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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1 2 

Tillyard and Bowra have suggested throughout their 

books on the epic tradition that the literary epic must be 

universal in dealing with the social, economic, political, 

and historical problems of the human condition, The writer 

of literary epic has been able to transmute common incidents 

into universal art. Although the literary epic was once 
3 

commonly considered a genre of poetry only, later critics, 
including Tillyard, had been able to perceive the qualities 

4 
of epic in prose. The epic may have been on the brink of 

extinction, but it has been revitalized in the last hundred 

5 

years by Tolstoi, Mann, and Joseph Conrad, among others. 

In the most recent work on Conrad as political novelist, Hay 

concedes that Conrad may be considered an epic writer because 

M. W. Tillyard, The English Epic and Its Background 
(New York, 1954) , pp. 1-lfT. ~ ' ' ~~ ~~ 

2 
C. M. Bowra, From Virgil to Milton {London, 1948) , 

pp. 1-32. 
3 
Tillyard, 0£. cit., p. v. 

4E. M. W. Tillyard, The Epic Strain in The English Novel 
(London, 1967), pp. 5-9. " ~ „ „ . 

JE. M. W. Tillyard, "The English Epic Tradition," Warton 
Lecture on English Poetry, read March 4, 1936. 



he is able to see the "historic destiny of nations in crises." 

She says that lie is able to " transmit the spirit of the na-

6 

tion as a whole as well as the struggles of the individual." 

Conrad's work is often roughly divided into three 

periods; the earlier period, the middle period, and the last 

or late period. Balnea classifies the early and late periods 

as being "based on his own experiences or on hearsay within 
7 

a context which he knew well. . . . " Albert Guerard stated 

that Youth,Heart of Darkness,ss "The Secret Sharer," 

Smile of Fortune," and The Shadow Line were based on personal 

experiences. 11 The Secret Sharer," The Shadow Line, and The 
8 

Nigger of the Harcissus are stories of actual voyages. All 

of these works were written before 1904. 

After the initial period, there seemed to be a change in 

Conrad13 literary perspective. He had leanings toward more 

contemporary subjects. Morton Zabel, an eminent critic on 

Conrad, explains some of the causes for this change: 
But another ferment was working in his mind, 

Blackwood's rebuff, the prolonged strain of the 
past five yearn, recurring ill health and domestic 
worries that prolonged themselves into 1903, 
apparently joined with the sense that he had run 
out of his material to compel Conrad toward a 
6 
Eloise Knapp Hay, The Political Hovels of Joseph Conrad 

A Critical Study (Chicago, 1963), p. 291. 

7 
Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad A Critical 

(New York, 1960), p. 2 9 3 . " " " 
g 
Albert J. Guerard, Conrad The novelist (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, 1965) , p. TIT 



different subject matter, a new direction in his 
work,, an attack on themes more closely actual and 
contemporary than those of his exotic or maritime 
tales. The drama of modern life, modern politics, 
the social crisis and the future of nations, was 
in the air.9 

Conrad himself was intensely aware of the change but was unable 

to fathom the nature of it; 

i don't mean to say that I became then con-
scious of any impending change in my mentality 
and in ray attitude towards the tasks of ray writing 
life- And perhaps there was never any change, 
except in that mysterious, extraneous thing which 
has nothing to do with the theories of art; a 
subtle change in the nature of inspiration, a 
phenomenon for which I cannot in any way be held 
responsible. 

The middle period which dates from 1904 through 1911 is the 

period when a radical change took place in Conrad's philoso-

phy of literature. This middle period is essentially epic in 

nature. Following the middle period is the last period,, in 

which Conrad reverts to his original perspective wherein his 

main topics were themes of personal experience. The most 

important of these last novels were Victory, An Island Tale 

and Youth, i\ narrative. 

In order to explain the sense in which Conrad's works 

are epic, it. is first necessary to examine some of the major 

critical evaluations of the nature of the epic. Tillyard 

9 
"Morton Dauwen Zabel, 'Introduction to Under Western 

Eyes,Conrad, A Collection of Critical Essayi", ecfitecf by ~ 
Marvin Murctick EngTeTwdo d ~c1 ITfi, Hew Jersey, 1966) , DO. 113-
114. 

"^Joseph Conrad, l.'ostromo, Complete Works, Vol. IX (New 
York, 1924) , p« vii. — 
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has set some widely accepted guidelines as to the basic 

qualities of the epic. He sets forth four major requirements 

that an epic must fulfill in order to be a legitimate literary 

epic. The first epic requirement is the simple one of high 

quality and of high seriousness? the second requirement can 

be considered by the use of words like amplitude,, breadth, 

inclusiveness, and so on; the third may be stated as demon-

stration of a control commensurate with the amount included? 

the fourth requirement can be called choric. The epic writer 

must also express the feelings of a large group of people 

living in or near his own time.^ 

The "high quality" of the epic suggests transcending the 

mediocre to reach hitherto unattained heights. Tillyard 
I O 

states that the "true epic creates a 'heroic impression*. 

The third requirement embraces a multitude of abstracts, 

but it seems to imply that the artist must be versatile and 

able to view life froa many sides, He roust be able to discern 

all the effects of a fast-travelling kaleidoscope. He must 

capture the "ethical temper"® of his time and communicate that 

temper to posterity. *bercrombie, a critic of the epic, 

supports the idea that we must look on the epic poet as 

3 J 

""Tillyard,, The English Epic and Its Background, pp. 5-10, 

lzlbid., p. 10. 



. . . accepting, and with his genius transfigur-
ing, the general circumstances of his time . . . 
symbolizing, in some appropriate form, whatever 
sense of the significance of life he feels acting 
as the accepted unconscious metaphysics of the 
time, 3 

The artist is to transform facts into "metaphysics." He is 

to make the transformation in his vernacular and give it 

specific significance, for every individual is seeking some 

identifiable significant relationship in the universe. Conrad 

shows his awareness of this aim by speaking of Willems and 

Aissa in An Outcast, as early as 1895, as filled with a 

similar ambitions 

They both long to have a significance in the 
order of nature or of society. To me they are 
typical of mankind where every individual wishes 
to assert his power, woman by sentiment, roan by 
achievement of some sort—mostly b a s e . 

Thus the third requirement necessitates selection, organiza-

tion, and arrangement. The artist roust keep in mind the 

boundaries of his canvas and control his subject matter 

accordingly. 

The fourth and last requirement places the greatest 

responsibility on the artist because it requires him to be 

a spokesman for his country and his time. He must use his 

13 
Ibid., p. 39, citing Lascelles Abercrombie, The Epic 

(London ,~~not dated) . 
14 
G. Jean-Aubrey, Joseph Conrad Life and Letters (New 

York, 1927), p. 181, quoting~from a ~letter~?rom Conrad to 
Edward Garnett, Tuesday, September 24, 1895. 



imaginative genius to perceive the spirit and to transmute 

it to universal literature. Eaines says that the artist must 

not lose his "individuality/' but must in some way symbolize 

15 
"aspects of human nature and the human predicament." Bowra 

expanded this idea further and declared that the epic hero 

IS 

is not so much himself as a symbol of an ideal. 

Various conjectures have been made as to whether the 

epic falls nearer to the category of the comic or the tragic. 

It leans more toward the tragic, because of its great liter-

ary importance and because of its high seriousness. Tillyard 

explains that the epic should be more tragic than comic: 
I could explain the third postulate--that epic 
should be positive rather than critical—by 
saying that, on a balance, epic in its narrative 
sphere should correspond to the tragic rather 
than to the comic in the dramatic sphere.!"? 

Its seriousness connotates matters and themes of weightiness 

and probity. Seriousness also suggests morality. The theme 

must transcend the personal and project some universal truth 

for the benefit and betterment of mankind; 

It is safer to require but three qualities of 
the epic: that it should be narrative on a 
large scale, that it should be so serious as 
to merit the epithet "universal," and that it 
should be positive rather than c r i t i c a l , 1 8 

15 
'Baines, op. cit., p. 164. 

16 
Bowra, op. cit. , p. 16. 

"^Tillyard, "The English Epic Tradition," p. 3. 

18Ibid., p. 2. 



Connected v/ith the scope of the theme is the terrain of 

the poet. Dixon interprets the realm of the epic poet in 

terms of the terrestrial and celestials 

His province is not, and can never again be, 
co-extensive with the entire world of men's 
thoughts and actions. Yet no petty province 
will suffice. The great ©pic owes much of its 
dignity to the mere spaciousness of its actions, 
its majestic proportions» 

An introduction to the epic qualities is not enough in 

itself to clarify the identification of the epic. To under-

stand clearly just what an epic really is, it is important 

and necessary to have a working definition. Bowra has offered 

a comprehensive statement. •; 

An epic poem is by common consent a narra-
tive of some length and deals with events which 
have a certain grandeur and importance and come 
from a life of action, especially of violent 
action such as war. It gives a special pleasure 
because its events and persons enhance our belief 
in the worth of human achievement and in the 
dignity and nobility of roan.20 

Bowra further theorizes that the epic poet must present 

a hero symbolically as an ideal through which his work be-

comes instructive and acquires a moralistic tone. The poet 

must introduce issues beyond the immediate scope of the novel. 

These issues must be of an enormity and importance not directly 

relevant to the plot of the novel. In a sense, the epic 

19 
W, Macneile Dixon, "ncrlish Epic and Heroic Poetry 

(London, 1912) , p. 16. ^ 
20_ 
Bowra, o£. ext., p. 1. 



novelist "attempts to convey almost the ~.*hole duty ant! the 

21 

whole circumstances of nan." 

This thesis will attenpt to show that the three major 

works of Conrad's middle period-—Nostromo, The Secret Agent, 

and Under Western Eyes--are essentially literary erdes. 

21Ibid., p. 17. 



CHAPTER II 

NOSTROMD 

The epic quality of Nostroroo seems evident by the scope 

of the canvas alone. In the "Author's Mote" of Nostromo, 

Conrad mentions the fact that it is one of his broadest can-

vases. Jocelyn Baines has compared its scope to that of War 

the 

m 2 

and Peace.^ It was in a sense so broad as to embrace the 

universe. Rosenfield called it a "Conradian Universe. 

Conrad suggests that his scope is universal in an early state-

ment of his artistic credo; 

And art itself may be defined as a single-minded 
attempt to render the highest kind of justice to 
the visible universe by bringing to light the 
truth, manifold and one, underlying its very 
aspect.3 

Others have felt that Joseph Conrad wrote epic prose. E. M. W, 

Tillyard wrote an extended analysis of the epic qualities in 

Nostromo. Baines has compared it to the greatest prose epic 

of the modern age; 

"^Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad A Critical Biography (Rew 
•fork, 1960) , p. 297. ~ • — 

9 
"Claire Rosenfield, "An Archetypal Analysis of Conrad's 

Nostromo," Texas Studies in Literature and Lanquaqe, III 
(Winter7 1962T7 510^347 ~~~ ~ ' ' ~ * 

3 
' Joseph Conrad, The Nigger of the Narcissus (New York, 

1962) , p. 17. 
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ifestromo is Conrad8s most ambitious feat of 
imagination and is worthy of comparison with the 
most ambitious of all great novels. War and Peace, 
. . . In Nostromo he maintained his concern with 
the individual and with personal relations but 
extended his range to include public as well as 
private life. 

In his opinion, Bostromo is more than a fictional creation 

of a country. It is the creation of a universe portraying 

the universal struggle of an individual for existence and 

identity. A representative critical view of the cosmic vista 

is that of Lois Michel, who suggests that Conrad supplies a 

5 

cosmic view of man which is more than personal? it is social, 

Nostromo is certainly epic in the sense that the place 

involves more than the boundaries of Costaguana. It includes 
America, England, and Western Europe; 

It is ruthlessly faithful to the virtues and. 
vices of Spanish America, but it is exposed to 
the inroads and the criticisms of some of the 
chief nations of the earth. Through these in-
roads and these criticisms Conrad not only tells 
us more of Spanish America but conveys a phase of 
Western European policy and thought.® 

The historical references to affairs in Western Europe have 

an authenticity, because Conrad was well-versed in the politics 

of his time. Richard Curie, a close friend of Conrad, testi-

fied directly that 

4Baines, op. cit., p. 297. 

5Lois A. Michel,, "The Absurd Predicament in Conrad's 
Political Novels," College English, XIII (November, 1961), 131. 

6E. M. W. Tillyard, The Epic Strain in The English Novel 
(London, 1967), p. 127. 
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His knowledge of European affairs for hundreds 
of years back was encyclopaedic. . . . He had 
a grasp of national characteristics which made 
him apprehend to an almost prophetic degree the 
mistake® that countries made in dealing with one 
another.' 

Besides the epic quality in the broad political issues 

of the novel, it abounds in historical references in time. 

Its scope seems to encompass the past,, present, and future. 

In describing the coastal area, Conrad compares the untamed 

coasts of Costaguana with the names in mythology: 

Year after year the black hulls of their ships 
had gone up and down the coast, in and out, past 
Azuera, past Punta Mala—disregarding everything 
but the tyranny of time. Their names, the names 
of all mythology, became the household words of 
a coast that had never been ruled by the gods of 
Olympus.8 

Another historical reference, more pertinent to the 

story, more associated with the recent past and integrated 

in the lives of the people, is the reference to various relics 

of the Spanish conquest: 

His way would lie along the old Spanish 
road—the Camino Real of popular speech—the 
only remaining vestige of a fact and name left 
by that royalty old Giorgio Viola hated, and 
whose very shadow had departed from the land; 
for the big equestrian statue of Charles IV at 
the entrance of the Alameda, towering white 
against the trees, was only known to the folk 
from the country and to the beggars of the town 
7 

Richard Curie, The Last Twelve Years of Joseph Conrad 
(London, 1938) , p. 26. ~ " 

Q 

Joseph Conrad, Nostromo, Complete Works, Vol. IX (New 
York, 1924) , p. 9. " 
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that slept on the steps around the pedestal, as 
the Horse of Stone.3 

The road and the statue were historical relics reminding the 

natives of the Spanish rule, but they, in no wise, hinted at 

the cruelty, which involved brands of the basest cruelty; 

Mrs. Gould knew the history of the San Tome mine. 
Worked in the early days mostly by means of lashes 
on the backs of slaves, its yield had been paid 
for in its own weight of human, bones. Whole tribes 
of Indians had perished in the exploitations? and 
then the mine was abandoned, since with this primi-
tive method it had ceased to make a profitable 
return, no matter how many corpses were thrown in 
the maw. " 

This span of time from early settlement through the Old 

Spanish rule down to the present age is truly epic in its 

historical sweep. Tillyari justly praises the compression of 

changes evident in such a time spans 

. . . And into that time a whole revolution in 
the ways of life is compressed? feudalism yields 
to the pressure and the exploitations of modern 
capitalism, which itself becomes exposed to the 
beginnings of a communist movement. Such scope 
is impressive enough, but it is not the whole, 
for the revolution, propelled ultimately by Western 
Europe with the help of 2-Forth America and not by 
the Spaniards of the New World, repeats a pattern 
set up hundreds of years ago.H 

Conrad suggests that perhaps this revolutionary pattern had 

its inception in the cruelty of the Old Spanish rule; there 

certainly was just cause for such a course of action in the 

^Ibid. , p. 48. "* °Ibid. , p. 52. 

11 
Tillyard, op. cit., p. 129. 
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*!cruel futility of things . , . unveiled in the levity and 

sufferings of that incorrigible people? the cruel futility 

of lives arid deaths thrown away in the vain endeavor to 

12 

attain an enduring solution of the problem." 

Closely connected to the historical sequence of events 

is the theme of '"fairy-lore/* which Tillyard rightly invites 

attention to, the fabulous and the supernatural being conspicu-

ous elements in Nostromo. 
. „ . for Nostromo as well as being centred 
fiercely in the reality of modern life is a 
fairy-tale; and the fairy-tale extends the 
options of time through the whole span of 
datable human events to the unknown or purely 
conjectural; it unites the nearest and the 
farthest. 3-3 

Among the first references to the supernatural forces 

operating are the ghosts of Azuera, which are symbols of the 

greed in man which enslave him even after centuries of death: 

. . . but the two gringosr 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. . . . 

A more important fairy-tale element is the apparent pos-

session of the soul of Nostromo by an alien spirit. He is 

overtaken by excitement when he perceives that he is approach-

ing Great Isabel after being lost in the mists of the night: 

12 
Conrad, Nostromo, p. 364. 

13 
Tillyard, op. cit., p. 132. 

14 
Conrad, Nostromo, p. 5, 
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". . . his excitement had departed, as when the soul takes 

flight leaving the body inert upon an earth it knows no more." 

Nostroino in reality no longer knew this earth, for he had 

returned from his night-journey as a zombie—one of the living 

dead. He becomes aware of his contact with reality by slow 

degrees; first, his heavy-lidded eyes start a slow movement? 

then, an expression of unanimated life begins to dawn in his 

eyes: ". . . deep thought crept into the empty stare—as if 

an outcast soul, a quiet, brooding soul, finding that unten-

anted body in its way, had come in stealthily to take 

, 15 

possession.'' This alien soul causes Bostramo's tragic 

death. After saving the ingots of silver, he feels that he 

has been betrayed. He decides that he will take the entire 

treasure as a recompense for that very betrayal. For taking 

the "curse of death'' upon his shoulders, he will settle for 

nothing less than that the whole fortune will do as his re-

ward. He is able to take possession of all the treasure except 

four ingots which Decoud used for his suicide leap. The alien 

soul is representative of the burning desire for riches. He 
is laden with the curse of covetousness: "There is something 

1 7 
in a treasure that fastens upon a nan's mind." He paid 

1 8 
for his lust and greed "by a lost soul and a vanished life."' 

i r: -1 
Ibid., p. 493. Ibid., p. 259. 

"^Xbid. , p. 460. "^Ibid. r p. 502. 
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There are other brief but exotically colorful references 

v/hich extend the richness of the supernatural motif. 

Conrad attains universality by introducing into his 

narrative references to the mythical passage in the Bible 

which deals with the universal Garden of Eden. This garden, 

very similar to the original, raak.es reference to the fact 

that the garden becomes an evil influence because of man's 

disobedience to God. This,, too, is a garden of evil from 

which man cannot escape: 

''It is no longer a Paradise of snakes. We have 
brought mankind into it, and we cannot turn our 
backs upon them to go and begin a new life else-
where. "J-9 

.Uoseafieid interprets this mythical garden of evil as a prog-

nostication of future temptation: 

This 'paradise of snakesH [Sulaco] is a prophecy 
of the future, of the constant threat of corrup-
tion over the Conradian universe, of the evil 
influence of the traditional in the political 
affairs of the area/0 

Besides tlie Biblical analogy there are references to 

witchcraft and enchantment. Nostromo's refusal to summon a 

priest for Signora Viola while she is on her death-bed causes 

her to lay a curse on him. He is forever after intimidated 

by the crhost of the curses: 

"You do not believe in priests, Don Martin? 
Neither do I. What was the use in wasting time? 

1 Q 
Ibid,. , p. 203. 

^°Roaenfield, oj>. cit. , p. 515. 
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But she--she believes in them. The thing sticks 
in ray throat. She may be dead already, and here 
we are floating helpless with no wind at all. 
Curse on all superstition. She died thinking 1 
deprived her of Paradise, I suppose. It shall be 
the most desperate affair of my life. 

Whether to summon the priest or not to summon him was now 

Nostromo's epic choice. Tillyard suggests that the epic 

hero has to make such choices. Nostromo had two vital 

choices to make, and both tiroes he made the wrong choices. 

Nostromo' s two choices involved summoning the priest or 

saving the silver. He lost a place of acclaim by not ful-

filling Signora Viola's request and by saving the silver. 

He lost his soul in the first wrong choice? in the second, 

he lost his life: 

In denying that request . . . Nostromo corrupted 
his conscience arid, becoming desperate, ended bv 
selling his soul for the whole load of silver. ^ 

Because Nostromo was willing to accept his cursed burden, 

he was also fulfilling his role as a tragic hero: 

The greatest epics include within their great 
variety some tragic theme, some theme dealing 
with the fate of the individual in his struggle 
with circumstances and raising the issues of 
right_or wrong.2 3 

The issue for Nostromo was personal gain versus spiritual 

attainment. His tragic purpose was that he should suffer for 

21 
"Conrad, Nostromo, p. 268. 

22 
Tillyard, op. cit., p. 134. 

21 
Ibid., p. 139. 
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the well-being of the entire community. Rosenfield, who baa 

studied the nature of the epic hero, suggests that Nostromo 

felt that by accepting the task of saving the silver he was 

promoting the common good.,! He realizes that it is a burden 

and a. curse because he will be the goat at whom all covetous 

eyes will be turned. The only reward for him will be an 
94 

"incorruptible reputation" * which is not commensurate with 

the dangers involved, According to Rosenfield the epic hero 

is a national figure, and Nostromo accepts his traditional 

and historical role by accepting his destiny. He is willing 

to give up his own freedom and safety for the better solidar-

ity of the community. At first, he is free to make his own 

choices,, but eventually he is "gradually caught up in a chain 
, 25 

of causality," This burden that he assumes is a form of 

danger and suffering for the whole community and his accep-

tance may eradicate the blight and may regenerate the people. 

Nostromo saunters forth to slay the mighty dragon and 

return victorious with the spoils. But this is not quite 

the case with Nostromo, for he returns as one who returns 

from the dead, and his great deed is forgotten in the turmoil 

of war and revolution. He has not brought back the spoils 

because he had to bury them to keep them from the enemy'a 

camp. Previously, he had been hailed with adulation, but 

this time it is as though he were among the slain. The 
? ̂sl 

Rosenfield, ©£. cit., p. 522. Ibid., p. 521. 
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account of these deeds will rival any fantastic deeds of vore r 

At the moment of gravest danger he saves President 
Riberia from the mob; he appears at the inn of old 
Viola as the enraged populace turn their guns upon 
it? his mere presence is enough to quell the people. 
He alone is cited for the task of removing the 
silver? Captain Mitchell mourns his supposed death 
because only he is capable of achieving the desperate 
ride to Cayta.26 

As has been previously noted, there may be a resurrection 

of the community through the brave deeds of the epic hero. 

Sulaco seems to have benefited from Nostrorao's deeds. It 

has taken a turn for the better, but the irony of its human 

condition is that the regeneration is economical rather than 

spiritual. The sense of peace and prosperity following the 

revolution signifies an expansion of "material interests." 

It is Conrad's irony that the people are only concerned for 

their social security; 

The augmentation of the establishment, with its 
crowds of clerks, an office in town, the old office 
in the harbour, the division into departments'— 
passenger, cargo, lighterage, and so on—secured 
a greater leisure for his last years in the 
regenerated27 sulaco, the capital of the Occidental 
Republic. 28" 

This economic regeneration of Costaguana carried within it 

26 

Rosenfield, o£. cit., p. 520. 
27 
Italics mine. 

28 
Conrad, Hosfcroitto, pp. 473-474. 
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an ironic reprisal. Material interests cause a community un-

happiness and unrest because the acquisition of riches calls 

for more of the same. Material interests have no justice 

and they have no ''rectitude." In time they will destroy the 

sense of morality that should have existed in the community: 

" . . . the time approaches when all that the Gould Concession 

stands for shall weigh as heavily upon the people as the bar-

29 

barism, cruelty, and misrule of a few years back." 

The advancement of material interests required the 

bravery and courage of a trustworthy servant; Nostromo was 

given this commission because he offered the note of trust-

worthiness; he was "incorruptible." Conrad draws parallels 

between the destiny of Nostromo and that of the silver mine. 

In a sense, they are dual heroes of the novel; each represents 

relevant themes of the story. Both represent universal traits 

of durability and stability? both represent the spirit of good 

that pervades the novel? and, yet, each in turn has its own 

tragic flaw; the mine's flaw was that it brought material 

prosperity - at the same time, it brought enslavement for its 

employees. Nostromo brought a sense of security and salva-

tion, yet he, too, was corrupted by the silver: 
A dominant characteristic of the world of 

men is liability to corruption; of the world of 
immutable values, incorruptibility. Because 
Nostromo throughout possesses the name and repu-
tation of "Incorruptible," he is intrusted with 

29Ibid., p. 511. 
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the saving of the store of silver from the po-
litical factions,30 

Nostromo and the silver take on characteristics of the 

universal because of their incorruptibility. They form a 

part of the epic ideal; 

"And silver is an incorruptible metal that can 
be trusted to keep its value forever. „ » . 
An incorruptible metal."31 

The incorruptible ideal is a guiding star for the people of 

Costaguana when they are frustrated by not attaining their 

earthly ideals. They can still perceive the universality of 

the ideals long after they have been disillusioned by the 

actions of those around them. Nostromo retained his air of 

incorruptibility because, until the very end, the people who 

worshipped him were unaware of his deception and betrayal. 

They were also able to accept the silver mine as their savior 

because it was used in bargaining for their freedom. The 

mine becomes an absolute in the cosmos: 

. . . The mine, in any state, is a force, a 
symbol not only of abstract justice, but also 
of permanence, of some Absolute.32 

Aside from the immutability of the silver, the snow-

capped mountain of Higuerota apparently stands for truth and 

justice above a scene of corruption and dissolution. Conrad 

30 
Rosenfield, og. cit., p. 513. 

31Ibid., p. 514. 32Ibid., p. 513. 
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calls Higuerota a "symbol of Ideal truth." Its presence is a 

judgment on the failures and sordidness inherent In humanity. 

It frowns upon the cruelty which is enacted under the shadow 

33 

of its divine shadow. Higuerota shares its role with Old 

Viola as representative of the ideal somewhat parallel to the 

Nostromo-San Tome mine theme. Both are unchanging in a world 

of variety arid upheaval. Viola represents an ideal because 

he comes from the Old World of idealists who are unchanging 

in their faith that they will set men free. Viola was "un 

uragano terrible" who irade the paid soldiers flee for their 

lives. He supported the cause against tyranny and oppression. 

lie was an idolator of Garibaldi, who represented the cause of 

freedom. He was analogous to the snow-capped mountain in his 

white-haired immutability: 
There were three doors in the front of his house, 
and each afternoon the Garibaldino could be seen 
at one or another of them with his big bush of 
white hair, his arms folded, his legs crossed, 
leaning back his leonine head against the lintel, 
and looking up the wooded slopes of the foothills 
at the snowy dome of Higuerota.34 

By living in the shadow of the mountain and breathing in its 

eternal essence, he became as one with it. Tillyard correctly 

notes the symbolic nature of the two: 

On the other hand, if you ask whether there is 
any symbolic connection between Giorgio Viola 
and Higuerota, the answer is a very clear yes. 

33 
Tillyard, OP. clt., p. 142. 

34 
Conrad, Nostromo, pp. 25-26, 
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His hair is "'as white as the snows of Higuerota" 
because his simple-minded Republican faith has not 
diverged too far from the original ideal on which 
it was founded.35 

Higuerota is a symbol of the unchanging divine ideal which 

serves as a guide to man struggling with his unattainable 

ideals. Man is kept from his goal by his "short-sightedness," 

Conrad speaks of his vision of a country and an area which 

are "route witnesses of events flowing from the passions of 

men short-sighted in good and evil.9" " Nostromo is a testi-

mony to those men who are well-intentioned but corrupt because 

of their ideals. Theirs "is a failure of the imagination.rlv 

Beyond the epic qualities of symbolism, historical 

tradition, and the like, looms the problem of human destiny 

in terms of man's relation to the cosmos. Conrad's philoso-

phy embraces a view of man struggling in an inscrutable 

universe. But he does not see this struggle as hopeless. 

37 

Tillyard suggests that man is liable to temptation and error. 

He feels that Conrad is not pessimistic in depicting these 

trials and errors and also depicting the fact that they can 

survive these very struggles. Therein lies the hope of 

Conrad1s theory—that there is some hope for mankind. 

The human destiny of Uostromo echoes all the vast, changing 

panorama of the human condition. Its universality encompasses 

" Tillyard, oj>. cit. , p. 143. 

36Ibid., p. 145. 37Ibid., p. 150. 
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the whole range of human situation from the very wealthy to 

the -very poor. The very wealthiest members of Costaguana 

were the families of Spanish descent which ruled the lower 

classes. They were called "Sulaco Oligarchs® and they repre-

sented the aristocracy. The Spanish aristocracy accepted the 

Gould family, owners of the San Tome mine, as one of them. 

Next in the political hierarchy was the group who were hired 

to command the mine and the official positions of the town 

such as Captain Mitchell and !Jostromo? last came the peons 

who were slaves of the mine and the upper classes. Nostromo 

not only depicts their social standing, but also their moral 

standing: it depicts the pure in heart and the wickedly de-

ceptive and all the shadows in between. Tillyard states that 

Sfostroroo photographs humanity struggling in a sea of baffle-

ment: 

. . . it [Nostromo] echoes and confirms the hopes 
of those who wish to have reasons for living 
vigorously in a world that threatens to baffle 
them at every turn.38 

This bafflement causes an unending propensity to human error. 

Rosenfield has neatly stated Conrad's vision of human destiny. 

She says that history is made up of cases of individuals who 

are in constant conflict with their ambitions and their dreams. 

They are forever replacing an old error with a new form of the 

same. This process is age-old and is in continuous operation 

38Ibid., p. 166. 
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in the lives of humanity. M l life is a vicious cycle of 

beginnings and failures; "Politics is a constant round of 

39 
mental and moral failure." 

Conrad certainly added a not© of pessimism to his philos-

ophy of human destiny. 

The cruel futility of things stood unveiled in 
the levity and sufferings of that incorrigible 
people,* the cruel futility of lives and of 
deaths thrown away in the vain endeavour to at-
tain a solution to the problem.^0 

Nostromo was also involved, in seeking a solution to the 

"cruel futility of things." Moreover, he was devoured in the 

process by cruel necessity. In his role as epic hero he 

descended into the depths of chaos in order to return a more 

perfect man worthy of a commission as savior of the people, 

Rosenfield has made an extensive investigation of the epic 

hero and has come to the conclusion that myths require that 

the epic hero make a night-sea journey to the bowels of the 

earth or to the uttermost depths of the sea in search of a 

symbolic death which brings him face to face with the evil of 

monsters who plague the earth. This experience is comparable 

to that of Jonah when descending into the belly of the whale 

or of Beowulf and his encounters with Grendel. The epic hero 

must overcome the monster -symbol of death and oblivion—in 

order to be reborn and experience peace and tranquility; 

39 
Rosenfield, op. cit., p. 518. 

40 
Conrad, op. cit., p. 364. 
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this tranquility brings forth new knowledge of the universe. 

Ee is then able to impart this new knowledge to a fallen 

41 

world and expose it to the possibility of redemption.. 

Kostromo had a night-sea journey like other epic heroes 

of his calibre which was consummated on the sea of Costaguana. 

Be and Decoud are out in the obscuring mists of the gulf with 

the lighter loaded with the silver. The night is so dark 

that they can hardly see outlines. The sea was black with 

foreboding: . this my s te rious ne s s of the great waters 

spread out strangely smooth, as if their restlessness had 
42 

been crushed by the weight of that dense night." 

The evil monster that Nostromo and Decoud had to face was 

the isolation and loneliness and the mysterious unknown which 

was the most fearsome of all. Solitude is the most debilitat-

ing of the forces because a man loses all sense of identity 

and, in a sense, ceases to exist: "It takes possession of 

the mind, and drives forth the thought into the exile of 
43 

utter unbelief." A far more fearful dragon was the isola-

tion which led to madness because it caused man to lose contact 

with reality. It causes an immersion with the clouds and 

formations of nature to such an extent that man, as entity, 

is bereft of existences 41 
Rosenfield, op. cit., p. 523, 

4? 
Conrad, qg. cit., p. 261. 

43Ibid., p. 497. 
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After three days of waiting for the sight of some 
human face, Decoud caught himself entertaining a 
doubt of .his own individuality. It had merged into 
the world of cloud and water, of natural forces and 
forms of nature. In our activity alone do we find 
the sustaining illusion of an independent existence 
as against the whole scheme of things of which we 
form a helpless part.44 

JJostromo returns from his night-sea journey after having 

had a bout with death, not quite resurrected, but, according 

to Rosenfield, he "achieves a dubious type of immortality in 

the end. . . . A slave of the buried silver while he lives, 

4 H 
he becomes when he is dead its perpetual guardian."' Conrad'! 

belief in his immortality was much more triumphant! 

It x-r&s another of Nostromo's triumphs, the greatest, 
the most enviable, the most sinister of all. In 
that rude cry of undying passion that seemed to ring 
aloud from Punta Mala to Azuera and away to the 
bright line of the horizon, overhung by a big white 
cloud shining like a mass of solid silver, the genius 
of the magnificent Capataz de Cargadores dominated 
the dark gulf containing his conquests of treasure 
and love.46 

The conquests and immortality of Sostromo are comparable, 

therefore, to those of Joseph Conrad in this epic work in 

which he makes his claim upon immortality by being worthy to 

be compared by a serious critic, Tillyard, to the immortal 

epic poet, Homer. Tillyard has discovered their basic simi-

larities. He says that Nostroipo constantly reminds him of 

44 

45 

46 

Ibid., p. 497. 

Rosenfield, op. cit., p. 529. 

Conrad, op. cit., p. 566. 
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Homer by their mutual treatment of "great themes of action 

and reflection.® They both express concern for the respective 

problems of material interests and ideals. Conrad's treatment 

of his hero and references to domesticity recall similar 

Homeric themes: ". . . recalls the Homeric theme in the 

Iliad of the irreconcilable virtues of heroic valour and the 

47 

ordered domestic life. ' 

There are more parallels than those that involve heroic 

valor and ordered domestic life. One other is that discovered 

by Tillyard as being a union of the supernatural with reality. 

He says that Conrad's "most accurate eye for living details" 

is comparable to the blend of the actual and the fabulous in 

the Odyssey. They each follow the same guidelines in their 
A p 

scope of time and the "teeming life'5 which they span. 

Taking into consideration the wealth of epic incidents, 

it may well be recorded that Mostromo has true epic quality. 
4 7 

Tillyard, op. cit., p. 167. 

48Ibid., p. 167. 



CHAPTER III 

THE SECRET AGENT 

The epic strain in The Secret Agent is somewhat differ-

ent from that in the other two because of its treatment. 

Conrad treated this novel ironically as well as melodramati-

cally. Its narrative perspective is the reverse of a straight-

forward perspective? it Is written with a critical and ironic 

tone. Conrad wrote to R. B. Cunningham Graham (October 7, 

1907) concerning this same ironic tone: 

I am glad you like the S. Agent, Vous comprenez 
bien that the story was written without malice. 
ItTKad some importance for me as a departure in 
genre and as a sustained effort in ironical treat-
iaent~~bf a melodramatic subject—which was my 
technical intention.1 

The ironic treatment deals mainly with the hero and his com-

patriots - - the anarchists. The hero is pictured as a fat slob 

vmo pretends to be an anarchist for the salary he receives. 

He has even gone so far as to marry, an act which is the 

ultimate blasphemy for the brotherhood of anarchy. Although 

the hero is unheroic in his personal habits—he wallows in 

bed until noon; he has the habit of keeping on his hat and 

coat at the dinner table in defiance of decorum? he is sloppy 

*G. Jean-Aubrey, Joseph Conrad Life and Letters, {New 
York, 1927) p. 60. "" ' 

28 
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in his eating habits r he operates a pornographic literature 

business? and he is a revolutionary who promotes murder and 

mayhem -he does, however, have the heroic quality of being a 

hero who has a series of personal struggles etched against a 

domestic background. He is tragic in his failure to see that 

his wife does riot love him for himself but for the protection 

of her demented brother. He is shortsighted in his personal 

and business relations. Yet he is representative of the in-

ternational spy ring. He is the agent provocateur who is the 

destructive force of all Europe: 

•''Unhappy Europe! Thou shalt perish by the 
moral insanity of thy children!*'2 

Albert Guerard thinks that the theme of spies and counter-

spies has ushered into the field of the novel a new genre. 

This genre is called by him the psycho-political mystery: 

The Secret Agent, especially, virtually created 
the genre of tKe serious psycho-political mystery 
novel. They recognized that the melodramatic 
fringe of society (the world of connivance between 
police and petty crirainal, of agent-provocateur 
and police informer, of thought-crime and torture 
and confession, of anarchist"and revolutionary 
exile) could also be, symbolically and morally,-
at the very heart of society and corrupting it. 

Conrad aims to present an ironic picture of the hero of such a 

tragedy engrossed in a mission of utter futility, diabolically 

7 
"Joseph Conrad, The Secret Acrent, Complete Works, 

Vol. XIII (Hew York, T$24T7p7~2n — — 

3 
Albert J. Guerard, Conrad The novelist (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, 1962), p. 22Q. " " ' ~ 
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conceived. In his "Author'3 Note," he expresses his scorn 

for the activities of Mr. Verloc: 

I remember, however, remarking on the criminal 
futility of the whole thing, doctrine, action, 
mentality? and on the contemptible aspect of the 
half-crazy pose as of a brazen cheat exploiting 
the poignant miseries and passionate credulities 
of a mankind always so tragically eager for self-
destruction.4 

This self-destructive element involves the destruction of 

time, a man -made concept. This theme is universal in its 

application because not only anarchists but all mankind are 

seeking to conserve and destroy themselves and time at one 

and the same time. Stallman, a noted critic of The Secret 

Agent, sees the destruction of time as the major theme. Per-

haps Conrad felt that the destruction of time and history 

would be a means of counter-attack against those who were 

''eager for self-destruction," 

. . . all time--legal time, civil time, astronom-
ical time, and Universal Time—emanates from 
Greenwich Observatory and that Verloc*s mission, 
in the intended bombing of Greenwich Observatory, 
is to destroy Time-How, Universal Time, for life 
itself.5 

From the structure of the novel, it seems likely that this 

portrayal of the destruction of time may be a means of bring-

ing the more solid side of society to a more rational view 

4 
Conrad, op. cit., p. ix. 

5 
R. W. Stallman, 'Time and The Secret Agent," Texas 

Studies in Literature and Language, I PpringTT959T, p." 102, 
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of the destructive forces of the revolutionaries. There is 

need for warnings, because there are those characters who do 

not view the destructive forces with alarm. One lady, in 

particular, is the "lady patroness of Michaelisf the ticket-

of-leave apostle of humanitarian hopes. . . . " This great 

lady is so far from fearing the revolutionaries that she 

sympathizes with them: 

"Rot dangerous. I should think not indeed. Be 
is a mere believer. It's the temperament of a 
saint. . . . If that's the stuff revolutionaries 
are made of some of us may well go on our knees 
to them. . ."? 

She championed the cause of- the revolutionaries because she 

could see no harm in their beliefs. She had come to accept 

the anarchists * "theory of the future" since it did not 

collide with her own sentiments. She felt in accord with the 

"thought-crimes"' of the anarchist because she, too, could not 

accept societies other than her own. She scorned the aris-

tocracy and the industrialists as being alien to her middle-

class environment. She was averse to the mechanical age 

because it was particularly 'unfeeling." She felt that 

Michaelis embraced a. theory which would not totally destroy, 

only annihilate a particular system. Because her particular 

society was not under attack, she could not see any particular 

"harm in it."8 

'Conrad, op. cit., p. 104. 

Ibid. , p. 109. 8Ibid. , p. 110-111. 
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Just as the lady protectoress did not see the moral 

harm in the revolutionary powers,, others did. not see that 

the infiltration of revolutionaries was so deadly. Some were 

as trusting as Stevie: 

Like the rest of mankind,, perplexed by the 
mystery of the universe, he had his momenta of 
consoling trust in the organized powers of the 
earth.® 

Because of the trust of the people, the anarchists are 

able to weave their web of destruction unhindered. Fleishman 

believes that their aim is not political or economic but 

social: 

The Secret Agent ig, then, not as much a novel 
about political*" anarchism as it is a novel about 
social anarchy. It is a dramatic portrayal of 
the sociological concept of anomie—radical dis-
order in the social structure" an"3"consequent 
personal dislocation. 

The "personal dislocation' may have come about as a re-

sult of the emphasis on social disintegration. It seems 

plausible, because man's bent to destroy the existing social 

structure is universal. Fleishman suggests that social 

destruction is the result of anarchy, in the novel; anarchy 

could well have the same result in actuality: 

The widespread condition of impenetrability and 
insensitivity in mankind at large, which the 

9Ibid., p. 172. 

^^Avrom Fleishman, "The Symbolic World of The Secret 
Journal of English Literary History, XXXII, No. 2 

fjune, 19(551, p. ":iWT 
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novel describes, is represented in Willie as a 
latent hysteria which manifests itself in murder 
and suicide. 

The murder and suicide motif has its inception in the 

'morbidly pessimistic theories of the anarchists. They cannot 

come to terms with life, so they wish to destroy it. Karl 

Yundt seems to have the most ferocious vision of all the 

anarchists. He has dreamed of a race of men who have dis-

carded all scruples. They must be courageous enough to accept 

the name of destroyer without hesitation. They should have 

"no pity for anything on earth, including themselves, and 

death enlisted for good and all in the service of human-

ity . . . " 1 2 

The irony is that the revolutionaries were .destined to 

obliterate mankind while they mouth theories of salvation. 

Conrad depicts these people as victims,-as well as promoters, 

of the "social anarchy" mentioned above. 

Michaelis pursued his idea--the idea of his 
solitary seclusion--the thought vouchsafed to 
his captivity and growing faith revealed in 
visions. He talked to himself, indifferent to 
the sympathy or hostility of his hearers, indif-
ferent indeed to their presence, from the habit 
he had acquired of thinking aloud hopefully in 
the solitude of the four whitewashed walls of 
his cell, in the sepulchral silence of the great 
blind pile of bricks near a river, sinister and 
ugly like a colossal mortuary for the socially 
drowned.13 

i;LIbid. , p. 203, 

12 

Conrad, op. cit., p. 42, 

"̂"*Ibid. , p. 44. 
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These "socially drowned" were under attack, not only by Conrad, 

but by the Assistant Commissioner: 

"What pleased me nost in this affair . . . is 
that it made such an excellent starting-point 
for a piece of work which I've felt must be 
taken in hand—that is, the clearing out of this 
country of all the foreign political spies, 
police and that sort of--of--dogs. In my opinion 
they are a ghastly nuisance? also an element of 
danger."14 

The reason that the anarchists are an element of danger is 

that they are revolting, not against the organized, government 

as such but against the discipline of labor and restraint: 

. . . being only overcome by his dislike of all 
kinds of recognised labour--a temperamental defect 
whioh he shared with a large proportion of revolu-
tionary reformers of a given social state. For 
obviously one does not revolt against the advantages 
and opportunities of that state, hut against the 
price which must be paid for the same in the coin 
of accepted morality,, self-restraint, and toil. 
The majority of revolutionists are the enemies of 
discipline and fatigue mostly. 

These enemies of discipline, according to Conrad, are 

not so much interested in a new government as they are in a 

new society which will leave thea free from personal respon-

sibility. They feel that the present society is not only 

inhibiting to their indolent nature, but, positively, is 

cannibalistic in its treatment of its members; 

"They [the anarchists] are nourishing their greed 
on the quivering flesh and the warm blood of the 
people™-nothing else."-®-® 

14Ibid., p. 226. 15Ibid. , p. 53. 

1-6Ibid. , p. 51. 
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This "'cannibalistic society" has its reflection in 

certain incidents in the novel. They expand and illustrate 

the cannibalistic nature of the degenerate society, The 

murder scene is an excellent example of this reflection. 

Stallman has observed the cannibalistic motif in Verloc1s 

"butchering some meat for his supper on the night of Stevie'g 

slaughter." Verloc's partaking of the meal at such a solemn 

17 

occasion is evidence of gluttony and cannibalism. It also 

shows his supreme disregard for the conventional manners of 

the day: 
The piece of roast beef, laid out in the likeness 
of funeral baked meats for Stevie * s obsequies, 
offered itself largely to his notice. And Mr. 
Verloc again partook. He partook ravenously, 
without restraint and decency . . . 

Mr. Verloc'3 eating habits are not the only occasion for 

butchering and cannibalism. This theme is echoed in his 

very occupation: 

"There isn't a murdering plot for the last eleven 
years that I hadn't my finger in at the risk of 
my life. There's scores of these revolutionaries 
I've sent off, with their bombs in their blamed 
pockets, to get themselves caught on the fron-
tier. . . ."19 

Murder and madness are concurrent themes running through-

out the novel, suggesting that the revolutionary tendencies, 

by their inevitable nature, lead to both of these outcomes. 

17 
Stallman, op. cit., p. 104. 

18 
Conrad, op. cijt. , p. 253. 

19 
Ibid., p. 238. 
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There is a possibility that these themes will make themselves 

manifest even in governmental circles. Fleishman declares 

that, in a sense, these revolutionaries are representatives 

of this madness; 

This tragic view of his characters' participation 
in the human condition allows Conrad to make the 
anarchists an instance--though an extreme one— 
of the decay of the social order through the wide-
spread ignorance, secrecy, and urtadness of its 

members.20 

The anarchists are not the only mad ones. Conrad alludes to 

the "intellectual idiots," "the idiotic vanity," and the 

"imbecile bourgeoisie." The Embassy First Secretary, Vladimir, 

knows the essential terror which will be generated by his 

scheme to blow up the Observatory: 
". . . the absurd ferocity of such a demonstra-
tion will affect them more profoundly than the 
mangling of a whole street—or theatre—full of 
their own kind. To the last they can always say: 
'OhI it's mere class hate!' But what is one to say 
to an act of destructive ferocity so absurd as to 
be incomprehensible, inexplicable, almost unthinkable, 
in fact, mad? Madness alone is truly terrifying, 
inasmuch as you cannot placate it either by threats, 
persuasion, or bribes."21 

Madness in revolutionary and in governmental circles 

even extends into the domestic circle. Stevie is slightly 

deranged? Winnie has a congenital propensity to madness. 

Fleishman points out that the "domestic tale" is rampant with 

the theme of madness. The madness which exists in the life 

20 
Fleishman, oj». cit. , p. 203. 

21 
Conrad, og. cit., p. 33. 
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of the public officials has its counterpart in the domestic 

life of Winnie and Mr. Verloc. Both Winnie and Stevie have 

symptoms of madness. Winnie becomes more disturbed when she 

finds out that Mr. Verloc has taken the boy out to his very 

deaths "She could not bear to see the boy hurt. It maddened 

22 

her." Fleishman stated that "Ossipon's pseudo-scientific 

diagnosis of her congenital derangement is therefore ironi-

cally true; Winnie's entire life is imbalanced and precarious 

by virtue of the distorted notions of Stevie which govern her 

23 

conduct." Conrad described his novel as being a tale 

. . . telling Winnie Verloc*s story to its anarchistic end 
24 

of utter desolation, madness, and despair. . . ." 

Winnie's final exodus in the novel is a supreme example 

of the mental derangement caused by Stevie's death. She 

commits suicide by drowning. The death by drowning is "An 
25 

impenetrable mystery. . . . This act of madness and despair." 

Her life began with madness and ended with madness. 

This theme of madness coupled always with the desire for 

destruction of the social system implies that Conrad was seek-

ing a universal solution to the problem presented* It is 

within the epic realm to present such a moral issue. Conrad 

may or may not have intended to preach a direct moral, but 
22 ?3 

Ibid., p. 38. " Fleishman, op. cit., p. 203. 
24 ?5 
Conrad, op. cit., p. xv. " Ibid., p. 311. 
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he makes it impossible not to see that the anarchists are bent 

on destruction, and the best way of combating such a force is 

at least to recognize the possibilities. It may be implied 

that society would be the better for having destroyed the 

destroyer, and, indeed always has a moral obligation to do so. 

Beyond these universalities of theme lies the universal 

interest of place. The site of The Secret Agent is more than 

the city of London. It is a cosmic view of any setting where-

in the human soul struggles for identity; 

Then the vision of an enormous town presented 
itself, of a monstrous town more populous than 
some continents and in its man-made night as if 
indifferent to heaven's frowns and smile? a 
cruel devourer of the world's light. There was 
room enough there to place any story, depth enough 
there for any passion, variety enough there for any 
setting, darkness enough to bury five millions of 
lives. 6 

The colossal city represents a monster devouring the individ-

uality of mankind. Leo Gurko has noted that places to Conrad 

were organisms for the action of men on the stage of life. 

Conrad was sensitive to places and felt that different en-

vironments caused peculiar characteristics in the lives of 

raen. He felt that nature gave aura to each individuals "The 

impact and spiritual infusions of nature, both raw and man-

made, have always been strongly felt in the reading of 

Conrad. . . 2 7 

**̂ Ibid. , p. xii. 

27 
Leo Gurko, "The Secret Agent: Conrad's Vision of 

Megalopolis," Modern'FictionStudies, IV:4 (Winter, 1958-1959) 
p. 310. - — 
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Fleishman calls London the "medium of expression for the 

* 2 8 
actors." It ie more than a physical city of lights, and 

dark, and buildings. It is a spiritual presence for Conrads 

"I had to fight hard to keep at arras-length the 
memories of my solitary and nocturnal walks all 
over London in my early days, lest they should 
rush in and overwhelm each page of the story. . ." 

This setting is just as overwhelming for the characters. 

It is insular in its structure, and it threatens to engulf 

thera at every turn? from it there is no escape. It isolates 

men from others to such an extent that they are alienated 

human .beings. The isolation brings about non-communication 

and disorganization. Not only are the men unfriendly to one 

another, but the very elements are inimical to mankindr 

"* . . enormity of bricks,, slates, and stones, things in them-

selves unlovely and unfriendly to man."'30 Conrad says that 

the. only method of self-protection in this world of isolation 

and unfriendliness is to take on the whole armor of indif-

31 
ference. 

In its vastnes3, it leaves the isolated man free to break 

with raorality even though it expresses itself as a moral 

universe. Indeed, the isolation is the clue to immorality in 

2 8 
Fleishman,, op. cit. , p. 197. 

29 
Conrad, oj>. cit., p. xiii. 

30 
Ibid., p. 56. 

31 
Fleishman, oj>. cit. , p. 213. 
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roan, because he no longer feels a kindred responsibility. 

Fleishman notes the moral ideas 

The Secret Agent establishes the city of London 
as the™ spatial expression of its moral universe, 
Squally, the sense of time lies at the heart of 
the novel's these. . . . the effort to destroy 
time is symbolically an effort to end history— 
thereby theoretically achieving the revolutionary 
goal of a world beyond history and without time.32 

Morality would cease to exist in a world without history and 

time. Both history and time are elements of man's rationale. 

History is the passing of time for man. Both are vulnerable 

to the attacks of men and are the products of men's ideas: 

History is made by men, but they do not make it 
in their heads. The ideas that are bora in their 
consciousness play an insignificant part in the 
march of events. History is dominated and deter-
mined by the tool and the production—by the force 
of economic conditions. Capitalism has made social-
ism, and the laws made by capitalism for the __ 
protection of property are responsible for anarchism. " 

Conrad thus suggests that history is a result of economic 

pressures. With the explosion of the bomb, time and history 

would be annihilated,, thus ending the reign of economic 

pressures. These pressures cause man to be eternally and 

34 

universally 'time-bound5' and "time - filled." ~ 

These "time-bound" men are represented as victims of 

"nothingness," according to Fleishman. They echo the mass 

annihilation of the recent past which was steeped in "blood 

32Ibid., p. 213. 

3 3 
Conrad, ojg. cit. , p. 41. 

34 
Fleishman, o£. cit., p. 216, 
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and. dirt." Fleishman refers to the last war as an example of 

reducing man to such "nothingness." He says that it explains 

the reduction of all humanity to the elements of blood and 

35 
bone, Conrad has one of hxs characters, the Professor, 

explain the theory this way; "'blood alone puts a seal on 

36 

greatness . . . Blood. Death. Look at history.1" 

It is the "look" at history which gives the novel much 

of its universal scope. It is this very interest which in-

volves the epic quality of historical significance. 

Aside from the historical quality, there is the emphasis 

on domestic drama which, in some ways, reminds one of the 

scenes in Homer's Odyssey. It reminds us in a reversed way 

because of the ironic treatment of the importance of family 

ties and the security which is created there. It is curious 

to note that a revolutionary theme should have so much emphasis 

on domestic drama. It is irony itself that the anarchists 

who want to destroy the domestic society have their story in 

the framework of such a drama. As Stallman ©ays, "Conradian 

irony has reduced a story about revolutionaries to their 

domestic drama, a domestic drama which . . . represents 
3 7 

sanctuary froxs life or time itself." 

Ibid., p. 211. 

36 
"'Conrad, op. clt. , p. 304. 

37 
Stallman, op. cit., p. 108, 
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Just like the setting,, the dramatic situation is insular, 

and therefore, protective. It revolves around the figures of 

Winnie, Mr. Verloc, Stevie, and Winnie's mother, Mr. Verloc 

is the central figure in the family circle. He is like the 

epic heroes of yore whose past is shrouded in mystery. He 

suddenly appears at the widow's boarding house and commences 

the courtship of Winnie. Little or nothing is known of his 

business activities, other than that they are "political" in 

nature. He is captivated by the charms of Winnie? 

Traces of the French descent which the widow 
boasted of were apparent in Winnie, too « . . 
Minnie had also other charms: her youth; her 
full, rounded form, her clear complexion; the 
provocation of her unfathomable reserve. . . . 

Winnie, however, was not intrigued by the personal charms of 

Mr. Verloc; she was more interested in the security that he 

would be able to provide her mother and brother. She had a 

maternal passion for her brother, because she had nursed him 

since infancy and regarded him as her own: 

The protection she had extended over her brother 
had been in its origin of a fierce and indignant 
complexion. She had to love him with a militant 
love. She had battled for him—even against her-
self. His loss had the bitterness of defeat, with 
the anguish of a baffled passion.39 

Her "anguished passion5' came to a climax when Mr. Verloc per-

suaded Stevie to carry a bomb to the Observatory. Stevie was 

38 
Conrad, op. cit., p. 6. 

39Ibid., p. 246. 
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accidentally killed, but she accused Mr. Verloc of nurder: 

"This man took the boy away to murder him. He 
took the boy away from his home to murder him. 
He took the boy away from me to murder him!"40 

By Stevie's death, she was released frost her domestic 

responsibility. Since she no longer had the care of Stevie, 

her reason for living was gone: 

With the rage arid dismay of a betrayed woman,, she 
reviewed the tenor of her life in visions concerned 
mostly with Stevie's difficult existence from its 
earliest days. It was a life of single purpose and 
of a noble unity of inspiration,, like those rare 
lives that have left their mark on the thoughts and 
feelings of mankind.43. 

She is liberated still further by the murder of Mr. Verloc. 

She murders him as an act of vengeance for the death of her 

beloved. She is so free from family ties that she seems to 

go beyond the confines of this world. Hertz declares that 

she has a "transcendental sense of liberty"; 

The gradual direction of Mrs. Verloc's horror 
from emotional paralysis to an almost transcen-
dental .sense of liberty holds our attention even 
though the consequence of that direction—the 
murder itself-—seems clear and inevitable only 
after it has occurred.42 

The murder scene borders on the supernatural and comes under 

the heading of fairy-lore in the novel. It is a time of 

suspension of belief and time as well; 

40Ibid. 41Ibld., p. 241. 

42 
Robert N. Hertz, "The Scene of Mr. Verloc's Murder in 

The Secret Agent/' The Personalist„ XLIIT r No. 2 (April, 1962) 

prim — 
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The perfect immobility of her pose expressed the 
agitation of rage and despair, all the potential 
violence of tragic passions, better than any 
shallow display of shrieks, with the beatings of 
a distracted head against the walls, could have 
clone. 4 3 

The murder scene, aside from its quiet violence,, is a domestic 

scene ending in tragedy; "Prom a certain point of view we are 

44 

hare in the presence of domestic drama." 

We are also in the presence of death, and the metaphysi-

cal stoppage of time known as ''flight of time." Winnie feels 

that she is in the presence of the supernatural because the 

clocks themselves seem to atop; 
Nothing moved in the parlour till Mrs. Verloc 
raised her head slowly and looked at the clock 
with inquiring mistrust. She had become aware 
of a ticking sound in the room* It grew upon 
her ear, while she remembered, clearly that the 
clock on the wall was silent, and had no audible 
time. 

Fleishman calls Winnie's experience a step beyond into the 

existentialist world; 

Winnie experiences what existential psychoanalysts 
have called the "flight of time," its apparent ac-
celeration after the subjective congealment that 
had occurred just after the murder when time seemed 
to stand still.46 

Fleishman is right, because, for Winnie, the outside world 

did not exist. She was enshrouded in the mystery of death, 

43 
Conrad, oj>. cJLt:. , p. 212. 

44 4*5 
'Ibid.i p. x. Ibid., p. 264. 

46 
Fleishman, op. ext., p. 215. 
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and no outside forces could reach her. She was isolated from 

mankind by her overt act of destruction. The time had stood 

still, but the dripping of blood went on! Another example of 

the metaphysical is the fact that Stevie's dead soul takes 

possession of Mrs, Verloc to take what might well be called 

"blood revenge.1 

As if the homeless soul of Stevie had flown for 
shelter straight to the breast of his sister, 
guardian, and protector, the resemblance of her 
face with that of her brother grew at every step, 
even to the droop of the lower lip, even to the 
slight divergence of the eyes.47 

Mr. Verloc, too, has succumbed to the supernatural, and 

for him, also, time is suspended? for him it is a suspension 

for all eternity. He was lying on the couch taking in the 

situation: "They were leisurely enough for him to take in the 

full meaning of the portent, and to taste the flavour of 
$ g 

death rising in his gorge."" He plans a line of defense. 

But the miraculous part of his situation is that the defense 

is being prepared at the precise moment of his death, and he 

has no time to put his theories into execution: "They were 

leisurely enough for Mr. Verloc to elaborate a plan of defence 

. . . But they were not leisurely enough to allow Mr. Verloc 

the time to move either hand or feet. The knife was already 
49 

planted in his breast." 

47 
Conrad, og. cit., p. 262. 

48Ibid., pp. 262-263. 49Ibid. 
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The epic themes of time suspension, fairy-lore, and 

tragedy have been well presented in the novel. Conrad's novel 

shows evidence of a concern for human destiny. He has por-

trayed a moment of truth in the human condition. He has 

focused on the lack of hunanitarianisra in the lives of the 

anarchists. He offers a slight ray of hope when they are no 

longer present to defile the human condition. Although the 

•protagonist is dead, murdered by his wife, Mrs. Verloc has 

committed suicide, and Stevie has been obliterated by means 

of a bomb, there seems to be a note of triumph for solid 

society when one becomes aware that the anarchists are suc-

cumbing to utter defeat. Comrade Ossipon has been so over-

whelmed by "This act of madness and despair," that he is 

unable to return to his former evil habits. It may be in-

ferred that all revolutionary forces were presently to become 

extinct and that the regeneration of the world would follow; 

And the incorruptible Professor walked, too, 
averting his eyes from the odious multitude 
of mankind. He had no future. He disdained 
it. He was a force. His thoughts caressed 
the images of ruin and destruction. He walked 
frail, insignificant, shabby, miserable—and 
terrible in the simplicity of his idea calling 
madness and despair to the regeneration of the 

world.50 

The anarchists were bound for oblivion, but the traces of their 

despair were left in order to show that society should beware 

of the corruptive tendencies of their theories. 

50Ibid., p. 311. 
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The Secret Agent is thus one of Conrad's most richly 

illustrative works for the exemplification of his major ©pic 

qualities. It is highly serious in its content, and its 

breadth encompasses the 'Conratlian universe.5* 



CHAPTEH IV 

U'HPER WESTERN EYES 

Under Western Byes is the last of the middle-period 

novels. It is also most representative of the epic because 

of its intensive portrayal of the epic hero, ami because of 

its .broad scope in time ami space. Its historical motif is 

concentrated in the dual heroes of the novel—Razumov and 

Russia. 

Razu»;tovs s historical moment is concentrated in his con-

frontation witn, betrayal? .Russia's moment is concentrated in 

its confrontation with the cruelty of its autocratic rulers. 

Both have to share an expanded time of awaiting, because, as 

Conrad saw, their destiny has not yet been written on the 

page?* of history. The forces of betrayal and autocracy have 

not yet demonstrated their methods of attack nor the final 

results of that attack. These forces are expressed in spa-

ciousness and limitless tine. They seem to be a product of 

the frozen waste which is "levelling everything under its 

uniform whiteness,, like a monstrous blank page awaiting the 

record of an inconceivable history.1®* 

1 Joseph Conrad.,. Under western Eyes, Complete Works, 
Vol. XXII '(New York, 1323)","p. 33 •* "<1"" ' ' ~~~ 

48 
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Hazumov"s inconceivable history is centered in his per-

sonal act of betrayal. This betrayal is a direct result of 

an action which he commits contrary to the dictates of his 

conscience. He has betrayed a revolutionist,. Haldin, but he 

suffers from an uneasy conscience while Haldin remains calm 

arid serene in the belief that he has struck a beneficial blow 

for humanity. Russia, also, is perpetrator and victim of be-

trayal. Her particular crime is the sanctioning of extreme 

cruelty on the part of her rulers ? she also suffers reprisals 

for this betrayal by the rebellion of her peoples. Leo Gurko, 

a noted critic of Conrad,, has averred that Conrad perceived 

very clearly that the end result of such cruel practices is 

destruction s 

The cruelties of the Tsarist autocracy, applied 
by a police force that employs torture as a 
matter of course,, breeds in its victims a revo-
lutionary sentiment of pure destruction that is 
just as monstrous.^ 

The betrayer, in turn, becomes the victim, because the Russian 

oeople who are so oppressed are quite willing to commit violence 

against their own members to such an extent that there is 

danger of their total annihilation. They are forced into be-

trayal by being betrayed. Leo Gurko calls this betrayal a 

process in "dehumanization.' 

2 
Leo Gurko, "Under Western Eyes: Conrad and the Question 

of 'Where To? 1/ CoIXege""HngIIi"h, XXI, No. 8 (May, 1960) , p. 446, 
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Dehuraani zation here assumes the form of betrayal, 
and the novel exploits the psychology of betrayal 
as the atmosphere into which Russia ultimately 
thrusts its inhabitants. 

HaIdin was a betrayer of Russia who bombed one of her 

rulers. He rationalised his acts by calling them acts of 

war; "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 civilization is false, 

4 

but a new revelation shall come out of Russia," The war 

that Haldin was precipitating had as its basis an actual fact 

in reality, because it was an historical event in Russian 

history. Morton Sabel, who wrote a commentary on Under 

Western K̂ rea, affirms the importance of the historical event: 
"De .P _ " was the celebrated viatscheslav 
Konstantinovitch Plehve, whose assassination 
took place in July 1904. Born in 1846 of 
Lithuanian stock, educated in Warsaw and at 
the University of St. Petersburg, he had 
ascended by carefully calculated stages from 
assistant Solicitor-General to become the 
Secretary of State, member of the Council of 
the Empire, and eventually in 1902 Minister 
of Interior.5 

This historical event was a cause for Conrad to express his 

artistry as an epic writer in presenting the historical spirit 

^Ibid., p. 449. 

4 
Conrad, 0£. cit., p, 22. 
5 
Morton Dauwen Sabel, Introduction to Under Western 

Ejres»'' Conrad A Collection of Critical EssaysT" edited By 
Marvin Murdick ~(Englewood "cITf ffs, Mew Jersey T 1966) , p. 123. 
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because it represented an Insight into what Zabel calls the 

"plague-spots" which dealt with "radical socialism and 

anarchism® that Conrad felt interfered with the common 

brotherhood of society in Europe, and the "ferocity and im-

becility of an autocratic rule" which caused them.6 

In considering these 's plague-spots" of society, Conrad 

was following in the immediate footsteps of a group of modern 

novelists who dealt with similar scenes and themes of "despot-

ism, protest, and revolt." His literary predecessors included 

Turgenev in Smoke, Rudln, and Virgin Soil. Twenty-five years 

before, Henry James had written a novel, The Princess 

Casamassima, which dealt with these same political and social 
7 

sore spots. This novel therefore represent® another case 

in which it may be assumed that Conrad's artistry was a 

deliberate intent to reflect the spirit of the time in a 

choric manner. These historical themes were also important 

in expressing a sense of man's destiny in the everchanging 

cosmos. 

Conrad adds further historical depth to his novel by 

bringing into his novel the statue of Rousseau. This statue 

is a refuge for Razumov while he is transmitting for progeny 

his experiences among the revolutionaries. The situation of 

the statue is an example of Conrad's ironic technique, because 

he placed Razumov, a spy on the revolutionaries, under the 

6lAid-> P- 122> 7Ibid. 
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shadow and protection of one who advocated socialistic theories; 

These glances were needless; the people crossing 
over in the distance seemed unwilling even to 
look at the islet where the exiled effigy of the 
author of The Social Contract sat enthroned above 
the bowed head o"? Razumov inthe sombre immobility 
of bronze.8 

Karl f a critic of Conrad,, notes the ironic treatment of the 

situation; 

Now in his decline, when intellectuality,, as he 
realizes, cannot even begin to sustain him, he 
turns to the image of Rousseau, that lifelong 
exponent of the emotional and sentimental, and 
within his shadow finds temporary safety and 
peace.-

The irony is that P.azumov relied on his intellect and had no 

place for the sentimentality which Rousseau espoused. Razumov 

is a direct contradiction to all that Rousseau stands for. 

Rousseau, as "an exponent of the emotional and sentimental 

side of life," would certainly not rely on the intellect alone. 

Karl further states that a reliance on "logic" alone would be 

grounds for a treaty with Satan.10 Razumov is introduced to 

the sentimental side of life by his attachment to Miss Haldin. 

Under the statue, he contemplates this new experience, and 

seems to come to some understanding of himself. His under-

standing causes a redemptive force to begin its healing work. 

3 
Conrad, op. cit., p. 291. 
9 
Frederick R. Karl, "The Rise and Fall of Under Western 

Eyes," Nine teen th - Century Fiction, XIII, No. 4 (Marcll, 
p. 3*16. ~~ ' ' 

10Ibid., p. 317. 
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Hasuiaov is cleansed through an acceptance of love and friend-

ship with Miss Haldin. He is cleansed of the evil of betrayal 

through his confession to the revolutionaries. His conversion, 

is the fruit of his confessions, which were precipitated 

underneath the healing balm of the statue of Rousseau. Thus 

a second depth of irony was reached. 

Added to the historical spirit of the time in the novel 

is an emphasis on the suspension of time, which is a meta-

physical quality very much akin to the supernatural murder 

of time in The Secret Agent. This sense of the metaphysical 

quality is embodied in the theory that life is not quite a 

reality-; "Perhaps life is just that . . . A dream and a 

fear.' In The Secret Agent time stops for Mrs. Verloc when 

she murders her husband. Time stops for Razumov when he be-

trays Haldin: 'And the watch had stopped. This reduced him 

12 

to despair. Impossible to know the time." At this time, 

Razuiaov realized he was losing touch with reality and ". . . 

looked wildly about as if for some means of seizing time 
1 *3 

which seemed to have escaped him altogetherI" In another 

scene Razuroov recalls the earlier scene with intense horror. 

He is allied to the past by his memory of the betrayal. The 

bewitching hour is midnight. 
11 
Conrad, op. cit., p. 316. 

19 1 -3 

Ibid., p. 64. Ibid., p. 65. 
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He was the puppet of his past, because at the very 
stroke of midnight he jumped up and ran swiftly 
downstairs as if confident that, by the power of 
destiny, the house door would fly open before the 
absolute necessity of his errand.14 

He sat holding his watch in anticipation of the midnight hour, 

at which time he would effect his final errand. That errand 

was a rendezvous with destiny because he was going to confess 

to the revolutionaries the fact' of his betrayal of Haldln. 

'lis final confession is raa.de in atonement for the previous 

betrayal, Gurko has noted that the murder is a cosmic 

atrocity: 'In raurderinc? Hal din, he has also murdered time, 

and the slain dimension cuts him off from the world of light 
1 *v 

as much as the slain man." " His confession results in his 

being deafened by the revolutionary leaders. Gurko sees this 

incident as that of a "horrifying isolation" which causes his 
16 

banishment from time because of his deaf condition. 

Conrad'a suspension of time is an epic quality of the 

metaphysical, but his extension of place is not exclusively 

physical, metaphysical, or spiritual? it is a combination 

woven into a pattern which suggests amplitude and breadth. 

The place in Under Western Eyes is Russia, which is more than 

the locale of the novel; Russia itself is a revelation of the 

tragic destiny of a country which is oppressed by autocratic 

rule: 
14Ibid., p . 362. 15Gurko, 0£ . cit., p . 446. 

16Ibid.r p. 4 4 6 . 
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For -that is the mark of Russian autocracy and 
of Russian revolt. In its pride of numbers, 
in its strange pretensions of sanctity,, and in 

• the secret readiness to abase itself in suffer-
ing, the spirit of Russia is the spirit of cynicism. 
It informs the declarations of her statesmen, the 
theories of her revolutionists, and the mystic 
vaticinations of the prophets to the point of 
making freedom look like a form of debauch, and 
the Christian virtues themselves appear actually 
indecent. . . .17 

Conrad, as observer of certain elements in the Russian 

spirit, added new dimensions to the epic quality which encom-

passes the tragic vision. Karl finds Conrad's greatness in 

his tragic vision; 

. . . Conrad was able to give Under Western Eyes 
the elements of literary greatness. There is a~ 
thickness and density of tragic event as well as 
an awareness of the complex things of this world 
which we usually find only in great literature.18 

Conrad's tragic vision extended beyond the boundaries of the 

physical limitations because it encompassed "endless space 

19 

and . . . countless millions." These countless millions 

were destine to be victims of self-destruction because of the 

oppressors who ruled them. This comprehensive spirit of 

Russia pervades the novel throughout as a curse: "That this 

simple and grossly festive soul should have fallen too under 

the revolutionary curse affected hiia as an ominous symptom of 

17 
Conrad, of>. cit., p. 67. 

X8 
Karl, op. cit., p. 314. 

19 
Conrad, op. cit., p. 33. 



7Q 

the tiiae.•' ~ Tiie symptom of the time was that people relied 

on visions and could not accept reality: "Visionaries work 

everlasting evil on earth. Their Utopias inspire in the mass? 

of mediocre min<Js a disgust of reality and contempt for the 
?1 

secular logic of human development,'"" ' Thus, the evil per-

petrated by the evil revolutionaries had a tragically sinister 

effect on the Russian people. 

Conrad, in his anti-Pussian sentiment, went so far as 

to conclude that the Russian people were capable of detesting 
22 

life itself, "the irremediable life of the earth as it is. . ." 

Yet the Russian people have every right to detest life, be-

cause it is filled with every conceivable misery. Conrad 

vividly portrays the abject misery in the lives of the people; 

"lie lived in wretchedness and suffering, and died in misery, 
71 

That is the lot of all us Russians, nameless Russians."'""" 

Russians are not only nameless and miserable? they suffer 

lives that are more unendurable than the lives of dogs in 

Switzerland1; "Truly there are millions of people in Russia 

who would envy the life of clogs in this country [Switzer-

, 24 

land]." " As a result of their supreme misery, they are 

forced to retaliate by anarchy. This anarchy of the bombing 

event expresses itself in acts of moral corruption: 
2 o *> *i 
"Ibid., p. 82. Ibid., p. 95. 

22U)id., p. 104. 23Ibid., p. 236 
24Ibid.f p. 245. 
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. . . an event characteristic of modern Russia in 
the actual fact? the assassination of a prominent 
statesman--and still more characteristic of the 
moral corruption of an oppressed society where the 
noblest aspirations of humanity, the desire of 
freedom,, an ardent patriotism, the love of justice, 
the sense of pity, and even the fidelity of simple 
minds, are prostituted to the lusts of fear and. 
hate, the inseparable companion of an uneasy 
despotism.25 

This problem of ''uneasy despotism" is reflected in the 

life of Pazuiflov, the greatest epic hero of Conrad's middle 

period. He is a .representative of the tragic essence, and 

his life can be seen, in a step by step process, as comparable 

to that of the great literary epic heroes of all times. His 

•very beginnings are shrouded in mystery. He is supposed, to 

be the illegitimate son of Prince K and the daughter of an 

archpriest. He is a product of the oppressor, personified in 

the person of Prince K, and the oppressed, the daughter of 

an archpriest who remains nameless as an example of the ano-

nymity of the Russian masses. Razumov is left an orphan at 

an early age with a solicitor as his guardian. He has no 

close friends nor family ties: "He was as lonely in the 

26 

world as a man swimming in the deep sea." "* His life and 

parentage come from Mother Russia: "There were no Razumovs 

belonging to him anywhere. His closest parentage was defined 

in the statement that he was a Russian. . . . This immense 
7 7 

parentage suffered from the throes of internal dissension."" 

?r. o p. 
Ibid., p. 7. Ibid., p. 10. 

27Ibid. , pp. 10-11. 
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He Celt bound by the bonds of the country which were greater 

tftan parental ties. He felt that Russia could not repudiate 

hira, because he was its "But Russia can't disown me. She 
7 9 

cannotI . . . I am itJ s * 

The epic quality of fairy-lore manifests itself in the 

life of Razumov, who becoir.es a soul possessed by an alien 

spirit. The spirit is that of Haldin, who comes to Pazumov 

for protection after having thrown a bomb at Mr. p . . , 

Because of his constant struggle to free himself from the 

engulfing spirit of Haldin, his life becomes a struggle to 

escape phantasmagoria. He becomes vulnerable and accessible 

to any overtures of friendship from anyone because of his 

lack of human ties. He is under a kind of spell and he feels 

a need for distinction, yet, up until this point, he has had 

none, other than in scholarly activities. When Haldin enters 

the picture, he is forced to abandon his tolerable loneli-

ness for a course more inscrutable. Karl, has compared him 

to Decoud in Nostromo: 'Like Decoud, his brother in gloom 

and wretchedness on the Great Isabel, Razumov is cut off from 

all human intercourse: his only companion is a bronze statue, 
29 

and his only concern is himself and his safety." When 

Haldin expresses his confidence in Razumov, all his defenses 

break down. Leo Gurko says that this undue isolation is seen 
28Ibid., p. 209. 

29 
Karl, o£. cit.f p. 316, 
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by Conrad as the cause of moral depravity in the form of be-

trayal : 

. . . excessive isolation leads to moral collapse? 
a purely egoistic attachment to society compels 
betrayal: a quid pro quo with the world in terms 
of unselfish response is not a guarantee of sanity 
and endurance but an indispensable preliminary to 
them? this response does not destroy self-love but 
tempers and sophisticates it to the point where the 
tensions of living inside the ring of an inscrutable 
cosmos are made b e a r a b l e . 3 0 

Razumov, at this point, is forced to come to grips with 

the revolutionary forces which he had so assiduously denied 

in the past. He had been an outcast of the revolutionary 

society, but now he roust espouse the revolutionary doctrine 

which makes hi® a social outcast. Be find® that he must make 

the great epic choices the choice must be between the forces 

of dissension in modern Russia or the autocratic forces in 

power. His choice is a determining factor in his life, as 

the choices generally are for the epic heroes. He makes the 

choice of betrayal: 

"Betray. A great word. What is betrayal? They 
talk of a man betraying his country, his friends, 
his sweetheart. There must be a moral bond first. 
All a man can betray is his conscience. "31 

With his betrayal, Razumov is introduced to a greater isolation 

than he had ever known before. He is plunged into the very 

abyss of loneliness. He experiences complete terror and 

30 

31. 

Gurko, op. cit., p. 448. 

Conrad, op. cit., p. 37. 
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disintegration,, "'Who knows what true loneliness is—not the 

32 

conventional word, but the naked terror?" ' Karl notes that 

the betrayal was a form of self-destruction because it in-

volved the individual consciences 
His betrayal of his fellow student destroys him-
self, rather than the revolutionary, for Razumov's 
existence is never his own henceforth. He exists 
only because of Haldin's memory, only because Haldin 
exists for the people of Geneva. . . . He is an 
extension, a physical corollary of Haldin's spirit 
and idealism. . . . In betraying Haldin . . . he 
has most basely betrayed himself.33 

His betrayal causes him to lose his identity, and he becomes 

Haldin's spirit. His career is a death's struggle to obtain 

repossession of his soul. His life is an illusion, a phantasy 

from which there is no escape. lie is truly a soul possessed; 

And all this was Haldin, always Haldin—-every-
where Haldin: a moral spectre infinitely more 
effective than any visible apparition of the 
dead.34 

The apparition is a spectre of his own conscience, for it is 

this that Razumov has betrayed. The spectre is a moral double 

of jRazumov. It represents the duality of his existence— 

intellect and sentimentalitv struggle for supremacy. Leo 

Gurko has noted this duality as well: 

The connection between them becomes absolute when 
the image of Haldin roots itself in Razumov*s 

32Ibid., p. 39. 

33 
Karl, D£. cit., p. 318. 

14 
Conrad, oj>. cit., pp. 299-300. 



61 

mind obsessiorially, and he becomes a double man 
bearing the heavy and unahakeable burden of this 
other self.35 

Conrad portrays his soul in death-struggle; "it followed 

that whenever he went abroad he felt himself at once closely 

36 

involved in the moral consequences of his act." The result 

of his guilty, conscience was that he felt keenly an alien 

force from which he could not extricate himself; "It was 

there that the dark prestige of the Haldin mystery fell on 

him, clung to him like a poisoned robe it was impossible to 

fling off."37 

The betrayal was Hazumov's night-journey into his in-

scrutable destiny. He felt compelled to return from this 

destiny of a walk with Satan better prepared to face the 

universal sufferings of mankind with a redemptive soul. He 

must exorcise his devil or sink into an eternal abyss. His 

night-journey does end in atonement and redemption because 

he finally is able to confess his great guilt. The symbols 

which represent his physical and spiritual transformation 

are the elements of storm. The storms represent the physical, 

medium for a spiritual expression. Karl notes the symbolic 

nature of the storm-—"storm cleanses him physically? con-
*ig 

fession cleanses him spiritually."" according to Conrad,, 

35 

37 

36 

Gurko, op. cit., p. 450. Conrad, op. cit., p. 299. 

Ibid. Karl, op. cit., p. 326. 
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he is freed froui the phantom because he has admitted the 

reality of truth and escaped his perdition of falsehood! 

A flash of lightning enabled them to observe him 
walking away quickly. . . . The darkness returned 
with a single clap of thunder,, like a gun fired 
for a warning of his escape from the prison of 
lies,33 

Razuisov finally made atonement and was redeemed, even 

though his life ended in death and darkness. There is hope 

for hint in the universal destiny because he had come to 

understand himself and he had accepted truth--the truth that 

makes him free. Conrad expresses a concern for human destiny 

and implies a sense of redemption for all mankindr 

"1 believe that the future will be merciful to 
us all. Revolutionists and reactionary, victim 
and executioner, betrayer and betrayed, they 
shall be pitied together when the light breaks 
on our black sky at last. Pitied and forgotten; 
for without that there can be no union and no 
love,40 

Under Western Byes thus displays the quality of a true 

literary epic because of its emphasis on human destiny; it 

offers hope for future generations, because they all will be 

forgiven alike. Its tragic hero offers atonement for sins 

and gives hope that truth will prevail. According to Edward 

Wagenknecl\t, a noted critic of the novel as genre, Conrad's 

works are 'a complete expression of a reoment of collective 
A 1 

life, a fragment, of the legend of the centuries." 

39 jtn 
Conrad, op. cit., p. 363. Ibid.r p. 353. 

41 
Edward Wagenknecht, Cavalcade of the English Novel 

(Boston, 1953) , p. 61. ' " 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Conrad's middle period was born of the upheaval in 

political, economic, and social events which was evident 

throughout western civilization. His concern for this up-

heaval is reflected in his artistic method which mirrors 

certain tendencies and beliefs that he espoused through the 

medium of his literature. 

He especially was concerned for man and his destiny. 

His especial contribution toward the understanding of this 

dastiny was his particular focus on man's shortsightedness 

and weakness. His work was a moment of truth which shone 

forth from the environs of shadows. He showed man that his 

destiny was self-destruction if he did not heed the prophecies 

and portents of his time. His concern was humanitarian, yet 

critical. He surmised, through his experience of life, that 

man was destined to pursue an inscrutable course as a micro-

cosm of the universe. He further expected that destiny would 

not always be rational and logical. Indeed, he accepted the 

view that man could not operate in a framework of complete 

intellectuality alone. He realized that man's nature required 

sentiment and feeling as well. Since he denied the use of 

logic alone, he portrayed characters who stuck to logic alone 
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as extremely ridiculous, or as exconununicated from the brother™ 

hood of man. His concern for humanity linked him with other 

great epic writers who felt themselves impelled to be spokes-

men of the era. 

His artistry also reflects an interest in and considera-

tion of the social mores and political institutions. He was 

convinced that neither anarchy nor autocracy were the answers 

to the social problems of the day. He was convinced that 

they were potential causes of the social evil rampant in all 

history. The evil that resulted was a tendency toward self-

destruction by both the oppressors and the oppressed. "Through 

plot, character, and action, Conrad demonstrates the ineffec-

tiveness and chaotic influences of these forces operating in 

the modern world. He seems to suggest, further, that a would-

be society must become aware of the nature of this destruction 

or it will be engulfed by these forces. By sharing the knowl-

edge, society may in some way take steps to combat these 

forces. 

Conrad shows his disfavor of the anarchists by an ironic 

presentation of their theories and ideals. He portrays them 

as ineffectual shams—-they preach the doctrine of annihilation-

yet they are pictured as pacifists. He portrays them as per-

petrators of thought-crime who threaten the political, 

economic, and social structure. 
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Conrad embraced the philosophy that each individual 

should, in some way, contribute to the solidarity of mankind. 

He portrayed heroes who did not follow this policy as becoming 

ostracized from society. Having been so isolated, the heroes 

of Conrad must pursue some redemptive act and atone for their 

crime against humanity. They must be restored to the arms 

of human brotherhood or forever be lost. 

Conrad's artistry reflects a none too optimistic view 

of historical destiny. He felt that man was bent on total 

annihilation, because he depends on an unrealistic dream of 

Utopia- These Utopias represent a break with reality, because 

the economic structure of civilization is the only considera-

tion? they do not consider the spiritual reality of human 

nature. Conrad consistently illustrates how these Utopian 

dreams result in ineffectual and empty lives. 

Conrad firmly believed that an artistic production does, 

in some way, reflect the philosophy of the artist. For 

Conrad, a novel was certainly more than a presentation? it 

was a revelation of philosophy and belief, gathered from his 

own life and experiences. His literature is, in effect, his 

personal expression of the cosmos. His philosophy is reflected 

in the action and character of his works. So it is that 

Conrad's theory of man's destiny shows a philosophical insight 

based on experience, and it provides the unifying epic 

quality in the major works of his middle period. 
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