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I
INTRODUCTION

In Conrad’s Eastern World 1 tried to recreate the world
Conrad knew during his years as a sailor in far eastern waters
between 1883 and 1888. I was concerned there on the
one hand to make a contribution to Conrad biography,
since those significant years had remained relatively un-
documented, and on the other to seck out those suggestions
in the life of the east, in the gossip of the ports, which
became Conrad’s heritage as a seaman and which were used
by Conrad the novelist. Conrad himself suggested the possi-
bility of his inspiration having derived from actual events
and people when he stated: ‘One’s literary life must turn
frequently for sustenance to memories and seek discourse
with the shades. . .”! Events of which he retained ‘memories’
might have been noted in official records or newspapers of
the area; ‘shades’ might be those of once-living men whose
descendants might be traced. Biography and source material
were, therefore, intimately linked in the case of those stories
which returned to his experiences in the far east for their
inspiration.

In this sequel to Conrad’s Eastern World the direction
could not be the same. The works selected for study ranged
over the period 1896 to 1906 in terms of dates of composition,
and only one major work, Heart of Darkness (1899), and one
short story, ‘An Outpost of Progress’ (1896), looked back to
Conrad’s personal experience, in this instance his Congo
visit of 189o-1. Thus, the biographical element must of
necessity be smaller, since Conrad’s life as a writer is well
documented and that life, except in certain specific circum-
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Introduction

stances, did not provide source material for the works being
dealt with. The world of a South American republic or of
the London anarchists was not in any substantial way part
of Conrad’s experience either at the time of writing Nostromo
(1904) and The Secret Agent (1906) or at any period earlier in
his life.

I have, however, been able to make certain contributions
to Conrad biography where it is important to the works
studied. Conrad’s period in the Congo has been further
illuminated by the addition of new material, and an unusual
but interesting influence upon Conrad revealed by the study
is that of certain friendships he formed in the course of his
life, particularly those with G. F. W. Hope, A. P. Krieger,
R. B. Cunninghame Graham, and Ford Madox Ford. All of
these friendships in some way affected his creative life.
Graham and Ford not only guided Conrad towards particular
subjects for novels, but each contributed further in supplying
Conrad with necessary background material and to a slight
degree with the inspiration for particular characters based
upon themselves. It would seem likely, for example, that
Charles Gould in Nostromo owes something in history and
appearance to Graham, and that Ford makes an appearance
in “The Informer’. G. F. W. Hope, Conrad’s sailor friend,
made his contribution to Heart of Darkness and I have been
fortunate in discovering a formerly unknown account of
Conrad written by Hope. A. P. Krieger, until now a shadowy
and insubstantial figure in Conrad’s life, can be seen to have
been involved, if my account of him is acceptable, in an
unexpected but substantial way in The Secret Agent.

In the course of my search certain unhoped-for bonuses
came my way: one was an early and previously unknown
manuscript by Conrad taking the form of notes for a novel,
the other was an unexpected contact with the son of one of
Conrad’s friends of his Mediterranean days—Cesar Cervoni.
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Introduction

So far as Conrad’s source material was concerned, it
became possible to detect a strong movement away from
inspired analyses of personal experience or the related
experiences of others (which is in some ways the mark of an
amateur) to the contemplation of material entirely outside
the bounds of his own experience (which in some ways is
the mark of a professional). Such a movement, for some of
his works at least, was inevitable. Conrad drew a great deal
upon his past experience, but this was bound to be worked
out in time. To Cunninghame Graham he wrote on 7 October
1907, ‘Living with memories is a cruel business. [—who have
a double life one of them peopled only by shadows growing
more precious as the years pass—know what that is.”? And
so an extension of possible subjects by means of reading was
a natural development. More and more, as he progressed as
a novelist, Conrad turned to reading, not simply as in his
early days in order to buttress his limited knowledge of the
far east, but in order to find the plot itself, the characters
in all their variety, and the themes. In writing to his aunt,
Madame Poradowska, after the French translation of The
Secret Agent had appeared, Conrad said: ‘for you well know
that anarchy and anarchists are outside my experience. ..
I created this out of whole cloth’;? and I hope to show how
far Conrad went in order to create The Secret Agent ‘out of
whole cloth’. A vast literature must have been ‘consumed’
by Conrad in his study prior to the beginning of a novel.
That it was precisely in those subjects where he was farthest
from his own basic experience that he succeeded most, is
a measure of this remarkable novelist’s extraordinary achieve-
ment.

For Conrad, writing was a ‘cruel business’: ‘I sit down
religiously every morning, I sit down for eight hours every
day—and the sitting down is all. In the course of that working
day of 8 hours, I write 3 sentences which I erase. . . sometimes
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it takes all my resolution and power of self control to refrain
from butting my head against the wall.”¢ It became no less
cruel, no less arduous when it was a matter of breathing life
into material derived primarily from reading than it had
been when he was mainly resuscitating memories of the
past.

Finally, the change in source material reveals a change of
interest. The exploration of the nature of such qualities as
‘courage’ and ‘fidelity’ within an isolated, dangerous, but
morally neutral area of sea or river has given way to an
interest in more public concerns, and as the settings have
moved from the far east to the ‘western world’ of South
America, the Congo, and London, so the interest now lies
partly in the examination of the nature of specifically ‘ western’
movements—colonial exploitation, material progress, left-
wing revolutions. The individual is now seen in relation to
such backgrounds, and thus the three major works studied
are related as explorations of ‘man in society’. In Heart of
Darkness, Conrad deals with a primitive society but one
which is both explored and exploited by the colonists from
a more evolved society; here his concern is with the extent
to which, once he is in a situation of isolation and primitive-
ness, the disciplined white man is sustained by a code of
behaviour evolved in his civilised society. In Nostromo,
Conrad moved from a primitive society to a young emerging
one, where the struggle is for social power and wealth; the
forces here—the greed, power-hungriness and awful cruelty
—blindly promote or impede or are stimulated by the actual
building-up of the economic substructure, the ‘material
interests’. In his ‘darkest’ novel, The Secrer Agent, Conrad
turns to the fully evolved society which in contrast is liberal,
relatively humane and protected, yet which has its underside
of cruelty and savage force; where even love kills people.
It is Conrad’s ability to see through the public claims being
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