of th~ appetites; and he indicates 
the impermanence and pos~6ble illusoriness 
of the phenomenal world. 

29 "Beyond the Threshold in Conrad's 'Heart of 
Darlmess,'" Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 
11 (1969), 1016. 

30 conrad,s 'Heart of Darkness': A Critical and 
contextu81 Discussion (Milan: Mursia International, 
1977), p. 158. 
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Bruce Johnsoa sees a different aspect to the 

··possibleSchopenhauer!Buddhist connections. explaining 

that Schopenhauer saw art and asceticism (based on a 

Buddhist model) as ways of escaping from Will: 

It is entirely possible that Conrad offers 
us the .a11usions to Buddha in order to 
suggest both that Marlow seeks to escape 
the grotesque Will of Kurtz (which is in 
Marlow as well, and in all life) and that 
in so doing he has, after the manner of 
Buddha, emptied himself and begun contem
plation of that "annihilation" that Conrad 
seems to have associated with Buddhism 
fully as much as he did sympathy_ • • • The 
important thing to see in the Buddha 
Tableau is that Marlow seeks to emulate 31 
Kurtz's movement beyond emptiness • 

. The difference between Johnson and Bonney. seems 

to be in the interpretation of influence. Both agree 

that Schopenhauer is a source for Conrad's Buddhist 

allusions but whereas Bonney seems to take Schopen

hauer as source and Buddhism as influence, Johnson 

takes Schopenhauer as both source and influence. 

Johnson, in fact, explicitly refutes any ideas of 

Conradian sympathy for Buddhism in an article which 

compares the manuscript of "Falk" with the finished 

story. He points out that the original manuscript 

contained the following passage: 

• • • and my good friend Hermann upright in 
his chair in the cabin door, his thick 
hands resting on his round knees had a 
staring serenity of aspect (a bit vacuous 
perhaps) as though he had that very moment 

31 "'Heart of Darlmeas' and the Problem of Empti
ness," Studies in Short Fiction, 9 (1972), 399. 
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issued all complete out of Buddha's thigh-
or whatever part of Buddha's th32honorable 
caste of skippers comes out of. 

Johnson remarks, interestingly, "Apparently the myth 

Conrad retails represents a popular grafting from the 

Brahmanic tradition onto a Buddhism generally unoon

genial to the whole idea of caste. ,,33 

This information gives rise to a number of spec

ulatioas. 'The passage may have been cancelled simply 

because it confused the two major eastern traditions, 

of course. On the other hand, it may indicate that 

Conrad's knowledge of eastern philosophy was, in fact, 

only superficial; that he did not know that what he 

was writing was a "popular grafting." This possibility 

would make it difficult to assert a detailed knowledge 

and acceptance of Buddhist doctrines on Conrad's part. 

It may, however, simply indicate typical western ig-

norance of eastern doctrines on the part of the nar-

rator whose confounding of religious teachings is in-

dicative of the superficiality of his perception, 

though, on the other hand, it may have-been deleted 

to avoid this impression. 

In the event, of course, the passage was cancelled 

(it would have followed the first sentence of page 

157 in the Dent edition) but it enables Johnson to 

make a further point about Buddhism in Conrad's works 

32 "Conrad's 'Falk' Manuscript and Meaning," 
Modern Language Quarterly, 26 (1965), 280. 

33 Ibid., p. 280n. 
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and reject Stei~ at the same time: 

Despite one critic's attempt to make Marlow 
in "Heart of Darkness" a budding Buddhist, 
Conrad's word ".Annihilation It 'sums up his 
distaste for this religion's rejection of 
the ego. Falk is in refreshing contrast to 
both Hermann and Buddhism, for he intuitive
ly accepts the ugly basis of life. Although 
one may argue that Conrad later deleted this 
passage precisely because he wanted to avoid 
the connection between Hermann and the 
Buddha demeanour, I cannot really believe he 
would reverse himself on so important an 
issue. We ought to agree once and for all 
that Conrad did not like Buddhism, and that 
if he saw a certain vacuity in Hermann, he 
also saw it, by way of evaluation, in Buddha. 
When Conrad describes Marlow in "Heart of 
Darkness" as sitting in the Buddha posture, 
he is surely being ironic; indicating that 
Marlow's sympathetic involvemen~4with Kurtz 
has created no serenity at all. - . 

Conrad's Buddhist allusions have drawn most 

critical attention in two particular areas, therefore 

-- "Heart of Darkness It and uFalk"- and the lack of con-

sensus indicates that a closer look should be paid to 

the passages themselves. In "Heart of Darlmess lt the 

first of these references comes when the frame nar-

rat~r is describing his companions: 

Marlow sat crossed-legged right aft, lean
ing against the mizzen-mast. He had sunken 
cheeks, a yellow complexion, a straight 

. back, an ascetic aspect, and, with his arms 
dropped, the palms of hands outwards, re
sembled an idol. (Y, 46) 

Here is a vague evocation of the East, clearly dis

tinguishing Marlow from his companions; but the image 

is not precise and is formed, one must remember, in 

the mind of the narrator. J.A. Palmer notes this 

34 Johnson, "Conrad's 'Falk, 'It pp. 280-81. 
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distinction and goee on to comment: "The Oriental 

overtones, whatever else they do, grant Marlow a kind 

of wisdom more ancient than the Renaissance wisdom 

implicit in the frame narrator's rhapsody on the 

Thames and set him apart from his thoroughly English 

audience. ,,35 But this is only part of the different-

iation, as the second reference clearly shows: 

"Mind," he began again t lifting one arm 
from the elbow, the palm of the hand out
wards, so that, with his legs folded before 
him, he had the pose of a Buddha preaching 
in European clothes and without a lotus
flower ••• (1, 50) 

The paragraph ends with an echo of its beginning: 

.An idea at the back of it; not a aen ti
mental pret~nce but an idea; and an unself
ish belief in the ide~-8omething you can 
set up, and bow down before, and offer a 
sacrifice to. . • • eX, 51) 

It will be noted here that, whilst Marlow continues 

to resemble an idol with a specifically eastern fla

vour to the frame narrator, he himself is likening 

the rationale of European interests, similarly, to an 

idol. In some sense, then,.the worship of the Buddha 

which, in western eyes,would seem futile and super

stitiou~ especially since it promises only eternal 

nothingness (something atheism promises, though with

out the rigour), is equated with European motivation 

(by implication, just as futile and, if one thinks 

35 Joseph Conrad's Fiction: A Study in Literary 
Growth (Ithaca, N.Y.: cornell Onlv. Press, 1968), p. 
1 o. 
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of the ill-health of the agents of progress, just as 

rigorous). When one considers the frame narrator's 

earlier romantic enthusiasm for his nation's history 

and its heroes, "bearers of a spark from the sacred 

fire" (Y, 47), it is clearly appropriate for his 

casual likening of Marlow to a Buddha to be thrown 

back at him in this' way. 

David Ketterer takes the two quoted parts of this 

paragraph to indicate "that Marlow is a man of ideas 

or an idealist," though he has to qualify this view 

by noting that this must reflect his "prior state of 

mind ll ;' caUSing Conrad to involve himself "in a neces-

sary narrati va inconsi stency. ,,36 He omits to 

note, however, that the two images are 

produced by different narrators, illustrating that 

idols, which have negative theistic connotations in 

the west, are usually regarded as the deities of 

others. If the two references are to be solely 

linked with Marlow and ideas, this would absolve the 

frame narrator from harbouring any misconceptions of 

his own, which is plainly not· the case. Far from 

there being any narrative inconsistency, Conrad is 

carefully structuring Marlow's tale at this point, 

for he knows (and probably Marlow does too) that be

lief in an idea is held by the frame narrator at 

least, if not by the others, and that equating such 

a belief with idolatry is likely to provo.ke a sense 

of vague uneasiness in his hearers. One can agree 

with Ketterer that there is a connection here with 

36 Ketterer, p. 1014. 
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Kurtz's position as idol for the natives (Marlow, 

after all, makes this explici~t by maintaining that 

"Mr. Kurtz was no idol of mine" 0' 132) but the 

idea as idol is best exemplified at the central sta

tion where the agents have the appearance of faith

less pilgrims praying to ivory in Marlow's eyes (y, 

76 ). 

There are two ways of interpreting the word 

"pose"; the first being simply that this is how he 

appears to the frame narrator, the second that Marlow 

is deliberately adopting the position. The fact that 

he seems to be "a Buddha preaching in European cloth-

es" indicates his universality. He is, in fact, as 

thoroughly English as his audience (at least, there 

are no suggestions that he is not) but he is also, it 

seems, the embodiment of something eastern too. He 

is, in effect, the uniting of east and west with the 

wisdom of both-- or so he appears. There is, indeed, 

irony in the frame narrator's comment but it is, to 

som€ extent, a double irony since the ~xperience 

Marlow is to relate belongs neither to east nor to 

west but to mankind as a whole. Marlow's "regular 

dose of the East" is pretty varied too, ellbracing, as 

it does, the Indian and Pacific Oceans and the China 

Seas (.I, 51) and the part of the world to which he 

goes is neither east nor west but "Dead in the centre ll 

(I, 56). He sets off after a spell of "invading your 

homes, just as though I had got a heavenly mission to 

civilize you" (Y, 52» which not only links Marlow's 
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view of past activities with the frame narrator's 

view of his present pose, but also appears ironically 

similar to Kurtz's initial attitude to the natives 

later on (I, 118). There is a later reminder of Mar

low's ascetic appearance during a break in his nar-

rative when he feels that he is not being understood: 

There was a pause of profound stillness, 
then a match flared, and Marlow's lean face 
appeared, worn, hollow, with downward folds 
and dropped eyelids, with an aspect of con
centrated attention; and as he took vigor
ous draws at his pipe , it seemed to re-treat 
and advance out of the night in the regular 
flicker of the tiny flame. The match went 
out. (X, 114) 

Marlow's face thus reveals his experience in the 

face of the ignorance of his listeners, shown by their 

obtuse reactions. 'l'he illusory nature of appearances 

is emphasised here witll the apparent mobility of Mar

low's face through the flicker 01" the match. A law-

yer, director of companies and an accountant are 

likely to be innocents in the a1-fairs of the world.. be

yon~ their own fields. That Marlow's is a universal 

experience is shown by the apparent vagarities of time 

and place; exemplified in the company offices where he 

gives women resembling the Fates of Greek mythology, 

the gladiatorial farewell belonging to ancient Rome. 

When his story is over, the fr~e narrator re-

ports that "Marlow ceased, and sat apart, indistinct 

and silent, in the pose of a meditating Buddha" (Y, 

162), and one can agree with Seymour Gross that the 

less optimistic view of this narrator at the end, 
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seeing the river, now, as leading "into the heart of 

an immense darkness ll (Y, 162), indicates that he, at 

least, has been enlightened to some extent. 37 His 

likening of Marlow's poses with those of the Buddha 

s~geststhat, to him at any rate, the purpose of Mar

low's tale has been didactic, and that what is to be 

learnt is not to be explained by a solely western or 
I 

solely eastern understanding. What was originally 
, 

going to be "one of Marlow's inconclusive experiences" 

(y, 51) has, in fact, had some effect on him. The 

final pose is also a reminder of the misguided idol-

atry revealed in Marlow's tale; idolatry from which, 

it is to be hoped, the frame narrator is now free. 

In fact, since Marlow's final position is similar 

to his initial one, the structure of the story can be 

said to be circular. Marlow meditates and, having 

likened him to an idol, the narrator romanticises 

England's colonial history; Marlow speaks and, having 

again been likened to an idol (this time, specifically, 

Buddha), he equates idols with ideas ~d exemplifies 

this by his references to the pilgrims and to Kurtz, 

thus illustrating the falsity of the narrator's roman-

tic notions; Marlow meditates again and, once more 

likening him to Buddha, the narrator broods on dark

ness. Thus, in some respects, "the Buddhist references 

do perform some structural functions. 

The Buddhist presence in "Falk" is represented by 

37 "A Further Note on the Function of the Frame 
in 'Heart of Darlmess, '" Modern Fiction Studies, 3 
(1957),170. 
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its religious edifices; the first of which appears 

during the narrator's pursuit of a .. thief, in which he 

is assisted by Hermann: 

Realizing the situation as though he had eyes 
in his shoulder-blades, he joined us with a 
leap and took the lead. The Chinaman fled 
silent like a rapid shadow on the dust of an 

. extremely oriental road. I followed. A 
, long way in the rear my mate whooped like a 

savage. A young moon threw a bashful light 
on a plain like a monstrous waste ground: 
the architectural mass of a Buddhist temple 
far away projected itself in dead black on 
the sky. We lost the thief of course •••• 
<,~, 158) 

Here the temple and the moon appear as aloof spectators 

of the excitement going on beneath them; diminishing 

its apparent importance. As far as the narrative is 

concerned, their appearance serves to terminate the 

chase; the light of the moon reveals only barrenness 

whilst the "dead black" of the Buddhist temple serves 

to emphasise the nihilism with which Conrad (or his 

narrator) seems to equate the religion in this story. 

The temple also confirms the futility of the chase, 
-

already hinted at by the evident effort and noise that 

marks the progress of the Europeans in contrast to the 

apparently nOiseless, effortless speed of the oriental. 

The narrator's excitement animates both moon and tem-~ 

pIe but their combined presence puts an end to the 

action. 

The second reference serves to explain why the 

shallow bar still exists at the mouth of the river, 

since "the authorities of the state were piously busy 

gilding afresh the great Buddhist Pagoda just then, 
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and had no money to spare for dredging operations II (!" 

164). Buddhism again, therefore, seems to negate 

action, in this case by diverting the energies of the 

state. The irony of "piously" seems to reflect the 

views of the narrator--there are no doubts about 

where he thinks their priorities should lie. Once out 

of the river, he comments: 

There was nothing to look at besides but a 
bare coast, the muddy edge of the brown 
plain with the sinuosities of the river you 
had left, traced in dull green, and the 
Great Pagoda uprising lonely and massive with 
shining curves and pinnacles like the gor
geous and stony efflorescence of tropical 
rocks. You had nothing to do but wait fret
fully for the balance of your cargo, which 
was sent out of the river with the greatest 
irregularity. (!" 165-66) 

The Pagoda, whose presence has indirectly caused the 

problem, thus continues to dominate the scene; its 

size and apparent indifference again contrasting with 

the urge for action possessed by the narrator. Its 

comparison with rocks, however, and its evident isola-

tion are far from comforting attributes. For rocks, 

to a sailor (like the narrator), are destructive and 

perilous; clearly a nihilistic view of Buddhism is 

again being projected. This view is continued on the 

Pagoda's next appearance by which time Falk has re

fused to tow the narrator's boat and the narrator has 

made ten demonic references in the space of sixteen 

pages (!, 177-93) to express his exasperation. He has 

also made efforts designed to sail his ship away from 

harbour without Falk's help, but Falk assures him 
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that he would have had his ship "very awkwardly a

shore at a spot two miles below the' Great Pagoda" (1, 

203). Though the disaster point would be "two miles 

below the Great Pagoda," the effect of the mention is 

once more a negative one, apparently compounding the 

comparison with rocks seen earlier. 

The last and longest reference precedes Falk's 

revelation that he has eaten man: 

During the afternoon I looked at times at 
the homely ship, the faithful nurse of Her
mann's progeny, or yawned towards the dis
tant temple of Buddha, like a lonely hill
ock on the plain, where shaven priests 
cherish the thoughts of that Annihilation 
which is the worthy reward of us all. Un
fortunate! He had 'been unfortunate once. 
(T, 210) 

Here is a juxtaposition that can either be said to 

indicate a choice (domesticity opposed to annihila

'tion) or (if one follows Johnson's deductions from 

the initial manuscript connections between Hermann 

and Buddha) different aspects of the same thing. 

There is obvious irony in the narrator ~s attitude to

wards the religion here; whilst he looks towards the 

ship, he yawns towards the Pagoda, and the use of 

"cherish" and "worthy" make the effect emphatic. But 

the next juxtaposition is between Buddhist Annihila-

tion and Falk's misfortune; what can be unfortunate 

in the face of inevitable annihilation? 

Falk's misfortune has been caused because he has 

refused to accept annihilation and has fought for 

life; he is now fighting for domesticity. Hermann's 
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horror on behalf of outraged decency does indeed re

flect a negative attitude to the affair though he 

refuses to suggest what Falk should have done. In

deed his main horror is caused by the fact that the 

tug-master should have thought it necessary to reveal 

the fact (!, 222); clearly he wishes the innocence of 

his ship to remain. The narrator (whose own innocence 

has been mentioned once or twice but who is able to 

hear Palk's story), seems to approve of a struggle 

for life as opposed to the doctrines of Buddhism. 

These doctrines only prevail, therefore, if one accepts 

the narrator as unreliable; that his irony, in other 

words, simply betrays his ignorance as to reality and 

his clinging to western teleology. But his descrip

tion of a Itmute and unhearing heaven" as a backdrop 

to the fateful last days of the ~orgmester Dahl shows 

no religious optimism in his make-up and there are no 

perceptible signs that he does not have his creator's 

approval. There is, besides, an autobiographical 

element about "Falk," many of whose details (the des

cription of the dead captain and his empty violin 

case for example) are to be repeated in the avowedly 

autobiographical The Shadow-Line (!, 154; SL, 59-61). 

In each of their appearances, Buddhist temples are 

seen to negate action being seen as "dead black" in 

opposition to the "bashful light" of the moon, as a 

diversion from needful action by the authorities) as 

rocks, treacherous and deadly to seamen, as an indica

tion of a place of probable shipwreck, and finally 
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as a symbol of annihilation. A lust for life may 

well be futile (Falk will obviously perish one day 

anyway) but whilst the Buddhist references clearly 

reflect this p such an outlook is rejected, by the nar

rator and ther~ are no signs that this nihilism is 

not similarly condemned by Conrad. The pagoda appears 

again, dominating the horizon at the beginning of 

"The Secret Sharer," but it is far less pervasive in 

the later tale which again contains a fight for life 

on the part of one of its protagonists (Leggatt). If 

it functions symbolically at all in "The Secret Shar

er," it is in much the same way as it does in "Falk." 

In The Shadow-Line its one appearance seems to signify 

little more than a landmark, (SL, 47) though one could 

say more about the "temples, gorgeous and dilapidated" 

that are seen soon afterwards (SL, 48), since they 

could serve as a warning of the uncertainty of fate to 

the newly-appointed master in that tale. 

ii. _ Hinduism 

Unless one is to apply the same kind of inter

pretations as Bonney and Stein, however, there are 

very few other instances of Buddhism and Hinduism be

ing a feature of Conrad's work, and these are really 

too isolated to have any deep significance. Patna 

may well be a Buddhist holy city as Bonney suggests 

but it was also a real ship which (as Norman Sherry 

points out) Conrad would have seen in Singapore 
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harbour immediately prior to taking command of the 
. 38 

ot..§:go. Conrad frequently changed the names of. ships 

in his fiction and, as was seen in a previous chapter, 

it can be a dangerous practice to make too much of 

the new names.. Sherry' B information suggests that 

the name Patna would have come to Conrad's mind first-

ly as a ship. There may well be irony in the choice 

but whether such irony was conscious is something 

that cannot be proved without additional documenta

tion. Apart from the Hindu policeman Marlow sees 

"who looked up at me with orientally 'pitiful eyes as 

though his migrating spirit were suffering exceeding

ly from that unforeseen--what d'ye call 'em--avatar-

incarnation" (LJ II 157), the Hindu with "a bright 

yellow caste-mark above the bridge of his nose" whose 

case follows J1m's (LJ p 158) and the child in attend

ance at Brown IS death-bed "naked and pot-bellied like 

a little heathen godr! (LJ, 345), there are no direct 

references to the two major eastern religions. The 

reference to the policeman may have rel.evance to 

Jim's situation (Jim has, in a sense, been incarnated 

into a character which he feels is false); the triv-

iality of the assault case may serve to put Jim's 

into a wider perspective, and the apparent mocking 

effect of the small boy may serve to point out the 

futility of Brown's egotistical gestures--but one 

could say little else. Chester's negotiations for a 

steamer are conducted with "a Parsee firm" (LJ, 161), 

38 Sherry, Conrad's Eastern World, p. 45. 
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which may help to stress the diversity of religious 

systems in the book (Parsees being Zoroastrians), 

especially when the other religious references have 

been taken into account. This may then indicate the 

unlikelihood of any one religion being uniquely correct 

(as Jim's father in rural England seems to think) but 

it would clearly be out Of the way to assume that 

Zoroastrian doctrines are therefore pertinent to the 

novel. 

Similarly, in Victory, the strange view of Ric

ardo, who "Crossed-legged, his head drooping a little 

and perfectly still ••• might have been meditating in a 

bonze-like attitude upon the sacred syllable 'Om'" 

(V, 267), may indicate that he is a kind of fate (or 

Karma) for Heyst's attempt at total withdrawal (re

commended by eastern philosophy); but, again, this is 

an isolated reference. When Heyst turns the bungalow 

into a funeral pyre for himself and Lena, he may be 

said to be reversing -the 'custQJt"' o;fcertath_ fanati_cal 

Hindu sects in which the wife must perish with the 

husband in this way_ This reversal indicates his de

votion to Lena; indeed, his very despair at losing 

her acts as a repudiation of non-involvement as a 

viable doctrine to live by. His participation in the 

death rite has a purifying effect, as Davidson makes 

clear (V, 411), but, in the absence of any other de

finite eastern religious imagery these two scenes can 

only be taken as a small element of the whole. 39 In 

39 In an intriguing postscript to an essay on 
narrative form, Muriel Bradbrook suggests that in 
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the eye of a hurricane, captain MacWhirr, consulting 

his barometer, "resembled a booted and mis-shapen 

pagan burning incense before the oracle of a Joss" 

(T, 84) and here the religious reference is clearly 

used to illustrate man's dependence on the instru

ments of his fashioning. The Hindu term "avatar" is 

used to denote the transformation of de Barral into 

Mr. Smith in Chance (C, 377, 382) and, since the con

cept o£ the word is that o£ the same body in a dif-

ferent £orm, its use here indicates that Anthony's 

hopes that all problems will be solved by being at 

sea are doomed to failure since these are still pre

sent in a different form. 

Essentially, then, Buddhism and Hinduism are 

used sparingly in Conrad's work. Buddhism forms one 

o£ the el emen t s that give s "He art 0 f Dar kn e s s" and 

Victory, I1Conrad presents the conflict of Eastern 
mythology with Heyst's Western philosophy" and claims 
that "at the mythological level Victory draws • • • 
upon the deeper faiths and rites of the region where 
it is set." She sees Lena as embodying "that eternal 
struggle of light and darkness, the subject of the 
Javanese or Balinese dance, the conflict between Good
ness unarmed and the Sea Demon with his followers." 
To this end, "the Balinese Kriis dance symbolises the 
struggle enacted in Lena's contest for Ricardo's 
knife. The ironic victory of Eastern mysticism over 
deathly Nihilism culminates in the Brahmin funeral 
rite of purification by fire" ("Narrative Form in 
Conrad and Lowry," in Joseph conrad: A Commemoration, 
ed. Norman Sherry [London: Macmillan, 1976J, pp. 141-
42). In this view, Eastern mysticism (or Einduism, 
at least) would thus become a positive force here, but 
it would have been interesting to see a more detailed 
application; one that incorporated Ricardo's "bonze
like attitude," for example. 
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its main narrator a sense of universality, as well as 

linking eastern and western idolatry. In "Falk," it 

appears as a nihilistic alternative to the life-force 

illustrated so determinedly by Falke Conrad's 

sources of information seem most likely to have been 

Schopenhauer and Arniel rather than the religious 

texts themselves (just as Burton seems to have been 

his main source for Islam). Whilst he could have 

read the Vedas, the Upanishads, the Bhagavad-Gita and 

many Buddhist scriptures if he had wished, there is 

no evidence to suggest that he did so. Indeed, his 

knowledge seems very peripheral if his comment to 

Cunninghame Graham about "the potbellied gods ... gods 

with more legs than a centipede and more arms than a 

dozen windmills" is a fair sample of his attitude. 40 

It is echoed, fictionally, by old Peyrol when con

sidering Arlette's adoration of Real: 

"She sat and stared at him as if he had 
been gilt allover, with three heads and 
seven arms on his body"--a comparison re
miniscent of certain idols he had seen in 
an Indian temple., Though not an iconoclast, 
Peyrol felt positively sick at the recollec
tion. (Ro, 179) 

These are not positive comments but, more importantly, 

nor are they informed ones, and, overall, the deeper 

wells of Eastern mysticism appear to remain untapped, 

yielding only some familiar physical images to con

tribute towards the greater pattern of religious al-

lusions. 

40 "To R.B. cunninghame Graham," 26 Aug. 1898, 
Letter 24, Conrad to Cunninghame Graham, p. 101. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONRAD I S TREATMENT OF CHRISTIA1fITY 

i. Conrad's Catholics 

It will be recalled that the enormities of 

Conrad's Muslims in his early works provide an exag-

gerated reflection of the faults of his Christians; 

particularly in the areas of exclusiveness, supersti-

tion and hypocri~yG Conrad, as we have seen, hovered 

uneasily between lielief and disbelief and attempted 

to fulfil himself spiritually in his literary career. 

To convey "things human" in "a spirit of piety" would 

clearly involve him with the whole human being, in

cluding what may be loosely called man's spiritual 

side; an intangible component from which, at least, 

the reaction to art is drawn (or so he seems to suggest 

in "The Ascending Effort"). "A moralist," he writes 

to Galsworthy, "must present us with a gospel--he must 

give counsel, not to our reason or sentiment, but to 

our very soul. ,,1 

Theologic ally, of course, man's "very soul," the 

seat of his spirituality, should find the fulfilment 

1 "To John Galsworthy," Wed. 1908, !!L, II, 77. 
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of ite aspirations within religion, but this had not 

happened in Conrad t s case and is d.enied to most of 

his major characters. The parloue state of Christ

ianity at the turn of the century receives eloquent 

expression within the pages of Conrad's fiction, and, 

whilst it is going too far to brand all its clerical 

representatives therein as "unpleasant or stupid," 

very few of them appear in a positive light. 2 

His first such character--the Basque priest of 

The Sisters--is fanatical and ignorant: 

His brother, the genius of the family, had 
become a priest and now was in charge of a 
hamlet full of fiery Basque souls which he 
endeavoured to keep in the path of godliness 
with fierce denunciations, with menacing 
words, with gloomy fanaticism, knowing noth
ing of the world, hating it, for it was the 
hospitable playground of the devil, hardly 
able to bring himself to tolerate the im
pious sunshine that, by an inexplicable 
oversight of the Creator, shone indiscrim
inately upon the believing and upon the 
wicked. A tall lean priest with ••• an 
ascetic yet coarse face. • • . A mystical 
fanatic who • 0 • saw visions • . • heard 
voicesj who living amongst simple men and 
women felt clearly that he was living in a 

-world inhabited by damned souls. (Sis, 6~ 
69) -

The egoism inherent in thlis point of view is also 

emphasised, for "He believed in the wickedness of 

mankind with all the innocence of his soul •••• In 

the appalling desert of human sinfulness the blood of 

his race flowed pure like a miraculous stream" (Sis, 

72). He is a monarchist for "With the rightful 

2 R. L. Me'gro z, Joseph Conrad's Mind and Method 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1931), pp. 146-47. 
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monarch the fear of God would reign in the land" (Sis, 

73) • 

In The Arrow of Gold, which seems to be Conrad's 

reworking of the fragment, the priest is similarly 

described as "The saintly uncle in his wild parish" 

(AG, 40), and as a "stern, simple old man" who will 

only accept a gift of snuff "the only gratification 

his big, ascetic, gaunt body ever mew on earth" (AG, 

141), when he thinks it has come from the king. His 

niece , Rita, however, poses intere-sting questions: 

As I mounted my mule to go away he murmured 
coldly: "God guard you, Senora!" Senora! 
What sternness! we were off a little way 
already when his heart softened and he 
shouted after me in a terrible voice: liThe 
road to Heaven is repentance r" And then 
after a silence, again the great shout 
"Repentance!" thundered after me. Was that 
sternness or simplicity, I wonder? Or a 
mere unmeaning superstition, a mechanical 
thing? If there lives anybody completely 
honest in this world, surely it must be my 
uncle. And yet--who knows? (AG, 11546) 

Use of the word "mechanical" by Rita reminq.s us 

of Conrad's description of Abdulla's reciting of 

Islamic formula; the sense of unthinking ritual. In 

appearance, this priest is very similar to the abbe( 

in The Rover-- Ita gaunt man with a long, as if con

vulsed face" (RO, 147) who has similar Royalist 

sympathies (Ro, ,152), and who also prescribes repent

ance when confronted by a concerned Arlette (RO, 156). 

Both Rita and Arlette are regarded as being "for no 

man" (AG, 135; B:2" 225), but whilst Rita confirms 

this by leaving George, Arlette prays for the further

ance of her love affair with Real, with whom she 
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finally forms a life-fulfilling relationship in con

trast to the life-denying advice offered by the abbe. 

The Rover also shows the life-negating effe'ets of the 

doctrine of celibacy, which blights the life of 

Catherine (Arlette's aunt) when she falls in love with 
..-

a priest and acquires the niclmame of lila fiancee du 

pretre" (Ro p 89), causing her to feel "cast out from 

the grace of God" (Ro, 232). It may be significant 

that when Arlette visits the priest, the view of the 

presbytery is not a hopeful one: 

She pushed open the little gate with the 
broken latch. The humble building of 
rough stones, from between which much mor
tar had crumbled out, looked as though it 
had been sinking slowly into the ground. 
The beds of the plot in front were choked 
with weeds, because the abbe(had no taste 
for gardening. (Ro, 147) 

Here is an immediate feeling of decline; almost 

as if the building has no place in the present. In 

the light of what follows it would be tempting to re

gard this picture as being symbolic of the doctrines 

and character of its incumbent; the beds of Christian-

ity being stifled by the weeds of priestly doctrine or 

outmoded dogmas that the priest is unwilling to re

linquish. Certainly the abbe's advice draws forth an 

appropriate comment from Peyrol when the old seaman is 

told of it by Catherine: 

"He wanted to shut her up from everybody," 
and the old woman clasped her meagre hands 
with a sudden gesture. "I suppose there 
are still some convents about the world." 

"You and the patronne are mad together," 
declared Peyrol. "All this only shows what 
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an ass the cure' is.. (Ro, 230) 

Here then, is one mould for a priest; that of a 

"gaunt" a.scetic whose mind is fixed upon sin and re

pentance and who reflects his Church's support for 

absolutist and little-wanted monarchies. This kini!i 

of priest possesses an acute awareness of the dignity 

of his position, combined, in some cases, with a 

sense of condescension; traits that are best exempli

fied by the abbe( of The Rover: 

He had accepted, without a word, the charge 
of this miserable. parish, where he had 
acquired influence quickLy enough. His 
sacerdotalism lay in him like a cold passion. 
Though accessible enough, he never walked 
abroad without his breviary, acknowledging 
the solemnly bared heads by a curt nod .. 
(Ro, 148) 

The sense of pride and ambition revealed by the use 

of "miserable" to describe his parish is taken up on 

a larger scale with Father carpi in Suspense. There 

are also obvious affinities between these priests 

and the more exalted figure of Father ~orbel8n in 

Nostrorno. 

This picture of the clergy is grim and forbid

ding but, except for Rita's question (which is un

resolved), there is no reason to suspect that the 

fanaticism and superstition they exhibit is not 

genuine, nor that their intentions are not good. 

Conrad's second type of priest is of a very different 

kind. He first appears in "The Idiotslt--a story which 

derives from an incident of Conrad's honeymoon in 
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Brittany whilst he and Jessie were being driven by a 

friend (Prijean). Jessie Conrad reports that they 

saw the actual idiots during the ride and that "the 

story had its origin in Prijean's remark just after 

we had passed them sprawling in the ditch. 'Four-

heine And all in the same family. That's a little 

too much. And the priests say it's God's will! • 11 3 

The implications of an unfeeling clergy, inherent in 

this statement, are taken up more explicitly in Con

rad's story, in which the birth of idiot twins and a 

further idiot boy to Jean-Pierre and Susan Bacadou 

causes the local priest "to deliver himself with joy

ful unction of solemn platitudes about the inscrut

able ways of Providence" to "the rich landowner, the 

Marquis de Chavanes." The priest, likened to "a 

black bolster" and ge sticulating "with a fat hand, It 

is "exulting and humble, proud and awed" (TU, 64-65). 

The cause of these contrasting emotions is the 

decision of Jean-Pierre--"the enraged republican 

£arlJler ,,--to attend mass and to offer "to entertain 

the visiting priests at the next festival of Ploumar! 

It was a triumph for the Church and for the good 

cause" (TU, 65). Clearly evident here is the lack of 

compassion on the part of the priest and the sense of 

well-fed indolence he enjoys; both aspects tending to 

support Jean-Pierre's habit of comparing the clergy 

with scavenging crows. The marquis shares the priest's 

3 Joseph Conrad as I Knew Him, po 38. 
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joy since he sees the conversion as a matter of pol

i:tical advantage. 

Jean-Pierre, however, regards his act as a dec

ision to "sacrifice his convictions," proceeds to 

show hospitality "when a black soutane darkened his 

doorway" and feels' "like a man who had sold his soul" 

(TU, 67). Though seen from Jean-Pierre's point of 

view, such inversions stress the negativity of the 

arrangement. Jean-Pierre's conversion is for a spec

ific purpose--a non-idiot child--and, like the ex

piatory advice given by the abbe to Arlette, this is 

another attempt at spiritual bargaining; the practice 

Conrad so abhorred. In The Sisters, the father, dis

mayed at the departure of his son, Stephen, from his 

native land, "made a solemn vow to build a church in 

which the misguided son could have his peace with God 

by painting, on a gold background, a gorgeous altar

piece" (Sis, 48), only for the narrator to remark that 

"Providence, unlike the powers of this earth, was 

impervious to the effect of a splendid-bribe" (Sis, 

49). The father's earlier attempts to enlist "the 

help of renowned saints" has been an swered only IIby 

the meaningless stare of na'ive art" (Sis, 47). Use 

of the word "bribe I. gives an unpleasant perspective 

to the act (and seems very much in line with Conrad's 

View); whilst It n alve" is an indication of the futil

ity of the old man's belief in miracles. Both these 

aspects have been more subtly transferred to "The 

Idiots." When the condition :for Jean-Pierre's conver-
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~ion is not fulfilled (his fourth child is also an 

idiot), he recants his faith by shouting at the church 

and receives a similar response to the I1trustful pray

ers" of Stephen's father, in this case "The song of 

nightingales" beating"on all sides against the high 

walls of the church, It and flowing back "between stone 

crosses and flat gray slabs, engraved with words of 

hope and sorrow" (TU, 69). When, fearful of conceiv

ing a fifth idiot, Susan has killed him, she complains 

at the injustice of Heaven which seems not to dis

tinguish between blasphemy and prayer (TU, 75-76), and 

does, indeed remain "high and impassive" during her 

final cry for help (TU, 84), indicating the falSity 

of a belief which regards misfortune in this life as 

punishment for sin and felicity as the just reward 

for piety. 

The unpleasant influence of the priest intrudes 

again since Catholic theology prohibits the burial of 

a suicide in holy ground. But the Marquis, to whom 

Susan's mother applies, has influence in such matters 

and, since it would be politically expedient for the 

old lady to be in charge of the farm, he agrees to 

"speak to the Cure" (TU, 85). The priests, therefore, 

can be seen as subservient to wealthy interests; their 

concerns, seemingly, very much material. 

Two extremes of clerical shortcomings have so 

far come to light--indolent self-seeking and fanatical 

and superstitious asceticism. In Nostromo, these and 

other failings are more subtly presented. The familiar 
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elements o£ a superstitious laity, in£~uenced by a 

power£ulclergy·(the epitome o£theChurch in Poland) 

are quickly introduced in that novel with the legend 

o£ the wandering sailors who disappeared'during a 

search for treasure: 

The impious adventurers gave no other sign. 
The sailors, the Indian, and the stolen 
burro were never seen again. As to the mozo, 
a Sulaco man--his wife paid for some masses, 
and the poor four-footed beast, being with
out sin, had, been probably permitted to die; 
but t4e two gringos, spectral and alive, are 
believed to be dwelling to this day. amongst 
the rocks, under the fatal spell of their 
success. Their souls cannot tear themselves 
away from their bodies mounting guard over 
the discovered treasure. They are now rich 
and hungry and thirsty--a strange theory of 
tenacious gringo ghosts sU£fering in their 
starved and parched £lesh of defiant here
tics, where a Christian would have renounced 
and been released. (N, 5) 

This legend has more importance to the novel than 

as a simple reflection of superstition, but the ele

ments of belief that it reveals are worthy of note. 

For evident in this extract are the religious concerns 

of the simple Catholic laity of Sulaco~ a preoccupa-

tion with sin, a belief in ghosts, the regarding of 

all non-Catholics as heretics (and, therefore, non

Christians) and the need to pay for. masses to aid the 

progress of a dead man's soul--all of which indicates 

a combination of primitive superstition and priestly 

indoctrination. The need to pay for masses necessar-

ily not only enhances the prestige of the clergy but 

augments their incomes as well. 

The pervading nature of this heritage is illus-
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trated later by the way Nostromo is affected by his 

refusal to bring a priest to Teresa's deathbed. Des

pite his disbelief in the "sacerdotal character" of 

priests, he feels "uneasy at the impiety of this refus

al"(N, 255). Once "the admired publicity of his 

life" has gone, he is ready "to feel the burden of 

sacrilegious guilt descend upon his shoulders." The 

cause of this vulnerability is cited as lack of.scep

ticism, whose absence delivers the masses "to the 

wiles of swindlers"--which;may, indeed, include the 

clergy..,.-tfand to the pitiless enthusiasms of leaders 

inspired by visions of a high destiny" (!i, 420). 

Scepticism, one recalls,was extolled by Conrad to 

Galsworthy (to whom Nostromo was dedicated), as "the 

tonic of minds, the tonic of life, the agent of truth, 

--the way of art and salvation. ,A 

The way the superstitious nature of the costa-

guanan laity is deliberately perpetuated by the cler

gy is illustrated by the stories of the infamous dic-

tator Guzman Bento who: 

• • • reached his apotheosis in the popular 
legend of a sanguinary land-haunting spectre 
whose body had been carried off by the devil 
in person from the brick mausoleum in the 
nave of the Church of Assumption in Sta. 
Marta. Thus, at least, the priests explained 
its disappearance to the barefooted multitude 
that streamed in, awestruck, to gaze at the 
hole in the side of the ugly box of bricks 
before the great altar. (li, 47) 

4 "To John Galsworthy," 11 Nov. 1901, LL, 1,301, 
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Three priests are specifically named in Nostromo. 

The first. of these to appear is Father Roman and he 

too can be seen to be encouraging ignorance and super

stition (and may be also revealing his own) by pur-

porting Europe to be Ita country of saints and miracles", 
, 

Roman is the spiritual pastor of the silver 

miners and seems to have spent much of his past serv

ing in wars during which he "had shriven many simple 

souls on the battlefields of the Republic" (N, 103). 

The priest is a likeable character, fond of his game 

of cards and apparently genuinely fond of his charges. 

But the conoern he shows for their fate during the re

voltof Montero reveals other aspects of his character 

as well: 

He entertained towards the Indians of the 
valley feelings of paternal scorn.. He had 
been marrying, baptizing, confessing, ab
solving, and burying the workers of the San 
Tome/mine with dignity and unction for five 
years or more; and he believed in the sac
redness of these ministrations, which made 
them his own in a spiritual sense. They 
were dear to his sacerdotal supremacy. Mrs. 
Gould's earnest interest in the concerns of 
these people enhanced their importance in 
the priest's eyes, because it really aug
mented his own. (N, 399) 

What is evident in this passage is the sense of 
, 

importance Roman feels, deriving from the sense of 

superiority he has over his flock. The more important 

his flock becomes, the more important he becomes, and 

it is also self~evident that this power will be great

ly diminished if Montero should succeed. He has, 

therefore, a vested interest in seeing that the status 
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quo should be maintained. Despite the inf~uence of 
, 

dogma,_ however, -Roman is still able to -appreciate 

Emilia Gould, though not without this causing some 

confusion in his feelings, for "Padre Rom'an was -incap-
-

able of fanaticism to an' almost reprehensible degree. 

The English senora was evidently a heretic; but at 

the same time she seemed to him wonderful and angel

ic" (N, 399). 

This apparent disparity in the catholic claim to 
, 

exclusive saintliness causes Roman to "shake his head 

profoundly," but he does not question further. 

In reality, though, Roman is serving the San 

Tome mine; a position that is made clear by the cyni

cal but perceptive Dr. Monygham after the crisis has 

passed: 

And the heroic Father Rom~--I imagine the 
old padre blowing up systematically the San 
Tome/mine, uttering a pious exclamation at 
every bang, and taking handfuls of snuff be
tween the explosions--the heroic Padre Roman 
says that he is not afraid of the harm Hol
royd's missionaries can do to his flock, as 
long as he is alive. (N, 507~ 

\ 
Roman's duty to God and his flock is thus confus-

ed with his devotion to the San Tome mine, that symbol 

of material interes~which to some extent will claim 

the allegiance of almost every character in the book. 

His egotistical sense of control over the simple souls 

of the miners is also evident in the last few words of 

the passage which refer to the arrival of Protestant

ism to the area. Though a Catholic priest, as his 

name helps to emphasise, Roman is really an illustra-



213 

tion of how, in a subtle way, religion can be mani

pulated to serve other ends, in this case those of 

material interests. 
, . 

Father Corbelan, the most dominant religious 

figure in the novel, first appears through the eyes 

of the S~eptically observant Martin Decoud whose 

analysis is perceptive. Decoud reports how the priest 

"said Mass for the troops" before "an altar of drums" 

wi th "wooden saints" standing "militarily in a row 

• .• • like a gorgeous escort attending the Vicar Gen

eral," who "glittered exceedingly in his vestments 

with a great crimson velvet cross down his back. And 

all the time our saviour Barrios sat in the Amarilla 

Club drinking punch at an open window" (N, 187-88). 

" This first, dramatic appearance of Corbelan shows 

him as one ·who is very conscious of the trappings of 

the church and very keen to perpetuate them. The 

wooden saints seem to recognise inhi~ a member of 

the church militant but Decoud's ironical reference 

to Barrios as "our saviour" helps to un_dercut this 

" sense of importance and Corbelan's harangue of the 

general soon afterwards is a quick reaction to Barr

ios' apparent flouting of ecclesiastical (and Cor

bel~'s) authority. The ill-fated journalist is also 

perceptive enough to realise where the pries~s true 

passions lie: 

"-But I know him, too, our Padre Corbelan. 
The idea of political honour, justice, and 
honesty for him consists in the restitution 
of the confiscated Church property. Nothing 
else could have drawn that fierce converter 
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of savage Indians out of the wilds to work 
for the Ribierist cause! Nothing else but 
that wild hope! He would make a pronuncia
miento himself for such an object against 
any Government if he could only get follow
ers! (!i, 188-89) 

Corbelan's view of "an outraged Church waiting for 

reparation from a penitent country" (N, 195) causes 

the less informed citizens of Sulaco to murmur that 

the greater part of the land will be taken from the 

people and "go to the padres II (N, 195), and, indeed, 
/' / 

Don Pepe has earlier confirmed that, in the past, "it 

was everything for the Padres, nothing for the people; 

and now it is everything for these great politicos in 

Sta. Marta, for negroes and thieves" (!i, 89). Church 

and corrupt government are, thus, clearly linked. 
'-Even at the end, Corbelan is described as "everlast-

ingly worrying the Government about the old Church 

lands and converts"; conduct which, Mitchell believes, 

is approved of in Rome (N, 478). 

Corbel~ fails to see that his temporal demands 

are anachronistic. The ruined Convent in which he 

meets Nostromo (!i, 196) and the battered "moss-stain

ed effigy of some saintly bishop" which adorns pre

mises that were "once the residence of a high official 

of the Holy Office" (!i, 98) t are clear indications 

that the days of ecclesiastical splendour in Sulaco 

belong to the past; a fact that is confirmed by the 

exchange between Emilia Gould and Sir John in the 

early stages of the novel (N, 35-36). 
~ , 

Roman and Corbelan are the cream of the priests, 
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however, and their fearlessness is in marked contrast 

to the ,characteristics of their fellow clergy. When 

Teresa is dying, Nostromo reveals that "the populace 

are much incensed against the priests. Not a single 

fat padre would have consented to put his head out of 

his hiding-place to-night to save a Christian soul, 

except, perhaps, under my protection" (!i, 268). The 

phrase "fat padre" implies that the priests have been 

living well off the people, in a similar way to those 

of "The Idiots." 

Under the notorious regime of Guzman Bento, they 

have appeared in a still more unfavourable light, 

from,the "trembling, subservient Archbishop of his 

creation tl who celebrates solemn Masses of thanksgiv

ing on his behalf "in great pomp in the cathedral of 

sta. Marta tl (N, 139), to the slovenly army chaplains 

in attendance at executions (N, 138), to the sadistic 

Father Beron whose exhortation to prisoners, "Will 

you confess now?" (N, 373) is a clear perversion of 

the confessional. Under Bento the "pow~r of Supreme 

Government" becomes "an object of strange worship, as 

if it were some sort of cruel deity" (N, 137). This 

easy manipulation of the clergy and its subservience 

to whatever power is predominant is seen, in a sym

bolic sense, when Pedro Montero enters Sulaco to the 

p~al of cathedral bells and those of "every church, 

convent, or chapel in town" (!i, 381). The clergy are 

presumably still in hiding at this stage, but the 

easy utilisation of religious edifices is a clear 
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reflection of their own pliability. Little wonder 

old Giorgio should consider that "the sea, which 

knows nothing of kings and priests and tyrants, is 

the holiest of all" (N, 341), and should advise 

Giselle to pray "not to the God of priests and slaves, 

but to the God of orphans, of the oppressed, of the 

poor, of little children" (!i, 533); a concept that 

sounds much closer to the ideals of Christianity as 

advocated in the Gospels than the version current in 

Sulaco. 

There is, therefore, much scope for a "purer 

form of Christianity"; that pet dream of the American 

financier, Holroyd (!i, 240). But this proves to be 

little more than an adjunct to material interests and 

its introduction into Sulaco simply starts a sectar-
.... 

ian battle for souls. Indeed, Corbelan's elevation 

to Cardinal is thought to be "a counter-move to the 

Protestant invasion of Sulaco organized by Holroyd's 

Missionary Fund" (N, 509). The term "invasion" again 

denotes a power struggle and seems, once more, to 

connect the outlook of institutionalised religion 

with that of governments. 

Nostromo, in fact, is Conrad's most comprehen-

sive consideration of Christian inadequacies, em-

bracing not only the church of his native land but 

also one akin to that of his adopted country. The 

Catholic laity is shown to be suffering under the 

heritage of persistent and insidious superstition 

and also to be harbouring resentment against their 
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clergy, the main purveyors of this heritage. Their 

priests prove to be either subservient to or even 

willing allies of ruthless tyranny and, under milder 

regimes, either fight for church power (Corbelan), 

live lives of ease at their flocks' expense ("fat 

padre 11), or are subtly manipulated by material inter

ests (Roman). The Protestant wing of the religion is 

still more closely linked with materialism and offers 

no hope of succour for the oppressed masses. The 

literal religious language o'f -Nostrom6,. thEfrefore, re

veals a spiritual void and (as will be seen later) it 

is the purpose of the figurative religious t"er.rris in 

the novel to indicate attempts to fill this void; 

attempts that prove to be just as unsuccessful. 

Conrad's treatment of Catholicism rarely strays 

from the pattern laid down in "The Idiots" and Nost

romo. Even his unfinished Suspense, written in the 

early 1920~, contains a simple villager whose beliefs 

extend to the efficacy of exorcism and the inevitab

ility of all Englishmen (heretics) hav~ng "their 

wickedness written on their faces l1 (S, 160); this is 

a further indictment of priestly influence, although, 

as was noted earlier, Father Rom~ had similar prob

lems in assessing Emilia Gould. It also contains a 

calculating priest in Father Paul carpi, whose "first 

stirrings of ambition" cause him to be judiciously 

perceptive and subservient when in the presence of the 

powerful Count Helion (£, 163), though the count 

shows an awareness of priestly pretensions to po\:{er 
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by equating "the reign of God" with the reign of 

priests (S, 162). When confronted with the problem 

of the troublesome Clelia, Father Paul proves to be a 

master of evasion: 

To gain time he smiled, a slight non
commi tal smile. 

"We priests, M. Ie Comte, are recommend
ed not to enter into discussion of theo
logical matters with people who, whatever 
their accomplishments and wisdom, are not 
properly instructed in them. As to any
thing else I am always at Monseigneur's 
service." 

He gave this qualification to Count Hel
ion because it was not beyond the bounds of 
respect due from a poor parish priest to a 
titled great man of his province. (S, 164) 

This is clear hypocrisy since it is soon reveal

ed, after a comment by Helion "that the only thing 

which seemed to put a limit to the power of God was 

the folly of men," that the priest "had too poor an 

opinion of Count de Montevesso to be shocked by the 

blasphemy" (S, 165). Father Paul also possesses an 

enduring capacity to swim with the current, as is 

seen by his earlier treatment of the probable suicide 

of Clelia's mother: 

He had consented to bury her in consecrated 
ground not from any compassion but because 
of the revolutionary spirit which had pene
trated even the thick skulls of his parish
ioners and probably would have caused a 
riot and shaken the precarious power of the 
Church in his obscure valley. (S, 166) 

His lack of "compassion 11 and concern for the 

"power" of the church (not to mention the low opinion 

he holds of his flock) are noteworthy here, exhibit-
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ing a willingness to compromise with supposedly'sac

red principles and questioning the whole Catholic 

attitude to suicide at the Bame time. Faced with the 

(to him) inexplicable behaviour of Olelia and the 

"senee of his own powerlessness" (.e, 166), he is re

duced to futile (and unsuccessful) threats of exor-

cism. 

In the eyes of Attilio, the clergy can be linked 

with Austrian spies or Piedmontese police (S, 11). 

To him, the "old tyrannical superstitions of religion" 

which they engender are allied to "the oppression of 

privileged classes. . . • He respected all religions 

but despised the priests who preached submission" (,§, 

257). Together with this familiar linking with auto

cracy are signs of cQrruption within the Church. 

Catholic laws can also be circumvented at times, it 

seems, not only ~hen inconvenient to enforce (as seen 

above) but also when wealth or position is involved. 

Madame de Montevesso describes how, on the early 

breakdown of her marriage, "Some of these good friends 

offered him Lflelioi} their influence in Rome for the 

annullation of the marriage, for a consideration of 

course" (S, 139), which would effectively side- step 

the Catholic prohibition on divorcee Suspense thus 

adds deliberate cunning to the composite picture of 

a Conradian priest and reveals the easy corruption of 

Catholic doctrines where material advantage is in

volved., 

This unpleasant picture ofOatholicism in Conrad's 
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novels is completed by two characters in The Arrow of 

Gold,_members of the laity this time. The introduct

ion of Therese at once sounds the chord of ostenta

tious religion and likely hypocrisy, for J.M.K. Blunt 

comments not only on the "rosary at her waist" but 

also on her love of money (AG, 40). M. George des

cribes her as "Therese of the whispering lips and 

downcast eyes slipping out to an early mass f'rom the 

house of iniquity into the early winter murk of the 

city of perdition, in a world steeped in sin" and as 
/I 

being afraid of the "impious streets" as if' of a con-

tamination" (AG, 40). She regards Rita as sinful, 

trying to persuade her sister to "cast off" her "evil 

ways with the help of saints and priests" (AG, 118), 

but, despite her "really nun-like dress" (AG, 40), her 

inner passions are less ascetic and are made explicit 

at the end when she runs. off with the wounded Ortega 

(AG, 341-42). Therese proves to be miserly (AG, 155), 

vain (AG, 156), and hypocritically complacent, as 

when she masters "the feelings of anger_ so unbecoming 

to a person whose sins had been absolved only about 

three hours before" (AG, 157). Indeed, part of her 

animosity towards Rita seems to stem from her feelings 

that salvation is less assured in the sinful city than 

in the country, "serving a holy man, next door to a 

church, and sure of my share of Paradise" (AG, 160). 

She is capable of displaying "a distracting versatil

ity of sentiment: rapacity, virtue, piety, spite, 

and false tenderness" (AG, 289) but when she confronts 
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George and Rita, who have spent the night together 
~ 

after the dramatic scene with Ortega, her claim that 

she will never desert her sister brings the percep

tive comment from Rita, "What is it ••• my soul or 

this house that you wont't abandon" (AG, 335)1 Know

ingly or unknowingly, Therese' s bigotry acts as a :: 

mask for her selfish desires and may, indeed, be used 

as a means to attain them. 

The picture of Don Rafael de Villarel, on the 

other hand, not only emphasises the fana~81 side of 

the Church but gives reminders of its past cruelties 

too: 

Of him I had only heard that he was a very 
austere and pious person, always at Mass, 
and that sort of thing. I saw a frail 
little man with a long, yellow face and 
sunken fanatical eyes, an Inquisitor, an 
unfrocked monk. One missed a rosary from 
his thin fingers. He gazed at me terribly 
and I couldn't imagine what he might want. 
I waited for him to pullout a crucifix and 
sentence me to the stake there and then. 
(AG, 82) 

Th'is is Rita's description but George confirms the 

impression later in the book (AG, 250-53). This, 

then, is the man who equates service to the deposed 

monarchy with service to religion--accompanying his 

references to the king with the pious words "whom God 

preserve" (AG, 250, 251 )--and who crosses himself 

whenever he makes mention of "our Holy Mother the 

Church" (AG, 251, 252). 

Villarel seems like a figure from the past, re

flecting the Church's inclinations to move back in 
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time instead of forward. Support of the Carlists in 

The Arrow of Gold and of the monarchy in Suspense can 

be seen in the same light as Corbelan's fixation with 

the restoration of Church lands; these are examples 

of an unrealistic and reactionary intransigence that 

(as was noted earlier) seems to have been the hall

mark of Cathoi.icism in the nineteenth century. 

ii. Conrad's Non-catholics, I: Greek Orthodox 

Roman Catholicism was not alone in being an ally 

of autocracy, of course. In Under Western Eyes, the 

Greek Orthodox Church of Russia appears in a similar 

light; so much so that Mrs Haldin is moved to remark, 

"With us in Russia the church is so identified with 

oppression, that it seems almost necessary when one 

wishes to be free in this life, to give up hoping for 

a futUre -existence" (UWE, 103). Thi s view is later 

endorsed by another revolutionary, Sophia Antonovna, 

who explains, "As I could not go to the_Church where 

the priests of the system exhorted such unconsidered 

vermin as I to resignation, _I went to the secret soc-

ieties" (UWE, 263). 

Even those priests who have gOOd intentions {un-

less they actively rebel like Father Zosim, "the 

priest-democrat" (yWE, 13~) are forced to adhere to 

the system. The old priest who reveals to Natalia 

Haldin and her mother that he has "been ordered to 

watch and ascertain in other ways too (such as using 
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his spiritual ,Power with the servants) II all that goes 

on in their house, fears that his deacon will "make 

the worst of things to curry favour" if he disobeys: 

He did not wish to spend the evening of 
his days with a shaven head in the peni
tent's cell of some monastery--nand sub
jected to all the severities of ecclesias
tical discipline; for they would shoW;- - no 
mercy to an old man," he groaned. (UWE, 
139) 

Here is a picture of the clergy as a network of spies, 

not only on their parishioners, but also on each 

other; a picture of Christianity in league with the 

secular government to such an extent that non-co

operation with autocracy is regarded as a sin merit

ing strict penance. That priests could be so punish

ed if they strayed from autocratic prescriptions is 

confirmed by Conrad in A Personal Record, though 

here he gives due credit to the Greek Orthodox priest 

who vainly attempted to prevent an unruly mob of pea

sants from ransacking the home of the author's great

uncle, Nicholas Bobrowski. The immed~ate promise of 

gold, however, outweighed the more distant prospect 

of salvation for these country-folk, and there is a 

bitter irony in the fact that Ita small ivory crucifix" 

was all that remained after the priest's efforts 

proved unavailing (PR, 61-62). The event seems to 

form the basis for an incident in llhe Rover where 

Scevola, the intransigent supporter of revolution, is 

rescued from irate villagers by the speedy interven

tion of their newly restored abbe(Ro, 42). 
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iiio Conrad's Non-catholics> I!: Protestant Clergy 

Conrad's Protestant clergy are less pervasive in 

his fiction but are also generally inadequate and un

worldly. The easily flustered curate of "Typhoon" is 

a mild example of this, his misunderstanding of "Sol-

omon says " • 0 n being a source of humour in the 

story (!, 16). Having a grandfather who was "a prea

cher" (Re, 22) does not prevent Shaw, Lingard's mate 

in The Rescue, from being bigoted and acutely aware 

of racial superiority. In The Secret Agent, the Pro

fessor, the ultimate anarchist, ready to destroy at 

a moment's notice, is the son of "an itinerant and 

rousing preacher of some obscure but rigid Christian 

sect" (SA, 80), and here it is sugge sted that the 

fanaticism of the father has contributed to that of 

the son. 

The most extended example of an inadequate 

clerical parent comes in Lord Jim, in which Jim's re~ 

ligious background is introduced as early as the 

fourth paragraph: 

Originally he came from a parsonage. Many 
commanders of fine merchant-ships come from 
these abodes of piety and peace. Jim's 
father possessed such certain knowledge of 
the Unknowable as made for the righteous
ness of people in cottages without disturb
ing the ease of mind of those whom an un
erring Providence enables to live in man
sions. The little church on a hill had the 
mossy greyness of a rock seen through a 
ragged screen of leaves. It had stood there 
for centuries, but the trees around probably 
remembered the laying of the first stone. 
(LJ, 5) 
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The red front of the rectory is said to possess 

Ita warm tint" exuding a sense of cosiness, but two 

inadequacies are immediately evident. The parson 

keeps noticeably silent about the privileged among 

his flock, suggesting that his truths stay a comfort

able distance away from home. The other hint of in

adequacy is given in the comparison of age between 

the church and the trees. The church gives the im

pression of being older than it actually is but nature 

is much older; the implication being that there is an 

ancient wisdom not possessed by the comfortable rural 

style of religion practised by Jim's family who have 

had the living for generations. It is a bitter irony 

for Jim that his parson father, who, by virtue of his 

calling, should be expected to have an understanding 

and compassion for most human failings, "wouldn't 

understand" (LJ, 79 )--or, at least, so Jim believes. 

Marlow receives an insight into the father's charac

ter by reading the last letter he has written to Jim, 

and his picture of the old man, "grey haired and 

serene in the inviolable shelter of his book-lined, 

faded and comfortable study, where for forty years he 

had conscientiously gone over and over again the 

round of his little thoughts about faith and virtue, 

about the conduct of life and the only proper manner 

of dying" (LJ, 341), reveals how out of touch the 

parson is with the harsh realities with which Jim is 

confronted. The father's "little thoughts" are shown 

to be combined ,with a pretentious assumption of 
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Just as unrealistic is the missionary who thinks 

he is converting Gentleman Brown "to a better way of 

life" when, in fact, that notorious robber, who is 

giving him such hopes of "a remarkable conversion," 

is preparing to seduce the missionary's wife (LJ, 

384). Both the missionary and Jim's father (and, by 

implication, the church they represent), for all their 

book learning, are incapable of realising the perfidy 

that exists among the human race. This dangerous 

innocence is shared by Jim, whose treatment of Brown 

is, indeed, comparable to the missionary's and leads 

to disaster. 

iVe Conrad's Non-catholics, III: Protestant Laity 

Conrad's Protestant laity show up in no better 

light. In Almayer's Foll~)the hypocritical and rac

ial character of the proper Mrs, Vinck's_ "Protestant 

wing" is a factor in alienating Nina Almayer from 

white society. In The Nigger of the "Narcissus", 

Podmore is complacent (being assured of his own sal

vation), bigoted (being equally assured of the ulti

mate damnation of his Shipmates), and fanatical, and 

his egotistical conviction that he will save the soul 

of the dying James Wait succeeds only in provoking a 

near-mutiny on board the ship. His christian funda

mentalism--a belief in "lilies, gold harps and brim

stone" (as Conrad observed to cunninghame Graham)5 

5 
"To R.B. Cunninghame GrahalI\" 6 Dec. 1897, 
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--creates only disruption, therefore, and it is made 

clear that his duty towards the ship is not to preach 

but to cook. 

The inadequacies of religion among Conrad's 

adopted countrymen"'are at their most pervasive in his 

fiction between 1896 (when he began The Nigger of the 

"Narcissus") and 1902 (when he completed "The End of 

the Tether"). "Amy Foster" (written in 1901) is a 

damning indictment of Christian practice in an English 

village. The churches of Brenzett and Colebrook--one 

with its "spire in a clump of trees," the other with 

its "square tower" (~, 105 )--are both prominent fea

tures of their respective villages, but the early 

mention of a Martello Tower (built to thwart invasion), 

is a reminder of a heritage which has not been over

tly welcome to those from overseas. The unfortunate 

shipwrecked foreigner, Yanko Goorall, is regarded with 

suspicion by the villagers so that their response to 

his appeal "in God's name to afford food and shelter" 

(T, 120) is to shut him up as a dangero~s lunatic; 

the action being performed by a Mr. Smith whose name 

may serve as a cynical reflection.of English normal

ity. It may be indicative of the test that Goorall's 

presence creates for the community that Kennedy, the 

narrator, should liken the ship's rigging to "another 

and slighter spire to the left of Brenzett Church," 

and an indication of the community's response that 

Letter 3, Conrad to Cunninghame Graham, p. 49. 
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the dead bodies should be "laid out in a row under the 

north wall of the Brenzett Church" (T, 123). It may 

also be significant that the only person to aid Yanko 

and render him sustenance (as' all Christians are en

joined to do) should be Amy Foster whose subsequent 

love for the man has previously been described as 

primitive and pagan (~, 110). 

Once Yanko begins to settle, his observations act 

as a telling expose of Christian hypocrisy. After 

noting that "the aspect of the people, especially on 

Sunday, spoke of opulence" he is moved to wonder "what 

made them so hard-hearted and their children so bold" 

(T, 128), and confesses that, but for "the steel 

cross at Mies SWaffer's belt he would not ••• have 

lmown whether he was in a Christian country at all" 

(T, 129). The emphasis on Miss Swaffer (with her re

putation for piety) being "Church--as people said 

(while her father was one of the trustees of the Bap

tist Chapel)" (!, 128), adds an element of sectarian

ism to the scene. 

Yanko's unconscious exposure of hypocrisy be

comes still more incisive as time passes whilst the 

concern of the villagers is simply to convert him to 

their own sect of Christianity: 

He became aware of social differences, but 
remained for a long time surprised at the 
bare poverty of the churches among so much 
wealth. He couldn't understand either why 
they were kept shut up on week-days. There 
was nothing to steal in them. Was it to 
keep people from praying too often? The 
rectory took much notice of him about that 
time, and I believe the young ladies attemp-
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ted to break the ground for his conversion. 
They could not, however, break him of his 
habit of crossing himself. (T, 131) 

Yanko, in fact, retains his simple Catholicism and, 

after the manner of his father, recites the Lord's 

Prayer every evening "in incomprehensible words" (~, 

131); a phrase which indicates the prejudiced and 

ignorant view of the villagers. But his "slow, fer

vent tone" implies sincerity, and, indeed, at his 

wedding to Amy, it is suggested that "The crooked 

cross made by the castaway" acts as "the most solemn 

part of the whole ceremony" (~, 134). When she has 

become a mother, however, Amy objects to his praying 

habi ts and his expectations of his son repeating the 

prayer after him (X, 137), which shows, in fact, an 

intransigence on both their parts. EYentually she 

deserts him when, during a fever, he asks for water 

in his own language and he dies in Doctor Kennedy's 

arms, perplexed and miserable: 

She had left him-- sick--helple ss--thirsty. 
The spear of the hunter had entered his 
very soul. 'Why?' he cried, in the pene
trating and indignant voice of a man call
ing to a responsible Maker. A ~ust of wind 
a~d a swish of rain answered. {T, 141) 

Yanko receives the familiar empty response from 

the heavens, giving a sense of futile belief. Certain

ly, faced with the heartlessness of man, Kennedy, at 

least, can see no evidence of supernatural interven

tion. "Amy Fo ster," then, exposes the emptine ss of 

Christianity; like one of the dead bodies in the 
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streets that bedeck the pages of the Book of Revela-

tions,-,i t ,possesses the appearance but not the real

ity of a living entity. 

Bigotry and hypocrisy are the most obvious and 

most unpleasant of religious failings but there is 

still another aspect of an unsatisfactory Christian 

outlook that draws Conrad's critical attention in "The 

End of the Tether." captain Whalley, initially, appears 

to be a fine exemplar of the faith he professes but 

his belief extends to a fatal presumption of continu-

ing good health, inconsistent with his age, when he 

enters into partnership with Massy: 

"Let that go," captain Whalley had said with 
a superb confidence in his body. "Acts of 
God," he added. In the midst of life we are 
in death, but he trusted his Maker with a 
still greater fearlessness--his Maker who 
knew his thoughts, his human affections, and 
his motives. His Creator knew what use he 
was making of his health--how much he wanted 
it. (Y, 271) 

Though Whalley claims to expect "no miracles tl (Y, 

291), this presumption causes him to ignore certain 

ominous signs, for life has not been as he would have 

planned. Thoughts of his dead wife, for example, 

frequently distract him from his Bible reading (I, 172) 

and indicate that death or misfortune can come between 

the man and his faith. Hints of earlier delusion 

quickly follow: 

It was like an article of faith with him 
that there never had been, and never could 
be, a brighter, cheerier home anywhere a
float or ashore than his home under the 
poop-deck of the Condor, with the big main 
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cabin all white and gold, garlanded as if 
for a per~etual festival with an unfading 
wreath. (1, 172) 

But the festival has not been perpetual, nor has the 

wreath been unfading and, whilst this has only been 

"like" an article of faith with him, it has not prov

ed enduring. The passage reveals Whalley's failure 

to understand the transitoriness of life and should 

cause him to question his blithe presumptions.Fin

ally, during his conversation with captain Eliott, 

the cathedral in the background seems to symbolise 

his -situation: 

The sacred .edifice, standing in solemn iso
lation amongst the converging avenues of 
enormous trees, as if to put grave thoughts 
of heaven into the hours of ease, presented 
a closed Gothic portal to the light and 
glory of the west. The glass of the rosaca 
above the ogive glowed like fiery coal in 
the deep .c.~rvinga of a. wheel of stone. (y, 
198) -

This is especially ominous for the "light and 

glory of the west" is, of course, the sun setting on 

the day that haa gone (just as Whalley's glory be

longs to the day that has gone), and to this light 

the cathedral presents a "closed Gothic portal" 

amidst its sense of age and opulence. The building 

seems to belong to the past also and gives no hint 

that it (or what it represents) will be of any ser

vice to Whalley; the suggestion, in fact,-is that it 

will not. 

Whalley's belief--an expectation of earthly 

favours for faithful conduct--is a subtle variation 
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on the "bargaining with the eternal" theme that Con

rad had already exposed in "The Idiots." Consequently, 

when Whalley's sight fails, he regards it as a "pun

ishment" which is "too great for a little presumption, 

for a little pride" and 'begins to question his faith 

(y, 324~25). This presumption, together with a pride 

that could not accept the idea of his daughter running 

a boarding-house, leads him to feel "forgotten" by 

God (Y, 338), and the mercy of the death he finally 

prays for comes about only by his own hand. 

Whalley's plight, however, has been the saving of 

Mr. Van Wyk, who comes out of his seclusion to re

enter the affairs of the world. Whether Whalley's 

daughter will thank "a God merciful at last" (Y, 338) 

seems unlikely but, materially, her position is also 

improved by her father's death. Clearly, though, the 

practice of treating belief in God as a kind of charm 

that will ward off misfortune is condemned here as 

totally invalid. Though one of the most humane of 

Conrad's practising Christians, Whalley_'s outlook on 

life is still shown to be based on a false premise. 

iii. Summary 

Wherever it exists and whatever its institution

alised form, therefore, Christianity, as practised in 

Conrad's fiction, is shown to be inadequate to the 

needs of the human race. In their dogged support of 

legitimacy, Conrad's churches support tyranny and this 

alliance, together with their acute consciousness of 
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their own power, brings oppression instead of relief 

to the people ~y perpetuating medieval superstition. 

Their priests, with a 'very few exceptions, are either 

grim fanatics, proclaiming outworn shibboleths to a 

credulous populace, or indolent self-seekers, pros

pering at their parishioners' expense. Very few of 

the clergy exhibit the signs of compassion, under

standing and love that should be the hallmarks of 

their calling. Both the catholic and Protestant 

Faiths are shown to be riddled with hypocrisy and 

bigotry; true to the trappings ,of pelief but false to 

its spirit. Their uninformed laity seeks in vain for 

earthly bounties to reward righteous conduct--an ex

ample of the "shent-par-shent" business that Conrad 

condemned. Whalley apart, the virtues lacking in the 

clergy are also absent from their more obtrusive 

laity and we generally have to look elsewhere, to 

those who do not make a performance of their belief, 

for the most humane of Conrad's characters. All in 

all} the state of Christianity wi thin th~ Conradi an 

canon is pitiful and it is little wonder tha~, faced 

with such a background, bewildered souls (such as 

Flora de Barral in Chance) should find no consolation 

at religion's door (C, 164). Little wonder too, per

haps, that the real gods to whom mankind pays homage 

should be shown to be outside religion altogether. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

DEVIL AND SOUL 

i. The Demonic and tg61sm 

Two aspects of Conrad's use of religious la~guage 

meri t special attention:' the demonic and its natural. 

prey, the soul. Both terms seem to have meanings be

yond their traditional theological ones and their us

age is frequently closely connected with the novelist's 

major themes. Inevitably there are times when devil 

and soul inter-connect; for the time being, however, 

they will be kept apart~ 

There are warnings to be heeded in any analysis 

of Conrad's use of the demonic. When rul age-old con

ceptof a Satanic scapegoat, at whose door can be 

laid all the wrongdoings of mankind, has been so 

firmly imbedded in the consciousness, one has to be 

very careful to distinguish between deliberate usage 

for a specific effect and the mere repetition of age

old phraseology. 'Terms such as "poor devil" and the 

use of "infernal" as an adjective were in such common 

use at the turn of the century (appearing frequently 

within Conrad's correspondence) that one could make 

too much of their appeara.."1ce s. The cry of "Not a 

pice more! You go to the devil!" from an unnamed 
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member of the crew of the Narcissus, for example 

(NN, 4), is unlikely to have meaning beyond its ob

vious colloquial abuse. Vmen, however, the term is 

used with definite meaning--literal or figurative~

there is a need to probe fUrther. The questions 

posed in a previous chapter have now to be answered. 

What makes a character "Satanic?" Is he Satanic be-

cause demonic terms are associated with him or be-

cause he possesses Satanic attributes? What are 

satanic attributes? If a character has been "possess-

ed," what has possessed him? Presumably the devil. 

But what is the devil? 

To answer these questions, one must look very 

carefully at the actions and attributes of those 

characters with whom the demonic associations have 

been made. Conrad, clearly, had no belief in the 

traditional depiction of Hell and its overlord; his 

use of the terms must surely be taken to indicate 

some fault, some destructive mode of behaviour in a 

character that exerts a pernicious influence upon all 

around it. 

Wait is regarded as Satanic chiefly because of 

the effect he has over the crew. Ted E. Boyle attempts 

to link him with Milton's Satan because of his bear-

ing, height and pride but this is an example of ident

ification by literary association rather than through 
1 m.stantly recognisabl'e -religious language. Paul 

1 Symbol and Meaning in the Fiction of Joseph 
Conrad (The Hague: Mouton, 1965), p. 43. 
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Kirschner has pointed out that the manner of Wait's 

deathcloaelyresembles that of Forestier in Bel-Ami, 

but there is, presumably, no intention of linking 

Wait with Maupassant's character. 2 

A succession of demonic images does become 

attached to Wait, though it is important to note that 

these are always given through the eyes of the crew. 

There are two narrators in The Nigger of the "Nar

cissus"--one omniscient, the other an unnamed seaman 

--Which produces the dual effects of involvement and 

detachment. 3 Demonic images become attached to Wait 

either by the seaman-narrator or the cook but not by 

the more knowledgeable officers or the omniscient 

narrator (or, indeed, by the patriarchal Singleton), 

to whom he is just a dying man. 

Wait is demonic in the sense that he brings dis-

ruption to the essential orderliness of life at sea. 

Devotion to the ship is the necessary creed, the true 

religion of the Narcissus, and is so equated by the 

omniscient narrator. Destiny for the s.ailor is con

trolled by· "the immortal searl which is described as a 

kind of presiding deity, possessed of .a tldisdainful 

mercy," conferring "in its justice the full privilege 

of desired unrest" as an example of "the perfect wis

dom of its grace" (NN, 90). Existence on its surface 

2 Conrad: The Psychologist as Artist (Edinburgh: 
Oliver and Boyd, 1968), pp. 202-03. 

3 John Lester, "Conrad's Narrators in The Nigger 
of the 'Narci ssus' "Conradiana, 12 (1980), 163-72. 

J 
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depends on the solidarity of a ship's crew in their 

working of the ship. This devotion, this solidarity 

is undermined by Wait who, in thus opposing true re

ligion (in the nautical sense at least), can be con

sidered demonic. 

All this is commonplace; the basis from which 

most critics work, whatever their interpretation of 

Wait's symbolic purposes may be. The build-up of 

demonic imagery associated with Wait has also been 

carefully noted from time to time--notably by Martin 

and by Boyle--but noted without its referent. Podmore 

comments of Wait, "l thought I had seen the devil" 

(NN, 19) which, initially, tells us more about the 

cook and his fundamentalism than it does of Wait. 

Obviously his thought is dictated by Wait's colour; 

the immediate association of blackness with darkness 

and evil. When Belfast steals the pie, the cook de

cides that "Satan was abroad amongst those men" (NN, 

38) whilst on the previous page the seaman-narrator 

has compared Wait's influence over the ~rew to that 

of a prince over his subjects and has spoken of "the 

infernal spell which that casual st. Kitt's nigger 

had cast upon our guileless manhood" (NN, 37). Later 

he affirms: "Had we been a miserable gang of wretch

ed immortals, unhallowed alike by hope and fear, he 

could not have lorded it over us with a more pitiless 

assertion of his sublime privilege" (NN, 47). From 

their different standpoints, therefore, cook and crew 

are now essentially in agreement; fundamentalistic 
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assertion and observable effect thus concur. 

During the fury of the -storm, Jimmy is forgotten, 

but once the ship is on her side and there is nothing 

more that can be done, he is reme~nbered and has to 

be rescued. As four of 'the sailors attempt to reach 

him, their endeavours are accompanied by an image of 

hell for "Wamibo • " • remained glaring above us--all 

shining eyes, gleaming fangs, tumbled hair; resembling 

an amazed and half-witted fiend gloating over the ex

traordinary agitation of the damned" (NN, 66). The 

true religion here, it must be reme~bered, is the de-

votion towards the proper running of the ship. Wait's 

presence takes the men away from that essential belief. 

Thus, during the rescue, the seamen hand nails up to 

the boatswain who "as if performing a mysterious and 
I 

appeasing rite, cast them wide upon a raging sea," 

and Belfast sets to "cursing the Clyde shipwrights 

for not scamping their work" (NN, 68). Both are acts 

of blasphemy in this particular religious context 

giving point to the demonic image that_preceded this. 

Finally Wait is seen in the light of "a black 

idol, reclining stiffly under a blanket," which 

"blinked its weary eyes and received our homage" (!TI!, 

105). Traditionally Satan was guilty of the sin of 

pride which has its roots in an immoderate egoism. 

It is an excessive egoism that causes Wait to become 

a disruptive force of such potency that, with Donkin's 

aid, he almost succeeds in creating a mutiny. Wait's 

egoism brings to the fore the egoism of others; nor 

is he the only one to be accused of possessing 
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satanic attributes. 

The.catalyst for the revolt is the attempt of 

Podmore to convert Jimmy to Christianity before he 

dies, thus ensuring his salvation. But if one applies 

the association of devil and egoism to Podmore, he 

too can be seen as demonic. 

Podmore is one of the few men on the ship who 

can see clearly (and correctly) that Jimmy is dying, . 

but the cook simply aggravates the situation through 

his own sense of mission. Already he has appeared 

frequently in the pages of the story, self-righteous 

and bigoted in the exclusiveness of his belief. His 

complacent. assurance, "I am ready for my Maker's call 

••• wish you all were", causes Belfast to rage "You 

holy fool! I don't want you to die •••• You blessed 

wooden-headed ould heretic, the divvle will have you 

soon enough. Think of Us.... of Us ••• 9f Us!" (NN, 

20). It is unlikely, of course, that Belfast is 

really consigning all non-Catholics to Hell, though 

this· is, in fact, a comic inversion of Podmore's own 

attitude. The comment should, however, make Podmore 

pause in the light of this evidence that there are 

other, contrary views concerning his salvation, and 

cause him to consider that he should be giving more 

thought to others and less to himself. 

The cook's fanatical Christianity, therefore, 

serves as a harbour for his awn excessive egoism and 

threatens his devotion to the ship and to the rest of 

the crew. He is described as "beaming with the in

ward consciousness of his faith, like a conceited 
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saint unable to forget hi s glorious reward" (NN, 32). 

He does his duty according to the creed of the sea by 

making the coffee which warms the ~rew, but instead 

of regarding this action as part of his devotion to 

the ship, he declares himself "to have been the ob-

ject of special mercy for the saving of our unholy 

lives" (NN, 83). His prayer during the "fiendish 

noises" of the storm, when he implored "the Master 

of our lives not to lead him into temptation" (NN, 

61), seems not to have been answered. The crew's 

good opinion of themselves after the storm (NN, 101-

02), persuaded by Donkin, is thus already evident 

within the cook. When he decides to "save" Jimmy, 

his mind is filled up with traditional images of 

heaven and hell, but that decision has been influenc

ed by "the pride of possessed eternity" (NN, 115) and 

his true emotions are made explicit a moment later. 

He hesitates because "A spark of human pity glimmered 

yet through the infernal fog of his supreme conceit" 

(NN, 116); a statement that links very -clearly the 

demonic and the ego. This "supreme conceit" finally 

causes the cook to identify himself 'with Christ: 

He had prayerfully divested himself of the 
last vestiges of his humanity. He was a 
voice--a fleshless and sublime thing, as on 
that memorable night==the night when he 
went walking over the sea to make coffee 
for perishing sinners. (NN, 116) 

Wait gasps afterwards that "he talked about 

black devils--he is a devil--a white devil" (NN, 119) 

and, in the terms of the devil/egeism, equati.on;'··Wait· is 
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right. The pride of an excessive egoism is a Christ

ian vice not a Christian virtue and it is essentially 

an opposition of egos that causes the commotion in 

Wait's cabin. 

The strange alliance between Podmore and Donkin 

that follows is fully appropriate since both have 

acted as disruptive elements challenging the essen

tial devotion of seamen for their shipe Podmore's 

Christianity, if properly applied, should be able to 

prevent the crew from falling under Jimmy's spell; 

the cook, at least, has correctly gauged the state of 

Wait's health. But the hypocrisy, bigotry and sheer 

egocentricity of the application of his religion has 

prevented any possibility of this knowledge being 

conveyed to the crew whilst the wisdom of Singleton 

and Allistoun is prevented from having any impact on 

the men by the machinations of Donkin (NN, 43, 101). 

The true faith of the sea, held unflinchingly by the 

officers and by Singleton, is thus attacked by the 

forces of egoism inherent in Podmore and Wait and in

dicated by demonic imagery; forces that are orchest

rated by the virulent negativity of Donkin, attain 

their peak, appropriately enough, in the darkness of 

night and are dissipated meekly in the light of day. 

It is indeed an "infernal spell" that James Wait 

casts upon the crew; undermining their solidarity, 

drawing out the egotistical fanaticism of the cook 

and compelling devotion that, for their own safety, 

should be directed elsewhere. 
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Two things link Podmore and Wait; their associa-

tion with the demonic, made by each other and by 

different narrators (it would be beyond the limited 

perspective· of the seaman-narrator to discern infern-

al attributes within the prayerful cook), and their 

deistic connections (Wait with "a black idol," Pod

more with Christ). Here, then, are two means by 

which Conrad reflects an excessive egoism; either or 

both are used frequently within his early works. Thus, 

in the early pages of An Outcast of the Islands, the 

state of Willems' ego is quickly indicated by his re

lations with the De Souza family: 

That family's admiration was the great 
luxury of his life& It rounded and com~ 
pleted his existence in a perpetual assur
ance of unquestioned superiority. He loved 
to breathe the coarse incense they offered 
before the shrine of the successful white 
man. (01, 3-4) 

He operates "wlthout any guide than his own conven

ience and that doctrine of success which he had found 

for himself in the book of life--in tho~e interesting 

chapters that the Devil has been permitted to write 

in it, to test the sharpness of men's eyesight and 

the steadfastness of their hearts " (01, 21) ... The doc-

trine in question involves an arrogant unscrupulous

ness (01, 8), based on Willems' belief in his own 

genius (01, 6), which reflects the state of his ego. 

Similarly, when Alssa tells him "You taught me the 

love of your people which is of the devil" (or, 144), 

the best definition of devil would again be "self " 0 r 
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.. ego. II Almayer claims that the outcast "appeared in 

this courtyard as if he had been jerked up from hell 

--where he belongs" (01, 165), and the question of 

demonic possession is mentioned more than once. Thus 

Babalatchi tells Lingard: 

!'I was glad; for a white man' s eyes are not 
good to see when the devil that lives with
in is looking out through them. " 

"Devil! Hey?" said Lingard, half aloud 
to himself, as if struck with the obvious
ness of some novel idea. (01, 228) 

Later, Lingard does indeed suggest to Willems that he 

has been "possessed of a devil" (01, 273). Willems 

seems to agree claiming that "After the thing was done, 

I felt so lost and weak that I would have called the 

devil himself to my aid if it had been any good--if 

he hadn't put in all his work already" (01, 274·). 

Afssa adds to this idea by asking her erstwhile lover 

"Is there a bad spirit in you? A bad spirit that has 

eaten up your courage and your love?" (01, 336). 

These admissions and accusations have some point 

for Willems has indeed been possessed but possessed 

by his passion for !issa; the fate, as Babalatchi has 

already remarked, of those who worship many gOds. 

This again derives from the fact that Willems never 

thinks beyond himself; the egoism that has caused his 

first downfall leaves him incapable of resisting 

Alssa's spell despite his struggles. Even when Lin

gard is taking him to Sambir, Willems' response to 

the information he is given is simply the feeling that 

it has come to him too late since he could have used 
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it profitably before (01, 43). In betraying Lingard's 

secret, therefore, Willems.is acting-consistently; in

stead of betraying it to Hudig to satisfy his ambit

ion he betrays it to Abdulla to satisfy his-sexual 

passion for Alssa. The specific goal may be different 

but the motive remains essentially the same--personal 

advancement, of which the root is an excessive egoism. 

Willems is not alone in his egoism; the fellow 

whi te men are similarly endowed. Lingard I s "absurd 

faith in himself" (01, 13) is an early indication of 

this failing which results in the wrecking of his 

ship (01, 173). He too 1s likened to a deity, his 

judgment of Willems being accompanied by sympathetic 

climatic elements to which he is closely compared: 

This last thought darkened Lingard's fea
tures with a responsive and menacing frown. 
The doer of justice sat with compressed 
lips and a heavy heart, while in the calm 
darkness outside the silent world seemed to 
be waiting breathlessly for that justice he 
held in his hand--in his strong hand:-
ready to strike--reluctant to move. (01, 
224) --

When Lingard has given judgment, an apocalyptic storm 

breaks with "violent louder bursts of crashing sound, 

like a wrathful and threatening discourse of an angry 

god" (01, 283). His egoism is not only clearly re

flected in this way but also in the way he regards his 

betrayal which causes him to become confronted "With 

a situation that discomposed him by its unprovoked 

malevolence, by its ghastly injustice, that, to his 

rough but unsophisticated palate tasted distinctly of 
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sulphurous fumes from the deepest hell" (01, 235-36). 

This is clearly a more serious consideration of pos

sible demonic elements than the use by Muslims and 

Europeans of such terms as "Satan the Stoned" (01, 

1 03) or "that hellish crowd" (01, 164) to refer to 

each other and, as has already been noted, Lingard 

does tell Willems that he has been possessed. To 

assume demonic opposition, then, can be taken as ad

_other indication of excessive egoism since it ele-

vates the importance of the person being opposed. 

In a sense, however, Lingard can himself be re-

garded as demonic in the way he claims a hold over the 

course of people's lives, as an accusation of Willems 

makes clear: 

"You talk like that! You, who sold your 
soul for a few guilders," muttered Willems, 
wearily, without opening his eyes. 

"Not so few," said Almayer y with instinct
ive readiness, and stopped, confused for a 
moment. He recovered himself quickly, how
ever, and went on: "But you~~you have thrown 
yours away for nothing; flung it under the 
feet of a damned savage woman. (01, 91) 

Almayer's consideration of his office furniture, re-

peats the thought as he reflects on having "sold him-

self to Lingard for these things--married the Malay 

girl of his adoption for the reward of these things 

and of the great wealth that must necessarily follow 

upon conscientious book-keeping" (01, 300). 

Almayer's own ego, of course, is similarly en-

larged. The outrage upon him is a "fiendish outrage" 

in his words (01, 180) because it outrages his dig-



nity (and thereby his ego). This reading of the word 

could also be applied to Almayer's Folly, where the 

"devil of gin" (AF, 135, 137), which makes Almayer 

curse and shout, is a devil because it reinforces the 

disappointed ego of its consumer. 

In these early novels, therefore, we see the de-

monic used principally to indicate excessive egoism 

(or passions that have the ego as their root) that 

proves destructive and disruptive. Whilst writing 

"Heart of Darkness," hawever, whose Mr. Kurtz is both 

deified and demonised in the now familiar fashion 

(though to a great er extent), Conrad wrote tIC test 

ltegoisme qui sauve tout--absolument tout, tout ce 

que no us abhorrons, tout ce que nous aimons. Et tout 

se tient. ,,4 Kurtz, of course, had egoistic intentions 

of pervading the natives with "tout ce que nous ai-

mons" and ended, instead, by bringing "tout ce que nous 

abhorrons." Conrad's letter was chiefly concerned with 

International Fraternity (about which he was cynical), 

a~d-seems to imply that, in his view, egoism stands 

alone. A letter to the New York Times two years later 

gives a more modified opinion: 

Egoism, which is the moving force of the 
world, and altruism, which is its morality, 
these two contradictory instincts of which 
one is so plain and the other so mysterious 
cannot serve us unless in the incomprehen
sible alliance of their irreconcilable ant
agonism. Each alone would be fatal to our 
ambition. For in the hour of undivided 

4 "To R. B. cunninghame Graham," 8 Feb. 1899, 
Letter 31, Conrad to Cunninghame Graha~, p. 117. 
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triumph one would make our inheritance too 
arid to be worth ~aving and the other too 
sorrowful to own. 

The topic of this letter (written to be publish

ed, of course) is The Inheritors, but the view of 

egoism that it contains seems more easily applicable 

to the novels than the extreme view of the better 

known letter to Cunninghame Graham. When ego is de

noted by the demonic, therefore, it indicates that 

"the incomprehensible alliance of their irreconcil

able antagonism" has not taken place and it stands 

fatally alone--in Wait, in Podmore and in Willems for 

example. In a letter to H.G. Wells, Conrad stated 

that "An enlightened egoism is as valid as an en

lightened al truism--nei ther more nor less.,,6 Here, then, 

is a further modification; egoism is valid when it 

is enlightened (which it clearly is not in Wait, Pod

more and Willems). One could consider Lingard here 

too. He is both egoist and altruist: since both seem 

to be unenlightened, both are invalid. One could 
-

suggest, therefore, that the combination of enlight-

ened egoism with enlightened altruism would produce 

an angel; unenlightened egoism produces a devil or 

suggestions of demonic possession; unenlightened ego

ism combined with unenlightened altruism produces, 

unwittingly, effects that can be demonic. 

5 Congo Diary and Ot.her Uncollected Pieces, ed. 
Zdzislaw Najder (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 
1978), p. 75. 

6 "To H.G •. Wells," Wed. to Fri. 1904, LL, I, 329. 
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In "Heart of Darkness" (whose very title suggests 

demonic habitation), Marlow gives new definitions for 

devil during his time at the outer station: 

I've seen the devil of violence, and the 
devil of greed, and the devil of hot desire; 
but, by all the stars! these were strong, 
lusty, red-eyed devils, that swayed and 
drove men--men, I tell you. But as I stood 
on this hillside, I foresaw that in the 
blinding sunshine of that land I would be
come acquainted with a flabby, pretending, 
weak-eyed devil of a rapacious and pitiless 
folly. (I, 65) 

The demonic here has become a set of immoderate human 

passions (violence, greed, hot desire), all of which 

are manifestations of unenlightened egoism, which 

Marlow considers are being taken to unprecedented 

lengths. But the devil is also equated by Marlow with 

"a rapaciOUS and pitiless folly" where the selfish 

(and cruel) connotations of the two adjectives are 

what makes an unenlightened state demonic. This kind 

of devil comes not from an immoderate ruld egotistical 

passion. but from an immoderate and egotistical 

stupidity (or mania)7 that causes Africans to die in 

a place likened by Marlow to "the gloomy circle of 

some Inferno" (I, 66). Little wonder that "big flies 

buzzed fiendishly, and did not sting but stabbed" (I, 

69)--this place is clearly a kind of hell; a hell 

that, at the central Station at least j has nthe~flab

by devil" in charge of it (Y, 72), causing the be

witchment of its pilgrims (I, 76). 

The now familiar, deistic element is there too, 

not only in the attitude of the "faithless pilgrims" 

7 See Ian Watt, Conrad in the Nineteenth Century, 
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1980), p. 65. Watt cites 
Conrad's "prior knowledge of French," whe~e "the priIIta:ry 
sense of folie is not foolishness but man~a or madness." 
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pered, was sighed" so that one "would think they were 

praying to it" (X, 76), but also in their attitude to 

the eldorado expedition which "came in sections dur-

ing the next three weeks, each section headed by a 

donkey carrying a white man in new clothes and tan 

shoes, bowing from that elevation right and left to 

the impressed pilgrims" (X, 87). This scene seems to 

echo Christ's entry into Jerusalem, but Marlow refers 

to it as "an invaSion, an infliction, a visitation" 

(Y, 87); language more appropriate to the plagues of 

Egypt. Indeed, he has already made an ironical re

ference to that section of Exodus with his comment 

about the brickmaker who "could not make bricks with

out something, I don't know what--straw maybe" (Y, 77).8 

Hell has been caused here, as has been seen, by 

a particularly destructive kind of folly and within 

this environment it is not surprising to find many 

demonic terms which invite closer scrutiny. Kurtz 

refers to a presumably debilitated assistant as a 

"poor devil" (r, 89) and, whilst this is a common and 

usually meaningless phrase (it is the "poor" that 

generally carries the meaning, not the "devil"), it 

is tempting to interpret "poor" as "inadequate" here. 

On the journey up-river Marlow considers the noise of 

the natives as a "fiendish row" (Y, 97). This is a 

case of the demonic being used to describe a European 

attitude to primitive rites but, presumably, it is 

8 In a letter to Roger Casement (dated 21 Dec. 
1903) Conrad wrote that "the Belgians are worse than 
the seven plagues of Egypt" (Zdzis3::aw Najder, "Con
rad's casement Letters, tI Polish Perspectives, Wee. 
197~, p. 29). -
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also "fiendish" because it has appeal. On board the 

steamer, the demonic is utilised by Europeans to con

trol the native fireman who tends the boiler in the 

belief that there is an evil spirit within. When, 

soon after, Marlow comments "the boiler seemed indeed 

to have a sulky devil in it" (Y, 98),' though this is, 

of course, . simply a simile an one level, on another 

it indicates that Marlow is beginning to empathise 

with the natives; an empathy that seems complete when 

he throws his blood-filled shoes into the devil-god 

of that ri vern (r, 114), and can later accept that 

the steamer appears as a "fierce river-demon" (r, 146). 

This reflects on one handthe.-pr.ti..m±tille 's!lpersti tibns 

of the natives and on the other the cold reality of 

European progress, for the steamer, of course, is the 

means of transportation (and,therefore, a significant 

tool) for the controlling "flabby devil." Darlmess 

is equated with ignorance as a rule; here the super

stitious ignorance of the natives is being equated 

with the folly of the Europeans. Each has its tempt

er,', resisted by Marlow; the appeal of the drums be

ing the one, the papier-mache Mephistopheles. repre

senting the other (Y, 81). 

But there are other kinds of devilry too. There 

are the "gnawing devils of hunger" (Y, 104) that Mar

low suspects must be afflicting the cannibals where 

devil, on a surface level, appears to be simply that 

which causes torment. The cannibals ignore these 

"gnawing devils, It however; they show restraint. 
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Marlow continues: 

Don't you know the devilry of lingering 
starwation, it's exasperating torment, its 
black thoughts, its sombre and broa~ing 
ferocity? Well I do. It takes a man all 
his inborn strength to fight hunger pro
perly. It's really easier to face bereave
ment, dishonour, and the perdition of one's 
soul - than this kind of prolonged hunger. 
(y, 105) 

To Marlow it is an enigma, but restraint implies con

trol of the self or the ego; essentially by the 

claims of an enlightened egoism outweighing the self

ish desires of unenlightened egoism and accepting the 

demands of altruism. In the cannibals' case, of 

course, it may simply be their awe of the white man 

that restrains them, or perhaps, the absence of cer-

tain ritualistic factors, but the implication is 

clear; devilry once more is an appeal to unrestrained 

egoism, and unrestrained egoism, it seems, is what 

claims Kurtz. 

At the central station, Kurtz's name attracts 

contradictory adjectives. To the brickmaker, he is 

"a prodigy ••• an emissary of pity, and science, and 

progress and devil knows what else lt (Y, 79), and a 

later comment by the same speaker that "he feared 

nei ther God nor devil, let alone any mere man" (Y. 

84) reinforces the effect; an effect that Marlow him

self has emphasised: 

I could see a little ivory coming out from 
there, and I had heard Mr. Kurtz was in 
there. I had heard enough about it too-
God knows! Yet somehow it didn't bring any 
image with it--no more than if I had been 
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told an angel or a fiend was in there. (Y, 
81) \ 

Whether Kurtz turns out to be angel or fiend seems to 

depend very much on the extent to which his egoism 

and altruism become enlightened. Marlow, already 

aware of the two types of temptation (savagery and 

folly), considers the-vulnerability of mere human 

beings: 

Of course you may be too much of a fool to 
go wrong--tod dull even to mow you are be
ing assailed by the powers of darkness. I 
take it, no fool ever made a bargain for 
his soul with the devil: the fool is too 
much of a fool, or the devil too much of a 
devil--I don't mow which. Or you may be 
such a thunderingly exalted creature as to 
be altogether deaf and blind to anything 
but heavenly sights and sounds. Then the 
earth for you is only a standing place--and 
whether to be like this is your loss or 
your gain I won't pretend to say. But most 
of us are neither one nor the other. (Y, 
116-17) -

The first part of this comment seems to look 

forward to the advent of the harlequin who, having 

been told to "go to the devil" by his _Dutch employer 

(y, 124), seems to 'have done just that in coming to 

Kurtz, but continues to be ruled by "the absolutely 

pure, uncalculat ing, Wlpra<?tical spirit o:f adventure" 

(y, 126). Fool is equated with dullness here; it 

could hardly apply to the kind of folly engaged in by 

the pilgrims since that has already been connected, 

with the demonic. Kurtz is clearly neither fool nor 

Ita thunderingly exalted creature," though his prob

lems may stem from believing that he is the ~atter. 
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Kurtz's report for the Society for the Suppression of 

Savage customs argues that the Europeans must appear 

to the natives "in the nature of supernatural beings 

--we approach them with the might as of a deity" (X, 
118). Instead, of course, Marlow considers that 

Kurtz "had taken a high seat amongst the devils of 

the land-- I mean literally" (!, 116). Kurtz is "1i t

erally" a devil to the natives (from Marlow's view

point) since he has succumbed to the temptation of 

being deified; the manifestation of an enormous, un-

restrained egoism indicated also by the echoes of 

Christ given by KUrtz's promise to return (!, 137). 

Kurtz has reached this position, Marlow surmises, by 

way of "the inconceivable ceremonies of some devilish 

initiation" (I, 115), but Kurtz is also demonic in the 

"flabby devil" sense since his conduct is the logical 

extension of a "rapacious and pitiless folly," whose 

ivory deity he has come to resemble <X, 115). 

"Heart of Darkness," then, makes use of the de-

monic more extensively thaYJ. earlier wQrks. Ego is 

still at the root but its heartless manifestations 

take the form of folly as well as passion. The de-

monic also functions to link primitive natives and 

civilised Europeans, emphasising the similarities be-

tween superstitious savagery and the cause of pro-

gress. This cause has been described with glowing, 

positive religious imagery in the early pages of the 

book (especially by Marlow's aunt); the negative 

imagery of the demonic reveals in religious terms its 
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true reality. 

The use of demonic terms in Lord Jim follows the 

pattern of usage in these early stories and can be 

simply summarised. The extent of Jim's romantic ego

ism is indicated by the assumptions of demonic 

opposi tion--the Patna incident being a "joke hatched 

in hell" (LJ, 108)--and by the apparently deistic 

,associations with Jim in Patusan which end with his 

willingness to take the blame on his own head (LJ, 

415) to the background of an apocalyptic sky. As a 

water clerk Jim is described as "a regular devil for 

sailing a boat.. • a yelling fiend at the tiller 

•••• more like a demon than a man" (LJ, 194), 

Which reflects the way his ego pushes him to become 

the foremost water-clerk. Marlow makes mention of 

the "Dark Powers" whose "tremendous disdain" has 

caused the events on the patna; and "whose real 

terrors, always on the verge of triumph, are perpet

ually foiled by the steadfastness of men" (LJ, 121). 

"Dark" suggests the unlmown or the unforeseen with 

connotations of evil. To Jim, of course, such powers 

are evil, but to Marlow they could simply stand for 

fate since he is here (as elsewhere) something of a 

fatalist; a trait he shows by his comment on Jim's 

de sire for a clean slate: "As if the initial word of 

each our destiny were not graven in imperishable 

characters upon the face of a rock" (LJ, 186). 

As Marlow suggests, fate cannot be foiled, but 

"the steadfastness of men" is foiling the "real 



255 

terrors" of the "Dark Powers," not the "Dark Powers" 

themselves. Marlow, in other words, is extolling 

those who can stand up to adversity and conquer their 

hidden fears (which Jim has failed to do). The imag

ery continues into Patusan where Jim is undone once 

more by Brown, "a blind accomplice of the Dark Powers" 

(LJ, 354), who also rejoices in the title "the 

Scourge of God" (LJ, 370), which shows the extent of 

his egoism as well as indicating his role as a form 

of Nemesis for Jim. It is ironic, of course, that 

whilst his self-proclaimed title suggests a deliber

ate assumption of this role, to Marlow, he is a 

"blind accomplice," indicating that his part in the 

affair is an unwitting one. Brown's enormous egoism 

gives him "a blind belief in the righteousness of his 

will against all mankind" (LJ, 370); in a milder form 

this could apply to Jim. But Jim is not totally 

self-seeking, desiring, as he does, the welfare of 

Patusan and justice for all. He is, like Lingard, an 

example of unenlightened egoism and un.enlightened 

altruism. His ego extends only to a belief that his 

will is the best way of achieving justice, but he does 

not have the monstrous egoism of Brown that would seek 

unlimited and ruthless power. Perhaps it is this 

factor that causes Brown to comment, "Rot his super

ior soul! He had me there--but he hadn't devil 

enough in.him to make an end of me" (LJ, 344). In

deed, in regarding him on his death bed, Marlow dir

ectly connects evil and egoism as he reflects how 
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much certain forms of evil are akin to madness, de

rived from intense egoism, inflamed by resistance, 

tearing the soul to pieces, and giving factitious 

vigour to the bodY't (LJ f 344). 

Marlow's diagnosis 'is clearly an accurate one 

for it is Brown's excessive egoism that destroys Jim. 

Brown has a "satanic gift of finding out the best and 

the weakest spots in his victims" (LJ, 385), frequent

ly mentions the devil (LJ, 381), and is so successful 

that it seems lias if a demon had been whispering ad

vice in his ear" (LJ, 386). He desires, demon-like, 

uto get in and shake his twopenny soul around and in

side out and upside down-- by God It (LJ. 384). Here, 

then, is demonic opposition (in Marlow's eyes this 

time) to deistic pretensions (in actions and words, 

at least, if not in conscious claim); the devil in 

Brown (intense egoism) opposing and awakening the 

devil in Jim (unenlightened romantic egoism,). The 

resultant empathy this produces in Jim proves fatal. 

- The evocation of the demonic (by~rown) thus 

pre-figures disaster; just as, earlier, a similar 

evocation pre-figured disgrace. On the Patna, short

ly before the collision, the dreamy cosmic lyricism 

of the narrator is abruptly terminated by a shaft of 

more immediate reality: 

The ship moved so smoothly that her onward 
motion was imperceptible to the senses of 
men, as though she had been a crowded plan
et speeding through the dark spaces of 
ether behind the swarm of suns, in the 
appalling and calm solitudes awaiting the 
breath of future creations. "Hot is no name 
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for it down below,1/ said a voice. (LJ, 21-
22) 

This sudden descent (from the heavens to hell) is 

effected by the second engineer who makes the polar

ity more explicit by commenting that "he did not mind 

how much he sinned, because these last three days he 

had passed through a fine course of training for the 

place where the bad boys go when they die--b'gosh he 

had" (LJ I 22). This is prophetic as far as Jim is 

concerned :f,or he too is musing (j ust as the narrator 

seemed to be) and an unpleasant fact from down below 

is about to turn his life into a kind of hell as Mar-

low, by the implications of his own first-mate's be

haviour, seems to realise (LJ, 156). Hell and an 

engine-room are easily compared, of course, but in 

the light of what happens, the possible function of 

the demonic as an evil portent is clearly evident, 

especially since the second engineer also reveals that 

the hellish conditions are partly caused by the pre

carious state of the Patna below deck~. 

At this stage it may be instructive to consider 

the views of other critics on egoism in Conrad. 

Bruce Johnson notices a connection between egoism and 

sympathy in The Nigger of the "Narcissus"-- supported 

by the seam8n-narrator's reference to the "latent 

egoism of tenderness to suffering" (NN, 138);9 Law

rence Graver sees the relationship between egoism and 

9 Conrad fS Models. of r~ind, ,pp. '31-32. .' ! 



258 

altruism as a key to much of Conrad's fiction, and 

suggests, for example, that The Shadow-Line concerns 

"the education of a young egoist. ,,10 There is no gen-

eral agreement as to whether egoism is good or bad. 

Discussing Marlow's role in "Heart of Darlmess," 

Johnson argues: 

But the result of such journeys, far from 
being selfless and an ascetic renunciation 
of the world, is for Conrad an intensifica
tion of the need for sustaining ego. The 
purification of sympathy that Conrad envis
ions in so many of his characters involves 
their learning more about ego and coming to 
terms with it (often tragically) rather 
than fleeing toward Nirvana. If anything 
is as sacred to Conrad as the protean idea 
of human solidart"tY, it is the value of the 
individual ego." 

Paul Kirschner, having quoted from Turgenev's Rudin 

th h f • •• • d " 12th t e prase 'Egolsm ••. 1S SU1Cl e, argues a 

"The problem was not to cut away the self's egoism 

. . . but to let it flower luxuriantly. This is what 

Stein attempts to do for Jim, with limited success, 

and if Jim's egoism does ultimately lead to suicide, 
-

it is an ennobling, not a withering form of self-des-

truction. ,,13 He, like Graver and Johnson, sees the 

doctrines of Schopenhauer (in which egoism becomes 

"the form of the will to live'~ as an influence here. 14 

10 Conrad's Short Fiction, (Berkeley: Univ. of 
California Press, 1969), p. 184. 

1 1 MOdels of Mind, p. 45. 

12 Kirschner, p. 246. 

13 Ibid. , p. 247. 

14 Ibid. , p. 269. 
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R.R. Hodges, on the other hand, sees both Kurtz and 

.. J.imas.examples of Messianic egoism, derived from 

Conrad's Polish background and thoroughly criticised.15 
.. 

- . citing An outcast of the Islands, Royal Rous-s·el·~-

6laims that liThe relationship between Willems and the 

Da Souza family reveals why, for Conrad, egoism des

troys the foundations of society, ,,16 and sees egoism 

as the source of isolation in the early novels. 17 

stanton de Voren Hoffman is another who seems to emp

hasise the negative aspects of egoism: 

Implicit in one tradition of Western cult
ure--its art and belief in subjective in
dividuality, its idealism--is the sense of 
immortality, limitlessness, excessiveness, 
and destructive egoism. In a creating ele
ment, in other words, lies a destroying 
elementS-an identification of saint with 
satan. 

Ted E. Boyle, speaking of "Heart of Darkness," feels 

that "Through work Marlow is saved from the spiritual 

disintegration to which unrestrained egoism leads, ,,19 

but comments (rather strangely) when considering 

Almayer' s Folly that "The last time Almayer speaks to 

Nina, however, his anger seems temporarily to trans

cend his egotism. He vows that he will never forgive 

15 Hodges, pp. 38-39. 

16 The Meta~h~sics of Darkness (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins Press, 1 7 ), p. 31. 

17 Roussel, p. 39. 

18 Comedy and Form in the Fiction of Joseph Con
rad (The Hague: Mouton, 1969), p. 50. 

19 Boyle, p. 89. 
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her for leaving him. ,,20 It seems more likely, in this 

last instance, that egotism is the very cause of Al

mayer t sanger. 

There is, clearly, no consensus here on Conrad's 

attitude to egoism per se, though there is, in general, 

an agreement that egoism can be destructive. It is 

this kind of egoism that, in the early novels at 

least, has been shown to be indicated by the imagery 

of the demonic. 

After Lord Jim, however, the function of such 

imagery is to develop. Apart from "The End of the 

Tether"--where Whalley's presumption (stemming from 

pride, stemming from ego) is equated with the demonic 

by both Massy (r, 231, 233) and by sterne (I, 254-55) 

--and The Shadow-Line--where the narrator's high 

opinion of himself is again reflected by the assump

tion that opposition must be demonic and supernatural 

--the ~mphasis undergoes a change from excessive ego

ism (always a factor) to the process of linking a 

character with destruction, to the externalisation of 

destructive inner urges and finally to modes of con

duct that are, effectively, denials of life. 

ii. The Demonic as catalyst and Reflector 

In Nostromo, there are three main areas in which 

the demonic is to the fore; two of them geographical. 

The Golfo Placido on cloudy nights is said to be so 

20 Boyle, p. 76. 
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dark that rlThe eye of God Himself .. • .. could not 

find out what work a man's hand is doing in there; 

and you would be free to call the devil to your aid 

with impunity if even his malice were not defeated by 

such a blind darkness" <!i, 7); the San Tome gorge 

is referred to as a "paradise of snakes" (N, 105) and 

Nostromo maintains a suspicion, towards the latter 

half of the book, that Doctor Monygham is a repre~ 

sentative of the devil. Such references can be seen 

to operate on different levels; the most obvious of 

which is the literal superstitious belief held by 

most of the uneducated inhabitants of Costaguana, 

illustrated by their acceptance of priestly tales of 

"the devil in person" removing Guzman Bento's dead 

body (li, 47). On this level, Nostromo's view of the 

doctor as tempter can be seen to indicate the power 

of a pervading heritage to fill the vacuum left by the 

loss of his sense of importance. Indeed, like the 

"barefooted multitude" he too proves not immune to 

priestly indoctrination: 

"1 mean that the king of the devils him
self has sent you out of this town of 
cowards and talkers to meet me tonight of 
all the nights of my life." 

Under the starry sky the Albergo d t 

Italia Una emerged, black and low breaking 
the dark level of the plain. Nostromo stop
ped altogether. 

"The priests say he is a tempter, do 
they not?" he added, through his clenched 
teeth. 

"My good man, you drivel. The devil has 
nothing to do with this." (!, 462) 

Monygham's denial questions the superstition and 
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doctor had already mentioned the idea of taking the 

whole treasure before Nostromo and Decoud set sail in 

the lighter (N, 259), as Nostromo seems to remember: 

"Maladetta! You follow me speaking of the 
treasure. - You have sworn my ruin. You 
were the last man who looked upon me before 
I went out with it. And Sidoni the engine
driver says you have an evil eye." (N, 463) 

The authority for Nostromo's assumptions, it will be 

noted, has now descended from the priests to Sidoni 

the engine-driver; sources that would have been ig

nored by the Capataz of earlier times. The comments 

are made because the thought of stealing the silver 

has already been planted; the demonic thus indicates 

the means of awakening what will become a destructive 

obsession and heralds the eventual downfall of the 

character. Monygham is identified as demonic by Nos-

tromo, not for anything he represents or opposes, but 

for- the effects his words achieve. 

Nostromo's downfall takes place in the blackness 

of the Golfo Placido Where, supposedly, God and devil 

cannot Gperate. This saying, at its initial level, 

simply indicates the extent of the darkness and see~s 

ironic in its exclusion of the devil from what is) 

traditionall~ his natural element. On another level, 

it can mean that man in such a situation is entirely 

responsible for his actions since, here at least, he 

has no supernatural agency to praise or blame; the 
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kind of attitude Monygham seems to have adopted in 

his talk with- Nostromo •. It could be said, therefore, 

that Nostromo is externalising a temptation that is 

wholly within himself; originating in his bruised 

vanity, perhaps (which goes back to ego again). A 

third interpretation could be that the events of the 

novel prove the saying to be incorrect and that Nos

tromo's invoking of "the curse of Heaven" to "fall 

upon this blind gulf" has been all too effective (li, 

269). It could also indicate a place where faith is 

to receive its severest tests, which would have 

special relevance for Decoud. 

After its initial appearance in the opening 

chapter, the saying appears twice more (in quick suc

cession) towards the end of the novel at a time when 

the blackness seems peculiarly connected with Nos

tromo. His admission to Giselle of having obtained 

treasure "Like a thief!" causes "The densest black-

ness of the Placid Gulf • • • to fall upon his head" 

(N,-540). Her acceptance of this circnmstance chang

es his sense of enslavement into "an exulting con-

viction of his power" but his thoughts encompass the 

sense of being "betrayed ••• deceived, tempted," 

his desire to build a fairy-tale world for Giselle 

and his sense of guilt at the cost. It is signifi

cant that this new conviction should be followed by 

the renewed (and repeated) reminder of darkness: 

The capataz de cargadores tasted the sup
reme intoxication of his generosity. He 
flung the mastered treasure superbly at 
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her feet in the impenetrable darkness of 
the gulf, in the darkness defying--as men 
said--the knowledge of God and the wit of 
the devil. (!, 541) 

The saying is then repeated as Giselle looks into 

"the black night" (N, 543) for Nostromo to return to 

her. Nostromo now seems to dwell in darkness, there

f~e, so that even when he has returned to Giselle, 

the light in her room goes out as he clasps her (N, 

545). This clearly reflects his internal condition, 

emphasised by his "soul" dying within him at the 

thought of what he has to do to enjoy his treasure (!, 

542). (If his soul is dead, of course, it can go to 

neither God nor devil.) His ego, therefore, must sub-

mit itself to the performance of "that work of a cra

ven slave!" (N, 542) and, by invoking the previous ego

ism-devil equation, this may explain why his darkness 

defies "the wit of the devil." Certainly, the four 

interpretations of the saying could all be applied to 

Nostromo's state at this time. Nostromo's association 

of. Monygham with the demonic c,an be se~n not only as 

temptation but also as warning; the darkness is the 

result of the temptation being followed and the warn-

ing being ignored. 

This double-definition can also be applied to the 

demonic imagery that Charles Gould encounters. In his 

introduction to the San Tome gorge, Don Pepe "stretch

ing his arm up the gorge, had declared with mock sol

emnity, 'Behold the very paradise of snakes, senora'" 

(!, 105). Literally this probably means that the 
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gorge would be an ideal place for a snake to dwell but 

the Edenic overtones are inescapable and have attract-

ed much comment, particularly from Claire Rosenfield, 

whose archetypal analysiS was noted earlier. The con

cept of this phrase denoting a fallen world (accepted 

by Rosenfield, Bruce Johnson and others) is, however, 

relatively meaningless unless it is meant to indicate 

that the paradise envisaged by Charles Gould is fore

doomed. The snake in Eden was a tempter but paradise 

was lost only when man yielded to the temptation. A 

"paradise of snakes". indicates, therefore, not a fall-

en world but an unfallenone which contains an abund-

ance of negative potential. '" The San Tome gorge thus 

presents the promise of paradise with the threat of 

the Fall through destructive temptations. The phrase 

is remembered later by E:nilia: 

"We have disturbed a good many snakes in 
that Paradise, Charley, haven't we?" 

"Yes, I remember," said Charles Gould, 
"i t was Don Pepe who called the gorge the 
~aradise of snakes. No doubt we have dis
turbeda great many. But remember, my dear, 
that it is not now as it was when you made 
that sketch. • • . It is no longer a Para
dise of snakes. We have brought mankind 
into it, and we cannot tUrn our backs upon 
them to go and begin a new life elsewhere." 
(N, 209) . 

The obvious implication of this exchange is that the 

temptations have been succumbed to and the warning 

ignored. By the end of the novel Emilia Gould can 

see clearly where the invasion of this paradise has 

led to: 
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She saw the San Tome mountain hanging over 
the Campo, over the whole land, feared, 
hated, wealthy; more soulless than any ty
rant, more pitiless and autocratic than the 
worst Governmenti ready to crush innumer
able lives in the expansion of its great
ness. He did not see it. He could not see 
it. (N,521)' 

/ ••• she'saw clearly the San Tome mine poss-
essing, consuming, burning up the life of 
the last of the costaguana Goulds; master
ing the energetic spirit of the son as it 
had mastered the lamentable weakness of the 
father. (N, 522) 

Gould is thus a slave of the silver mine in the 

same way as Nostromo is a slave of his treasure; the 

legend of the spectral gringos on Azuera applies to 

both men. "" Gould's entry into the San Tome gorge is 

equivalent to Nostromo's meeting with Monygham; both 

events attract demonic imagery, indicating a fatal 

step in the future of each character, though, Whilst 

Nostromo is aware of his true position, Gould is not. 

-The -demonic thus functions as _ a fateful. link between 

the character and his disaster. It is not for noth-

ing, then, that the silver escort should always pro

ceed through the waking Sulaco "from end to end with

out a check in the speed as if chased by a devil" 

(N, 114), for the silver mine of San Tome'can, it 

seems, employ the arts of insidious possession common-

ly connected with this being. 

The demonic is used most pervasively in Under 

Western Eyes and it is its presence there that has 
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attracted most critical attention (as will be seen 

presently). NOW, however, it is not just individuals 

to which the terminology adheres; systems attract it 

too. Haldin uses language, biblically associated 

with hell, to describe the work of the man he has 

killed when he talks of "the sound of weeping and 

gnashing o£ teeth this man raised in the land" (UWE, 

16), and Tekla's hatred for the Ministry of Finances 

is similarly expressed: 

Upon my word, I would think that £inances 
and all the rest of it are an invention of 
the 'devil; only that a belief in a super
natural source of evil is not necessary; 
men alone are quite capable of every wick
edness. (UWE, 151) 

The ---demonic here is that which causes oppressiO-n and 

ruins lives, though Tekla's use of the conditional is 

sigQificantj she, at least, will not lift responsibil

ity from man himself. Autocracy, which attracts these 

comments, follows the now familiar Conradian pattern 

of having deistic pretensions to sanction its activi

ties. Mr. de P--- declares that "God was the Auto-

crat of the Universe" (UWE, 8); Razumov's decision to 

aid the authorities is described as a religious con-

version' (UWE, 33-34); and the teacher of languages 

notes that "~henever two Russians CO,11e together, the 

shadow of autocracy is with them" (UWE, fJ7), this 

being a cruel parody of the promise of Christ to be 

present "when two or three are gathered together in 

my name" (Matt. 18:20). Autocracy, it a.ppears, is 

present whether the gathering is in its name or 
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against it. 

Revolution, however, makes similar claims. Hal

din's mother regards his friends as "disciples" and 

remembers that "Even amongst the Apostles of Christ 

there was found a Judas" (UWE, 115); Madame de S--

can anticipate revolutionary triumph in biblical 

terms (UWE, 223); and Peter Ivanovitchis likened to 

a missionary (UWE, 129) and "a monk or a prophet" 

(UWE, 329), though it takes "half a dozen young men" 

to come together "in a shabby student's room" before 

one can be sure of his name being mentioned (UWE, 

227 ). 

But the realities of revolution have very quick

ly undermined such high-flying claims. To RaId-in, 

Ziemianitch is a "bright soul" but when Razumov en-

quires for him at the eating-house he finds that he 

is also regarded as a "cursed driver of thieves" and 

as "that driver of the devil" (UWE, 28). Ziemianitch 

is to be found in "a long cavernous place like a neg

lected subterranean byre It (UWE, 29). Here, Razumov IS 

guide "pawed in the straw with his foot" (UWE, 29)-

an indication of how human be"ings are being reduced 

to the state of animals--and his words reinforce the 

connection of the driver with the devil: 

A proper Russian driver that. Saint or 
devil, night or day is all one to Ziemian
itch when his heart is free from sorrow. 
'I don't ask who you are, but where you 
want to go,' he says. He would drive Satan 
himself to his own abode and come back 
chirruping to his horses. (UWE, 29) 
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These conflicting views of Ziemianitch set to quest

ion Haldin's idealistic pretensions of the revolut

ionary movement. For if Ziemianitch will drive "saint 

or devil," in which of these categories would Haldin 

come? On leaving the eating-house, Razumov regards 

him as "a subtle pest that would convert earth into a 

hell" (UWE, 32), which is the kind of-comment Haldin 

made about Mr. deP---, but Razumov is chiefly think

ing of himself here (egotistical concern revealed by 

assumedd·emonic opposition again). Just as the cause 

of revolution induces Kostia to break the commandment 

concerning theft (with an appropriate cry of "to the 

devil with the ten commandments" UWE, 313 ), it has 

provoked Haldin, who "wouldn't hurt a fly" (UWE, 22), 

to break the commandment concerning murder. This 

augurs badly for revolution which, in opposing obvious 

tyranny, has to deviate from the rules of commonly 

accepted morality. The higher the pretensions, it 

seems, the greater the potential for destructive re-

sul ts. 

Ziemianitch hangs himself not long after Haldin's 

death but the devil continues to hover about his per-

son, as Sophia Antonovna complains about the illogi-

cal absurdity of the people: 

"For instance--that Ziemiani tch was notor
iously irreligious, and yet, in the last 
weeks of his life, he suffered from the 
notion that he had been beaten by the devil." 

"The devil," repeated Razumov, as though 
he had not heard aright. 

"The actual devil. The devil in person. 
-. . . 

"But you, Sophia .Antonovna, you don 't 
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believe in the actual devil?" 
"Do you?" retorted the woman curtly. 

"Not but that there are plenty of men W02'se 
than devils to make a hell of this earth. 
(UWE, 280-81) 

The devil in this case is Razumov, of course, 

who had beaten the drunken sledge-driver in "a weird 

scene" when possessed by itA terrible fury--the blind 

rage of self-preservation" (UWE, 30); the mo st funda

mental example of,egoiElm coming to the fore. This 

association of the devil with Razumov is not new 

either. Earlier in the book he has restrained a 

"diabolical impluse" to tell Haldin what he has done 

(UWE, 55), ironically, since such an impulse would 

have him telling the truth. Soon afterwards he avoids 

with difficulty Ita burst of Mephistophelian laughter" 

(UWE, 60) and, after the police have searched his 

room, Kostia says, "A man doesn't get the police ran-

sacking his rooms without there being some devilry 

hanging over his head" (UNE, 81). When he is with 

Peter Ivanovitch, he has "a satanic enjoyment of the 

scorn pro!Tlpting him to play with the greatness of the 

great man" (UWE, 228), whilst, with Sophia Antonovna, 

he feel,s "a.'1. infernal circle bringing round that pro

test like a fatal necessity of his existence" and 

regards her news of Ziemianitch's death as "a perfect, 

d.Labolic surprise" (UWE, 280). He is ironically 

amused "At the devil being still young after all 

these ages" (UWE, 281) and at the fact that all is now 

well for him "Thanks to the devil" (UWE, 283); a cir

cumstance that causes him to think that "It was as if 
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the devil himself were playing a game with all of 

them in turn. First with him, then with Ziemianitch, 

then with those revolutionists. The devil's own game 

this .• ' ". He interrupted his earnest mental soliloquy 

with a jocular thought at his own expense. 'Hello! I 

am falling into mysticism too'" (UWE, 283-84). 

'IVhat is happening at this stage is that the lie 

Razumov is living is becoming more and more secure, 

and, since the perpetuation of falsehood is a tradi~ 

tional role of the devil, the evocation of the demon

ic is entirely appropriate here. It is similarly 

appropriate for the bearer of the news concerning 

Ziemiani tch, Sophia Antanovna, to have "Mephistophel

ian eyebrows" ('OWE, 245, 247) and a "Mephistophelian 

frown" (UWE, 253), though the narrator is struck by 

"The quaint Mephistophelian character of her inquir-

ing glance, because it was so curiously evil-less, 'so 

--I may say--un-devilish" (UWE, 327). She is Mephis

tophelian because she encourages the continuance of 

the-lie and "un-devilish" because she does this un-

wittingly. The note of demonic temptation is contin-

ued by the narrator when considering the meetings be-

tween Razumov and Mikulin: 

To the morality of a Western reader an 
account of these meetings would wear per
haps the sinister character of old legend
ary tales where the Enemy of Mankind is 
represented holding subtly mendacious dia
logues with some tempted soul. It is not 
my part to protest. Let me but remark that 
the Evil One, with his single passion of 
satanic pride for the only motive, is yet, 
on a larger modern view, allowed to be not 
quite so black as he used to be painted. 
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With what greater latitude, then, should we 
appraise the exact shade of mere mortal 
man , with his m"any" passions and his miser
able ingenuity in error, always dazzled by 
the base glitter of mixed motives, everlast
~ngly betrayed by a short-sighted wisdom. 
(UWE, 304-05) . 

This accords, in some respects, with Tekla's view 

(quoted earlier), that man can be evil enough on his 

own without any supernatural assistance. Pride, how-

ever, is, once more, a manifestation of ego of which 

much has been seen already in this chapter. 

Even the teacher of languages is not free of 

demonic associations for Razumov is frequently align

ing him with the devil (UWE, 186, 199 ).. In hi s 

letter to Natalia he writes: 

He talked of you, of your lonely, helpless 
state, and every word of that friend of 
yours was egging me on to the unpardonable 
sin of stealing a soul. Could he have been 
the devil himself in the shape of an old 
Englishman? Natalia Victorovna, I was 
possessed! (~, 360) 

One-of the functions of the demonic here is, there

fore, to act as link between the character and des

tructive action. Razumov regards Haldin's remark that 

his sister has trusting eyes as meaning that she is 

"a predestined victim ••• Ha! what a devilish suggest

ion" (UWE, 349) and, in this crucial scene with Nata

lia, continues with the idea of being led by the 

devil: 

You know, Natalia Victorovna, I have the 
greatest difficulty in saving myself from 
the superstition of an active Providence. 
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It's irresistible .•.• The alternative, of 
course, would be the personal Devil of our 
simple ancestors. But, if so, he has over
done it altogether--the old Father of lies 
=-our national patron--our domestic god. 
whom we take with us when we go abroad. He 
has overdone it. It seems that I am not 
simple enough. (UWE, 350) 

Sophia Antonovna thinks of a more practical 

source when she meets the narrator after the drama is 

over: 

Well, call it what you like; but tell me, 
how many of them would deliver themselves 
up deliberately to perdition (as he him
self says in that book) rather than go on 
living, secret1.y debased in their own eyes? 
• • • It was just when he believed himself 
safe and more--infinitely more--when the 
possibility of being loved by that admir
able girl first dawned upon him, that he 
discovered that his bitterest railings, the 
worst wickedness, the devil work of his 
hate and pride, could never cover up the 
ignominy of the existence before him. 
(UNE, 380) 

According to Sophia, therefore, the devil POSsessing 

Razumov is "hate and pride II aYld such is Russia that 

even to escape the possession is to finish up in per

dition. The tempter figures that Razumov encounters 

are therefore externalizations of his own negative 

emotions; reflections, one could say, of his inner 

state, and indications of the destructive path he is 

following. 

This picture of the demonic can be usefully aug-

mented by the considerations of some of the critics. 

Claire Rosenfield comments thus: 

What is important is that in its spaceless 
immensity, in its search for some valid 
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timelessness whether within the mind, with
in history, or within eternity, in its con
stant "burning," Russia and all Russians 
reveal characteristics that our Hebraic
Christian heritage assigns to the Devil. 
In his satanic allusions, Conrad is moral
izing anarchy, rebellion, lawlessness, 
"Unthinking forces"--indeed all 2:yhat we in
clude in the word "irrational." 

Here is an all-embracing interpretation of demonic 

usage but the associations with the "irrational" are 

interesting ones. Rosenfield continues: 

The irony of his situation is that, exter
nally in the intellectual context of a 
Christian society but in a world abandoned 
by God, his suffering takes its meaning 
from God's Adversary rather than God's Son. 
Where revolution becomes religion and where 
man may serve two gods or two devils or a 
god and a devil whose traditional attribut
es are reversed, pers~~al suffering becomes 
socially meaningless. 

Under Western Eyes does indeed show those claim

ing a belief in God acting like devils (that is, in 

a destructive manner), but one fails to see how 

there are demonic characters attracting god-like 

attributes to fulfil Rosenfield's assertion of rever-

sal. 

Rosenfield also has some pertinent comments to 

make about Sophia Antonovna: 

• • • whose Mephistophelian eyebrows define 
her as Razumov's temptress and ·personal 
adversary' and who has an extraordinary in
stinct for perpetuating falsehood. Here he 
meets Natalia Haldin, whose soul he wishes 

21 Rosenfield, p. 149. 

22 Ibid., p. 150. 
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to steal but who in reality possesses him 
as her brother's agent. Each unconsciously 
acts as a temptress because she accepts the 
role that he is playing, the role that the 
"falsehood-breeding spectre" Haldin an~3the 
"father of Lies" have forced upon him. 

To Harriet Gilliam~ Razumov is a ·'Faust .. figure 

who "sells his soul to the Devil in the form of 

Councillor Mikulin.,,24 In an essay which looks at the 

"Daemonic" in the book, Gilliam quotes Rollo May's 

definition of the.word as "any natural function which 

has the power to take over the whole person" and 

which can be creative or destructive but is normally 

both. 25 This definition could be applied to many of 

Conrad's characters, most of whom are obsessed by one 

thing or another, for the sense of the irrational is 

implicit in the definition; in fact Gilliam notes 

that under daemonic influences, rationality appears 

as a mode of irrationality.26 Gilliam argues that 

Razumov is possessed by Haldin's phantom and that the 

narrator's apparent playing down of the demonic is an 

attempt to impose Western secularizatipn upon Eastern 

mysticism but is "actually another defense mechanism 

to deprive the daemonic of its potency while at the 

same time admitting t.ts attraction. . This -

23 Rosenfield, pp. 154-55. 

24 "The Daemonic in Conrad's Under Western Eyes," 
Conradiana, 9 (1977), 219. 

25 Gilliam, p. 219. Gilliam uses':"daemonic" to 
cover both aspects of possession and "demonic" to de
note the negative ones only. 

26 Ibid. 
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last statement seems to overlook, however, that both 

Tekla and Sophia Antonovna could al so be said to be 

"playing down the demonic" as has already been seen. 

J.E. Saveson, on the other hand, in a work which 

seeks to show the influence of Nietzsche on Conrad, 

suggests: 

Conrad's view of diabolism is Nietzsche's 
view of the old morality--a mere super
ficiality to modern psychologists but re
ligious motives are to be studied as 'touch
stones' of the soul. In this spirit and 
to this end, I believe this twentieth cen
tury novel revives the demonic. Conrad 
means to illustrate in Razumov's career the 
diversion of resentme~~ into spiritualized 
or disguised cruelty. 

Razumov, he suggests, becomes demonic when beating 

Ziemianitch and is only transformed by confessing to 

Natalia. His conversion to autocracy is an example 

of "bad conscience which in Nietzsche invents hell 

and the devil and all the supernatural. ,,29 This 

sounds reasonable enough, but, as the previous pages 

have shown, this novel continues rather than revives 

the demonic and Saveson seems to ignore the "Holy 

Russia" myth which stands behind mUch of the relig-

ious imagery. 

Lastly, Tony Tanner, having decided that nCon

rad's insights are psychological more than theologi

cal, ,,30 concludes with a consideration of sophia 

28 Saveson, Later ~Joralist, pp. 82-83. 

29 Saveson, p. 83. 

30 "Nightmare and Complacency, Razumov and the 
Western Eye, 11 Critical Quarterly, 4 (1962), 209. 
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Antonovna's statement that there was character in 

.Razumov's discovery that he could not live a lie: 

Character, not Christian salvation. Con
rad's characters live in a remorselessly 
terrestrial world. Razumov's reward is 
limited to that peace which lies on the 
other side of nightmare and which is per
haps all we can hope for in an unredeemed 
world. Not heaven but the calmness of a 
heart a31rest and a regained sanity of the 
senses. . 

In some ways the confession scene between Ra~u-

mov and Natalia is a reversal of Marlow's interview 

with the Intended in "Heart of Darlmess." Marlow had 

spoken in that book about his abhorrence of lies 

which had "a taint of death, a flavour of mortality 

••• which is exactly what I hate and detest in the 

world--which I want to forget. It makes me miserable 

and sick, like biting something rotten would do" (r, 

82). Having said this, of course, he ends his narra-

tive with a description of his lie to the Intended so 

she can continue to live with her illusions of Mr. 

Kur~z; he is forced into it by the power of her be-

lief. Razumov, who has been living a lie throughout 

most of Under Western Eyes, is forced into truth by 

the power of Natalia Haldin's trusting honesty and 

the initial effect on her is akin to what Marlow must 

have feared would happen if he revealed the truth 

about Kurtz. Much of the demonic in Under Western 

Eyes, therefore, is connected with falsehood from the 

31 Tanner, p. 213. 
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Father of Lies and we have already seen how Sophia 

Antonovna and the teacher of languages are unwitting

ly demonic in aiding the lie; perhaps the narrator 

seems to rage "like a disappointed devil" because the 

lie is no more (UWE, 361). It is safe to assert that 

Conrad would also have hated the concept of a lie 

since the very idea of falsehood is antithetical to 

the simple notion of Fidelity that he claimed to 

cherish so much. The comments of Tekla, Sophia Ant

onovna and the professor of languages thus serve as a 

warning to the reader that the demonic references 

should not be taken literally. Irrationality can be 

accepted as a condition of the demonic; faithlessness 

as its likely result. 

Conrad's attitude to falsehood, in fact, carries 

over into his letters and seems particularly to have 

affected his sense of artistic integrity. This sense 

seemed to be offended by the thought of writing for 

money; so much so that he refers to this process, on 

a number of occasions, as selling his ~oul to the 

devil. Thus, he wrote to Garnett in 1896, "There is 
r 

only 6,000 words in it L"The Lagoon"J so it can't 

bring in many shekels ••• Don't you think I am a lost 

soul ?,,32 Twelve years later he is writing similarly 

to Galsworthy: 

I went on the obvious lines and on these 
lines I developed my narrative to give it 
some sort of verisimilitude. In other 

32 "To Edward Garnett," 14 August 1896, Letters 
from Conrad, p. 47. 
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words, I offered to sell my soul for half 
a crown,--a~d now I have neither the soul 

. nor the 33in,--(for the novel is not finish
ed yet). 

In 1917 he described The Arrow of Gold as "the thin.:.. 

nest possible squeaky bubble" which he was going to 

sell in the market place for many times the price he 

had received for The Nigger of the "Narcissus". And, 

whilst not refusing this new-found abundance of the 

"noble metals" the auth'or Was still able to maintain 

that "because I have not enough sat ani sm in my nature 

I can't enj oy it. ,,34-

Such comments are not earnest ones, of course, 

but even jokingly they reveal some embarrassment at 

apparent instances of infidelity to the writer's 

creed that the image of a bargain with the devil is 

meant to reflect. The falseness that attracts the 

demonic imagery in Under Western Eyes is also evident, 

therefore (though with far less intensity), within 

the author's letters. 

iii. The Demonic and the Denial of Life 

In the novels that follow Under Western Eyes-

Chance a~d Victory--conrad's focus changes from the 

social obsessions of their three predecessors to ob

sessions relating to self-conception a'1.d the demonic 

33 "To John Galsworthy," 30 Nov. 1908, LL, II, 
90-91 • 

34 "To E.L. Sanderson," 31 Dec. 1917, LL, II, 
198. 
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imagery is adapted accordingly. To date it has in

dicated excessive egois~ (by identification, possess

ion or opposition), immoderate human passions or 

mania, the link between a character ruld a potentially 

destructive course of action, a warning, irrational 

conduct and falsehood. Now it is to indicate life

negating attitudes on the part of Oonrad's protagon

ists. 

In Ohance the demonic is quickly invoked as 

young Powell describes with what desperation he 

attempted to obtain his first berth as second mate. 

He would, he reveals, "have gone boldly up to the 

devil himself on the mere hint that he had a second 

mate's job to give away" (9., 7); a sentiment that he 

repeats when wishing that "my namesake Powell had 

been the devil himself. I felt somehow it would have 

been an easier job. You see, I never believed in the 

devil enough to be scared of him; but a man can make 

himself very unpleasant" (9., 10). Once he has located 

his -man, Powell comments, "I walked up _to him as 

boldly as if he had been the devil himself" (Q., 13); 

a strange simile really since boldness is not the 

traditional demeanour for approaching the devil. 

Young Powell's previous comment may explain this, 

however. 

Since Powell (in the shipping office) is by no 

means demonic, young Powell's emphasis is curious, 

signifying, at the very least, an ominous desperation 

on his part which could lead to disaster. As it 
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happens, it leads to the Ferndale, to which he is 

later assisted by a "little devil" (C, 27, 28). Young 

Powell's phraseology here is perhaps meant as a warn

ing, as a harbinger of what is to come, for the 

demonic presides on the vessel (not intentionally 

but in effect), in the form of Anthony's excessive 

magnanimity, which causes him to commit (in Marlow's 

words) ria sin against life, the call of which is sim

pIe. Perhaps sacred 11 (.9., 427). Part of the saloon 

has been "consecrated to the exclusiveness of Captain 

Anthony's married life" (Q, 410) but Anthony is not 

performing the rites (consummation of marriage) for 

which the saloon has been consecrated. Marlow comments, 

nOne may fling a glove in the face of nature and in 

the face of one's own moral endurance quite innocent

ly, with a simplicity which wears the aspect of per

fectly Satanic conceit" (Q, 351). Conrad had. written 

about nature to Cunninghame Graham some years before: 

Yes. Egoism is good, and altruism is good, 
and fidelity to nature would_be the best of 
all, and systems could be built, and rules 
could be made--if we could only get rid of 
consciousnesse What makes mankind tragic 
is not that they are the victims of ~~ture, 
it is that they are conscious of it. 

Anthony is clearly conscious of nature, just as he is 

unfaithful to it. 

The demonic operates, in fact, at key points in 

the setting up of the situation on the Ferndale. The 

35 31 Jan. 1898, Letter 9, Conrad. to Cunninghame 
Graham, p. 70. 
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"unholy prestige" of Flora's governess (0, 263) has 

convinced Flora that she is unlovable whilst the 

"demon of bitterness" that has entered Little Fyne 

has persuaded Anthony that he is taking advantage of 

the girl and that she cannot love him. Marlow empha

sises the spirit in which Fyne has conducted his 

argument by commenting that "The possibilities of 

dull men are exciting because when they happen they 

suggest legendary cases of 'possession' not exactly 

by the devil but, anyhow, by a strange spirit" (Q, 

251 ). 

Such imagery has not been absent from de Barral's 

plight either; his ill-advised excursion into Thrift 

having been accompanied by the press "screeching in 

all possible tones, like a confounded company of 

parrots instructed by some devil with a taste for 

practical jokes" (0, 74). These inauspicious omens 

lead de Barral to prison; equated with the "Nether 

Regions" by Marlow and with "a real hell" by Anthony 

(Q,-347). Marlow describes the proces_s of releasing 

a man from prison as "Perfectly devilish" and con

siders that "there is something infernal about the 

aspect of every individual stone or brick of them, 

something malicious as if matter were enjoying its 

revenge of the contemptuous spirit of man" (e, 352). 

Once on board, de Barral is shunned by the crew of 

the Ferndale "as if he had been the devil" (e, 351). 

Since it is his extreme egoism that desires Flora's 

exclusive attention, even to the extent of trying to 
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poison Anthony, the comment has some point. 

The demonic nature of the strange arrangement is 

emphasised by the comments of Franklin, the mate: 

He begged Powell to understand that if cap
tain Anthony chose to strike a bargain with 
Old Nick to morrow, and Old Nick were good 
to the captain, he (Franklin) would find it 
in his heart to love Old Nick for the cap
tain's sake. That- was so. On the other 
hand, if a saint, an angel with white wings 
came along and--He broke off short again as 
if his own vehemence had frightened him. 
(Q, 301-02) 

In a sense, of course, Anthony has made a bargain with 

Old Nick since his excessive magnanimity stems from 

his "satanic conceit." Franklin continues to be 

puzzledtlby such devil-work," which, in this case, he 

associates with women, who are able "to bring their 

devilry to sea and fasten on such a man" (C, 304-05). 

His last such reference is ominously prophetic in the 

light of what i-g to happen, for he comments, ItWhy the 

devil, you ask. Devil - eh. Well no man is safe 

from the devil and that's answer for you" (Q, 403). 

The unnatural lack of normal marital relations, 

which defies nature and negates life, -is _thus;eqlJ.ated . ~'-

with the demonic in Chance. De Barral, prior to poi-

soning himself, comments, I1These conspiracies are the 

devil" (g, 432-33) and he is correct, though'not in 

the way he imagines. Again egoism is at the root of 

the arrangement, for Anthony's vanity is described as 

"immense" and he has been "touched to the quick" by 

Fyne (0, 332). It has 'led him, though, to deny life, 
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and this form o~ devilry is taken to its logical ex

treme in Conrad's next novel, Victory. 

Demonic identification is nowhere as explicit as 

with Mr. Jones who represents a total negation of 

life. His abhorrence of women prevents any chance of 

procreation on his part whilst the fact that he is a 

cold blooded murderer means that his negation is an 

active one. He will not help to create; only destroy. 

Even Gentleman Brown (whose arrival in Jim's Patusan 

Jones's invasion of Samburan so closely resembles) 

was no misogynist; Jones's total negativity is in a 

class of its own. He is, in fact, directly equated 

with the devil by Heyst: 

Having been ejected, he said, from his pro
per social sphere because he had refused to 
conform to certain usual conventions, he 
was a rebel now, and was coming and going 
up and down the earth. As I really did not 
want to listen to all this nonsense, I told 
him that I had heard that sort of story 
about somebody else before. His grin is 
really ghastly. He confessed that I was 
very far from the sort of man he expected 
to meet. Then he said: 

n' As to me, I am no blacker than the 
gentleman you are thinking of, and I have 
neither more nor less determination.'" (V, 
317-18) -

Here is demonic opposition once again, there

fore, though it does not reflect excessive egoism on 

this occasion. It does reflect something within 

Heyst, however; a life-negating doctrine which Heyst 

has been trying to live by. Heyst's negation is 

passive (non-involvement) and benign but the scepti

cism that forms his attitude reaches its logical 
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extreme in Jones's total nihilism. As Lena is dying, 

Heyst bends low over her, "cursing his f'astidious 

soul, which even at that moment kept the true cry of' 

love f'rom his lips in its inf'ernal mis~rust of' all 

lif~" (V, 406). Heyst"s attitude is also connected 

with the demonic, theref'ore, and in this respect 

there is point to the many devil ref'erences in the 

novel that are aimed at Heyst himself. Even Morrison 

wonders at one point whether Heyst has been sent by 

the devil (y, 17) and both Schomberg's comment to 

Davidson-- IIMake enquiries of' the devil" (V, 46)--and 

Heyst 's own remark that action "is devilish" (V, 54). 

can be seen as ironic; Schomberg's because, in a 

special sense, he is right (though he means only 

abuse), Heyst's because it is really lack of action 

that is devilish. 

Schomberg himself, who negates life by his "dia

bolical calumny" (y, 381) which can "dry-rot the 

soul" (V, 362) has at times "a sort of Satanic glee" 

(V,- 93); the association of the demonic with false-

hood is, thus, once again emphasised. When Jones 

arriyes at his hotel, this means that two kinds of' 

life-negatingf'orces meet aQd the demonic imagery 

intensifies when Schomberg speaks of' his wif'e: 

I wish you would carry her of'f with you to 
the devil! I wouldn't run af'ter you. 

The unexpected outburst affected Mr. 
Jones strangely. He had a horrified re
COil, chair and all, as if Schomberg had 
thrust a wriggling viper in his f'ace. 

"What's this inf'er;lal nonsense?" he 
muttered thickly. (y, 114) 
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Schomberg, raising his eyes, at last met 
the .. gleams in two dark caverns under ~ Jones's 
devilish eyebrows, directed upon hIm 1m:
~enetrably. He shuddered as if horrors 
worse than murder had been lurking there, 
and said, nodding towards Ricardo: 

"1 dare say he wouldn't think twice 
about sticking me, if he had you at his 
back •••• Ah, well, I've been already 
living in hell for weeks, so you don't make 
much difference. (V, 115) 

Schomberg is really living in hell in two senses, 

neither of which he intends. His lies and calumnies 

brand him as demonic; he is therefore living in hell 

as one of the devils. His meaning is, of course, 

that he is a suffering victim, but he has created this 

situation entirely by himself by his egotistical and 

ludicrous assumptions that he would be attractive to 

Lena. Part of his problem is the elevated way in 
,. 

which he regards his table d'hote, for he enters the 

dining-room "as if into a temple, very grave, with 

the air of a benefactor of mankind" (V, 27) and his 

dislike of Heyst is largely based on the Swede's lack 

of p-atronage. Thus, for Schomberg, "Wl!enever three 

people came together in his hotel, he took good care 

that Heyst should be with them" (V, 27), which, as a 

perversion of Christ's ~romise, can be said to have 

its roots in devilry; in this case combined with the 

familiar equation of an excessive egoism. As seen 

earlier, though, Schomberg's bitter calumnies have 

some point so that when he comments "He's turned 

Hermit from shame. That's what the devil does when's 

he's found out" (y, 31), he is, in a sense, right, 
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for it is the devil in Heyst--that sceptical negation 

of life--thatkeeps him in Samburan. Heyst's rescue 

of Lena is, naturally, the final affront; the music 

room which had previously harboured "an unholy fas

cination in systematic noise" (v, 68), is now des

cri bed as "desecrated ft by the card tables of Mr. 

Jones (y, 121). Negation attracts negation. 

Martin Ricardo is another life-negating character. 

His instincts carry him ~owards rape (a perversion of 

the procreative function) and murder. He also (in

advertently) equates Jones with the devil when he 

considers how Pedro's being tied up "would daunt the 

arch devil himself--in time--in time, mind! I don't 

know but that even a real gentleman would find it 

difficult to keep a stiff lip to the end" (V, 143). 

He is, however, so equated himself when he reveals 

that once he has begun to play cards "I would play 

them for their souls" (V, 149). It is an ironic in

version that the guidance for Mr. Jones and his hench

~.~n,:: .to reach Heyst' s island should b~ "a pillar of 

smoke by day and a loom of fire at night" (y, 168), 

since this is similar to the way the Israelites were 

led out of Egypt (Exodus, 13:21). It is ironic also 

that Ricardo should think, "with an unholy joy" that 

"the man on the wharf, were he in league with the 

devil himself, would pay for all their sufferings" 

(y, 238), not only because Heyst's scepticism can be 

shown to be devilish, but also because Ricardo him

self, later described as "the viper" in Lena's para-
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dise (y, 399), is clearly leagued with the destroying 

negative principle which passes for the devil in this 

book. There is thuB purpose behind Wang's considera

tion that "the white woman might have been scuffling 

in there with an evil spirit" (y, 291), when Lena has 

been struggling with Ricardo, and also in Jones's 

estimate of Schomberg, that "he may be a very poor 

devil indeed" ( V, 264). 

This sense of the demonic indicating the negation 

of life is carried through into The Arrow of Gold, 

though there is more emphasis here on the condition of 

a victim of a life-negating obsession rather than on 

the attitude itself. The Arrow of Gold (and The Res

cue) seem in many ways to hearken back to the early 

novels, particularly An Outcast of the Islands, since 

an overwhelming sexual obsession forms the pivot of 

each novel. Jones immoderately shunned women; three 

of the characters of The Arrow of Gold immoderately 

pursue one particular woman --Rita de Lastaola--and 

the obsession makes them devilish and damned. 

Rita, described as having lithe finer immobility, 

almost sacred, of a fateful figure seated at the very 

source of the passions that have moved men from the 

dawn of ages" (AG, 146), is almost regarded as a god

dess figure by some of her admirers. M. George be

comes a follower of this cult which he likens to "some 

strange wild faiths that get hold of mankind with the 

cruel mystic grip of unattainable perfection, robbing 

them of both liberty and felicity on earth" (AG, 140). 
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This veneration leads him to a night which is "the 

abomination -of -desolation" (AG, 154); an apocalyptic 

image which echoes an earlier one by J.M.K. Blunt 

that "the end is not yet" (AG, 38). It is certainly 

bleak enough for George as he lies in "that purgatory 

of hopeless longing and unanswerable questions to 

which I was condemned" (M!, 155). 

M. George, then, suffers purgatory but Ortega, 

one of Rita's other worshippers, suffers still more. 

Re is, it seems, the logical extension of the cult of 

female attraction and the imagery that surrounds him 

is the imagery of hell. To M. George, Ortega gazes 

at him "in a way in which the damned gaze out of their 

cauldrons of boiling pitch at some soul walking scot 

free in the place of torment" (AG, 271), and it seems 

that "his soul was absent in some hell of its own" 

(AG, 271). It is, of course, the hell that could 

awai t M. George as he watches "the man's very soul 

writhing in his body like an impaled worm" and pities 

- Ri til tlfor having that damned soul on her track" (AG, 

276). Since George is willing to entertain thoughts 

of ki11ing_ Ortega, it is clear that he too is danger

ously close to the "facile descent into the abyss" 

(AG, 276), and with the description of Ortega as "an 

extraordinarily chilly devil" comes an appropriately 

warning apocalyptic image with the "sickly gas flame" 

which "was there on duty, undaunted, waiting for the 

end of the world to come and put it out" (AG, 277). 

The ultimate fate of those who worship eternal 
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woman is, thus, to become a "damned soul" (AG 310). -' 
Ortega finally attempts (but fails) to co-mmi tsuicide 

(just as Conrad did it seems), whilst M. George is 

wounded in a duel with Blunt (just as Conrad claimed, 

it seems). For both Ortega and M. George, the ob

session with Rita has led almost to death. Such an 

obsession is also responsible, perhaps, for Blunt 

appearing "positively satanic" (AG, 37) and knitting 

his brows "very devilishly indeed" (AG, 38), as he 

relates Rita's story; it is certainly the cause of 

his duel with George. 

It is, however, the sanctimonious and super-

stitious Therese who seems most pre-occupied with the 

deVil, although it is George who first provokes her: 

"But you are very brave," I chaffed her, 
"for you didn't expect a ring, and after 
all it might have been the devil who pulled 
the bell." 

"It might have been. But a poor girl 
like me is not afraid of the devil, I have 
a pure heart. I have been to confession 
last evening." (AG, 137-38) 

Therese has heard of a murder committed: 

"That's what carnel sin (p~che de chair) 
leads to," she commented, severely and 
passed her tongue over her thin lipso "And 
then the devil furnishes the occasion." 

"I can't imagine the devil inciting me 
to murder you, There se," I said, "and I 
didn't like that ready way you took me for 
an example, as it were." (AG, 138) 

As has already been seen, George is certainly to con-

template murder ~efore the book is over. 

Therese is convinced that Rita is evil (AG, 158) 
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and advises George to make "a practice of crossing 

yourself directly you open your eyes. • • • It keeps 

satan off for the day" (AG. 159). This is not such 

crazy advice as it sounds since George certainly 

needs something to keep 'his obsession at bay. Therese 

continues by asserting her rights to the house which 

makes George think that "Satan himself would never 

manage to tear it out of her hands" (AG, 159). His 

warning to keep Rita and Ortega apart brings forth 

another conderrLllation as Therese reports, "I said to 

her, 'Rita, have you sold your soul to the Devil?' 

and she laughed like a fiend: 'For happiness! Ha, ha, 

ha!' ••.. She is possessed" (AG, 235). Therese 

also considers that Rose (Rita's faithful servant) is 

"leagued with the devil" (AG, 235). 
~ 

These, again, may be more than simply fanatical 

rantings, for the effects of Allegre's aesthetic but 

ultimately sterile world (epito~ised, perhaps, by the 

lifeless dummy that once gave service as the empress 

of Byzantium--just as Rita has UG, 26]), and the 

ephemeral relationships she has observed thereafter 

have made Rita deeply suspicious of any kind of 

emotional attachment. Madame Leonore is correct when 

she pronounces that "She is for no man" (AG, 135) and 

Rita's ringing of the bell, just when she ffild George 

seem to be sinking into an embrace, emphasises her 

apprehensions of such a relationship (AG, 219-20). 

Rita is indeed possessed, therefore; possessed by the 

fear of succumbing to love, and this fear can be seen 
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to be life-negating since there will be no issue and 

certainly no happiness. 

One can also say that M. George is deluding him

self slightly when he remarks later "It is only the 

Devil, they say, that loves logic. But I was not a 

devil. I was not even a victim of the Devil" (AG, 

283),for he is a victim of both his own obsession 

and of Rita's life-negating fear of a relationship; 

both aspects, figuratively, of the devil. When Ortega 

claims that Rita is "perdition" (AG, 318) and "more 

fit to be Satan's wife" (AG, 318) this not only high

lights his own obsession and its consequences but 

also Rita's denial of life; a denial she carries 

through to the end by finally leaving George, once he 

is recovering from his duel with Blunt. 

A more positive outlook is realised by Arlette 

in The Rover, of whom it is also said that "She is 

for no man It (Ro, 225). She, at least, is able to 

escape the life-negating spell that has possessed her; 

indeed-she is almost able to recognise_the _nature of 

the possession: 

"And what if I have been possessed," she 
argued to herself, "as the abbe" said, what 
is it to me as I am now? That evil spirit 
cast my true self out of my body and then 
cast away the body too. For years I have 
been living empty. There has been no mean
ing in anyth ing." (RO, 159) 

Basically, then, the demonic imagery in Conrad's 

novels indicates a destructive outlook, character-

istic, obsession or passion. It is used to reveal an 
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excessive or unrestrained egoism by demonic identi

f.lcation ·or association (Wait, Podmore, Kurtz and 

Brown), by demonic possession (Willems) or by demon

ic opposition (Lingard, Jim and the narrator of The 

Shadow-Line); such usage frequently being combined 

with aspects of deification either by the character 

or by others (Wait, Podmore, ~illems, Lingard, Jim, 

Kurtz and the systems of autocracy and· revolution). 

It can also indicate an immoderate passion (Willems, 

Ortega and M. George) , a cruel and selfish stupidity, 

or mania (the pilgrims in "Heart of Darkness n) , or a 

life-negating doctrine or obsession (in Chance, Vic-

~ and The Arrow of Gold). It acts as a link be

tween savagery and civilisation and between reality 

and illusion in "Heart of Darkness," and between a 

character and his obsession (in the form of catalyst 

or temptation) in Nostromo and Under Western Eyes. 

It can also act as a warning of futUre calamity (as 

it does in Lord Jim, Nostromo and Chance); as an 

epithet for the cause of oppression (Under western 

EYes); or as the externalization of a character's 

destructive inner compulsions (Nostromo and Razumov). 

It is, finally, inseparable from falsehood (parti

cularly stressed in the instances of Razumov and 

Schomberg), infidelity (Willems), and irrationality 

(in most of the novels), and its effects are gener

ally destructive or disruptive. 
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iv. The Soul and the Will 

With such an extensive use of demonic imagery to 

accompany the destructive elements of his fiction, it 

is hardly surprising that the part of man that seems 

to suffer most as a result is his soul. This, too, 

is sometimes used in its literal, theological sense; 

at least characters such as Podmore would have that 

intention, The word is also used without deep meaning 

in such phrases as "not a soul" where it simply in

dicates a human presence or (in this case) absence. 

The word was used in a number of ways during the time 

Conrad was writing but generally retained the sense 

of being a spiritual or animating element. 

Most of Conrad's readers, then (without thinking 

very much about it), would have a vague idea of soul 

as some part of man separate from mind and body, 

apparently transcending both. If they were of a lit

eral turn of mind then Conrad's novels would seem to 

show man's soul being entrapped by the devil; if not, 

then some vital life force within man would appear to 

be at the mercy of his excessive egoism or his des

tructive obsessions. When Willems tells Lingard "If 

you want to drive my soul into damnation by trying to 

drive me to suicide you will not succeed," he is 

using the term literally in this remembrance of 

Catholic doctrine (01, 278). But his relationship 

with Alssa is described as a loss of soul and clearly 
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the word here means something a little different: 

Pressing against him she stood on tiptoe to 
look into his eyes, and her own seemed to 
grow bigger, glistening and tender, apueal
ing and promising. With that look shekdrew 
the man's soul away from him through his 
immobile pupils, and from Willems' features 
the spark of reason vanished under her gaze 
and was replaced by an appearance of physi
cal well-being, an ecstacy of the senses 
which had taken possession of his rigid 
body; an ecstacy that drove out regrets, 
hesitation and doubt, and proclaimed its 
terrible work by an appalling aspect of 
idiotic beatitude. (or, 140) 

It is whilst he is in this position that Willems 

seems to see a vision of himself moving away (01, 

145) and is aware of the murderous approach of the 

blind Omar without being able to take any evasive 

action (01, 149-50). Even the instinct for self

preservation, then (usually the most powerful of 

egotistical drives), is subservient to the immoderate 

sexual passion to which he has succumbed. 

Bruce Johnson calls his chapter on Conrad's 

first two novels "The Paralysis of Will" (referring 

to Schopenhauer for an understanding of the term),36 

and, indeed, the will could serve well as a synonym 

for soul in this context. The passion of Dain 

Maroola for Nina is described in almost identical 

fashion: 

She drew back her head and fastened her 
eyes on his in one of those long looks that 
are a woman's most terrible weapon; a look 
that is more stirring than the closest 
touch, and more dangerous than the thrust 
of a dagger, because it also whips the soul 
out of the body, but leaves the body alive 

36 Models of Mind, pp. 8-23. 
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and helpless, to be swayed here and there 
by the capricious tempests of passion and 
desire; a look that enwraps the whole body, 
and that penetrates into the innermost re
cesses of the being, bringing terrible de
feat in the delirious uplifting of accom
plished conquest. (AF, 171) 

Little wonder that Dain should say to Nina soon after 

"I have delivered my soul into your hands" (AF, 178); 

she is his source of motivation just as Alssa is for 

Willems. Almayer is in a similar plight since his 

daughter is "that small and unconscious particle of 

humanity that seemed to him to contain all his soul" 

(01, 320). His action of having sold himself to Lin

gard (noted earlier) could be said to come under the 

same heading. The use of the w'ord "soul" reflects the 

totality of the man's passion or obsession; the com

pleteness of his captivity. He is no longer an in-

depend'ent being; his whole view of life is seen by 

way of the woman he adores and it is, indeed, his 

will that becomes subject to her domination since he 

can no longer conceive of any action or ambition that 
-

is not related to her. It is this circumstance that 

makes Ortega a "damned soul" and M. George confess 

that "The soul was already a captive before doubt, 

anguish, or dismay could touch its surrender and 

its exaltation fI (AG, 124). 

With different shades of application, this de

finition of soul as will can be applied widely 

throughout the canon, but before noting the varia

tions it is necessary to look carefully at the terms. 

Will usually denotes determination, desire or the 
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power of conscious choice; clearly overcome in the 

foregoing instances with disastrous results (only 

Dain does not suffer from surrendering his soul to a 

woman). Bruce Johnson's invoking of Schopenhauer, 

however, brings a far more comprehensive concept of 

will to the fore: 

• • • not merely willing and purposing in 
the narrowest sense, but also all striving, 
wishing, shunning, hoping, fearing, loving, 
hating, in short, all that directly con
stitutes our own weal and woe, desire and 
aversion, is clearly only affection of the 
Will, is an excitation, a modification, of 
willing a~d non-willing, is just that which, 
if it takes outward effec3T exhibits itself 
as an act of will proper. 

To Schopenhauer, the will was the IIthing-in-itself,,;38 

its true operation being seen only in action since 

tilt is only in reflection that to will and to act are 

different; in reality they are one. ,,39 The form of 

the action depend'ed on incentives, the chief of which 

was egoism, but Schopenhauer identified thTee funda

mental incentives of human action, claiming that "all 

possible motives operate solely through their stimu-

I ation" and detailing them as follows: 

37 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and 
Idea, 3 vols., trans. R.B. Haldane and J. Kemp (Lon
don: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1883), II, 412; 
quoted in Patrick Gardiner t schotenhauer (Harmonds
worth: Penguin Books, 1963), p. 51. 

38 parerfa and Paralipomena, 2 vols., trans. 
E.F.J. Payne Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), II, 48. 

39 Schopenhauer, World, I, 130; quoted in Gar
diner, p. 159. 
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a) Egoism: this desires one's own weal (is 
boundless) • 
b) Malice: this desires another's woe (goes 
to the limits of extreme cruelty). 
c) compassion: this desires another's weal 
(goes to the length of nobleness and mag
nanimi ty). 

Every human action must be attributable 
to one of these incentives, ~6though two 
can also act in combination. 

The intellect seems to have been regarded as an 

Ilinstrument" of the will; a provider of information 

upon which action might be based but not capable it

self of independent decisions. The will is thus 

likened to "the strong blind man Vlho carries on his 

shoulder the lame man who can see. fA 1 

Johnson likens Conrad's "ego " to Schopenhaueris 

"will, ,,42 but, in this case, ego would not only be 

the source of man's prime incentive but become the 
\ 

thing-in-itself, a transcendental reality, independ-

en t of time, space and causality. Neither "will" 

nor "ego" appears with any frequency in Conrad's 

works; in Lord Jim, for example, "will" appears only 

ten times other than as an auxiliary verb a'1d "ego" 

does not feature at all. In contrast, "soul" appears 

on forty-five occ asions a1.d "devil" on forty-nine, 43 

but Johnson ignores both concepts, leaving them, 

40 On the Basis of Moralit~, trans. E.F.J. Payne 
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1 65), p. 145. 

41 Schopenhauer, World, II, 421; quoted in Gar
din e r , p. 1 66 . 

42 Models of Mind, p. 43. --------
43 Parina et al, Concordance, pp. 151-82. 
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presumably, to be defined in their traditional theo-

logical senses. 

Conrad (as was noted earlier) felt that "C'est 
", 
egoisme qui sauve tout" and that egoism was "the mov-

ing force of the world," which suggests his acceptance 

of it as man's prime and most potent source of motiva

tion. The Conradian model would thus have "soul" as 

"will," urged initially (and inevitably) by· egoism, 

tempered (ideally) by altruism and enlightened by the 

intellect. The portrait of Gentleman Brown suggests 

that, under Conrad's scheme of things, malice is bound 

up with "intense egoism" and is not separate (as it is 

in Schopenhauer). compassion is included under altru-

ism,. whose source is external, but several characters 

(Anthony in particular) fall into difficulties because 

what they take to be altruism is actually subtle 

egoism. 

When egoism a~d altruism have been enlightened 

and work in conjunction with each other, this combina

tion produces a healthy soul (or will) which is 

relatively detached and able to make balanced de~ons. 

Such a balance becomes affected when some aspect of the 

ego achieves dominance (as it does with Jim) or when 

the source of enlightenment (the intellect) acts upon 

a false premise (as it does in the cases of Flora de 

Barral and Heyst). In these cases, the actions direct

ed by the soul (or will) become circumscribed or 

controlled by the assumption or false premise which 

has become an obsession, overwhelming the intellect 

and pervading every motivation produced by the ego. 
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Schopenhauer speaks only occasionally of the "so

called soul,n44 and concentrates on the will which he 

regards as a "vital force,,,45 as "the core of our true 

being, ,,46 as being sole possessor of "a metaphysical 

reality by virtue whereof it is indestructible through 

death,,47_- all of which, in other eyes, would seem to 

describe the soul. His separation of "will' and "intell-

ect" seems to be followed by Marlow who makes such a 

distinction when describing the shock he receives when 

he finds that Kurtz has left the cabin, feeling "as if 

something altogether monstrous, intolerable to thought 

and odious to the soul, had been thrust upon me" (I, 

141 ). Kurtz's conduct is "odious to the soul" (or will) 

because Marlow is reluctant (or unwilling) to accept it, 

and the seaman immediately tries to prevent him from 

attending the native rites: 

I tried to break the spell--the heavy mute 
spell of the wilderness--that seemed to draw 
him to its pitiless breast by the awakening 
of forgotten and brutal instincts, by the 
memory of gratified and monstrous passions. 
This alone, I was convinced . -. . -had beguiled 
his unlawful soul beyond the bounds of 
permitted aspirations. (Y, 144) 

Instincts, passions and aspirations are all recognisable 

urges; thus far the equation seems to fit. And, as 

Marlow carefully considers the state of Kurtz's soul, he 

once more clearly distinguishes it from the intellect: 

44 Parerga and Paralipomena, II, 162. 

45 Ibid. , I, 20. 

4-6 Ibid. , I, 114. 

47 Ibid., I, 306-07. 
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Soul! If anybody had ever struggled with a 
soul, I am the man. And I wasn't arguing 
with a lunatic either. Believe me or not, 
his intelligence was perfectly clear--concen
trated, it is true, upon himself with horrible 
intensity, yet clear; and therein was my only 
chance. . . . But his soul was mad. Being 
alone in the wilderness, it had looked within 
itself, and, by heavens! I tell you, it had 
gone mad. I had--for my sins, I suppose~-to 
go through the ordeal of looking into it my
self. No eloquence could have been so wither
ing to one's belief in mankind as his final 
burst of sincerity. He struggled with himself, 
too. I saw it,--I heard it. I saw the in
conceivable mystery of a soul that knew no 
restraint, no faith, and no fear, yet 
struggled blindly with itself. (Y, 144-45) 

Marlow is confused a~ this point, having previously 

confessed that "I before him did not know whether I 

stood on the ground or floated in the air" (Y, 144). 

\fuat is perplexing him is that Kurtz is not just the 

benign (though egotistical) idealist he set out to be 

or the ruthless ivory hunter partaking in unspeakable 

rites that he has become; he is botho The struggle 

within Kurtz is caused by his conflicting desires, by 

two opposed aspects of will, and the apparent insanity 

of this ilIDer force is caused by the irreconcilability 

of those desires. This becomes clearer when Marlow 

adds: 

The shade of the original Kurtz frequented 
the hollow sham, whose fate it was to be 
buried presently in the mould of primitive 
earth. But both the diabolic love and the 
unearthly hate of the mysteries it had pene
trated fought for the possession of that soul 
satiated with primitive emotions, avid of ly
ing fame, of sham distinction, of all the 
appearances of success and power. (1, 147-48) 
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It is, then, Kurtz's will, his power of choice, that 

bas been "sealed" to the wilderness "by the inconceiv

able ceremonies of some devilish initiation" (y, 115). 

In a sense his soul is the heart of darkness since, if 

an aspiring angel can become a fiend when civilised 

restraints have been removed in the wilderness, this 

fate must be possible for all of us; this is "the pot

ential hell in the heart of every man. ,,48 Heart, in 

fact, is another word to bear in mind when considering 

the soul if it is used in its non-physical sense of the 

seat of emotions, the source of loyalty, fidelity and 

lovee It is, indeed, a term used by M. George in The 

Arrow of Gold when he speaks of Azzolati as having "A 

criminal soul (or shall we say heart)" (AG, 119). 

Theologically, of course, the struggle within 

Kurtz is a sense of guilt, engendered by his conscience 

and harrowing his tempted soul (man's inner reality). 

It reflects a clash between intentions and desires 

derived from competing motivations (high ideals and 

primitive attractions). Kurtz's final- cry, "The 

horror.' The horror:" (X, 14-9), which Marlow considers 

as "a judgment upon the adventures of his soul on this 

earth" (Y, 150), can thus be regarded as the idealistic 

side of Kurtz's will commenting on the overwhelming 

temptation (motivation) of the wilderness that has 

controlled his plans and actions among the natives; a 

final recognition, perhaps, of the dual nature of man, 

4a L. Feder, "Marlow's De~c~nt)1.,·nt.Q1H. ell," 
Nineteenth Century Fiction, ~ ,1~~5 2~ 
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of his primitive heritage co-existing with his civilis

ed present. 

It is this discovery that Marlow must keep back 

from the Intended, "a soul as translucently pure as a 

cliff of crystal"-(Y, 151-52), and he must keep it back 

"for the salvation" of that "soul" (Y, 156). As he 

listens to her idealistic words, he links her with 

Kurtz's native mistress (I, 160-61); clearly the 

primitive heritage would be present in her also. The 

lie which saves her soul, therefore, enables her to re-

tain her idealistic volition; her will is not exposed 

to the knowledge of primitive motivations. 

Schopenhauer's idea of will does not fit here, 

since, to him, only desires could conflict. Within his 

philosophy, man "can wish two opposing actions, but will 

only one of them. Only the act reveals to his self

consciousness which of the two he willso,,49 Conrad's 

"soul ," then, is clo ser to Ilwill" in the dictionary sense 

of power of choice--neither as all-embracing nor as 

directing as Schopenhauer's term. It i£ under this 

lesser definition that "will" serves as a synonym for 

"soul" in "Heart of Darkness." Kurtz "had the power to 

charm or frighten rudimentary souls into an aggravated 

witch-dance in-his honour ••. "--which suggests the 

primitive uncultivated nature of the natives '(a very 

basic volition in other words)--"he could also fill the 

small souls of the .pilgrims with bitter misgivings •.. " 

49 Arthur Schopenhauer, Essay on the Freedom of 
the Will, trans. Konstantin Kolenda (Indianapolis: 
Bobbs- Merrill, 1960), p. 17. 
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--suggesting the narrow fixation for ivory and personal 

aggrandisement that forms their only motivation--"and 

he had conquered one soul in the world that was neither 

rudimentary nor tainted with self- seeking" (Y, 119 )-

presumably the Intended though it could also be the 

harlequin. 

When Marlow talks of "the perdition of one's soul" 

(r., 105) or of making "a bargain 'for his soul with the 

devil" (Y, 117), he seems to be using the word in its 

traditional sense of a non-physical entity in man that 

survives after death to partake of some eternal reward 

or punishment; and evoking the Faustian legend in the 

process. But, if one interpretation of the devil is an 

image of unrestrained or excessive egoism, then to sell 

one's soul to the devil may indicate a betrayal of 

one's principles (or subjugation of one's will) for 

egotistical gain. It was noted earlier how Oonrad 

would use the term to relate to any sense of prostitut

ion of the arts, though that seems more a case of one's 

will being dominated by financial considerations. 

Soul as "will It dOes prove capable of general 

application. When Jim's dreams "carried his soul away 

with them and made it drunk with the divine philtre of 

an unbounded confidence in itself" (LJ, 20), this 

means that his romantic egoism is directing his will 

and laying down the path that he should follow. When 

the instinct of survival momentarily (and disastrously) 

obtrudes on these desires, it is this frustrated will 

that writhes within him (LJ, 32) and causes Marlow to 
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feel that "he was only speaking before me, in a dispute 

with an invisible partner of his existence--another 

possessor of his soul" (LJ, 93). When the crew of the 

Patna push "with all the might of their soul s" (LJ, 

104), this represents a total commitment on their parti 

mind, body and will. Similarly, when Nostro~o returns 

to Sulaco after leaving Decoud a~d the treasure on the 

Great Isabel, he is fearful of being seen because "with 

his own knowledge possessing his whole soul, it seemed 

impossible that anybody in Sulaco should fail to jump 

at the right surmi se" (li, 424-). Knowledge thus governs 

behaviour here and continues to do so throughout the 

re:nainder of the book. When he goes to ask Giorgio for 

the hand of Giselle, he cannot frame the words because 

"neither dead nor alive, like the Gringos on Azuera, 

he belonged body and soul to the unlawfulness of his 

audaci ty" Cli, 531). His freedom of choic e (free-will) 

is thus confined and he allows himself to be affianced 

to Linda, which prompts Giorgio to comment, nAnd so 

the soul of the dead is satisfied" (N,-532). It was, 

of course, Teresa's wish (or will) that Nostromo and 

Linda should marry. Finally the soul of Nostromo is 

said to die within him as he finds that he cannot even 

reveal the whereabouts of the treasure to Giselle (li, 

542); he is truly its slave since it controls his will. 

This reading can be applied to other characters, 

too .. Hirsch's "mercantile soul" (N, 203) reflects his 

motivating volition; l\~onygham I s soul is "withered and 

shrunk by the shame of moral disgrace" because his 

will to act is circumscribed by the knowledge that it 
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succumbed under Father Beron's torture (IT, 431); Decoud 

has "the strangest sensation of his soul having just 

returned into hi s body" (.!!, 262) because the blackness 

of the Golfo Placido seems to have taken from him, 

momentarily, any power to make a decision and, once 

alone on the Great Isabel, his soli tude becomes ' Iia 

state of soul in which the affectations of irony and 

scepticism have no place" (N, 497), causing him to kill 

himself, presumably because, without "faith in himself 

and others" (11, 496), his will can only turn from life 

and not towards it~ 

Such a definition can also explain how, in Chance, 

the influence of the governess remains with Flora de 

Barral "like a mark on her soul, a sort of mystic wound" 

(Q, 118-19) since Flora's power of decision is circum

scribed by the memories of the other's cruelty. The 

governess has "the soul of a remorseless brigand" (Q, 

93) where "character" would fit as well as "will." It 

explains Franklin IS "ulc erated and pathetic soul" (Q, 

375) since his good wishes for the captain are being 

thwarted by the unusual situation that pertains on the 

Ferndale. In Victory, it shows how Ricardo and Jones 

are "identical souls in different disguises" (V, 130) 

since, apart from the matter of females, their wills 

are at least similar; it explains the "uneasy soul" of 

Reyst's father (y, 91), the power of calumny, which, 

according to Reyst, "can even destroy one's faith in 

oneself--dry-rot the soul" (y, 362), and the reason 

why Heyst's "fastidious soul" still keeps "the true 

cry of love from his lips in its infernal mistrust of 

all life" (V, 406). 
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Clearly, however, the equation of soul with will 

works rather better in some places than it does in 

others. When Conrad speaks of the "soulless autocracy" 

of Russia, separated by a "black abyss" from "the be

nighted, starved souls of its people" (NLL, 89), "soul

less" can hardly mean "without will" since it is rather 

too much will on the part of the ruling powers that is 

being complained of. The implication is that autocracy 

here is devoid of normal human characteristics (the 

more positive ones, that is) and is, therefore, heart

less, devoid of pity, compassion or love and crushing 

the individual wills of its people. To pin one's faith 

to a single definition and assume absolute application 

could be a presumptuous proceeding, therefore, and in 

no place more than in Under Western Eyes where some 57 

references to soul imply a more than usual importance 

to the use of the term. Rosenfield, indeed, has a dif-

ferent idea of what "soul" means, especially as the 

word is used by Haldin: 

Haldin does not conceive of the soul in the 
theological sen8e-~as that immaterial essence 
that animates life and survives the death of 
the body. Rather, he uses the religious word 
to designate the infusing sp~oit of rebellion, 
the idea "which never dies." 

Haldin, in fact, has spoken at length about Russian 

souls: 

~~ere did you get your soul from? There 
aren't many like you. Look here, brother! 

50 Rosenfield, p. 128. 
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Men like me leave no posterity, but their 
souls are not lost. No man's soul is ever 
lost. It works for itself--or else where 
would be the sense of self-sacrifice, of 
martyrdom, of conviction, of faith--the 
labours of ·the soul? What will become of my 
soul when I die in the way I must die--soon-
very soon perhaps? It shall not perish. 
Don't make a mistake, Razumov. This is not 
murder--it is war, war. My spirit shall go 
on warring in some Russian body till all 
falsehood is swept out of the world. The 
modern civilisation is false, but a new 
revelation shall come out of Russia. Ha! you 
say nothing. You are a sceptic. I respect 
your political scepticism, Razumov, but don't 
touch the soul. The Russian soul that lives 
in all of us. It has a future. It has a 
mission. (UWE, 22) 

This passage contains many words which have relig

ious connotations, of course ("sacrifice," "martyrdom, tI 

"faith," "revelation"); "soul" sits naturally with such 

rhetoric. But Rosenfield seems to equate motivation 

(the idea) with that which is motivated (the soul), and 

the se must, surely, be separat e. 
II ,I 

Will would, in fact, 

fit again here; the will to continue with the idea. 

The "infusing spirit" Rosenfield speaks of is 

real~y the impetus for the soul, therefore, not the 
-

soul itself. ~~en, later, Sophia Antonovna talks of 

"an unstable state of soul" which accompanies the con

version to revolution (UWE, 261), this is clearly'will" 

once more; the "infusing spirit of revolution" is 

simply the cause of the temporary instability. 

"Soul" is rather harder to define when Razumov 

considers the word in connection with the visions he 

has of Haldin. "Souls do not take a shape of cloth

ing," he comment s at one stage (UWE, 84) and later he 

decides "It was not his soul, it was his mere phantom 
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he had left behind on this earth" (UWE, 94). But he is 

to change his mind when confronted by Madame de S--

who claims "I can see your very soul" (UWE, 224). 

Razumov speaks of "Some sort of phantom in my image," 

supposing that "a soul when it is seen is just that .. 

A vain thing. There are phantoms of the living as well 

as of the dead" (UWE, 224). 

"Will" seems less applicable here since Razumov 

appears to be thinking along almost theological lines, 

and, indeed, the constant use of the word reinforces 

the religious language that accompanies revolution. 

But when he writes of stealing Natalia's soul from her 

(UWE, 359), this would essentially mean dominating her 

existence or will. The solitude of Razumov's soul, 

however, tempts the teacher of languages to try a 

definition: 

This was Mr. Razumov's feeling, the soul, of 
course, being his own, and the word being used 
not in the theological sense, but standing, as 
far as I can understand it, for that part of 
r~. Razumov which was not hi~ body, and more 
specially in danger from the fires of this 
earth. And it must be admitted that in Mro 
Razumov's case the bitterness of solitude 
from which he suffered was not an altogether 
morbid phenomenon. (TIWE, 291-92) 

As a definition, this is not helpful since it is 

better at explaining what it is not (soul in the theo

logical sense) rather than what it is (which remains 

vague). The very vagueness, of course, reveals a con

fusion within the teacher of languages, whose under

standing of events is always strictly limited. It 

does reveal, however, that torment for Razumov was on 
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this plane (fires obviously denoting tortures of some 

kind). What seems to be indicated here is some life 

force, some inner controlling reality, the core of his 

existence from which his free-will radiates~ After 

betraying Haldin, "it was as if his soul had gone out 

in the night to gather the flowers of wrathful wisdom. 

He got up in a mood of grim determination and as if 

with a new knowledge of his own nature" (UWE, 78). 

This could mean soul as will again but it could also 

signify soul as source for will. When Conrad speaks 

of "the soul of a great truth, ,,51 he is clearly speak

ing of some heart, of the essence, the epitome, the 

totality, the exemplification of something. When Shaw, 

in a cancelled passage of The Rescue, comments "when I 

once ship aboard a hooker, I am hers, body and--mind" 

(fol. 21), he is clearly reflecting his limited loyalty 

to the ship by changing the well-known phrase. "Soul" 

here would denote a whole-hearted and total commitment. 

But the dangers of attempting to over-define are just 

as great as accepting a less specific t~rm; once one 

has started to probe the core of existence, one could 

define ad infinitem. That Conrad had no clear belief 

in a soul is made evident by a letter from him to 

Cunninghame Graham, written in 1920: 

As to the soul You and I cher ami, are too 
honest to talk of what we know nothing 
about. Still, after all these years, I 
think I may venture to say to you this: that 
if there is such a thing, then yours Don 
Roberto is a very fine one, both in what it 

51 "To John Galsworthy," Monday 1919, LL, II, 220. 
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receives from the world and in what it gives 
to it.52 

This should, at least, preclude assumptions of 

literal usage on the part of the author except when 

reflecting the beliefs of his characters. Indeed, the 

whole process of defining terms can come dangerously 

close to obscuring their metaphorical possibilities. 

If soul is taken to mean "willr for example, to the 

extent of this being regarded as a viable definition, 

one is then taking the word literally and ignoring the 

fact that Conrad probably used the religious term for 

a purpose. Soul and devil are simple two features of 

~:~l,~i~~S(~?l1guag~ that may form part of a metaphorical 

backcloth to Conrad's major themes. In isolation, 

their roles have been carefully scrutinised and found 

to be secular. To rely solely on literal theological 

interpretations is, thus, to lessen their value, almost 

to ignore them. It remains to be seen how, in their 

secular roles, they form part of a pattern set up by 

the religious language' as a-..·whole. 

52 23 December 1920, Letter 75, Conrad to 
Cunninghame Graham, p. 190. 



CH.APT ER NINE 

CONRAD'S USE OF FIGURATIVE RELIGIOUS L~~GUAGE 

ie Biblical Allusions and the Critics 

It was noted earlier that Conrad's literal use 

of religion reveals a world in which little spiritual 

sustenance is available for a despairing mankind, and, 

accordingl~, very few of Conrad's characters can give 

a definite answer to any question of faith. Thus, 

when Razumov questions Baldin about his belief in God 

(UWE,., 23) and later asks sophia Antonovna, firstly 

whether she is na materialist" (UWE, 251) and then 

(in contrast) whether she believes in "the actual 

devil II (UWE, 281), the answer he rec ei ve s in each case 

is equivocal.. IVhen que stionedabout hell and eternal 

punishment by her father, Flora de Barral can only 

make a vague and inarticulate reply (Q, 394-); 

questioned about his belief by Heyst, Morrison's 

response, despite his admission of prayers, is 

similarly indirect (y, 14); and M. George completely 

evades the accusations of "scoffing and irreverence," 

brought by the fanatical Villarel (AG, 251)~ For 

the most part, therefore, the certainties of 

belief or disbelief are not held by the inhabit-
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ants of Conrad's fiction; even the sceptical Martin 

Decoud will not admit the charges of being "godless-

a materiali st II and a !,'victim of this faithless age II 

(N, 198). In the few cases where faith is proclaimed 

(such as Whalley), the claim is rigorously tested and 

the nature of the belief shown to be illusory. Thus, 

with this source of comfort apparently inadequate or 

unavailing, many of Conrad's characters are forced to 

look elsewhere for their spiritual fulfilment, and 

~J:KU:q~tv-e.~rellgious_ -languaga,; is used to indicate 

these new objects of devotion. The chief engineer in 

Nostromo speaks truly when he refers to "the spirit

ual value which everyone discovers in his own form 

. of activity" (!'If 318), and Martin Decoud is no less 

perceptive when he says of the materialists in Char

les Gould I s salon, "Those gentlemen talk about their 

gods" . (N , 199 ) • 

T,W& off t~se t~rm8 ·have been noted already - the 

devil and the soul. The aspects that remain can be 

categorised as biblical allusions, classical allusions 

and religious terms of a general nature. Since they 

inter-lock as part of an overall pattern, it is not 

really satisfactory to divide them up, but Conrad's 

use of biblical allusions, in particular, has attract

ed frequent comments from critics (most of whom have 

studied them in isolation), and (keeping in mind the 

overall picture), it will be necessary, briefly to 

consider them on their own. 

A number of critics use such allusions as sign-
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posts to allegory and, though this procedure has al-

ready received some attention in chapter one , it is 

still necessary to consider a few specific cases here. 

Dennis Walsh, for example, feels th~t liThe most com-

mon biblical pattern in Conrad's fiction is that of 

innocence, temptation, betrayal, fall and redemption. 

Most of· Conrad t s important fiction contains a var-
1 . 

iant of this pattern." Not surprisingly, Walsh has 

to resort to some manipulation to fulfil his assert

ions, even when dealing with (in his words), "The 

best and simplest test case ["YOuth") where overt 

scriptural references are used ironically to achieve 

a comic, though sympathetic, vision of youthful ex

perience. ,,2 Walsh sees captain Beard and his wife as 

lIa comic Adam and Eve n; the capta.in' s "fall" coming 

when, during a collision, he jumps off the ship to 

save his wife, being thus Htempted by a woman. ,,3 

Despite this "fall", Beard "preserves a prelapsar

ian innocence, ,,4 whilst "his task, resembling that 

of Adam, is to 'get a wretched 600 to~ cargo of coal 

to its port of destination I (4). ,,5 

Not only does such manipulation seem over-in

genious, it is also inconsistent. If Beard has fall

en, how is he able to retain his "prelapsarian 

1 "Christian Allusion in the Fiction of Joseph 
Conrad," Diss. Uni v. of Notre Dame 1973, p. 1. 

2 Walsh, p. 11. 

3 Ibid., p. 13. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Ibid. J p. 12. 
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innocence"? Why should there be a connection be

:tween Adam and 600 tons of coal? If -the story of 

"Youth" is "that of Marlow's 'fall to from his dreams 

of earthly paradise and belief in the immortality of 

his own youth, ,,6 what is it that tempts him to fall? 

In his introductory chapter, Walsh talks of "the 

rather overt (and perhaps even clumsy) biblical 

motif in t:Youth,'" but blaming the author is hardly 

an answer. 7 Over-extensions such as these tend to 

obscure points that might otherwise be more accept-

able. 

Wal sh 's analysi s of "Typhoon" has been publi sh

ed and merits a more extensive appraiSal. 8 The "fall" 

is applied again; this time to Jukes, for whom the 

ordeal of the typhoon "becomes analogous to the loss 

of Eden. ,,9 For Walsh, "The biblical story of crea

tion is central to a deep understanding of 
10 

t Typho on. t tI 

That Jukes goes through an initiation exper

ience in "Typhoon" is reasonable enough but immed

iately an over-extension of the model can be seen. 

For Walsh compares his discovery of light in the 

engine room with the first stage of biblical crea

tion and sugg-ests that "For man to create light in 

6 Wal sh, p. 14. 7 Ibid., p. 4. 

8 "Conrad t S 'Typhoon' and the Book of Genesis," 
Studies in Short Fiction, 11 (1974), 99-101. 

9 Walsh, "Christian Allusion, It p. 24. 

10 Ibid., p. 26. 
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the universe is demonic," invoking the Prometheus 

··myth to parallel the Edenic one. "This," he contin

ues, "may link MacWhirr with fallen Adam. Mac Whirr 

and his crew, without divine sanction, create order 
. 11 

and light on the Nan-Shan." But now we are lost in 

allegory, far away from the main story. What kind 

of divine sanction should we expect, for example? 

In any case, MacVfuirr is not creating order and light, 

he is restoring it. In a sense he has created chaos 

by stubbornly heading into the typhoon in the first 

place. 

But the whole premise of Walsh's argument can be 

questioned too, for the story of Eden itself can be 

taken- as a symbol of human experience; an illustrat-

ionoi the often disillusioning effect of the acqui-

sition of knowledge. Such an experience is one of 

the growing pains of life; a transition each of us 

must make. It is almost impossible, therefore, to 

write about stages of human existence without des-

cribing this important period and, in-this light, 

the use of terms such as "prelapsarian," "fall" and 

"Edenic" become almost meaningless; any story could 

be fitted into the scheme. In other words, the loss 

of Eden is itself an allegory of human life, not 

vice versa. This is not to say that the Genesis 

story of a lost paradise is not made use of in lit

erature (clearly it is, and by Conrad too); but, 

11 Walsh, "Christian JUlusion," p. 21. 
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for such application to have validity, it must be 

... discriminating. To.descri be all instances of ini tia

tion into experience as relating to the b,i blical 

story; to assume that biblical allusions must point 

to a biblical pattern within which a novel's events 

can, willy nilly, be fitted (no matter how ludicrous 

the ·final results may appear), is not only to lack· 

th~s essential discrimination, but also to diminish 

in value those works which do seek to make use of the 

Bible in this way_ We are back to allusions being 

regarded as synonymous with identification again (which 

was noted, earlier, in chapter one). 

Walsh's concentration on Genesis a~d creation, 

moreover, is unduly selective since there are strong 

reminders, not only of the ~eginning but also of the 

end of the Bib:J-e. Of MacWhirr, it is said, "Had he 

been informed by an indisputable authority that the 

end of the world was to be finally accomplished by a 

catastrophic disturbance of the atmosphere, he would 

have assimilated the information under_the simple 

idea of dirty weather, and no other" (T, 20). The 

setting sun "had a diminished diameter and an expir-

ing brown, rayless glow, as if millions of centuries 

elapsing since the morning had brought it near its 

end" (!, 28). These ominous warnings (both biblical 

and scientific) are repeated with Jukes ts impression 

of MacVfuirr's voice during the typhoon: 

And again he heard that voice, forced and 
ringing feebly, but with a penetrating 
effect of gUietness in the enormous discord 
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of noises, as if sent out from some remote 
spot of peace beyond the black wastes of 

.... thegale; again he heard a~manls voice--the 
frail and indomitable sound that can be 
made to carry an infinity of thought, re
solution,and purpose, that shall be pro
nouncing confid~nt words on the last day, 
When heavens fall, and justice is done. 
(T, 44) . 

There is, therefore, a combination of pre-crea

tion chaos and apocalypse here--neither of which can 

be said to be unexpected in the circumstances. Jukes's 

reference to the Siamese flag as incorporating "a 

ridiculous Noah's ark elephant" (!, 9) may also be 

prophetic of the typhonic deluge to come. 

To these allusions of chaos, deluge and apocalypse 

can be added images of hell. In the oppressive calm 

before the typhoon, "The smoke struggled with diffi

culty out of the funnel, and instead of streaming 

away spread itself out like an infernal sort of cloud, 

smelling of sulphur and raining soot allover the 

decks" (!, 21); the darkness caused by the storm is a 

IIfi_endish blackness" (!, 42); the depths of the ship 

are described as being "black as Tophet" (T, 70); the 

'tween-deck, where the Chinese are fighting, is "A 

regular little hell" (!, 62); whilst the Whole affair 

is (in Jukes's words), "an altogether fiendish bus

iness" (!, 99). 

There are other allusions too. Walsh quotes the 

beginning of chapter three, in which Jukes is re

garded as being "as ready as any half-dozen young 

mates that may be caught by casting a net upon the 

waters" (1" 39 )--presumably a reference to the early 
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disciples--but says nothing more about it. Other 

gospel allusions include the reference to men like 

the second mate, who leave their berths "with an air 

of shaking the ship's dust off their feet" (T, 29). 

If this is a deliberate allusion, it is clearly iron

ic, since the admonition to "shake off the dust of 

. your feet" is given by Christ to the disciples as the 

procedure to be adopted when departing from a heed

less house or city (Matt. 10:14). Its use here re

veals the self-righteous egocentrity of the second 

mate and his kind. 

Thi s last point ra.ises a cQ1llmon _ p'iVQble,m about 

biblical allusions; how deliberate are they? The 

Bible is one of the main sources of European heritage 

and, as such, many of its verses have become little 

more than cliches (shaking the dust off one's feet 

being a good example). There may, moreover, be a 

warning early in the book to the effect that it is 

misleading to assume biblical import for an apparent

ly biblical allusion. This, after all,- is the mis

take of the curate who causes Mrs. Rout so much mirth 

by his flustered reaction to "Solomon saysn (~, 16). 

Inevitably a typhoon is going to evoke images of 

chaos, apocalypse and hell; the dangers of over 

application are obvious. 

To ignore them, however, could be just as in

correct, for they are, clearly, a part of the whole. 

The effect created by the combined destructive imag

ery that has been noted, is that ofa deliberate, 



320 

methodical assault. When the real power of the ty

.phoon .. hits the ship, it comes "like the sudden smash

ing of a vial of Wrath" (T, 40); an image of divine 

censure, in other words, that has come about because 

Mac\Vhirr has proclaimed 'himself unable to follow his 

book's advice on avoiding storms "if every word in 

there was gospel truth" (!, 33). In thus refusing to 

circumvent "the winds of heaven" (T, 35), MacWhirr is 

making "his confession of faith" (!, 35) and Jukes, 

looking on, is "like a man invited to behold a mir

acle" (T, 34). But it is a false faith that MacWhirr 

confesses for, just as, in biblical terms, to turn 

away from the word of God (in this case the gospel) 

is to invite the wrath of God, so, to turn away from 

the word of storm strategy is to invite the wrath of 

the elements. In this kind of frame, an earlier in-

cident can be considered too - MacWhirr's censure of 

the second engineer: 

"A profane man," he said, obstinately. 
"If this goes on, I'll have _to get rid of 
him the first chance." 

"It's the heat," said Jukes. "The 
weather's awful. It would make a saint 
swear. " . (~, 25) 

Jukes~concern is that the second engineer should be 

itA jolly good second," and in this case it is the 

mate who is the more correct as a later incident 

shows: 

"Blowing off all the time," went on yelling 
the seco.nd. Wi th a sound as of a hundred 
scoured saucepans, the orifice of a venti
lator spat upon his shoulder a sudden gush 



321 

of salt water, and he volleyed a stream of 
curses upon all things on earth including 
his own soul" ripping and raving, and all 
the time attending to his business. (T, 
71) -

The last line is the important one here for it shows 

that the second engineer does not lose his head. As 

far as the Nan-Shan is concerned, he is a saint since 

he unflaggingly fulfils his duty--Conrad's constant 

criterion for a good seaman. The real act of profan-

ity comes from MacWhirr in his deliberate flouting of 

recommended procedures which causes him to place his 

ship, its crew and passengers in deadly peril. Jukes's 

thoughts on MacWhirr's threat to fire the second en-

gineer "out of the ship if he don't look outll are 

also pertinent. for he considers, "Of course it's the 

weather; what else? It would make an angel quarrel

some--Iet alone a saint" (!, 25) 

MacWhirr is no angel, of course, but his actions 

once the typhoon has struck would perhaps qualify him 

for such a distinction in the sense of devotion to 

the well-being of the ship and the restoring of 

order throughout. When, in the eye of the hurricane, 

he appears before the barometer, he is said to re-

semble "a booted and misshapen pagan burning incense 

before the oracle of a Jo ss" (T j 84), and this may be 

a way of expressing (in religious terms) the falsity 

(or inadequacy) of his beliefs, as well as indicating 

his dependency on instruments. His immediate thought 

--that "if the books were right this worst would be 

very bad" (T, 84)--perhaps shows something of a con-
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version, though he is still adamant (with regard to 

the equitable division among the Chinese at the end) 

that "There are things you find nothing about in 

books" (T, 102) and, indeed, he finds them simply 

confusing (T, 87). 

Jukes'sironical connection between MacWhirr and 

a quarrelsome angel is indicative of the inconstant 

way in which he regards his commander. During the 

height of the typhoon, he leans heavily on Mac Whirr; 

when he speaks to the captain through the speaking

tube from the engine room it seems to him that "a 

small voice shoved aside the shouting hurricane 

qUietly" (!. 72). Though consist.ently exasperated by 

MacVfuirr's instructions, Jukes still finds relief 

through the apparently unflappable tones of the :n as

ter. The likening of MacWhirr to God, made by this 

incident, has been frequently cited by critics. C. 

Wegelin, for example, says, "In its quiet smallness, 

the voice in which MacWhirr directs Jukes may remind 

us of the· 'still small voice' in which_the Lord dir-

ects Elijah; its setting may recall the voice in 

which He answers Job Tout of the whirlwin~. 1,,12 Wege

lin makes the point that this comparison illustrates 

Jukes'sreliance on his captain at this stage but is 

misleading since (unlike Jehovah), MacWhirr is not 

in control of the elements that surround him. This 

is emphasised, in fact, by the apocalyptic allusion 

that was noted earlier, where "a mdIl's voice" is "the 

frail and indomitable sound ••• that shall be pro-

12 "MacNhirr and the Testimony of the Human 
Voice, II Conradi ana, 7 (1975), 47. 
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nouncing confident words on the last day, when hea

. vensfall ,and justice is done" -(! i 44). 13 Such con

fidence, therefore, is clearly unfounded, and Mac

Whirr's declaration --III 'Wouldn't like to lose her" 

(T, 86, 90)--and his admission to his wife that he 

"did actually think that his ship could not possibly 

live another hour in such a seat! (!, 94), reveal that 

he has undergone some kind of initiation, albeit a 

very limited one. Jukes's experience, too, seems to 

have a limited effect, since the letter he writes at 

the end of the book reveals no hints of a chastened 

mate, newly aware of life's profundities and suitably 

strengthened as a resultJ certainly when compared with 

the more mature attitudes displayed by the narrators 

of "The Secret Sharer" and The Shadow-Line after their 

experiences. 

Basically, then, in addition to reinforcing the 

obvious conflicts between light and darkness, order 

and chaos and man and nature, the biblical allusions 

of j'Typhoon" (taken with other religiotls terminology), 

13 conrad produces a similar image of the "last 
day" in his essay on Henry James where he writes of 
the artist, "the imaginative man who would be moved 
to speak on the eve of that day without to-morrow" 
(NLL, 13-14). The apocalypse described in the essay 
is-a scientific one as opposed to the more biblical 
aspects of the references in t!Typhoon," but the im
plication is that mrul's voice represents life since, 
for the artist, "silence is like death" (NLL, 14). 
MacWhirr's voice can thus be taken, similarly, as a 
symbol of life on the ship, illustrating his defiance 
of the elements that are attempting to overwhelm him. 
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underline, once more, Conrad's familiar lesson of the 

e-ssential devotion of a sailor to his ship and to his 

companions. MacVfuirr tells Jukes that a saint who 

swears is "No more saint than yourself, I expect" (T, 

25), but, since the m.ate· still does his duty, though 

complaining and, in the early stages of the storm, 

"corrupted by the storm that breeds a craving for 

peace" (T, 53), Jukes, indeed, proves to be just as 

much a saint as the second engineer. One could al-

most build up a religious hierarchy; Jukes, as both 

saint and disciple, regards his captain as an angel 

and as godlike, whilst still continuing to lament the 

latter's stupidity in ignoring the "gospel" by steam

ing knowingly into the hurricane. MacWhirr hangs 

about Jukes'sneck "as heavy as a millstone" at the 

time when Jukes' heart is rebelling "against the 

tyranny of training and command" (T, 53). This is, 

again, perhaps, a reminder of the necessity of follow-

ing the creed since the image is used by Christ to 

stress the importance of children. The Bible states 

that, "whoso shall offend one of these little ones 

which believe in me, it were better for him that a 

millstone were hanged around his neck, and that he 

were drowned in the depth of the sea" (Matt. 18:6). 

Drowning in the depth of the sea will be exactly 

Jukes fS fate if he does not fulfil his duties. 
-
It is necessary, therefore, to keep a sense of 

perspective when considering the impact of allusions. 

Broadly speaking, it is not so much the biblical 
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story of creation that "is central to a deep under

standing of 'Typhoon,'" as an appreciation of the 

importance of men fulfilling their duties. Conrad's 

sense of vocation is uppermost here and his comment to 

Garnett about The Nigger of the "Narcissus"--"I must 

enshrine myoId chums in a decent edifice,,14_- could 

equally well be applied to some of the characters of 

"Typhoon," though there is a slighter sense of solidar-

ity here caused by widely differing attitudes to the 

crisis. Jukes~momentary corrupting by the storm is 

shared by the crew, of whom the boatswain relates: 

"They seemed to take it ill that a lamp was not instant

ly created for them out of nothing. They would whine 

after a light to get drowned by--anyhow!" (T, 54).. This 

yearning for light may well be a reminder of the first 

act of creation in Genesis, but it also illustrates 

faithless hearts since to sit and wait for a miracle is 

never a valid form of conduct on Conrad's ships. The 

point is made more explicitly in "The Secret Sharer," 

when-Captain Archbold relates how his s~ip survived a 

terrible storm: 

"That reefed foresail saved you," I threw 
in .. 

"Under God--it did," he exclaimed fervent
ly. "It was by a special mercy, I firmly 
believe, that it stood some of those 
hurricane squalls." 

"It was the setting of that sail which-- tI 

I began. 
"God's own hand in it," he interrupted me. 

Nothing less could have done it. 11 (TLS, 118) 

But the crucial order, it transpires, came not from the 

14 25 Oct. 1896, Letters from Conrad, p. 52. 
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captain but from Leggatto Divine intervention in the 

Sephora I scase is clearly incalculable but the solid 

actions of most of the crew have~ just as clearly, had 

an effect and it is the area of duty on board ship 

that is the province of the captain, not an arrogation 

of providential power. 

On the Nan-Shan, unlike the crew with their un

willingness to stir, Solomon Rout is described as 

"fighting this fight in a pair of carpet slippers" 

(T, 69), which implies that he is a true follower of 

this creed since the phrase is an echo of st. Paul's 

admoni tion to "Fight the good fight of faith tI (1 T imo 

6:12). But, just as the biblical solemnity of his 

Christian name is undercut by the curate's mistake, so 

the drama of the biblical phrase is undercut by the 

detail of the tlcarpet slippers, If which brings an incon

gruous note of mundruleness into the action. Like most 

of Conrad's good seamen, Solomon Rout's heroism is a 

matter-of-fact affair, affording no time for gestures 

or slogans; he Simply gets on with the -job. The New 

Testament references relating to disciples and their 

conduct are, therefore, as important as those of crea

tion and apocalypse since they bolster the spirit of 

resistance and underline the essential devotion yO the 

ship, but all the allusions act as constituents of the 

pattern, not as the pattern itself. 

A different kind of approach is taken by Dwight H. 

Purdy in his stUdy of biblical allusions in Under 

Western Eyes. Purdy suggests that "the professor's 

allusions resemble mixed metaphors: tenor and vehicle, 
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scriptural and fictional contexts, collide. This 

"'wreckage' reduces to ., absurdity., typological interpretat

ions of history, interpretations of life got by gazing 

into the dark glass of scripturee,,15 Purdy points out 

that "when the professor is outside his direct exper

ience, scriptural texts flourish,,,16 noting that such 

allusions are most abundant in parts I and III (for 

which the narrator relies on Razumov's notebook) and 

thinnest in parts II and IV (in which the professor 

partiCipates).17 The old teacher of languages thus 

"tries to clothe the politics and passions of Russian 

mouvements with the decent black broadcloth of the 

Engli sh Bible, ,,18 and in dOing so seems to achieve 

some misleading effects: 

If Baldin seems a bizarre imitation of 
Christ, if Sophia Antonovna seems the Paul 
of Russian revolt, if Tekla is the Samaritan 
who, in a most unLukan vein, adores Razumov 
because he can "kill the monsters" (236), it 
is because Haldin's Gethsema~e, Sophia's good 
fight, and Tekla's golden rule are products 
of an English rhetoric hopelessly at odds 1 
with Russian revolt aId Russian mysticism. 9 

Purdy feels that the "allusions are too apt, their 

consistency too manifest, their interweaving too exact 

to be due to chance alone," and summarises them as 

follows: 

15 "'Peace that Pas seth Understanding': The 
Professor t s English Bible in Under Western Eyes," 
Conradiana, 13 (1981), 83. 

16 Purdy, p. 85. 

17 Ibid., p. 88. 

18 Ibid., p. 89. 

19 Ibid., p .. 90. 
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Tekla is twice the outcast, as Mrs. Haldin is 
twice the outcast grieving mother. Peter 
Ivanovi tch is, as Tekla the Canaanite sees, 
the devil who would possess a girl. Sophia 
Antonovna is constantly the Paul of revolut
ion. The parable of the wedding feast neatly 
frames Razumov's encounter with Victor Raldin. 
Haldin recites a variety of messianic texts, 
and a messianic text shows how he infects 
~zumov. Finally, the allusion to Armageddon 
L.Kostia's theft) is a perfection of irony-
the climax of New Testament historiosophy 
designed to show that our narrator· is as much 
infected as Haldin or Razu'nov with the 
:'con~agi~us ~ostilence" of a typological 
lmaglnatlon., 

This is a more profound approach to the question 

than that of the simple allegorists, seeing each story 

as a variation on a specific set of biblical motifs. 

For a start, Purdy considers the fictional source of 

the allusions and sees them as reflecting aspects of 

the narrator. In so doing, he endorses a widespread 

view that the professor is not reliable as a narrator 

and cannot fully understand the story he is telling. 

One important point Purdy makes, however, is a very 

simple one; namely that the biblical allusions are 

taken directly from the English Bible, not from Conrad's 

recollections of his early religious teaching. But 

Purdy seems to go too far when he comments that "However 

these 'inconceivable' Russians may converse, we can be 

sure that they do not recite the English Bible,,,21 

since, if Conrad wanted his allusions to be noted by 

an English audience, he would have to allude to an 

English Bible. There is, after all, no reason why 

20 Purdy, p. 90. 

21 Ibid. 
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Russia~s should not refer to a Russian Bible which, 

translated, becomes an English one. But the point 

about Conrad himself still stands. Clearly his inter

est in the Bible was such that he read substantial 

parts of it in English; as an adult in other words, 

when his faith was well on the wa~e. Purdy suggests 

that Conrad's attraction to the King Jame s Bible "had. 

••. less to do with religion than with literary his-

tory,1t since it "exercised formidable influence on 

nineteenth-century prose styleso,,22 The motivation for 

reading Christian scriptures remains unknown, however, 

and, in any case, this would be more pertinent to a 

consideration of Conrad's state of belief. 

Explaining why scriptural texts do not flourish 

at the beginning of part IV (also based on Razumov's 

diary), Purdy cormnent s that "the narrator never uses 

sc ripture to characteri ze the autocrat s; they are made 

to refer to Providence and God, but not directly to 

scripture, perhaps because the professor's stable Eng

lish mind can comprehend autocracy far more readily 

than revolt. ,,23 But this statement comes close to re

vealing the danger of taking biblical allusions in 

isolation and separate from the other religious 

reference.s. For the myth of Holy Russia hangs heavily 

over Under Western Eyes and counts both autocrats and 

revolutionaries among its adherents, as, indeed, the 

professor recognises when citing "cynicism" as "the 

mark" of both. If "strange pretensions of sanctity It 

22 Purdy, p. 91. 

23 Ibid., p. 88. 
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form part of this "spirit" (UWE, 67), it is little won

der that scriptural allusions should be included in the 

pattern. "Haldin's Gethsemane, Sophia's good fight, 

and Tekla' s golden rule" are thus a natural part of 

Russian mysticism as Conrad understands it; not at all 

"hopelessly at odds" with it. If biblical allusions 

do reflect the professor's inadequate understanding, 

they do it by contrast; the contrast between the way 

he understands them and makes use of them and the way 

the Russians do. When Kostia comments simply, "It's 

done," after stealing his father's money, and continues 

"The old boy'll think the end of the world has come" 

(UWE, 313), this allusion to Revelations may well have 

come to us via Razumov's diary and the professor of 

languages, but one must still assume, surely, that the 

source of the allusion is the speaker, Kostia. Since 

he continues by sighing "I've made my little sacrifice," 

the allusion here serves to add to the "pretensions of 

sanctity" that revolution (like autocracy) arrogates 

to itself. The narrator's understanding of the events 

he relat'es -,may be defective but we must, surely, be 

allowed to rely on the accuracy of his transcription. 

The tone of Conrad t s essay, "Autocracy aYJ.d War, t1 shows 

that the myth of Holy Russia is not the professor's 

invention. 24 When Haldin tells Razumov that "the guests 

for the feast of freedo~ must be sought for in byways 

and hedges" (UWE, 56), this evoking of a biblical 

parable (Luke 14:23) helps to set up the speaker's 

24 See l",~ichael Cherniavsky, '" Holy Russia': A 
Study in the History of 8..::1 Idea," American Historical 
Review, 63 (1958), 617-37. 
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attitude to revolution; an attitude held by his fellow 

revolutionaries and sympathi sers (such as Kostia). It 

is entirely appropriate, therefore, for Haldin's mother 

to be reminded of Judas when fearing her son's betrayal 

(UWE, 115); the connection is obvious and is not depend

ent on the professor. Purdy is probably closer to the 

crux of the matter in an earlier essay when (again dis

cussing the professor) he comment s: "The nature of 

Conrad's attack on both revolutionists and autocrats 

suggests that the Christian values which once provided 

a solution have been so perverted that they no longer 

serve.,,25 

One of the problems encountered in studying Conrad's 

use of the Bible is that references to it were far more 

common in his day than they are now. That same phrase, 

"byways and hedges," for example, is also adopted by 

Galsworthy when describing how Winifred Dartie is let 

down by Augustus Flippard. 26 such allusions appear from 

time to time in Conrad's correspondence. Thus Oonrad 

likens a vi si t "from a man out of the Malay seas" to 

"the raising of a lot of dead "; 27 he is "content to re

main gratefully unexplained" to Sidney Colvin "as long 

as your charity prevents you casting stones,,;28 his dia

tribe against expiation includes a reference to "the 

25 "Oreature and Oreator in Under Western Eyes," 
Conradiana, 8 (1976), 246. 

26 The Forsyte Saga, p. 224. 

27 "To J. B. Pinker," Oct. 1909, LL, II, 103. 

28 "To Sidney oolvin," 28 Dec. 1908, LL, II, 92. 
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weeping and gnashing of teetb and the sorrow of weak 

souls" ; 29 he laments that "my style is not more popular" 

and that 'X .. don't write less slow" since "Of such that do 

is the Kingdom of the Earth"; 30 lastly he comments 

(about reViews), "D'you think I will get my share of 

loaves and fishes,,31_- all manifest references to the 

scriptures, many of them sardonic. This is a random 

selection, of course, hardly sufficient for a general 

pattern to be discerned; nevertheless, the ironic tone 

that pervades is interesting, for irony is a useful 

term to have in mind when studying Conrad's use of the 

Bible. Purdy makes this point when dealing with the 

allusions to Belshazzar's Feast (the "writing on the 

wall "--Dan. 5:5ff.), indicating that this ominous port-

ent is often misread by Conrad's characters as a favour-

able augury. He cites Captain Whalley and Charles Gould 

as examples of this; Whalley presuming upon his 

continued uninterrupted health on the Sofala "as though 

he had seen his Creator's favourable decree written in 

mysterious characters on the wall" (r, 291-92); Gould 

imagining a letter to Holroyd about backing a revolution 

with the San Tomer" mine, "as if written in letters of 

fire upon the wall" (N, 379). The latter example is 

cited as being especially pertinent since King Belshaz

zar "praised the gods of silvern (Dan. 5:23). But 

29 "To Marguerite Poradowska," 15 Sept. 1891, 
Letter 30, Letters to Poradowska, p. 36. 

30 "To R. B. Cunninghame Graham, 11 4 Jan. 1900, 
Letter 36, Conrad to Cunninghame Graha~, p. 129. 

31 "To Edward Garnett," 11 Oct. 1897, Letters 
from Conrad, p. 101. 
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Purdy also regards Sophia Antonovna as using the allus

ion in her cry, "Crush the Infamy! A fine watchword! 

I would placard it on the walls of prisons and palaces, 

carve it on hard rocks, hang it out in letters of fire 

on that empty sky for a sign of hope and terror--a 

portent of the end" (mYE, 263), and feels that she 

reads her evoked omen aright, understanding "that the 

letters of fire signify terror for the oppressors, 

hope for the oppressed. ,,3 2 This interpretation seems 

to owe much to historical hindsight, however, since 

the novel itself gives no signs that Sophia's slogan 

is prophetic; indeed, the insurrection which the revol-

utionaries are so carefully plotting, proves a fail

ure. (UWE, 330). 

Elsewhere, the use of scriptural allusions must, 

for the time being, be swiftly sum.:narised. Apocalyptic 

imagery is the most pervasive and has already been noted 

in "Typhoon." Apocalyptic skies accompany Lingard's 

arraignment of Willems in bY). Outcast of the Islands, 

are in attendance at Jim's death (LJ, 4-13) and pre

figure the final cala.:nity in Victory (1, 355). A del

uge follows Lingard's judgment (01, 283-84), succeeds 

Razumov's confession (UWE, 357), precedes Peyrol's 

setting out on his final voyage (RO, 248), and receives 

detailed discussion from Heyst and Lena before Jones 

arrives (y, 191). The "abomination of desolation"--

one of the signs of the time of the end (Matt. 24:15) 

--is evoked by Lena (y, 190) and by M. (}Borge (AG, 154). 

32 Purdy, "Peace," p. 85. 
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But in each of these cases, the imagery pre-figures 

simply destruction or near-destruction, not a miracul

ous millenium. Except in the case of Peyrol, what is 

judged is the obsession of the character which has 

been attracting devotion and faith; an obsession 

frequently indicated by the use of biblical languageo 

Much the same kind of comment can be made of 

other favourite allusions. We have already seen (in 

chapter five) how Christ's promise to be present "when 

two or three are gathered together in my name" (Matt. 

18:20), is echoed by the shadow of autocracy (UWE, 107), 

by Peter Ivanovi tch (UWE, -227) and by Schomberg's evok-
"-ing of Heyst at every opportunity at his table d'hote 

(y, 27). To these instances can be added that of 

Napoleon (8 . 93, 261). Another repeated image is -, 
that of "a pillar of smoke by day and a loom of fire at 

night," which, alrei3.dy noted in Victory (y, 168), can 

also be observed rising from Tengga's camp in The 

Rescue (Re, 367). But such allusions need to be more 

caref1l11y studied in the context of "religious language 

as a whole, which must now be considered. 

ii. Egoism, Passion and Personal Illusions 

Conrad's first novel begins with a statement of 

Almayer's illusions. Almayer likes to gaze at the 

river "about the time of sunset; perhaps because at 

that time the sinking sun would spread a glowing golden 

tinge on the waters of the Pantai, and Almayer's 

thoughts were often busy with gold" (AF, 3). The 
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dreams of "power and wealth" that absorb him, however, 

are; in reality, as illusory as the gold tinge on the 

water (the reflection of the sun), and, significantly 

(and prophetically), "There was no tinge on it this 

evening, for it had been swollen by the rains, and 

rolled an angry and muddy flood under his inattentive 

eyes" (AF, 4); an indication of the imminent end of his 

visions amidst the harshness of reality, to which he is 

"inattentive." . The Christian background, which should 

protect him from such unrealistic speculations, is not 

in evidence, for Almayer applies the terms of religion 

to his visions, in which "crowning all, in the far fut

ure gleamed like a fairy palace the big mansion in 

Amsterdam, that earthly paradise of his dreams" (AF, 

10). This inter-mingling of religious imagery with 

that of myth or fairy tale helps to underline not only 

the extent of Almayer's obsession (or folly) but also 

the falsity of its premise, and one recalls Ian Watt's 

point that folly may indicate a mania. 33 _4lmayer ca~not 

abide the- reali ties of Sambix; his imagination must 

soar into the west "where the paradise of Europe was 

awaiting the future Eastern millionaire" (AF, 63) 0 

i~en he realises that Nina will leave him for the warr-

ior prince, Dain Maroola, it is like the foundering of 

a faith (AF, 192). Thereafter, the I1commercial anchor

ite" (as Paul Wiley calls him)34 can turn only to the 

opium of Jim Eng, his dreams of paradise having dwindl-

33 Conrad in the Nineteenth Century, p. 65. 

34 Wiley, p. 35. 
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ed to his own new house, called by his Chinese lodger 

"House of heavenly-delight" (AF, 205); hi s final. ambi~ 

tion being to achieve the illusion of forgetfulness, 

which he seems to obtain prior to his death (AF, 208). 

Almayer is not alone, however, in applying relig

iousterms to non-religious objects. Nina evokes such 

attentions from Dain Maroola, a Brahmin (Hindu) and,in 

Mrs Almayer's eyes, "a son of Heaven" (AF, 51). 

For the practical Abdulla, Nina would be the first 

of his nephew, Reshid's four wives, and Almayer's re

fusal is inferred and accepted (AF, 46). Reshid is not 

unduly troubled. The effect of Nina on Dain is rather 

different, for "Now he wanted but immortality, he 

thought, to be the equal of gods, and the creature that 

could open so the gates of paradise must be his--soon 

would be his for ever" (AF, 72-73). As was noted in 

chapter eight, the effects are felt in his soul, which 

he claims to have delivered into Nina's hands (AF, 178). 

Paradise, which for Almayer ruld Abdulla lies in the 

future (though, by Almayer's standards, -Abdulla already 

has an earthly paradise), is thus immediately obtain

able for Dain~ 

Nina t s reaction to this adorationi s also descri b

ed in semi-religious terms, as she thinks "of moulding 

a god from the clay at her feet. A god for others to 

worship" (AF, 172). Their relationship is a happy one, 

however, and they have had a child by the time the 

story ends. 

Paul Kirschner describes the religious feeling in 

Almayer's Folly as signifying "consolation, hope of 
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reward or the projection of a personal idea of super

iori ty, 1135 'w!lich isa useful contribution to a summary. 

Almayer's obsessions, magnified by religious terminol

ogy, constitute his folly just as Dain's adoration for 

Nina (similarly described) becomes (in Nina's eyes) his 

wealmess. In sambir, Abdulla and the crafty !\~uslims 

triumph. In this life they do not seek the unattahable. 

Figurative' religiou~ lang.uage in the early novels 

is confined to excessive egois:n (the "temple of self"), 

personal illusions or sexual passion, a~d the ways in 

which these pre-occupations involve Willems, Lingard 

and Almayer in An Outcast of the Islands have been in

dicated earlier. They also apply to two of the later 

novels, however--The Arrow of Gold a~d The Rescue-

though, si:1ce each book had its conception in the 18908, 

the circumstance is not surprising. There has already 

been cause to mention Conrad's problems with the sprawl

ing maze of "The Rescuer" manuscript. The considerably 

shorter fragment of The Sisters seems to have been re

worked ihto The Arrow of Gold since both works share 

such characters as the sisters, Rita ili~d Therese, and 

their uncle, the fiery Basque priest.· In the fragllen t, 

the predicament of Stephen, a young artist who (like 

conrad) comes to France from the Ukraine, seems to 

epitomise the spiritual problem which Conrad's charact

ers face. For, when the youth leaves his devoutly

believing father, his search becomes described explictt~ 

ly as a quest for "an unveiled religion of art" (Sis, 

34), and, accordingly, attracts religious terms. 

35 Kirschner, p. 34 
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Stephen is "a lonely and inarticulate Mage, without a 

star and without companions!' (Sis, 33), who senses a 

hypocritical attitude among his fellow artists towards 

"the august world of the infinite, the Eternal" (Sis, 

36); who has "camped in the land of Bohemia; in that 

strange holy land of art abandoned by its High Prie sts" 

(Sis, 62); and who even applies Catholic theology to 

his quest when he refuses to return home after the 

death of his parents because he feels that this would 

be "worse than suicide, which is the unpardonable 

crime" (Sis, 53). 

Stephen and Rita have not met by the end of the 

fragment and one cannot tell whether their relation

ship would have been akin to that of M. George and 

Rita de Lastaola in 'The Arrow of Gold. Certainly it 

seems that Stephen's quest would have been unsuccess

ful since, as early as the opening page, it is reveal

ed that "hi s se arch for a creed" had uncovered only 

flan infinity of formulas ll (Sis, 33). 

The religious language of th.e later -work is mainly 

concerned with the passion of M. George (and others) 

for Rita. Mills says of her, "I am not meddling with 

theology but it seems to me that in the Elysian fields 

she'll have her place in a very special company" (AG, 

23), and feels Ilthat she looked as though Allegre had 

caught her in the precincts of some temple • • • in the 

mountains" (AG, 33). This effect is heightened by a 

background of classical imagery which likens Henry 

Allegre to Jove (AG, 34) and Ortega to "a wretched 

Ii ttle Prometheus with a sparrow pecking at his miser-
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able little liver" (AG, 111). Once he has met her, M. 

George can talk of· "the sovereign charm in that woma.'1' s 

form wherein there seemed to beat the pulse of divinity 

rather than blood" (AG, 88), and he is later to emphas

ise the timeless quality Rita seems to possess. To 

George, she sits "as if carved six thousand years ago 

in order to fix for ever that something secret and ob

scure which is in all women," with "the finer immobil

ity, almost sacred, of a fateful figure seated at the 

very source of the passions that have moved men from 

the dawn of ages" (AG, 145-46). 

M. George, it will be noted, adheres to the trad

itional biblical age of the world (6,000 years) in des

cribing the object of his adoration; a feature of his 

obsession that adds to its religious connotations. 

\fuen he recalls, some time afterwards, the state this 

puts him into, he once again falls back on the termin

ology of religion to explain it, citing Rita's body as 

the cause of his "adorations" and "profaYlations," deny

ing his "spiritual abasement before a mere image," and 

claiming to have nurtured "as clear a flame as ever 

burned on earth from the most remote ages before that 

eternal thing which is in you, which is your heirloom. 

Mld is it my fault that what I had to give was real 

flame, and not a mystic I s incense" (AG, 299) 0 

As we have seen earlier, however, the images of 

apocalypse, purgatory and hell figure most pervasively 

in the pursuit of this obsession. Thus, although Rita 

is usually de seri bed (by George a.'1d others) in class-

ical terms, the effects she produces are alluded to in 
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succeed in releasing her admirers from their mutual 

predica::nent. 
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Such effects have been caused by the "cult" of 

aesthetic impressions (AG, 186), which, combined with 

a rampant intellectualism, has harnessed Rita's think-

ing. She comments to George, "I all sensible. to aesth

etic impressions, I have bee~ educated to believe ~re 

is a soul in them" (AG, 211), whilst Mills, earlier, 

has spoken of the "intellectual dogs" to whom she has 

been exposed in All~grels studio (AG, 56). Rita is 

later to admit this perVasive influence with regret: 

I have too m'J.ch reverence in me to invoke 
the name of God of whom clever men have 
robbed me a long time ago. How could I 
help it? For the talk was clever and •.• 
a~d I had. a mind. And I am also, as Therese 
says~ naturally sinful. Yes, my dear, I 
may be naturally wicked but I am not evil 
and I could die for you. (AG, 300) 

Typical of the life-negating force that pervades, this 

comment pro!nises only death, but not life. 

To George, Rita is a goddess; to Mrs. Blunt, she 

is an image belonging to that part of life "where art 

and letters reign undisputed like a sort of religion 

of beauty" (AG, 181); to Allegre, there is "something 

in her of the women of all time" (AG, 181); to Therese, 

she is possessed; to no-one, not even herself, is she 

just a normal woman, and it is the chance of love (a 

normal woman's right) that she has "sacrificed" by the 

end of the book (AG, 350). The faith she has lost is 

not just in religion but in life itself. 
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Essentially, in The Rescue, Conrad repeats the 

major themes of 1m Outcast of the Islands, the main 

difference being that, whilst Willems' passion for 

Aissa causes him to betray Lingard's secret intention

ally, the betrayal effected by Lingard's passion for 

·Edi thTraversis unintentional, though just as compre

hensive. In each story, religious imagery reveals the 

excessive extent of the protagonist's egoism and of 

the passion that envelops him. 

Lingard's "absurd faith in himself," which was 

evident in the earlier novel, thus receives detailed 

attention in The Rescue; his self-regard being built 

up by a whole host of religious images from several 

different sources. He is seen to have the power to 

divert ~uslims from their true belief, for his crew 

(including two Hadjis) endow him with the knowledge of 

"magic word s" (8.:::, 47) &'1d "charms I, (Re, 48). Belarab, 

despi te being "a professed servant of God famed for 

many charities ffild a scrupulous performance of pious 

practices" (Re, 281), still believes "absolutely both 

in Lingard's power and in his boldness" (Re, 434), and 

this apparent duality is also seen in the attitude of 

the faithful Jaffir: 

"Yes. Our refuge is with Allah," assented 
Jaffir, who had acquired the habit of pious 
turns of speech in the frequentation of pro
fessedly religious men, of whom there were 
iTIany in Belarab' s stockade. As a matter of 
fact, he reposed all his trust in Lingard 
who had with him the prestige of a provid
ential man sent at the hour of need by 
heaven itself. (Re, 334) 
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Lingard, himself, exchanges the sentiments of 

Islamic fatalism with Daman when taking charge of the 

Arab's prisoners, yet what he really believes is that 

"power, too, is in the hands of a great leader" (Re, 

295). His rescue of Prince Hassim and his followers 

-is accompanied by hints· of supernatural assistance by 

the inhabitants of Wajo (Re, 86-87), whilst Lingard 

views that land as' "unscathed a'1d motionless under 

hooked darts of flame, like some legendary country of 

immortals, withstanding the wrath and fire of Heaven" 

(Re, 80). In Lingard's eyes, even his ship (the 

Lightning) becomes inflated by religious terms as she 

floats "at rest in a wavering halo, between an invis-

ible sky and an invisible sea, like a miraculous craft 

suspended in the air" (Re, 203). His confidence that 

he .can restore Hassim to his throne is overwhelming as 

he lives "in the long intoxication of slowly preparing 

suc c e s s" ( Re, 1 06 ) • 

This picture of Lingard's egoism is completed by 

echoes of Christ which become attached to him. When 

he visits Edith at night, he has "the appearance of 

standing upon the sea" (Re, 153), and he enjoins her, 

later, to "Follow me" (Re, 207). If these allusions 

seem forced, a far more specific one comes towards 

the end of the book: 

"God knOYvS, It he answered. "What would have 
happened if the world had not been made in 
seven days? I have known you for just about 
that time. It began by me corning to you at 
night--like a thief in the night. Where the 
devil did I hear that? And that man you are 
married to thinks I a~ no better than a 
thief. (Re, 398) 
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He would have heard the phrase in biblical prophecies 

conc erning the Second Coming (II Pet er 3: 10). Such 

references are complemented by the descriptions of 

Jorgenson to whom Lingard has given a new lease of life 

by involving him in the enterprise, for Jorgenson is 

likened to "a man raised from the dead" (Re, 116) with 

"resurrected eyes" (Rg, 370). Since Jorgenson's past 

is much akin to Lingard's present, the Rajah Laut 

should take more heed of the warning of the uncertain

ties of life that his very presence conveys. D'Alcacer 

also SOQDds an ominous note when he refers to Lingard 

as "a rough man nalvely engaged in a contest with 

heaven t s inj ustice" (Re, 346); a de scription that impl

ies supernatural opposition rather than divine approval. 

Once this self-appointed saviour pose has been 

annihilated by the final disaster, in which the 

neglected Jorgenson's "black scepticism of the grave" 

has overwhelmed "the fascinating trust in the power of 

life" (Re, 116) aC1d brought death and destruction as 

the culminating fruits of his resurrection, Lingard's 

fall is correspondingly i:nJlense. He feels "a stranger 

to all men and abandoned by the All- Knowing God" (Re, 

444); a term that he applies to Jaffir also, though it 

is not clear whether the god who abandoned Jaffir is 

the Almighty or Lingard. To Carter, it seems that his 

new captain has 10 st I1his very soul in the attempt" 

whilst Lingard "might have believed his brig to lie 

u..Ylder the very wing of the Angel of Desolation" (~, 

453) • 

There is in Lingard "crime, sacrifice, tenderness, 
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devotion, and the madne ss of a fixed idea" (Re, 215), 

but it iathe dislodging of-this idea by the presence 

of Edith that proves to be his ~~doing. Like Dain 

Maroola, Lingard receives a glimpse of paradise through 

a woman, but in Lingard's case it reduces him to "the 

state of a ~an who, having cast his eyes through the 

open gates of Paradise, is rendered insensible by that 

moment's vision to all the forJns and matters of the 

earth; and in the extremity of his emotion ceases even 

to look upon himself but as the subJect of a sublime 

experience which exalts or unfits, sanctifies or damns 

--he didn't know which" (Re, 415). This state and this 

image are repeated twice more (Re, 433, 436) and, once 

the fatality has occurred, the cause of his downfall 

is confirmed: 

Once more Wasub raised his eyes to Lingard's 
face. 

"Paradise is the lot of all True Believers," 
he whispered, firm in his simple faith. 

The man who had been undone by a glimpse 
of Paradise exchanged a :profolh"ld look with 
the old Malay. (Re, 449) 

'#hat the religious Language of, these-novels reveals , 
therefore, is the true object of a character's devotion, 

and of the four characters whose point of adoration is 

a woman, only Dain Maroola benefits. Throughout the 

canon, the figurative f.ern-ls function in this way, 

though the objects they bacome attracted to develop in 

accordance with conrad's major themes. After these 

early works, where the pre-occupation remains on a 

personal level, the earthly deities become vocational, 

social and self-conceptual, a~d can be su~marised 

under those headings. 
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iii. Vocational Obsessions: Life at Sea 

Conrad's exalted attitude towards the life of a 

sailor a~d its fictional representation in The Nigger 

of the "Narcissus": have been noted in previous chap

ters; it remains here to illustrate the consistency 

wi th which thi s view of a sea:nan t s duty as a'1. exact

ing creed is maintained in other works. 

This creed withstood assault in The Nigger of the 

IINarcissus", but the attack there was external, rather 

than from within. The threat that is posed in Lord Jim 

is more insidious and disturbing to the master mariners 

who encounter it. For Jim's act of jumping from the 

Patna undermines the whole basis of the faith. 

AlIi stou-YJ. had no difficulty in recogni sing Donkin and 

Wait for what they re ally were, and the mi splaced fan

aticis:n of Podmore caused him no real problems either. 

Three of the members of the crew who desert the ~lgri~ 

filled, apparently sinking Patna also cause no concern; 

their non-appearance at the inquiry is in keeping with 

their image. But Jim does attend the inquiry and it is 

his appearance that seems so clearly to mark him down 

as !lone of us" that cause s such conster~ation among 

sailors like Marlow. This factor alone is enough to 

shake a belief. It causes one of the assessors, 

Brierly, to com:nit suicide, "as though on that exact 

spot in the midst of waters he had sudde~ly perceived 

the gates of the other world flung open wide for his 

reception" (LJ, 59); and suicide, theologically, is 

caused by a state of spiritual despair. Brierly, in 
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other words, has lost his faith; a faith which see~s 

to· depend on appearance denoting reality. "~narlow has 

thought previously that "The sting of life could do no 

more to his complacent soul than the scratch of a pin 

to the smooth face of a rock" (LJ, 58), but appear

ances have. deceived him here too. 

"Jim's presence also disturbs the other assessor, 

a "pious sailing-ship skipper" who "appeared excited 

and made uneasy movements, as if restraining with 

difficulty an impulse to stand up and exhort us earn

estly to prayer and repentance" (LJ, 158). This would 

be the action of a priest, undertaken for the benefit 

of those in danger of straying from the sacred fold. 

Here the fold is seamen; their creed the solidarity 

that Jim's action has belied. 

Marlow shows. his adherence to this faith by using 

a religious comparison to describe_ the way he would 

feel if Jim took to drink; this eventuality being 'more 

trying to a man who believes in the solidarity of our 

lives than the sight of an impenitent deathbed to a 

priest" (LJ, 224). Jim has, indeed, been treating the 

older man as a kind of priest, as Marlow makes clear: 

Didn't I tell you he confessed himself before 
me as though I had the power to bind and to 
loose? He burrowed deep, deep, in the hope 
of my absolutIon, which would have been of no 
good to him. This was one of those cases 
which no solemn deception can palliate, which 
no mrul can help; where his very Maker see~s 
to abandon a sinner to his own devices. 

(LJ, 97) 

Whether "solemn deception" can be taken as a criticism 

of the Catholic confessional is, perhaps, by the way 
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here; what is clear is that the creed of the sea does 

not adopt such remedies. ·Inany case, Marlow claims 

that he is "not particularly fit to be a receptacle of 

confessions" as he laments the "devious, unexpected, 

truly diabolical ways" in which all manner of men come 

to choose himnfor.theirinfernalconfidences; as 

though, forsooth, I didn't have enough confidential 

information about myself to harrow Illy own soul till 

the end of my appointed time" (LJ, 34). 

The "ways" are "diabolical" and the confidences 

"infernal," presumably, because they serve to under

mine Marlow's faith in his creed. Together with his 

own doubts, he has those of others to contend with. 

Little wonder that Jim's story and his sudden question, 

"What do you believe?" s~ould seem to Marlow to have 

startled him "out of a dream of wandering through 

empty spaces whose immensity had harassed my soul and 

exhausted my bodylt (U, 132). His desperate efforts 

to maintain the faith of solidarity are exemplified by 

his interview with the chief engineer, Where he freely 

admits to "looking for a miracle," hoping "to obtain 

from that battered and shady individual some exorcism 

against the very gho st· of doubt" (LJ, 51) •. Instead, 

a "wolfish howl" searches "the very recesses" of his 

soul (LJ, 52), and his faith remains shaken o 

Jim's desertion of the Patna, therefore, has had 

a profound effect on at least thre.e people: the pious 

a.ssessor (unless his apparent desire to prea.ch is a 

ma'1ifestation of Marlow t s own disquiet), Brierly and· 

Marlow himself. It attacks their ideas of solidarity, 
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exalted to a belief by the religious terminology; a 

faith that Jim, unwittingly, undermines. For such a 

belief attempts to ignore certain realities, one being 

that in an emergency the instinct for self-preservation 

c an affect "one of us" just as easily as it affect s the 

likes of the master of the Patna. The external narrat-

or comments that "in our own hearts we trust for our 

salvation in the men that surround us," and Jim regards 

the obese master of his ship as "the incarnation of 

everything vile and base that lurks in the world we 

love" (LJ, 21). But Jim, in "contemplating his own 

superiority" (LJ, 23), is, in this respect, similar to 

Podmore. His egoism is different but is just as un-

suitable to the creed of the sea, and not only proves 

disastrous for him but also creates severe doubts in 

the minds of those who are upholders of that creed, 

though, as Conrad points out at the end of his essay, 

"The Life Beyond," doubt and melancholy have been 

with mankind since his inception (NLL, 69). 

In "Heart of Darkness," l.~arlow is referred to as 

being "the only man of us who still 'followed the sea'" 

(X, 48), and the same phrase, with its vocational and 

religious connotations, is repeated in Chance (Q, 4). 

It is in Chance, in fact, that one of the mo st direct 

comparisons between religion and the vocation of sea-

men is made (by the external narrator): 

But I have observed that profa~e men living 
in ships, like the holy men gathered to
gether in monasteries, develop traits of 
profound resemblance. This must be because 
the service of the sea and the service of a 
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temple are both detached from the vanities 
and errors of a world which follows no 

- severe rule. (e, 32-33) 

Of the varying objects that attract religious 

language, this seaman's vocation alone elicits the 

author's approval. A glib complacency on the part of 

any skipper is severely punished, however, and it is 

this that the narrator of The Shadow-Line must learn. 

Conrad's Author's Note to The Shadow-Line dis-

claimed any intentions of evoking the supernatural in 

the story (SL, ix-x), and it may, therefore, be pert

inent to begin with the elements that are said to con

stitute such an interpretation. Very early in the 

~ook, there are hints of supernatural power that no 

western mind would accept in the picture of the owner 

of the ship which the narrator is about to leave, "an 

Arab • . . and a Syed at that" who possesses "a great 

occult power amongst his own people" (SL, 4)0 Just as 

one can look on this from the outside, as it were, 

dismissing out of hand any actual mysterious power, so" 

presumably, one is supposed to regard the climactic 

scene on the voyage, where Mr. Burns" laugh releases 

the (till then) dormant winds, in the same light, des

pite the narrator's use of supernatural terminology to 

describe the process. He decides that "By the exorc

ising virtue of Mr. Burns' awfUl laugh, the malicious 

spectre had been laid, the evil spell broken, the 

curse removed. We were now in the hands of a kind and 

energetic Providence" (SL, 125). 

To some degree, this parallels the situation on 

the Narcissus, where the winds seem to await the des-
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patch of James Wait's dead body to the waves before 

springing into action, apparently in accordance with 

the prophecies of old Singleton. The position in The 

Shadow-Line is just as equivocal as it is in the earlier 

story but ties in very well with the attitude of the 

narrator to his charge. For the religious and super

natural references begin when he throws up his berth 

on the Arab's ship even though he confesses that "I 

could not have been happier if I had had the life and 

the men made to order by a benevolent enchanter" (SL, 

5). When he signs off, the official hands him his 

papers "with a sorrowful expression, as if they had 

been my passport for Hades" (SL, 7), and the narrator 

reacts "in the hardened manner of an impenitent crimin

al" (SL, 8). These are ominous portents for his futureo 

The innocence and sense of importance of the 

narrator are manifested when he realises that there is 

a command waiting for him. The very way he regards 

captain Ellis, who gives him this post, is a tacit 

recognition of the importance he begins- to feel, even 

though this is conveyed as Ellis' own high opinion of 

himself: 

captain Ellis looked upon himself as a sort 
of divine (pagan) emanation, the deputy
Neptune for the circumambient seas. If he 
did not actually rule the waves, he pretend
ed to rule the fate of the mortals whose 
lives were cast upon the waves. (SL, 29-30). 

Ellis'. self-esteem is relevant because it rubs 

off on the narrator, whose own feeling of importance 

is naturally increased by the high station of the 
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official appointing him. The obsequious behaviour of 

the chief clerk once the appointment has been made 

causes the new captain to think of how "The favour of 

the great throws an aureole round the fortunate object 

of its selection" (SL, 34). He regards these atten t

iOris as "only another miraculous manifestation of that 

day of miracles" (SL, 35), and he is wrapped up in his 

feeling of wonder "as if I had been specially destined 

for that ship I did not know, by some power higher 

than the prosaic agencies of the commercial world" (SL, 

40). He likens himself to a character in a fairy tale, 

taking po s se ssion of a " spellbound" ship, "Wlable to 

move, to live, to get out into the world (till I came), 

like an enchanted princess. Her call had come to me as 

if from the clouds" (SL, 40). Ii/hen he finally boards 

her in Bangkok harbour, he has the feeling that "I was 

brought there to rule by a~ agency as remote from the 

people and as inscrutable almost to them as the Grace 

of God n (SL, 62) .. 

This combination of religion and magic, which 

elevates the narrator's view of his command to the 

realms of a mystic mission, builds an impression of 

one who is in need of being brought down to realityo 

Despite the problems he encouuters, his state continues 

to be described in religious terms. Thus, with sick

ness aboard, he opens his medicine chest "full of faith 

as a man opens a miraculous shrine" (SL, 79), and ex

presses his belief that quinine, "like a magic powder 

working against mysterious malefices," will secure his 

voyage "against the evil powers of calm and pestil-
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ence" (SL, 88) .. 

One will note from this that, not surprisingly, 

anything that tends to oppose the steady progress of 

this command is "evil"; the word being also associated 

with the late captain (SL, 62), the fever from the mnd 

(8L, 79), the becalming at sea (SL, 83) and the island - -
Of Koh-ring (SL, 86). A sudden adverse wind is regard-

ed as having the motives of 11purposeful malevolence" 

(SL, 87), "infernal powers" are evoked to explain the 

loss of the quinine (SL, 93) and the ship seems to be 

in the grip of a "fever-devil" (SL, 103). Meantime t 

the crew continues to suffer lithe ordeal of the fiery 

furnace" (SL, 86), which, as an allusion to the biblical 

story of Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego (Daniel :3), 

implies their loyalty to a true creed. 

The captain's faith is thus severely tested. His 

command becomes "A stubborn pilgrimage of sheer rest-

lessness," and the view from the bridge seems like 

"the formidable Work of the Seven Days, into which man-

kind seems to have blundered unbidden. - Or else decoy

ed II (SL, 97).. Moreover, he likens himself to "a mad 

carpenter making a box. Were he ever 80 convinced that 

he was King of Jerusalem, the box he would make would 

be a sane boxl! (SL, 101). This appears to parody the 

earlier feelings of mystic mission within the narrator 

since Christ's background was that of a carpenter. 

In this more humble mood, the captain becomes more 

aware of the fortitude of his crew. When they haul up 

the mainsail, it seems that "if ever a sail was hauled 

up by sheer spiritual strength it must have been 
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that sail" and their captain can feel "only the sick

ness·of my soul. Twaited forsorne time fighting 

against the weight of my sins, against my sense of 

unworthine ss" (SL, 109) • 

Here is a complete volte-face from his earlEr 

attitude; he has gone from heavenly messenger to un-

worthy sinner and, as is made clear later,neither 

feeling is valid. For what the narrator has learnt by 

the end of the book is that "one must not make too 

much of anything in life, good or bad" (SL, 131), from 

which one can assume that his attitude to the job of 

master mariner has changed. The religious terms have 

thus served to highlight his egocentricity, from his 

sense of mystic mission and demonic op~osition to his 

contrasting sense of unworthiness. The breaking of the 

spell by Burns's laugh serves to dissipate the narrators 

pre-occupation with his feelings; the apparent advent of 

the supernatural has bestowed upon him a more practical 

outlook, acting, in fact, as the logical culmination of 

the earlier religious and magical references. 

The lesson learnt by the narrator of The Shadow

Line has already been experienced by Marlow and Young 

Powell by the time of theirf'irst discussion in Chance: 

"I should call it the peace of the sea," 
said Mr. Charles Powell in an earnest tone • 

"A very good name," said Marlow looking 
at him approvingly. itA sailor finds a deep 
feeling of security in the exercise of his 
calling. The exacting life of the sea has 
this advantage over the life of the earth, 
that its claims are simple and cannot be 
evaded. " 

"Gospel truth," assented Mr. Powell. 
"No! they cannot be evaded." (Q,31-32) 

• • 
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Powell's biblical approval of Marlow's statement is 

ironic in a way, since· a helpless reliance on Provid

ence (as exhibited by Archbold in "The Secret Sharer") 

is one way of evading these claims. The difference 

between land and sea values, as asserted by Marlow, is 

important to the shorter tale and supported by the 

use of religious terminology, particularly the biblical 

allusions to the Cain and Abel story. Such allusions 

would clearly form part of the world of captain Arch

bold, of Leggatt I s father, "a parson in Norfolk" (TLS, 

101, 103), and (in all probability) that of "old 'Bless 

my soul--YQU don't say so t I' (TLS, 1 O~), the narrator's 

first mate, who has to be shaken into action in the 

final crisis in a milder version of the fatal scene on 

the Sephora. That violence is sometimes a necessary 

part of life at sea is shown in The Nigger of the 

"Narcissus" (NN, 40-41, 86, 167). Where devotion to 

duty is so vital to the existence of all, the proselyt

ising of Podmore or a resigned hope of supernatural 

intervention by Archbold can only be dangerous aberra

tions. Leggatt is Cain by the value s of the land but 

the circumstances of his action at sea would be beyond 

the understanding of a land-based jury (TLS, 103), and 

the biblical allusion is deliberately inappropriate in 

this case when set against the essential creed of the 

sea. The disobedience of Leggatt's victim has threat

ened the lives of his shipmates-- "an Abel of that 

sort \I (TLS, 107) is clearly some way from the good

hearted and innocent brother of the Bible story. 
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In his fictional writings also, therefore, Conrad 

set forth the vocation of·· seamen asa form of positive 

belief, though not without detailing the possible pit

falls of the creed. An undue innocence on the part of 

the crew of the Narcissus, which makes them vulnerable 

to the egotistical enigma of the dying Ja::nes Wait. 

turns them away, temporarily, from their prescribed 

devotion to the ship, and only the firmness of their 

captain prevents disastrous results. The vulnerability 

of a creed which relies on a sailor's appearance and 

the trust that appearance must command is revealed in 

Lord Jim ~~d shakes the faith of some of its senior 

practitioners. The innocent egoism of the narrator of 

The Shadow-Line requires the fever-racked horrors of 

his first voyage to chasten him to a more practical 

outlook. Any belief, Conrad seems to suggest (even 

the positively presented creed of the sea), has to be 

held with lmowledge. .An innocent trust is like a 

blind faith--vulnerable and precarious. 

iVa Social Obsessions 

Between the early novels and Chance, the main 

focus of the religious te rIllS is on man's social pre

occupations. In many cases this is caused by a sense 

of idealism which becomes confronted by an unruly real

ity and, as a starting point to this study, it is pert

inent to consider "Youth" and the young Marlow's rever

ence for names. This outlook is invariably belied by 

the events of the voyage but it is only the older re-
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miniscing Marlow that can recognise this; the youthful 

romanticism of the younger Marlow survives the tale. 

The very sound of the name, Judea, has a more heroic 

(and biblical) ring to it than the lingering Palestine 

(just as "Kurtz" is more abrupt and dramatic than 

"Klein" ) t and her gallant motto-- "Do or Die" (Y, 5 )-

has an' immediate appeal for the young Marlow. 

But the ship begins by leaking so badly that she 

has to be returned to -port and finishes by sinking 

after ,her cargo of coal has exploded. Marlow, however, 

can still regard· her reverentially,- commenting that "I 

would just as soon have abused the old village church 

at home for not being a cathedral" (Y, 18 )--a compar

ison that continues the idea of following the sea being 

akin to following a religion--and he sees her sinking 

as itA magnificent death ••• come like a grace" des-

pite the reality that is symbolised immediately after: 

The unconsumed stern was the last to sink; 
but the paint had gone, had cracked, had' 
peeled off, and there were no letters, there 
was no word, no stubborn devi~e that was 
like her BOul, to flash at the rising sun 
her creed and her n~~e. (Y, 35) 

To the waters that receive her, therefore, the Judea 

has become an anonymous hulk, indicating the insub

stantiality of names and the futility of laying any 

importance upon them. The name "Abraham" evokes 

images of the steadfast Old Testament Prophet, but, 

early in the voyage , it is held by the steward, "that 

poor devil of a mulatto" (Y, 14). Marlow longs to 

get to Bangkok, "Magic name, blessed name" (Y, 15), 

and later applies these sentiments to Java, when he 



357 

takes charge of his "first command" (a ship I s longboat) 

once the Judea has sunk (X, 36). 

The use of the word "blessed" for Bangkok and Java 

indicates the extent of Marlow's reverence for names, 

and this continues into port where he feels "the first 

sigh of the East on my fac e. • . . impalpable and en

slaving, like a charm, like a whispered promise of 

mysterious delight" (X, 37). Soon afterwards, however, 

he is sworn at and cursed so that he feels he must have 

"sinned against the harmony of the universe" (X, 39), 

and this barrage of abuse comes from a steamer called 

the Celestial; a name that, in addition to its obvious 

religious meaning, was also used as a slang term for a 

Chinaman in Conrad's time (!, 7, 79). This, then, 

marks Marlow I s introduction to the "blessed na'Ile" of 

Java and the mysterious East, and, if one can admit 

both meanings of "Cele stial," he can be said to have 

been abused from the heavenly realm (the "blessed" and 

"mysteriOUS") and from a Chinaman (the "East"). Cert

ainly the incident acts as another example of the ir

relevant nature of names, and insults from the Celestial 

make the point more clearly than they would coming from 

the Sissie. The religious terms in "Youth," therefore, 

reflect not so much an obsession as an attitude; a 

state of mind that, since it continues to ignore the un

romantic realities it encounters, is particularly vul

nerable to illusions--a fertile breeding grolli~d for the 

acceptance of any powerful social obsession to flourish. 

r.I'hese obsessions, particularly those of progress 

and science, receive attention from Conrad in his essays 
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and letters, together with ironical religious accret-

ions. Such connections were not new-, however" ivlatthew 

arnold, in the 1860s, had. written that '1Tne scientific 

intellect" could "willingly let the religious instincts 

and the language of religion gather around it, 11 36 and J. 

R. Seeley, writing in the same decade, proved him corr-

ect, deciding that "We live under the blessed light of 

science, a ligh~ yet far from its rneridi~~ and dispers

ing every day some noxious superstition, some cowardice 

of the human spirit. 11 37 John Ruskin applied the terms 

ironically to yrogress, naming the presiding deity of a 

Bradford Stock Exchange the "Goddess of Getting-on. 11 38 

One could say, therefore, that conrad IS tone is close to 

that of Ruskin and the attitude he criticises is that of 

Seeley, since it is the esteem in which science appears 

to be held rather than simply science itself that evokes 

his antipathy. His religious irony at science's expense 

is at its most scathing when applied to his old vocation, 

the sea; espp.cially when considering the ill-fated 

Titanic and the pretensions of technicians: 

It is amusing, if anything connected with 
this stupid catastrophe can be amusing, to see 
the secretly crestfallen attitude of techni
cians.They are the high priests of the mod
ern cult of perfected material and of mechan
ical appliances. and would fain torbid the pro
fal1e from inquiring into its mysteries. We 
are the masters of progress, they say, and you 
should remain respectfully silent. (HLL, 230) 

36 "Theodore parker, t1 (1867), in Cu} ture and Anarchy 
wi th • • • So:ne Li terar,r Essa s, ed. R. H. Super, Com
plete ProselVorks V Ann Arbor: Univ. of Michigan Press, 
1965), . p. 8~ quoted in Buckley, The TriuQloh of 'i!im~ p. 470 

37 Ecce Homo (1865; Boston, 1896), p. 3; quoted 
in Buckley, p. 47 

38 Quoted in Buckley, pu 810 
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The people responsible for her, though dis
concerted in their hearts by the exposure of 
that disaster, are giving themselves airs of 
superiority--priests of an Oracle which has 
failed, but still must remain the Oracle. 
The assumption is that they are ministers of 
progress. (NLL, 234) 

To Oonrad, a "triumph of marine architecture rt has be-

come a "consecrated phrase" in an essay dealing with 

the loss of another liner (NLL, 250), and he continues 

by once more berating modern man's pride: 

We have been accustoming ourselves to put 
our trust in material, technical skill, in
vention, and scientific contrivances to such 
an extent that we have come at last to be
lieve that with these things we can overcome 
the immortal gods themselves. (NLL, 250-51) 

Though stressing (in the case of the Titanic again) 

that he had "neither the competence nor the wish to take 

a theological view of this great misfortune, sending so 

many souls to their last account," he also com'nent s that 

l1if ever a loss at sea fell under the definition ... 

of Act of God, this one does, in its magnitude, sudden-

ness and severity; and in the chastening influence it 

should have on the self-confidel1ce of mankind" (NLL, 213). 

Oonrad was thus severely critical of the arrogance 

with which mankind seeilled to be treating his scientific 

discoveries atld we have already noted how indignant the 

author became at the suggestion that poetry should be 

enlisted to extol science, in liThe Ascending Effort." 

The emphasis on material progress also attracted his 

ire and is criticised ironically in the essay "The 

Happy Wanderer." 

This essay is not free from criticisms of the 
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clergy since it is one of their number who, together 

w~th the barber, is responsible for . the shutting 

up in a cage of Conrad' s literary hero, Don Q\JJ:xQt.e. 

The priest appears as a representative of conformity, 

but it is his more secular counterparts who are Con-

rad's real targets in the essay; those who see mater

ial progress and effort as the only valid objects of 

man's devotion. The author of the book Conrad is re-

viewing is .a "convert from the creed of strenuous life, " 

after grinding "virtuously at the sacred handle" (NLL, 

62). According to Conrad, Mr. Roosevelt "would prompt

ly excommunicate him with a big stick" (NLL, 62) be

cause "The convert, the man capable of grace (I am 

speaking here in a secular sense) is not discreet" 

(NLL, 61). Thus he becomes related to Don QUixote, 

"the secular patron- saint of all mortals converted to 

noble visions" (NLL, 62). In this instance, Conrad t B 

feelings are obviously with his subject: 

He confesses to loving Spain on the ground 
that she is "the land of to-morrow, and holds 
the gospel of never mind." The universal 
striving to push ahead he considers mere 
vulgar folly. Didn't I tell you he was a fit 
subject for the cage? (NLL, 63) 

'. --

Conrad comments of the author that "He is in sympathy 

with suffering mankind, and has a grasp on real human 

affairs. I mean the great and pitiful affairs concern-

ed with bread, love, and the obscure, unexpressed needs 

which drive great crowds to prayer in the holy places 

of the earth" (NLL, 64). He concludes by wishing this 

wayfarer well: 
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Let the rich and powerful of this globe 
preach their sound gospel of palpable pro
gress. The part of the ideal you embrace is 
the better one, if only in its illusions. 
No great passion can be barren. Maya-world 
of gracious and poignant images attend the 
lofty solitude of your renunciation. (NLL, 

64--05) 

There is a difference of mood in this last essay 

--a playful chaffing rather than a critical censure--

but the sentiment is similar. The exponents of pro-

gress might maintain that their cause was going ahead 

on two fronts (the spiritual as well as the material), 

but, by ironically applying the language of the spirit-

ual to the material, Conrad exposes which of the con-

cerns is clearly uppermost, and this application carr

ies through (not always so playfully) into his fiction. 

In many ways, Conrad's ironic use of religious 

te.r'I1S brings him very close to being a satirist, though 

one of a particularly bitter kind. In "Heart of Dark-

ness," for example, Marlow sardonically condemns the 

cause of progress in which he is engaged simply by 

adopting the very language that idealists in Europe 

have applied to it. One such person is Marlow's aunt: 

It appeared, however, I was also one of the 
Workers, with a capital--you know. Somethmg 
like an emissary of light, something like a 
lower apostle. There had been a lot of such 
rot let loose in print and talk just about 
that time, and the excellent woman, living 
right in the rush of all that humbug, got 
carried off her feet. She talked about 
'weaning those ignorant millions from their 
horrid ways,' till, upon my word, she made 
me quite uncomfortable. I ventured to hint 
that the Company was run for profit. 

tI'You forget, dear Charlie, that the 
labourer is worthy of his hire, I she said, 
brightly. (~, 59) 
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Such fervour, with its obvious employment of bib

lical allusions, has .. already_ been .undercut by Marlow's 

reference to the city in which she lives as reminding 

him of a "whited sepulchre" (Y, 55)--a biblical simile 

for hypocrisy--and side by side with the aunt's enthus-

iasm come such words as "rot" and "humbug," which may 

come from Marlow's hindsight since. at the time, he 

admits to being charmed by a snake. Amidst these rel-

igious allusions, such an attraction seems unpropitious. 

Faced with the realities of Africa, Marlow delib-

erately continues such religious language in circum

stances where it ·is grossly inappropriate, to expose 

the insubstantiality of his aunt's ideas. Thus, the 

accountant, who, amongst death and suffering, is con-

cerned only with the impeccable state of his appear-

ance and his figures, is described as a "miracle" (Y -' 
67), whilst, at the central station, the white men are 

noted as wandering aimlessly "with their absurd long 

staves in their hands, like a lot of faithless pilg~ 

bewitched inside a rotten fence. The w-ord 'ivory' 

rang in the air, was whispered, was sighed. You would 

think they were praying to it" (y, 76). Thereafter, 

the agents are unfailingly referred to as "pilgrims" 

(on no less than twenty-nine occasions in fact), to 

ensure that those early religious sentiments should 

never be forgotten. As was noted earlier, the same 

ironic tone is used for the brickmaker, short of "straw 

maybe 11 and awaiting ".An act of special creation perhaps" 

(y, 77)--like an Israelite brickmaker suffering tyranny 

in Egypt--and for the Eldorado expedition which enters 
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with echoes of Christ~entry into Jerusalem but is lik-

ened to the plagues of Egypt. The irony becomes still 

more manifest when, after his meeting with Kurtz, Mar

low sees the Intended (back in Europe), experiences 

her "-qnextinguishable light of belief and love" (Y, 

158), bows his head "before the faith that was in her" 

C~, 159) and hears her use the word "sacrificed" to 

de scribe Kurtz's death (X, 160); all to a background 

that resembles a mausoleum (r, 156). 

Marlow is not ridiculing the Intended, of course 

(as he has the pilgrims)~ it is her fervent belief, in 

the context of his horrific memories, that causes the 

contrast. The overall effect, therefore, is that of 

an ironical religious framework for the tale, to which 

can be added the allusions to Euddha, the extensive 

use of demonic imagery and the references to the soul 

--all of which were considered earlier. It may have 

been to maintain this tone (even the harlequin is re

garded as Kurtz I s "disciple" [X, 13?]), that Conrad 

deliberately omitted the two religious -influences ibat 

were present in the Congo when he made his voyage-

the Christianity of the missionaries and the Islmn of 

the Arabs. Clearly, in Conrad's eyes, these were ir-

relevant to what was really going on there. 

A similar picture is painted in "An Outpost of 

Progress," where the cross--syrnbol of Christianity 

and here (significantly) "much out of the perpendicul

ar" (TU, 87)--serves only to mark the grave of the 

previous white man at the po st and to act as a pI ao e 

for Kayerts to hang himself from after his fatal 001-
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lision with earlier. Here, too, the new agents are 

introduced to the religious sentiments connected-with 

progress by an European newspaper, exhibiting some of 

the "rot let loose in print" that Marlow has mentioned: 

It spoke much of the rights and duties of 
civilization, of the sacredness of the civil
izing work, and extolled the merits of those 
who went about bringing light, and faith and 
COl1l.'nerce to the dark places of the earth. 

(TU, 94) 

Appropriately enough, the storehouse of the station is 

called the "fetish, -perhaps because of the spirit of 

civilization it contained" (TU, 93). 

In this earlier tale, the Europeans are skilfully 

manipulated by Makola (also known as Henry Price) who 

"cherished in his innermost heart the worshi-p of evil 

spirits" (TU, 86), and, during the inter-regnum between 

Europeans at the station, "dwelt alone with his family, 

his account books and the Evil Spirit that rules the 

lands under the equator. He got on very well with his 

god. Perhaps he had propitiated him by a promise of 

more white men to play with by and by" (TU, 87). The 

juxtaposition of "account books" with "Evil Spirit," 

which emphasises Makola's Afro-European connections. 

is ominous; so, too, is the diminishing of Europeans to 

mere playthings, suggesting that their civilizing 

hopes are futile. 

Thus there are two religious elements present in 

the stor,y--the extolling of the civilizing work to the 

position of a religious duty and the suggestion of \ 

devil worship of some kind by the European's right-

hand man--and the second of these is shown to be the 
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reality of the other. For, as the story progresses, 

the unfortunate station men, who are unhappy t regretting 

"the festive incantations. the sorceries, the human 

sacrifices of their own land" (TU, 100), are sold off 

to slave traders by Makola in exchange for ivory. 

earlier and Kayerts,who also regret their old lives 

(TU, 92) and may thus be equated with their luckless 

servants, are concerned but eventually accept the fait 

accompli, for, as the narrator explains, "Nobody knows 

what suffering or sacrifice mean--except, perhaps the 

victims of the mysterious purpose of these illusions" 

(TU, 105-06). As a result, the previously friendly 

village chief, Gobila, offers "extra human sacrifices 

to all the Evil Spirits that had taken possession of 

his white friends" (TU, 107). This emphasis on human 

sacrifice is appropriate since the cause of progress, 

in accepting ivory for human beings, is also indulging 

in the practice. Trade, a euphemism for the ruthless 

acquisition of ivory, can thus be seen as the Evil 

Spirit that hangs over the land and Kayerts and earlier 

are as much its victims as the natives. 

In both stories, therefore, the concern with the 

ideal of progress (by some) and with its sordid reality 

(by others) is described in religious terms, which in

dicate (ironically in "Heart of Darkness," more direct

ly in "An Outpost of Progress") the extent to which 

these pre-occupations have been taken and the false 

premises from which their followers begin. Marlow 

quickly recognises the nalvety of idealists such as 

his aunt but he also feels a sense of unreality among 
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the materialistic ivory-hunters. Paradoxically, the 

reality of progress is itself unreal and it is as well 

to remember that the "pilgrims" are initially intro

duced as "faithless" (I, 76). Little wonder that the 

imagery used to accompany this state of affairs should 

be demonic (theologically, the end of all false beliefu), 

and that its final effects on Kurtz should be described 

in terms of his soul. 

As characters, the pilgrims are generally seen as 

an amorphous group, spellbound together, rarely exhib

itingany flashes of individuality. Conrad affirmed 

solidarity--especially on board ship--but, whilst this 

involved each individual committing himself to his 

duty, it did not mean de-personalisation. Indeed, the 

crew-of the Narcissus lose their individuality to be

come "a dark mass" when they are on the point of mut

iny (NN, 122). The dangers inherent in people not be

ing able to think for themselves are clearly perceived 

by Conrad and his advice to Edward Noble-- "Everyone 

must walk in the light of his own heart's gospel,,39_

will be readily recalled. Neither superstitious relig

ious beliefs nor materialistic concerns could contain 

the spiritual values Conrad thought important and in 

"The Return," he illustrated this by treating the des~ 

ire for conformity itself as a kind of false faith 

that a single incident could undermine. To Garnett, 

he described the story thus: 

39 "To Edward Noble." 2 Nov. 1895, LL, I, 184. 



367 

••• as to the story I think it is as false 
as a sermon by an Archbishop. Exactly. 
:Another man goes out than the man who came 
in. T'other fellow is dead. You have miss
ed the symbolism of the new gos~el (that's 
what the Return is) altogether. 4U . 

There is an underlying seriousness to this apparent 

flippancy as will be seen shortly. 

Alvan Hervey is the epitome of social conformity; 

a circumstance whlch is perpetually parodied by the 

mirrors in his room which make it appear that each of 

his actions is being performed by several other men at 

the same time (TU, 124). ~ben this comfortable but 

soulless existence (accentuated by the deadly drone of 

his name) is threatened by his wife's desertion for 

another man and by her subsequent change of heart which 

causes her to return, Hervey elevates this social con-

formity to the heights of religious devotion: 

And more than ever the walls of his house 
seemed to enclose the sacredness of ideals 
to which he was about to offer a magnificent 
sacrifice. He was the high priest of that 
temple, the severe guardian of formUlas, of 
rites, of the pure ceremonia~ concealing the 
black doubts of life. And he was not alone. 
Other men, too--the best of them kept watch 
and ward by the hearthstones that were the 
altars of that profitable persuasion. He 
understood confusedly that he was part of 
an immense and beneficent power, which had 
a reward re.edy for every discretion. He 
dwelt within the invincible wisdom of silence; 
he was protected by an indestructible faith 
that would last forever, that would withstand 
unshaken all the assaults--the louJ.execrations 
of apostates, and the secret weariness of 
its confessors! (TU, 156) 

Hervey I s voice rises and falls "pompously in a 

strange chant" and he is "lifted • • • into a steal thy 

40 24 Jan. 1898, Letters from Conrad, p. 120. 
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frenzy of belief." His wife, having acted outside the 

accepted social conventions, - becomes "that- sinner" to 

whom he speaks down "from a height" in his extolling 

of "the received beliefs" as "the best, the noblest, 

the only possible" (TU, 157). But her very appearance 

is regarded by him as being "dangerous to one as would 

be a hint of unbelief whispered by a priest in the 

august decorum of a temple" (TU, 141), and the initial 

shattering of his illusions has already been likened 

to the expulsion from Eden: 

He stood alone, naked and afraid. like the 
first man on the first day of evil. There 
are in life events, contacts, glim~ses, that 
seem brutally to bring all the past to a 
close. There is a shock and a crash, as of 
a gate flung to behind one by the perfidious 
hand of fate. Go and seek another paradise, 
fool or sage. There is a.moment of dumb 
dismay, and the wanderings must begin again; 
the painful explaining away of facts, the 
feverish raking up of illusions, the cultiv
ation of a fresh crop of lies in the sweat 
of one's brow, to sustain life, to make it 
supportable, to make it fair, so as to hand 
intact to another generation of blind wand
erers the charming legend of a heartless 
country, of a promised ~and, all flowers 
and blessings. (TU, 134) 

This is the kind of allusion that has prompted 

critics to talk of Fall patterns, but such comments 

would be misleading here, for the comparison not only 

emphasises the totality of the effect of the experi

ence on Hervey but also indicates the importance with 

which he has regarded his way of life up to this point. 

Hervey's loss of paradise is his isolation; he is forc

ed to regard himself as an individual for the first 

time, no longer uniform in life-style with his look

alike peers. The illusion of social conformity as a 
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viable belief has broken down, making him think of ~e 

towns and fields of the earth, its sacred places, its 

temples and its houses, peopled by monsters" (TU, 135). 

But Hervey's belief, part of which looks on any excess 

of feeling as "unhealthy--morally unprofitable; a 

taint on practical ma.'1hood" (I'U, 172) has left no room 

for spirituality and is seen by his wife as "aborrtinable 

materialism" (TU, 176). 

Unable to know the truth about his wife--a circum

stance that suitably evokes thoughts of the Day of 

Judgment in his mind (TU, 174), since the end of his 

present faith and way of life is certainly nigh--Hervey 

becomes converted to a belief in the enigma of faith 

and love (presumably the "new gospel" Conrad. spoke of). 

He cannot find the formula, however, for "The enigma is 

only made by sacrifice, and the gift of heaven is in 

the hands of every ma'1. Bu.t they had lived in a world 

that abhors enigmas, and cares for no gifts but such as 

can be obtained in the streetll (TU, 176). He needs 

"fdith in a human heart, love oJ.' a hu.man- being! That 

tOuch of grace, whose help once in life is the privil

ege of the most undeserving, flung open for him the 

portals of beyond I' ('I'U, 177). He speaks to his wife 

"with the naive austerity of a convert awed by the 

touch of a new creed" (TU, 177-78); the stillness 

around him seems like "the lying solemnity of a temple 

devoted to the rites of a debasing persuasion" (TU, 

184), and he is forced to decide whether he will fol

low his new faith, since it involves "an awful sacri

fice to cast all one's life into the fla~e of a new 
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belief." He needs help "against himself, against the 

cruel decree of salvation ll (TU, 184). Thus Hervey, 

who had earlier harboured feelings of being one of the 

"elect" (TU, 171), abandons hi s life of social con

formity and leaves. 

One obvious feature of the religious imagery in 

"The Return" is that it is more explicit and more sus-

tained than usual, revealing not only the grotesque 

extent to which regard for the mores of society may be 

taken but also the importance of Hervey's final decis-

ion which defies themo Once his wife's actions have 

planted the fateful questions within his hitherto un-

inspiring mind and forced him to recognise his indiv-

iduality, Hervey is able to reject the materialistic 

base from which his life has been led. Conrad des-

cribes his former state as exemplifying "the gospel 

of the beastly bourgeois, ,,41 and this is so much in 

accord with the author's attitude to material progress 

shown in his essays, letters and other fiction, that 

it is strange to see some critics regarding the story 

as being inconsistent with his other writingso R. A. 

Gekoski comments that "it is the story of a religious 

conversion of an unmistakeably Christian kind" and 

feels that "The affirmation of love and faith with 

which the story ends rings utterly false. ,,42 But he 

is judging this message against the touchstone of the 

41 "To Edward Garnett J" 11 Oct. 1897, Letters 
from Conrad, p. 98 

42 Conrad: The Moral World of the Novelist 
(London: PaUl Elek, 1978), p. 54. 
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letters to Cunninghame Graham later in the year and, 

as we saw earlier, those letters reflect a mood rather 

than a philosophy. The affirmation is, in fact, en

tirely consistent with Conrad's outlook; it fits well 

with the "few simple id eas" (such as ttfideli ty") that 

he extols elsewhere (PR, xix). Such ideas might not 

be readily attainable (as, indeed, Hervey discovers) 

but that does not diminish their wortho 

Materialism is the base for Hervey's conformity 

and is a consta~t target for Conrad, particularly in 

Nostromo where the corrosive power of material inter

ests is symboli~edby the San Tome/ silver mine. Sil

ver is an appropriate symbol for materialism, for~_ al

though 1IIostromo regards it as an "incorruptible metal" 

(11, 300), Conrad seems to use it frequently as a sym

bol of betrayal (for which there is the biblical pre

cedent of Judas' pay~ent for betraying Christ). 

The fates of ~ostromo a~d Charles Gould as victims 

of the silver have been noted earlier, as have the 

shortcomings of institutionalised religion in Costa

guana. Nostromo, in fact, is as explicit as any of 

Conrad's novels in describing the modern spiritual 

dilemma as he saw it. With religion either easily 

maleable to the whims of tyrants such as Guzman Bento 

or subtlely manipulated by material interests, whilst, 

in its turn, seeking to re-establish its own power base 

under less rigorous regimes, it is little wonder that 

the chief engineer should decide that "things seem to 

be worth nothing by what they are in themselves" and 
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believe "that the only solid thing about them is the 

spiritual value which eveJ:Yone discovers in his own 

form of activity" (N, 318). Here, then, is one alter

native spiritual outlet but its validity is quickly 

questioned by Doctor Monygham with the words "Self

flattery. Food for that vanity which makes the world 

go round" (N, 318). 

They are talking specifically about Holroyd here. 

To the engineer-in-chief, "The introduction of a pure 

form of Christia~ity into this continent is a dream 

fo r a youthful enthusiast" and al tl10ugh "Holroyd is 

not a missionary .... the San Tome mine holds just 

that for him" (li, 317). To Emilia Gould, however, "it 

seemed • • • that he looked upon his own God as a sort 

of influencial partner, who gets his share of profits 

in the endowment of churches. That's a sort of idol

atry. " She thus discerns that Holroyd's real belief 

is "The religion of silver and iron" (U, 71); the fore

runner of "the most awful materialism" (IT, 83) .. 

This proves to be true of others, too; material 

interests claim the obeisance of almost everyone in the 

book at one time or another. Sir John, it will be re

called, promised Emilia a greater future than that of 

the ecclesiastical past, indicating, perhaps, the suc

cession of beliefs. General Barrios, about to leave to 

fight Montero, a'11lounces that, once Victorious, "we 

shall convert our swords into ploughshares and grow 

rich" (!'i, 148). The biblical peace, scheduled to arr

ive at the time of the end, is thus totally connected 

with materialism by the general, who is described as 
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"our saviour Barrios" by the sceptical Decoud (N, 188). 

Gould's visitors are discussing future profits and the 

coming of a railway when Decoud claims that they "talk 

about 'their gods" (!I, 199), whilst the silver, of whbh 

Nostromo is to take charge, is described as being for 

"the very salvation of the San Tome'mine" (!I, 219). 

Charles Gould, who, in the early stages of the book, 

has the look of "a sort of heretic pilgrim" (!, 47), 

proclaims that "I pin my faith to material interests" 

(~, 84), and his later deter~ination to destroy the 

mine rather than lose it reveals how this faith has 

replaced his belief in a deity; a fact that is made 

clear by hi s comment s on Holroyd's re sponse to this move: 

" • • • he said something about holding on 
like grim death and putting our trust in Go~ 
I should imagine he must have been rather 
startl ed. But then "--pursued the Admini stra
dor of the San Tome .... mine-- "but then, he is 
very far away, you know, ~~d, as they say in 
this country, God is very high above. 

The engineer's apPTeciative laugh died 
away down the stairs, where the Madonna with 
the Child on her arm seemed to look after 
his shaking broad back from her shallow 
niche. <li, 206) 

Gould's remark recalls the stories of the Golfo 

Placido--too dark for either God or devil--but the im-

mediate view of the Madonna and Child gives a further 

perspective (especially since it follows the use of 

his official title), for it reveals the extent to 

which he has become obsessed with the mine as well as 

indicating that this faith is miqplaced. 

Material interests, however, have their limi ta-

tions. Though their power can "awaken also in human 
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hearts an unbounded devotion to the task" and the 

force "would be almost as strong as a faith" (li, 41), 

the engineer admits that "We can't move mountains" (lI, 

41 )--a feat that faith is commonly reputed to perform. 43 

Gould, indeed, should heed the view of ~~tonia Avell-

anos that, in reality, his "inexhaustible treasure" 

lies in his character, not in his wealth <li,361). As 

he beco:nes more and ;lore obsessed with the mine, his 

wife is left lonely and forsaken. The Madonna on the 

stairs is an ironic comment on Emilia's lot--a virgin 

and yet a mother to gaze on a married woman who will 

never be a mother. 

Nostromo's more overt enslavement by the treasure 

has already been seen, but not everyone is a devotee/ 

of the material interests, although no-one ca~ remain 

Q~affected by them. Giorgio dislikes priests but still 

believes in God (li, 29), though his divinity appears to 

be Liberty and its prophet is Garibaldi; a belief whose 

religious connections are made explicit by the way he 

is known as the "Uaribaldino' (as ~oharnl1tedans are call

ed after their prophet)" Oi, 16). Events, however, have 

"instilled into him a gloomy doubt of ever being able 

to understand the ways of Divine justice" (N, 29). His 

despising of materialism (or money, at least), is refer-

red to as "a puri ta.'1islJl of conduct, born of stern en-

thusiasrn like the puritanism of religion," but the 

gloom persists "because the cause seemed lost" (li, 31). 

If Giorgio holds a stubborn and apparently fruit

less belief, one which materialism will do nothing to 

43 Sta~ley Tick, "The Gods of Nostromo," Modern 
Fiction Studies, 10 (1964),19. 
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further, Martin Decoud can believe in very little. 

Decoud has faith only in his own sensations and engages 

in En interesting exchange with Father Corbelan as the 

crisis approaches. He agrees with the priest that "I 

certainly do not believe in miracles" and hears himself 

analysed as a "sort of Frenchman--godless--a material

ist" and as a "victim of this faithless age" (li, 198). 

Whatever his own obsessions, Corbelan's comments 

here are perceptive and, in the event, prophetic. De

coud's attitude stands him in poor stead when he is 

faced with the loneliness of life on the Great Isabel, 

where a belief in miracles would, in fact, be more 

practical than the despair to which he becomes a victim. 

For, although he claims that "I'm not so much of an un

believer as not to have faith in my own ideas, in my 

own remedies, in my own desires" (11,213), all these 

seem to dissolve in the darkness of the Golfo Placido 

where, in a "foretaste of eternal peace," only his 

thoughts seem to survive (N, 262). Alone on the Great 

Isabel, he dies "from solitude and want of faith in 

himself and others" C~, 496). His solitude has become 

"a state of soul in which the affectations of irony 

and scepticism have no place" C~, 497). Thus, to 10 se 

all belief is the worst fate of all. 

}'erhaps the one redeeming feature of life in Sul

aco is Emilia Gould. With the emphasis tha.t catholic

ism gives to the Virgin, it is significant that the 

statue of the Madonna and Child should stand in her 

hallway in constant association with her. She it is 

whose character attracts the devotion and causes the 
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redemption of Dr. Monygham; she it is, "cloaked and 

monastically hooded" (,IT, 558) t to whom Nostromo feels 

compelled to make the final confession of his guilt 

and the existence of the treasure--a confidence that 

she is not willing to receive. She it is who is liken

ed to a "good fairy" (Ii, 520) and an "angel" (li, 399) 

during the course of the book. Emilia may not have 

found happiness in Sulaco but she has proved an inspir

ation to those around her. 

To a backgro~~d of religious terms, the soeial 

obsession of material interests exercises its baleful 

influence over all those who come within its grasp. 

The corruptness of the religious systems are clearly 

shown, but the inadequacy of non=religious materialism 

is just as evident. In the face of this overpowering 

pre-occupation, it is difficult to determine a satis

factory attitude to take. Giorgio's beliefs in Liberty 

prove unrealistic; Decoud's sceptical materialism, 

pessimistic and suicidal. Only, it seems, the actions 

of such as Emila can offer any hope. In a way, the 

doctor's soul is saved by her example, but unspiritual 

materialism, which attracts, in its various facets, 

the spiritual values of its functionaries, is capable 

of no such benefits, only an insidious and unrelent

ing process of enslavement. 

In The Secret Agent, Mr. Vladimir decides that 

an outrage must be committed against "the fetish of 

the hour" which is "neither royalty nor religion. 

Therefore the palace and the church should be left 
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alone ll (SA, 30-31). Vladimir has decided that "The 

.. sacrosanct fetish of to-day is science" (SA, 31); an 

expression that he repeats, furthering the religious • 

connotations by his comment, "The attack must have all 

the shocking senselessneSs of gratuitous blasphemy" 

(SA, 33). 

Thus science, whose discoveries had caused many 

Victorians to lose their beliefs, has become the suc-

cessor to religion in Vladimir's eyes; the one target 

to shock the majority of the people. But as a replace-

ment for religion, science does little of actual bene-

fit in the novel. It is a manifestation of science--

the bomb--which causes the disintegration of the harm

less Stevie and, less directly, of the Verloc household. 

The allies of science in the book and its most de-

voted admirers come from the ranks of the anarchistse 

One of them, Ossipon, appears as a fervent .apostle of 

the fetish; his "Apollo-like" hair adding an ironic 

classical touch to his standing in the scientific 

ranks (SA, 309). His saint is Lombroso_and, on being 

told that "Lombroso is an ass," it is reported that 

"Comrade Ossipon met the shock of this blasphemy by an 

awful, vacant stare" (SA, 47). Thus introduced, his 

scientific devotions are not to re-appear until the 

final chapters when Winnie Verloc runs into him on her 

way to throwing herself in the Thames after killing 

her husbando To Winnie, Ossipon is "like a radiant 

messenger of life" (SA, 274) and she proceeds to cast 

him in the role of saviour (SA, 292). Ossipon, how

ever, becomes terrified on discovering Verloc's body 
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and abandons his plans to seduce her. The consciously 

scientific nature of his thought.processes are given a 

religious aspect as he is said to invoke Lombroso "as 

an Italian peasant recommends himself to his favourite 

saint" and to gaze "scientifically" (SA, 297).. But 

this conduct only results in his desertion of her 

(having first obtai~edher money), and Winnie is left 

to drown herself in the Channel. The scientific sav

iour thus returns her to the death from which he had 

unwittingly saved here 

Winnie has placed her trust misguidedly 9 therefore, 

and the religious references emphasise this. Earlier, 

they have been used with similar effect when denoting 

the relationship between Stevie and the morose Verloc, 

once Winnie's mother has "sacrificed" Winnie for 

Stevie's welfare (SA, 161). The old lady consigns her

self to the almshouse and it is appropriate that the 

cab which conveys her thither should be drawn by "the 

steed of apocalyptic misery" (SA, 165), since this act 

is," Unwittingly t to lead to the destruct-ion of the 

Verloc household. Both women have instilled into Stevie 

the lesson of Mr. Verloc's goodness upon which his se

curity depends, not knowing that the place of Mr. Ver

loc t s "pilgrimage II is the embassy (SA, 37), which re

gards his marriage as apostasy (SA, 36). Winnie knows 

of but ignores her husband's anarchist connections, 

even though she complains that their talk causes Stevie 

to go lIout of his mind with something he overheard 

about eating people 1 s flesh and drinking blood" (SA, 

59), which sounds like a parody of the Christian sacra-
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ment and suggests that anarchism, too, is a perverted 

successor to religion. 

Thus, Verloc's goodness becomes "established, er

ected, consecrated" (SA, 175), so that, when he returns 

from the continent, Stevie gapes at him "with reverence 

and awe" and bears off his bag "with tri umphan t devot

ion" (SA, 182)0 When Verloc puts down his hat, this, 

too, is taken off "reverently into the kitchen" (SA, 

184) and Verloc is informed that the boy "j ust worships 

you" (SA, 186). Winnie has persuaded Stevie to become 

Verloc's "admiring disciple" so that her husband can 

become aware of his "submission and worship" (SA, 235). 

Thus "the doctrine of his supreme wisdom and goodness, 

inculcated by two anxious women II (SA, 235) leads to 

Stevie IS death--another example of wrongly applied 

religious devotion ending in disaster. 

There have, therefore, been two cases of trust in 

individuals leading to destruction--Stevie's worship 

of Verloc and Winnie's acceptance of Ossipon as a sav

iour--and science has proved to be ruthless, not only 

destroying one who would attack it but also deserting 

one who would have faith in its apostles. It has, as 

one of its chief practitioners, the ultimate anarchist, 

the Professor, whose quest in life is to perfect a det

onator to make his bombs instantly lethal. 

The Professor is an example of fanaticism leading 

to destruction and the fact that his father has been 

"an itinerant and rousing preacher of some obscure but 

rigid Christian sect--a man supremely confident in.the 

privileges of his righteousness" (SA, 80) suggests 
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that, in Conrad's eyes, all fanaticism is potentially 

destructive.· . Much of the father's personality appears 

to have become vested in his son, whose whole outlook 

is expressed in religious terms as if to justify 

Vladimir's earlier assertion: 

In the son, individualist by temperament, 
once the science of colleges had replaced 
thoroughly the faith of conventicles, this 
moral attitude translated itself into a 
frenzied puritanism of ambitiono He nursed 
it as something secularly holy. To see it 
thwarted opened his eyes to the true nature 
of the world, whose morality was artificial, 
corrupt and blasphemous. (SA, 80-81) 

To add to this image of a scientific puritan of a 

rigid anarchistic sect, the Professor's home is termed 

"the hermitage of the perfect anarchist" (SA, 82). 'The 

Professor has thus inherited certain faults of religion-

ists--bigotry and fanaticism--and applied them to re-

volution and science, though, as was shown with Podmore, 

the root of such an inheritance is excessive egoism. 

Thus, "personal impulses" become "disguised into creeds" 

and, in the Professor's eyes, his indignation alone is 

sufficient to provide "a final cause that absolved him 

from the sin of turning to destruction as the agent of 

hisambition~' (SA, 81 ).Tronically, he uses religious 

terminology.to describe his enemies, since his aim is 

to "break up the superstition and worship of legality" 

and he welcomes the thought of being shot down by police 

since then "the disintegration would have set in its 

very temple" (SA, 73). Damnation he regards as "the 

hope of the weak, whose theology has invented hell for 

the strong" (SA, 305), and his device is "No God! No 
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master" (SA, 306). Science has succeeded in producing 

no saviburs ,on-ly -destroyers-, -and the-ironical sense 

of religion present in the Professor's character seems 

to emphasise the grotesque extent of his perversity 

and (by implication) that of the rigid~y scientific 

world he represents. 

The Professor, in the final chapter, has just come 

from a vi si t to Michaelis, who has plans for the strong 

nursing the weak. Michaelis, the "ticket-of-leave 

apostle" (SA, 107), is presented throughout in relig

io-us terms. Being forced to leave Marienbad is "a 

martyrdom" (SA, 42), whilst the idea he pursues grows 

"like a faith revealed in visions" (SA, 44) and is to 

be "like a book of Revelation in the history of mankind" 

(SA, 107). Vvllen he speaks of this idea, he makes lithe 

confession of his faith, mastering him irresistibly and 

complete like an act of grace" (SA, 45). He is des

cribed as l1angelic" (SA, 303), as a "mere believer" 

wi th "the temperament of a saint" (SA, 109), and as 

possessing "the character of seraphic trustfulness" 

(SA, 49). The "invincible and humanitarian creed, 

which he confessed rather than preached" (SA, 107) is 

expounded by the Professor at the end: 

He has divided his biography into three 
parts, entitled--tFaith, Hope,Charity. t He 
is elaborating now the idea of a world plan
ned out like an immense and. nice hospital, 
with gardensa~d flowers, in which the 
strong are to devote themselves tOI the nurs
ing of the weak. (SA, 303) 

This sourtdslike a simplistic view of Christian

ity, and the simplicity of Michaelis, which, in some 
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ways, aligns him with the half-witted Stevie and which 

allows him only to proclaim his view and not to argue 

it, is perhaps a further ironic comment by Conrad on 

the state of religion in his day. Yet there is no 

doubt that Michaelis t ide'as are healthier than those 

of his chief criti6,the Professor. The world of The 

Secret Agent has frequently been likened to a kind of 

hell and it may be no coincidence that the man most 

anx:ious to have Michaelis back behind bars should be 

Chief-Inspector Heat, a man who is "conscious of hav

ing an authorized mission on this earth and the moral 

support of his kindl1 (SA; 96), one "whose reputation 

was established as if on a rock" (SA, 133), and who 

is thus compared to the church. 

The use of religious terminology, therefore, once 

more denotes false and disastrous beliefs. It indic-

ates the depth ofliinnie IS faith in Verloc, unaware 

that the devotion she inculcates within Stevie will be 

utilised for the attack on the "sacrosanct fetish" of 

the d-ay, the latest social obsession--sc_ience; it shows 

the extent of Ossipon's attachment to this obsession 

and, by making him, in Winnie I s eyes, a "saviour" fig

ure, reveals the impotence of this creed to deal with 

human problems; it causes the Professor to be seen in 

the light of a priest of anarchy by comparing him with 

his preaching father and also causes science to be re

garded as the successor to religion in his life; last

ly , it insinuates, through the "ticket-of-leave apostle,1! 

Michaelis, that a simple Christian-like outlook is out 

of joint in a world in which science is dominant and 
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an "infernal Heat" (SA, 113) with an "authorized miss

ion" can stand in opposition. Science proves destruct

ive (through the Professor) and treacherous (through 

Ossipon); as the social obsession of the day, it has 

few redeeming features. 

Mixed in with the social obsessions of materialism 

and science in Nost·romo and The Secret Agent are the 

political considerations of various costaguanan govern

ments and of the anarchists. In Under Western Eyes, 

the religious references denote social obsessions that 

are almost entirely political. Both autocracy &~d rev

olution surround themselves with religious terminology, 

or (in the words of the professor of languages), 

"strange pretensions of sanctity" (UWE, 67). These 

"pretensions" were summarised during the discussion of 

the demonic and only a few more comments need to be 

added here. 

Basically, as one might expect, the religious 

terms connected to autocracy and revolution tend to be 

very similar. Autocracy (in the persons of Mr. de p--

and the chaplain) decrees acts against it as "sin" 

(UWE, 8, 93), for which it exhorts the traditional theo

logical remedies of repentance, atonement and confession 

(UWE, 93). But it is in "a spirit of repentance" that 

Peter Ivanovitch begins to conspire against the state 

(aWE, 120), whilst Razumov is tempted to confess, not 

only to the autocratic Mikulin (UWE, 297), but also to 

the revolutionary Haldin (aWE, 40). Just as Razumov 

feels the "touch of grace upon his forehead" as he turns 

towards autocracy (UWE, 34), so Sophia Antonovna thinks 
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that the conclusive stage of becoming a revolutionary 

is- "the final appeasement of the convert in the per,::", _ 

fect fiercene ss of conviction" (U-dE, 269). The vener

able chaplain of the fortress equates "the Divine laws" 

with "the sacred Majesty 'of the Ruler" during his min

istrations to Haldin (UWE, 93), but Kostia affirms 

"the sacred will of the people II (UW'E, 314), Sophia 

Antonovna s1)eaks of the "sacred task of crushing the 

Infamy" (UWE, 270), and Peter Ivanovi tch' s "sacred 

trust" is the gospel of feminism which he claims to up

hold (UWE, 121). Autocracy, naturally, claims exclus

ive belief so that General T--- can regard rebels as 

"people that deny God Himself--perfect unbelievers" 

(UVVE, 51) and, on hearing that Haldin "believed in Go~1I 

Councillor Mikulin can remark "with a shade of scorn 

that blaS1)hemers also had that sort of belief" (UWE, 

91). To the revolutionaries, on the other hand (as was 

noted earlier), autocracy is demonic, being regarded 

(by Peter Ivanovitch) as "the devil" who "is not com

bated by prayers and fasting" (UWE, 127}. Little won

der that Razumov should decide that the lot of one who 

is unable to be converted to one, of these rival creeds 

is "perdition" (UWE, 367). Little wonder, too, that 

Razumov's deafness (the reward for his confession) 

should be at the hands of Nikita, the "fiend" who 

"killed ••• in both camps" (UWE, 381). 

Both sides, then use the terminology of religion 

in similar ways but neither shows much inclination to 

follow religious teaching. Peter Ivanovitch (whilst 

dismissing prayer and fasting as a valid course of 
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action) comments that "Sin is different in our day, dnd 

the way of salvation for pure souls is different too. 

It is no longer to be fo~~d in monasteries but in the 

world" (UWE, 128), to which Natalia responds, "I don't 

mean to retire into a monastery. Vfuo would look for 

salvation there" (UWE, 128)? They may both claim to be 

speaking "figuratively," but the exchange is.ironic in 

two separate ways. Firstly, its rejection of the trad

itional raison d'~tre of certain religious orders impl

ies, once more, the inadequacy of institutionalised 

religion and its irrelevance to the world; secondly, 

its assertion that salvation is to be found in the world 

is belied by the events of the novel, especially as far 

as .:tazumov is concerned. Peter Ivanovi tch has, through 

his autobiography, set out the passage of his conver

sion to fe,ninism "the conviction of woman' s spirit Llal 

superiority--his new faith confessed since in several 

volumes" (UWE, 121), and the narrator comments ironic

ally on the way aspects of his journey (an escape from 

the mines in which he had been sentenced to labour) 

lend themselves "to mystic treatment and symbolic 

interpretation 11 (UWE, 125). Much of this kind of 

view is obviously deliberately engendered by Peter 

Ivanovitch himself, who seems to revel in his apparent 

role as "the noble arch-priest of Revolution" (UWE, 

210), and it is in this role that he can pontificate 

on salvation to Natalia. 44 The religious aspects ut

ilised by revolution become deliberately selective. 

therefore; salvation re~ains but prayer and fasting 

44 See Appendix B. 
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are dropped. Like autocracy, revolution makes use 

only.of .. t.hose religious aspects that seem convenient, 

and Ivanovitch is especially selective; the shortcom

ings of both his creeds being exposed by the devoted 

Tekla. Her treatment at his hands shows that his pu:r

suance of "the cult of the woman" is a ver.v restricted 

one, whilst a comment by Natalia towards the end of 

the book--" She is a good Samaritan by an irresistible 

vocation. The revolutionists didn't understand her" 

(Uu~, 374)--is a damning indictment of the attitudes 

of revolutionaries, revealing, not just lack of 

"perspicacity" (as the teacher of languages feels 

[UWE' 374])' but also lack of humanity. 

To pour one's religious ardour into the political 

polarities that exist in Under western Eyes, whose 

roots lie in the deification of the state and the my.th 

of Holy Russia (attacked by Conrad in his essay "Auto

cracy and War"), proves as futile and destructive as to 

apply it to materialism, science or progress. These 

social obsessions, the fate of those who adhere to them 

and even (in Razumov's case) the fate of those who can

not adhere to the~, proclaim society's spiritual crisis 

and the ill-directed nature of its apparent solutions. 

7\~adame De 8--- wished to " spiritualize the discontent" 

(UWE, 221), but the spirituality produced by each of 

these social concerns is vitiating, not uplifting o 

v. Self-conceptual Obsessions 

All obsessions affect one's attitude bu~ in some 

of Conrad's novels, it is an attitude, stemming from 
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a character's conception of himself, that becomes the 

obsession .. The pre .... occupation.·in other words. is not 

an external one (such as science or wealth or a woman) 

but internal. Jim's view of himself as thwarted hero 

is an early example of this. The "course of light 

holiday reading" 'that prompts his decision to go to 

sea (LJ, 5) becomes a controlling factor in his out

look on life. His dreams "were the best parts of life, 

its secret truth, its hidden reality. They had a gorg

eous virility, the charm of vagueness, they passed be

fore him with a heroic tread; they carried his soul 

away with them and made it drunk with the divine 

philtre of an unbounded confidence in itselfll (LJ, 20). 

After the Patna incident has caused "some myster-

ious, inexplicable, impalpable striving of his wounded 

spirit~ (LJ, 182), .Tim's acute consciousness of lost 

honour dominates his existence. Such an attitude even 

seems to have its own kind of priest--the French Lieu-

tenant who stayed thirty hours on the patna to see her 

safely into port. He appears to be an expert on the 

subject of honour but Marlow's equating of him with a 

religious figure is quite explicit: 

• . . he reminded you of one of those snuffy, 
quiet village priests, into whose ears are 
poured the sins, the sufferings, the remorse 
of peasant generations, on whose faces the 
placid and simple expression is like a veil 
thrown over the mystery of pain and distress. 
He ought to have had a threadbare black sou
tane buttoned smoothly up to his amply chin, 
instead of a frock-coat with shoulder-straps 
and brass buttons. (LJ, 139) 

As he listens to Marlow's tale; the lieutenant seems 
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devout concentration" (L.J,145). But, just as the 

creed of the sea (which Jim has betrayed) has be-en 

seen to offer no absolution, so the creed of honour 

(to which Jim has been unfaithful) is similarly un-

helpful. Jim's later status as a saviour figure in 

Patusan is~an outward manifestation of the exalted 

conception he holds of himself; a conception to 

which he finally proves a martyr. 
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Similarly, it is a conception of self that dict

ates the actions of Anthony and Flora in Chance. 

Anthony's excessive magnanimity has been seen before; 

what makes it so life-negating is :B'lora' s own attitude 

--the feeling that she is unlovable. Marlow, in fact, 

describes the whole development of this attitude in 

religious terms. -,Vhen the news of de Barral' s bank-

ruptcy is about to burst on the world, he announces 

that "her unconscious was to be broken into with pro-

fane violence, with desecrating circumstances like a 

temple violated by a mad, vengeful impiety" (Q, 99), 

and he repeats the image in more detail later: 

A young girl, you know, is something like a 
temple. You pass by and wonder what myster
ious rites are going on in there, what pray
ers, what visions? The privileged man, the 
lover, the husband, who are given the key of 
the sanctuary do not always know how to use 
it. For myself, without claim. without 
merit, simply by chance I had been allowed 
to look through the half-opened door and I 
had seen the saddest possible desecration, 
the withered brightness of youth, a spirit 
neither made cringing nor yet dulled but as 
if bewildered in quivering hopelessness by 
gratuitous cruelty. (0, 311-12) 
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This cruelty (by the governes's) remains with the 

girl "like a <mark on her soul, a sort of mystic wound, 

to be contemplated, to be meditated over" (e, 118-19), 

and this effect is augmented by the attitude of Flora's 

relatives who seem intent on instilling a sense of un

worthiness within her. In Marlow's words, she has had 

"an ugly pilgrimage" (Q., 210); one that continues on 

board the Ferndale, once the strange tri-partite 

arra~gement between Flora, Anthony llild de Barral has 

been engaged: 

It was as if the forehead of Flora de Barral 
were marked. Was the girl born to be a vic
tim; to be always disliked and crushed as if 
she were too fine for this world? Or too 
luckless--since that also is often counted 
as sin. (Q, 309) 

In Flora, too, therefore, there is an inadequate 

self-conception--albeit one that has been inculcated 

in the first instance and nurtured by mis-chance there

after. Her struggle takes place to a backcloth of im-

mensity and indifference. When she goes missing from 

the Fynes, Marlow describes the sensation he has as he 

steps outside: 

It was one of those dewy, clear, starry 
nights, oppressing our spirit, crushing our 
pride, by the brilliant evidence of the aw
ful loneliness, of the hopeless obscure in
significance of our globe lost in the 
splendid revelation of a glittering, soul
less universe. (Q, 50) 

This impression he echoes later when he speaks of the 

"bespangled, cruel revelation of the Immensity of the 

Universe" (Q, 61) and of Ita delicious day , with the 
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horror of the Infinite veiled by the splendid tent of 

blue" (Q,. 64) .--. ·Previously,. the external narrator has 

undercut the traditional Christian view of the ,age of 

the universe and the poet's attempt to reconcile it 

with ideas of evolution: 

The late Carleon Anthony, the poet, sang in 
his time, of the domestic and social amenit
ies of our age with a most felicitous vers
ification, his object being, in his own 
words, "to glorify the result of six thousand 
years' evolution towards the refinement of 
thought, manners, and feelings." Why he 
fixed the term at six thousand years I don't 
know. (C, 38) 

. Flora herself, when being conducted through the docks 

by Anthony, thinks "that it was not good to be bothered 

with what all these things meant in the scheme of crea

tion (if indeed anything had a meaning)" (a, 337). 

This sense of the infinite may well serve the role 

of indicating still fUrther the futility of an obsess-

ive attitude, be it the consciousness of possessing a 

virtue (Anthony) or of being a victim (Flora). It also 

re-emphasises the fact that Flora is to-receive little 

help from religion. While these obsessions remain, 

Anthony's panacea of life at sea is likely to be no 

more successful than the attractions of Mrs. Fyne's 

feminism, . Which, while attracting its "disciples" (Q., 

42, 49), holds nothing for Flora. 

Flora is saved by chance; chance; however, that is 

introduced by an image from the Bible (Matt. 13:11-16), 

as Powell comments, "He who has eyes, you know, nothing 

can stop him from seeing things as long as there are 

things to see in front of him" (a, 412). The biblical 
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sense of "see" is that of understal1ding and it is a 

general- understanding amongst the major characters, 

brought about by the revelation of what Powell sees, 

that his comment heraldso 

Flora's final happiness is to be in the hands of 

Powell, whose enthusiasm for her--an "almost sacrileg

ious hint" by Marlow-- lI allowed a gleam to light up his 

eyes like the reflection of some inward fire tended in 

the sanctuary of his heart by a deyotion as pure as 

that of any vestal" (Q, 441). The religious terms here 

describe a natural emotion and recall the earlier 

images of a desecrated temple. It seems that rededica

tion is about to take place. 

At first sight, a withdrawal from the world of 

action--the path taken by Axel Heyst--might suggest an 

attitude of detachment combined with a healthy layer 

of the scepticism that Conrad had recommended to Gals-

worthy. But, in fact, such a withdrawal indicates, 

paradoxically, that one has become attached to detach-

mente Scepticism must be balanced, therefore; too 

much produces a Decoud, too little, a Jim. 

Much has been made of Heyst's surname (as _seen

earlier), but far less attention has been paid to the 

name "Axel," which probably derives from the play of 

that name by Philippe Villiers de l'Isle-Ada~o In that 

play, Axel makes the ultimate withdrawal from life 

(into death) with the comment, "Live? Our servants 

will do that for us. ,,45 Heyst has one servant, Wang, 

45 Axel, trans. June Guicharnaud (Englewood 
Cliffs,;~ Prentice-Hall, 1970), p. 183. 
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who, by settling down with a native wife, ca..'1 be said 

to be fulfilling the role of living, whilst Heyst is 

restrained by his scepticism and also ends by killing 

himself. But, as an article comparing the two works 

suggests, whilst the author of Axel seems to condone 

the attitude of his protagonist, Conrad condemns it. 46 

Heyst is introduced as a man around whom epithets 

naturally gather, attracting such names as "enchanted" 

(y, 6-7) and "Hard Facts"; the latter after his comment 

that "There's nothing worth knowing but facts. Hard 

Facts! Facts alone" (y, 7). This remark, ironically, 

makes him sound like the Commander in Axel (Axel's 

adversary), when he says flGrab hold of life, just as it 

is, with no illusions and no weaknesses. ,,47 

The names contradict each other since Heyst is 

also termed an "utopist" (1, 8), and his physical re

semblance to Charles XII is noted as being misleading 

(1, 9); these are factors which should counsel caution 

when attempting to equate him with Christ because he 

rescues a Magdalen or with Adam in an Edenic Sa~buran. 

Put together, however, these nomenclatures do form a 

pattern. Beyst is indeed under a spell--the spell of 

his father's admonitiGn to observe but not participate 

in the affairs of mankind. He has no faith (hence the 

insistence on facts), yet inherits his father's sense 

of idealism to which mankind can never attain. He is 

also called the "Enemy" (y, 25), and proves to be this, 

46 Katherine Hayes Gatch, "Conrad's Axel," Studies 
in Philology, 48 (1951), 106. 

47 Villiers de l'Isle-Adam, po 86. 
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both to himself and to life and loveo 

The religious imagery of Victory is usually di~ 

ect and frequently biblical, emphasising the essential 

negativity of Heystts stance. The final advice he re-

ceives from his father, for example, is accompanied by 

images of apocalypse and futility. The instruction to 

"Look on- .... make no sound," is given by a man "who had 

spent his life in blowing blasts upon a terrible trum

pet which had filled heaven and earth with ruins, 

while mankind went on its way unheeding" (y, 175)0 

The effects of this ,valediction on Heyst are described 

in spiritual terms when David son, the friendly sea 

captain, takes an interest: 

Davidson's concern was, if one may express 
it so, the danger of spiritual starvation; 
but this was a spirit which had renounced 
all outside nourishment, and was sustaining 
itself proudly on its contempt of the usual 
coarse aliments which life offers to the 
common ap );Etites of men, (y, 177) 

Heyst's conviction that to participate in mankind's 

affairs is a mistake causes him to ridicule or ignore 

the positive religious utterances that accompany his 

two acts of rescue. The over-charitable Morrison, hav-

ing admitted to praying for help on the very ~orning 

Heyst meets him (y, 14), regards his helper as an agent 

of Providence, "sent by God in answer to my prayer" (y, 

17). Similarly, when Heyst rescues Lena, there is 

another very positive religious reference present, for 

Lena reveals that "They call me Alma. I don't know 

why. Silly name! Magdalen too. It do esn t t matter" 

(y, 88). Andreacb. claims that "Alma" means life or 
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soul; 48 it certainly yields such positive connotations 

as bountifulness or nourish:nent, appropriate to one in 

danger "of spiritual starvation." The biblical connot

ations of Magdalen are obvious, giving a very clear 

sign to Heyst that he has done the right thing. Lena, 

indeed, does begin to have faith "in the man of her 

destiny, and perhaps in the Heaven which had sent him 

so wonderfully to cross her path" (V, 292). Even Ric

ardo echoes such feelings when he saYB, Itl would just 

as soon expected to meet all angel from heaven" after 

Heyst has saved the trio in the boat from dying of 

thirst (y, 238) .. 

But the religious imagery that Heyst evokes from 

these two acts is entirely negative. ~~ilst musing on 

Samburan after Morrison's death and the failure of the 

Tropical Belt Coal Compa2:1Y, he decides that "There 

must be a lot of the original Adam in me, after all n 

(y, 173); an assertion that is to be ominously under

lined: 

-
There was in the son a lot of that first an
cestor who, as soon as he could uplift his 
muddy frame from the celestia~ mould, start
ed inspecting and naming the animals of that 
paradise which he was so soon to lose. 

(y, 173-74) 

This reference also emphasises the fact that Heyst 

cannot set himself apart from mankind as he thinks; he 

is inextricably part of the h~~an race. 

The sense of having rebelled against a creed is 

made evident when Heystts father's furniture arrives: 

48 Andreach, p. 96. 
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The manager of the Tropical Belt Coal Com
pany ... ~ust have felt like a remorseful 
apostate before these relics. He handled 
them tenderly; and it was perhaps their 
presence there which attached him to the is
land when he woke up to the failure of his 
apostasy. (y, 177) 

Heyst's negative doctrin.e of non-involvement, 

therefore, causes ~im to ~is-read the signs, for, 

whilst these have equated his actions with those of an 

agent of God and even with those of Christ, he sees 

them as indicating his state as fallen Adam. and as 

evidence of apostasy from his father's creed. His mus-

ings at the beginning of part III seem (chronologically) 

to precede his rescue of Lena but, since the reader is 

aware of the second action at the time, it seems reas-

onable to apply them as his general principle. The ill-

fated Morrison, he regards as "so representative of all 

the past victims of the Great Joke" (y, 198), and Mor-

rison's view of Heyst's role as an agent of God he sees 

as comical: 

What captivated my fancy was -that I, Axel 
Heyst, the most detached of creatures in 
this earthly captivity, the veriest tracnp on 
this earth, an indifferent stroller going 
through the world's bustle--that I should 
have been there to step into the situation 
of an agent of Providence. I, a man of 
universal scorn and unbelief~ (V, 198-99) 

This confession gives some point to Morrison's 

cautionary tho'J.ght at the time--"What if it's the Devil 

who has sent him" (y, 17)--since (as seen in chapter 

eight), the demonic is closely connected with the 

negation of life· that is the logical end of 5eyst's 

philosophy_ 
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It was noted earlier that Heyst's prevailing mood 

is akin to that of conrad whilst he was writing his ex

cessively morbid letters to Cunninghame Graham in the 

late 18908 and that Victory represents a fictional re

futation of that mood. It was noted also how the de

monic is used to reflect the logical culmination of 

such al1 outlook in the person of the misogynic killer, 

Mro Jones; another very obvious example of negation 

attracting negative religious imagery. Once Jones is 

in sight of the islland, ominou~ eohoes of the Apoca

lypse begin to pervade, though. this again is a persist

ent reminder of Heyst's own negation o To Lena, the 

view of the sea is "the abomination of desolation" (1, 

190), on viewing which, the Bible advises one to stand 

in th.e holy spot because the end is nigh (Matt. 24: 15). 

Heyst is reminded of "the story of the deluge . . . The 

vi sion of a world de stroyed" (1, 191). Lena see:ns aware 

of Heyst' s dual potential as she feels herself "swinging 

between the abysses of earth and heaven in the hollow 

of hig arm" (y, 209), but Heyst can only_ think negative

ly. His continued obsession with detach~ent (and its 

negative connotations). is continued when he decides "As 

if it could matter to me what anybody had ever said or 

believed from the beginning of the world till the crack 

of doom" (1, 210). Having earlier equated himself with 

the first Adam, he is soon to refer to himself as a 

"man of the last hour" (1, 359). 

Nevertheless, it is Lena who is moved to interpret 

the "ill-omenecl chaos of the sky" (y, 355), because she 

is also possessed by a negative outlook at this stage--
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the sense of sin--causing her to regard the advent of 

Jones and the others as "retribution from an angry 

Heaven 11 and herself as "the tempter 11 (y, 354). Her 

love for Heyst enables her to overcome this attitude 

but it is appropriate that she should oonsider her 

success in removing Ricardo's knife in Edenic terms, 

since this is connected with her earlier awareness: 

The very sting of death was in her hands; 
the venom of the viper in her paradise, 
extracted, . safe in her possession-":"and the 
viper's head all but lying under her heel. 

(V. 399) 

The story ends in tragedy bec'ause of Heyst IS 

pessimistic inertness which prevents him from tackling 

Jones. The arrival of Davidson as Lena is dying shows 

that this pessimism has proved self-fulfilling (like 

that of Decoud on the Great Isabel). and that a more 

hopeful view of life would have led to a happier re-

sult. Davidson's assessment of Reyst's suicide--lIfire 

purifies everything" (V, 411 )--indicates his final re

lease after his affirmation of life imm~diately before. 

Rere is a positive interpretation of an act (a purgat

orial rite) in contrast to the negative images that 

Reyst's scepticism has brought about earlier. The 

"Alma" part of Lena can be seen as the means of giving 

spiritual sustenance to the spiritually starving Reyst, 

whilst the 'tMagdalen" part of her indicates her parti

cipation in the world and her power to love. 

The religious references in VictorY, therefore, 

act as indicators of attitude. Reyst ignores the posi-

tive signs that accompany his two acts of rescue and 
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can think of himself only in terms of a fallen Adam or 

failed apostate; a view that becomes reflected by Lena's 

negative conception of herself as sinful woman, descend

ed from Eve. It is important to note, incidentally, 

that the Edenic references are .in the minds of the char-

acters themselves, which reveals so.'nething about their 

outlooks rather than indicating a "prelapsarian Eden" 

wi th a "biblical-allegorical edifice 11 that "remains 

strained ••• in that it is treated neither seriously 

nor ironic ally :,49 

Reyst's sterile scepticism is ultimately destruct

ive because, lacking the vitality of life, it must end 

in extinction, in nothing (appropriately, the last word 

in the book). This attitude becomes reflected by the 

images of deluge and apocalypse (applied to the elem

ents) and by the demonic reference s that accompany 

Jones and Ricardo. In a sense, Mr. Jones and his 

hench~en are a form of retribution, as Lena has fear

ed, though not for sin but as a consequence of the 

attempt at total withdrawal, who se logic-al extreJle Jone s 

represents; Ricardo's "instinctive savagtiry" being the 

outvvard sign of destructive violence that must inevit

ably acCOmpa{lY such an extreme (y, 329). 

vi. Conclusion 

Essentially, therefore, the figurative religious 

terms expose the secular nature of man's latter-day 

devotions. Sometimes these i~ages are deliberately 

49 Berman, p. 173 
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utilised by characters such as Alvan Hervey or by the 

autocrats a'Yld revolutionaries of Under Western Eyes to 

give additional justification to a particular mode of 

behaviour or a cause. In instances such as that of M. 

George, they are evoked to show a character's aware-

ness of his obsessio~, even though he may be powerless 

to do anything about it. SOJletimes they are produced 

with intentional irony to reveal the obsessions of 

others by characters such as Marlow in "Heart of Dark-

ness" or Deco~d; both of whom are clearly a-uare of the 

process to the point where Decoud, at least, can follow 
, 

Father Corbelan I s denunciation of General Barrios--

"Senores, the God of your General is a bottle 11 (IT, 194) 

--with the comment, "But is it perhaps that you have 

not discovered yet what is the God of my worship" (N, 

197)? 

Such metaphorical use of religious terminology 

thus reveals the way a character is paying undue att

ention to one particular object; be that his ego, a 

woman, a personal illusion, a vocation, a social pre-

occupation or a certain self-conception that engulfs 

him. Whatever that object may be (whatever god he may 

worship), it dominates his vision, forcing all else to 

be regarded in relation to it, and, as has been see, 

the distortion is rarely a healthy oneo 
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CONCLUSION 

Conrad's use of religio.us lal1guage in his writings 

indicates the spiritual nature of society IS malaiseo 

The inadequacies of Christian belief had left a gap in 

man's existence which he endeavoured to fill with his 

own concerns. This had happened in Conrad's own life 

with the sense of vocation he brought to his two pro

fessions once that early Catholic faith of his child

hood had faded. It had happened earlier and less pos

itively when his father had been influenced by the my

stic writings of Mickiewicz, which perceived a 

messianic role for Poland in the world, and had later 

become cultish in his memories of his dead wife. 

Apollo Korzeniowski, therefore. had much in com:non 

with the fictional characters of his son; his ardent 

protestations of faith notwithsta~ding, Poland and 

Evalina proved to be the true objects of his adoration. 

The importance of Polish Messianism in this context is 

that its expectations were secular ones. Despite all 

the mystical teachings that encircled it, the outcome 

of the Third Day was not fondly foreseen as a spirit

ual event but as a physical victory over the Russians 

which would see them expelled from Poland's sacred 

soil. Such material expectations were, of course, 
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completely disappointed. 

Conrad's perceptive eyes noted, in later years, 

that it was not just the Poles who applied religious 

sentiments to areas other thffi1 those of their actual 

religion (Christia:lity). The "madness of a fixed idea," 

which so grips Lingard, pervades the characters of all 

Conrad's novels and is freQuently destructiv~. It is 

"the idea" that causes Cantelucci and others to have 

such respect for ~Japoleont for example, prompting 

Doctor N!artel to comment, "Devil only lmows what that 

idea is, but I suspect it's vague enough to include 

every illusion that ever fooled mankind" (.e, 182). 

It is devotion to the "idea" that brings about 

the downfall of many of Conrad I s characters and Martel 

is clearly right to connect it with illusions. Almayer 

has faith only in his dreams; when they are shattered, 

so is he. But those without a belief, however ill

founded, fare no better and, indeed, loss of faith is 

never presented in a positive light. Rita de Lastaola 

seems bitter about the "clever men" who "robbed" her 

of God (and, in the event, of love as well), and Decoud 

proves to bet truly, "The victim of this faithless 

age." .Axel Heyst regrets "that he had no Heaven to 

which he could recommend this fair, palpitating handful 

of ashes and dust lien a} " (l, 354-55), whilst the slave 

girl, Taminah, who adores Dain Maroola to no avail, is 

forced to feed "her dumb ignorant soul on her despair" 

(AF, 116) because she "could find no words to pray for 

relief, she knew of no heaven to send her prayer tOil 

(AF,118-19). 
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The balance, p£esumably, lies in moderation. Vlhen 

Conrad tell~ Galsworthy in one letter that he needs 

"more scepticism at the very foundation of your work, ,,1 

and then writes in an essay, four years later, that the 

artist in fiction must cherish "an undying hope" (i'lLL, 

8), these statements are not necessarily contradictoryo 

The implication is that one needs a measure of both. 

Scepticism is necessary (it keeps at bay superstition) 

but too much is destructive, as Decoud and Heyst show e 

Conrad's novels, in this respect, expose immoderation 

and his use of figurative religious language is partic

ularly effective in revealing this. Only the vocation 

of the seaman is seen to merit, indeed, demand a total 

commitment and that, too, is shOV,'ll to contain its 

illusions, forcing unease CL'TIOng its adherents when 

such illusions prove unrelia'ble. 

rhere are, i'1 this figurative sense, several deit

ies clamouring for worship from the individual soul in 

need of nourishment. But religious fervour (or absorp

tion). carried into science @1d anarchy produces the 

destructive Professor; carried into materialism, it 

produces the insidious soul-sapping San Tom! mine; 

carried into the politics of Russia, it creates two 

systeills, equally oppressive to non-believers--none of 

which offers any hope. On a personal level, it proves 

just as destrQctive when applied to the regard for an 

individual (Al:nayer for ~Hna, Stevie for Verloc), to 

the regard for oneself (VJillems) or for one's capabil-

i ties (Lingard), to dreams of wealth (Ali'layer) or to 

sexual passion (Viille'11s, ~~. GeOrge, Ortega 8.,'1,i Lingard). 

1 "T') Jo::m Galsworthy, " 11 Nov. 1901, LL, I, 301. 
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There is a qualification in this last instance. 

Heyst is condemned because his philosophy prevents him 

from loving Lena, and Anthony is si~ilarly mistaken in 

placing his sense of excessive magn~~imity before his 

love for Flora. In these cases ;, negative religious 

terms operate- to emphasise the point. The glimpse of 

paradise which undoes Lingard does not have the same 

result for Dain Maroola and Nina and the later liaison 

of Arlette and Re'al-- "a miracle" to Real (RO, 216), a 

"terrestrial revelation" to Arlette (Ro, 160 )--is also 

destined to be successful. 

The backgrounds of these affairs differ, however. 

The passions of Willems and Lingard are illicit, for 

example (Willems and Edith being married), which would 

involve an act of infidelity on the part of the marriage 

partner. Rita cannot escape the sterilising effects of 
\. 

Allegre's aestheticism and thereby blights the exist-

ences of Blunt, George and Ortega. For Nina, Flora and 

Arlette, however, love (as opposed to sheer sexual 

passion) proves a form of escape. Dain '-8 adoration of 

Nina enables her to be released from the oppressiveness 

of Almayer's dreamworld; Powell's revelations allow 

Flora to escape her conviction of being unlovable, 

firstly with Anthony (released from his magnanimity) 

and then with Powell himself; whilst the relationship 

between Arlette and Real frees both of them from the 

negating memories of revolution which, in common with 

previous social obsessions, is likened to a religion 

with its "republican god" (RO, 76),. its "sacred revol

utionary principles" (RO, 209), its evoking of sacri-
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fice and a "sacred fire" (Ro, 81) and its comparison 

(by Peyrol) with "the tale of an intelligent islander 

on the other side of the world talking of bloody rites 

and amazing hopes of some religion unknown to 'the rest 

of mankind" (Ro, 94). 

Here, then, is one form of solution--the same, 

indeed, as that sought for by .Alvan Hervey in "The 

Return"; namely "Faith in a human heart, love of a 

hUman being" (TU, 177). This is the lesson that Heyst 

comes to learn when it is too late. Conrad's tone to 

Garnett is not a serious one when (referring to "The 

Return") he talks of the "new gospel, II but it is still 

one of the few simple notions that succeeds in qUiet-

ing troubled souls. In The Rover, the revolution is 

likened to "the terrors of a Judgment Day in which the 

world had been given over to the devils" (Ro, 145), 

whilst the prelude to Peyrol's sacrifice which will 

allow the two lovers to come together is an apocalyptic 

storm, likened to "the beginning of a destroying and 

universal deluge--the end of all things" (RO, 248). 

"" But it is an end to negativity for Real and Arlette and 

a beginning of life; life that. triumphs over the negat

ing advice of the Catholic abbe~(literal religion) and 

over the destructive influence of the revolution 

( figurative religion). Elsewhere, though, figurati v'e 

religious .. ianguage·. usually portends only disaster, 

frequently made apparent by the use of demonic imagery 

(denoting, in most cases, an excessive egoism or life

negating philosophy) and the related destructive 

effects on the soul (generally standing for man's will 
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or power of choice), who se operations beco'ne controll-

ed or circumscribed by whatever obsession com~ands the 

character's devotion. 

It is against this secular religious background 

that any archetypal patterns should be considered and, 

in this sense, Claire Rosenfield's conclusion that such 

patterns reflect the sickness of modern life by implic

itly contrasting it with the stability of the past,2 

stands up well, even if some of her examples are dub-

ious. Spiri tuali ty is lacking in the lilodern world and 

the secular use of religious terminology in the novels 

makes this plain. The failings of Christianity are 

mirrored by Islam in the early works and made grotes-

Quely manifest in more direct ways later on, whilst 

Buddhism promises only ~~nihilation--all exemplifying 

Conrad I S mistrust of for;llulas. Yet the need for some 

form of belief is still there, as Peyrol seems to 

suggest: 

I have heard_ of and seen more gods than you 
could ever dream of in a long night's sleep, 
in every corner of the earth,-in the very 
heart of forests, which is an inconceivable 
thing. Figures, stones, sticks. There 
must be something in the idea. (Ro, 76) 

Conrad tries to accommodate this need in his idea 

of a creation whose aim is spectacular, giving room 

for "every religion except for the inverted creed of 

impiety, the mask and cloak of arid despair; for every 

joy and every sorrow~ for every fair dream, for every 

charitable hope" (PR, 93). But Conrad had no real 

2 Rosenfield, p. 176. 
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answer and distrusted those (such as Tolstoy) who 

thought they had. Though frequently deceived by their 

illusions, most of the characters (and perhaps Conrad 

himself) are in a situation that can best be summed up 

by the words that introduce Stephen in the fragment of 

The Si st ers: 

• 0 • yet it must be said he was only a lone
ly and inarticulate mage, without a star and 
without companions. He set off on his search 
for a creed--and found only an infinity of 
formulas. No angel's voice spoke from above 
to him. Instead, he heard, right and left, 
the vociferations of idle fanatics extolling 
this path or that with earthly and hoarse 
voices that rang out, untrustworthy, in 
empty darkness. (Sis, 33) 



.APPENDIX A 

A SELECTION OF PUBLICATIONS ABOUT ISLAM, MOST OF 

WHICH WOULD HAVE BEEN AVAILABLE TO CONRAD WHILE 

HE WAS WRITING HIS EARLY NOVELS 

1. Translations of The Qur'an 

a) French 

1647 L'Alcoran de Mahomet. 
". 

Translate d' arabe 

en franQoispar Ie Sieur Du Ryer (Paris). 

1783 Le Coran, traduit de L'Arabe, accompagne/ 
//.' /,. de notes, et precede d'un abrege de la 

vie de Mahomet, par M. Savry (Paris). 

1840 Le Koran; traduction nouvelle faite sur 

Ie Texte Arabe par M. Kasimirski (Paris); 

reprinted 1847, 1852, 1857, 1875. 

b) English 

1649 The Alcoran of Mahomet, translated out 

of Arabique into French by the Sieur Du 

Ryer ••• And newly Englished for the 

satisfaction of all that desire to look 

into the Turkish vanities. (The life 

and death of Mahomet, etc--A needfull 

caveat or Admonition 'for tho se who 

desire to know what use may be made of, 

or if there be danger in reading the 

Alcoran, by A. Ross--London) 

1734 The Koran, commonly called the Alcoran 
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of :1oha'flmed, translated into English 

immediately from the original Arabic, 

with explanatory notes taken from the 

most approved commentators. To which 

is prefixed a preliminary discourse. 

By George Sale (London); reprinted 

many times including 1857, 1876, 1877, 

1882 (with explanatory notes by E. M. 

Viherry), 1887, 1892, 1893. 

1861 The Koran; translated from the Arabic, 

the Suras arranged in chronological 

order. with notes and index. By J. M. 

Rodwell (London); second edition, 1876. 

1880 The Qur'an. Translated by E. H. Palmer 

(Oxford) • 

c) Polish 

1858 Koran (Al- Koran) z Arabskiego przekJ:ad 

Polski .J. ~\~urzy Tarak Buezackiego, •.• 

,.;zbogacony obj asnienia:ni '11'. KosciuszKi. 

Poprzedzony iycioryse~ Mahometa z J. 

Irving. Pomnozony pogl~deill na stosunka 

Polski z Turcj ~ i Tatara·ni, na dziej e 

Tatarow w Polsce osiad~ycht na pryzwileje 

tu im nadane, jako tez wspomnieniami 0 

znakomitych Tatarach Polskich J. 

" Bartoszewicza .. " Z dodaniem wiadomosci: 

o Arabach przed Mahometem, ••• o stanie 

Judiazmu za czas6w Mahometa, 0 srodkach 

przezen uzytYch dla zaprowadzenia jego 

religii, ••• 0 sektarzach mi~dzy 
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wyznawcami Islamu, ••• wyj retych z dzie:ra 

• •• G. Sale; •. ~ oraz Kalendarza 

Arabsko-Tureckiego przez A. Kryzyzanow

skiego, i zbioru modlitw codziennYch i 

swi~teczynch, prze~ozonych z Arabskiego 

przez W. Kosci:uszk*a.. :,2. tom.. (Warszawa). 

2. Selections from The Qur'an 

1843 Selections from the Kur-an, co~~only 

called in England. the Koran: with an 

interwoven commentary tra~slated from 

the Arabic .,. ~~d illustrated by notes, 

chiefly from Sale's edition; to which is 

prefixed an introduction taken from 

Sale's Preliminary Discourse, with cor

rections and additions: by E. W. tane 

(London); new edition revised and en

larged with introduction by S. Lane

Poole, 1879. 

1860 The Testimony Borne by the Coran to the 

Jewish and Christian Scriptures; a 

collection of passages from the Koran 

with an introduction, translation and 

commentary by Sir William l'~1uir 

(Allaha.bad); reprinted,. 1878. 

1880 Extracts from the Cora~ in the Original 

with English Rendering, compiled by 

Sir William Muir (London). 

1882 The Speeches and Table-talk of the 

Prophet Mohammad, cho sen and translated 

with an introduction and notes by S. 

Lane-Poole (London). 
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3. Books about ttuhammad and Islam 

1697 Humphrey Prideaux (Dean of Norwich), 

The True Nature of Imposture Displayed 

in the Life of Maho:net with a Discourse 

Annexed for Vindicating of Christianity 

from the Charge (London). 

1776-88 Edward Gibbon, The History of the 

Decline and Fall of the Roman E~pire, 

6 vols. (London). 0hapter 50 deals 

with the rise of ~uha~rnad. 

1851 Aloys Sprenger, The Life of ~.1uham~ad 

from Original Sources (Allahabad: 

Presbyterian Mission Press). 

1855-56 Richard F. Burton, Personal Narra-

tive of a Pilgrimage to El-Medinah. and 

Meccah, 3 vols. (London); second edition, 

1857; revised edition, 1879. 

1861 Sir Willia'1l Muir, The Life of Mohammad 

(Edinburgh); reprinted, 1876, 1894. 

1868 John P. Brown, The Darvishes or Oriental 

Spiritualism (London)o 

1874 R. Bosworth Smith, Moha:nmad and Mohammed-

8nism: Lectures Delivered at the Royal 

Institution of Great Britain (London); 

second edition, revised and enlarged, 

1876; third edition, enlarged, 1889. 

1875 T. P. Hughes, Notes on MohalIllnadaniE:m 

(London) • 

1878 J. W. H. stobart, Islam a~d Its FOlmder 

(London: Society for Promoting Christian 

Knowledge). 



1882 Wilfrid Seawen Blunt9 The Future of 

Isla'll (London). 

1885 T. P. Hughes, Dictionary of Islam 

(London). 

1893 Edward Granville Browne, A Year 

Amongst the Persia~s (London). 

1898 Sir Richard F. Burton, The Jew, the 

Gypsy and EI Isla'll (London). 

1898 R. B. Cunninghame Graham, Mogreb-El

Acksa (London). 

4. Dates of Composition of Conrad's Early Works 

1889-94 Almayer's Folly. 

1894-95 An Outcast of the Islands. 

1896 "The Lagoon." 
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1896-99 !\~S. of The Re scue (r )-- about half the 

final book (247 pa~es of the Dent 

collected edition). 

1897 "Karain. " 

1899-1900 Lord Jim. 

Most of the information given in this appendix is de

rived from the British Museurn catalogue of Printed 

Books (London, 1961-66). 
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DELETIONS OF RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE FROM THE FINAL 

VERSION OF UNDER WESTERN EYES 

Peter Ivanovitch's pretensions to being a holy 

figure of revolution were far more explicit in the 

manuscript of the novel, where there is even a direct 

comparison between Ivanovitch and Christ. In the 

manuscript, Ivanovitch comments, ItI have dwelt forty 

days in the wilderness and I know what the Prince of 

Darlmess is like" (fol. 463) • 1 He also compares himself 

with the prophets of Israel' (fol. 469) and speaks of 

the need for a new gospel (fol. 482). He is said to 

have spent a night with Madame de 8--- "in tears and on 

his knees seeing visions an~ waiting for a final fem-

inist revelation" (fol. 500). The titles of his works 

are-announced as "The Resurrection of Yegor," tiThe 

Pride of Darbless" and "Parables of Decay" (fol. 591), 

which SOllild both biblical and Tolstoyan. 2 The final 

view, as presented by the novel, is less blatant, yet, 

as has been seen, it still retains this sense of a 

prophetic figure. 

Also of interest are some of the early s8ctions 

of the ma~uscriptt where the narrator appears to be 

reporting on the state of RazQ~ov'S religious faith 

and, indirectly, on his own: 

1 Quotations from the manuscript of Under Western 
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All the fluctuations of hi s feelings all the 
perplexities of his spirit in short all the 
profound trouble of his existence is set 
down with a terrible minuten of selfexamina
tion interspersed with long speculative 
passages in a declamatory style. In places 
he apostrophizes the Deity with considerable 
violence and bitterness. But this violence 
and bitterness are robbed of all ~~±€a£aat 

offensively quality 
aaEl blasphemous efiaI'B.e4i€£ by the 
consideration that ~\~r. Razumov held no 
religious faith or belief of any kind. 

assured me 
A friend of mine a~£ the other day 

that the story of each single li~ and esp
ecially of an atheistts life is (2 letters 

a wonderful 
deB record of God's dealings with man. 
To this I would add that there are lives-

that 
such as of an obscure teacher of languages 

to be 
for instB.L1Ce--which seem forgotten by 

of wonders 
the God and perhaps for that very 
reason disdained by the devil. It is suf
ficiently clear that the life of Kirylo 
Sidorovitch Razumov was not of that kind o 

no one 
riliatever light was vouchsafed to it, eaa-aet 
will 

be able to deny that it is touched by the 
gloom of the bottomless pit. (fo1s. 9-11) 

This picture of Razumov--bitterly apostrophising 

a deity in which he does not believe--see"lls an exercise 

in futility, though there may be some point if it is 

the deities of autocracy and revolution that stir hi.s 

wrath. The sense of the narrator as being "forgotten 

by God" and "disdained by the devil" is also less pro

nounced in the final version which is, therefore, less 

Eyes are taken from Emily K. Izsak, "'Under Western Eyes 
and the Problems of Serial publication," .Review of 
~nglish Studies, 23 (1972), 439-42. 

2 Among Tolstoy's works are Resurrection (1899) 
and The Power of Darkness (1886). 
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specific with each of the three characters that have 

been considered. ·As was noted at the beginning of 

chapter nine, it is conrad's practice to make his 

characters avoid direct answers to the question of 

faitho In the published book, therefore, Razumov's 

lack of belief is not so bluntly stated; there are 

even times when he is tempted to regard himself as an 

agent of Providence (UWE, 301)--the mystical view that 

Prince K--- and Councillor Mikulin incline to. Iron

ically, belief here would lead to destruction; destr

uction, that is. of a spiritual kind (or· of his peace 

of mind). Only by forgoing that belief can Razumov 

find spiritual peace or peace of mind, though at the 

cost of physical mutilation, which brings out, as it 

were, the spiritual mutilation that was present 

previously. 
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